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Abstract 

This thesis examines the influence of political awareness on backpackers' destination 
decision-making by applying Bmma as a case study. After Aung San Suu Kyi- Burma's 
democratically elected leader, who has been under house arrest since 1989 and is the only 
Nobel Peace Prize winner in the world who lives in detention - announced in 1996 that 
tourists should not come to Burma until democracy has returned, the country became the 
centre of a long-running boycott debate. Following Aung San Suu Kyi's later statement 
that 'tourists can be useful, depending on what they do and how they go about it', this 
thesis seeks to examine how backpackers travel, whether they are politically aware, 
whether they support the boycott, and where they stand politically. The focus is on 
backpackers because they represent the fastest growing sub-market in Southeast Asia and 
are portrayed as seeking to escape the constraints of Western, post-industrial existence by 
engaging in a form of travel that is thought to be purer than mass-tourism. While 
travelling to Burma, a country that has been politically and touristically isolated since 
1962, is arguably particularly attractive to the boundary-pushing backpacker, the ethical 
considerations of travelling to the contested destination are complex. By assessing the 
role of political awareness in backpacker decision-making, their boycott and political 
opinions generate the context that helps in reaching the research aim. This thesis 
contributes two-fold: first to the study of backpackers, their travel style, values and 
political awareness; second, to the study of travel decision-making, by assessing the role 
of political awareness in backpacker decision-making, particularly in relation to travel 
boycotts and travel to 'politically contested' destinations. 

Fieldwork was conducted for ten weeks in 2007 in Thailand, employing qualitative semi
structured interviews with backpackers. The 27 interviews with 35 participants focused 
on travelling style, motivations, experiences, and activities before targeting participants' 
political interest and awareness in general and Burma boycott awareness and opinions in 
particular. Due to previous boycott research highlighting that values could serve an 
influencing role in boycott participation, this research also included the influence of 
participants' political orientations. 

Data collection yielded results that demonstrate the extent to which contemporary 
backpacker tourism has become incorporated into mainstream tourist culture, while the 
heterogeneity of the backpacker group also became apparent. Participants were divided in 
their opinions about boycotting destinations based on human rights violations. Such 
opinions were largely polarised, and were related to travellers' levels of political 
awareness. However, regardless of boycott opinion nearly all participants identified the 
issue of 'selective moralisation' as being significant in the debate, noting the difficulty of 
isolating destinations based upon their political and human rights records. In terms of 
participants' political orientations, a slight left-wing tendency was noted. This, however, 
does not mean that backpackers are likely to be 'stereotypically liberal'; quite the 
contrary, in that participants actually represented the entire political spectrum. This 
research also showed that while some participants engaged in distinct political processes, 
which led to complex and dynamic interpretations of destinations, a general lack of 
interest and apathy towards politics was found with most participants in the travelling 
context. This does not only confirm political science literature lamenting the state of 
political knowledge and motivation among the young, but it also shows that tourism as 
espoused by Aung San Suu Kyi is perhaps only achievable for few well-informed and 
politically aware travellers. 
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.I 

Chapter One .. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

This thesis examines the influence of political awareness on the destination decision

making process of backpackers by evaluating their awareness on the political 

situation of the destinations they visit. The political situation as understood in this 

thesis encompasses not only issues of safety and security for tourists, but also their 

awareness on the destinations' political system and issues relating to human rights 

violations. This thesis argues that travellers' political awareness and political opinions 

should be included in understanding 'ethical' tourist decision-making processes, 

because they may already form components that have merely not been addressed yet. 

This thesis therefore emphasises the importance of political knowledge about 

destinations. 

The study addresses political awareness from the perspective of the individual 

traveller, and backpackers in particular. Studying individual political awareness and 

travelling style may lead to a clearer understanding of whether decision-making is 

influenced by a person's political awareness. Thus, primary research first assesses 

backpackers' travelling style before evaluating their political awareness and opinions 

to understand their wider perceptions of destinations. This follows Hannam and 

Ateljevic's (2007: 256) call for critical thinking in backpacker mobility research: 

"[ ... ] the backpacker phenomenon [ ... ] may serve as an interesting context in which 

other critical questions of economy, politics and society can also be discussed 

further". Typically associated with overseas budget travel, backpacking has become 

an important component of global travel and tourism. Backpackers have been chosen 

for this research because they, arguably, seek to escape the constraints of Western, 

post-industrial existence by engaging in a form of travel that is seen as 'purer' than 

mass-tourism (Haigh 1995; Scheyvens 2002; Muzaini 2006), potentially paving the 

way to politically aware tourism. 



The thesis examines Burma as a case study in its assessment of the role of political 

awareness on tourist destination decision-making. The focus on Burma is due to the 

long-running boycott debate. Since 1996, Burma has been constructed as a morally 

questionable destination to visit (see for instance Aung San Suu Kyi 1995; 1997; 

Henderson 2003; Tourism Concern 2007; Burma Campaign UK 2004; Voices for 

Burma 2004; Lonely Planet Myanmar 2005). With repressive military dictators ruling 

the country, tourists visiting Burma are accused of condoning the regime and 

financially contributing to the military (Burma Campaign UK 2006; Tourism Concern 

2007), which is perceived as highly unethical. Instead of focusing on the meta-ethics 

of the discourse, the Burma boycott debate is utilised in this thesis to grasp whether 

travellers are aware of the debate, who sees travel to Burma as (un)ethical, and why. 

By studying the role of political awareness in backpackers' destination decision 

making, travellers' boycott and political opinions are contextualised with their actual 

destination choices. This thesis therefore addresses questions relating to how 

backpackers travel and whether political awareness plays a role in their decision

making. Table 1.1 outlines the aim and the objectives of the thesis. 

Table 1.1 : Aim and Objectives 

AIM 

OBJECTIVES 

To study the role of political awareness in backpacker 

destination decision-making 

• To examme backpackers' travelling style, including 

motivations, experience, activities, accommodation and 

destination choice 

• To examine backpackers' political awareness levels in 

general, with specific focus on Burma, including boycott 

awareness and opinion 

• To assess the influence of backpackers' political orientation 

on destination choice 

2 
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Figure 1.1 g1ves further detail to the conceptual framework of the thesis. This 

framework not only serves as a general overview of how the concepts work together, 

but it also defines the structure for the following chapters. Under the umbrella of 

politics and tourism, tourist decision-making literature is reviewed in Chapter Two. 

The thesis aim is further contextualised by reviewing theories on ethical tourism 

(Chapter 3), related to political psychology concepts on the role of political values 

and awareness. Chapter Four introduces the case study dimension, presenting an 

overview of current backpacker literature. The Burma boycott debate is addressed in 

context of the research aim in Chapter Five. 

Figure 1.1 : Conceptual Framework 

Tourism and Politics 

Tourist decision-making 

~ ~ 
Tourism Ethics ~ Political awareness 

--- ---- ------------------------------------- ---- ------

~r , .. 

Backpackers 

U' ~ , 
Burma/Myanmar: 
To go or not to go? 

The conceptual framework demonstrates the thesis approach by linking the 

fundamentally political nature of tourism with tourist decision-making, tourism ethics 

and political psychology theory. This highlights the role of political awareness in 
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decision-making. In turn, the examination of research on backpacker tourism allows 

for an overview of backpackers' attitudes, travelling styles and motivations. Above 

all, the framework in Figure 1.1 shows that understanding the implications of political 

awareness on backpackers' decision-making is the basis for understanding how 

awareness may impinge on subsequent travel decisions. 

The thesis emphasises the oft-overlooked relationship between tourism and politics. 

However, the potential of understanding the wider implications of political awareness 

to tourist decisions is not restricted to Burma or backpackers at all. Quite the contrary, 

this approach could have relevance to other politically contested destinations and 

other tourist types. 

1.2 Background to research 

Studying the role of political awareness in backpackers' destination choice requires 

consideration of a multitude of theories: tourist decision-making processes, boycott 

literature, research on ethical consumption in tourism and political psychology 

concepts seen from a tourism point of view. Following Figure 1.1, this section aims to 

link tourism and politics with destination choice, paving the way to ethical tourism 

and political awareness. 

1.2.1 Tourism and politics 

The political nature of tourism has been criticised as a neglected area of enquiry (Hall 

1994; Brown 2005), with Richter (1989:2) noting "despite the apparently frivolous 

nature of tourism, it is a massive and intensely competitive industry with acute 

political and social consequences for nearly all societies." In spite of Richter's (1989) 

early criticism, Gossling (2003:xi), fourteen years later, stated that politics was still 

"an insufficiently used conceptual framework to analyse tourism development." Hall 

(1994) was among the first to publish an analysis of the political nature of tourism. 

Since then, several other researchers have adopted a multidisciplinary study of 

4 



tourism with political theory at its core (e.g. Hall and Jenkins 1995; Elliot 1997; 

Sonmez and Graefe 2003; Smith and Robinson 2006). The major areas of enquiry are 

centred on political economy and development (Britton 1982; Jenkins and Henry 

1982; Lea 1988; Mowforth and Munt 1998; Pera and McLaren 1999; Gossling 2003; 

Lew, Hall and Williams 2004; Schilcher 2007) and the consequences of political 

instability to tourism (Richter and Waugh 1986; Richter 1992; Lockhart 1993; Pizam 

and Mansfield 1996; Hall and O'Sullivan 1996; Sonmez 1998; Hall and Valentin 

2005). Other emerging topics that include a political perspective focus on peace and 

tourism (Brown 1989; D'Amore 1994; Litvin 1998), although Nyaupayne, Teye and 

Paris (2008:651), and others (e.g., Higgins-Desbiolles 2006; Bennett 2008), suggest 

"the existing empirical research [on peace through tourism] has mixed feelings". 

Despite the expanding literature on the myriad interactions between politics and 

tourism, there are still considerable gaps (Henderson 2003; Hall 2005; Richter 2009; 

Bums and Novelli 2009), with notable research potential relating to individual 

perceptions of destinations from a political awareness perspective. In fact, Hall's 

(2008) discussion on tourism politics and planning scales of analysis reveals that 

there is much scope for research regarding political perceptions at the micro level. In 

particular, as Hall (2008:82) states, with respect to political psychology approaches 

that examine individual political values and subsequent travel decisions - precisely 

the gap that this thesis attempts to address. 

1.2.2 Tourist decision-making 

Decision-making theories represent the foundation of this thesis. As the management 

of tourism is ineffective without an understanding of the way in which tourists make 

decisions, tourist decision-making processes have been central in the tourism 

academic literature. The review of tourist decision-making literature in Chapter Two 

includes theories on how tourists make destination decisions in general, and examines 

whether any political dimension has been considered. There are a number of factors 

influencing destination choice: it may be a combination of needs and desires, 

availability of time and money, as well as prevailing images, perceptions of places 

and personal attitudes. 
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However, it is important to realise that no two individuals are alike. Therefore 

differences in attitudes, perceptions, images and motivations have a significant 

influence on travel decisions (Morley 1994; Lawson 1997; Decrop 2006). Woodside 

and MacDonald (1994) have shown that destination choice is not based on rational 

decision-making; tourism researchers should therefore step away from seeing the 

tourists as 'homo economicus' who follow a certain decision-making model. Instead, 

as Zaltman (2003) has shown, decision-making is a complex, often unconscious 

process, which is difficult to study simply because many people do not necessarily 

know how they make decisions. Zaltman (2003) and Dann (1977) argued that 

destination decision-making is made difficult as it is an unobservable process: it is a 

process that many people are simply not aware of. This in tum means that destination 

decision making models, while extracting very important and useful elements of 

tourist behaviour, may never be all-encompassing and comprehensive. 

The role of constraints and barriers in the decision making process have been 

addressed by some authors (e.g. Sonmez and Graefe 1998; Tian, Crompton and Witt 

1996; Gilbert and Hudson 2000), but generally there are not many studies relating to 

human rights reports representing potential barriers. Instead, most models are similar 

in that they are based on past travel experiences, motivations, demands, preferences 

and lifestyles, and then use these traits to explain the evoked set of tourists, the final 

destination choice and other behavioural outcomes. Overall, the existing models for 

tourist decision-making, albeit very useful, do not contain any mention of political 

awareness or orientation. Instead, as will be elaborated in Chapter two, one model 

(Sonmez and Graefe 1998) approximates political awareness, though it is primarily 

focused on issues of political instability (terrorism, riots and strikes) and tourists' 

subsequent travel decisions. This model proves useful and serves as a starting point 

for how political awareness may influence travel decisions, however it does not 

address the core questions of this thesis. Instead of focusing purely on political 

instability, this study addresses the wider notions of political awareness. 
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1.2.3 Ethical tourism 

Driving the thesis' exploration is the argument that ethical tourism functions best 

when the tourist is politically informed (Weeden 2002; Smith and Duffy 2003; Fennel 

2006). Factual knowledge on the political situation of the destination, economic and 

social conditions, or reports of human rights violations help tourists to judge their 

own and group interests; connecting these interests to broader notions of travel, and 

effectively expressing these through destination choice. Ethics is fundamental in the 

discussion of political awareness and tourism, not least due to ethical tourism 

implying an increased awareness of the wider implications of one's travelling (Walle 

1995; Malloy and Fennel 1998; Holden 2003; Smith and Duffy 2003). Whether such 

increased awareness includes political issues in general, and also in relation to the 

destination, is the prime reason for including ethical consumerism theory in this thesis 

(Chapter Three). This in turn enables interpretation as to whether backpackers see 

themselves as ethically-aware, and whether they apply such awareness in the decision 

making process. 

1.2.4 Political awareness 

To fulfil the thesis aim, it is important to understand the relationship between political 

awareness and tourist decision-making. This is attempted by examining the processes 

by which people make political judgements. Therefore participants in this research 

were not only asked about how they travel and their opinions on boycotts, but also 

their beliefs and judgments on a range of political issues. By consiudering 

participants' political values, it is possible to analyse potential boycott opinion 

discrepancies (Garett 1987). For instance, the support of political parties is an 

indication of a person's personal values (Rokeach 1973; Conover and Feldman 1981; 

Zaller 1990; Delli-Carpini and Keeter 1996). 

To highlight the importance of political awareness, Zaller (1990), Feldman (1989), 

Iyangar and Kinder (1987) and Converse (1964) emphasised that it impacts on almost 

every aspect of a person's political knowledge, attitude and voting behaviour. 
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Political awareness is therefore a general term describing 'personal politics', and is 

defined as "an individual's reception and comprehension of communications from the 

political environment" (Zaller 1992:21 ). Elite-driven political communications have 

implications on political opinion (in that an uncritical person is easily influenced by 

media/lobbying). Such elite driven political lobbying, however, can be mediated by 

increased political awareness. Similar to Converse's (1964) theory that the majority 

of people do not adhere to a complete set of beliefs that produces a clear ideology, 

Iyangar and Kinder's (1987) presented a theory that the media can change opinions 

without changing attitudes or values. Zaller's (1992) awareness theory likewise states 

that awareness and opinions are widely stratified, unequal and inconsistent. This 

observation seems to be applicable to destination boycotts also (Gareth 1987; 

Friedman 1999). While it could be possible that liberals, who generally value civil 

liberty higher than conservatives, may more strongly support boycotts based on 

human rights violations, pro-boycott opinions are not assumed to be represented 

predominantly by one side of the political spectrum and anti-boycott opinion by the 

other. Instead it is assumed that boycott opinions are unequal, stratified and largely 

based upon political knowledge and a person's ethical approach (Zaller 1992; 

Friedman 1996; Friedman 1999). 

Political awareness, as represented in this thesis, not only offers the potential to 

explain boycott inconsistencies, it also provides a completely new perspective to an 

emerging sub-culture of tourists - backpackers - shedding light on their self-ascribed 

'purer' travel practices. If backpackers really are more 'ethical' travellers than 

package tourists, as is often claimed (Speed 2007), then they also ought to be 

politically aware. This in turn would form the basis of ethical tourism to Burma. 

1.3 Backpackers and the Burma travel boycott 

This section provides a brief context to the Burma travel boycott debate and explains 

why it serves as a particularly useful case study to assess the political nature of 

backpacker decision-making. The issues of political instability, dictatorships and 

human rights violations in the context of this thesis mean that non-democratic states 
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are fascinating tourist destinations. Increasingly luring backpackers precisely because 

of their non-democratic state (Tribe and Snaith 1998; Schwartz 1999; Jayawardena 

2003), these trends suggest that tourists are either unaware, indifferent and/or curious 

about the political situation of the country they are visiting. 

However, countries in which human rights have been violated are numerous (see 

Amnesty International 2008; Human Rights Watch 2008) and include various 

democratic states also (e.g. USA, Canada, UK). Therefore the question arises as to 

whether it is false to moralise against 'rogue states'? The wider issues surrounding the 

morality of partaking in boycotts is discussed in Chapter Three (ethics); here it is 

merely noted that the focus on Burma in this thesis is because it is considered 

representative of destinations boycotted due to human rights issues. 

1.3.1 Backpackers 

Due to the multi-level and complex relationship of tourism and politics, this study 

focuses on backpacker perceptions of Burma, a tourist destination that has been - in 

theory - highly politicised since 1996 because of a widely publicised boycott call by 

Nobel Peace Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi (Aung San Suu Kyi 1996; Hall1999; 

Hall and Page 2000; Henderson 2003; Burma Campaign UK 2004), who stated that 

tourists should not visit Burma until democracy has returned. In a rarely reported 

interview, however, Aung San Suu Kyi conceded to the possibility of responsible 

tourism: "Visitors to the country can be useful, depending on what they do, and how 

they go about it", but that "tourists have to be careful not to deceive themselves" 

(Burma Library Interview Transcript 1995a: no page number). She implied that 

tourists could make a positive contribution if they are aware of the political situation 

in Burma and if they justify their travel actions in a moral sense. 

Following Aung San Suu Kyi's notion that some travellers to Burma could be useful 

"depending on how they go about it", this study considers backpackers' travelling 

styles. As self-described travellers - not tourists (Cohen 1973; Loker-Murphy and 

Pearce 1995; Dann 1996; Elsrud 2001; Noy 2004) -backpackers as a travel group, 

have the 'theoretical potential' to fulfil Aung San Suu Kyi's idea of suitable travellers 
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to Burma. Moreover, Burma as a destination has only minimal worldwide tourist 

demand despite significant tourism potential (Henderson 2003; WTTC Report Burma 

2008), making it particularly attractive to boundary-pushing backpackers. The focus 

on backpackers in this thesis is therefore apt not only because they represent the 

largest group of travellers to Burma (Myanmar Ministry of Hotels and Tourism 2005; 

Henderson 2003), but also because they are the fastest growing sub-segment of 

travellers in Southeast Asia (Ateljevic and Hannam 2007). Backpackers, as a growing 

sub-market of tourism (Loker-Murphy and Pearce 1995; Scheyvens 2002; Richards 

and Wilson 2003; O'Reilly 2006) have been increasingly noticed not only in the 

academic literature, but also 'in reality'. As Muzaini (2006: 144) summarised: "The 

presence of backpackers within Southeast Asia has indeed become so palpable it can 

hardly be denied, or, even more, ignored". 

1.3.2 The Burma travel boycott 

Burma is a Southeast Asian nation that borders India, China, Thailand, Bangladesh 

and Laos (Map 1.1 ). Once hailed as the 'rice bowl of Asia', Burma is today 

considered as one of the poorest countries in the world: ranked 135 out of 179 

countries in the United Nations' 2008 Human Development Index. Along with Iraq 

and Somalia, it is considered as one of the most corrupt countries in the world 

according to Transparency International's 2008 rankings. Burma as a nation in crisis 

faces severe economic stagnation, endemic poverty and serious health and social 

welfare challenges (Amnesty International Myanmar 2008; United Nations Human 

Development Report Myanmar 2007/2008; Asian Development Outlook 2008). 

Burma's status as an international pariah state emerged because of decades of severe 

economic mismanagement, the refusal of the State Peace and Development Council 

(SPDC) - the ruling military Junta - to recognise the National League of Democracy 

(NLD) party's victory (82%) in the 1990 elections and the lack of effective 

international response to the ongoing human rights violations. 
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Following political unrest in the country in 1988, the Burma tourism industry was in 

considerable decline, but in the mid 1990s the SPDC officially announced the '1996 

Visit Myanmar Year' aiming to encourage international investment (Hall 1997; 

Henderson 2003; Hudson 2006; Mowforth and Munt 2009). The efforts of the SPDC 

to promote tourism to Burma were met by strong opposition from both within the 

country and internationally. The leader of the NLD, Aung San Suu Kyi, called for a 

tourism boycott, noting that "Burma will be there to visit when the time is ripe" 

(Aung San Suu Kyi 1997; Burma Campaign UK 2007) and that tourists should not 

come to Burma until democracy had returned. Yet even today opinions on the Burma 

boycott are massively divided both inside and outside of the country, and in 2008 the 

WTTC predicted that total tourist demand is expected to grow by 4.3% per annum 

between 2008 and 2017. 

The Burma travel boycott represents a long-running dispute over the ethics of 

travelling to Burma. Those who are anti-boycott argue for engagement, to let the 

Burmese people know that the world has not forgotten them, from the standpoint that 

tourism boycotts and economic sanctions actually support the past 45 years of 

isolationism. It is argued that the Burmese people, not the military, are the one's who 

suffer the most (e.g. Lonely Planet Myanmar 2005; Voices for Burma 2007; Francis 

2007; Smith 2007; Urquhart 2007; McGreal 2008). The relative lack of economic 

importance of tourism compared with other sectors such as oil, gas, gems and opium 

(e.g. Voices for Burma 2007; Gluckmann 2001; Weiss 2007; Sood 2008; United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime Myanmar Report 2008) is another powerful anti

boycott argument. Figure 1.2 illustrates the minimal growth in tourism in Burma (0.3 

%) compared with neighbouring countries in Southeast Asia. 

12 



' 

> 

Figure 1.2. International tourist arrivals in Southeast Asia 
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Supporters of the Burma boycott argue that the lack of profit from tourism is a result 

of low tourist numbers, and if this situation were to change, increased tourism would 

add to the many human rights abuses. Hall (1997) stated that many human rights 

abuses have been committed 'in the name of tourism' through displacement and slave 

labour. The Junta has a vested interest in increasing tourism - they have been 

promoting tourism for over a decade (AL TSEAN 2006a). However, many powerful 

NGOs and lobbying groups (e.g. UK Trade Union Congress 2008; International 

Labour Organization 2007; Tourism Concern 2007; Burma Campaign UK 2008; US 

Campaign for Burma 2008), have evolved as major opinion-shapers of the discourse, 

suggesting that discouraging tourism will put economic pressure on the government, 

and that ultimately tourism legitimises the military regime. The most cited argument 

on the isolation-side is that the democratically elected pro-democracy government 

(NLD), with Aung San Suu Kyi as its leader, has asked tourists to stay away - a 

boycott call that should be respected by travellers. 

1.3.3 Backpackers in Burma 

A total of 654,602 foreign tourists visited Burma during the 2006-07 fiscal year, 

which marked an increase of 11.4 percent of the country' s foreign exchange earnings 
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compared to the previous year, an income of US$ 198.48 million (Xinhua News 

Service 2007c, Myanmar Ministry of Hotels and Tourism 2007a). Therefore the 

gradual increase in tourist numbers to Myanmar (World Travel and Tourism Council 

2009), indicates that Aung San Suu Kyi's call for a tourism boycott is starting to fall 

on deaf ears (e.g. Lonely Planet Myanmar 2005, Voices for Burma 2007). Far from 

heeding her call to stay away from military-ruled Burma, tourists are increasingly 

keen to visit the mystical and isolated Southeast Asian nation. Most of the tourists are 

independent travellers who include a new exotic destination to their 'backpacker 

Asia-loop' (Hampton 2006, Henderson 2002, Hudson 2006). Clearly the nature of 

backpackers seeking the 'exotic other' plays a significant role in the context of Burma 

as a destination choice (Henderson 2003; McGregor 2005; Hudson 2007). Whilst 

current visitor numbers are relatively insignificant when compared with Burma's 

neighbour Thailand (see Figure 1.2), the trend demonstrates that the average traveller 

to Burma is perhaps unaware of the boycott or simply disagrees with it. The tourist's 

perceived 'right to travel' (UNWTO Code of Ethics 1999) may overweigh this 

dilemma, a notion that might be particularly applicable to the intrepid boundary

pushing backpacker seeking remote and off the beaten track destinations. 

Aung San Suu Kyi's (below abbreviated to ASSK) view on tourists visiting Burma is 

illustrated in the following, rarely reported, interview transcript from December 1995 

with U Khin Maung Kyi (Aung San Suu Kyi 1996). This extract was focused on the 

question 'Should Burma re-consider its tourism policy?' 

ASSK ~ When tourists come here [Burma] they go to the Shwedagon 

Pagoda ... [ ... ] But [the tourists] live in hotels, they go around in air

conditioned taxis, they don't see anything of what is going on in the 

country. They know nothing of the situation of people in the rural areas, 

[who] are the backbone of the country. Eighty percent of our people live 

in the countryside. And it's whether or not they are well off which decides 

whether the country is developing or not. [ ... ] 

PRESS - Do you see anything in alternative tourism, that is, small groups 

who are informed? 

ASSK ~ Well, I think that visitors to the country can be useful, depending 

on what they do, or how they go about it. But I think also, tourists have to 
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be careful not to deceive themselves; if they want to see the country, they 

can find all sorts of excuses for doing so. But what they have to 

understand is how far their visits really go to help the people. You go a 

long way towards deceiving yourself. You can talk about 'trickle down' 

effect, but sometimes the trickle down effect is exactly that, a mere 

trickle, which dissipates before it gets to where it's required. 

Burma Library Archive (1996a: no page number) 

The dilemma, as espoused by Aung San Suu Kyi, draws attention to the problem of 

how people travel, and whether travellers are politically aware. So if responsible 

tourism to dictatorships is perhaps theoretically possible, then this necessitates an 

understanding of how people travel. For tourists in Burma 'to be useful' (ASSK 

above), they need to be aware of the situation, stay in small-scale guesthouses and 

generally try to avoid governmental travel agencies, hotels and airlines (see for 

instance Voices for Burma 2008). The concerns raised by Aung San Suu Kyi are 

beginning to be addressed by studying the role of political awareness in the 

backpackers' decision-making process. Examining backpackers' travelling style, their 

political awareness levels and their political orientations reveals whether - in theory

"their visits really can go to help the people". 

1.4 Research Approach 

The thesis is based upon an interpretative paradigm. Primary research for this thesis 

involved 10 weeks of fieldwork in Thailand 1 between April and July 2007 with 

interviews at its core (see also, Scheyvens 2002; S0rensen 2003; Richards and Wilson 

2004; O'Reilly 2006). Richards and Wilson (2004: 29) in particular emphasised "the 

pioneer function of backpackers, who arguably blaze a trail for the travellers or 

tourists who follow". In this way the thesis links political awareness with tourist 

decision-making as a critique of backpacker travelling style. 

As the University of Otago Ethics Committee expressed their concern about the 
safety of the researcher undertaking observational research in Burma, research was 
undertaken in Thailand, the neighbouring well-established backpacker destination, which 
most backpackers use as a base to travel to Burma. 
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1.5 Contribution to knowledge 

To examine whether backpackers 'care' about politics and in turn incorporate such 

caring into their decision-making, this research disseminates ideas on the critical 

discourse of tourists as they relate to politics. Tourism should not be merely seen as a 

business proposition between good and bad, with a series of impacts (Tribe 2006; 

Phillimore and Goodson 2004; Ateljevic, Pritchard and Morgan 2009); instead wider 

questions that emphasise the interdisciplinary potential of tourism studies need to be 

articulated, investigated, and answered. It is surprising that tourism studies have 

placed so little attention on the political dimension of tourist decision-making, 

considering that what people know or not is important in its own right. 

Current research has somewhat trivialised the political nature of tourist decision

making. To address this, the research presented here is stimulated by a concern that if 

travellers do not possess at least some political awareness, then how is 'responsible' 

travel to contested destinations such as Burma possible? An analysis of backpackers' 

general travelling styles, their awareness and opinions on destination boycotts and 

their general political orientations contributes to knowledge on these issues. 

Understanding how backpackers travel, their motivations, experiences, activities and 

destination choices, and how this relates to their wider political awareness and 

orientations creates new knowledge. Highlighting the implications of political 

awareness to ethical tourism deepens such contribution as the influence of political 

awareness and orientations to destination choice has not yet been addressed. It reveals 

what Somin (2004:1) phrased as "When Ignorance Isn't Bliss: How Political 

Ignorance Threatens Democracy". In a responsible tourism context this means that if 

political knowledge, awareness and orientation are not present, then 'ethical tourism' 

to politically contested destinations such as Burma is impossible. This thesis therefore 

contributes to existing knowledge on a) the levels of political awareness and political 

orientations of backpackers, b) their positions towards destination boycotts with 

specific focus on the Burma boycott and c) the role of political awareness in tourist 

decision-making. 
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1.6 Burma or Myanmar: What's in a name? 

This section briefly reflects on the name debate that has taken place since 1990, when 

the ruling military junta changed the country's name from Burma to Myanmar. To 

reflect on the choice of terms is to establish whether the use of one term is indicative 

of the author's position on the issue. Without prejudice to the correctness of any given 

choice, this thesis adopts 'Burma', 'Burmese' when referring to the country and its 

people, and 'Burman' for the majority ethnic group. The largest city is referred to as 

'Rangoon' (not Yangon), and other places are also called by their pre-1990 names. 

For the purpose of consistency, the term Myanmar is only used in direct quotes and 

references to maintain the terms used by the authors and interview participants. This 

position was taken because most organisations involved in the democracy struggle 

(e.g. Voices for Burma; Free Burma Coalition; Burma Campaign UK; US Burma 

Campaign; Free Burma Rangers; Women's League of Burma; Burma Media 

Association; Landmine Monitor Burma; Medecins Sans Frontieres Burma; Thailand 

Burma Border Consortium) use 'Burma' as an act of defiance. A show of solidarity 

has therefore been an important aspect in the author's choice of terms. 

While the analysis of media reports, exile group reports, and different human rights 

group reports revealed a tendency for those using the term Myanmar to be more 'soft 

on the regime' (see Appendix C, Altsean 2007), this thesis does not assume a definite 

inclination towards particular ideologies by the simple use of one term. The use of the 

name Burma (pro-boycott, isolation), not Myanmar (anti-boycott, engagement), shall 

not detract from the author's personal engagement-position. At the beginning of her 

studies, Burma isolationist policies looked reasonable to the author. The research 

process, however, has shaped a less benevolent view. Therefore it is emphasised that 

the term Myanmar is not in any way 'wrong'. After all, the author herself believes in 

engagement (see Chapter 5), but still uses the term Burma, rendering the argument 

obsolete. Thus, no given choice is more appropriate than the other. Overall it is 

stressed that the name one gives to the country is inessential: "What's in a name? 

That which we call a rose, by any other name would smell as sweet" (Shakespeare). 
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CHAPTER 2: Tourism, Politics and Decision-Making 

2.1 Introduction 

In order to study the role of political awareness in backpackers' decision-making, the 

chapter starts with a review of the literature on politics and tourism, before focusing 

on the tourist decision-making process (see Figure 1.1, Chapter One). An 

understanding of the wider relationship between politics and tourism and the 

decision-making process is essential to make sense of tourism decisions to politically 

sensitive destinations such as Burma. In seeking to understand the role of political 

awareness to individual decision-making, the wider relationships between politics and 

tourism are addressed. These relationships have the potential to explain political 

issues pertinent to tourism from macro to micro scales, and to illustrate how different 

factors may influence individual decision-making. Notably, consumer decision

making theories expose gaps relating to politics at the individual level. Such situation 

is problematic in the context of the thesis: political awareness should play a role in the 

decision-making process of backpackers, particularly if it is argued that backpackers 

are 'more ethical' (see Chapter Four). In the final part of this chapter, the theoretical 

discussions about tourist decision-making are linked with the aspects that have 

evolved through the general review of tourism literature relating to politics. 

2.2 The Relationship between Politics and Tourism 

A clear understanding of the political nature of tourism is essential in the context of 

how politics may influence travellers' decision-making processes. The many ways in 

which politics affects tourism are the focus of this section, not least due to their 

complex, multi-faceted and often salient associations. This section begins with the 

discussions relating to the political nature of tourism at the macro and micro levels, 

after which a review of tourist decision-making literature follows. 
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2.2.1 Politics and Tourism at the Macro Level 

Politics, as the examination of power - who gets what, where, and why - is a 

fundamental yet much ignored research area in tourism, despite its substantial 

implications at all scales. From macro, meso to micro, the political nature of tourism 

cannot be ignored (Richter 1989; Hall 1994; Elliot 1997; Richter 2008; Bums and 

Novelli 2008). Politics at the macro scale affects tourism in a variety of ways. For 

instance, the degree of government involvement in promoting and providing tourist 

facilities depends on the political complexion of the government. Governments that 

support the free market economy generally try to create an environment in which the 

tourism industry can flourish, while in regulated economies, governments seek to be 

directly involved in tourism (Hall 1994; Elliot 1997). This in tum shows that tourism 

is positioned as a very viable form of economic development in most economies, no 

matter what political ideology a government adheres to (Elliot 1997). 

In a general review of politics and tourism, Linda Richter's work particularly stands 

out. As a political scientist, Richter (1983; 1989; 1992; 1999; Richter and Waugh 

1996) raised awareness on the relationship between politics and tourism since the 

1980s. Richter's (1989) book on the politics of tourism in Asia marked one of the 

earliest works on analysing the different political dimensions of tourism as they 

emerge to the diverse area of Asia. Richter has contributed to the political tourism 

literature considerably. For instance, her analysis of travel advisories issued by the 

US government exposed ideological biases. She showed that the US State Department 

was quick to point out security issues for destinations that are constructed as 'rogue 

states' in the US media, whereas countries such as Israel, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, which 

could indeed hold danger for tourists visiting, do not nearly get as many advisories. 

For instance, because travelling to Israel is only selectively raised as a security issue 

in US travel advisories despite being considerably dangerous to visit, Richter (1999) 

suggested ideological influences. Therefore, any critical analysis of travel advisories 

should consider that travel advisories could be framed by politics and ideologies that 

stem from economic imperatives and favourable political relations between states (see 

also Richter 1989; Richter 1990; Hall1994; Bums 2004; Bums and Novelli 2008). 
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Wilson (1988) was among the first to acknowledge the inherently symbiotic 

relationship between leisure and politics. His work is essential to an understanding of 

the implications of politics not only to leisure, but also to tourism. Wilson (1988) 

combined historical and sociological material to show the ways in which leisure has 

been a politically disputed battleground. He described how leisure has been politically 

controlled in capitalist societies since the early 191
h century. Today, in a way similarly 

to leisure, the relationship between politics and tourism is powerful and has strong 

cultural, economic, and political implications, a notion that Bauman (2005) referred 

to in a societal context as 'liquid modernity'. In the context of such liquid modernity 

(Baumann 2005), Bums and Novelli (2008:1) mention a need for a "heightened 

political dimension" in tourism. They too observe considerable gaps in the analysis of 

politics and tourism: 

The consequences [of the political dimension in travel and tourism] 

cannot be reduced to the simplistic idea of place and space becoming 

occupied only by vapid tourists and congenial, compliant local 

populations: tourism is simply too political, important and valuable to be 

so dismissed. 

Political aspects such as political stability and political relations between states are 

vital in determining tourist flows through the image they create. Security is an 

essential part of the attractiveness of destinations, with events such as 9-11, the 2002 

Bali bombings or the 2004 Madrid and 2005 London bombings having highlighted 

not only the vulnerability of tourism, but also the importance of tourist safety for the 

success of a destination. According to Lea and Small (1988; in Hall, 1994:93), there 

are five forms of political instability - wars, coups, terrorism, riots, and strikes -

which directly impact on tourism. Therefore the general consensus is what Hall and 

0' Sullivan ( 1996: 117) observe as: 

Perceptions of political stability are a prerequisite of tourist visitation. 

Violent protests, social unrest, civil war, terrorist actions, the perceived 

violations of human rights, or even the mere threat of these activities can 

all serve to cause tourists to alter their travel behaviour. 
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While safety and security are still the price of entry to a destination, Hall and 

O'Sullivan's statement that "the perceived violation of human rights" would serve as 

a barrier to tourism needs further scrutiny. This study seeks to understand whether 

tourists are sensitive to issues beyond their own safety and security by examining 

their political awareness in the context of human rights and ethical travelling. 

Richter and Waugh (1986) assessed the relationship between terrorism and tourism, 

with the viewpoint that terrorism and tourism are logical companions because tourists 

serve as easy targets. "Terrorist violence has become a familiar phenomenon of 

modem times" (Richter and Waugh 1986:230) not least due to sensationalised media 

coverage, which has repercussions on even the most distant potential travellers. Hall 

and O'Sullivan (1996) also suggested that politically motivated violence against 

tourists is a distinctly modem phenomenon that has grown with the 

intemationalisation of tourism and the increase of the global communications media. 

Sonmez (1998) added that from 1991 to 1996 the threat of terrorism was ever more 

apparent, when 29 highly-reported terrorist incidents in only five years had a 

substantial effect on the tourism industry in the Middle East. Therefore tourists are an 

easy target for terrorists, a political tool for governments, and an instrument for the 

industry to promote or dismiss tourist products that do not correspond to their 

ideological beliefs. Clearly, politics and tourism is a profoundly important area for all 

destinations. 

The tourism literature has more evidence about the close relationship between tourism 

and politics. Elliot's (1997) analysis of tourism politics and public sector management 

was a timely contribution to the political tourism literature. Gossling's (2003) 

adoption of political economy framework in his examination of tourism in small 

island states also serves as critical material in understanding the wider issues related 

to tourism development, politics and local environments. Mowforth and Munt's 

(1998) work on 'power and tourism' pointed to the hegemonic nature of political 

power relations in tourism. It also exposed neo-colonial tendencies at all levels of 

tourism governance. 

Ideology and political philosophy are therefore important to consider, for they can 

determine whether tourism development will be supported and how much financial 
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support, if any, will be available. Or, as Elliot (1997: 56) suggested, ideology "can set 

the style of tourism". Elliot (1997:124) also pointed out that "governments are 

constrained by their environment, including geography, climate, history, culture, 

economics, and politics. The values, characteristics, and behaviour will reflect these 

factors". Using Burma - a country that has been under a totalitarian military regime 

since 1962 - as a case study in this thesis indicates that much of Burma's tourism 

industry is likely to be controlled and monitored. Such control makes truly 

responsible tourism, where the people on the ground and not the government are 

those who benefit, somewhat difficult. The fact that visitors are rarely allowed to 

travel outside designated tour areas without their Burmese 'tour guides' (Lonely 

Planet Myanmar 2005; Burma Campaign UK 2006) further substantiates what Elliot 

termed as 'ideology being reflected in tourism practice'. 

To further assess the importance of politics to tourism, Hall's (1994:93) statement 

that "political stability is not a value judgement as to the democratic nature, or 

otherwise, of a state" shows that stable nations need not be democratic. Likewise 

tourism is not a value judgement to the democratic nature of the state, with 

destinations such as China, Burma, Laos and even North Korea becoming 

increasingly popular (New York Times, 2008a), regardless of their socialist, 

communist, or totalitarian political systems. It seems that safety, security and peace 

are the price of entry to a tourism destination's growth (Hall 1994; Tarlow and 

Muehsam 1995; Hall and O'Sullivan 1996; Wa111996), but the political system of a 

destination may be relatively insignificant. For instance, the Lonely Planet Myanmar 

guidebook (2005) states "Burma is a very safe place for tourists". It is, however, not a 

very safe place for Burmese, a situation that adds to the dilemma. 

Disasters can dramatically alter tourism flows to destinations, "but war, terrorism or 

political instability have a much greater psychological negative effect on potential 

tourists when planning their vacation" (Cavlek 2002:480). This observation became 

particularly obvious after the 2007 'Saffron Uprising' in Burma, as well as the natural 

disaster Cyclone Nargis that hit the Irrawaddy Delta in 2008. The slowly increasing 

tourist numbers to Burma vanished within just weeks and until today the tourism 

industry in Burma is struggling to survive (Turnell 2008). The symbiotic relationship 

between political instability coupled with natural disasters and tourism are therefore 
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fundamental to consider (Roeland Fesenmeier 1992; Richter and Waugh 1996; Hall 

and O'Sullivan 1996; Sonmez 1998; Sonmez and Graefe 1998; Hall 2002; Hall and 

Valentin 2005; Leopold 2008). 

Politics has both direct and indirect implications on demand for a destination. Issues 

of politics, risk, and instability were attended to after 9-11 in terms of security threats 

(Hall, Timothy and Duval 2003), but generally it appears that the wider relationships 

between politics and tourism are still somewhat blurred (Jenkins and Henry 1982; 

Poirer 1997; Bums and Novelli 2008). Overall it is imperative to recognise that the 

freedom of mobility - as the prerequisite of tourism - is particularly vulnerable when 

political conditions are poor. Hence tourism cannot be separated from politics at all, 

particularly not in the case of Burma. 

2.2.2 Politics and Tourism at the Micro Level 

To illustrate the issue of politics to decision-making, individual (micro) political 

travel barriers are the focus of this section. Political relations between states are a 

determinant for tourist flows, but also regarding diplomatic visa arrangements. For 

instance, political visa restrictions prevent a) US American travellers to visit 

sanctioned Cuba, b) any independent travellers visiting Tibet, or c) Israeli travellers 

from being granted visas in Muslim countries such as Malaysia, Brunei, or 

Bangladesh. So travellers can be turned away based on nationality, profession, or the 

stamps in their passports from countries they visited in the past (e.g. Israeli stamp in 

passport). Policies can often shift based on diplomatic relations, making who is or is 

not let in seem somewhat random to those applying for entry. 

The passport constitutes both a symbol of nationality as well as a political instrument 

that signifies and regulates the boundaries between tourists and non-tourists (O'Byme 

2001). Possession of a passport form a European or 'Western' country does not, 

however, necessarily guarantee safe passage for its holders if their ethnicity is 'in 

question' (O'Byme 2001; Fekete 2004). Such situation points to the political situation 

of tourism, which is largely based on diplomatic relations between states. The 

political link to tourism can therefore not be clearer. But while it seems that the 
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political nature of tourism begins to receive increasing attention in the literature, its 

focus compared with international industry or management issues is still limited 

(Richter 1989; Ha111994a; Hal12005). 

2.2.3 Politics, Tourism, and Human Rights 

In the final part of this review, the focus shifts to human rights, a context that still 

remains largely neglected in tourism. Human rights and tourism have been rarely 

examined, though some publications mention human rights in the context of tourism 

(Hall 1994; Schwartz 1991; Smith and Duffy 2003; Holden 2003; Lovelock 2007; 

Mowforth and Munt 2009). Interestingly, most publications that address human rights 

focus on Burma, but other human rights issues such as in the Gambia and Zanzibar 

have also been briefly addressed (see Tourism Concern Human Rights Campaigns). 

George and Varghese (2007:47) commented on the general lack of in-depth human 

rights discourse in tourism and politics: 

Although tourism ethics as an issue for academic deliberations has had 

relatively a longer history, the concept of human rights has not yet been 

incorporated into the discourse. It is amazing to know that the tourism 

research community, despite its ability to profusely enrich the 

nomological network of tourism theory, has not yet taken the concept of 

human rights into serious consideration. 

George and Varghese (2007) introduced the dynamics of human rights to the tourism 

system by highlighting why human rights are issues that require special attention, 

particularly in tourism with its 'master-servant relationships'. They examined the 

human rights perspective of the major stakeholder groups in tourism (tourism 

hospitality employee, tourism entrepreneur, tourist, government, NGO), resulting in 

an understanding of the different positions held towards human rights in tourism. 

George and Varghese (2007:47) indicated that such positions differ considerably and 

that change needs to happen if human rights are truly to be implemented in 

sustainable tourist practice: "For this to change, the international tourism system has 

to metamorphose from a blind economic orientation to an alternative orientation that 

24 



respects ethics and cultural norms." By proposing a sustainable tourism framework 

that incorporates human rights, they concluded that truly sustainable tourism 

development is not possible until human rights are recognised by all stakeholders as a 

relevant category. George and Varghese's analysis is very timely and useful, but they 

also oversee the tourist's responsibility (not only their right) in being aware of the 

political circumstances when travelling. 

2.3 Tourist Decision-Making 

A review of tourist decision-making theory is important to include as it sheds light on 

how travellers make destination decisions and whether the political dimension has 

been considered at all. In examining how political awareness may influence 

destination choice, general decision-making theories are discussed before focusing on 

a particular framework of decision-making applicable to this thesis. Throughout this 

discussion, potential avenues for linking political awareness with the decision-making 

process are interwoven. 

Overall, this section has illustrated the instrumental approach of tourism to politics; 

politics still trivialises the degree to which tourism is affected by ideological 

construction at both macro and micro level. Rather than an economy free of politics, 

tourism in general, and tourism to 'rogue states' in particular, should be seen - from 

an ethical perspective - as closely intertwined with state power and discourses of 

human rights. Political awareness at the micro level, the individual, has been a largely 

ignored aspect of politics and tourism. Following on from this gap the next section 

reviews general theories relating to tourist decision-making and destination choice 

before they are applied to the political context. 
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2.3.1 Decision-Making Theory 

A decision is the selection of an action from two or more alternatives. For a person to 

make a decision there must be a choice of alternatives available. If a person has a 

decision to make whether to travel at all, and if so, whether to travel to destination A 

or B, this person is in a position to make a decision. Therefore the set of alternatives 

is the pre-requisite of making a decision. In order to illustrate the difference between 

choice and decision one must be aware that if there is a choice, there is always an 

opportunity for people to make decisions, but to have a choice is only available to a 

few. In the past several theories about how to study decision-making have evolved, 

not least due to consumer decisions being omnipresent in everyday (Western) life. 

Walters and Bergiel (1989: 331) suggested that "there is no way that the consumer 

can escape making decisions", but they also cautioned that the final purchase 

represents 'only' the tip of the iceberg in terms of what may have influenced this final 

decision. Therefore the moment of final truth from a marketer's point of view is the 

consumer's decision to purchase a product as it shows whether the marketing strategy 

has been wise and effective. This is the reason why marketers are particularly 

interested in the consumer decision process, as most of us make numerous decisions 

every day concerning every aspect of our everyday lives. Often however, people 

make these decisions without stopping to think how they make them and without 

thinking about what might be involved in the process. 

With regard to mobility and spatial interaction, Hall (2005) emphasized the 

attractiveness of destinations as paramount in the decision making process. 

Attractiveness derives from the accessibility of destinations as well as the personal 

utility derived from it. The key principles as outlined in Box 2.1 therefore serve as 

indicators to tourism mobility, travel behaviour, and consequently- decision-making. 
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Box 2.1: Key principles of travel behaviour in space and time 

1. The distribution of space and time reflects an ordered adjustment to the factor 

of distance (time-, economic-, cognitive- and social distance) 

2. Travel and locational decisions are generally taken in order to m1mm1se 

frictional effects of distance (the law of minimum effort) 

3. Destinations and locations are variably accessible with some destinations 

more accessible than others (accessibility, movement minimisation) 

4. There is a tendency for human activities to agglomerate to take advantage of 

scale economies (economies of scale are accomplished through production 

increase and a decrease of costs) 

5. The organization of spatial and non-spatial aspects of human activity IS 

essentially hierarchical in nature (hierarchy of locations in terms of 

accessibility) 

6. Human activities and occupancy are focal in character 

After Hall2005:69 

Hall (2005:56) stressed that due to the complex nature of reality, it is difficult to 

understand the "whole web of interdependences that exist in the world". This 

statement shows that any description of decision-making should be merely seen as a 

simplification. Nonetheless, demand analysis in tourism helps clarify tourist 

behaviour towards a particular destination. It is therefore important for marketers and 

developers to understand how holidaymakers select their holiday destinations and 

investigate which factors might be influencing these particular choices. Decrops' 

(2006) useful summary on the evolution of destination choice theory includes an 

analysis of the wider framework that defines decision-making researchers' paradigm 

(Table 2.1 ). This represents the starting point when discussing decision-making 

research. 
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Table 2.1: Five moments in decision-making theory and research 

MOMENT PARADIGM 

1. Subjective expected utility (SEU) PURE RATIONALITY 
• Structural approach, based on mathematical 

principles of consistency 
• No consideration of psychological processes 
• 'Homo oeconomicus' =rational decision 

maker 

2. Probabilistic approach RISK OR UNCERTAINTY . Alternative to the deterministic approach of 
pure rationality 

• Prospect theory, regret theory . No consideration of mediating processes 
that lead to a decision 

3. Limited or bounded rationality SATISFACTION & INCREMENTALISM 
• Individuals are intrinsically rational, but 

constrained by time, cognitive capabilities 
and incomplete information 

• Satisfying replaces maximisation 
• Incrementalism = muddling through, 

myopic decision maker 

4. Changes CONTINGENT & ADAPTIVE 
• Use of various strategies to solve decision 

problems, choice depends on personal 
characteristics (cognitive ability, prior 
knowledge), problem characteristics (task 
and context), and social context 
(accountability, group) 

• Contradictory goals are reconciled 

5. Postmodemism AMBIGUITY & UNCERTAINTY 
• Reality is not unique, causality is often 

unclear and intentionality is a weak 
predictor of behaviour 

• Garbage can model 

After Decrop 2006:2ff 

Destination choice has been central to the study of tourism, marketing and 

management. Much of research was based on the analytical framework of economic

demand theory, which is situated within Decrop's (2006) 'Homo oeconomicus' 

paradigm (first moment). Unfortunately, traditional demand theory tends to ignore the 

nature of the tourism industry, as it cannot be likened to supermarket shopping, for 

instance. Papatheodorou (2004: 165) states that "it ignores the particularities of the 

product", a statement that shows, that he too (as an economist), despite being critical 

of prevailing demand theory in destination choice literature, sees tourism as a 

'product' but not as intangible service. In other words, tourism is often misunderstood 

by being reduced to an economic 'thing' (see also Tribe 2006). 
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A deeper understanding of tourist motivation and decision-making processes is 

important for a number of reasons, because it frequently links to the impact on 

destination choice (Crompton 1979). The tourist travel market is highly segmented, 

which in tum makes it attractive to target marketers. The potential to influence tourist 

decisions is important for tourism planners in, for example, diverting tourists from 

'sensitive areas'. Despite the importance placed on understanding tourist motivations, 

it is difficult to find a 'one size fits all' model which explains why certain motivations 

are inherent in some but not in others. It is therefore important to embrace existing 

theories, but also to critically review the positivist notion that behaviour can be 

rationally explained. These are aspects that moment four and five (Table 2.1) in 

decision-making theory adhere to. Particularly when arguing from a post-modem 

paradigm, sharp critiques on rationality and rule-following theories follow. However, 

this thesis is located within moment four as it represents a particular case of political 

consideration to decision-making theory. This contingent and adaptive decision

making postulates that people use a variety of strategies to solve decision problems. 

Decision-making has received a lot of attention in the management sciences. This is 

where the term 'consumer behaviour' was defined by Schiffrnann and Kanuk 

(1987:6) as "the behaviour that consumers display in searching for, purchasing, using, 

evaluating, and disposing of products, services, and ideas which they expect will 

satisfy their needs". Consumer behaviour is centred on the study of how individuals 

make decisions to spend their available resources (money, time, effort) on 

consumption-related items- including what, why, how, when, where, and how often 

they buy it. The study of consumer behaviour therefore holds great interest for 

marketers. The insights gained about consumption-related decisions make people 

aware of the subtle influences that persuade them to make that final product or service 

choice. This in tum reveals why and how individuals make their consumption 

decisions, ultimately leading to strategic tactics employed by marketers. 

Consequently, Schiffrnann and Kanuk (1989:9) emphasised the value of knowing 

consumer decision theories: "Without doubt, marketers who understand consumer 

behaviour have a great competitive advantage in the marketplace". 

Such knowledge is useful not only to economists and marketers. It is also useful in 

situating decision-making in developing theories relating to political awareness, 
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though it must be remembered that consumer studies explain decision processes 

towards tangible, manufactured products. Service and products clearly differ in their 

characteristics: the differences are centred on tangibility, separability, heterogeneity 

and perishability (Schiffmann and Kanuk 1987; Decrop 2006). In addition to these 

general differences between service and product decision-making, tourism is even 

more unique in that the tourist is supposed to be - in theory - even more involved in 

information search than other service purchases due to the high-perceived risk factor 

(Sonmez and Graefe 1998). Therefore from a political awareness point of view it 

could be argued that tourists would ideally use political information in the decision

making process. 

The marketing area has extensively researched choice and preference formation. 

Nicolau and Mas (2008) state that it is the most studied area of marketing. In terms of 

tourist destination choice, the marketing literature is divided into countries and 

destination types (e.g. national parks) (Perdue 1986; Fesenmaier 1988; Borgers, Van 

Der Heijden and Timmermans 1989; Morey, Shaw and Rowe 1991; Dubin 1998; 

Train 1998; Schroeder and Louviere 1999; Riera 2000). Thus there are numerous 

consumer behaviour models that describe the decision-making or choice process of a 

person, which tie in psychological, social, and cultural concepts. These consumer 

models generally point to the process of purchasing tourism services - a seven-stage 

process (Carroll and Johnson 1990; Sirakaya and Woodside 2005) as illustrated in 

Figure 2.1: 

30 



Figure 2.1: The process of purchasing tourism services 

Recognition that there is a decision to be made 

• Formulation of goals and objectives 

Generation of an alternative set of objects from which to choose 

• Search for information about the properties of the alternatives under consideration 

• Ultimate judgment or choice among many alternatives 

Acting upon the decision 

• Providing feedback for the next decision 

Sirakaya and Woodside (2005: 47) 

Sirakaya and Woodside (2005), in their review of tourist decision-making models, 

have proposed that the 'grand models' of decision-making (Nicosia 1966; Runyon 

1980; Gilbert 1991; Howard 1994) have clearly influenced tourism decision-making 

theory. However, tourist decision-making requires a different perspective simply 

because of existing models not distinguishing between service and product. 

Tourism researchers have traditionally applied two approaches for modelling the 

decision-making process. One is the broader behavioural and situational perspective 

(Urn and Crompton 1990; Woodside and MacDonald 1994; Sirakaya and Woodside 

2005), which focuses on cognitive aspects relating to both personal psychological 

variables and destination categorisations in travellers' minds. The other 'popular' 

perspective in tourism (Sirakaya and Woodside 2005) is based on the narrower 

choice-set point of view (Crompton 1992), which offers a practical perspective for 

marketers to decision making. The proportion of the target market in each choice set 

is identified and potential successes can be assessed through positive, negative, and 

neutral feelings. Sirakaya and Woodside (2005:828), however, commented on this 
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much-used type of decision-making research approach in tourism as follows: 

"Choice-set models consider the decision-making process as monolithic because they 

almost become immune once the initial sets have been processed". For this reason, 

Chen (2003) developed a sentiment-based alternative to choice-sets, which serves as 

not only a useful alternative to choice-sets, but it is also applicable to this thesis. 

Through chi-square automatic interaction algorithm, Chen (2003) created four 

mutually exclusive segments: 1) pundit tourists -mostly freely independent travellers 

who are likely to recommend their destination to others and will use the Internet for 

future trip planning, 2) individualistic tourists, who are similar to pundits except that 

they would not use the Internet for trip planning, 3) negative/neutral recommenders, 

who do not offer a positive recommendation to visit the destination, and 4) those who 

recommend the destination, but are dissatisfied visitors. Chen's (2003) research 

attends to the psychological outcomes of destination choice in terms of later 

recommendation, and specifically focuses on individual travellers. 

Clearly, there are a number of factors influencing decision-making. It may be a 

combination of needs and desires, availability of time and money, as well as 

prevailing images, perceptions of places and personal attitudes. Many studies have 

attempted to explain different factors that cause people to visit destinations (Dann 

1977; Uysal and Jurowsky 1994; Urn and Crompton 1990; Crompton and Ankornah 

1993). They can be broadly distinguished by push and pull factors. Push factors are 

those that drive tourists away from their home setting, whereas pull factors are those 

that draw them to specific destinations (Dann 1977; Crompton 1979). Other 

theoretical approaches seeking to explain tourist destination choice (Pearce 1993; 

Jamrozy and Uysall994; Yoon and Uysal2005) integrate dimensions such as tourist 

needs and motivations, but also tangible factors such as destination attributes. In 

attempting to develop a comprehensive decision-making model, some researchers 

included factors such as tourist characteristics (Seddighi 2002), destination 

preferences (Goodrich 1978), race and nationality (Pizam and Sussman 1995), as well 

as attitudes (Urn and Crompton 1990). Destination image as a crucial factor in the 

decision making process of travellers has been highlighted by various researchers 

(Woodside and Lysonsky 1989; Chon 1990; Urn and Crompton 1990; Baloglu 2000; 

Sonmez and Sirakaya 2002), who included the role of media in shaping perceptions 

of places (Hall 2002; Hall and Valentin 2005). However, again, image perceptions are 
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different depending on the person's country of origin, geographical distance, or prior 

visitation (Echtner and Ritchie 1991; Fakey and Crompton 1991; Beerli and Martin 

2004), and perhaps also according to one's political awareness. 

So there is not only one, but many decision-making dimensions to consider. Most 

destination choice criteria still largely fail to recognise 'politics' and/or 'ethics' as a 

part of decision-making. In the context of this thesis, a model for tourist decision

making that includes aspects relating to ethics and political awareness is therefore 

essential. Such illustration is important in part due to the notion that political 

considerations are critical since they could be powerful means to encourage or 

discourage travel to particular destinations. 

2.3.2 Criticism of Decision-Making Literature 

The existing theories on decision-making are certainly helpful in understanding 

people's behaviour. This section merely argues that parts of the decision-making 

process leave room for further inquiry, not only due to the privileged methodological 

applications (positivism), but also because destination choice is not necessarily based 

on rationality. There are too many non-fact based decisions in everyday life, which 

are difficult to translate into an all-encompassing model that explains people's 

choices. Instead researchers should focus on a conceptual framework that largely 

understands (phenomenology) the influence factors involved, as opposed to one-size

fits-all models that ought to predict (positivism) behaviour. 

It is suggested that decision-making researchers need to step back and understand that 

choices are more intuitive and do not necessarily follow the rules of existing models. 

There is much more to how people make decisions, and approaches particularly from 

early choice theory and rational theory focusing on the idea that choices are 

deliberate, calculated and seldom unconscious, need to be re-considered. They need 

to be re-considered by applying completely different theoretical backgrounds. 

Interestingly, Morley (1992) already criticised tourism demand studies 15 years ago 

in that tourism typically focuses purely on economic factors, but does not consider 

utility in the decision making process. Morley suggested an alternative way to 
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estimate demand based on the expected utility derived from the characteristics of the 

destination. Such considerations may ultimately lead to gaining a different 

perspective to existing theory and produce deeper knowledge in a different way. 

Many decision-making theories also seem to embrace an approach that assumes that 

'all possible alternatives are known', which could be the fundamental flaw. 

Knowledge per se and knowledge about possible alternatives is influenced by 

different information sources, which are largely guided by market-oriented 

paradigms. Knowledge about possible choice alternatives is therefore one

dimensional, which adds to the observation that decisions are also made in an ad-hoc 

and often un-informed manner (Urn and Crompton 1990; Sirakaya and Woodside 

2005). Moreover, the majority of research in tourist decision-making focuses on 

processes prior to the holiday, ignoring those decisions that are made in situ. 

According to Blichfeld (2008), many decisions, especially those related to 

sightseeing, are taken after the tourists arrive at the destination. This is particularly 

appropriate for backpackers, who often only have a 'rough' travel plan. 

Another general problem in decision-making research is the focus on the individual. 

As if the individual were a vacuum, unaffected by interaction with other individuals 

before, during, or after the decision has been made. This is particularly problematic 

because tourism in general and backpacker tourism in particular occurs in social 

situations. These aspects remain largely unattended in decision-making literature (see 

also Decrop 2005). 

2.3.3 Alternative Tourist Decision-Making Framework 

Alternative frameworks in decision-making theory do exist, and it is the most 

applicable to this particular research that is being reviewed in this section. However, 

it is important to emphasize that it is difficult to find much literature that includes 

aspects of politics in tourist destination choice theory. Sonmez and Graefe (1998) 

developed a constructive framework for the tourism decision-making process, which 

includes the component of political instability and terrorism (see Figure 2.2). This 

framework was developed through secondary research and was the basis for the study 
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of risk perception, international attitude and tourists' personality. The authors based 

their proposition on theories such as Plog's (1974) psychocentric-allocentric 

continuum as well as travel experience, travel attitudes, and risk perception levels. 

These are grouped as internal factors, while external factors include information 

sources, safety issues capturing public interest resulting from the media or other 

information sources such as friends and family. Demographic factors include age, 

gender, income, education, and children in household. Sonmez and Graefe (1998) 

identified key stages in the decision-making process, such as the motivation to travel, 

decision to travel, and information sources used. They empirically tested their 

framework and identified that attitudes towards foreign travel, the level of risk 

perception, and income level had a major influence on travel decisions relating to the 

risk of terrorism or political instability. According to them, gender and education 

affected decision-making only in a minor way. 

Sonmez and Graefe's (1998) comprehensive framework serves as a useful starting 

point for studying the role of political awareness in tourist decision-making. It simply 

illustrates where politics could start to play a role in tourism decisions. While the 

authors have focused on risk perception in the context of terrorism, this thesis 

proposes a shift to a wider framework that addresses the political situation at the 

destination, including human rights reports and ensuing ethical issues. The thesis 

differs from Sonmez and Graefe's (1998:125) notion that "Destinations perceived as 

safe from terrorism and political problems will be considered seriously, while those 

perceived as risky will be rejected". Instead it is argued that particularly in the 

context of the boundary pushing, risk-taking backpacker seeking new, 'unspoilt' 

destinations, such considerations may become increasingly inconsequential in the 

future (see also Chapter Four). So instead of focusing on risk, safety and security, 

external factors from the viewpoint of this thesis should include 'human rights 

violations' and 'political system of the destination'. After all, decisions to travel to 

rogue states might be clearly influenced by these factors if awareness is present. 

These external sources would then not influence the 'awareness of risk associated 

with travel due to terrorism' as proposed by Sonmez and Graefe, but the 'awareness 

of ethics associated with tourism due to human rights violations'. 
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Figure 2.2: Framework of Tourism Decision-Making Process 

EXTERNAL FACTORS 

Media coverage of terrorism 
and/or political instability 

Government issued travel 
advisories 

Social interaction regarding 
terrorism and/or political 
instability 

INTERNAL FACTORS 

International travel experience 

International travel attitude 

Risk perception level 

Traveller personality type 

DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS 

Age 

Gender 

Income 

Education 

Children in household 

Motivation to travel 

Awareness of risk associated with international 
travel due to terrorism and/or political instability 

(gained from external sources) 

Decision to travel 
Internationally vs. domestically 

Awareness set of destinations 

considered 
Risky alternative 

rejected 

Destination choice 
(Followed by finalising plans/booking trip) 

Absolute knowledge of terrorism and/or political 
instability at or near chosen vacation region or 

destination (gained from external sources) 

Possible decision outcomes 

Continuation 
with travel 

plans 

Cancellation 
of travel 

plans 

Substitution 
of choice 
with safer 
destination 

Sonmez and Graefe (1998:124) 

Instead of focusing on risk awareness associated with terrorism, the 'awareness of 

ethics associated with tourism due to human rights violations' would lead to the next 
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stage. Here the potential tourist decides whether or not to travel to the destination as 

opposed to another, perhaps less contested one. The propensity for the choice clearly 

depends, similarly to Sonmez and Graefe's framework, on several internal and 

demographic factors. Destination alternatives are influenced by personal attitudes and 

destination sets, which are in tum based on their desirability. So while the evoked set 

in the framework includes places where active information search is taking place, the 

inert set includes those destinations about which the potential tourist is only 

insufficiently informed. Notably, destinations in the 'inept' set are those places that 

are rejected, but not necessarily due to negative perceptions about terrorism risk like 

in Sonmez and Graefe's framework. Instead, when applied to the thesis aim, a place 

may be rejected based on its political system and the uncertainty about the ethicalities 

travelling there. A feeling of high risk is yet another factor that may be caused by 

such 'ethical' considerations, which in tum could cause destinations to move to the 

inept set. Thus, destinations might be evaluated according to ethicalities that relate to 

human rights violations. Of course, safety concerns as well as visa relations also 

clearly influence the destination evaluation process. 

While safety and security are undoubtedly important in the tourist decision-making 

process, this thesis takes a human rights point of view. Sonmez and Graefe's 

framework therefore needs to be further modified, considering both safety and human 

rights. For instance, a very diverse group of commentators (Tourism Concern 2006; 

BCUK 2005; Aung San Suu Kyi 1996; Myanmar Ministry of Hotels and Tourism 

2007) have all agreed that the tourist is safe in Burma. Other research has clearly 

shown that it is the Burmese who are not safe (Amnesty International 2005; United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 2008; Human Rights Watch 2007). 

There seems to be a major misunderstanding between safety and human rights in the 

tourism literature. If a country is safe for tourists, then this does not mean that human 

rights are respected. This in tum might be the reason why ethical issues are yet to be 

included in tourist decision-making literature. Instead, as the United Nations High 

Commission for Human Rights made clear in its human rights 'Magna Carta' (the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights): Safety is a human right, but it is only a part 

of a long list of human rights. Similarly to Bianchi's (2007) critical analysis which 

challenged the instrumental approach to tourism and security, this thesis argues that 

that degree to which tourism is implicated by the ideological construction of risk and 
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safety shows that safety and security issues need to be put into perspective with the 

tourist's 'right to travel'. The unequal relations of safety and human rights in the 

tourism sphere therefore need to be further attended to. 

Unlike in Sonmez and Graefe's framework, their dimension of "absolute knowledge 

of terrorism and/or political instability at chosen vacation region" is inappropriate 

when considering ethical issues in the tourist decision-making process. Ethical 

decisions are not based on absolute knowledge, but are rather based on a) awareness 

of ethical issue, and b) the individuals' approach to solving ethical issues. Therefore 

this dimension is to be adjusted to 'awareness of ethical issues associated with 

travelling to this region', which in turn would lead to either continue with the travel 

plan, cancel the travel plan, or to substitute the choice with more 'ethical' 

destinations. 

2.3.4 Destination Image 

Urn and Crompton (1990:433) argued that "the image and attitude dimension of a 

place as a travel destination are likely to be critical elements in the destination choice 

process, irrespective of whether or not they are true representations of what the place 

has to offer". The final choice of a destination is the result of a decision-making 

process that involves the use of information, whether from personal experience or 

through active search, to generate an image of a destination. While there are many 

different definitions of what destination image actually is (Gallaraza et al, 2002), 

there is general consensus that destination image plays an important role in 

destination choice. This section therefore addresses image theory in the tourism 

context and relates this to general decision-making and politics. 

Travellers' perceptions of destinations play a significant role in destination choice. To 

be successfully promoted in target markets, a destination should be favourably 

differentiated from competitors in the minds of potential travellers, which links to 

Sonmez and Graefe's (1998) awareness sets. One of the key components is the 

perception of place, which is commonly referred to as the image of a destination. As 

human behaviour is constructed upon image due to imperfect knowledge, Myers 
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(1968) claimed that the world is a psychological representation of objective reality 

residing in the mind of an individual. Therefore, successful tourism marketing 

incorporates a variety of different instruments. One of the most effective tools in 

tourism marketing is positioning, which is a process designed to capitalise on a tourist 

destination's image (Echtner and Ritchie 1993; Kotler, Haider and Rein 1993; 

Crompton, Fakeye and Lue 1992). A position that evokes images of a destination in 

the customers' mind is part of a communications strategy, which represents the 

follow-through of market segmentation and target marketing. In the same context it is 

important to understand that 'image is everything' because reality is constructed 

(Kotler 1997). 

Research undertaken in destination image has been plentiful. Mayo (1973), Hunt 

(1975), and Goodrich (1977) were among the first to recognise the significance of the 

image concept in tourist decision-making. Others followed and after almost three 

decades, Pike (2000) identified 142 published research papers in this field. The most 

researched areas relating to destination image are tourists' buying behaviour and 

tourist satisfaction, but Pike (2000) also noted that most of past image research is 

rather descriptive, unsatisfactorily theorised, and often repetitive, which results in 

large quantities of studies, rather than quality. Such observation can be paralleled to 

destination image and political awareness sets: not much is known about the 'political 

image' of destinations as perceived by tourists. 

Echtner and Ritchie (1991), Chon (1990), and Stabler (1990) conducted research on 

the significance of destination image, satisfaction levels, and consequent behaviour of 

tourists. This showed that the mere existence of an image in a person's mind is more 

important than whether it is actually a true representation of a place (Jenkins 1999), 

which again points to the construction of reality. Gallaraza et al (200 1) advanced the 

argument on the fragmented nature of the tourism industry as it poses difficulties for 

research on tourist destination image. For instance, they maintained that because the 

tourist has to physically move to the behaviour scene to assess it, this creates its own 

difficulties. All of these factors emerge into the relatively abstract and theoretical 

concept of a destinations' image: " ... perceptions, rather than reality are what 

motivate consumers to act or not to act" (Guthrie and Gale 1991:555). The intangible 
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nature of the tourism product results in a higher significance of theoretical rather than 

reality concepts. Thus, in-depth image research is becoming increasingly significant. 

There is a variety of theories seeking to explain the formation of a destination's 

image. Baloglu and McCleary (1999) identified two approaches to image formation: 

static and dynamic. The static approach systematically evaluates the relationship 

between perceived image and tourist satisfaction after visitation of the place, 

comparing the image prior to and after visitation. By comparison, the dynamic 

approach involves the tourist destination image structure, while assessing the 

formation of an image itself (Gartner 1996). It is commonly agreed that the tourist 

destination image formation process is the crucial phase in tourists' destination 

selection (Gunn 1997, Baloglu and McCleary 1999). Brokaw (1990:32) stated that 

"before image can be used to influence behaviour, it is important to understand what 

influences an image". 

Gunn (1988) was among the first to break the image formation process into different 

components. Her approach included a differentiation between image formations on an 

organic or induced level. The organic component of image formation includes the 

mass media such as magazines, newspapers, books, radio, television, as well as 

fictional and non-fictional literature. These sources of information generate the 

organic component of the process (Gunn 1988). The induced aspect of the image 

formation process embraces promotional material such as advertisements and travel 

catalogues. This information represents the marketing efforts of a particular 

destination and/or business that are attempting to promote the place. The induced 

component therefore stands for the more biased and subjective image developed by 

regional or national organisations. The significant difference between the induced and 

organic image is not only the issue of bias, but also their influence on potential 

tourists. Destination promoters directly control induced images, whereas organic 

images are not restricted by these factors. 

Baloglu and McCleary (1999) developed a general framework of destination image 

formation based on previous literature (see Figure 2.3). They claim that image 

formation is dependent upon the stimulus and personal factors. Stimulus factors 

derive from external sources or physical objects (e.g. information sources, previous 
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experiences and distribution can all be seen as external stimuli). Conversely, personal 

factors are based on the social and psychological characteristics of the potential 

tourist, for example motivations, values and beliefs and other social aspects such as 

age and education. The interaction of both factors generates the influence on the 

cognitive, affective, and global image of a destination. Baloglu and McCleary's 

(1999) broad framework attempts to examine the complex matter of image formation, 

particularly as it considers both, the representation of know ledge (cognitive) as well 

as subjective feelings towards a destination (affective) in the global world. 

Figure 2.3: A General Framework of Destination Image Formation 

PERSONAl FACTORS 

Psychological 
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Global 
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Amount 
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Previous Experience 

Distribution 

After Baloglu and McCleary (1999: 870) 

Even though Baloglu and McCleary's (1999) framework seems appropriate, the 

methodology used to test the framework carries some limitations. Their sample 

population included respondents, who were selected from a list obtained by the 

Turkish Tourist Board in New York of people that requested information on Turkey. 

This resulted in some biases, such as, for instance that the sample was asked to 

answer the same set of questions on Turkey, Greece, Italy, and Egypt, ignoring 

inherent differences in their culture, politics, economics, and tourism structures. 

Despite these considerable weaknesses in methods, Baloglu and McCleary's (1999) 

framework is suitable in explaining the key influence factors in image formation, 

which is particularly due to their emphasis of the 'vagueness' of image research. 

After all, "each person's image of a particular place is unique, comprising their own 

memories, associations and imaginations of a particular place" (Jenkins and 
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McArthur 1996:11 ). This statement captures the problematic nature of studying image 

formation - the attempt to see the process in its entirety is confounded by the 

subjectivity of the matter. Therefore capturing people's knowledge and opinions of 

places is a first step in analysing tourist images, which are central to the issues of 

political awareness and ethics. 

2.4 Summary 

Through the analysis of literature relating to tourism politics and tourist decision

making considerable gaps have emerged. It is observed that studying the role of 

political awareness in tourist decision-making is a novel approach. The literature on 

tourism and politics illustrates that more attention needs to focus on the micro level -

the individual (e.g. Hall 2008). In tum, Decrop' s (2006) extensive review of decision

making literature does not even mention the word 'politics' once ('political stability' 

is mentioned on page 17), which indicates that tourist decision-making has not 

attended to the political dimension sufficiently. Notably, Sonmez and Graefe's (1998) 

alternative framework, which included 'terrorism' considerations in tourist decision

making, has been useful in the development of this thesis conceptual framework. 

Overall, this chapter has shown that there is a plurality of tourist decision-making 

aspects to consider; yet most choice criteria fail to recognise 'politics' or 'ethics' as 

being part of tourist decision-making. 

While it is difficult to assess the extent to which politics may influence individual 

decision-making, this chapter has shown that politics can influence a destination's 

image and attractiveness. The decline in tourist numbers visiting China immediately 

after the Tiananmen Square Massacre serves as one example. Therefore the statement 

that 'image is everything' still holds true today, despite the observation that one's 

image may be widely inaccurate. Such inaccurate image clearly poses difficulties for 

politically aware, ethical tourism. The following chapter reviews ethical tourism 

trends and integrates such trends to political awareness within an ethical tourism 

framework. If ethical tourism continues to increase in the future, then such tourism is 

also likely to become more politically significant. 
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Chapter 3 Tourism, Ethics, and Political Awareness 

3.1 Introduction 

An assessment of the role of political awareness in tourist decision-making with 

particular focus on the Burma boycott debate requires a general consideration of 

ethics in tourist decision-making. The aim and objectives indicate that this research 

seeks to understand who sees travel to Burma as (un)ethical and why. It calls for an 

inclusion of both ethics and political awareness. The tourism literature as reviewed in 

the previous chapter still offers an incomplete understanding of whether or not 

politics play a role in general tourist decision making. The focus of this chapter is 

situated within the notion that a truly sustainable society is one where the wider 

questions of social needs and welfare are integrally related to political constraints. 

Therefore, political awareness and ethical consumerism are both subjects for scrutiny 

in this chapter. First, concepts relating to ethics and ethical consumption are 

reviewed, before this chapter integrates political psychology with political awareness. 

The chapter is divided in two sections. The first section begins with a framework of 

ethical decision-making (Velasquez, Andre, Shanks, Myer 1988) before focusing on 

applied ethics. Ethics is applied from the perspective of ethical consumption and 

boycotts and tourism. The second section adapts a political awareness perspective by 

including theories that explain political orientation and subsequent behaviour, with 

particular emphasis on political values. So the first part of this chapter is positioned 

within an ethical framework, while the second part conceptualises these ethical issues 

with tourist decision-making in a political context. This review reveals relationships 

between ethics and politics that have not been addressed yet in the context of tourism. 

3.2 Ethical Decision-Making 

To establish what an ethical issue is one must understand ethics in general. For the 

purpose of answering the aim of this thesis, an ethical issue is a decision involving 
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choice impacts, which means that the vast majority of decisions satisfy this condition. 

In turn, tourists' decisions may not be merely the result of social and economic 

factors, but is also the outcome of ethical and political reflection. The framework for 

thinking ethically is therefore appropriate as a starting point to understand the various 

levels of ethical decision-making in tourism. 

Ethics are "the rules, standards, and principles that dictate right conduct among 

members of a society or profession. Ethics are based on moral values" (Ray 

2000:241). In other words, ethics refers to standards of behaviour that explain how 

human beings ought to act in situations with themselves, as friends, parents, children, 

citizens, businesspeople, teachers, professionals and, in the context of this thesis, as 

tourists. To clarify ethics, it is important to state what ethics is not. Ethics is not the 

same as emotions, though emotions provide important information for ethical choices. 

Ethics is not religion and it does not follow the law. Ethics does not follow culturally 

accepted norms and it is not a science (Velasquez et al1988). This makes identifying 

ethical standards difficult because the basis of an ethical standard is not only 

challenging to identify, but also its application to real-life situation is difficult. 

The question arises - if ethics are not based on feelings, religion, law, cultural practice 

or science- what then are ethical standards based on? Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle 

developed their schools of thought (Nietzsche 1967; Guthrie 1986; Luce 1992; 

Taylor, Hare and Barnes 1998; Taylor 2002) and until today much of what we know, 

and how we know what we know, stems from classical antiquity and from the 

Western philosophy that was coined in Greece. These philosophers have helped to 

answer the question about what is an ethical standard by suggesting five ethical 

standards. According to Velasquez et al. (1988), they include the utilitarian approach, 

the rights approach, the fairness or justice approach, the common good approach and 

the virtue approach. 

As it is difficult to agree on the content on what constitutes human rights, or what is 

good and what is harm, ethical approaches (e.g. teleology, deontology) give important 

insights how ethical discourse can be viewed. Making ethical decisions requires a 

trained sensitivity to ethical issues, which is where such ethical approaches come into 

play. Only after careful exploration of a dilemma- in this case whether or not to go to 
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Burma - one is in a position to make a good ethical choice. Velasquez et al (1988) 

proposed a framework for ethical decision-making, which is applicable to this thesis 

as it explores ethical dilemmas and identifies ethical courses of action. Notably 

ethical decision-making begins by 'recognising the ethical issue'. Applying this 

prerequisite to the aim of this thesis it is clear that an awareness of the political 

circumstances in Burma is absolutely essential for ethical tourism. 

Table 3.1 Ethical decision-making framework 

Recognize an Ethical Issue 
1. Is there something wrong personally, interpersonally, or socially? Could the conflict, the situation, 
or the decision be damaging to people or to the community? 

2. Does the issue go beyond legal or institutional concerns? What does it do to people, who have 
dignity, rights, and hopes for a better life together? 

Get the facts 
3. What are the relevant facts of the case? What facts are unknown? 

4. What individuals and groups have an important stake in the outcome? Do some have a greater stake 
because they have a special need or because we have special obligations to them? 

5. What are the options for acting? Have all the relevant persons and groups been consulted? If you 
showed your list of options to someone you respect, what would that person say? 

Evaluate Alternative Actions From Various Ethical Perspectives 
6. Which option will produce the most good and do the least harm? 

Utilitarian approach: the ethical action is the one that will produce the greatest balance of benefits over 
harms 

7. Even if not everyone gets all they want, will everyone's rights and dignity still be respected? 

Rights Approach: The ethical action is the one that most dutifully respects the rights of all affected 

8. Which option is fair to all stakeholders? 

Fairness or Justice Approach: The ethical action is the one that treats people equally, or if unequally, that 
treats people proportionately and fairly. 

9. Which option would help all participate more fully in the life we share as a family, community, society? 

Common Good Approach: The ethical action is the one that contributes most to the achievement of a quality 
common life together 

10. Would you want to become the sort of person who acts this way (e.g., a person of courage or 
compassion)? 

Virtue Approach: The ethical action is the one that embodies the habits and values of humans at their best. 

Make a Decision and Test It 
11. Considering all these perspectives, which of the options is the right or best thing to do? 

12. If you told someone you respect why you chose this option, what would that person say? If you had 
to explain your decision on television, would you be comfortable doing so? 

Act, Then Reflect on the Decision Later 
13. Implement your decision. How did it tum out for all concerned? If you had it to do over again, 
what would you do differently? 

After Velasquez et al1988 
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An application of the ethical decision-making framework to this thesis is discussed in 

Chapter 5, which focuses on the background and arguments of the Burma travel 

boycott debate. Here it suffices to note that a) ethical values are specific to the 

individual, and b) the first step of the ethical decision-making framework is to 

recognize an ethical issue. Therefore, travellers need to be aware of the political 

circumstances in Burma to be able to make ethical tourism choices. Political 

awareness is therefore a prerequisite of ethical tourism decision-making. 

3.3 Applied Ethics: Ethical Consumerism 

In line with the ethical decision-making framework established above, it is clear that 

the term 'ethical consumer' carries various meanings to different people. For some it 

may be the companies' policies and product attributes, but for others it may be a 

companies' innovative or alternative approach that creates the perception of being 

'ethical'. For some the fair pricing of a product is seen as ethical, whereas for others it 

may be due to the companies' attention to human rights (Wood 1991; Clarkson 1995; 

Carrol1998; Harrison, Newholm and Shaw 2005; Adams and Zutshi 2005; Herchen 

2007). In the context of the aim of the thesis, ethical consumers are understood as 

travellers who are influenced by environmental, political or ethical considerations 

when choosing their holiday. Therefore, ethical consumerism is understood as 

'buying ethically' - including considerations of socio-cultural, environmental, 

economic and political implications of one's purchase (Muncy and Vitell1992; Vitell 

and Muncy 1992; Harrison, Newholm and Shaw 2005). Ethical consumerism is an 

evolution of green consumerism. Consumers are now not only involved with 

environmental issues, but are also concerned with issues such as animal welfare, 

human rights or working conditions in the Third World (Auger et al. 2003; Shaw and 

Clarke, 1999; Shaw and Shiu, 2003; Strong, 1996). 

Ethical consumerism has initially been limited to affluent twenty-first century persons 

as the ethical consumer 'pays a price' for the ethical product (Harrison et al 2005). 

The wave of considering ethical issues in purchase behaviour shows that more people 

are prepared to question consumption per se. Ethical consumers believe that they 
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have the power to bring their values to the checkout counter. Roberts (1996), Klein 

(2000), Harrison (2003), Adams and Zutshi (2003) argue that an individual's 

spending behaviour has the power to express moral support for ethical products and 

ideas. Some ethical consumer activists may be perceived as particularly daring and 

radical, such as Arundhati Roy, who suggested in her speech at the World Social 

Forum in Porto Allegre Brazil (2003) and later in Mumbai, India (2004): 

Our strategy should be not only to confront empire, but to lay siege to it. 

To deprive it of oxygen. To shame it. To mock it. With our art, our music, 

our literature, our stubbornness, our joy, our brilliance, our sheer 

relentlessness - and our ability to tell our own stories. Stories that are 

different from the ones we're being brainwashed to believe. The corporate 

revolution will collapse if we refuse to buy what they are selling - their 

ideas, their version of history, their wars, their weapons, their notion of 

inevitability. Remember this: We be many and they be few. They need us 

more than we need them. 

The main message is clear - consumers should become aware of their power. In the 

same context it is emphasised that ethical consumerism implies less harm to humans, 

animals, and the natural environment through positive buying. According to the 

Oxford Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility (2008), positive buying is the 

favouring of products that operate on principles based on benefit for the greater good. 

Negative buying entails the withdrawal from products based on, for example, 

companies' disregard of political or social-cultural implications. 

The emergence of academic journals such as 'Business Ethics', 'Business Ethics 

Quarterly', 'Clinical Ethics', 'Ethics and Behaviour', 'Ethics and International 

Affairs', 'Journal of Academic Ethics' or 'Legal Ethics' indicates that ethical 

decision-making is becoming increasingly important in post-modem society. Some 

studies (for instance, Moschis and Powerll 1986; Hirschman 1991; Holbrook 1994; 

Mick 1996) have referred to consumer misconduct and unethical consumer behaviour 

by focusing on the negative, 'dark side' of consumer behaviour. It seems that the 

notion of 'the ethical consumer', has become more prevalent since the tum of the 
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twenty-first century (Harrison et al 2005). It is important to this thesis because the 

concept of ethical consumption needs further analysis from a tourism perspective 

(Weeden 2005; Fennel 2006). The focus on boycotts in the context of ethical 

destination decision-making is yet to be addressed. 

3.3.1 The Rise and Significance of Ethical Consumerism 

The 1970s, the era when the first fair-trade initiatives started, marked the beginning of 

consumer's ethical awareness campaigns (Harrison et al 2005). At that time people 

were engaged in the struggle to create new possibilities, with boundaries being drawn 

by ideology and the clash between communism and capitalism. By creating politics of 

everyday, the ethical consumer adapted the notion that ordinary objects could be 

turned into political statements, but mainstream businesses were slow to become 

accustomed to this new type of consumer. Within the past decade, however, ethical 

consumerism has gained more attention and recognition. For instance, in the UK 

alone there are over 250 retail fair trade products, including coffee, tea, cocoa, 

chocolate, snacks, biscuits, sugar, honey, and fresh fruit (Co-Operative Bank 2006). 

From a basic economic perspective, consumers will usually buy the best quality 

products they can afford (Beardshaw 1992). The 'traditional purchase behaviour 

theory' means choosing the cheapest product if the consumer is confident, and that its 

utility is as good as some slightly more expensive option available. Increasingly 

however, people might boycott a particular brand because of a story they have read in 

the newspaper (Adams and Zutschi 2005). Ethical consumers are more inclined to 

choose a 'fair-trade' labelled coffee due to a concern relating to labour conditions in 

developing countries, or they might choose an eco-labelled washing powder as this 

product reflects their environmental concerns. An ethical consumer will most likely 

not purchase a product if quality is low. Ethical consumers do not ignore price and 

quality (Cowe and Williams 2000). Instead, they apply additional (and sometimes 

core) criteria in the decision-making process (Harrison et al 2005). Ethical purchase 

behaviour and ethical consumerism have increased in significance not only because of 

its monetary value, but also because it includes a moral message. 
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In a collaborative effort with the Co-Operative Bank, the Future Foundation and the 

New Economics Foundation to understand ethical consumers in the UK, Cowe and 

Williams (2000: 1 ), who "have brought the professional scepticism of a journalist and 

a marketer together", have observed the so-called '30:3 syndrome' in relation to 

ethical consumerism: "This is the phenomenon in which a third of consumers profess 

to care about companies' policies and records on social responsibility, but ethical 

products rarely achieve more than a three percent market share". So while consumers 

may theoretically be aware of ethical issues, only a few are ready to invest into their 

moral beliefs. According to Cowe and Williams (2000), one third of consumers say 

that they are concerned with ethical issues, with one sixth of consumers having 

participated in boycotts, resulting in £8 billion annually in the UK. Politically active 

consumer clusters have been identified as crossing most socio-political boundaries, 

and "Party political affiliations do not define them; nor does social class; nor age nor 

gender" (Cowe and Williams 2000:2). Instead ethical consumers differ by their 

attitudes towards ethical issues, and not by socio-demographic data. 

Cowe and Williams (2000) suggested five clusters of consumers. The largest cluster 

included those consumers who were concerned about ethical issues, but not 

concerned enough to base their consumer actions on ethical issues. The second largest 

cluster, almost one in five consumers, represents those who were more active as they 

bought and boycotted products on ethical grounds "if the issues are obvious and the 

necessary information is readily available" (Cowe and Williams 2000:3). The next 

cluster represented around one fifth of consumers who based their purchase decision 

on value for money, whereas the fourth and fifth groups of shoppers were passionate 

about ethical issues. The former group were active campaigners, seeking out 

information to make ethical choices. The latter group included brand-aware 

youngsters who were in the position to become the ethical vanguard of tomorrow -

they are new, well-informed entrants to the market, and their behaviour is important 

for a future understanding of ethical consumerism. 

The Ethical Purchasing Index (2003) is a Co-operative Bank initiative, which 

surveyed the UK market share of ethical consumption. The EPI measured growth in 

the consumer marketplace for ethical goods and services, where the sales data is 

divided into different sectors. They include food, energy, housing, household goods, 
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cosmetics and toiletries, transport, charity and - notably - tourism, which is seen as 

'environmental tourist attraction' (see Ethical Purchasing 'Basket' Table 3.2). 

Table 3.2: The Ethical Purchasing Basket 

FOOD 

FUEL AND LIGHT 

HOUSING 

HOUSEHOLD GOODS 

PERSONAL ITEMS 

TRANSPORT 

SUBSCRIPTIONS 

TOURISM 

Includes free range and freedom food eggs, organic food, 
vegetarian meat alternatives and fair trade sales 

Green energy sales 

Annual repayments to green mortgages 

Forest Stewardship Council sales*, eco-labelled 
household appliances and cleaning products; 

marketed as environmentally friendly 

Cosmetics and toiletries not tested on animals 

Annual grant value to LPG vehicles, memberships to 
ETA 

Annual voluntary income to UK top 500 charities, 
including charity shop sales 

Visits to environmental tourist attractions 

After the Co-operative Bank 2002:3 

It seems that consumers increasingly attempt to purchase ethically. According to the 

Co-operative Bank (2002), ethical consumption in the UK rose significantly from 

1999 to 2002. Total 'ethical' sales grew by £1.1 billion; including ethical banking 

and investment "the total value of the ethical wallet is £13.9 billion" (Co-operative 

Bank 2002:3). The 2002 data set also included the ethical 'leisure' category, in which 

eco-tourism ventures increased in the UK by a factor of 12. Overall, it seems that 

ethical consumerism reflects an increasing awareness of ethical issues amongst 

mainstream consumers. When put into a worldwide perspective, this movement is 

only beginning. Nonetheless this does not render it insignificant. The critical feature 

that ethical consumers have in common is their motivation to support a certain cause. 

To understand the nature of ethical consumer behaviour, their typologies are 

illustrated in Table 3.3, divided by product-oriented purchase and company-oriented 

purchase. 
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Table 3.3: Typology of ethical consumer practices 

Practices 

Boycotts 

Positive buying 

Fully screened 
(comparative ethical 
ratings across whole 
product areas) 

Relationship 
purchasing 
(consumers seek to 
educate sellers about 
their ethical needs) 

Anti-consumerism or 
sustainable 
consumerism 

Product-oriented purchasing Company-oriented purchasing 

Aerosols (UK) Nestle (international) 

Peat (UK) Shell (international) 

Timber from unsustainable forestry Phillip Morris (USA) 
(international) 

Fair trade Mark (Europe) 

Blue Angel eco-label (Germany) 

No Sweat 100% union-made apparel 
(USA) 

Green Consumer Guide (Elkingtion 
& Hailes) 

Which? Appliance energy 
consumption tables (UK Consumers' 
Association) 

Community Supported Agriculture 
(USA&UK) 

Saikatsu Club (Japanese consumer 
co-operative) 

A voiding unsustainable 
(e.g. cars) 

DIY alternatives 

products 

British Union for the Abolition of 
Vivisection Approved Product Guide 

Body Shop 'against animal testing' 
(UK and international) 

Ethical consumer magazine (UK) 

Shopping for a better World (USA) 

Ethical screening of investments 
(international) 

Individual consumer building 
relationship with shopkeepers 

Adbusters Canadian 'culture 
jamming' magazine 

Adapted from Harrison, Newman and Shaw 2005:3 

Ethical consumers' efforts reflect a new consumer culture, which is related to the 

growth in consumption in affluent nations. Durning (1992) emphasised the increase 

per capita consumption of processed frozen foods, restaurant meals, cars, air miles, 

televisions, mobile phones, DVDs and home appliances, which directly parallel 

consumer expenditure. Ethical consumerism directly targets today's consumer culture 

by pointing to the consumer's buying power. "Products have bought what is arguably 

the zenith of human comfort to those who can afford them" (Thackara 2005: 23). So 

the reason for the increasing interest in ethical consumerism is perhaps due to what 

Beck (1999) explained as an awareness of our own accountability in which 

consumption itself becomes a means of political dispute. Perhaps another reason why 

ethical consumers are increasingly expressing their ethics through consumption is 

because consumption, and the related construction of self-image, has become the 

major time-consuming activity in developed nations (Newholm 2000). 
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3.3.2 The 'Boycott' as a Form of Ethical Consumerism 

A boycott, the act of voluntarily abstaining from using, buying or dealing with 

someone or some organization as an expression of protest, has a long history as a 

coercive marketplace tactics. It is a widespread instrument of political activism and 

ethical (non) consumption (Klein, Smith and John 2004; Ettenson, Smith, Klein, John 

2006; Seidman 2007). An online search shows, for instance, calls for corporate 

boycotts against Microsoft (for abuse of monopoly power), Amazon.com (for its 

attempts to patent one-click shopping), the Recording Industry Association of 

America (for the prosecution ofNapster), Monsanto (for the production of genetically 

modified organisms), Nestle (for promoting infant formula in poor countries), but also 

for entire countries such as China (for human rights violations), France (by US 

businesses in response to France's refusal to support the Iraq war) or Denmark 

(boycott of Danish products in Muslim countries after Mohammed cartoon). Clearly 

boycotts are widespread in today's society, but a boycott is as much about 'doing 

good' as it is about clashing moral visions. As a result, boycotting has emphasised the 

need of people to express their power in their capacity as shoppers. 

The practice ofboycotts dates back to the US in the 1830s when the National Negro 

Convention encouraged a rejection of slave-produced goods (Marlow 1973; Arkin 

2007; Brooks 2008). The term 'boycott' was coined 50 years later after the social 

ostracism of Captain Charles Boycott in Ireland in 1880 (Marlow 1973). Captain 

Charles Boycott was subject to isolation by the Irish Land League. His workers 

stopped their work, the local businessmen stopped trading and "the local postman 

refused to deliver the mail" (Marlow 1973:10). The 1930s are another example of a 

time period of diverse and extensive boycotts, with the ensuing withdrawal from 

businesses with fascist regimes. For instance, a Boston-based committee to boycott 

silk from fascist Japan raised awareness on human rights violations committed in 

China by notifying women who persisted in buying silk stockings that they were 

guilty of murder: "If your stockings are silk ... they helped Japan to murder thousands 

of babies and women, workmen, and peasants of China" (in Glickman 2005: no page 

number). The history of boycotts include other landmarks such as the Indian boycott 

of British goods as initiated by Gandhi, the boycott of Jewish-owned businesses in 

Nazi Germany, the Jewish boycott of German goods, and later the Arab league 
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boycott of Israel and companies dealing with Israel. The disinvestment campaign of 

South Africa in the 1980s is today celebrated as the classical boycott success story, as 

it created the fundament to the abolition of Apartheid South Africa and Nelson 

Mandela's release (Arkin 2007). 

Today, to call a boycott successful is more difficult, not least due to globalisation and 

the interconnectedness of businesses. Therefore, consumers are split about the 

effectiveness of boycotts, which results in black-or-white opinions that are 

particularly observable in Hickmann's (2005) weekly column on 'ethical living' in 

the UK Guardian: 

The South African boycott helped to end apartheid. In the absence of 

ethical responses from the international community, it falls to civil society 

- you and me - to take a stand against human rights violations, which is 

why I don't eat Israeli fruit and veg. 

Frankie Green, Whitstable, Kent 

Boycotts are totally ineffective. Tesco opened a small supermarket in 

Heaton Moor just over a year ago against the protests of local residents. I 

have been boycotting Tesco since and they still haven't closed it. 

Martin Wren, Cheshire 

The efficiency of a boycott is often accompanied with realism and cymc1sm. 

Nonetheless there is evidence that consumers can make a difference if people work 

together. For instance the Brent Spar incident and the subsequent Shell surrender has 

been celebrated as 'resistance-success' (Greenpeace History 1998). If anything, then 

boycotts raise awareness on the wider implications of one's purchase. The awareness

action dichotomy is, however, an existential issue, emphasised by Cowe and 

William's (2000) '30:3 phenomenon', which sees the good intentions of 30 percent of 

consumers translate into market shares of 3 percent. Also, the support of a boycott is 

not enough to effect change. The boycotted cannot be sure whether a non-purchase

choice was made due to 'bad publicity', or because of other factors. It would be more 

effective if the boycotter let the company know that they are boycotting, which is 

what only few consumers do. Assessing the effectiveness of consumer action is 
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difficult. Not only is it challenging to survey the outcome of individual purchasing 

behaviour in relation to corporate policies, but also companies tend to 'downplay' 

such changes in consumer perception. Clouder and Harrison (2006:89) commented on 

the corporate viewpoint: "to publicise a consumer-driven change would be 

tantamount to admitting there was a problem in the first place". While companies 

may generally downplay the impact of boycott activity on their sales, some business 

leaders have been openly concerned about boycotts for several decades. In a 1977 

survey, Sentry Insurance Co. found that 51 percent of senior business managers cited 

boycotts as 'the most effective techniques for the consumer movement to use' 

(Friedman 1999). Pruitt and Friedman (1986), and Davidson, Worrel and El-Jelly 

(1995) found that boycotts led to substantial falls in share prices, with around one

third of the 59 companies they studied changing their behaviour after the call for a 

boycott. 

It is important to emphasise the difference between boycott effectiveness and success. 

Boycott success would include the wider goals of achieving the boycott's political 

objective, whereas boycott effectiveness would be a reduction of sales (with no 

specific percentage given) of the boycotted product (Smith 1990). This simply means 

that a boycott does not necessarily need to be successful in order to be effective. 

Amongst other examples, Smith (1990) cited US sanctions policy towards Cuba, 

which may have been effective, but not successful in terms of achieving the wider US 

aims of political change in Cuba. Also, there is a difference between instrumental and 

expressive boycotts. According to Friedman (1999), expressive boycotts portray a 

generalised protest towards a company or product and demonstrate a consumers' 

antipathy, whereas instrumental boycotts aim to convince the boycott-target to change 

its behaviour in a very specific way. The Ethical Consumer Magazine (2002) 

highlighted the distinction between 'strategic boycotts' and 're-directive boycotts' as 

follows. Strategic boycott aims to change company policies towards an issue, whereas 

a re-directive boycott aims to shed light on the wider effects of the companies' 

activities. Boycotting a clothes manufacturer due to its fur sales is instrumental 

(strategic), but refusing to purchase fur in general is expressive (re-directive). The 

Ethical Consumer Magazine has produced a table that outlines a selection of 

successful boycott campaigns (Table 3.3). 
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Table 3.4: Successful boycott campaigns (Ethical Consumer 1986-2004) 

Year Boycott issue and outcome 

2004 

2004 

2003 

2003 

2003 

2003 

2002 

2002 

2001 

2000 

1999 

1998 

1997 

1997 

1997 

1997 

1996 

1996 

1995 

1994 

1994 

1994 

1994 

1993 

1993 

1993 

1993 

1991 

1990 

1989 

1989 

1989 

1988 

1988 

1986 

1986 

Office depot concedes to recycled paper policy 

Price Waterhouse Cooper leaves Burma 

Focus DIY ceases sale of all pets 

Kuoni stops selling tours to Burma 

Kookai Clothing pulls out of Burma 

Staples Office Supplies concedes to recycled paper campaign 

Premier Oil pulls out of Burma 

Triumph pulls out of Burma 

John Lewis ends employees' shooting trips 

Mitsubishi makes concessions to rainforest campaigners 

Burger King closes West Bank outlet 

Texaco leaves Burma 

Holiday Inn leaves Tibet 

P&O stops live animal transport 

Pepsi and Apple leave Burma 

Gillette announces moratorium on animal testing 

BHS leaves Burma 

French nuclear testing halted 

Shell disposes of Brent Spar oil platform on land 

Big six DIY firms agree to stop selling mahogany 

Selfriclges stops selling fur 

Some major supermarkets stop selling Faroese fish clue to 
whaling, other supermarkets agree to label the produce 

Scott Paper cancels clear-cutting at Claquot Sound 

South African Apartheid regime ends and boycott of South 
African products ceases 

British Midland ceases transporting live monkeys, some other 
airlines follow 

Jack Daniels and Grolsch-Ruclclles amongst others stop 
sponsoring angling competitions 

General Motors stops using animals for crash tests 

Philip Morris diverts cash to redress balance of its financial 
support of homophobic senator 

Ratners divest from South Africa before boycott is officially 
launched 

Scott Paper pulls out of Indonesian plantation over threat to 
tribal peoples 

Bircl's eye and Tesco stop selling Icelandic fish clue to whaling 

Avon stops animal testing 

Benetton stops animal testing 

Leading UK retailers stop using DFCs in packaging, plus 8 
leading aerosol companies 

8 leading sports shoe companies capitulate to threat of boycott 
if they use kangaroo skin- some later renege 

out of South Africa 

Co-ordinating group Source 

Forest Ethics/Dogwood Alliance EC89 
USA 

Burma Campaign UK 

Animal Aid UK 

Burma Campaign UK 

Burma Campaign UK 

Forest Ethics/Dogwood Alliance 
USA 

Burma Campaign USA/UK 

Burma Campaign UK 

Animal Aid UK 

Rainforest Action Network USA 

Palestinian Solidarity Campaign 
UK 

Burma Campaign USA/UK 

Free Tibet Campaign USA/UK 

Respect for Animals/DIWF UK 

Burma Campaign USA/UK 

PET A (international) 

Burma Campaign UK 

CND (international) 

Greenpeace (international) 

FoE UK 

London Anti-Fur Campaign UK 

Pilot Whale Campaign UK 

Greenpeace (international) 

Anit-Apartheicl (international) 

BUAVUK 

Pisces UK 

PET/BUA V USA 

ACT-UP USA 

Anti-Apartheid UK 

Survival International USA/UK 

Green peace UK 

PETA etc (international) 

BUAV/PETAeteUK 

FoE UK 

Greenpeace (international) 

EC87 

EC84 

EC83 

EC83 

EC83 

EC79 

EC79 

EC79 

EC64 

EC61 

EC51 

EC49 

EC48 

EC48 

EC48 

EC44 

EC40 

EC39 

EC39 

EC39 

EC39 

EC39 

EC39 

EC39 

EC39 

EC39 

EC39 

ECII 

EC!l 

EC!l 

EC!l 

EC!l 

EC!l 

EC!l 

ECll 

After Clouder and Harrison 2006:92 
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Table 3.4 illustrates a paradigm shift caused by the open-source movement, which is 

increasingly observed in business practice. Today, an innovative company needs to 

have deep, open, honest two-way relationships with investors, NGOs, government, 

collaborative networks and consumer groups. Commenting on the need of businesses 

to make their practices transparent to the new demanding consumers 'who 

increasingly ask questions', Tapscott and Ticell (2003:53) argued that the following 

scenario is simply the new face ofbusiness: 

If you have to be naked, you had better be buff. We are entering an 

extraordinary age of transparency, where businesses must for the first time 

make themselves clearly visible to shareholders, customers, employees, 

partners, and society. Financial data, employee grievances, internal memos, 

environmental disasters, product weaknesses, international protests, scandals 

and policies, good news and bad; all can be seen by anyone who knows 

where to look. Welcome to the world of the naked corporation. Transparency 

is revolutionising every aspect of our economy and its industries and forcing 

firms to rethink their fundamental values. 

It is notable that the mere threat of a boycott can be sufficient to change behaviour, 

which highlights not only the power of boycotts, but also that 'image is everything' 

(see Chapter Two): Murthagh and Lukehart (2001) reported that when the group 

Survival International threatened a boycott of Scott Paper in 1989 due to their 

eucalyptus plantation and paper mill plans which would have caused displacement of 

the tribal peoples in the area, Scott Paper withdrew its activity. Therefore, the rise in 

ethical consumerism and the consequent power of ethical organizations is evident, 

which is particularly illustrated by Survival International's threat-letter to Scott Paper 

that led to the withdrawal: "if we call a boycott, we will mobilize our 20,000 

members, and it will also be endorsed by the Sierra Club which has two million 

members" (Murtagh and Lukeheart 2001 :7). 

While boycotts might be today's consumer weapon, activists tend to ignore three 

important aspects. First, in an era of globalisation and interconnectedness it is 

increasingly difficult to launch a boycott campaign that goes beyond awareness 

raising. Second, the more boycotts are proposed, the less they are perceived as serious 
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or efficient. Third, boycotters' and buycotters' consumer power are mobilised on 

behalf of a number of different, often opposing, causes, which in tum confuses the 

consumer. Glickman (2005) reported that conservative Christians have launched a 

series of boycotts against companies whose policies they see as immoral and 

supportive of homosexual lifestyle (Disney, Microsoft, or Procter & Gamble). The 

powerful gun lobby, including the NRA in the US, and other pro-gun groups have 

organised a 'National Buy Ammo Day'; a liberal group in the US urged to 'buy blue', 

showing their support to companies that contribute to progressive candidates. Clearly, 

corporatism and governments are interlinked through boycott-lobbying: "when Bush 

opponents were advised to avoid shopping on Inauguration Day, Bush supporters 

quickly responded with a call for a Buycott on Inauguration Day. 'Shop for George' 

was the message they delivered" (Glickman 2005:no page number). 

Consumerism itself is seen by activists as worthy to boycott, an idea that gained 

momentum through the culture-jamming organisation Adbusters who established 

'International Buy Nothing Day' (28th November). So while some boycotts are about 

particular businesses (such as Walmart), their products (such as Philip Morris), or 

their brands (such as Nestle), other boycott campaigns focus on companies, their 

investment towards wider issues in society or consumption itself. Overall it is seems 

that boycotters and buycotters, no matter what side of the political spectrum they 

represent, have emphasised the ways in which the act of purchasing connects the 

shopper to the business, to the labourer who makes it, to the ecosystem which is 

impacted by its use, up to the nation in which the product was made. A boycott 

therefore raises economic and political awareness. 

3.4 Applied Ethics: Tourism 

To examine the role of political awareness in tourist decision-making it is essential to 

review the literature on ethical tourism. Research on ethical problems in tourism has 

been only slowly emerging over the past two decades. Indeed, 15 years ago tourism 

academics showing an interest in tourism ethics "would have been treated with a 

confused stare, raised eyebrows, or even outright derision" (Mason 2006: 1174). 

57 



Ethics, being primarily concerned with moral dilemmas and difficult choices, were 

aspects that had been neglected in tourism research. Tourism was seen as one of the 

least likely industries to have an ethical dimension. Holden (2005:185) emphasised 

that "it may seem odd to think of tourism as an ethical issue, like, for instance, 

abortion". Nonetheless, tourism raises issues of the equality and type of interaction 

between humans and their surroundings because "equality, fairness, morality, the 

rights of animals and nature are all relevant issues to tourism" (Holden 2005: 185). So 

a discussion of ethics and tourism should not merely focus on 'eco-tourism' or 'green 

tourism', but should - ideally - also include issues of social equality, justice and 

politics. But the ethical side of tourism is difficult to assess, precisely because the 

complexity of tourism brings with it a large range of ethical questions. The complex 

nature of tourism indicates that the reciprocal relationships between two actors are 

likely leave one party vulnerable to exploitation. With this in mind, Holden showed in 

Figure 3.1 the various patters of interaction of tourism stakeholders that may raise 

ethical concerns. 

Figure 3.1: Tourism stakeholder interaction raising ethical concerns 

Government 

Business 

Tourist 

Nature 

Local 
Communities 

After Holden 2005:191 

Historically, ethical concerns in tourism grew partly as a result of the "immense void 

in ethics" as described by Fennell (2000:xiii) and largely due to the growing negative 

impacts of tourism activity and increasing awareness of their long-term effects. In the 

late 1980s, new forms of tourism, such as eco-tourism, emerged, which all occupied 

some sort of ethical position. Increasingly tourism stakeholders have noted changing 
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societal notions towards tourist activities, in particular those concerning the rise of 

green or eco-tourism. The promotion of environmental issues in tourism may have 

been inspired by the 'green movement' itself, rather than by any original political 

initiatives, with Krippendorfs (1987) 'critical consumer tourists' leading the demand 

for environmentally sound holidays. Krippendorf (1987: 1 06) observed a need for a 

"soft and humane tourism" for which: 

The common goal must be to develop and promote new forms of tourism, 

which will bring the greatest possible benefit to all the participants -

travellers, the host population and the tourist business, without causing 

intolerable ecological and social damage. 

The process Krippendorf (1987) described represented one of the first changes in 

societal attitudes towards tourism. Its roots may be associated within a wider 

framework of ecological values related to the 'green' consumer, whose pursuits are 

strongly motivated by creativity, health, new experiences, human relations and 

personal growth (Gordon 1991). Environmental issues have also become areas of 

considerable importance, resulting in political debate and subsequent increasing 

public interest in the matter. Changes in holiday taste and demand have led the 

tourism industry to re-assess its image in order to meet this new demand. Perhaps this 

is more than a passing trend as it appears to be a consumer-based counter to mass 

production and place commodification (Urry 1990, Lickorish 1990). 

While this movement may giVe nse to only some small market segments, and 

considering the 30:3 phenomenon of ethical consumption (Cowe and Williams 2000), 

it should not detract from the importance of this societal movement. It is likely that 

the more critical consumers are continuously rising, and are thus important for the 

future. Ethical tourism has mainly been driven from an environmental standpoint - the 

effects of environmental degradation are immediately evident, e.g. logging, water 

shortage, desertification. But there is also a need for other, 'more abstract' ethical 

issues to be addressed and examined in tourism. The issue of human rights in a wider 

political context has, however, only sporadically made tourism ethics the focus of 

debate (Henderson 2003; Hudson and Miller 2005; Lovelock 2007;). 
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3.4.1 The 'Moral Tourist' 

Similarly to ethical consumerism trends, there has been an increase in the demand of 

ethical tourism products. Ethical tourism is often perceived as meaning small-scale 

developments, including community-based tourism products and eco-tourism (Fennel 

2006; Weeden 2002; Butcher 2003; Smith and Duffy 2003). Notably, there are also 

many multi-national companies (such as TUI, First Choice and British Airways) that 

have adopted sustainable policies within their structures. Although there has been 

considerable debate regarding the effectiveness of such programmes (Butcher 2003; 

Ecumenical Coalition on Third World Tourism 2001), there are travellers who are 

more aware of their impact and 'wish to travel in a better way' (Ethical Traveler 

2006; Tourism Concern 2007; Weeden 2002). Nonetheless, it appears that ethical and 

responsible tourism are relatively vague and abstract terms. For instance, the 

somewhat blurred terms 'ethical' and 'responsible', coupled with the fragmented 

nature of tourism, have resulted in confusion as to what actually constitutes ethical 

tourism. Despite this complexity, Holden (2005:186) stated that "it would be na'ive to 

suggest that a system as complex as tourism did not require a debate about the ethics 

and behaviour of its stakeholders". Therefore Goodwin and Pender (2005:303) have 

made the following general statement about ethical tourism, which, notably, does not 

address the political environment. 

Responsible and ethical tourism[ ... ] is about travelling in a better way and 

about taking responsibility for the impacts that our actions have socially 

and economically on others and on their social, cultural and natural 

environment. 

Research into the ethical tourist is rising, but so far only little is known about ethical 

tourism consumers. Weeden (2006:1) distinguishes between two types of consumers: 

"whilst the ethical consumer has been the focus of empirical research in the last 

decade, the ethical and responsible tourist remains relatively unknown". Weeden 

(2006) addressed this lack of research through her study of antecedents of ethical 

purchasing, addressing the influence of values on decision-making processes 

associated with ethical and responsible holidays. Applying Weeden's (2006) notion to 

the Burma context, it is notable that the ethically concerned organization 'Responsible 
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Travel' (2008) does not offer any tours to or information about Burma, whereas the 

organization 'Ethical Traveller' (2008) provides information about Burma. Perhaps 

similarly to Weeden (2006), the influence of values on what 'ethical' and 

'responsible' actually means could assist understanding this situation. The potential of 

ethical tourism has been highlighted by Poon (1993:85): 

The holiday is consumed on a large scale by more experienced travellers, 

more educated, more destination oriented, more independent, more 

flexible and more green; consumers of New Tourism consider the 

environment and culture of the destinations they visit to be a key part of 

the holiday experience. 

Urry's (1990; 1995) observed a new middle class that has moved from Fordist to 

post-Fordist consumption patterns (see Table 3.4). In the post-modem society 

consumers become aware of their power and control, which in tum leads to new 

tourism products that move away from standardisation and mass production. This 

new type of tourism carries an ethical imperative, and implies "a solution to problems 

caused by Mass Tourism" (Butcher 2003:8). 

Table 3.5: Post-Fordist tourist consumption 

Characteristics of post-Fordist Consumption Tourist examples 

Consumers increasingly dominant and producers Rejection of certain forms of mass tourism 
have to be much more consumer-oriented (holiday camps and cheaper packaged holidays) 

and increased diversity of preferences 

Greater volatility of consumer preferences Fewer repeat visits and the proliferation of 
alternative sights and attractions 

Increased market segmentation Multiplication of types of holiday and visitor 
attraction, based on lifestyle search 

Growth of consumer movements Much more information provided about alternative 
holidays and attractions through the media 

Development of many new products, each which Rapid turnover of tourist sites and experiences, 
has a shorter life because of rapid changes of fashion 

Increased preferences expressed for non-mass Growth of 'green tourism' and of forms 
forms of production and consumption refreshment and accommodation individually 

tailored to the consumer 

Urry 1995:151 
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While the development envisaged by Urry (1995) is arguably beginning to come true, 

Butcher (2003:8) stated that "new moral tourism [ ... ] has a pervasive agenda", and 

that ethical tourism "deserves greater scrutiny than it currently gets" (2006:74). 

Butcher (2003; 2006) believed that tourists are becoming increasingly moralised

distancing themselves from the mass tourists, ethical tourists see themselves as the 

'better tourists', but fail to address the needs and wants of the host community for 

development and their demand for equality. Therefore Butcher's perspective entails 

that the ethical, responsible, and eco-tourism literature is somewhat non-critical with 

itself. However, even Butcher did not recognise the political aspect of ethical 

decision-making. In criticising the moral imperative of the new tourism market, 

Butcher (2006:74) stated that "they fail to recognise a particular notion of 

environmental and cultural risk" - overseeing the notion of political risk. Butcher's 

(2003:1) ethical tourism criticism of "a moralistic agenda of dubious merit to the 

tourists and their hosts" is very useful and timely, and shows that ethical tourism 

certainly deserves more critical scrutiny. Therefore, if ethical tourism advocates 

would use their raised awareness to expose (political) hypocrisies that are equally 

prevalent to ethical tourism, then ethical tourism can be more 'ethical'. 

3.4.2 Codes of Ethical Conduct 

The different stakeholders in tourism (industry, governments, NGOs) address ethical 

tourism issues by developing of codes of behavioural conduct that are voluntary. 

Within the past decade many organizations have been formed, whose main aim 

involves creating awareness of potential ethical issues that could arise when tourists 

visit a destination (Butcher 2003; Smith and Duffy 2003; Fennel 2006). These 

institutions mostly describe major issues relating to their cause, identify potential 

future problems and establish codes of conduct that industry members or other 

stakeholders are encouraged to adapt in their organisational policy. The adoption of 

these codes is entirely voluntary and not bound by law. Therefore the actual 

implementation of ethical behaviour is criticised by sceptics as PR-rhetoric, because 

there is no accountability for the organization to truly 'live by' this code (see for 

instance, Honey 1999; Smith and Duffy 2003; Butcher 2003). 
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The Internet is abundant with useful rules for travellers, from the 'ten commandments 

on ecotourism' as established by the American Society of Travel Agents (Honey 

1999), to the Ecumentical Coalition's Code of Ethics and the World Tourism 

Organisation's Code of Ethics, which all aim to have a positive impact on travellers 

and the industry. The UNWTO's Global Code of Ethics was created in 1999 because 

of the perceived need to provide a frame of reference that could control tourist 

activities across borders. Some organizations, such as 'Ethical Traveller', who "feel 

that all travellers are, in effect, freelance ambassadors" (Ethical Traveller 2008), have 

established guidelines which aim to create travellers who are open, informed and 

willing to immerse themselves in other cultures. 

However, there appears to be a twist to raising ethical concerns, which has also been 

critically identified by Butcher (2003; 2006). In the UK the Advertising Standards 

Authority (ASA) reported a 380 percent increase in the number of complaints about 

exaggerated or misleading environmental claims within one year - up from 117 in 

2006 to 561 in 2007. "What we are seeing is claims about being carbon-neutral, zero

carbon emissions and use of words such as 'sustainable', 'organic"' was a statement 

by Lord Smith, the chairman of the ASA (2008). Accordingly Futerra, a UK 

consultancy that published a report called 'The Greenwash Guide' (2008), stated that 

confidence by consumers in green advertising is at an all-time low. Clearly, this is a 

problem not only for the 'good guys' but also for the bad because all will be loosing 

out in the future if this trend continues. Applying this notion to ethical tourism it 

seems that Butcher is not wrong in his statement that ethical tourism, despite its 

potential, is too a-critical. The author agrees to this notion, and adds that a truly 

ethical decision should also involve political awareness. If ethics is the basis of 

politics, then the two should be tied closer together. The following section therefore 

connects to the ethics discussion, as it is argued that ethical tourist decision-making 

should have specific connotations to political awareness. 
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3.5 Political Awareness 

The previous section on ethical decision-making in tourism has implied that the more 

political awareness among tourists is present in the decision-making process, the 

more likely it is that they travel 'ethically'. The concept of political awareness is 

examined in this section, before exploring the construct of values and how they 

influence behaviour. To reach the thesis aim, it is imperative to assess the processes 

by which people make political judgements as the focus is not only on how people 

travel, but also on travelling styles and attitudes towards politics. Of the various 

political aspects to consider, values receive the most sustained attention in this 

section, because they seem to have strong and pervasive effects on opinion and 

subsequent behaviour (Rokeach 1973; Kinder and Sears 1985; Zaller 1990), which 

has also received due recognition in the tourism literature (e.g. Mueller 1991; Maude 

and Lee 2000). 

The theory states that political knowledge is often confined to elite groups (Converse 

1964), which undermines the basic principles of democracy (Delli Carpini and Keeter 

1996). Zaller (1990:24) stated "citizens who are too unsophisticated to possess 

'ideologies' nonetheless possess sufficient awareness to make reliable use of values to 

structure their policy preferences". Applying this to the context of this thesis, political 

awareness on subsequent attitudes and specific tourist decision could therefore be 

related. Overall it is assumed, similarly to Zaller's (1990), Converse's (1964) and 

Ivengar and Kinders' (1987) research, that only the most aware travellers will have a 

consistent belief system. The less politically aware traveller might be more likely to 

develop attitude constraint across different issues. This section begins with defining 

the key terms, before examining the political spectrum and subsequent behaviour 

patterns associated with specific political ideologies. The final section of this chapter 

focuses on values and how they may influence decision-making. It continues with the 

theory developed earlier in this chapter in a summary about the influence of political 

awareness, values, and ethics to the tourist destination decision-making process. 
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3.5.1 Definitions 

Due to political awareness being a broad construct, this section focuses on clarifying 

the term. Political awareness encompasses notions relating to political ideology and 

values as they do not only shape awareness, but also guide subsequent ethical 

decisions. 

3.5.1.1 Political Awareness 

To illustrate the importance of political awareness, Zaller (1990), Feldman (1989), 

Iyangar and Kinder (1987), Converse (1964), and Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) 

stated that political awareness affects nearly every aspect of a person's political 

attitude and voting behaviour. The more aware and knowledgeable a person is, the 

more likely it is that there is greater attitude stability and ideological consistency 

(Zaller 1990: 125). Delli Caprini and Keeter (1996) stated that political knowledge 

matters because of five reasons: political tolerance, active participation, consistency, 

the ability to identify interests and the ability to act on those interests. Therefore 

political awareness is closely linked to political knowledge, but also includes a 

consciousness of media bias, and elite cues that may influence one's opinion. This 

could mean that destination promotion or other type of communication has an impact 

on the potential tourist, but that this is mediated by political awareness. To clarify the 

term 'political awareness', Zaller (1992:43) noted: 

Although cognitive engagement [with politics] is the right specification 

[ ... ], it is a cumbersome and somewhat precious phrase. Therefore I will 

[ ... ] use a simpler phrase, namely political attentiveness or political 

awareness. But cognitive engagement, political attentiveness, and political 

awareness are meant to convey the same meaning. 

Political awareness, being closely linked to political attentiveness and knowledge, is 

defined as "An individual's reception and comprehension of communications from 

the political environment" (Zaller 1992:21). This means that elite-driven political 

65 



communication has implications on political opinion, which is- notably- moderated 

by increased political awareness. These notions challenge the idea that voters have 

only one true political preference that they use consistently throughout their life. 

Similarly to Converse's (1964) theory that the majority of people do not adhere to a 

complete set of beliefs that produces a clear ideology, and Iyengar and Kinder's 

(1987) theory that the media can change opinions without changing attitudes or 

values, Zaller's (1992) theory argues that opinions are widely stratified, unequal, and 

inconsistent due to different levels of political knowledge and awareness. 

3.5.1.2 Political Ideology 

Political ideology refers to the content of a person's political values and ideas 

(Converse 1964; Rokeach 1973). An ideology is a set of views that guides an 

individual's thinking on politics, so a political ideology provides a worldview - a 

Weltanschauung- that enables people to interpret political issues (Lane 1962; Tetlock 

1983). A political ideology largely concerns itself with how to allocate power and to 

what ends such power should be used. It contains two dimensions: the choice of the 

best form of government, such as theocracy, democracy, dictatorship, or monarchy, 

and the best economic system, which may include, for instance, anarchism, 

conservatism, liberalism, nationalism, socialism, and their numerous sub-groups. All 

political ideologies have in common that they are based on goals that address how 

society should function, and that they are based on methods that serve as the 

appropriate way to achieve such goal. Importantly, political ideologies are easier to 

understand by their position on the political spectrum, though this too is controversial 

due to its one-dimensionality (Converse 1964; Kinder 1998, see discussion Section 

3.2). Finally, ideologies can be distinguished from political strategies (e.g. populism, 

opportunism) and from single issues that a party may be built around (e.g. opposition 

to European integration, abortion, immigration, environmental policy). 
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3.5.1.3 Values 

Understanding values is critical to understanding political attitudes. It also clarifies 

political processes because values provide the link between the societal and individual 

level. Perhaps values might even guide political awareness and orientation, which in 

tum might influence tourist decision-making? Schwartz (1992: 1) suggested that 

values are "the criteria people use to select and justify actions and to evaluate people 

(including the self) and events". Rokeach (1973: ix) stated that "it is difficult for me 

to conceive of any problem social scientists might be interested in that would not 

deeply implicate human values". Tetlock (2000: 247) suggested: 

Underlying all political belief systems are ultimate or terminal values that 

specify the end-states of public policy. These values -which may take 

such diverse forms as economic efficiency, social equality, individual 

freedom, crime control, national security, and radical purity- function as 

the back stops of belief systems. 

As can be seen from Tetlock's statement, not much work has been done on political 

values, as most research focused on personal values that have then been interpreted 

with political connotations. Bern (1970) noted that values are (like attitudes) 

fundamentally evaluative and (in contrast to attitudes) are relatively few. Rokeach 

(1973) based his understanding of values on five characteristics: (1) the total number 

of values that a person possesses is relatively small; (2) all men everywhere possess 

the same values to different degrees; (3) values are organised into value systems; ( 4) 

the antecedents of human values can be traced to culture, society and its institutions, 

and personality; and (5) the consequences of human values will be manifested in 

virtually all phenomena that social scientists might consider worth investigating. In 

other words, if values occupied a central position across the social sciences, it could 

reprt;sent the intervening variable that may be able to unify the diverse interests of the 

sciences concerned with human behaviour. 

However, Rokeach (1973:6) also pointed out: "Values may be intended to apply 

equally to oneself and to others, to oneself but not to others, . to others but not to 

oneself, to oneself more than to others, or to others more than to oneself'', which is 
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somewhat similar to Betrand Russel's (1928) notion on morality: "we have, in fact, 

two kinds of morality side by side: one which we preach but do not practice, and 

another which we practice but seldom preach". Clearly, values and ethics are closely 

linked, but their difference is very important. While values are guiding principles in 

life, ethics refers to the process of how moral values can be formed. To Schwartz 

(1992:2), who strongly based his work on Rokeach's research, values: 

(1) Are concepts or beliefs; (2) pertain to desirable end states or 

behaviors; (3) transcend specific situations; (5) guide selection or 

evaluation of behavior and events; and (5) are ordered by relative 

importance. 

Therefore values do not exist in isolation but in value systems, as people must 

prioritise a number of values because of the conflicts among them. This argument has 

been supported by both Tetlock (2000) and Schwartz (1996), who also argued that 

value tensions and conflicts are imperative in order to understand the dynamics of 

values. So values are influential and more prominent than the concept of attitudes, 

and thus perhaps more powerful in determining attitudes. Rokeach (1973; 1979) 

estimated that values number only in the dozens (a person has as many values as 

he/she has beliefs concerning desirable modes of conduct and end-states of 

existence), whereas attitudes might number in the thousands. It is also believed that 

values might be more central to a person's personality makeup and cognitive system 

(Hollen 1972; Tetlock 1983; Feldmann 2003), and therefore a value could have an 

immediate link to motivation than an attitude (Woodruff 1942; Rokeach 1979). 

Accordingly, values are regarded as the most deeply rooted, abstract formulations of 

how and why people behave as they do. To connect the concept of values to politics, 

the following section examines the political values before focusing on the political 

spectrum. 
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3.6 Political Values 

Understanding values as standards that guide ongomg activities clarifies what 

Rokeach's (1973:12) meant in his statement "Another way is to think of values as 

giving expression to human needs". Values are central to a person's personality 

makeup and cognitive system (Hollen 1972; Tetlock 1983; Feldmann 2003). Rokeach 

(1973) laid the groundwork by highlighting the overall structure of value systems. 

Schwartz (1992) later became the standard for researchers in psychology. He re

focused the effects of values on attitudes and behaviour by building a comprehensive 

value theory through a specification of universal human needs. 

Schwartz's samples were drawn from 20 countries from which a set of ten 

motivational types of values was derived. While Rokeach had 18 terminal and 18 

instrumental values, Schwartz's measure included 54 individual value items but 

reduced the value types to ten motivationally distinct types of values that are likely to 

be recognised within and across cultures. They include power, achievement, 

hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, universalism, benevolence, tradition, 

conformity, and security. The most important aspect of the theory is the structure of 

dynamic relations among the ten values. Schwartz (1990; 1992) emphasised that 

actions expressive of any value have practical, psychological, and social 

consequences that may conflict or be compatible with other values. For instance 

actions that are related to the hedonism value are likely to conflict with values that 

express tradition, and vice versa. Hedonism values may be compatible with self

direction values and tradition values may be closer to conformity values. Schwartz's 

simultaneous reduction of the number of fundamental value types (1 0) and the 

increase in the number of individual value items (54) is important to consider in this 

thesis as it shows how people's value systems are structured. This in tum can aid in 

the analysis of participants' statements on their political orientations. Figure 3.2 

shows how the value types are arranged in Schwartz's (1992) value inventory, 

providing insights into the structure of values and subsequent behaviour. 
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Figure 3.2: Schwartz's Value Inventory 
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Values can be arranged in a circle or square, with the four variables forming two 

dimensions of focus on self, and seeking stability or change. Notably, Schwartz's 

value inventory forms 'something of a spectrum'. Schwartz's proposition of two 

dimensions that run from self-direction and stimulation at one end, through to 

security, conformity and tradition is applicable to political values: ' openness to 

change' emphasises independent action, thought, feeling and readiness for new 

experiences, whereas 'conservation' emphasises self-restriction, order and resistance 

to change. The other dimension shows that power and achievement values oppose 

universalism and benevolence values. 

Research on personal values has in the past shown that they can be used to understand 

a multitude of behaviours. For instance, readiness for social contact (Sagiv and 

Schwartz 1995), voting behaviour (Rokeach 1973), charity contribution (Manner and 

Miller 1978), mass media usage (Rokeach and Ball-Rokeach 1989), socially 

conscious behaviour (Andersen and Cunningham 1972), ecological behaviour (Ellen 

1994), cigarette smoking (Grube, Weir, Getzlaf and Rokeach 1984), innovativeness 
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(Steenkamp, Hofstede and Wedel1999), purchase of organic foods (Grunert and Juhl 

1995) and existence of market segments (Hofstede, Steenkamp and Wedel 1999). 

They could all be traced back to personal values and value systems. Therefore 

research has been conducted to understand political values per se, as well as 

subsequent behaviours. 

The interrelationships between politics and values are complex. There is evidence 

about the effects of values on policy preferences (Feldman 1988; Zaller 1992; 

Pollock, Lilie and Vittes 1993), attitudes towards social groups (Kinder and Sanders 

1996), political action (Borg 1995), and political parties (Knutsen 1995; Miller and 

Shanks 1996). Despite this, there is still little systematic evidence of relationships of 

many of the values that Rokeach and Schwartz proposed to political attitudes. Indeed, 

Feldman (2002:489) noted that "evidence on the relationships of values and political 

attitudes accumulate in a piecemeal fashion, shedding little light on the broader 

effects ofvalues". 

Zaller (1992) argued that the relationship between values and attitudes depends on the 

individual's political awareness, as those who are less sophisticated may be unable to 

connect the cues of the political message with their actual values. Delli Carpini and 

Keeter (1996) also suggested that the lack of political knowledge amongst the general 

citizenry could be interpreted as citizens falling short of civic competence. Zaller 

(1992) conceded that values and attitudes grow stronger with increasing political 

sophistication, but other researchers argue that the nature of the issue influences mass 

behaviour. 

The difference according to Carmines and Stimson (1980) is that there are 'hard' and 

'soft' issues. The hard issues are more technical, less familiar and may require an 

initial frame developed by political elites. 'Easy' issues have "lateral referents that 

directly evoke moralistic or economic values" (Pollock, Lilie and Vittes 1993:30). 

The examples include attitude toward abortion, flag burning, and homosexuality 

(Pollock et al. 1993). A 'hard' issue could be, for instance, attitudes towards nuclear 

energy because in order to fully understand not only the immediate implications of 

the nuclear issue, but its underlying philosophy, at least some political knowledge is 

required. So when attempting to understand the relationships between political values 

71 



and attitudes, it is imperative to recognise the significance of political awareness and 

knowledge. The following section reviews the political spectrum as it is the most 

widely used construct to explain political orientation. 

3.7 The Political Spectrum 

During a person's lifetime many political attitudes emerge and disappear agam, 

depending on aspects such as social background, dominant political figures, 

governmental policies or policy proposals (Tetlock 1983; Rokeach 1973; Converse 

1964). These elements are only a few out of the political landscape available for each 

individual to evaluate, so it is important to understand the impracticality of counting 

the number of political attitudes that a person develops throughout life (Rokeach 

1973; Zaller 1990). Given the complexity of politics, the ambiguity of much political 

information and relatively low levels of political knowledge and participation among 

the general citizenry (Willard 1996; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Galston 2003; 

Pew Research Centre 2007), it is difficult to give a clear picture on political attitude 

constructions. Due to the complicated and often inconsistent nature of political 

attitudes, there is debate on whether they do 'tell a story' about a person's subsequent 

behaviour. 

The role of ideology is paramount when focusing on the structure of political attitudes 

(Converse 1964). As indicated before, political ideologies in capitalist nations range 

from socialist, through reformist and liberal to conservative (Alford and Friedland 

1985). Conservative politics treats the operation of markets as self-regulating and 

attempts to limit the scope of state intervention in the belief that such intervention 

undermines the efficiency of the market (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth and Malle 1994; 

Schneider 2005). The political psychologists Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski and Sulloway 

(2003) conducted an in-depth literature analysis on political values and found that 

conservatives can be said to be resistant to change, justify inequality and are 

motivated by reducing threats and uncertainty. While this - arguably- may represent 

some general aspects to consider in an understanding of conservatism, culture and 

other geopolitical factors clearly influence this political orientation. A conservative in 
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Saudi Arabia for instance is different from one in Denmark not only due to culture but 

also because of the various forms of conservatism: liberal, cultural, green, fiscal, 

religious conservatism, and conservative liberalism are contradictive (Jost et al2003). 

Liberalism in democracy sees individual liberty and equality as the most important 

political aims. According to Vallentyne (2007: 187), "Liberalism comes in two broad 

forms. Classical liberalism emphasizes the importance of individual liberty while 

contemporary (or welfare) liberalism tends to emphasize some kind of material 

equality". Perhaps the most important difference is that liberals are less resistant to 

change than conservatives, and more accepting of new ideas. However, Robert Frost 

(1965) stated "a liberal is a man too broadminded to take his own side in a quarrel" to 

which Alfred E. Wiggam (in Gosset 1997: 405) replied "a conservative is a man who 

believes that nothing should be done for the first time". It is also important to 

remember what Hannah Arendt (1970) wrote: "the most radical revolutionary will 

become a conservative the day after the revolution". So similar to the contradictions 

in conservatism, there are numerous subcategories in liberalism that oppose the 

'general assumptions' about liberalism. Worldwide geopolitical differences between 

states are profound. For instance, in economic terms liberalism in the US is generally 

associated with greater state influence on business, whereas liberalism in Europe is 

characterised by free trade and limited government involvement in business. The two 

notions of liberalism could not be more different. Therefore it is clear that liberalism 

is also one of those largely misunderstood terms, not least due to considerable 

differences in how far governments should be involved in, for instance, economic or 

health policy. 

So the left may be considered individualistic (or libertarian) on social/cultural issues 

and communitarian (or populist) on economic issues, while the right may be 

considered communitarian (or populist) on social/cultural issues and individualist (or 

libertarian) on economic issues. What it means to be either conservative or liberal 

today is frequently the subject of debate and a topic misunderstood by various (often 

opposing) ideologies. Too often the terms have been used with no more meaning than 

'us' versus 'them'. In the USA attitudes on ethical issues such as abortion or the death 

penalty are often described as either right wing or conservative by the political left, 

and the political right often stereotypes liberals as communistic and anti-American. 
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Clearly, political orientation along a single continuum variously identified as the 

liberalism-conservatism, left right, or conservatism-radicalism continuum is 

problematic. The one-dimensional categories of 'right' and 'left', which are based on 

the seating arrangement of the French parliament after the French Revolution in 1789 

(Rokeach 1973; Eyseneck 1976), are overly simplistic for today's complex political 

landscape (Rokeach 1973). Collective versus individual does not clarify today's 

problems, because bigger tensions revolve around democracy versus authority, 

diversity versus singularity or open versus closed. So while most people still interpret 

the political world through the one-dimensional political spectrum, the reality of 

politics indicates that such perceptions need to change because of severe 

misunderstandings. Downs (1957) believed that the single left-right continuum is 

useful in modelling voting behaviour and partisan competition, as it makes it easier to 

locate parties and voters in some simple ideological space. Many politicians, 

philosophers and social scientists seem to discuss politics as if it were organised on a 

single left-right dimension. It needs to be emphasised that the one-dimensional model 

of ideology is a poor description of political attitudes for a large proportion of people 

(Kinder 1998; Converse 1964; Rokeach 1973; Eyseneck 1981). 

Recognising this flaw, some academics (e.g., Pournelle 1963; Rokeach 1973; 

Eyseneck 1976; 1981; Maddox, Lilie and Boax 1984) have attempted to develop new 

charts, though most recent publications on the political spectrum are surprisingly rare. 

Therefore, a journalist and an academic, who prefer to stay anonymous, worked on 

the inadequacies of the left-right political identities and created the NGO called 'the 

political compass'. Based on a two-dimensional perspective on politics, they 

combined economic (left-right) and social issues (up-down). Figure 3.3 represents 

past politicians applied to this chart. The compass is particularly useful because it 

clarifies some common misconceptions, such as the opposite of fascism is not 

communism but anarchism (or liberal socialism), and the opposite of communism is 

not fascism but neo-liberalism (extremely deregulated economy). 
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Figure 3.3: Politicians allocated to the political compass 
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This chart shows that if the one-dimensional left-right scale represented only 

economic issues, then it would be useful because Stalin unlike Thatcher was opposed 

to deregulation. However, on the left-right continuum, Stalin would be merely 'more 

left' than Gandhi, which is completely inadequate. The social dimension is therefore 

essential when attempting to fully understand politics. This chart is used in this thesis, 

though it is considered that Jacoby (1991) conceded that the left-right scale, despite 

its criticism, is useful in predicting policy preferences. It serves as the basic 

distinguishing model that allows for voting behaviour to be analysed. When asked, 

many people are willing to place themselves on scales representing the left right or 

liberalism-conservatism continuum. Conover and Feldman (1981) found that it is 

possible for people to utilise ideological labels without a working knowledge of the 

logic of a political ideology. This is supported by Delli Carpini and Keeter's (1996) 

work on 'what Americans know about politics and why it matters'. 

Voting participation has long been a focus in political psychology, with Putnam 

(2000) providing a sociological perspective and Verba et al. (1995) emphasising the 

political and economic perspectives. Most the research (Delli Carpini and Keeter 
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1996; Kinder 1990; Zaller 1990) shows that political awareness and participation vary 

considerably between countries: for instance, the Institute of Democracy and 

Electoral Assistance (IDEA 1997) stated that political participation was at an all time 

low in the 1990s. While Europe averaged a 77 percent turnout in the 1990s, in the US 

only about half of the eligible voters participated in elections. The main difference 

was class, ethnic groups and socio-economic background (Putnam 2000; Verba et al 

1995). 

This is a fundamental aspect to consider in the context of this thesis, because 

backpackers generally tend to be younger (see Chapter 4), and could therefore be 

particularly politically apathetic. Low interest and awareness with politics among the 

youth has created the following scenario in the political sciences: "Democracy is 

government 'by the people,' but the survival of democracy rests on the shoulders of 

elites. The irony of democracy is, that elites must govern wisely if government 'by 

the people' is to survive" (Dye and Zeigler 1996:16). So, if political awareness is low, 

the possibility of 'ethical tourism' to Burma is undermined. If political apathy is 

common in half of the (US) population, then such situation should not be ignored. 

Instead the foundations of democracy - or in the context of this thesis 'ethical 

tourism' - need to be re-examined. 

3.8 Values and Tourism 

This section addresses how values can help link political awareness and subsequent 

destination choice. One of the earliest papers examining values and travel behaviour 

was by Vinson and Munson (1976). They found out that individuals who attached the 

greatest importance to the values 'an exciting life' and 'pleasure' were generally more 

inclined to travel internationally. Since then, like Muller (1991) appropriately 

observed, the relationship between values and tourist behaviour has received 

considerable attention, though this is not the case regarding the political dimension of 

values. Significant research has been carried out about the wider role of personal 

values in consumer behaviour. Charity contributions (Manzer and Miller 1978), mass 

media usage (Becker and Conner 1981), religious behaviour (Feather 1984), 
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organisational behaviour (Munson and Posner 1980), cross cultural behaviour 

(Munson and Mcintyre 1979; Schwartz and Bilsky 1987), management style 

(Lenartowicz and Johnson 2003), and ethics (Nonis and Swift 2001; Rallapalli, Vitell 

and Szeinbach 2000) have all focused on the values construct. Values are regarded as 

the most deeply rooted aspects as to how and why consumers behave the way they do. 

Madrigal and Kahle (1994) stated that personal values are measurable variables, 

which are more centrally held and more closely related to motivations than 

demographic or psychographic measures. Pitts and Woodside (1986) examined 

visitors versus non-visitors and their relations to personal values, and identified a 

'value profile' of each group. Pizam and Calantone (1987) developed a value scale 

related to tourist vacation behaviour and found that travel behaviour was significantly 

associated with the person's general and vacation-specific values. Madrigal and Kahle 

(1994) found differences between personal values and vacation activity preferences. 

Values are therefore a suitable construct to assess how choice and judgements in 

consumer situations are influenced. 

There are notable examples (Muller 1991; Blarney and Braithwaite 1997; Higham and 

Carr 2002; Fennell 2003) of tourism researchers addressing tourist segmentation for 

the prediction of destination choice (see Pitts and Woodside 1986; Madrigal and 

Kahle 1994; Thrane, 1997). Indeed, values have long been popular in segmentation 

research, with both Pizam and Calantone (1987) and later, Madrigal and Kahle (1994) 

arguing that personal values are more closely related to motivations than demographic 

and psychographic variables and are therefore more useful in marketing 

segmentation. Values have also been used to address holiday choice (Pizam and 

Calantone 1987) international tourist profiles (Muller 1991; McCleary and Choi 

1999) tourist personality types (Madrigal 1995) and eco-tourists (Blarney and 

Braithwaite 1997; Higham and Carr 2002). More recently values have been identified 

as notable additions to motivation research (Gnoth 1999; Mcintosh and Thyne 2005) 

but the clear link between values and tourist behaviour remains largely unknown 

(Higham and Carr 2002; Klenosky 2002). Muller (1991:6) cautioned "But how this 

mechanism [values influencing tourist choice] works has not been adequately 

explored - in particular, identifying the specific set of value orientations that 

modulate touristic impressions, emotions and behavioural intentions." Later Madrigal 

(1995) linked personal values and personality type and found that internally-oriented 
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individuals seem to be self-motivated and believe they are able to influence events 

and control outcomes in their lives. The externally oriented people tend to feel 

powerless and look to external sources to solve their problems. Therefore internally 

oriented people value self-fulfilment, accomplishment, fun, excitement, and warm 

relationships with others whilst externally oriented individuals value security, 

belonging and being well respected. His findings further revealed that internally 

motivated tourists were more likely to be independent travellers, being differentiated 

by their valuing of self-fulfilment, accomplishment, and warm relations with others. 

Group travellers were differentiated by the value associated with being well respected 

(Madrigal1995). 

Methodologically, most research addressing tourists' values used the Rokeach Value 

Scale (Pitts and Woodside 1986; Mcleary and Choi 1999) or the List of Values 

(Madrigal and Kahle 1994; Madrigal 1995). Importantly, the emphasis has centred 

around measurement and prediction, instead of perhaps understanding the construct, 

the value system, and their effects on tourist behaviour. Klenosky et al. (1993) noted 

that rather than predicting consumer behaviour, it is more important for research to 

understand the relationship between people and the product they buy. In order to 

achieve this, Klenosky used the means-end theory. This tool (the means-end analysis) 

has also been used by Weeden (2006), and was developed specifically to enable 

researchers to make connections between people's values and their behaviour with the 

main focus being the 'how and why' (Klenosky 2002; Gutmann 1982). The means

end analysis has benefits as a research method and conceptual model for 

understanding the meaning behind choices (Mcintosh and Thyne 2005). It also 

implies that with every purchase choice there is some deeper meaning ascribed, which 

is somewhat unrealistic. Overall values are important variables in assessing tourist 

visitation and behaviour, yet there is a clear absence of political concepts applied to 

tourism. 

Tourism, rarely being considered a driver in political practice, has contributed to 

political debate in an indirect way. When groups of tourists, for instance, contend 

over conditions such as ethical concerns of the tourism system itself, 

disempowerment of locals, long-term sustainability issues in both developed and 

developing countries or travel-writing communities taking an ethical stance on 
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travelling to particular destinations (Jenkins 2002; Henderson 2003; Lovelock 2007), 

then people are also contending over political issues when making travel choices. 

This section showed that values may form the 'heart' of these decisions, and are 

therefore important to consider in the decision-making process of travellers. 

3.9 Summary 

This chapter has exposed the neglected relationship between ethics and politics in the 

context of tourist decision-making. In the first part of the chapter, the focus was on 

ethics theory, and the ethical decision-making framework. The discussion of applied 

ethics centred on ethical consumerism and boycotts, before attending to tourism and 

'new moral tourist' practice. The next section shifted to political awareness as serving 

primary functions in a person's decision-making process, which was highlighted by a 

discussion of political values and the political spectrum. 

This chapter has revealed that both ethics and political awareness could transcend 

tourist decision-making. Having discussed the rise of ethical consumerism in tourism, 

and the suitability of applying political awareness as a yet unaddressed aspect, the 

conceptual link has been provided. With this link, the framework for this thesis is 

maintained. 
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Chapter 4 - Backpackers 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the phenomenon of backpacking, a specific form of travel that 

has become particularly prevalent in Southeast Asia. The chapter centres on 

backpacker motivations, their perceptions, but also on the transformation of the 

region. Special attention is given to the paradox of increasing commercialisation 

through guidebooks such as Lonely Planet and infrastructures such as Khaosan Road 

versus backpackers' self-perceived 'anti-tourist' travelling style: the comfortable, 

shopping-oriented backpacker stands in direct contrast to the ideologically-minded 

anti-consumerist backpacker of the 1970s and 1980s, which suggests that many 

backpackers nowadays are more interested in Western traveller enclaves than in 

exploring and understanding foreign culture - or politics. 

4.2 The backpacker phenomenon 

The rise of independent tourism in Southeast Asia (Hampton 1998; Cohen 2003; 

Richards and Wilson 2004; O'Reilly 2006) has ceased to be ignored by tour operators 

and governments (Hall 1997; Loker-Murphy and Pearce 1995). Since the Asian 

economic downturn of 1997 the backpacker phenomenon, which used to be "at best 

tacitly ignored, at worst actively discouraged in official tourism planning" (Hampton 

1998: 640) began to be taken seriously. Arguably this has not least been due to the 

observation that package tourists are immediately discouraged by events of political 

instability or natural disasters (Spreitzhofer 1998), whereas backpackers are less 

concerned. According to the New Horizon II (2007:4) survey "very few young 

travellers are deterred by problems such as terrorism, natural disasters, or epidemics". 

This chapter attempts to critically analyse backpackers - a travelling culture that is 

difficult to define as it remains within the blurred realm of young mobility, cheap 

travel, search for self and 'international understanding'. The core questions addressed 
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in this chapter include whether backpackers are seeking education through their 

travel, whether they are motivated by fun and sun (Welk 2004), and whether they 

really seek - as they so often claim - to escape consumerism in order to engage in 

alternative modes of life (Butler 1990). The role of backpackers being directly 

opposed to package tourists has been discussed by a number of academics (Butler 

1990; Loker-Murphy and Pearce 1995; Richards and Wilson 2004). Cohen (1989: 13) 

already argued 20 years ago "travellers are thus often the spearhead of mass tourist 

penetration of an area". So while travellers are often the first foreign people visiting a 

region, it seems that they are still largely unaware of two important factors that they 

bring with them: their influence on local values, coupled with the notion that they 

may, as Westerners, have a particular socio-cultural effect to the local culture. 

As will be shown in this chapter, the drifter, who used to be 'on a search of self' 

(Cohen 1989), has been replaced by the 'traveller' -not the tourist (see STA Travel 

Insurance 2006) -who is now searching for cheap shopping opportunities, the coolest 

event and the best entertainment (Loker-Murphy and Pearce 1995; Spreitzhofer 1998; 

Hampton 1998). Importantly, the individual backpacker trails in Southeast Asia have 

not developed randomly; instead guidebooks such as Lonely Planet have paved the 

way for the 'intrepid' backpacker. So while the backpacker tradition in Southeast 

Asia has had very positive effects such as increasing social and trans-national 

integration, new employment opportunities and more economic independence, the 

ideal of 'international understanding' that is thought to be brought by backpackers 

(Speed 2007; D' Amore 1988) is arguably marginal at best. Since the terror attacks in 

Kuta (2002 in Bali, Indonesia) and Dahab (2006 in Egypt), which are both enclaves 

of cheap backpacker tourism, the focus has shifted to the misunderstandings and 

tensions that have arisen between host and guest, rich and poor. For instance, only the 

price of a backpack, the symbol of all backpackers, frequently costs more than an 

annual wage of the host, which in tum somewhat questions backpackers' notion of 

equal encounters. 
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4.2.1 From the Fringes to the Mainstream 

The practice of backpacking in its early form dates back to the 1960s, when many 

hippies ventured to places like Goa, India (Cohen 1972). Although much has changed 

in today's society, the stereotype of the backpacker still includes some notions as 

coined by the hippie travellers of the 1960s and 1970s. This diverse group of tourists 

has gained attention from different commentators prevalent not only in tourism, but 

also anthropology, sociology, geography and psychology. Backpackers represent 

cultural change, freedom and mobility, but they are also portrayed as hedonistic and 

anarchistic drifters (Cohen 1972; Riley 1988; Welk 2007). Overall, backpackers are 

prevalent in today's post-modem world of mobility. Richards and Wilson (2004: 3) 

appraised the backpacker phenomenon as "one of the cultural symbols of this 

increasingly mobile world [ .. ]. Backpackers are to be found in every comer of the 

globe, from remote villages in the Hindu Kush to the centres of London or Paris". 

The transformation of alternative travel was first analysed by Cohen (1972), who 

developed a tourist typology that is still applicable today. In his sociological approach 

to the alternative travel phenomenon, Cohen (1972) mentioned non-institutionalised 

tourist roles, which represented a reaction to the hippie movement of the 1960s. 

Clearly, Cohen's concept was based on the extent of commercialisation: the organised 

and the mass tourists represented the institutionalised form of tourism, whereas the 

drifter and the explorer represented the independent side of the travel spectrum. 

Applying Cohen's (1972) conceptualisation to today's independent tourists, it seems 

that the explorer type represents those who independently organise their 

accommodation and transport, yet are seeking minimum comfort, hope for some 

routine (such as in food) and generally have a fixed time and travel plan. Contrary to 

the explorer type, the drifter shows much interest in the lifestyle and culture of the 

host, which he/she consciously seeks to participate. Cohen (1972; 2003) stated that 

this type is unpatriotic and despises ideology, with Riley (1988) suggesting that they 

lean towards anarchy and hedonism. Cohen (1972: 185) added the experience factor 

to his early typology: the difference between the travellers is therefore also based on 

their 'recreational', 'diversionary', 'experiential', 'experimental' and 'existential' 

motivation. The experimental alternative tourist, not being satisfied with 'gazing' 

(Urry 1990), seeks an alternative life and values and wishes to be integrated in other 
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cultures. The existential traveller, on the other hand, has already found his values, but 

can only actualise these values en route. 

4.2.2 What's in a Name? 

There is wide consensus in the tourism literature that the term 'backpacker' is an 

ambiguous concept (e.g. Hampton 1998; Welk 2003; O'Reilly 2006), though it seems 

that the term 'backpacking' has started to gain momentum (Freyer 2001; Richards 

and Wilson 2004). Some authors (Kieneker 1987; Rotpart 1995) have even called for 

a replacement of the term 'alternative tourism' with 'backpacker tourism', because 

such term-change would emphasise the illusion of 'alternative-ness'. Clearly, there is 

an increasing number of non-drifting tourists, who nonetheless construct themselves 

as "I'm not a tourist, I am a traveller", which in tum makes it difficult to find an 

objective tool for distinguishing backpackers from 'other tourists' (Welk 2004). 

Nowadays many of them do not fit the description of either (Cohen 1973; Vogt 1974; 

Teo and Leong 2006). 

The common boundary mentioned by nearly all travellers is the term 'tourist', with 

Turner and Ash (1975: 257) observing three decades ago in relation to backpackers 

that "no social group is more snobbish and dismissive about tourists... The worst 

thing that can be said about a place is that it is too touristy". Notably, such a statement 

was made even before the beginning of mass backpacker tourism as it now occurs in 

Khaosan Road in Bangkok, for instance. The complete dismissal of organised tourism 

was seen as a search for authentic experiences, a term that emphasised the complete 

opposition to mass tourism. Moworth and Munt (1998) highlight the arrogance of 

anti-tourist 'ego tourists', who perceive themselves beyond social norms. Scheyvens 

(2002: 147) stated in this context: 

This seems to be a problem particularly in backpacker ghettos or 

enclaves, places where large numbers congregate to experience home 

comforts (from good phone and internet services to familiar foods, such 

as the ubiquitous banana pancake) and the company of tourists of similar 

mind. 
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Reflecting this, other commentators, such as Welk (2007) and Butcher (2005), 

provide a rather cynical assessment of the real motivations of backpackers. Is it to 

experience different cultures, or is it to fulfil the backpacker-CV? The 'classic' 

backpacking literature has also emphasised such curiosity: In William Sutcliffe's 

(1998: 32) book 'Are you experienced' the main character James said: "There was a 

general belief that a long and unpleasant holiday was of crucial importance to one's 

development as a human being". In Alex Garland's (2000) 'The Beach', popular 

Westem culture is seen as having 'infected' previously unspoilt places, which is why 

the secret beach in Thailand represents paradise. Thus, to define backpacking or 

backpacker is a truly difficult task not least because they are fixed terms which are 

being constantly re-defined. 

4.2.3 Who Participates in Backpacking? 

Even though it is difficult to define the backpacker phenomenon, it is likely that 

Cohen's (1972) drifters are rare in today's society, if only due to the increased 

infrastructure that caters for the backpacker market. Perhaps it is more likely that the 

drifter of the 1970s barely exists - if it ever did - because most travellers today are 

seeking comfort. The commercialisation of the backpacking industry in the 1980s and 

1990s has made travelling easier, which represents the very paradox of today's 

backpacking. More travellers visit places backpacker-style arguably seeking off-the

beaten-track experiences, but as the industry has responded, it has put backpacking 

'on track' (Cohen 2003), which has in turn the paradoxical effect of travellers 

distancing themselves from 'the tourists'. While Ateljevic and Doome (2004: 60) 

noted that backpacking "in the contemporary context has become representative of a 

travel lifestyle, as an expression of identity, and coherent industrial complex in its 

own right", Scheyvens (2002: 150) observed: 

Contemporary backpackers are engaging m a self-centred form of 

poverty-tourism, travelling around shrouded from the 'real Third world' 

by the backpacker ghettos which provide the major stepping stones along 

their well-trodden route. 
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To truly understand the backpacker phenomenon it is therefore important to realize 

that backpackers constitute a heterogeneous group regarding their travelling 

rationales and meanings attached. But because backpackers may hold an 

institutionalised commitment to an image of non-institutionalised form of travel, 

which is central to their identification of self, backpackers have often had a reputation 

as tourists on tight budgets. Hampton (1998) and Scheyvens (2002) stated that 

backpackers do in fact spend more over their duration of their holidays but less on a 

daily basis, travel further and stay longer than other travellers. Other research such as 

the New Horizon II (2007) survey indicated that the average spending on a main trip 

has increased by almost 40 percent to nearly €1,200, which represents a higher rate of 

expenditure growth than the international travel market as a whole. Therefore 

governments in Asia seem to be increasingly interested in the backpacker 

phenomenon (ATLAS backpacker research conference proceedings 2008). Simply 

put, "young people spend more than any other group on international travel" (New 

Horizons II 2007: 4). 

Despite the recognition of the importance ofbackpackers and their impacts, the major 

problem with backpacker research is still the lack of valid, current and over-reaching 

world-wide data. Most governmental statistics do not distinguish backpackers from 

other tourists. In fact, governmental data is rare not only due to the omission of 

differentiating between package tourists and 'alternative' travellers, but also because 

of many governments' slow acknowledgement that this sector is worth to study 

(Hampton 1998; Scheyvens 2002). It is therefore difficult to estimate the total number 

of backpackers in the world, but the ATLAS survey of 2004, the Lonely Planet 

survey of 2005 and 2006, and the New Horizon II by the WYSE Travel 

Confederation (2007) give some indication of the significance of this ever-increasing 

traveller segment. According to these surveys young people travel more often, 

explore more destinations, spend more on travel, book more over the Internet, are 

experience hungry, are information hungry and are 'intrepid travellers' (New Horizon 

II 2007: 4). 

Backpacking is seen as a 'rite of passage' for many young travellers (Hampton 1998; 

Cohen 2003) with the average age of respondents to New Horizon (2007) being 24.5 

years. The travellers mainly come from Western countries such as Europe, US, 
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Canada, Israel, Australia, and New Zealand (Loker-Murphy and Pearce 1995; 

Scheyvens 2002). The growing numbers of Asian backpackers is a new development 

that started in the 1990s, which in tum reflects a growing middle class in Asian 

society and Asian imitation of Western leisure lifestyle (Muzaini 2006). Numerous 

studies (Riley 1988, Loker-Murphy and Pearce 1995; Richards and Wilson 2004; 

Welk 2004; Ateljevic and Doome 2004) have shown that backpackers have an above 

average education level with around two-thirds holding A-level and further tertiary 

qualifications. The New Horizon II (2007) survey suggested that 80 percent had some 

kind of higher education qualification: 

Figure 4.1: Education level of New Horizon II survey respondents (n = 8500+) 
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Interestingly, most travellers are on a crossroad in life, with around half of them 

stating that self-actualisation and self-realisation are core aspects of their 'escape' 

journey. Most of the backpackers do not travel alone, but single, older backpackers 

are increasingly common (Uriely, Y onay and Simchai 2002). The existing variations 

in attitudes and behaviour within the backpacking community are largely due to 

personal characteristics such as social class (Cohen 2003), age (Maoz 1999), gender 

(Elsrud 2001; Noy 2004) and but also their country of origin (Noy and Cohen 2005). 

Pearce (1990) suggested five indicators of the backpacking phenomenon: 1) a 

preference for budget accommodation; 2) an emphasis on meeting other travellers; 3) 

an independently organised and flexible travel schedule; 4) longer rather than brief 

holidays and 5) an emphasis on informal and participatory holiday activities. 
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While Pearce's (1990) criteria may still hold true today, there are additional forms 

emerging: 'flashpacking' refers to affluent backpacking (S0rensen 2003; Pursal2005 ; 

Walsh 2009). This already indicates that backpackers have become more mainstream 

and with a bigger budget. The term also reflects a growing trend amongst 

backpackers who are travelling with their iPod, cell phone, and laptop. This stands in 

direct contradiction to the ' old' backpacker notion that travelling was a 'badge of 

honour' as travelling was not supposed to be easy. Travelling was supposed to be 

tough, the tougher the greater the honour (Hampton 2008). 

Cohen (2004) noted that the gap between backpacker theory and practice can be 

traced back to different research traditions, with Richards and Wilson (2008: 12) 

stating that "backpacker research has tended to be divided between anthropologically

based and market-based approaches", which is mirrored in theory, methodology as 

well as emergent discourses. In terms of purpose oftrip, the New Horizons (2007: 10) 

Global Study of Young Travellers indicated that 'exploring other countries and 

cultures' was cited by over one third of travellers (see Figure 4.2). 

Figure 4.2: Purpose of trip 
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Although fun and relaxation was the main aim of the trip for some, these 

'leisure' motivations were far outweighed by those wanting to explore or 

undertake more specific types of travel such as learning a language of 

volunteering. Altogether these more 'serious' motivations accounted for 

over 70 percent of all trips. 

New Horizons (2007: 10) 

The dominance of informal sources of information (word of mouth) is prevalent 

among backpackers (Cohen 1972; 2003; Scheyvens 2002; Uriely, Yonay and Simchai 

2002), with particular emphasis on personal experience exchange. Such 'exchange' 

happens in Euro-centric backpacker enclaves (Welk 2004). The most important and 

trusted source of information is the Lonely Planet (S0rensen 2003; Walsh 2009). The 

Lonely Planet, the most successful independent guidebook publisher on the not-so

lonely-planet (Welk 2004), is particularly symptomatic for the change in backpacker 

infrastructure and behaviour. Lonely Planet's (LP) 'Southeast Asia on a shoestring', 

the LP-self-defined yellow bible, has been published in its 14th edition (2008). 

While the shoestring-series dominated the LP guidebooks in the beginning, later LP 

editions included more information on 'travel survival kits' but also information for 

travellers from higher socio-economic backgrounds. The changing ideologies of LP 

may therefore mirror the changing ideologies among backpackers: In the 1970s LPs' 

first books catered to young people undertaking the overland hippie trail between 

Australia and Europe. These first guidebooks became very successful because tourist 

facilities were limited in most countries and hints provided by LP were essential to 

avoid problems or physical danger. Nowadays demand from a different sort of 

traveller, and perhaps also a change in personal values, has led to the shift of LP's 

focus. This is despite Lonely Planet stating on their website that they "aim to inspire 

people to explore, have fun, and travel often [ .. .]. Travel can be a powerful force for 

tolerance and understanding. As part of a worldwide community of travellers, we 

want to enable everyone to travel with awareness, respect and care". With three 

million books sold per year and annual growth rates standing at 20 percent (Economic 

Expert Report Lonely Planet 2007), Lonely Planet cannot be seen as 'alternative' 

travel literature anymore. 
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4.3 The Rise of Backpackers and Their Implications 

The rise of Khaosan Road in Bangkok, which has transformed into the urban traveller 

enclave, is symbolic of the changing nature of backpackers (Hampton 1998; 

Scheyvens 2002; Welk 2004; Richards and Wilson 2004; O'Reilly 2006). This 

development, as Spreitzhofer (1998) argued, has become symptomatic ofbackpacker 

value-change. The enemy of the anti-consumerist alterative traveller scene of the 

1970s has transformed into tourist enclaves, which is evidenced by the Westernisation 

of Bangkok's Khaosan Road. In fact, it seems that travel motivations have shifted 

completely. Cheap shopping in Southeast Asia is not perceived as a contradiction to 

anti-consumerist travel style anymore. The main motivation of backpackers in 

Southeast Asia has shifted to backpacker-specific consumerist and institutionalised 

packages that are particularly evident in enclaves such as Khaosan Road. 

Researchers' (Hampton 1998; Scheyvens 2002; Butcher 2003; Smith and Duffy 2003; 

Welk 2004; Richards and Wilson 2004; Holden 2005) accusations that individual, 

alternative tourism does not necessarily bring international understanding or authentic 

inter-cultural contact with it, has been the latest focus of debate. Although Cohen 

(1989: 13) already stated that travellers are "primarily concerned with relaxation, 

drugs and having a good time in their own company, rather than with the native 

people and their culture". Such critical approach has arguably re-emerged only 

recently. While the criticism is well-founded, this thesis is framed similarly to 

Scheyvens (2002: 144) enouraging statement on the potential of sustainable 

backpacker development: 

Challenges include overcoming the self-centred attitudes of some 

backpackers who might behave irresponsibly, and encouraging Third 

World governments to establish a policy environment and effective 

infrastructure which support community involvement in this form of 

tourism. 

So it seems that today's mass backpacker phenomenon, which may have been 

characterised by left-leaning ideologies in the 1960s and 1970s, has now moved to a 

state of 'congestion' in enclaves such as Khaosan Road and in Haad Rin during the 
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Full Moon Party on Koh Pha Ngan in Thailand. In Malam's (2003: 3) study on the 

role of Thai beach boys in backpacker enclaves, she suggested that the subculture of 

backpackers is located within a "carivalesque space, where intense interactions 

between Thais and tourists often occur". Such 'congested' enclaves are particularly 

visible in few 'extreme' locations, though it also seems that more such destinations 

are perceived and promoted as backpacker-paradise (Vang Vieng in Laos, or Pai in 

Northwest Thailand). So while many backpackers travel with only marginal self

critical reflection about their impact, there are some who pause and think (Spreizhofer 

1998; Scheyvens 2002). 

In a review of the positive outcomes of backpacker tourism, Scheyvens' (2002: 151) 

statement "with notable exemptions of Wilson (1997), Spreitzhofer (1998) and 

Hampton (1998), few tourism researchers have explicitly examined ways in which 

backpackers contribute to local development" is important to remember. But because 

backpackers are generally less sensitive to events of political instability, natural 

disasters, or epidemics, this fact alone makes them 'attractive' to destination 

promoters who are well aware about the vulnerabilities of the package tourism sector 

(Hampton 1998; Scheyvens 2002; Reichel, Fuchs and Uriely 2009). Indeed, 

backpackers seem to be more risk-taking than their organised counterparts, not least 

due to the element of risk inherently associated with the image ofbackpacking. 

While Holden (1995), Malan (2003), Hampton (1998) and Spreitzhofer (1998) 

emphasised the potential for earnings among the local population, Baskin (1995), 

Loker-Murphy and Pearce (1995), and also Scheyvens (2002) highlighted the trickle

down effect of backpacker spending in peripheral regions. Therefore it is important to 

consider that backpackers generally buy local produce and handicraft (Hampton 

1998; Scheyvens 2002), providing much-needed income for peripheral regions, which 

in tum generates benefits in remote areas. 

Scheyvens (2002) highlighted the positive implications of backpackers, which 

outnumbered the economic effects. She suggested there is a revitalisation of 

traditional culture through backpackers visiting, and an encouragement of 

establishing small-scale tourism enterprises. This illustrates that backpackers do 

indeed bring benefits to local development, benefits that can be seen as significant 
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because they include both economic and non-economic aspects. While such direct 

benefits do not necessarily occur in backpacker enclaves, Scheyvens (2002: 158) 

cautioned: 

A simplistic analysis which asserts that they are all self-centred 

individuals following each other around the world on a well-trodden route 

in search of sex, drugs, and banana pancakes is neither correct nor helpful. 

Neither is the suggestion that backpackers are necessarily the saviours of 

the local level development in the Third World. 

Instead Scheyvens (2002) suggests that the challenges need to be addressed. First, the 

community that freely chooses to participate in backpacker tourism shall participate 

actively, which means that the benefits shall not be unequally distributed among 

community members (Schilcher 2007). Second, such community-empowerment can 

be gained through knowledge about the backpacker sector through seminars or study 

tours to established businesses, enclaves, or model-villages. Third, and possibly the 

most difficult challenge, the distribution of benefits at the local community needs to 

happen democratically, including local women. An important aspect for backpackers, 

however, is to realise that the advantage of their alternative travelling style to local 

communities is directly dependent on their attitude, their behaviour, their self-critical 

reflection, their cultural and political awareness. 

4.4 Backpackers, Ethics and Political Awareness 

As Chapter 3 has pointed out, there is still much work to be done on the political 

space in tourism, ranging from mapping power relationships on a macro level to 

complex tourist-politico relationships on a micro level. Ateljevic and Doorne (2004: 

249) found that the early era of backpacker research (in the 1970s) was marked by 

unprecedented political activism in the West, a notion that was emphasised by their 

statement that in the 1970s the drifter's "travel style articulated a quasi-political 

statement against the growing political dominance and cultural homogeneity of the 

Western developed world". The purpose of travelling appeared to be inherently 
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political. With focus on the Vietnam War, Cohen (1973: 94) also believed that 

drifting was "both a symptom and an expression of broader alimentative forces 

current among contemporary youth", before he asserted to the paradox that the 

increasing commercialization of backpacker travel represents. Ateljevic and Doorne 

(2004: 63) summed this up as "the drifters' attempts to escape the political economy 

of tourism". 

Surprisingly, backpacker studies addressing specific political opmwns have been 

elusive- instead it seems to be implied that backpackers are "stereotypically liberal". 

For instance, O'Reilly (2006: 124) states "many backpackers consider themselves to 

be liberals and identify with political causes such as anti-racism and the anti

globalisation movement", leading to the commercialisation of backpackers again. The 

paradox of backpacking - more travellers visit enclaves 'backpacker-style'. If 

backpacking has become mainstream, then perhaps political opinions and ethical 

behaviour have also become 'mainstream', representing the entire spectrum. 

It is important to keep in mind that the changing ideology of Lonely Planet, the 

largest independently-owned travel guidebook publisher in the world (Welk 2008), 

might actually reflect consumer trends. But as travel is generally seen as fun and not 

too serious, applying politics and ethics to the practice of backpackers is not an easy 

task. Nonetheless, the previous sections have highlighted that backpackers are a 

heterogeneous group, with Cohen (2004: 57, emphasis added) proposing "future 

research should desist from referring to backpacking as if it were a homogenous 

phenomenon and should pay much more attention to its diverse manifestations". This 

thesis therefore accepts the notion that backpackers are generally highly educated, 

which is linked to political awareness and orientation, as well as their desire to act as 

ethical consumers. 

The mainstreaming of backpacking reflects development processes that are prevalent 

in post-industrial times (Cohen 2003). While drifting could represent an opportunity 

to engage with societies' conflicts, present commercial backpacking practice allows 

for easy travelling patterns, which in turn means that more people are likely to be 

participating in it in the future. Despite backpackers showing mass tourist tendencies, 

Spreitzhofer (1998) and O'Reilly (2007) suggest that the rite of passage is still 
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prevalent, though it is now manifested through the backpacker-initiation rituals of life 

in the enclaves. They also suggest, similarly to Welk (2004), that backpackers' 

ongoing elitist self-perception as anti-tourist is largely unsupportable. 

To conceptualise backpacker decision-making with political awareness and ethics -

representing the framework of the thesis as applied to Burma - it is crucial to include 

Speed's (2007) work on ethical behaviour among backpackers, which was based on a 

self-administered web survey. Speed's (2007) overview of ethical tourism literature 

has been applied to this thesis. However, Speed suggested that philosophical ethical 

assumptions should be questioned because her findings illustrated that backpackers 

"do not exhibit particularly ethical tourist behaviour[ ... ]", which, according to Speed 

(2007: 79) "may bring into question existing models of ethicality and their founding 

assumptions". This thesis does not focus on meta-ethics by questioning philosophy or 

moral reasoning. Instead this study critically studies backpacker practice. In fact, the 

ethics literature is perceived as too lenient toward backpacker ethical behaviour 

(Chapter three). Therefore, Speed's (2007) work has been expanded, and now 

includes a political dimension (Figure 4.3). This model shows that ethical behaviour 

should not only be comprised of social, environmental and economic aspects, but 

should also include political awareness. 
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Figure 4.3: The ethics of backpacking 
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Speed's (2007) model (social, environmental, economic) was a useful starting point to 

address the issue of political awareness in ethical decision-making. This is due to 

many reasons, but not least because according to Speed (2007: 60), the ethical 

tourism model (social, environmental and economic) is based on "Wright (1993b), 

Mowforth and Munt (1998), Swarbrooke and Homer (1999), Swarbrooke (1999), 

Weeden (2001), Wheeler (1994a)". The lack of political concerns being addressed in 
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ethics tourism literature could not be more apparent. Speed's (2007) generalisations 

that backpackers 'would visit countries with human rights abuses' and 'nearly always 

find out about the background to a country before visiting' are perceived as nai've and 

uncritical research. 

It would appear that Speed's (2007) acknowledgement of human rights abuses in the 

conceptual model is rather token. Speed has not included any wider considerations as 

to what actually constitutes human rights abuses in the context of tourism. Yet, the 

addition of political awareness is absolutely imperative in a holistic understanding of 

what 'human rights abuses in the context of tourism' actually means. As has been 

argued previously, ethical tourism requires at least some knowledge about human 

rights issues of the destination. By adding a political sphere in backpacker ethical 

decision-making, the modified model represents the framework from which this study 

argues. Therefore the main difference between Speed's (2007) paradigm and the 

author's is that this study assumes the number of ethical backpackers to be much 

smaller than proposed by Speed (2007). 

4.5 Summary 

This chapter has provided a critical discussion of the backpacker phenomenon, which 

is important for an analysis of their levels of political awareness. The increasing 

commercialisation through guidebooks such as Lonely Planet or infrastructures such 

as Khaosan Road stands in direct contrast to backpackers' self-perceived 'anti-tourist' 

travelling style. This has been interpreted from a political viewpoint as such 

mainstreaming could be reflected in political orientation. The relationship between 

personal ethics and political awareness to backpacker decision-making was illustrated 

in Figure 4.3, after which backpackers' changes in political ideology have been linked 

with their desire for ethical behaviour. This is directly related to the notion of being 

travellers not tourists, which shows that the concept of political awareness in its 

widest sense needs much more clarification. The following chapter puts the literature 

into a context-specific place providing an analysis of Burma as the case study for this 

thesis. 
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Chapter 5: Case study Burma 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a geopolitical overview of the case study location and the 

Burma travel boycott debate. Using the case study of Burma to examine the role of 

political awareness to backpacker decision-making is appropriate due to the long

running and highly publicised political boycott debate with tourism at its core. This 

particular boycott directly involves ethics and politics in its focus on moralising 

against travel to Burma due to human rights abuses, which means that a person's 

political awareness should be a prerequisite of making this particular decision. 

However, reflecting on political developments in Burma, attention is drawn to the 

consequences of selective moralisation. 

A review of the Burma travel boycott debate and its arguments is the following area 

of review. The approach of the boycott section is framed within a 'beyond 

moralising' position because if the conundrum is to be developed further, it is 

important to clarify the interests of both, the tourists (see Chapter Four Backpackers) 

and also the moralising agents (e.g. human rights organisations). Without 

understanding the interests involved, potential tourists are susceptible to political and 

moral manipulation, which undermines the goals of informed consent and shared 

decision-making. 

Therefore, political knowledge about the situation in Burma, as identified in Chapter 

Three being a prerequisite of ethical travel, is presented here. The chapter begins with 

a historical background to Burma, before presenting the current economic, socio

cultural and political conditions in the country. The focus then shifts to the Burma 

travel boycott debate. The chapter ends by addressing questions about who is likely to 

boycott and why. 
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5.2 Burma - a geopolitical overview 

Burma, officially called Pyidaungsu Thamada Myanmar Naing-Ngan-Daw, is the 

largest country by geographical area in mainland Southeast Asia, covering an area of 

more than 240.000 square miles, which is equivalent to France and Belgium 

combined (CIA World Fact Book Burma 2009). It borders the Bay of Bengal and the 

Andaman Sea to the west, India and Bangladesh to the north, and China, Laos and 

Thailand to the east (see Map 1.1, Chapter 1). 

5.2.1 A brief history 

A brief historical synopsis on pre-1989 Burma is important, because it gives a feeling 

for what life was like in the past, which creates an understanding of what has shaped 

the current situation, remembering Thant Myint-U (2006) statement that most 

analysis on Burma has been 'singularly ahistorical'. The early golden age of Burma is 

considered to be King Anawratha's era (1056 AD), mainly because he introduced 

Theravada Buddhism as the state religion and established the Burmese alphabet 

(Harvey 2000; Tarling 1992). Burma entered a period of decline in the 13th century 

when Kublai Khan ravaged the city of Bagan (Ferrars and Ferrars 1901; Hudson 

2008), which was said to contain 13,000 stupas at the time. Fighting kingdoms 

plagued the country for centuries, particularly when the British colonised Burma in 

'three waves' (1824, 1852 and 1885) in the 19th century. The Burmese king was 

exiled to India, whilst his palace in Mandalay was looted and used as barracks for the 

British and Indian troops (Ferrars and Ferrars 1901). The colonial era of Britain 

governing the mountainous border regions, home to many ethnic groups, as well as 

the delta of central and lower Burma, brought many changes to the country (Suu Kyi 

1997; Steinberg 2001; Osborne 2004). Today more than 90 percent of Burmese 

people are Buddhists (Buddhadasa Bikkhu 2000, Suu Kyi 1992; Steinberg 2001; 

Thant Myint-U 2006; Pedersen 2008). 

The end of World War II and the Japanese occupation was seen by many as a chance 

for independence from the British (Suu Kyi 1991; Thant Myint-U 2006): a wartime 
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group of30 comrades, with Bogyoke Aung San- Suu Kyi's father- as leader, formed 

an alternative government ('the Thirty Comrades') to the British. What is in Burmese 

history referred to as the great tragedy happened in 194 7. The cabinet of Aung San 

and his followers were all assassinated in a meeting (Suu Kyi 1991; Suu Kyi 1997; 

Osborne 2004; Steinberg 2001). As Aung San had led the way to independence, 

coupled with waning British power in India, Burmese independence from Britain 

came in 1948 (Suu Kyi 1991; Thant Myint-U 2006). In the immediate post

independence era, U Nu led the country and attempted to establish a Buddhist brand 

of socialism. However, in 1962 General Ne Win led an army coup, which marked the 

beginning of General Ne Win's isolationist policies wielding absolute power and 

setting the country towards the 'Burmese Way to Socialism', nationalising everything 

including retail shops and isolating the country for the following three decades 

(Osborne 2004; Steinberg 2001; Thant Myint-U 2006). 

Burma's decaying economy reached a standstill in 1988 when the Burmese people 

instituted the biggest demonstrations the country had ever seen. Calling on General 

Ne Win to step down, the year 1988 marked a change in the usual Burmese Buddhist 

non-involvement approach (Suu Kyi 1991; Suu Kyi 1997; Buddhasa Bikkhu 2006). 

Ne Win left in July 1988, but the massive demonstrations in Rangoon caused an 

estimated 3,000 deaths over a six-week period (Amnesty International2002a; Burma 

Campaign UK 2001b, Burma Rangers 2002; Shan Woman's Network 1999, Tutu 

2004). The newly formed State Law and Restoration Council (SLORC, later renamed 

State Peace and Development Council) declared martial law, but also promised 

National Assembly Elections for May 1990 (Pedersen 2008; Amnesty International 

1996; Human Rights Watch 1992, 1994). The opposition, led by Aung San's daughter 

Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, was quickly formed and was called the National League for 

Democracy (NLD). Aung San Suu Kyi was placed under house arrest just prior to the 

elections, which did not deter the people from voting for her party: SLORC lost the 

elections to the NLD, which captured over 82 percent of the vote (Amnesty 

International1991; Human Rights Watch 1991; UNDP Human Development Report 

2000; Osborne 2004; Pederson 2008), a number that makes clear that also military 

members must have voted for the NLD at the time. The SLORC, however, never 

recognised the election result and continue to rule the country. 
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The year 2007 marked a struggle for human rights from the ruling elite of Burma 

(Amnesty International 2008a; EU 2008a; Burma Campaign UK 2008, UNDP Human 

Development Report 2007). The mass protests in August and September 2007 have 

shown that there is wide consensus for a transfer of power from the military regime to 

a civilian government. The military response with killings, disappearances and the 

arbitrary detention of thousands of people outside of any legal processes (Amnesty 

International 2008; Burma Campaign UK 2008; Humanitarian Information Centre 

Myanmar 2008; Thailand Burma Border Consortium 2008; 8888 Generation 2008), 

shows that instead of acknowledging the need for change, Burma's leaders continue 

to use overt violence and blatant constraints on basic freedoms. 

The international community, and the UN in particular, have been heavily criticised 

for their silence and lack of action over the years (Tutu 2004; Pedersen 2008; Burma 

Campaign UK 2003; ALTSEAN 2004). Burma's military rulers continue with their 

policies, disregard the inclusive political and constitutional processes demanded by 

the UN. This in tum causes the Burmese electorate and activists to lose faith with UN 

attempts to solve the situation (ALTSEAN 2008; Burma Campaign UK 2008). To a 

large extent it can be argued that although civil opposition to the military junta in 

Burma might appear to have subsided, many reports claim that a potential revolution 

is not entirely out of the question, because "the desire for change among the Burmese 

people is greater than ever" (Lalith Jha 2007: no page number). 

5.2.2 Human rights 

Since the army coup of 1962, Burma has consistently been governed by one of the 

world's most repressive regimes, globally rated amongst the worst violators of human 

rights (UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 2007; UNDP Human Development 

Report 2000). The SPDC rules by decree, controls all executive, legislative, and 

judicial powers, and commits human rights abuses with impunity. Military officers 

hold most cabinet positions, whilst active or retired officers hold most posts in the 

ministries and in the private sector. After the 1988 uprising, the already serious level 

of human rights abuses among the ethnic minorities accelerated and spread over to the 

rest of the population. The SPDC removed all civilian administration. Amnesty 
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International (2007) pointed out that in Burma "torture has become an institution", 

and many other groups such as the UN, Human Rights Watch, and Oxfam have 

detailed the abuse of human rights through murder, torture, rape, detention without 

trial, forced relocations, forced labour, and child abuse. Children are particularly 

prone to the effects of the ongoing violations of human rights: they serve as direct 

physical victims of military abuse, as members of affected families, or both. 

Desmond Tutu summed up, in his 2004 Burma Campaign report to the EU, the 

following 'problems' that are prevalent in Burmese society: 

11 Rape as a weapon of war against ethnic women and children; 

11 Widespread use of forced labour described by the ILO as a 'crime against 

humanity'; 

11 More than 2,100 political prisoners, many of whom are routinely tortured; 

11 Between 600,000 and one million internally displaced people forced from 

their land; 

11 A continuous exodus of Burmese to neighbouring countries. Thailand alone 

absorbed an estimated million or more Burmese in search of better life 

opportunities; 

11 One of the largest armies in Asia despite having no external enemies; 

11 Nearly half of the regime's budget is spent on the military and only two 

percent spent on health; 

11 One in ten babies die before their fifth birthday. 

The ongoing suppression of basic freedoms shows that the most fundamental civil 

and political rights are not respected at all, but paradoxically, Burma is signatory to 

several of the most important international human rights treaties. The lack of freedom 

of speech, or expression, the lack of free expression through art, and the reality of not 

being allowed to say anything critical points to the Orwellian state that prevails in 

Burma (Amnesty International2007; Human Rights Watch 2008; AUS Aid 2008: NZ 

Aid 2008). According to the Economist (2007a, pg 13) "George Orwell's best book 

about Burma is not 'Burmese Days', but 1984". The Human Development Index also 

indicates the seriousness of the situation in Burma, as compared to the rest of the 

world (Amnesty International Country Reports 2003; US State Department Country 

Reports on Human Rights 2006; UN Human Development Report 2004). 
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While the entire nation is subject to military suppression, it needs to be emphasised 

that Burma's ethnic minorities are particularly prone to the cruelty of the Junta 

(Thailand Burma Border Consortium 2004; ALTSEAN 2007; Shan Women's 

Network 2003; UN High Commission for Refugees 1999). The military has 

designated Karen State and neighbouring Karenni (Kayah) State as 'black zones', 

which means that the army regularly launches sweeping operations in which soldiers 

machine-gun villages before looting and raping (TBBC 2005, ALTSEAN 2001). 

Eubank, of Free Burma Rangers (FBR 2007), reports that the soldiers lay landmines 

in and around the villages. Soldiers in eastern Burma are raping Karen women with 

impunity, with victims reportedly including children and nuns. The focus on the 

Karen, amongst other reasons, is also because of the Junta's religious oppression: the 

Karen are mainly Christians, whereas Burma is a predominantly Buddhist country. 

The Karen Women's Organisation (KWO), which works in refugee camps along the 

Thai border, published a report called "State of Terror" (2007), which drew on 

thousands of documented cases of murder, rape and torture of Karen women at the 

hands of the military. Many of the rapes are perpetrated by senior military officers, or 

done with their complicity, as they know that most villagers would be too afraid to 

complain: village chiefs risk abuse and torture if they fail to comply with the military. 

According to other human rights organisations (ALTSEAN 2008; Human Rights 

Watch 2008), some women are forced to have sex with soldiers in return for 

protection for themselves, their families and their communities. The KWO (2008) 

gives evidence of the systematic abuse of villagers, stating that women and girls from 

across the Karen State have been forcibly recruited to help build roads and bridges, 

clear landmines and carry military supplies. Reportedly, the recruits include elderly, 

pregnant, and breast-feeding women as well as schoolgirls as young as 11. According 

to Amnesty International (2008) and the Assistance Association for Political 

Prisoners (2009), there are more than 2,100 political prisoners detained under severe 

conditions in Burmese jails. 

The American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS), with the Free 

Burma Rangers (FBR), the Thailand Burma Border Consortium (TBBC) and Karen 

Human Rights Group (KHRG), monitor human rights abuses with satellite imagery 

and have published in 2007 clear evidence documenting the village eradication

programmes by the army in the peripheries. This Geospacial Technologies and 
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Human Rights project by AAAS (2007), similarly to projects m Darfur and 

Zimbabwe, follows reports from refugees, IDPs and migrants in Thailand about the 

locations of the abuse, which are then compared with existing archives of commercial 

high-resolution satellite imagery. This project determined clearly visible evidence of 

reported attacks (Plates 5.1, and 5.2) with the before and after imagery. The reports 

from the IDPs provided specific locations of more than 70 attacks in Karen State 

during mid-to-late 2006 and early 2007. Of these, AAAS positively located 31 attack 

sites in their report. 

Plate 5.1: The village of Porta before village cleansing 

AAAS 2007 

102 



Plate 5.2: The village of Porta after village cleansing 

AAAS 2007 

Predictably, there is no freedom of expression in Burma. Beyond sports and romance 

magazines, the few independent publications that still operate are subject to severe 

censorship with the Junta's Press Scrutiny Board disallowing articles that could be 

somehow interpreted as critical of official actions (Reporters without Borders 2007). 

Consequently, in terms of freedom of press Reporters without Borders (RWB) ranked 

Burma 167th in 2007, confirming the country as one of the ten worst offenders in the 

world. RWB stated that they are "particularly disturbed" by Burma' s media freedom 

status as official media service is controlled by the state. Publishing any unauthorised 

material is a criminal offence according to the SPDC. Nonetheless, foreign radio 

stations such as the BBC and Democratic Voice of Burma (DVB) are key sources of 

information that target Burmese listeners, and are widely used. 
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The Internet is a tightly controlled luxury for a privileged few, including a ban on 

websites and frequent server shutdowns. The Democratic Voice of Burma reported in 

early 2008 that authorities were closely monitoring Internet cafes, in which the 

computers automatically execute screen captures every five minutes to monitor user 

activity. Reporters Without Border (2007) also stated that the military junta clearly 

filters opposition websites, which also include hotmail, google or yahoo addresses. 

Foreign journalists or aid workers have a difficult time communicating in a country 

with a poor telephone net and unreliable electricity supply. Since the September 2007 

pro-democracy uprising, foreign correspondents have been subject to periodic cut

offs of their mobile phones and landline services, with the Myanmar Post and 

Telecommunications Ministry consistently denying responsibility. Since Cyclone 

Nargis in 2008, reporters and aid workers have to pay US$2,300 for a mobile phone 

SIM card, making any communication with the outside world very expensive 

(Reporters without borders 2007). 

5.2.3 Burma's economy 

It is important to include a brief background on the economic situation in Burma, not 

least to point out the relative insignificance of tourism. In 1985, 75-kyat notes were 

introduced to commemorate General Ne Win's 75th birthday, which was followed by 

the introduction of 15- and 35-kyat notes on August 1, 1986. Two years later, on 

September 9th (the 9th day of the 9th month), Ne Win invalidated all 50 and 100 Kyat 

notes and replaced them with 90 and 45 kyat notes, rendering some 75 percent of the 

country's currency worthless (Turnell 2008). He instructed the national currency 

should be issued in denominations of 45 and 90, because they were divisible by his 

lucky number nine. It was later revealed that he changed the currency to add up to 9 

because his astrologer told him he would live to be 90 if he did this (Thant Myint-U 

2006). In Ne Win's BBC Obituary in 2002 it was noted "For most Burmese, Ne Win 

will be remembered as the man who took the country from prosperity to poverty". 

Turnell (2008) stated that the economy has been in steady decline since 1962, which 

marked the start of General Ne Win's isolationist policies. Although Burma was once 

'the rice bowl of Asia', it is now ranked as one ofthe world's 26 most 'Fragile States' 
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by the World Bank (2007), with the military dominating nearly every aspect of 

economic transactions. Although Burma is rich in natural resources, it is classified as 

Least Developed Country and ranks 32nd on the list of 50 Least Developed countries 

surveyed by the UN (2007). During the 1990s, military spending fluctuated between 

one third and a half of the entire Junta's budget, which created one of the largest 

armies in Asia despite having no external enemies (Tutu 2004; Turnell2008) 

Burma is rich in natural resources, thus most of the SPDC's official income comes 

from exports of oil, gas, teak, and gems (Turnell 2008; AL TSEAN 2008). Since the 

discovery of potentially the largest gas fields in Southeast Asia in 2003, a consortium 

of Indian, Korean, Chinese, and Vietnamese (Turnell 2008; Global Markets Direct 

2008) corporations in conjunction with the Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE) 

have been exploring the Shwe gas fields off the coast of Arakan State. While some 

believe that Burma could have the biggest oil reserves in Asia, the Burmese gas fields 

are about to become the military's most important source of foreign income: they 

hold an estimated gas reserve of 10 to 14 trillion cubic feet, which would guarantee 

an income of US$600 to 800 million annually (Tumell 2008). MOGE now shares 

contracts with various oil and mining companies, particularly with companies from 

Thailand, China, and India, but also with Chevron (now Unocal) from the US and 

Total from France (Turnell2008; Global Markets Direct 2008). 

Burma is rich in natural resources. Most of the SPDC's official income comes from 

exports of oil, gas, teak, and gems (ALTSEAN 2007; UN Development Report 

Myanmar 2007; Turnell 2008). Since the discovery of potentially the largest gas 

yields in Southeast Asia in 2003, a consortium of different interest groups and the 

Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE) have been exploring the Shwe gas fields 

off the coast of Arakan State (Myanmar Times Weekly Journal 25.02.2009). While 

some believe that Burma could have the biggest oil reserves in Asia, the Burmese gas 

fields are about to become the military's most important source of foreign income: 

they hold an estimated gas reserve of 10-14 trillion cubic feet, which could guarantee 

an income of US$ 600-800 million annually (Myanmar Times Weekly Journal 

25.02.2009). The production and profits have since then increased, and MOGE now 

shares contracts with various multinational oil and mining companies, particularly 

with companies from China and India, but also with Chevron (now Unocal) from the 
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US and Total from France (Oil and Gas in Myanmar Market Research Report 2008). 

Although the country holds these gas resources, nearly 90% of Burma's energy 

consumption is limited to fuel. Therefore, despite generating wealth, the junta does 

not pass it onto the 'people'. 

Since late 1988 Burma has replaced the centrally planned economy to a more 

liberalised economic policy based on a market-oriented system. In moving towards 

these market-oriented policies Burma has more liberalised domestic and international 

trade, which promotes the role of the private sector by opening up to foreign 

investment. The reason why the Junta moved towards these new polices was made 

clearer following the 1990 elections: then the military was vulnerable and the 

economy was in ruins following years of isolation. In order to cling onto power, the 

Junta had to strengthen the army, for which money was needed. The opening up of 

the economy to foreign trade and investment followed, boosting the influx of 

investment towards state revenue. As mentioned above, military spending now 

accounts for nearly half of total governmental spending, which comes at a high cost: 

health and education are sectors which are notoriously under-funded, with the 

military spending less than 50 cents per person per year on health. In response to the 

doubling of the military whilst the people on the ground became poorer, the NLD 

called for economic sanctions in the 1990s. Trade and investment was enriching the 

military rule, but was not helping the people. 

In terms of foreign trade, the Junta attempts to maximise foreign exchange by limiting 

imports and promoting exports, with taxes fluctuating arbitrarily, overseen by the 

Myanmar Foreign Trade Bank (Steinberg 2002; Turnel12008). Notably, every private 

company can only export under the authorisation of certain trade bodies, which 

generally receive 11% commission on transactions. Burma's exports, which usually 

include raw commodities such as gas, oil, gemstones, timber, pulses and fish, 

primarily go to Thailand, India (12%), China (7%), Japan (5%), and Malaysia (3%) 

(Turnell 2008). Imports, which include machinery and transport equipment, minerals, 

base metals, manufactures, fabrics and electrics, primarily come from China (28%), 

Thailand (22%), Singapore (18%), South Korea (6%) and Malaysia (3%) (ALTSEAN 

Burma Economic Indicators 2008). Through its gas exports Burma has enjoyed a 

trade surplus. However, official data understates imports, due to black market and 
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unrecorded border trade (Transparency International 2008). Overall official trade 

remains a relatively small proportion of Burma's GDP, as it lies around 1-2 %, but a 

significant black-market somewhat compensates for the lack of commodities 

(Transparency International2008). 

If an international company is interested in investing in Burma, they must enter "joint 

venture" contracts with Burmese state-owned firms, essentially making all official 

economic transactions governmental (Steinberg 2002). Most foreign investment is 

concentrated in the 'extractive industries' -namely oil and gas (Turnell 2008). Most 

investment comes from Singapore ($1.572 billion), Britain (US$1.431 billion), 

Thailand ($1.341 billion), Malaysia, and Hong Kong (ALTSEAN Burma Economic 

Indicators 2008). There is some interest in other sectors, but this is deterred by 

consumer boycotts and the threat of international sanctions. The corrupt business 

environment with its inadequate infrastructure, economic mismanagement, ad hoc 

policymaking, fragile banking system, poor transport links, and weak domestic 

demand does not make Burma extremely attractive to foreign investors (Turnell 

2008), however, Burma's potential does. The gas and oil reserves and Burma's 

attractiveness as a tourist destination somewhat compensate for this situation. 

Burma's main domestic production is agriculture, with around 60% of the population 

being employed in this sector (Steinberg 2002; Turnell2008). The Junta's investment 

in agriculture has largely failed, with fertilizers, farm machinery, fuel or other 

agricultural products being unaffordable for farmers (AL TSEAN Bmma Report 

2008). Adding to this situation are villagers' reports ofbeing forced to sell rice to the 

Myanmar Agricultural Produce Trading Company, essentially controlling the rice 

market. Farmers cannot easily export their already scarce rice resources, as the SPDC 

withholds export licences to growers in order to keep the price down (Turnell 2008). 

This results in highly unstable incomes for growers and high domestic prices of rice 

for the general population. Morris (2005) pointed to the anomaly of malnutrition in 

many areas of the country. For instance, due to the SPDC's agricultural 

mismanagement in Arakan State (a state with a rice surplus), rice had to be smuggled 

in from Bangladesh. 
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Trade and investment is enriching the military rule, but is not necessarily helping the 

people on the ground, because resource allocation in Burma is based on political 

prerogatives instead of social needs. Commenting on the overall state of Burma's 

economy, Turnell (2008: 4) noted that the economy is regressing in every important 

aspect: "Burma's state is almost wholly predatory, and is not so much parasitic of its 

host as all-consuming". Clearly 'healthy' economic development is not a process that 

is currently taking place in Burma. Present day Burma can be best described as 'un

developing', but with enormous economic potential. 

5.3 Tourism in Burma 

It is difficult to present reliable data on tourism earnings in Burma. Nonetheless, the 

WTTC (2008) optimistically forecasted in a report that Burma's tourism industry will 

grow a healthy 4.1 percent in 2009 and provide jobs for 1,297,000 people, 

representing 5.8 percent of total employment. However, Tumell of Burma Economics 

Watch (2008 in Irrawaddy News Magazine 2008) commented on the WTTC report 

"I'd have to say the report is pretty worthless", not least because the ongoing political 

unstable situation and Cyclone Nargis has been completely ignored by WTTC. 

Overall it is notable that due to its enormous potential, tourism seems to be generally 

on the rise, though it still only represents 0 percent of worldwide demand according to 

WTTC (2008). 

A total of 654.602 foreign tourists visited Burma during the 2006-2007 fiscal year, 

which marked an increase of 11.4 percent ofthe country's foreign exchange earnings 

compared to the previous year, earning US$198.48 million (Xinhua News Service 

2007c, Myanmar Ministry of Hotels and Tourism 2007a). The visitors to Burma 

entered through the airports of Rangoon, Mandalay and Bagan, as well as through 

border checkpoints. Again, these statistics need to be viewed with caution as some 

organizations (TBBC 2007; ALTSEAN 2008) report that up to 60 percent of arrivals 

in Burma are 'day visitors', who cross the border from China or Thailand, but offer 

little opportunities for income returns to the wider Burmese community. Still, it is 

reported that tourists to Burma stayed on average seven days, and spent about 

US$114 per day per person (Xinhua 2007), which indicates that Burma is actually 
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one of the most expensive countries in Asia in terms of accommodation prices. Whilst 

package tours accounted for 24 percent of all tourists, free independent travellers 

represented 47 percent of all incoming tourists (Myanmar Ministry of Hotels and 

Tourism 2007a). It is not quite clear however, how one is defined as 'free 

independent traveller' by the MMHT. Most tourists coming to Burma are intra

regional Asians, coming from Thailand, China, South Korea, and Japan. German, 

French, Italian, and North American tourists also make up a significant proportion of 

incoming tourists. The tourism infrastructure of Burma consists of around 600 hotels 

with 23,000 rooms, and around 700 travel and tour companies. Foreign investment in 

the hotels and tourism sector has accounted for $1.06 billion since 1988, of which 

$580 million is attributable to hotel projects. 

The Myanmar Hotels and Tourism Ministry (MMHT) controls the tourism 

infrastructure, and has 'educated' more than 6,000 tourist guides since 1992 

(Steinberg 2001). Notably, the tour guides' main purpose does not only include 

guiding the 'free and independent traveller' through the well-established and 

governmental tourist infrastructure. Tour guides' work also includes spying on the 

tourists (Thant Myint-U 2006). Often their role includes informing the Junta of any 

suspicious activity by the tourist, but most importantly by the Burmese locals that the 

traveller may have had a conversation (about politics) with, essentially making any 

conversation about 'critical issues' an extremely dangerous activity for the Burmese. 

Notably however, independent travellers continuously report their surprise about how 

people in the oppressed land are ready to talk politics with travellers despite the risk 

involved (see for instance VFB 'what they say' 2008). 

Burma possesses many attractions related to natural scenery, culture, and history. The 

comparatively slow progress of commercialisation and modernisation is a major 

'selling point' in travel brochures (see Plate 5.1 and Plate 5.2 below) Burma's tourist 

image centres around the fact that time stood still in the past century, but that the 

necessary infrastructure to travel easily is present. Burma is portrayed as a land of 

golden pagodas, ancient capitals, traditional arts and crafts, vast topographical 

diversity and a warm friendly people, offering a richly rewarding travel experience. 

Potential tourists are likely to be interested coming to Burma, if only because it has 

been closed off for so long, and is being perceived as 'new and exotic' compared with 
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neighbouring countries that have been accessible for decades. The role of the 'exotic 

other' should not be underestimated in the context choosing Burma as a tourist 

destination. The following collection of promotional material illustrates the image 

portrayed to tourists: belonging to a distant past, mystic, friendly, idyllic, and safe (for 

tourists). 
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Plate 5.3: Images from Burma by Lonely Planet 
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Plate 5.4: Promotional material by Myanmar Tourism 
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The image of Burma as portrayed above (Pagodas, ethnic minorities, exotic, other

worldly) is prevalent in many travel brochures. This is in spite of significant portions 

of the country being off-limits to foreign visitors: the SPDC identified Rangoon, 

Bagan, Mandalay and Taung-gyi (Inle Lake) as the major tourist areas and access to 

other, off-the-beaten track places is only possible with special permissions (money 

directly to the government, Lonely Planet 2005). Restrictions in Burma are 

widespread, and also include tight visa restrictions: since the military coup of 1962 

until 1994, a tourist's maximum length of stay was only 24 hours, as the state 

discouraged foreign contact and imposed tight visa limitations (Steinberg 2001). In 

1994 the strict visa restrictions were lifted and tourism was encouraged. Up until then, 

Steinberg (200 1: 160) stated "official Burmese sources had disparaged foreign tourism 

as destructive of Burmese culture, pointing to the problems tourism has caused to 

such cities as Bangkok". 

Yet the lure of foreign exchange earnings changed military isolationist policies: the 

Ministry of Tourism was formed in 1992 and designated the promotional 'Visit 

Myanmar Year' in 1995, which was later extended to 1996, and 1997, aiming to 

receive 500,000 tourists annually. Burma's potential as a successful tourist 

destination had yet to be realised (Hall 1997; Henderson 2003). To illustrate the 

sudden focus on tourism, the Sasakawa Southeast Asia Cooperation Fund Report 

(1999) emphasised the drastic reformation of Burma's tourism industry in the 1990s: 

for instance, the tour guiding business experienced a 3076 percent increase from 87 

businesses in 1992 to 2763 businesses within only five years (Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1: The expansion of Burma's tourist businesses 

1992/93 1997/98 

Tour guide business 87 2,763 

Hotel and lodge houses 46 548 

Tourist transport 71 1,620 

Tourist enterprise 69 622 

Sasakawa Southeast Asia Cooperation Fund (1999: 27) 

Similarly to other economic sectors, tourism is largely in the hands of the SPDC, as 

many of the central hotels, airlines, and tourist attractions are fully or jointly owned 
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by the regime or are private businesses owned by regime members and their families 

(ALTSEAN 2007; Steinberg 2001; Henderson 2003). The Myanmar Hotels and 

Tourism Services (MHTS) manage the state-owned hotels and the tour operators, 

including Myanmar Travels and Tours (Steinberg 2001). 

As the tourism potential for Burma is immense, the Junta is determined to bring in as 

much tourism-generated foreign exchange earnings as possible (Hall 1997; 

Henderson 2003). For this reason, the SPDC frequently launches new campaigns to 

attract tourists (Hall 1997). Today, the Myanmar Tourism Promotion Board (2008) 

continues publicity campaigns with statements such as "Myanmar boasts one of the 

lowest tourist crime records in the world, so visitors can rest assured their holiday will 

be carefree from start to finish". The Myanmar Tourism Board is clearly targeting the 

potential tourist who may be concerned about security issues whilst visiting the 

country (see also Plate 5.2 Yangon Airways above). 

For the first time in history, representatives form Burma's tourism industry took part 

in the 'Internationale Tourismus Boerse' (ITB) in 2006, the largest tourism expo in 

the world in Berlin, Germany (Mizzima News 2006, Myanmar Tourism Promotion 

Board 2006). However, the Junta is pursuing foreign dollars without any service of 

democracy, which epitomises Hall's (1994) observation that tourism is not a 

statement to the democratic nature of the place. Most crucially, this tourism 

promotion is not only aimed at the potential tourist, but also at the Burmese citizens 

themselves, who are told to 'provide necessary assistance to international travellers' 

(Plate 5.3). 
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Plate 5.5: Promoting good behaviour towards tourists to the Burmese people 

antwerpr on Flickr, November 23'd 2008 

http: //www .flickr.com/photos/rwp-roger/3052641589/ 

Overall, Burma has major tourism development challenges, owmg to insufficient 

airline capacity and a dearth of airports, hotels, and restaurants. Transportation 

infrastructure is poor, as the country's roads are in bad shape, the trains are unreliable, 

and communication technology is virtually nonexistent (Steinberg 2001; Tumell 

2008). Tourism is also hindered by excessive bureaucratic red tape, with high 

immigration and visa formalities, investment and tax procedures, exchange rates and 

the legal system all providing obstructions for tourists to Burma (Lonely Planet 

2005). Accordingly, if political relations between two countries are poor, tourism may 

be suspended. Turning this notion around, it is evident that Burma's intra-regional 

partners (Asians), who make up the majority of travellers to Burma (Myanmar Hotels 

and Tourism 2005), have relatively 'good' relations with the country, which is also 

translated into tourist activity (AL TSEAN Tourism 2008). 

115 



5.4 Tourism boycotts 

A number of worldwide tourism boycotts have gained momentum over the years, and 

have caused different calls to avoid destinations based on political prerogatives. For 

instance, some Animal Rights groups have called on a boycott of Alaska as a tourist 

destination due to the Alaskan practice of air shooting wolves (Friends of Animals 

2004), other animal right groups have called for a boycott of Canada because of the 

traditional seal clubbing (Harpseals 2002; Sea Shepard 2003), Kurdish organisations 

have called for a boycott of Turkey due to their policies towards the Kurdish minority 

(Boycott Turkey Organisation 2009), and the Maldives have been target of boycott 

campaigns because of human rights violations (Friends of Maldives 2006). The 

Maldivian campaign is particularly interesting because it is clearly identifies resorts 

that are directly linked with the government, not least due to the small size of the 

Maldives and their dependency on tourism. Even Lonely Planet, who is opposed to 

the Burma boycott (and has published the lOth Myanmar guidebook edition in 2009), 

supports the Maldives boycott (Friends of Maldives Press Release 16th November 

2006): 

We support this cleverly targeted campaign and suggest you do too; it 

fully supports tourism in the Maldives conscious that it's the country's 

only major industry, but it tells adherents to avoid about one fifth of the 

resorts which bring ministers and other senior government figures 

significant revenue each year. 

Clearly, boycotting a destination based on political issues has become much more 

common: governments and campaigners alike seem to realize the power of both. Even 

Chinese travel agents have been encouraged by their own government to avoid France 

as a potential tourist destination to their customers because of Olympic Torch relay 

'incidents' in Paris in 2007, as well as Sarkozy's initial brief intention not to attend 

the Olympic games opening ceremony (Agence France-Presse 2008). France is the 

most popular European holiday destination for Chinese tourists, with around 700,000 

Chinese having travelled to the country last year (AFP 2008). The political uses that 

are being made with tourism boycotts could not be clearer. 
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5.4.1 To go or not to go to Burma 

For poor, isolated and repressive regimes, foreign tourists - preferably those high 

spenders on a controlled route - represent an excellent opportunity to gain much

needed foreign exchange in large amounts in a short period of time. The benefits of 

tourism include increased investment and infrastructure development. On a more 

subtle level, Aung San Suu Kyi argues that the tourists coming to the country may 

give legitimacy to the military rule. The visitors deciding to go to Burma may or may 

not consider the ramifications of supporting a military regime. In what way could a 

tourist actually exert any influence by travelling there (or not)? The dilemma of going 

to Burma is more complex than it seems on the surface: tourist numbers have 

increased slowly over the years, at least according to its government (Myanmar 

Ministry for Hotels and Tourism 2007). This is despite prominent figures such as 

Tony Blair, Nobel Peace Prize laureate and elected leader Aung San Suu Kyi, and 

many more telling the world to stay away and boycott Burma as a tourist destination. 

This section examines the complexities of the Burma travel boycott debate. 

5.4.1.1 Don't go! 

Hudson (2007: 387) put it aptly when he summarised NGO's central message in their 

pro-boycott campaigns: "These NGOs [ ... ] stress that tourism fosters an illusion of 

peace and regularity while providing foreign exchange for arms, which strengthen the 

military". Numerous campaign groups, predominantly from the UK and the US, argue 

against foreign investment in Burma. Burma being the target of a tourism boycott has 

been relatively successful in Europe and the United States (Hall 1997), resulting in 

relatively little investment in the country. One of the focal points of human rights 

campaigns is the detention of Aung Sang Suu K yi - in fact, she holds a very 

important symbolic role for human rights activists (McGregor 2005). For many, Aung 

San Suu Kyi's call to boycott Burma is a good enough reason to stay away. 

In the 1990s when Burma was promoted as a tourist destination, hotels were being 

built, infrastructure was developed, and cosmetic renovations were taking place in 
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order to attract visitors. Much of this work notoriously used forced labour (Hall 

1997). The response from the National League for Democracy (NLD) and 

international organisations was the call to boycott Burma until the government had 

made visible progress towards democracy. Thus visiting Burma is seen as giving 

moral support to the military junta as it transfers to the dictatorship a sense of 

respectability and credibility. Indeed, in the view of the SPDC, "tourism will replace 

criticism from abroad" (General Khin Nyunt 1995, Human Rights Watch 2007). The 

government of Burma does not only seek tourism because of its economic returns and 

much-needed foreign exchange, but also because travel to the destination may give 

legitimacy to the military. 

The NLD have asked tourists to stay away due to several reasons. The crucial 

argument is that the SPDC would be made financially superior to an already desolate 

public, as BCUK (2007) argues that most tourist infrastructure is military-owned and 

most tourists' dollars would go straight to the SPDC (Burma Campaign UK 2007). 

BCUK (2007), however, is not specific in this claim and neither can they feasibly 

show that this is really the case. Nonetheless the NLD stated that the tourist coming to 

Burma would effectively show support for an illegitimate regime, best known for its 

military intimidation and numerous human rights violations, some of which can be 

directly related to tourism (Hall1994; Hall1998). 

Many pro-democracy NGOs and human rights institutions have adopted Suu Kyi's 

view, and have slammed tourism to Burma as 'unethical'. Aung San Suu Kyi, who 

stated that she would prefer tourists to delay visiting Burma, has over the years 

advanced numerous reasons for her appeal, stating that it may be "better to stay at 

home and read some of the many human rights reports there are", while pointing to 

"the bulk of money [which] goes straight into the pockets of the Generals" (Burma 

Debate 1996; Interview Transcript 29 Dec 1995). However, NLD policy may not be 

as transparent because Suu Kyi also said "We haven't had time to discuss it [tourism 

policy] properly". Her statement shows that there seems to be some uncertainty about 

the NLD's tourism policy. 

Human rights reports as examined above illustrate the direct relationships between 

human rights abuses and tourism: slave labour in the name of tourism has been 
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reported continuously, but particularly since the Junta's announcement of its 'Visit 

Myanmar Year' (Hall 1998; Henderson 2003; Hudson 2007). Consequently human 

rights organisations (Human Rights Watch 2007b, Asia Pacific Forum on Women, 

Law and Development 2005; Shan Women's Action Network; Tutu, Havel and Suu 

Kyi 2006) state that the claim of tourists advancing the cause of democracy is 

completely unsubstantiated - tourists in Burma rarely witness the internal repression 

as much of Burma remains strictly off-limits. 

So overall, the question on whether to go or not brings into focus, in a personal way, 

the same dilemma that also international businesses and foreign governments face 

when deciding whether and how to deal with one of the worlds most pernicious 

regimes. Do we isolate, believing that any contact would add legitimacy to the 

unelected military junta, or do we engage, hoping to gain some influence? 

5.4.1.2 Go! 

The call for a reconsideration of the NLD's and Suu Kyi's anti-tourism campaign 

came due to several reasons. Despite the fact that the SPDC allows very little political 

freedom, Suu Kyi's approach has been increasingly criticised as being highly moral 

and uncompromising. Thangeni (2004) pointed to the dilemma of isolation through 

the boycott: "More isolation won't fix the problem and business, tourism, and aid 

sanctions push us backward ... We need to be part of the world". In fact, some 

previous staunch pro-boycott activists, such as Dr. Zarni who is the director of the 

Free Burma Coalition, have, following 17 years of ineffective UN 'expressions of 

concern', completely changed paradigms. Dr. Zarni (2003) described the "absurdity 

and meaninglessness of further isolating and punishing the country", while other 

Burmese in exile argue "we are alive because of tourists, we want tourists to come. 

We want a Trojan horse" (Lu Zaw 2004). Dr. Zarni represents an increasing number 

of Burmese in exile who have completely changed their opinion towards the boycott. 

This change may be indicative for a new impulse for critical, constructive debate 

about how the international community can assist in an environment for positive 

transition. 
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Critics of the boycott (see for example, Free Burma Coalition 2008, Thant Myint-U 

2006, Steinberg 2001) argue that the failure of the democratic movement in Burma 

may be partly due to Suu Kyi's inflexibility, particularly regarding her support for the 

international boycott of investment and tourism, which has led the Junta to arrange 

partnerships with ASEAN, Russia, and India (Economist, 2007). The anti-boycott 

side argues that more than ten years of boycotting has not helped the situation in any 

way, but has rather hurt the people on the ground (Voices for Burma 2007). 

A compelling argument against the tourism boycott is the lack of economic 

importance of tourism, compared to trade with its Asian neighbours: Thailand, India, 

and China. Time Asia discussed the importance of Chinese trade, aid and investment 

to Burma, with trade alone being worth US$1.1 billion in 2004 (Xinhua News Service 

2007; Turnell 2008). China is by far the largest supplier of foreign investment to 

Burma, accounting for US$126.6 million in 2004/05. Burma's other principal exports 

include teak, pulses and textiles, and it is one of the world's largest producers of 

opiates. In 2004/05, exports brought in a total of US$2.9 billion in foreign currency 

(Myanmar Ministry of Hotels and Tourism 2007; Xinhua News Service 2007) with 

$198 million earned from tourism. Until this situation changes, the tourist visa fee 

will make relatively little difference to the regime. 

While the pro-boycott side argues that much of tourism infrastructure (hotels, airlines, 

transport) is government owned, anti-boycott proponents (e.g. Voices for Burma) 

argue that travellers actually can feasibly bring money for the community. This could 

be applicable to smaller guesthouses and hotels, restaurants and teahouses; Voices for 

Burma (2007) argue that not all restaurants or hotels are government owned. In fact, 

the WTTC (2008) stated that 90 percent of the tourist industry has now been 

privatised in Burma, though such statement should be viewed with caution, not least 

due to private businesses being directly or indirectly linked with the military regime 

(Tumell 2008). 

When asked about 'alternative tourism' in an interview with foreign journalists on 

29th December 1995, Aung San Suu Kyi conceded "visitors to the country can be 

useful, depending on what they do and how they go about it". Clearly, there is the 

moral argument for not supplying the regime with any revenue at all, and the 'ethical' 
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tourists to Burma are advised to spend their money carefully to ensure that the 

amount of money going to the government is kept at a minimum (see for example 

Voices for Burma 2007). Still, the fact remains that visiting Burma will inevitably 

supply the regime with at least a small amount of income, which some see as a 

necessary evil that can be outweighed by the benefits of spending money on small

scale, locally-owned products and services. Importantly, intra-Asian travellers, 

making up the largest percentage of travellers to Burma (Myanmar Ministry of Hotels 

and Tourism 2007), are untouched by boycott calls. 

Boycotts are therefore seen as counter-productive by those who argue for 

engagement, and all too often the controversy over whether or not to visit Burma 

tends to overlook the most important perspective: whether the people of Burma 

themselves are happy to see and meet foreign tourists. Tonkin, a former diplomat, 

concluded from his study of anecdotal reports of Burmese attitudes from 2000 to 

2005 that Burmese people themselves very much favour visits by tourists and 

travellers to their country. A blog search shows that many Burmese people living in 

exile favour tourism in their home country. As one blogger put it: "Just go to Burma 

and ask anyone whom you encounter there on many occasions and NEVER had 

anyone tell you that the boycott was a good thing" (Myanmar forum: ethical costs, 

posted October 2006). Unfortunately, the inaccessibility of much of Burma makes 

this a speculative statement: with around 75 percent of Burma's people making their 

living from agriculture, most people in Burma probably have never met a tourist. 

Therefore the real opinions of the Burmese people, most especially those without 

access to blogs or British diplomats, are largely unknown. 

5.4.2 A balance of boycott arguments 

The chapter has shown that the debate is healthy, with many important arguments put 

forward by both sides. In order to provide a balanced view relating to the key issues 

identified in this chapter, Table 5.2 summarises the major arguments. 
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Table 5.2: Summary of boycott-arguments 

DON'T GO GO 

pro-boycott I isolation anti-boycott I engagement 

Aung San Suu Kyi's call for a tourism boycott Aung San Suu Kyi's current position is unknown, 
(1995): "Tourists better stay at home and read she has not been able to make further statements 
some of the many human rights reports there are" due to her ongoing house arrest 

Generally there should be no foreign investment Isolation has been Burma's curse, Burma needs 
in Bunna at all. The regime needs to be more engagement. Isolation is the regime's default 
economically isolated condition 

Money spent by tourists helps prop up the regime It is true that it is not possible to avoid giving 
- SPDC would be made financially superior to an money to the military (e.g. money exchange, 
already desolate public as most tourist entrance fees), but it is possible to stay in local, 
infrastructure is military-owned and most tourists' small-scale tourist enterprises - if the traveller is 
dollars would go straight to the SPDC aware and likes this sort of travel 

Symbolic nature of visit: a tourist gives We need to show the people of Burma that we 
legitimacy to the military haven't forgotten them 

Human rights violations have been conducted in There is a possibility that human rights violations 
the name of tourism (infrastructure built by slaved are less prevalent where tourists are 
labour, cosmetic renovations, displacement) 

Tourists in Burma rarely witness the internal Tourism may advance the cause of democracy, or 
repression so prevalent in the country because at the very least may form a basis for transition to 
much of Burma remains strictly off-limits to them democracy (similarly to Franco's Spain) 

People who travel to Burma on a package tour People who travel to Burma independently may 
have no idea what's really going on become politically active afterwards 

There is little opportunity to discover the realities Yes it is dangerous to talk freely with the 
of life because Burmese people are not free to Burmese, but many people in Burma wish to 
discuss politics with foreigners and can face exchange ideas. Many discuss politics behind 
punishment if the strict regulations for dealing closed doors. 
with foreigners are not adhered to - the well-
meaning tourist is a potential danger to the 
Burmese 

The SPDC has identified tourism as a vital source If the SPDC would realise the subversive power of 
of income and is working hard to develop the tourism, they wouldn't promote it so much 
industry 

A boycott is the first step to change, which will Many years of boycotting has not helped the 
happen one day, but we need to continue the situation in any way, but has hurt the people on 
boycott for now the ground 

Income from tourism makes a huge difference to Tourism income Ill Burma is not nearly as 
the Generals pockets significant as trade with its Asian neighbours 

Travel journalists and tourists never get to see the It is good to go and see for yourself - some 
real Burma tourists bring news and information from the 

outside world (travel with a purpose) 

"To say that tourists can bring democracy to Tourism can help bring Ill the fresh air so 
Burma is not only patronising, it is also racist" desperately needed - it is this greater interaction 
Aung San Suu Kyi 1996 with the outside world that could help unravel the 

status quo 
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'Ethical' tourism to Burma is not possible, by Why is there no distinction between different 
definition travel to Burma is immoral - applicable types of tourists? They are not all the same 
to all tourism 

Half of all tourists to Burma are Asians - why is 
the boycott not targeted at them? What is the 

??? impact of the western-led boycott when Burma's . . . 
neighbours have no boycott, and account to nearly 
half of Burma's tourism through their package 
tourism? 

??? 
Why is Burma singled out as a country? Selective . . . Moralisation is dangerous, and - arguably- racist 
(towards the boycotted nation) 

As shown in Table 5.2, the pro-boycott side has some unanswered questions. This 

shows that the effectiveness of the travel boycott is open to debate. This notion that 

will be further elaborated upon in Chapters Seven, Eight, Nine and Ten. 

5.5 Summary 

This chapter has provided background to the case study. The case study has been 

presented with its multifaceted arguments for and against a tourism boycott. 

Considering that political awareness affects one's political ideology (Chapter Three), 

which in turn influences decision-making (Chapter Two), it is possible that the Burma 

travel boycott is an even more complex dilemma. This is not least due to the long

running debate that has been set by different morally upstanding interest groups. Such 

polarised framing of debate gives only limited foundations for conceptualising what is 

actually happening on the ground - namely that the boycott debate that has been 

running for 15 years and has not changed the situation at all. 

The thesis raised questions about how backpackers travel in Southeast Asia, and how 

they make decisions along the way. Chapter Two raised issues pertinent to politics 

and tourist decision-making, Chapter Three reviewed the ethical side of tourism and 

focused on political awareness and the tourist experience, and Chapter Four critically 

examined post-modern backpacker practice. The literature on decision-making has 

helped in an understanding of the forces that are at work when people choose a 

destination, how places are imagined and imaged. The literature on ethics and 
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political awareness has drawn attention to the difficulty of understanding moral 

decision-making, and Chapter Four has shown that the increasing commercialisation 

of backpacker travel has potentially led to a mainstreaming of their political values. 

The following chapter outlines the methodological approach and follows the 

paradigm of qualitative research, emphasising the role of theory in qualitative 

research before outlining the methodological approach taken for reaching the aim of 

this thesis. 
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Chapter 6 - Methodology 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach and methods employed to meet the 

aim of the thesis. This chapter begins by addressing the methodological approach of 

this research, which is underpinned by the author's ontological and epistemological 

position. Furthermore, the distinction between methods and methodology clarifies the 

thesis' constructivist epistemology, a theme that is contextualised throughout this 

chapter. The concepts of political awareness and tourist decision-making processes 

are contested in the methodological literature; researchers employ different 

epistemologies and methods to answer their questions (Decrop 2006, Echtner and 

Ritchie 2000). Therefore this chapter is framed within the context of a positivist 

versus constructivist debate. 

This chapter is divided into considerations of the methodological and the methodical: 

the introduction and examination of fundamental methodological principles, followed 

by a discussion of the research design and conduct. The acknowledgment of the 

researchers' ontological and epistemological developments during the research 

process is outlined before the methods are presented. A brief overview of participants 

and how they were accessed follows the overview of the case study approach taken 

for this thesis, before ethical considerations that emerged during the research process 

are discussed. The data analysis process and issues relating to trustworthiness of the 

research are the final aspects presented in this chapter. Such an approach follows 

Denzin and Lincoln's (1994) notion that all research is interpretive, and guided by a 

set of beliefs and feelings about the world. These sets of beliefs need to be clarified 

because qualitative researchers are guided by highly abstract principles that integrate 

their beliefs about ontology, espistemology and methodology. 
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6.2 Qualitative research 

Qualitative research methods have been used to gather data to meet the aim of this 

thesis. The complexities of qualitative research have been discussed in the literature 

from a variety of different perspectives and disciplines (Denzin and Lincoln 1994; 

2000; 2005; Becker 1998; Grbich 1999), and due to these complexities one definition 

of qualitative research is not satisfactory to all. The following definition by Denzin 

and Lincoln (2000:3) has been employed for this study as it clearly emphasises the 

variety of method practices as well as reflexive data interpretation. 

Qualitative research[ ... ] consists of a set of interpretive, material practices 

that make the world visible. These practices transform the world into a 

series of representations including fieldnotes, interviews, conversations, 

photographs, recordings and memos to the self. [ ... ] This means that 

qualitative researchers study things in their natural setting attempting to 

make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings 

people bring to them. 

Qualitative research is seen as more than observing social phenomena, identifying a 

good research question, collecting data and saying what the data means. One needs to 

distinguish the different means of data collection, and different means of perception, 

including the premise that one can make sense of unobservable data via interpretation 

(Phillimore and Goodson 2004; Hollinshead 2004). Hence the major difference 

between qualitative and quantitative research lies in the epistemological position: the 

way one goes about doing research, and what type of data may be considered data. 

The clarification of the workings of language show the defining line between the two 

approaches. In the context of this thesis, research is identified as a framework within 

which the design, collection and interpretation is coupled with the researcher 

providing an interpretation based on her perceptions (Hollinshead 2004). As a 

qualitative researcher one can attempt to limit the impact of one's own preferences as 

it relates to research validity and trustworthiness (Guba and Lincoln 1994). Perhaps 

the essence of this distinction is therefore a true understanding of the term 
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'qualitative'. As the socially constructed nature is of particular focus within 

qualitative research, the following quote clarifies the reasoning behind employing the 

qualitative research approach: 

Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the 

intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the 

situational constraints that shape inquiry. Such researchers emphasise the 

value-laden nature of inquiry. 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005: 10) 

While Denzin and Lincoln's (2005) discussion of the term qualitative is suitable for 

the interpretivist paradigm, it also raises questions regarding past research on more 

structural issues: often there is no 'intimate relationship' between the researcher and 

what is studied. Phillimore and Goodson (2004:34) state, "the aim of the researcher is 

to take account of subjectivity, of their ethics, values and politics, and use a range of 

appropriate interconnected interpretive methods to maximise understanding of the 

research problem". Following this, it is clear that the philosophical frameworks (see 

Table 6.1) form the guiding principles of research. However, while the author 

acknowledges the wide diversity of philosophical frameworks, only positivism and 

interpretivism will be discussed here (Table 6.1 ). 
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Table 6.1 : Positivism and interpretivism 

Assumptions Positivism Interpretivism 

Nature ofreality Objective, tangible, single Socially constructed, multiple 

Goal ofresearch Explanation, strong prediction Understanding, weak 
prediction 

Focus of interest What is general, average and What is specific, unique and 
representative deviant 

Knowledge generated Laws: absolute (time-context, Meanings: relative (time, 
and value-free) context, culture, value-bound) 

Subject-researcher relationship Rigid separation Interactive, cooperative, 
participative 

Desired information How many people think and What do some people think 
do a specific thing, or have a and do, what kind of problems 
specific problem? are they confronted with and 

how doe they deal with it? 

Research methodology Hypothetical-deductive Holistic-inductive approach 
approach (experimental (naturalistic inquiry) 
design) 

Decrop (2006:47) 

As shown in Table 6.1, positivism and interpretivism differ fundamentally in terms of 

espistemology and ontology. Researchers working within the interpretivist 

epistemology (e.g. in backpacker literature: S0rensen 2003; Scheyvens 2006; 

O'Reilly 2006) believe that realities are present in the form of multiple constructions, 

based on the social experiences of those who hold them. Findings are subjectivist and 

constructed by the process of interaction between the researcher and the participants, 

and methodologies are usually qualitative and dialectic in nature. For instance, 

Lincoln and Guba's (2000) work on participatory/cooperative research represents an 

inquiry paradigm in which researchers believe in participatory reality - a reality that 

is co-created and is both subjective and objective. 

Proponents of the positivist epistemology (e.g. Lawson 1997; Shaw 2005; Sirakaya 

and Woodside 2005) contend that reality is apprehendable and that the findings are 

objective and true. Positivists primarily use quantitative methods to achieve 

verification of research hypotheses (Saunders et al. 2002), whereas a wider range of 

methodological approaches are taken by the post-positivists, who include qualitative 

methods in their inquiry (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). Notably, post-positivists believe 

in 'imperfect' research findings and that the findings are "probably true", without 

claiming absolute truths (Fontana and Frey 2005). 

128 



f\ 

Research influenced by interpretivist epistemologies is fundamentally different to 

positivist research (Hollinshead 2004). The focus is not to predict and control, but to 

understand and interpret. Thus, interpretivism emphasises relativism: reality is no 

longer objective, single and divisible but socially constructed, multiple, holistic and 

contextual (Phillimore and Goodson 2004). The adoption of critical theory includes 

historical realism, which alludes to the notion of a reality being shaped by social, 

political, cultural, economic, ethnic and gender values (Hollinshead 2004). 

Consequently, the research findings generated within this epistemological approach 

are subjective, value-mediated, and methodologies are dialogic and dialectic. 

Further methodological justification is needed as to why the author focused on 

qualitative research only, but did not employ a mixed method approach. As discussed 

above, current tourism research is still dominated by a positivist paradigm, and 

qualitative researchers often have to justify what they are doing because they need to 

explain why they have not used quantitative methods (Denzin and Lincoln 2003). 

Therefore, it is stressed that qualitative researchers are more driven by the nature of 

the problem than the method. The researcher's choice of using qualitative 

methodology was based on the key question: 'will this approach allow me to 

understand the phenomenon'? This is why ontological assumptions are expressly 

stated in the following section. By way of emphasising ontology, theories of 

knowledge and method informing the researcher are discussed. 

6.3 Ontology and epistemology 

As the researcher's view of the world affects the entire research process, it is crucial 

to clarify what the researcher thinks can be researched (the ontological position), 

linking it to what can be known about it (the epistemological position), and how the 

researcher will go about acquiring it (the methodological approach) (Hollinshead 

2004; Fontanta and Frey 2005; Decrop 2006). Notably, ontology is often being 

reduced as being part of epistemology. However, "whilst the two are closely related, 

they need to be kept separate, for all research necessarily starts from a person's view 

of the world, which itself is shaped by the experience one brings to the research 
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process" (Grix 2002: 176). Therefore, epistemology deals with the theory, nature, 

scope and basis of knowledge, which defines it as the critical study of the principles, 

hypothesis and findings of the various sciences. Epistemology seeks to determine the 

logical origins, value and objective import of the sciences. 

Ontology has been identified as the starting point of research, after which one's 

epistemological and methodological positions logically follow. As the position of this 

thesis is embedded within interpretivist ontology (Hollinshead 2004; Phillimore and 

Goodson 2004), the ontological issues that have emerged in the previous chapters 

illustrated that only little is known about the interrelationships between political 

awareness and tourist decision-making. While decision-making has been widely 

researched, most research has been situated primarily within a positivist paradigm 

(Morley 1992; Woodside and Lysonski 1989; Decrop 2006). Most studies conclude 

with a need for more comprehensive frameworks describing the many components 

involved in tourist decision-making (e.g. Ritchie 1994), but without adopting critical 

approaches. Notably, some authors (e.g. Decrop 2006; Woodside and MacDonald 

1994; Teare 1994) have addressed this gap by employing naturalistic interpretive 

perspectives. Overall however, ontological issues are often rather 'implied' without 

clearly saying what they actually mean in light of the research position. 

The researchers' ontological position for this thesis argues that an understanding of 

political awareness levels, backpackers' travelling styles, and how they make travel 

decisions will lead to an epistemology that reveals whether there could be a 

relationship between political awareness and tourist decision-making. By knowing the 

relationship between political awareness and tourist decision-making, boycott 

opinions and political orientations can be put into context with destination choice. 

Epistemology, as it determines the origins and value of this research, implies that by 

identifying participants' destination boycott opinions and their political orientations, 

the origins of political awareness are put into context of their destination decision

making. Such ontological and epistemological position has derived from the 

researchers' journey, which is outlined in the following section. 

130 



6.4 The researcher's positionality 

The inclusion of some aspects of self-reflection to this study is necessary as it fits into 

awareness-raising theories discussed in the previous chapters. Self-reflection is also 

necessary for understanding and guarding against biases that may influence the 

collection and analysis of qualitative data. In line with combating objectivity and 

supporting subjectivity, self-reflection is an opportunity to acknowledge and engage 

with experiences that have shaped the researcher's world-view. Thus, the researcher 

explored the ways in which her involvement with the particular study influenced the 

research approach taken. The usage of first person writing style for this particular 

section contributes to the recognition of the researcher's role within data collection. 

Arguing from the interpretivist paradigm, the author does not claim that 

generalisation can be made to the backpacker population based on research with only 

35 participants. Therefore emphasis is added on the study's objective: to explore and 

theorise the influence of political awareness on tourism decision-making - objective 

(a)- but not to convince for the more descriptive objectives (b) and (c). 

The role of my own personal values needs to be considered as one aspect of ensuring 

the dependability of this research. Locating myself within the context of the research 

question is important since my core values influenced the choice of questions asked, 

the answers presented and not presented, and the interpretation of interview data. I am 

a 32-year-old student living in New Zealand, whose perceptions and understandings 

are primarily a product of 'Western' influence. I was born in Communist Romania, 

grew up in West Germany, worked and studied in Italy and England. My 

understandings of tourism to Burma are principally derived from an academic 

standpoint. So while past research on decision-making has often focused on places 

that are somewhat familiar to the researcher, familiarity with Burma for me is still 

reduced to 'border tourism' in Thailand, but not to Burma. This is further 

compounded by various fiction and non-fiction literature, human rights documents 

and many other information sources, which examined both sides of the boycott 

debate, but mostly concluded with a general consensus that travel to Burma was 

counter-productive to the human rights situation. Burma is therefore somewhat 

familiar to me, but not through the actual travel experience. In order to understand 
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how I have come about to study the relationship between tourism and politics in a 

phenomenological manner, a brief personal narrative may suffice. 

Politics predate my research - for me politics began early. The daughter of a dentist 

and an English/German teacher in Romania, one of my earliest memories was my 

father being taken away from home by the Romanian secret police, the Securitate, in 

order to be interrogated about suspected covert activities against communist ideology, 

and against Nicolae Ceau~escu. After that my parents constantly reminded me to be 

cautious about commenting on Ceau~escu in public, or to speak about what was 

happening inside the house. Politics was to have a lasting impact on me - the older I 

became, the more I understood the double-standard of communist ideology in 

Romania, which was also influenced by being part of a German minority population 

in my home town in Romania. This meant that sometimes we had to be extra-careful 

with what we said and what we stood for politically. Official life for my family was 

reduced to fake enthusiasm for the Communist party in order to maintain the status 

quo. Freedom of speech was unknown. Luckily my father, mother and I were 

eventually allowed to emigrate to Germany in 1983. Since then, freedom of speech 

and freedom of travel have inspired me immensely, making these my most important 

values. 

My personal background fits between my life as a tourism researcher and as a 

political activist. To me, notions of politics are everywhere and my own feminist 

meaning of politics has been shaped historically and developmentally. Therefore, my 

discussion about human rights - and individual freedoms in particular- is set within a 

Western context. I recognise that my way of seeing the world is not the only valid 

way of seeing the world at all. Instead, it is my perception of the world, which has 

been shaped by my personal history. 

My own research journey started with positivism for both my Honours dissertation 

(the image of Germany as a tourist destination in the UK- "don't mention the war", 

see Valentin 2001; Valentin and Leopold 2003), and my Masters thesis (terrorism, 

tourism and the issue attention cycle: travel to the US post 9-11, see Valentin 2004; 

Valentin and Hall 2006), all which have in some form influenced my 'new' 

phenomenological critical theory approach for this thesis. It became apparent to me 
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that much of tourism's impact had been understood already, but not necessarily 

encompassing the political dimension, which was a gap I believed needed addressing. 

My ambitions at work seemed more attainable, particularly when I came across 

Phillip Converse's article (1964) on 'the nature ofbeliefsystems in mass publics', in 

which he argued that public opinion tended to be inconsistent across issues, not very 

stable over time, and not very understanding of ideology - a challenge to the 

fundamentals of democracy. Taking Converse's ideas into the post-modem realm of 

tourism research, I began to aim for a phenomenological examination of the basic 

processes in which people make (political) travel decisions. Based on political 

psychology research, I believed that when travel decisions are made, there must be -

in some way - some representation of what one thinks of politics and how one judges 

morally. 

Early in the research process it became apparent that I, as a researcher, had to clarify 

my standpoint towards the travel boycott, towards Burma's Junta, and how my 

Romania experience may have influenced such attitudes. My personal view on the 

Burma travel boycott has been a contested area. In the past, the arguments of those 

who supported a travel boycott of Burma looked reasonable to me: why should 

foreigners provide money to the military regime that runs the country in such a 

violent way? Surely tourism provides some sort of legitimacy? How could you ignore 

Aung San Suu Kyi's call for boycotting her own country? In an earlier draft (March 

2007) of this chapter (before my fieldwork) I wrote the following (see Box 6.1) that 

not only illustrates my own uncertainty, but also shows that my opinions were 

somewhat clouded by polemic and a tendency to proselytise. 

Box 6.1: Extract from first methodology-draft chapter (2006) 

As for myself, I doubt I'd go to Burma anytime soon, unless it was to celebrate a democratic 

victory. But, my opinions on travel to Burma are constantly challenged by reports of aware 

travel. While I still believe that if travellers visit Burma, many of them may not necessarily 

travel there for the good of the people but to satisfy their curiosity, ego and to accomplish the 

exotic 'backpacker-cv', I hope that people deciding to go to Burma do this with good 

intentions and good sense, which if it is well informed, might be even responsible. 
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My tendency to proselytise is an issue of concern that may influence the way I present 

(or choose not to present) certain viewpoints in relation to this academic exercise. Yet 

I believe a balanced, reasoned and critical polemic to be healthy in any debate. It is 

stressed that precisely because I am an advocate of backpacker tourism to Burma - I 

strongly believe in engagement - my way of criticising is often perceived as polemic 

and proselytisation. This is evident in the thesis. While I used to be a 'staunch' 

supporter of the boycott, my position changed completely over the course of my 

research, which in tum may have made me even more polemic. However, I hope that 

such feminist polemic is a reasoned polemic - some major and sustained, some 

shorter. 

My views towards the boycott have transformed during fieldwork in Thailand, where 

I met many Burmese in exile, Thais and numerous tourists, many of who argued that 

the boycott was counterproductive. I spoke with people involved in tourism who 

made me re-think the entire debate, and who persistently told me that tourism was one 

of the few ways people could make a living. Some people I spoke to argued that while 

it was once all but impossible to travel to Burma without putting significant amounts 

of money to the regime, it was now possible to stay in privately run guesthouses, 

ensuring that money spent would go to the community. 

Rather than automatically rejecting the notion of travelling to Burma, I was able to 

see a moral world in which also different cultures came through. The locals I engaged 

with came from a collectivistic culture, which profoundly affected my change. From 

their perspective, equality and personal autonomy were not nearly as sacred values as 

they were in my culture. Instead, my culture seemed overly individualistic and self

focused. This perspective helped me stand outside of my 'home morality' and putting 

on the their moral lenses. I was beginning to escape my prior partisan mindset. 

Over time, it became clearer to me that boycotts in general, and the Burma travel 

boycott in particular, were insufficiently theorised in the literature, with simplistic 

black-or-white opinions, overseeing the 'grey zones' that include potential solutions 

such as smart engagement. Slowly I began to think that travel to Burma could be 

ethical, but is more likely to be ethical if one is well-informed about the political 

situation, if one travels independently and stays in small-scale tourist hostels, and 
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generally attempts to minimise the economic impact to the military by avoiding well

known government-run establishments. Also, it is very important to engage with the 

Burmese people directly when visiting the country, which is arguably what only few 

tourists do (see also Chapter Four Backpackers). I therefore support politically aware 

travelling to Burma, but without sticking to the guidebook at all times. Whilst many 

Burma groups support a total ban on tourism to the country, I feel that there is a space 

for responsible and aware tourism by individual travellers, particularly in terms of 

aiding the economic welfare of local communities, if access to these regions is 

possible. In 1999, Aung San Suu Kyi reiterated that tourists should not come to 

Burma, but she also conceded that visitors to the country can be useful, depending on 

what they do, or how they go about it, a possibility that I seek to explore further with 

my research. How data collection issues were overcome are the subject of 

consideration below, but first it is important to justify the application of case study to 

this research. 

6.5 Case Study 

As the conceptual framework (Chapter One; Figure 1.1) illustrated, the focus on 

backpackers and on the Burma travel boycott represents the case study approach for 

reaching the aim of this thesis. Employing a case study approach is useful as it brings 

an understanding of a complex issue emphasising detailed contextual analysis of a 

limited number of conditions and their relationships (Eisenhardt 1989). Tourism 

researchers (e.g. Tucker 2003; Scheyvens 2005; Noy 2006) have increasingly 

employed this approach, and social scientists in particular have used case studies to 

examine contemporary real-life situations, providing the basis for the application of 

ideas and extension of methods (Stake 1995). This thesis is framed within a case

study approach as the research strategy, given its ontological and epistemological 

grounding. A case study is understood as "the development of detailed, intensive 

knowledge about a single case, or a small number of related cases" (Robson 1993:40). 

Thus, a case study is interpreted similarly to what Yin (1994:23) defined as an 

"empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 
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evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are used". Such research strategy 

is fitting to this thesis as it enables the researcher to gain a rich understanding of the 

context of the research (backpackers' political awareness) and the processes 

(decision-making) being enacted. 

Specific advantages of a case study approach include that it allows for an in-depth 

investigation and understanding of one or a small number of social phenomena, while 

integrating a range of different information sources and perspectives (Descombe 

2003). The qualitative case study approach also has considerable ability to generate 

answers to the questions 'why', 'what', and 'how'. Thus, such approach increases the 

validity and reliability of results, allows the researcher to employ the most appropriate 

method to address different elements of the research issue, and enlists a variety of 

sources to inform the research topic. 

Case studies can be descriptive, theory-generating or theory-testing (Eisenhardt 

1989), and while data collection methods can vary within this approach, this thesis 

focuses on interviews and textual analysis. Stake (1995) distinguished case studies 

from each other in that they differ categorically in terms of 1) intrinsic characteristics, 

in which the researcher gains an understanding of one particular case without aiming 

to generalise, 2) instrumental characteristics, in which the researcher uses one case in 

order to answer a broader research question and a gain general understanding, and 3) 

collective characteristics, which are similar to instrumental notions, but apply 

multiple cases rather than solely one. 

The approach taken for this thesis can be further distinguished in terms of its 

deductive or inductive intentions (Stake 1994). The existing theoretical concepts of 

political awareness and decision-making are applied as guiding principles, allowing 

for inductive reasoning and theoretical advancement (Layder 1998). This research 

applied some deductive elements, because existing theory and concepts were used to 

guide the empirical analysis, but by allowing flexibility during the process, new 

theoretical ideas can emerge from the empirical case analysis (Layder 1998). Such 

flexible approach is necessary, as this thesis constitutes the first case research 

attempting to explain and understand the processes shaping political awareness and 

and how it may translate into tourist decision-making. In order to ensure that the 
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study is framed within the theory, it is important to mix deductive and inductive 

elements. This leaves room to elaborate upon new theoretical ideas as they emerge. 

Therefore, the overall case study approach is inductive, and includes some deductive 

elements. 

According to Yin (1981, 1984, 1994), case studies examme a contemporary 

phenomenon in its actual content, which is particularly useful when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are blurred. This precise characteristic of case 

study research makes the approach useful to this research because the Burma travel 

boycott has been contested not only among travellers, but also the industry and in 

general medialblog debate. The arguments for boycotting Burma as a tourist 

destination have been complex, dynamic, and overshadowed by the fact that tourism 

only constitutes a minor economic constituent compared with other sectors, which 

builds the context for action or non-action. These complexities and the lack of 

previous political backpacker research highlight the need for adopting an in-depth 

case study analysis. 

Critics of the case study method (e.g. Saunders et al 2002) believe that the study of a 

small number of cases offer no grounds for establishing reliability or generality of 

findings, as the intense exposure to the cases biases the findings. Saunders et al 

(2002) also stated that the case study strategy is only useful as an exploratory tool, 

which then often implies a 'followed-up method' adapting a positivist research 

method. Yin (1994) however noted that case studies are in fact generalisable to 

theoretical positions, and each case resembles others of that type (Morrow 1994), 

which enables to generalise from the findings to some extent. In the tourism literature, 

Hall and Jenkins (1994) also argued that there is generality applicable from case study 

findings. So despite existing criticism, researchers continue to employ the case study 

approach in planned studies of real-life situations, issues and problems, which is not 

least due to financial and time constraints. So overall, the need for an in-depth 

analysis of tourism decision-making that encompasses political awareness has led to 

the selection of backpackers and Burma as case study. Notably, this also essentially 

signifies the case studies' boundaries. Nonetheless, a particular case selection is 

necessary - otherwise the theoretical focus cannot be sustained. 
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6.6 Location of fieldwork 

The author identified Thailand as the location for the research. This was due to 

Thailand having a long tradition of attracting a large number of backpackers (e.g. 

Richards and Wilson 2004; Welk 2004; O'Reilly 2006), but also due to accessibility 

and financial reasons, as well as its proximity to Burma. As was pointed out in 

Chapter Four, many backpacker enclaves such as Khaosan Road or Haad Rin, are 

found in Thailand; thus Thailand as a popular backpacker destination was 

appropriate. Also, as the Otago University Ethics committee expressed concern for 

the safety of the researcher undertaking observational research in Burma, Thailand 

was chosen as the 'safe' alternative to interview participants. This was also apt due to 

Thailand being the major hub for travellers who want to visit Burma (i.e. most visas 

for individual travellers to Burma are issued at the Myanmar Embassy in Bangkok, 

Thomtree Forum Myanmar/Thailand; Lonely Planet Myanmar 2005). Thus, most of 

the travellers who visit Burma pass through Thailand before and/or after, which in 

tum increased the chances of interviewing not only travellers that remained in 

Thailand, but also those who had been or intended to visit Burma. 

The fieldwork was divided into two parts: for the first part of the fieldwork the author 

travelled along the popular Thailand backpacker trail for six weeks, which started and 

ended in the backpacker enclave of Bangkok's Kao San Road. For the second the 

author stayed at one location for nearly four weeks to gain a deeper understanding of 

backpacker dynamics over a 'longer' period of time. The destinations were chosen 

through the Lonely Planet guidebook (2005) ('Thailand', 'Thailand's beaches' and 

the Thailand section in 'Southeast Asia on a shoestring'), backpacker information 

websites such as Travelfish.org and the Lonely Planet Thomtree forum. However, the 

fieldwork was not only undertaken at popular and advertised backpacker places 

(Bangkok, Koh Chang, Chiang Mai, Pai, Kanchanaburi, Koh Phagnan), but also 

included places that were only known through word-of-mouth. 
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6.6.1 On the road 

Chapter Four highlighted the early backpacker trails and until today Thailand is a 

point of reference for many backpackers in Southeast Asia during their travels, 

whether as a 'hub' or as the actual travel destination. The importance of interview 

place is crucial to consider: for some backpackers there was a wish for lattes and 

WiFi Internet access, and for others (in remote areas) the escape from institutionalised 

forms of backpacking was more important. Therefore, the researcher decided to 

undertake interviews at different sites, including the enclaves but also remote areas 

that were not mentioned in any guidebook. 

The fieldwork started in a guesthouse on Bangkok's Khaosan Road, before moving to 

Koh Chang (near Cambodia) to stay at a popular Lonely Planet endorsed guesthouse. 

After the first interviews at these larger backpacker establishments - places that 

attracted mainly young party tourists - the author went to a different area that had 

been recommended to her via word of mouth (not in any guidebook at the time) from 

fellow travellers. At this remote guesthouse, the author perceived an immense 

difference among guests and their interactions: backpackers who frequented the 

remoter place were older, more mature, more travel-experienced and generally had 

different motivations compared with the young party tourists. This verified the notion 

to include the importance of interview-place to the research approach, which is why 

the following chapters do not only assess the interview results, but also interweave 

information on the places where the interview took place. 

After conducting the first interviews, the author moved back to Bangkok's Khaosan 

Road for a few days to undertake more interviews, before travelling north to Chiang 

Mai, and then further to Pai, a newly-established backpacker enclave. Further 

interviews with backpackers were undertaken in the well-established places before 

heading west towards the Burma-border to an area that was barely mentioned in 

backpacker information sources (the owner explicitly relied only on word of mouth). 

After conducting interviews there, the notion that place is an important aspect to 

consider in the analysis of backpackers verified. 
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The enclave versus remote area route was continued: after some interviews with 

backpackers at a remote guesthouse in Mae Hong Song Province, the author travelled 

back to Chiang Mai and interviewed other participants in a backpacker guesthouse, 

which was widely known and popular among backpackers in the area (Thorntree, 

guidebooks, Travelfish). The journey continued back to Bangkok for a stop-over, 

before travelling to Kanchanaburi for more interviews in a popular area. This was 

followed by a visit to a remote area with only few tourists in Sangkhlaburi (close to 

Three Pagodas Pass, Thai/Burma border), where more interviews were undertaken. 

Over the course of the first part of fieldwork, two important aspects emerged: first, 

there was a difference in previous travel experience between travellers staying in 

remote places and those in the enclaves. Second, it was found that there was more 

awareness on Burma issues among participants in close proximity to Burma, which 

was not least due to the presence of Burmese workers, refugee camp employees and 

NGO members in the area. 

6.6.2 On the island 

Due to weather conditions (monsoon in the Andaman region), the author remained on 

Koh Phangan, a very popular backpacker island that first became famous for its Full 

Moon Parties during the 1980s (see Chapter Four). On the island, the fieldwork 

moved towards a more ethnographic type of research: the author found a suitable 

place on the island - a beach that was accessible by boat only - but offered the 

possibility to explore the island. Because many travellers would come to this beach 

for a day trip from other areas, diverse people were present at the beach. The author 

remained there for four weeks, during which she met Thai and Burmese migrants 

living on the beach permanently, as well as the ever-changing backpackers that came 

to stay. Importantly, this place attracts a wide spectrum of backpackers: there were 

the long-term returning backpackers (2-6 months), the day-visitors, and also those 

backpackers who remained for a few days or weeks. 

The author spent her time walking around, chatting with fellow backpackers in the 

common area, arranging interviews and writing her field-notes. The fact that it was a 
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small beach proved advantageous for the research: the author was able to approach 

different kinds of travellers arbitrarily, rather than selectively chosen. 

6.7 Methods employed 

The data for this thesis was comprised of primary material based on interview 

transcripts. This section focuses on the methods employed to gain data to reach the 

research aim. 

6.7.1 Written sources 

Written material in form of primary and secondary literature was reviewed throughout 

the research process. This review included academic literature regarding the wider 

issues, but also included blogs, travel forums, organisational structures, and a media 

analysis on past and current events in Burma (see Appendix C Burma/Myanmar 

media trends). For instance, the author received a google-email-alert with the key 

word 'Burma', and another about news from 'Myanmar' every day since 2006. These 

google alerts, which scan worldwide news every day with the keywords, helped form 

the authors' view on the wider media issue of sanctions and boycotts. In contrast, 

economic reports, which exposed US, UK and EU businesses engaging with Burma, 

revealed a different picture, which in turn helped shape the authors changing position 

towards engagement. 

Human rights organisations (HROs) as well as ethically concerned organisations 

(ECOs) have been an important source of information, particularly with regard to 

framing the arguments put forward for both sides of the boycott debate. These 

organisations reflected all attitudes to the travel boycott, although there was a clear 

bias towards sanctioning among some organsiations (e.g. Burma Campaign UK; 

Tourism Concern; US Campaign for Burma). While some organisations oppose the 

tourism boycott (e.g. Voices for Burma), it is clear that they are all involved in 

politicising tourism to Burma to some extent. The different organisations produce 
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texts in the form of websites, reports, pamphlets, and other empirical material, which 

were analysed for this research. Their differing views on the debate helped frame the 

questions asked to the interview participants. 

Tourism industry groups were identified as another important key informant to the 

boycott debate. As the Burmese tourism industry has been operated by the Burmese 

Government, the most significant governmental controlled organisations have been 

identified as key stakeholders for this research: the Myanmar Ministry of Hotels and 

Tourism (MHT), the Union of Myanmar Travel Association (UMTA) as well as 

Myanmar Travels and Tours (MTT). Another 'industry group' involved in tourism to 

Burma was Lonely Planet, the publisher of the Myanmar (Burma) Guidebook, which 

represents the major source of information for backpackers wishing to travel to 

Burma. Thus Lonely Planet, a publisher that argues 'it's up to the individual to make 

up his/her mind', has been an important sources of information. 

6.7.21nterviews 

Interviewing is one of the most common qualitative data collection methods, as it 

allows for in-depth understanding of expressions, feelings and opinions (Denzin and 

Lincoln 2000, Kitchin and Tate 2000). Rubin and Rubin (1995: 17) argue that 

interviewing requires "intense listening, a respect and curiosity about what people say 

and a systematic effort to really hear and understand what people tell you". 

Interviewing is a research technique which is also called 'in-depth' as it differs from 

structured survey interviews in that they go beyond asking questions and include the 

sharing of social experiences. This data gathering technique was used as the method 

to gain information from the participants to this research: backpackers in Thailand. A 

pilot study was undertaken to "discover possible weaknesses, inadequacies, 

ambiguities and problems... so that they can be corrected before actual data 

collection takes place" (Saranatakos 1998:293). The respondents to the pilot study (in 

New Zealand) was one tourist who regularly travels to Burma, one tourist who had 

booked travel to Burma, and two tourists who consciously had not travelled to Burma 

based on different reasons (1. believing in the efficiency of the travel boycott, 2. 

Myanmar embassy did not issue visa). Whilst the number of pilot interviews was 

142 



limited, the initial probing of research themes proved fruitful, and gave some 

indication of the appropriateness of questions and the types of responses expected, 

allowing for changes to be made for the final broad set of questions (Appendix C). 

The individual fieldwork-journey took place in May- July 2007, with interviews at 

its core. The field notes included an interview diary (names, background, thoughts 

about how the interview went, issues) and a personal fieldwork diary (the author's 

perceptions of the research and travel experience). Both diaries aided in observing the 

aim of this research as such reflections formed an important part of incorporating the 

experience to one's identity as both researcher and backpacker. 

Twenty-seven semi-structured interviews were conducted with 35 participants. It is 

important to reflect on why some of the interviews were conducted individually and 

others in groups: some participants, who were not travelling alone, stated they would 

prefer to be interviewed with their travelling party (partner or relative), which was a 

wish the researcher respected. Most interviews were audio-recorded; only two 

interviews were not recorded, but notes were taken. These two interviews were not 

recorded due to the participants' wish (Udo, 20, German, and Maresa, 19, German), 

as they stated they would feel uncomfortable. The researcher therefore took notes 

during the interview and discussed the notes (mainly quotes) after the interview with 

the participants to ensure that they felt content with their answers. All other 

participants to this research stated that they did not mind if the interview was 

recorded. 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as they offer an open framework, which 

allows for focused communication, but also includes conversational aspects. With this 

technique the specific interview guide (set of questions) was prepared through the 

grouping of topics and questions to be asked (Lindolf and Taylor 2002), while the 

particular interview format was not constrained. Lindolf and Taylor (2002) argue that 

such technique allows for freedom of the interviewer to tailor the questions to the 

interview situation, as well as the participants. The first set of the questions focused 

on the participants' experiences as backpackers on the road, whilst the second set 

focused on their reflections as backpackers, linking these reflections to the wider 

issue of political awareness whilst travelling. Before asking the respondent about the 
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case study in question, it was enquired whether participants had heard of 'Burma' or 

'Myanmar' before, how they would call it, bearing in mind that the name-use could 

be indicative of their boycott position (see Chapter One). Questions that examined the 

respondents' opinion on the Burma boycott were then included. Importantly, 

participants' awareness levels on the Burma boycott debate were gauged by asking 

them whether they were aware of the boycott call. If awareness was not present, both 

boycott sides were briefly explained, before further discussion on the issue of 

avoiding destinations based on human rights issues. The final set of questions was 

related to the respondents' voting behaviour, as well as questions relating to their 

opinions on politics in general. 

It is important to address the researchers' involvement in the interview, especially 

with regard to the brief presentation of the boycott arguments to the participants (only 

few respondents were actually aware of the boycott). The author attempted to appear 

neutral on the matter in order to avoid influencing the interview participant, which 

was possible due to the author's own uncertainty over what was right and wrong at 

the time. As it was stated previously, the author's views on the Burma boycott have 

completely changed over the course of the research, which in the context of having to 

present both boycott sides in a relatively objective manner to the respondent, proved 

to be advantageous. The participants would often ask the researcher after the 

interview what she actually thought of the whole debate, which in tum indicates that 

they did not know where the researcher stood. This was the time when the 

researchers' positionality was clarified. Therefore, during fieldwork at different 

backpacker guesthouses, the author adopted an appropriate interviewer role by taking 

part in both informal and formal activities, which included 'hanging out' with the 

participants (Kawulich 2005). By spending time with participants, the building of 

rapport with the informants was enabled. This in tum also allowed to assume a 

peripheral membership role (Adler and Adler 1994), which aided in establishment of 

insiders' identity. 
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6.8 Field Diary 

The value of field-notes has been discussed in-depth in qualitative research literature 

(e.g. Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Tucker 2003; Phillimore and Goodson 2004; Decrop 

2004; Hollinshead 2004): field-notes represent the fundament of qualitative research 

by being a collective term for records of observations and talks. Field-notes typically 

include a field diary, which provides a record of the chronological events and 

development of research. The data from the fieldwork diary is therefore very valuable 

in that it illustrates not only the background of the interview setting and the 

participants, but also the researcher's own reactions to, feelings about, and opinions of 

the research process. Overall, such data identifies the modes that let the researcher 

know what information had escaped when using other methods, which is interwoven 

in the analysis of interviews. Applied to this research, the perceptions that developed 

through the course of the fieldwork were adapted to the interview data in order to gain 

a more comprehensive interpretation on the issues of discussion. Through these 

observations, descriptions were checked, whilst discrepancies, which were less likely 

to be discovered by interviewing alone, were addressed. 

Throughout the fieldwork, the author noted down her thoughts and observations in 

her diaries, which clarified the interview results with the authors' observations and 

notes taken before and after each interview. The first diary was particularly aimed at 

the personal background of the participants and descriptions of the location where the 

interview took place (word-of-mouth versus guidebook-endorsed guesthouse). The 

second diary was a personal account of the authors' perception of the fieldwork, 

which helped guide through the overall research process. This data collection 

approach formed a crucial part in the phenomenological approach taken for this 

thesis. 

6.9 Accessing participants 

During the first days of fieldwork in Bangkok, the author approached potential 

respondents on Khaosan Road in the common room areas of guesthouses, but also at 
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popular backpacker 'hang outs' (restaurants, bars). After initial brief chats, the author 

described the purpose of her stay, explained the research aim, and asked potential 

participants if they would be interested in participating in the research. It was 

absolutely necessary to gain participants' trust before asking them to participate in 

research about politics. 

The author approached people that she met in common room areas at guesthouses by 

sitting with them and chatting about familiar themes: where are you from, where do 

you go, where have you been. At some point (after a few hours, sometimes after a 

day), the conversations would tum to the purpose of everyone's stay, which marked 

the beginning of the author's introduction to her research. Importantly, the author 

would not ask immediately whether the person she was talking to would be interested 

in participating; instead, she explained the background to the research more into 

detail. It was notable that participants opened up after sufficient clarification was 

given. The author usually said 'I look at how backpackers travel and what they think 

of politics', which generally caused people to be intrigued. After providing further 

background to the research (see Appendix D 'Information Sheet for Participants'), the 

author asked potential participants if they would be interested in taking part. This 

approach proved to be successful for the remainder of the study: of 37 people that 

were accessed in this way, two were not interested in partaking in the research. 

6.10 Purposive sampling 

This research employed a purposive sampling method (Patton 1990) to determine the 

number of interviews: participants to the research were chosen according to their 

previous backpacking experience, their age and their nationality to ensure a wide 

spectrum of respondents. Many qualitative researchers (e.g. Denzin and Lincoln 

1994; 2000; Lincoln and Guba 2000; Philimore and Goodson 2004) argue that 

sampling and sample size are not issues that are relevant to qualitative researchers. 

However, this thesis argues that as qualitative studies involve some type of analytical 

generalisation, choosing a sample size and scheme is pivotal to address. While this 

thesis does not make generalisations about the population (backpackers), this research 
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will make analytic generalisations that are applied to the theory of political awareness 

in decision-making. Therefore it is important to consider the literature on qualitative 

sampling size: for instance, Cresswell (2002) stated that 3-5 participants should be 

used for case study research, whereas others suggested 6 participants (Morse 1994). 

In grounded theory, sample size suggestions have ranged from 15-20 participants 

(Cresswell 2002) to 20-30 participants (Creswell 1998), and ethnographers are 

recommended to undertake research with around 30-50 participants (Morse 1994). 

In order to have a sample size that is not too small to support claims of either 

informational redundancy or theoretical saturation (Sadelowski 1995), and based on 

the literature reviewed, the author determined that 20-30 interviews was an adequate 

sample size. The exact number of interviews was to be determined during data 

collection in the field: after 20 interviews, the researcher judged the quality of 

information collected against the aim of the research. A purposive sampling strategy 

was employed throughout to ensure the data would answer the aim of the research. 

Therefore, the sample size for this research came to 27 interviews at the end of 

fieldwork. This number was deemed sufficient because as final 3 interviews already 

had repetitive aspects on issues that had been discussed in previous interviews. 

6.11 Participants 

By conducting fieldwork on the Thai backpacker circuit in popular guesthouses, as 

well as conducing interviews in remote areas that were not part of any advertising, it 

was possible to make initial observations on participants' decision-making through 

the assessment of their guesthouse choice (Lonely Planet vs. word-of-mouth). During 

the fieldwork on the trail as well as the remainder at one island, 27 interviews with 35 

people were undertaken. As 'travelling parties' (e.g. couples, sisters, friends) were 

interviewed, the number of participants is higher than of interviews. Of all 

participants, there were 16 different nationalities, with an overall age range from 19 to 

76, which indicates how heterogeneous backpackers are. 
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Table 6.2: Overview of interviews 

Total interviews 27 

Group interviews 6 

One on one 21 

Participants total 35 

Female total 15 

Male total 19 

Number of nationalities 16 

Age range (years) 19-76 

The 35 participants to this study were roughly even in gender distribution, with a 

slightly higher proportion of male participants. Among participants, 5 were British, 4 

were German, 4 were Norwegian, and others came from other European countries 

such as Italy, France, the Czech Republic, the Netherlands, Denmark and 

Switzerland. Other participants came from Australasia (Australia and New Zealand), 

5 respondents from the United States, 2 from Canada, as well as participants from 

Israel, Malawi and Chile. Their average age was 28, with the youngest 19 and the 

oldest 76 years old. The respondents' levels of educational attainment were varied, 

but overall relatively high, with 20 University graduates. The remaining respondents 

had either finished high school or attained some secondary education at the time of 

the interview. 

Table 6.3 shows participants' name and age, nationality, their profession and their 

previous backpacking experience. Such assessment was based on their own accounts 

of their previous backpacking experience: 'somewhat experienced' meant that the 

participant had at least one previous independent travelling experience, whereas 

'experienced' and 'very experienced' backpackers had made numerous backpacking 

trips in their lives for longer periods of time. As the place of interview was considered 

in the evaluation of participants' decision-making, the final column in Table 6.3 

illustrates how participants knew about the guesthouse they were interviewed 

(information source about guesthouse). 
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Table 6.3: Participants 

NAME ORIGIN PROFESSION & 
BACKPACKING EXPERIENCE 

Emily, 32 and Marc, UK Banker and teacher; he is somewhat experienced, she 
35 was a first-time backpacker 

June, 26 and UK Both journalists, and experienced backpackers 
Tony,31 

Nikki, 27 and Justin, UK Financial advisor & diving guide; he was very 
35 experienced, she was inexperienced 

Dusan, 39 Czech Sailing Merchant, very experienced backpacker 
Republic 

Martin, 31 Germany Lawyer, inexperienced backpacker 

Dirk, 30 Germany Engineer, inexperienced backpacker 

Udo, 20 Germany Student, inexperienced backpacker 

Maresa, 19 Gennany Student, inexperienced backpacker 

Enzo, 23 Italy Student, very experienced backpacker 

Anna, 27 and Italy & Chile Secretary and rafting guide; he was very experienced, 
Alejandro, 34 she was inexperienced 

Lasse, 76 Denmark Pensioner from Denmark, very experienced 
backpacker 

Ulrich, 27 Switzerland IT specialist from Zurich, inexperienced backpacker 

Isabel, 22 Netherlands Student from Amsterdam, inexperienced backpacker 

Lilly, 21 Netherlands Student from Amsterdam, inexperienced backpacker 

Roland, 40 Netherlands Trader from the Netherlands, very experienced 
backpacker 

Severin, 25 France Student from Montpellier, inexperienced backpacker 

Henrik, 29 Norway Lawyer from Oslo, inexperienced backpacker 

Idia, 18, Stine 19, Norway Students from northern Norway, first-time 
and Egil, 19 backpackers 

Samuel, 42 NZ Community organiser in Australia, Hippie, very 
experienced backpacker 

Keith, 48 NZ Via email: Museum curator, very experienced 
backpacker 

Zoe, 26 Australia Actor from Sydney, halfPhillippino half Australian, 
experienced backpacker 

Ryan, 35 USA IT specialist, experienced traveller, second time 
backpacking 

Nadia, 29 and Jill, 26 USA Professional climber and photographer from Oregon, 
experienced backpackers 

Josh, 23 Canada Law student, English teacher in Japan, inexperienced 
backpacker 

Maude,29 Canada Psychology student from Quebec, inexperienced 
backpacker 

Gillian, 31 and USA and NGO worker and nurse from San Francisco, 
Bomani, 31 Malawi experienced backpackers 

Ari, 29 Israel Computer expert, very experienced backpacker 

Table 6.3 shows that the participants to this research represented a wide spectrum in 

terms of nationalities, age, professional background and pervious backpacking 

experience. This was mostly also reflected in their information sources as those who 
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were quite experienced backpackers relied more on word of mouth than on the 

guidebook. The relationship between previous backpacking experience and 

information use is further highlighted in the analysis chapters. Here it is important to 

note that the participants to this research were a disparate group, which in iurn points 

to the notion that backpackers are actually very diverse in character and background. 

6.12 Ethical considerations 

Emphasising the impossibility to undertake neutral research, this section rmses 

ethnocentric and ethical issues related to the research. Ethnocentrism is often 

described as the tendency to examine the world primarily from the perspective of 

one's own culture (Sumner 1906), and is a commonly used term within ethnicity, 

inter-ethnic relations and other social issues. There are four different types of 

ethnocentrism, namely classic ethnocentrism, general in-group bias, simple in-group 

bias, and mere in-group preferences (Raden 2003). Barger (2004) suggested that 

ethnocentrism should be seen as making false assumptions about others and their 

practices based on one's own limited experience, which indicates that the researcher 

is likely unaware of being ethnocentric. There is the potential to impose 'right' or 

'wrong' perspectives, which could lead to possible misunderstandings of others. If the 

researcher's view of life differs considerably from the participant, then the 

respondent's view oflife might influence the interpretation of that individual's intents 

when they express a different position on an issue. It is therefore essential to point out 

that the researcher has emphasised throughout the research process that participants' 

viewpoint is 'another view', and not 'against a certain view'. 

The ethical issues surrounding this study have been various: the idea of undertaking 

observational research in Burma was discouraged by the University Ethics 

Committee. Also, the wider moral-political nature of the topic, as well as participants' 

answers to the questions relating to their political opinions raised some ethical 

considerations for the researcher. The most prevalent issue was the hope to talk to a 

wide spectrum of people - thus a wide spectrum of political opinions was anticipated. 

This in turn raised the issue of interviewing people who will have views about the 
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world that are not only different to the researcher, but also perhaps even unpleasant to 

her. However, as qualitative researchers prize their capacity to empathise with people 

who are located in contexts that may be different, such status can also represent 

benefits in terms of analysis. Therefore it is important to note that the researcher was, 

from time to time, acutely aware of such distance, but maintained access to 

participants by simply listening and not questioning the responses to any extent. As 

she listened to some respondents expressing racist and sexist views, she felt 

discomfort, but appeared to accept these views to the respondents. Hence, the 

researcher did not deliberately position herself in relation to those that she was 

studying: not only were the researchers' political views avoided during the interview, 

but it was also avoided to expose her view on the boycott. 

Discussing people's political opinion was expected to be somewhat challenging, not 

least due to the literature on backpackers pointing out that they often escape the 

politicised environments at home. The political science literature also highlighted that 

research in politics is problematic regarding people's political knowledge; this, 

however, was overcome by talking with participants about their willingness to speak 

about their political knowledge (or lack thereof). Thus the researcher was aware about 

political knowledge sensitivities, and of respondents' potential fear of not knowing 

enough about Burma. It was therefore very important to make sure the participants 

were feeling comfortable: absolute confidentiality was ensured and it was emphasised 

that names would be changed to pseudonyms (see Information Sheet for Participants, 

and Consent Form in Appendices). It was also clarified that there was no 'right' or 

'wrong' answer to the boycott conundrum; rather it was stated that participants' 

thought processes were important to gauge: it was precisely such reflections that 

would help build the foundation in the construction of the discourse. This in tum 

reinforced to the participants that the researcher was not attempting to apply a one

sided view on the debate. 

However, the ethnocentric problem is complicated by the fact that one cannot address 

ethnocentrism by simply attempting not to be ethnocentric, as this is an impossible 

task (Barger 2004). The following characteristics (Denzin and Lincoln 2006; Barger 

2004; Raden 2003) have been employed to address this consideration. The researcher 

1) recognises that there is the possibility of falsely assuming something that is not the 

151 



case, and has therefore watched for reactions (both self and participant), and 2) 

remembers that she is the learner who attempts to develop a better understanding of 

the issue. This was strengthened by two sets of self-raised questions relating to ernie 

(what are the meanings about the behaviour and situation?) and etic (what are the 

adaptive functions of the behaviour and situation?) approaches. The answers to both 

ernie and etic questions have been addressed in the field notes and aided in the data 

interpretation. 

6.13 Trustworthiness of data 

Due to qualitative research being criticised for lacking scientific rigour (e.g. Saunders 

et al 2000), this section focuses on the trustworthiness of the data gathered. While 

such criticism is generally framed within positivist notions of research 

(reproducability), which is completely opposed to this thesis' epistemological 

grounding highlighted in this chapter, it is nonetheless important to address the most 

common criticism of qualitative research. Such criticism includes that qualitative 

research is merely an assembly of anecdotes and personal impressions, which are 

strongly subject to research bias. It is also argued that qualiative research lacks 

reproducibility: as the research is personal to the researcher, there is no guarantee that 

a different researcher would not come to radically different conclusions. Finally, it is 

argued that qualitative research is criticised for lacking generalisability. It is said that 

qualitative methods tend to generate large amounts of detailed information about a 

small number of settings. 

However, such criticism oversees the opposed paradigms (see Epistemology and 

Ontology) that researchers argue from. It also disregards that quantative and 

qualitative approaches are fundamentally different in their ability to ensure validity 

and reliability of their findings. In other words, qualitative and quantitative 

researchers simply differ in terms of their attitudes towards presenting their research, 

as not even in quantitative analysis it is possible to generate neutral representations 

that are not dependent on the skill of the researcher. Britten and Fisher (1993:270) 

commented on the position by highlighing that "there is some truth in the quip that 
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quantitative methods are reliable but not valid and that qualitative methods are valid 

but not reliable". Therefore all research is dependent on observations by the 

researcher; these biases, however, are minimised not only through acknowledging 

positionality (e.g. the researcher's journey), but also ensuring that trustworthiness of 

data is given. 

In keeping with the tradition of the prevalent debates over reliability and validity of 

qualitative research, trustworthiness of the data was addressed in this thesis by 

employing Lincoln and Guba's (1985) basic criteria of trustworthiness in social 

research. Trustworthiness refers to the inquiry, which can "demonstrate truth value, 

provide the basis for applying it, and allow for external judgements to be made about 

the consistency of its procedures and the neutrality of its findings or decisions" 

(Erlandson et al 1993:29) and it is a tool for qualitative researchers to overcome 

criticism such as lack of objectivity and generalisability. Lincoln and Guba's 

typology consists of the following four criteria: credibility (truthfulness of findings), 

transferability (replicability to another setting or group), dependability (consistency 

and reproducibility), and confirmability (neutrality of findings), which when applied 

to one's research, enhances the trustworthiness of the overall study method, and 

subsequently, data collection and interpretation. Credibility can be enhanced by 

prolonged engagement and persistent observation (Lincoln and Guba 1985). In order 

to increase dependability of the research the author followed the research plan whilst 

ensuring enough flexibility and documenting any changes. The fieldwork diary 

further outlined the author's interpretations of the interviews, coupled with self

reflective notes, which also helped in the assessment of confmnability of the 

qualitative study. All these approaches employed during both fieldwork and data 

interpretation contributes to the trustworthiness of the study. 

6.14 Data Analysis 

The transformation of data is linked to both theory and positionality, which are 

utilised in the overall interpretation of data. Whilst acknowledging that description, 

analysis, and interpretation are mutually inclusive, the data transformation for this 
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thesis followed Wolcott's (2001) framework as it provides some basic balance and 

organization to the data. Wolcott stated that the description, analysis and 

interpretation stages are distinct research strategies exposing different aspects. Phase 

1, the description of data phase, includes the re-consideration of the problem of the 

study, which then adds to the question of the research setting and data. Often this 

stage is primarily based on participant observation and fieldwork notes. The analysis 

phase (Wolcott 2001) shows 'how things work', which involves the categorisation of 

key themes from the interviews, as well as applying the unstructured data from the 

fieldwork diary. The interpretation phase then attempts to 'make sense' of what has 

been presented and analysed, while linking it to reflexive statements from the 

fieldwork notes to acknowledge the researcher's role. 

There are numerous approaches to systemically analyse qualitative data so that 

transparency and reliability is achieved (Lincoln and Guba 1985; Lincoln and Guba 

2000; Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Phillimore and Goodson 2004). The first step 

applied to this thesis was to transform the data in a way that it could be used for 

analysis: the transcription of interviews and notes, as well as the establishing of a 

computer database was fundamental to ensure that the data was prepared for analysis. 

Given the large volume of transcriptions (more than 200 pages) and fieldwork diaries 

(more than 50 pages), it was essential to develop a data management system so that 

the key pieces of information were easily retrievable. Initially the use of N-Vivo 

software package was considered, but neither the author's supervisors nor colleagues, 

who all have experience with the software, recommended its usefulness. Instead the 

categorisation process was done manually (cut out key statements in each interview 

and puzzle). 

Once the data was prepared, a coding system was developed. As there are different 

ways to code qualitative data (e.g. Lincoln and Guba 1985), the researcher used the 

constant comparative approach. This approach required that all quotes which were 

coded into a particular category were compared back to all other quotes coded into 

the same category, and were compared back to all other quotes coded into similar 

categories. This coding practice allowed for constant coding and re-coding, which in 

turn ensured categorical exclusivity at the end. The codes that were developed where 

not simply representing topics, but were related to the conceptual purpose of the 
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thesis: thus, the research aim and paradigm were guiding the study, which in turn 

ensured reliability of the methods and the data. 

After the material was coded, analysis was approached by laying out visually 

conceptual maps that created a physical representation of the patterns identified 

through the process. Such visual representation allowed the researcher to see patterns 

that had not been visible before. These conceptual maps were re-conceptualised 

several times, before they formed the basis of initial drafts of the analysis chapters. 

Therefore the data analysis began by transcribing the interviews and field-notes at the 

beginning to in-depth conceptual scrutiny at the end. 

6.15 limitations 

The conditions and nature of the research introduced limitations, bias and constraints. 

Therefore the issues mentioned in this section need to be considered in an 

interpretation of the data. For instance, financial and time constraints resulted in a less 

sophisticated study method. The fact that the researcher had never been in Burma 

could also be seen as a limitation. However, as the researcher was still unsure about 

her own positionality at the beginning of fieldwork, coupled with the University of 

Otago Ethics Committee's concern about undertaking ethical tourism research in 

Burma, this idea was not implemented. 

It is necessary to elaborate on the potential limitations of phenomenology, not least 

because much of tourism studies today are based on positivist notions of research. 

The aim of qualitative analysis is a detailed description and analysis of the research 

aim. No attempt is made to assign frequencies to the linguistic features, which are 

identified in the data, and rare phenomena receive the same amount of attention as 

more frequent phenomena. Qualitative analysis allows drawing fine distinctions 

because it is not necessary to force the data into a finite number of classifications. 

Ambiguities, which are inherent in human language, can be recognized in the 

analysis. The main disadvantage of qualitative approaches to analysis is that their 

findings cannot be extended to wider populations with the same degree of certainty 
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that quantitative analyses can. But neither do qualitative researchers claim or want to 

do such thing - the focus is on understanding, and not on predicting. The findings of 

the research are not tested to discover whether they are statistically significant or due 

to chance. 

The sample, which came from different cultural and political backgrounds, had some 

limitations: the author only met five backpackers who had actually been to Burma. 

This could have been a major issue if the author had focused on perceptions of Burma 

after visitation, but this was not the case. Rather, the aim was to gauge backpackers' 

awareness of Burma as it is. The relative small number of Burma-experienced people 

met during fieldwork is actually not surprising considering that only very few people 

travel to Burma anyway. Hence meeting them is not too easy. 

Some selection biases might have occurred because of the purposive sampling 

technique. Also, the sample was somewhat biased in terms of age structure of 

participants, who were on average slightly older (average age 27). However, the 

results do not assert representation of the 'backpacker group', which should be seen 

in the context of Chapter Four. It was has shown that there is a lack of reliable 

worldwide data on backpackers; thus, there is uncertainty about the notion that 

backpackers are mainly 'young' travellers. 

The time of research, from April to July 2007, might have resulted in limitations to 

the project. In fact, the average age structure of the sample is already an indication of 

this: fewer 'younger' backpackers were encountered, which is a limitation to the 

research findings. Yet, again, within an interpretivist research approach, the empirical 

findings do not claim to be 'representative' of the entire backpacker population. 

These fundamental differences have been discussed in Table 6.1. 

The topic of research could have been sensitive to some participants. The researcher 

addressed this issue by way of assuring them that names will be changed in the 

presentation of the thesis. The 'information for participants' (Appendix B) also 

addressed the issue of sensitivity. Most importantly, by way of having gained trust to 

the participants before the interview, the researcher tried to make the participants feel 

comfortable enough to talk. 
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6.16 Summary 

The methodological considerations were addressed in the beginning of this chapter, 

providing the context to the phenomenological approach taken for this thesis. The 

ontological and epistemological positions have been discussed, which in tum justified 

the approach taken. The researcher's positionality outlined why such path was taken, 

and the case study approach was put into context of the research aim. It was important 

to describe the location of fieldwork in Thailand as it played a role in assessing 

participants' decision-making en route. The subsequent methods that were employed 

to 'study the role of political awareness to backpacker decision making' were 

described, before the use of written sources and interviews were justified. The section 

that focused on a brief background of participants was preceded by a description on 

how participants were accessed and how the qualitative sample size was determined. 

Finally, ethical considerations that appeared during the research process were 

discussed, before issues relating to insider-outsider research were minimised. The 

themes allowed for a comprehensive overview of the interview analysis process. This 

process was focused on transcriptions and coding, including trustworthiness 

considerations in relation to qualitative data. The final part of this chapter discussed 

the limitations applicable to this research. The next chapter represents the first part in 

the analysis of the interviews. 
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Chapter 7 Backpackers' travelling style 

7.1 Introduction 

To examine the role of political awareness in backpacker decision-making, the 

interviews were divided into three inter-linked components: backpackers' travelling 

style, their boycott awareness and opinions, and their political awareness and 

orientations. In line with the mm of the thesis, a thorough understanding of 

backpackers' travelling style is fundamental. Therefore the purpose ofthis chapter is 

to present the results on participants' travelling style, including their motivations, 

previous travel experience, activities, preferred accommodation and destination 

choices. Such information is set into the context of Aung San Suu Kyi's notion that 

some travellers to Burma could be useful, "depending on how they go about it". This 

chapter presents the key themes relating to participants' travel behaviour and 

motivations that emerged from the analysis of the interviews. This allowed for 

examination of backpackers' travelling style, including an overview of participants' 

approach to destination decision-making, their beliefs, aims and ideas about 

backpacking. The results from this chapter are compared with political awareness 

findings in the following chapters. 

7.2 Backpacker constructions 

This section presents discussion of the key themes as they relate to how participants 

constructed backpacker sub-culture, and how such construction influenced their 

perception of self as backpackers. This was the first prevalent theme that emerged 

from analysing the interviews. Therefore, this section discusses participants' 

statements about themselves as travellers. Chapter Three suggested that due to 

people's ideological self-placement on the left-right scale, there are considerable 

discrepancies as respondents may not understand the ambiguous terms. Also, Chapter 

Four revealed that the tourist-traveller dichotomy, as constructed by different actors, 

has been underwriting most of backpacker self-construction. Confirming previous 
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research on backpackers (Hampton 1998; Spreitzhofer 1998; Scheyvens 2002; 

Richards and Wilson 2004; O'Reilly 2006), nearly all conversations with participants 

were underpinned by their self-perception of being different to package tourists as 

they were seeking interaction with locals. Most of the participants defined themselves 

as travellers rather than tourists, emphasising more authentic experiences than tourists 

on a package tour. Only a few respondents were critical of their own behaviour as 

travellers. This dichotomy has been discussed in the literature; Elsrud (200 1) and 

many other backpacker researchers (e.g. Welk 2004; Richards and Wilson 2004; 

Cohen 2003; S0rensen 2002; Noy 2003; Spreitzhofer 1998) revealed that such stories 

form the key reference in anti-tourist narratives. 

Most participants labelled themselves as backpackers, which they believed reflected 

an independent travelling style. However, there were some, who were unsure about 

the term 'backpacker'. It was interesting to note that some participants not only 

exposed anti-tourist attitudes, but also anti-backpacker stances. 

The Thai government generally frowns upon backpackers (Hampton 1998; Scheyvens 

2002). In the same context Martin (a 32 year old German) noted that he would prefer 

the term 'individual traveller', but that the term backpacker was appropriate because 

he stayed in backpacker guesthouses. "I have a feeling they don't like us 

[backpackers] too much here. They think we're all Hippies. But it's not true! There 

are so many different kinds of backpackers here" (translation by author). 

Emily and Marc, a British couple who were interviewed at a secluded guesthouse 

close to the Burmese border that was not featured in the Lonely Planet guidebook, 

said the following: 

MARC: We're like backpackers really, aren't we? 

EMILY: Mmm. Backpackers with too much stuff. Actually you know, I 

have no rucksack, but a very full case. Too heavy a load to carry, way too 

much stuff. I need to learn. I haven't worn half my stuff. 

MARC: I suppose I've done more travelling like this before ... [ ... ] I 

would say I'm more of a backpacker, just because the way that I don't 

mind working out of a rucksack. 
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EMILY: You have a rucksack, I have a huge case. That defines us pretty 

well, don't you think? (laughs) 

Material objects play a pivotal role in the construction of backpacker identity, in that 

the rucksack and suitcase are both constructed with certain qualities as shown by 

Emily's comment "it defines us pretty well". For Emily, who travelled with her 

partner Marc, an experienced individual traveller who was a returnee to the secluded 

guesthouse, it was her first individual travelling experience. As the object includes a 

performance of an action (S0rensen 2006), and as such performance is neither true 

nor false, it is more important to examine what construction lies beneath such objects. 

In Marc and Emily's statement it seemed to take a fundamental role; Marc thought of 

himself as a backpacker as he had done this type of travel many times before, while 

Emily perceived her carrying a suitcase with too much stuff as na'ive ('I need to 

learn'). Nonetheless she still thought of herself as a backpacker ('with too much 

stuff') on this particular trip, because of the remote and secluded guesthouse, not 

featured in the guidebook, where the interview took place. Clearly, accommodation 

was fundamental for these participants in their construction of themselves as 

travellers. Indeed, later in the interview Emily conceded that the kind of traveller she 

was depended on the trip she was taking: "this is the first time that I've been 

somewhere quite as remote as this", highlighting the importance of accommodation in 

the construction of backpackers. 

Definitions of what signifies a backpacker are often blurred, as is shown by Henrik's 

(28 year old Norwegian banking lawyer) definition of backpackers. This quote is 

particularly interesting because it not only shows the importance of the backpacker, 

but also the stereotypes of the backpacker subculture as he perceives them. 

Technically I'm a backpacker, I'm with a backpack. But I don't in any 

way consider myself as part of the 'backpacker culture', because I'm not 

really travelling on a budget. I'm also not travelling that long. You know, 

I think of a backpacker as someone travelling for a long period on a low 

budget, wearing dirty clothes and stuff. 
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Whilst Henrik also believed that the object of the backpack identifies his travelling 

style, he emphasised that he does not feel part of the sub-culture because of his 

perceived stereotype ofbackpackers: travelling for a long time (Henrik travelled for 6 

weeks), wearing dirty clothes and, importantly, being on a small budget. Later in the 

interview Henrik conceded "I'm probably a flash-packer", due to his spending power. 

It is interesting to note that despite the rising commercialisation of backpackers in 

Thailand, Henrik still associated the 'hippie' image with backpackers and identified 

length of time and budget as the defining criteria. Dusan also alluded to this notion: 

I'm not a 'typical traveller', like you know, I don't know, a guy travels 

around with the book, the Lonely Planet, looking for the cheapest room in 

town, and a cheap place to eat, you know, something like that. 

To Dusan it was not necessarily the backpack that defines backpackers, but rather the 

Lonely Planet guidebook in that it brings English-speaking people to the same places. 

Dusan was cynical about backpackers' desperate pursuit of trying to find the cheapest 

deal and the non-stop haggling, similar to Welk (2004) and O'Reilly (2006). Overall 

it appears that objects, such as the guidebook or the rucksack, have become the 

defining constituents in backpacker's self-identification (Walsh 2008), with many 

other participants mentioning the association of 'backpackers' with hippies. 

An interesting English-language aspect re-appeared when interviewing Ryan (an 

American), and also with the American sisters Jill and Nadia. The researcher's 

question 'what kind of traveller are you? Do you see yourself as a backpacker, as an 

individual traveller, as a tourist?' evoked a confused and surprised look on Ryan's 

face. Ryan clarified that the term 'backpacker' is misleading depending on one's 

cultural background. 

RYAN: I guess you could go broad on the definition, if it's somebody's 

who's tracking and has a tent, and is not in any kind of a accommodation 

then that person might be a backpacker. That's probably what we call it in 

the States; you wouldn't call somebody travelling round like this in the 

States a backpacker. 

ANDREA: What would you call them? 
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RYAN: Just somebody travelling with a little pack. 

ANDREA: Independent traveller maybe? 

RYAN: It's odd because we don't travel in the States like this. 

ANDREA: How do you travel? 

RYAN: Ah we [US Americans] go in a car, you know throw a bunch of 

stuff in the car; I call my car my castle. So I take everything I own with 

me if I go somewhere; but yeah this trip is more the other type of 

backpacker, it's not so common in the States. 

The social construction of backpacker travel could not be more evident as the term 

has different meanings in different contexts. For instance, the term backpacker can 

mean to travel or to hike and carrying your belongings in a rucksack (Ryan above), an 

aspect that was also confirmed by Jill (see quote below). The social construction of 

backpackers also reveals that backpacking style is place- and culture-specific. 

Therefore to talk about backpackers in Southeast Asia may differ from a discussion of 

them in North America, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, Africa or in South America. 

The importance of 'place' in the construction of traveller identity is further evidenced 

by Jill's remark: 

I have only really travelled through the US and Canada, haven't travelled 

that much elsewhere. But yes, I think this is the way I travel. When I 

travel in the US, I'm camping, out of a backpack. If it's for a week, or a 

month, or 2 days, always with the backpack, with tents and sleeping bag. I 

never rent a hotel or something like that. 

So while there are differences in the perception of the term backpacker, the different 

objects (the rucksack, the guidebook) have come to identify this way of life for all 

participants. In contrast, Ari (an Israeli backpacker) did not overly mention objects in 

his self-construction of identity. Instead he focused on the time spent travelling, as 

well as 'being on the move', believing that someone who is not on the move is not 

actually travelling: 
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ANDREA: Do you think ofyourselfas a backpacker? 

ARI: Not any more. I did before, but not now because every time I come 

here it's not like I'm really backpacking. 

ANDREA: So what is backpacking to you? 

ARI: A backpacker is someone who's on the move. Who's travelling. But 

I don't see that as a vacation these days. 

ANDREA: When you were travelling for 5 years before, do you think you 

were a backpacker then? 

ARI: Yeah, I was a backpacker, definitely. I've seen a lot of places. I've 

been to pretty much all across, I've travelled South America for a long 

time. Japan. A bit of Europe, just a little bit. Africa. So I've done quite a 

bit, and yeah I did consider myself a backpacker then. But I think that was 

when I was a bit younger and was looking for different kinds of things. 

It was interesting to observe Ari switching from use of the term 'vacationing' when 

he talked about his experiences at the beach he had been visiting for the past 6 years, 

to the term 'travelling' when discussing his journey to South America where the aim 

has been to 'do quite a bit of countries'. Clearly, Ari believed that a key constituent of 

the backpacker identity is to be on the move, travelling, and seeing many places. He 

did not think of himself as a traveller as such, in that he knew the area and the people 

well. To Ari the secluded beach had become a second home over the years. He did 

not see himself as a backpacker anymore because he was 'looking for different kinds 

of things'. 

Following the theme of perception of self as travellers, most respondents said that 

they considered themselves to be 'backpackers' or 'individual travellers', although 

many conceded that they did not really know what the term backpacker meant beyond 

the associations with the Lonely Planet guidebook and searching for the cheapest 

room. Nearly all participants mentioned that using a backpack was as a key indicator 

for the term backpacker, confirming notions espoused by Pearce (1995) and Richards 

and Wilson (2004). Complete reliance on the Lonely Planet guidebook was 

mentioned by the older and travel-experienced participants, who suggested that this 

was actually the key jdentifier of the 'stereotypical backpacker' and who, in their 

opinion, were particularly present in backpacker enclaves (e.g. Haad Rin). It is 
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apparent that the term 'backpacker' among participants - as well as in the literature 

(e.g. Hampton 1998; Welk 2003; O'Reilly 2006)- is still a very ambiguous concept. 

The interviews also revealed that the term was slowly becoming as unwelcome a 

defining feature as the term 'tourist'. Similar to the literature, to define backpacking 

was a truly difficult task, especially as the term now also describes the mainstreaming 

of backpacker travel. 

Most participants agreed that the term backpacker generally described them. 

However, there were few participants who explicitly distanced themselves from 

'backpackers'. The anti-backpacker stances were due to the negative stereotypes 

associated with backpackers (see Chapter Four): the hippies, searching for the 

cheapest deal, travelling only by the 'book' and constant haggling over minimal 

amounts of money are the prevalent stereotypes. Another reason why some 

participants did not want to be 'labelled' as backpackers could be that people dislike 

to be 'classified' per se. Participants' salient wish to be perceived as 'different than 

the rest' has been noted. The nature of the sample indicated that participants 

represented a very heterogenous group, with some not even seeing themselves as 

travellers despite the fact they were travelling in a different country over an extended 

period of time. So while such distance to the 'traveller', 'tourists' or 'backpacker' was 

surprising, it many also indicate that backpackers engage in a form of travel that is 

beyond the label attempting to categorise it. 

7.3 Travelling styles 

As more people partake in the backpacker image, a common structure of consumption 

has formed. Current research suggests that backpackers are in fact often difficult to 

distinguish from other forms of tourism (see, for instance, Uriely 2002; Elsrud 2003; 

Welk 2004; O'Reilly 2008). S0rensen (2003:852) suggested "the backpacker is more 

a socially constructed identity than a clearly defined category". However, 

backpackers as a group, despite enclaves such as Khaosan Road, are likely to be 

much more heterogenous than they are portrayed. Keith, a New Zealand curator who 

had visited Burma on numerous occasions, described his travelling style: 
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I always backpack independently, usually with my wife. We stay with 

families rather than in big tourist hotels, we travel on local buses rather 

than state run airlines, we eat in small family cafes rather than hotel 

restaurants ... and so we do get to talk with and meet the locals. They 

overwhelmingly want us to be there, to see their country, to see their 

conditions and to tell the world. 

Participants' socio-economic background, age, previous travelling experience, time 

devoted for travelling, the activities they generally partook in and also the transport 

facilities were all factors that directly shaped both the way they travelled and the way 

they constructed their identity. It became evident that there is truth to stereotypes

some participants interviewed seemed to fulfil them, while others were consciously 

seeking to remove themselves from their backpacker 'bubble'. This search for 

simplicity (no luxurious hotels) has been discussed in the literature as a core aspect of 

backpacking (e.g. Noy 2004; S0rensen 2003), but today arguably only few travellers 

truly follow (see also Chapter Four 'the rise of flashpacking'). The participants' 

narratives as presented here reflect the sheer diversity of travelling styles in this 

distinct sub-group of tourists. 

Examination of backpackers revealed similar results to those conceded by Cohen 

(2004) as the heterogeneity of backpacking. In fact, heterogeneity was identified as 

the key theme in the analysis of participants' travelling behaviour: participants in this 

research showed that backpackers are markedly different from each other, with 

"diverse manifestations" (Cohen 2004:54). Backpackers cannot be seen as 

representing a single entity or one particular travelling style; they are quite dissimilar 

from each other. Thus, participants' perception of self, their travelling styles (the 

book, travel experience, time, motivations, activities, accommodation), their decision

making and knowledge gained through travelling revealed a contrasting picture. The 

diversity of the backpacker group became more apparent. In this context, therefore, it 

is crucial to remember what Scheyvens (2002:158) recommended. An analysis that 

portrays backpackers as "self-centred individuals following each other around the 

world on a well-trodden route[ ... ] is neither correct nor helpful". 
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7.3.1 The guidebook 

The guidebook was mentioned as a defining feature in how the participants viewed 

their travelling style: most had a copy of the Lonely Planet (from here onwards 'LP'), 

some had a copy of the Rough Guide, while the experienced travellers, who were 

generally older, used the books less or not at all (see also S0rensen 2002). 

Interestingly, many participants pointed out that they highly valued the background 

information in guidebooks, but often avoided the guidebook-endorsed 'places to stay' 

because of the high prices that are asked by accommodation providers after being 

featured in the LP. The experienced travellers mentioned that they relied more on 

their previous travelling experience and word-of-mouth than on guidebooks, because 

"the more you travel, the more you know anyway" (Dusan). Many participants 

responded with similar statements, highlighting the link between travelling 

expenence and knowledge. Lasse, the 75 year old backpacker who had been 

travelling most of his adult life, stated that today's reliance on the guidebook was a 

natural phenomenon as it provides some sort of safety for the first time traveller. He 

also mentioned that it may represent 'something to hold on to in a new culture'. Both 

he and Dusan emphasised that travelling in the 1970s was markedly different: 

'travelling was without the book. There were no books'. It appears that the guidebook 

is useful in providing background to the destination, and in the case of Burma by 

enhancing political awareness through its 'to go or not to go section'. But perhaps 

political awareness is likely to be present in the more experienced travellers anyway. 

In his examination of LP guidebooks Welk (2008) remarked that when Bill Gates, 

founder of Microsoft, visited Australia in 2005 he met two people: one was the Prime 

Minister of Australia and the other was Tony Wheeler, founder of Lonely Planet 

Publications. Welk (2008) therefore suggests that Tony Wheeler could in fact be seen 

as the 'Bill Gates of backpacking', alluding to the power that LP wields over millions 

of travellers. Today LP is the largest guidebook publisher in the world and Tony 

Wheeler is seen as "one of the people who changed the way the world travels" 

(Lonely Planet 2005 in Welk 2008:82). S0rensen (2003:859) stated in this context: 

"The growth of backpacker tourism and the alternative guidebook publishing success 

share a common history. The importance of the latter for the growth of the former can 

hardly be exaggerated": 
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NIKKI: I nearly always buy a travel guide. In particular Lonely Planet. 

It's got some good humour and all the information you need, and it's easy 

to read. I don't get on so well with the Rough Guide. 

ANDREA: Why not? 

NIKKI: Because it's just not as easy to read. It's not as enjoyable to read. 

The Lonely Planet seems to have a 'tongue in cheek' sense of humour, 

and it's a little bit more personal. The Rough Guide seems to be a little bit 

more impersonal. 

Lonely Planet's (LP) easy-to-use guidebooks are written in casual language, which 

has been successful in promoting empathy and understanding of backpacker 

dynamics (Homer and Swarbrooke 2005; Lyon 2005; Wheeler and Wheeler 2005). 

LP's knowledge about the realities of the backpacker scene is deep. Such in depth 

knowledge of the market, coupled with a very successful marketing strategy, has 

made the LP indispensable for many travellers, whether they see themselves as 'off 

the beaten track' or not. Nikki's statement (above) implies that without the LP her 

travelling style would be hampered; when she directly compares LP with the Rough 

Guide she perceived the language used in the LP as 'tongue in cheek', and suggests 

that Rough Guide's lack of such language makes them more 'impersonal' to her. In 

the interview with Zoe, a 26 year old Australian actor, she said that her LP use has 

varied over the years: when she was first backpacking around Europe she used the 

guidebook most of the time, but in her later travels she would rely less on the 

guidebook and more on word-of-mouth and serendipitous encounters. 

ANDREA: Where do you get your information from when you travel? 

ZOE: I look at the Lonely Planet. Yeah. A friend lent me one. I wasn't 

going to get one for Thailand, so he lent me it. 

ANDREA: Why didn't you want to get one for Thailand? 

ZOE: I don't know, I just thought I'd hear from kind of word of mouth, 

things like that. And it was good, like I've used it a lot. I like reading 

about places and stuff like that. 

Later in the interview Zoe commented that, as an Australian, it was logical to buy the 

LP because 'everyone uses it', but that she realised it brought her to places that she 
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did not necessarily want to be. Overall she saw the guidebook as a very useful source 

of information about a place in general, but she would not follow guesthouse

recommendations, on the contrary, Zoe consciously avoided the guesthouses that 

were mentioned in the guidebook. Instead the general information about the place and 

about where other backpackers would go makes the guidebook, as interpreted by Zoe, 

a post-modem tool - it is useful in the general content and for Zoe it provided 

information on where not to stay. 

Jill and Nadia, the two American sisters, answered the question of what kind of 

travellers they thought they were by using guidebook-terms. Demonstrating the 

powerful influence guidebooks hold over some travellers, directly affecting their 

perception of self: 

llLL: I think we're low budget backpackers. Medium budget perhaps. 

NADIA: Yeah, like in the guidebook, medium budget. 

This self-identification as dictated by the guidebook is only a subtle aspect of 

backpackers' reliance on the LP. Other participants such as the three Norwegians, 

Dirk, Martin, Ulrich, Enzo, Tony and June, Josh, Henrik and Maresa conceded that 

they have 'followed basically everything written in the Lonely Planet guidebook', 

because it provided a sense of safety during the trip. S0rensen (2003:860) commented 

that guidebook-use is "seen as a symbol of the lesser [i.e. inexperienced] traveller". 

This is also a theme discussed in the backpacker novel 'Are you experienced?' by 

William Sutcliffe (1997), in which the author refers to a particular anecdote when a 

fellow traveller of the main character Richard just threw 'The Book' out of the train 

window. Richard does not understand how such action would be in any way helpful 

in knowing 'where all the other travellers are', failing to see that this was precisely 

what the fellow traveller did not want to know. Dusan, an 'experienced' traveller, told 

about his own 'guidebook-using' times, and compared this to how he travels now: 

ANDREA: Do you travel with a guidebook? 

DUSAN: No, I don't. (Laughs) Of course not! But you know what, I 

started with the book. At the beginning. But not anymore. Now I just ask 

around, the more you travel, the more you know anyway, and the more 
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you know how to get around. You just ask around. It's more interesting 

too you know. You find your own thing and that's travelling I think. It's a 

big part of the whole experience, it's more fun. [ ... ] 

You know, in the 1970s, travelling was without the book. There were no 

books. Sometimes you end up sleeping at someone's house and you just 

give them some money, that's it. That was travelling back then. 

Sometimes it's good, sometimes it's not, but overall it's more fun. 

Dusan conceded that he developed a free-spirit-attitude to travelling of going with the 

flow and travelling unconventionally. Reflecting on the 1970s when 'there were no 

books', he made a nostalgic statement against the commercialisation of today's 

backpacker culture. In his statement about the 'other people' he distanced himself 

from not only the LP-crowd, but also from other travellers. Importantly, his statement 

on travelling without the book as being 'just more fun' and his subsequent cautionary 

statement that such travel does not necessarily have to be 'better' indicates his self

perception as drifter-backpacker. Dusan was aware that such type of travel is not 

automatically more ethical. He was realistic about the state of tourism in the 21st 

century. While it is increasingly difficult to travel off-the-beaten track, such 

'evolution of travelling' is natural because nothing is, or should be, constant. Enzo, an 

Italian, saw himself as drifter-backpacker, who claimed that he did not like the 

enclaves. 

The old-style backpacker in my opinion is: you get a backpack, you put a 

few clothes, some books, the Lonely Planet and just go, free. But these 

days it's just planning things in advance, and looking for adventures that 

you will never find. 

Overall, it the guidebook was used by most participants, with few experienced 

travellers being the exception. Some participants mentioned that they would not travel 

without a guidebook because it gave them a sense of security and provided useful 

information- notably, information that could also raise awareness on politics and on 

ethical tourism (as presented by LP). Many participants mentioned that they would 

not use the guidebook for its recommendations on 'where to stay', as they tried to 

avoid the LP crowds. Such statements point not only to the established backpacker 

169 



routes and enclaves in Thailand, but are also a sign of the anti-backpacker stance 

taken by the few experienced travellers who attempt to distance themselves from the 

crowds. Guidebook use is therefore indicative of backpacker travelling style: the 

more experienced travellers use the guidebook only infrequently, whereas for the less 

experienced it provides security. Yet for others, who perceive themselves as 'free 

intrepid travellers', the notion that the guidebook could pose a restriction does not 

even occur: "you pack a few things [ ... ], the Lonely Planet, and you just go, free" 

(Enzo). 

7.3.2 Travel experience 

The influence of travel careers and travel experience is evident in the literature (e.g. 

Cohen 1972; Teo and Leong 2006) and also from these interviews. The mostly 

younger participants who were backpacking for the first time in their life said they 

had other things to worry about, such as 'fitting into the backpacker culture' 

(Maresa), than being politically aware. Therefore political awareness may have 

played one of the least important roles in their general decision-making, with most 

stating that they barely thought of politics or human rights when travelling. Instead 

the focus was on safety and security issues, an important aspect that is addressed in 

the following chapter. Many participants emphasised that by being travel 

experienced, it was perhaps more likely for them to 'look behind the scenes' and to 

make sure that their money benefits the community. 

The development of travel careers among backpackers is an important aspect to 

consider in the examination of previous travel experience influences on destination 

chosen and general travelling style. In the context of this thesis, this could mean that 

the more experienced travellers could be more politically aware, and are perhaps 

more likely to partake in ethical tourism. Experiences of 'hardship' (S0rensen 2003) 

directly influence the notion that the more experienced backpackers have learnt from 

previous experiences and are more aware of alternative forms of travelling. Clearly, 

travel experience directly influences a backpackers' confidence, which in turn could 

influence the planning of the trip. Both Emily and Nikki had previously partaken in 

resort-type tourism on Mallorca before they started backpacking around Asia. The 
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personal confidence gained through travelling is particularly evident in Nikki's 

statement that 'she never had the courage' to travel independently as she had taken 

relatively safe package holidays. 

I've always wanted to travel, but I never had the courage. I went on 

holiday once by myself when I was about 21-22, and I went to a place 

where it wasn't like this at all. It was in Spain, a package holiday. So I got 

a badly biased vision of what travelling would be like. [ ... ] But I've 

always had, I suppose you could say, a wanderlust or something, where I 

wanted to go and have the excitement of going to new places and seeing 

different cultures. Then . finally I got the courage to do that. And it 

changed my life. Now I can't think of doing anything else. I don't know 

how I'd ever settle down to be in a normal life again. 

After Nikki's previous package tour expenence, her first experience of being a 

backpacker had changed her life, to the extent that she doubted she would be able to 

return to 'normal life' again. Her statement not only indicates that backpackers need 

to have courage, but also that there must be an element of restlessness in order to go 

travelling independently. Similar to Nikki's first independent travelling experience, 

for Emily the stay at the remote guesthouse close to the Burmese border 'was a total 

eye opener', with the lack of luxury representing a completely new experience. 

This trip is my first independent travel experience, yeah. It's been a total 

eye opener for me. [ ... ] I've been to a few places, I've been to Turkey, 

I've been to a Spanish Island, like Lanzarote, and Tenerife in the Canary 

Islands, but they've always been the big fat touristy places. So you have 

luxury. But to come here, it's been a fantastic experience. Oh my God 

when I saw the toilet! And only a curtain between the bedroom and the 

bathroom. There's no door even, so it's a little bit like 'ah'. But it's been 

a whole new experience, which has been fantastic. 

Emily had previous travelling experience, though the new independent travelling style 

clearly posed a significant shift as to how she perceived the place she was visiting. 

The basic lodge at the Burmese border pushed her comfort zone at the beginning, 
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though she was soon enjoying it because it was not a 'big fat touristy place'. Instead 

she indicated later in the interview that it gave her a closer outlook on the realities of 

the culture. It therefore seems to be more important how one travels versus how many 

(developing) countries one has visited. Ryan also emphasised the importance of 

travelling style in contrast to previous travelling experience: 

My first real travel experience was when I was 19 and went to Europe for 

the first time, independently. I carne back very quite different, yeah. I left 

somewhat conservative, not very aware of the world and I carne back with 

a bleached blonde flat top and an earring. So there was a pretty big shock 

when friends and family picked me up at the airport. This marked the start 

of my independent travels. I mean we travelled a lot as a family, but our 

holidays were in the States and in Canada, and always organised. 

Ryan's anecdote of a fundamental transformation after his first independent travelling 

experience was further elaborated upon in the interview. Of particular interest to this 

thesis is his mentioning of a change in his political ideology: his first independent 

travelling experience (backpacking) marked the beginning of his political awareness. 

Ryan believed his international travel experience had 'opened his mind' in a political 

sense. Therefore backpacking could play an important role in political awareness 

creation. 

Interestingly, Josh (a 23 year old Canadian law student) indicated that despite his 

previous lack of international travel experience, he was aware of the 'tourist 

approach' and chose for h~s first trip abroad teaching in Japan in order to avoid this. 

So, previous travelling experience does not necessarily equate to an increased 

awareness surrounding issues of travelling, because Josh stated he was aware of these 

issues before he ventured out for the first time. Josh also displayed a critical view on 

backpacker sub-culture: at the beginning of the interview he suggested that 

"backpackers are off the beaten track if they want to be [ ... ] but to a certain extent I 

don't think they want to be too far away from all the necessary comforts." This 

indicates that previous travelling experience does not necessarily equate awareness in 

two senses: first, because it was Josh's first trip and his travelling experience 

contributed to an already existing level of awareness and second, such travelling 

172 



experience needs to be seen in the context of how one travels. Therefore it can be said 

that previous travelling experience may be an influencing factor to political 

awareness, but such travelling experience is related to travelling style. It is also 

notable that political awareness may be created through independent travelling 

experience. In either case, it seems that political awareness is related to travel 

experience, and therefore plays a role in tourist decision-making. 

7.3.3 Time 

Generally, the participants mentioned time as a defining factor in how to distinguish 

between travellers. Thus time, similar to what S0rensen (2002) suggested, is a core 

element in both backpacker travelling style and perception of self. This is not to say 

that those who travel for longer travel ethically and are politically aware; instead it is 

suggested that time spent at one place before moving to the next could be a crucial 

aspect in developing an awareness of ethics and politics. For instance, Jill and Nadia, 

who first spent 2 months at one place before moving on to 'do the loop', felt that 

during the first two months they learned more about the culture and background of 

the place than when they moved from one place to the next. While many younger 

respondents (e.g. Maresa, Ulrich, Enzo) were motivated to see sites for a short time, 

participants such as Lasse, Dusan or Keith stated that their main motivation was 

based on meeting the local culture, which for them necessitates both, travelling for a 

longer time and staying longer in one place. Putting these findings in the context of 

the research aim, it is clear that time could play a crucial role in the establishment of 

political awareness: taking one's time may lead to increased sensitivity towards 

ethical issues and political awareness. This, however, stands in contrast to the 

'restlessness' aspect mentioned by many participants. 

To examine backpacker travelling style, it is important to consider the aspect of time 

spent travelling, as this could be an indicator of how participants' travel. Backpacking 

is generally associated with being away for a considerable time, and this represents a 

defining element in backpacker ideology to hold such badge of honour (Hampton 

2008). In Enzo's interview this time-aspect became apparent: 
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I've seen many people travelling along the way, and my respect goes only 

to a few of them, very few of them. I honestly respect just very few 

people for how they travel. Most travellers come only for a very brief 

vacation. They call themselves backpackers, but they are everything else 

but backpackers. 

This notion is prevalent in backpacker ideology (Uriely et al 2002; S0rensen 2003); 

which also indicates that travelling for a long time should be done without plans. A 

number of participants' answered the question on how long they were travelling for in 

an almost apologetic and embarrassed way. For instance, Dusan, who was travelling 

for 6 weeks on this trip, made a point by saying that: 

I nom1ally travel longer. I mean, it's also part of my job right. But I've 

been also travelling for 2 years non-stop. Been to India, Nepal, Laos, 

Cambodia, Malaysia, Indonesia. No messing around, I like to travel. No 

rushing, no taking pictures too much. No Japanese style. 

Loker-Murphy and Pearce (1995), Cohen (1995; 2003) and Scheyvens (2002) have 

indicated that there are three key characteristics that would be recognisable to many 

backpackers. These are length of time on the road and the mode of travel (both form

related attributes) as well as backpackers' orientation towards travel (type-related 

attribute) (Uriely et al 2002). Low levels of advance planning with no fixed timetable 

are key constituents in the construction of the backpacker identity, thus the time 

factor directly influences the balance between serendipity and planning (Tucker 

2003). This also indicates that the time-factor is a defining element in backpacker 

ideology, because the shorter one travels, the less likely it possible that they would 

'take their time' along the way. Hence, a short time travelling is seen as indicative of 

a somewhat more structured, rushed and even unethical type of travel. This factor was 

also pointed out by Jill and Nadia the American sisters, who were travelling for 4 

months, 'not that long': 

NADIA: We're only here for 4 months! 

ANDREA: Well, that's not too short is it? 

llLL: I guess, but we covered a lot of ground on this trip. And we stayed 
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on T onsai for 2 months for climbing, so the rest of the time felt like it 

flew by. 

NADIA: When we were travelling-travelling, we stayed in a lot of places 

for relatively short time. When we were on Tonsai we didn't move at all 

and stayed for 2 months. On the same beach. We weren't really travelling. 

TILL: We got to do two different styles, you know. We did both, we got to 

stay for a long time in only one spot, that was great. And then we did the 

travelling-travelling bit too. 

Jill's last statement indicates that the 'travelling-travelling' style on the road was 

more rushed, even saliently suggesting that is was 'more touristy' and less ethical, 

whereas the 'staying at one place' part was 'not really travelling', and therefore more 

ethical. This important distinction needs to be considered here, because the time

factor in the construction of backpacker identity is fundamental (Uriely et al 2002). 

Nadia's distinction of their travelling styles whilst being backpackers in Southeast 

Asia shows that she believed that they were doing both, travelling-travelling as well 

as staying in one place for a longer time. In their eyes these were completely different 

experiences, not least due to the notion that one feels more of an 'insider' after 

spending some time in one place. This perception remains, which in turn influences 

the travelling experience overall. Nadia remarked: 

Staying in only one place was so cool, we learned a lot about Thailand 

staying in one spot for so long. You know, we were pretty much only 

hanging out with Thai locals, which was so cool. We could talk to them 

about the Tsunami for example, why they were on Tonsai, what brought 

them there, all the different stories of the locals. We had pretty much only 

local friends when we were there, for the first month. We didn't have a lot 

of tourists that we were connected to. Because there were so many of 

them, we moved back up where it was really quiet, and there weren't any 

tourists up there. And we met all these locals, and we ended up hanging 

out with them. 

It is notable how Nadia emphasised the fact that they had rare contacts with other 

tourists because their guesthouse was located further away from the beach. Indeed, 
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she remarked that they changed accommodation 'because there were so many of 

them' [other tourists], identifying the guesthouse as a significant element in this 

pursuit. Jill and Nadia's experience on what they considered a 'realer' way of 

travelling points to the importance of time spent travelling overall: the longer one 

stays at one place, or travels overall, the more likely it is that one is less 'touristy' and 

more 'ethical'. 

The notion on what constitutes 'a long time', however, differs for each individual, 

and in the context of remaining in one place is also often paradoxical. For instance, 

Roland, a 41 year-old Dutch man who was interviewed in a drifter-style guesthouse 

(no advertisements, only based on word-of-mouth recommendations), said that he had 

been travelling for 10 years. When he was asked whether he had been at home at any 

point he said "yes of course, I went home, worked a bit there, then started travelling 

again 18 months ago". This illustrates that he interprets his very first international trip 

as the beginning ofhis travelling journey (10 years), with occasional working-stops at 

home. The interview was focused on his past 18-months trip: 

ROLAND: I left the Netherlands November last year, or December not 

sure, then I came to Thailand. I went to an island, Ko Lipe, and spent 

there a long time. It's a small island by the border of Malaysia. 

ANDREA: How long were you there for? 

ROLAND: A long time, 6 weeks. 

Roland's statement on remaining in one place for six weeks being 'a long time' (he 

was travelling for 18 months on this trip) stood in contrast to other participants' 

notions on what constitutes a long time. Thus, the difficulty of agreeing on what 

constitutes 'a long time' shows that such perception is a personal one and depends on 

many factors. It is as subjective as the saying 'we've known each other for ages'- for 

some it means 2 weeks, for others it means 20 years. For some participants, the time 

aspect did not affect their perception of self as travellers, but for others it was the 

defining element in how they viewed themselves and other travellers. Therefore, time 

plays a crucial role in tourist decision-making: the longer one travels, the more likely 

it is that they see the cultural realities better, which nonetheless depends on overall 

travelling style and motivations. 
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7.3.4 Motivations 

The time factor was also clearly linked to motivations: while those with lots of 

available time had a large set of motivations (rafting, trekking, village-stays, city

breaks, beach and relaxation), participants with less time felt they had to consciously 

choose their activities (either beach and relaxation in the South or trekking, nature 

and culture in the North). Consequently, there was a difference between experience

related and relaxation-related motivations, which was in tum associated with the time 

factor. However, paradoxically those participants who had little time to explore were 

motivated by seeing as many different sights as possible, while those who had more 

time at their disposal preferred to see less. What most participants had in common 

was their wish to gain different perspectives from their travels; a number of the 

participants found themselves at 'crossroads in their lives', conforming with the 

backpacker literature presented in Chapter Four (e.g. Loker-Murphy and Pearce 1995; 

Richards and Wilson 2004; Welk 2004; Ateljevic and Doome 2004, O'Reilly 2006). 

Notably, the motivation to gain different perspectives did not necessarily include 

political perspectives: only a few of the older, politically well-informed participants 

mentioned 'interesting political systems' of the countries they had visited. For the 

younger participants the wish to see different perspectives was based on culture, not 

politics: the role of political awareness in decision-making may therefore be closely 

linked to not only previous travelling experience and time, but also age. 

Once a hippie activity undertaken by a few adventurers, backpacking has now 

become a 'rite of passage' (O'Reilly 2006) for many people. This has led to the 

development of backpacker enclaves such as Khaosan Road in Bangkok and other 

places along the 'backpacker trail' in Southeast Asia (Hampton 2008). It seems 

therefore na'ive to assume that the hippies from the 1970s and the backpackers in the 

21st century share similar motivations. Instead, the cosmopolitan traveller of today is 

moved by a strong desire to know the world in its difference, while restlessness and 

patience represent distinctly different notions of time (Spreitzhofer 1998; Cohen 

2003). Restlessness as a prime motivation for travel has emerged as a key theme in 

the interviews, with participants expressing philosophical and political statements as 

to why they preferred patience when travelling. 
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Both Ryan (USA) and Ari (Israel) stated that one of the reasons they were travelling 

was simply to escape the politicised environments at horne. This is a well

documented viewpoint of Israeli backpackers (Noy 2004; Noy 2006), but not 

necessarily of Americans. Ryan remarked: 

Well I really enjoy meeting other people and getting a perspective you 

can't get in the States especially. I mean there are a lot of differences in 

the States, but they're differences sort of in their own set you know. Even 

though there's a lot of differences between somebody from New York and 

somebody from Florida, they're all American and they fit in umbrella of 

American. But there's a larger world that you don't understand until you 

travel. 

Ryan's remark on the US being of 'the same culture' leads him to the statement that 

there is a larger world 'out there', which can be only understood by travelling. Thus, 

for him, one needs to travel in order to understand the world, making this the main 

motivation for his journey. Enzo also distanced himself from horne when he said 

"maybe I'm from a different race or something, like the race of people that always 

looks for something new", later indicating that to him people who stay at horne (in 

Italy) are somewhat 'stuck' because they never gained different cultural perspectives: 

"You know, when I look at the people at horne, I'm just so different, I don't want 

that." Instead he asserted that "the coolest people are the one's that travel", which 

may represent one of his main travel motivations (to be cool), coupled with gaining 

different perspectives and restlessness. The restlessness theme emerged again when 

Enzo stated that he was "never satisfied. Even when travelling. I mean, I'm happy at 

the moment, but normally when I'm at a place for a longer period of time, I feel 

something inside me that pushes me to go further". Ari also alluded to restlessness 

being his core motivation to travel, but notably, he also remarked that his travelling 

was an escape from the politicised environment at horne and meeting other people: 

I think it's a combination of things. I think for one it's being restless. I 

think on the other hand, it's being somewhere else than Israel. I don't like 

being in Israel. Another side is the curiosity of what is out there. I love 

interacting with people when I travel. Meeting a lot of amazing people. 
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Dusan also pointed to restlessness being the mam motivation in this travelling, 

coupled with him becoming easily bored in one place. Interestingly, his statement on 

feeling free when he travels was later in the interview directly related to his political 

background: growing up under a communist regime (Czech Republic), where travel 

was only permitted to other communist states, he asserted that this may in fact be the 

major reason why he enjoys travelling so much. Travelling gave him a sense of 

freedom, which he did not have before. 

Why do I travel? Well, I guess I'm not happy at one place, I'm looking 

for something I guess. I am happy all over the place. I can't stay in one 

place for too long you know. I guess I am looking for something, but I 

don't know what. I just like to move from place to place, I get bored 

easily. Maybe I'm a bit disturbed. But I get bored, I get bored, like a 

gypsy, or a vagabound, or something, I don't know. Got itchy feet all the 

time. I could stay longer I guess, but I don't want to, I feel free. Otherwise 

I don't feel free. I feel free when I travel. 

The aspect of restlessness in travelling motivation had been addressed by Urry and 

MacCannel in the 1970s, and also recently in its sociologically embodied narrative 

form by Fullagar (2004). MacCannell's view (1974) was that tourists seek authentic 

places because they perceive their everyday lives as contrived, while Urry (1990) 

argued that tourist consumption produces a restless urge in ticking things off the 

'places-to-do' list, whilst proceeding to the next experience (e.g. Enzo's 'all countries 

that make up Southeast Asia plan'). 

Richards and Wilson's (2004: 3) introductory chapter 'drifting towards the global 

nomad' begins with a discussion of the new post-modem world of mobility: "society 

as a whole is becoming more restless and mobile", and backpackers are found to be 

nearly everywhere. Clearly the restlessness and mobility of society has had a direct 

influence on the individual, because one of the key themes identified in the interviews 

illustrated individual backpackers being restless. This could become a somewhat 

problematic aspect: restlessness stands in direct contrast to calmness, and can 

therefore lead to fatigue. Consequently, the influence of restlessness, on top of 

escapism and seeking to learn from different cultures, to tourist decision-making 
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should not be underestimated: today's backpackers tend to feel adrift and they are 

likely to go from place to place simply because they are restless. Backpackers who 

have not yet found meaning in their life may wonder if the travelling experience 

could give them such meaning. Therefore, tourist decisions could be made both more 

frequently and in a more ad-hoc fashion in the future. 

7.3.5 Activities 

In direct relationship with the numerous travel motivations, the interview participants 

engaged in a wide variety of activities during their trip, for which they were willing to 

spend money (often more than on accommodation). Importantly, there needs to be a 

distinction made between the participants interviewed on Koh Pha Ngan and those 

interviewed 'on the road'. Participants on Koh Pha Ngan stated that their stay on the 

island was mainly to relax, to get suntanned, to meet other travellers, to eat and drink, 

and to celebrate the Full Moon Party in Haad Rin (part of the old Hippie trail). As the 

relaxation-focus and the more specific motivations of attending the Full Moon Party 

are discussed in the 'lessons learnt' section (Section 7.5), this section focuses 

primarily on the participants interviewed en route. 

Many respondents said they would try as many new experiences as possible, but for 

some participants their destination choice was directly linked with the activity they 

wished to partake in. For Udo, an 18 year old German who was interviewed in a 

popular guesthouse in Chiang Mai, the city represented the only reason why he was in 

Thailand in the first place: Udo was looking to improve his Thai-boxing skills, a sport 

that he had picked up in Germany years ago. Throughout the interview Udo 

emphasised that he would not be in Thailand if it was not for the Thai boxing. Thus, 

the activity that he partook in during his travels clearly defined a) his choice of 

destination (this was the first time he had left Europe) and b) his daily activities in 

Chiang Mai. Udo was enrolled in a training centre for 3 weeks (in the mornings he 

would leave to practise until the afternoon), after which he planned to attend a full

time training centre 'for a couple ofweeks' in the east of Thailand. This suggests that 

travelling for Udo was characterised by extreme sports and adrenaline-inducing 

experiences, but he nonetheless stated that he was certainly a backpacker, albeit a 
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backpacker with a clear aim. Jill and Nadia, the two American sisters with previous 

travelling experience, highlighting a similar theme when they stated that they would 

not be in Thailand if it did not have its rock-climbing: 

NADIA: We're in Thailand to do rock-climbing. If Thailand wouldn't 

have rock-climbing, I probably wouldn't be here. I'm fairly fair skinned 

you know, and I don't really do the lying on the beach thing because of 

that. Beaches and sun are not really the reason why I travel across the 

world for. 

JILL: I'm a photographer. I take photos, a lot of photos. I walk around 

and shoot photos of whatever I like. 

NADIA: Yeah, we both take photos, but Jill takes more than me. 

JILL: We always do, like hiking, if there's a nature thing we do it, if 

there's a hike, we'll do it, if there is a waterfall, we do it, we're suckers 

for waterfalls. Anything related to nature really. Stuff like that you know. 

Nature, definitely nature, probably more than culture. 

Jill and Nadia were both activity-driven travellers, which was especially mirrored in 

Nadia's statement that she is fair-skinned and is therefore not interested in the 'lying 

on the beach thing'. Observing natUre was the principal activity for them, but they 

also engaged in cultural experiences as they stayed in hill-tribe villages in Laos for 

one week. However, both Jill and Nadia commented that nature and trekking in 

wilderness areas was more important to them than the cultural aspect. An interesting 

point raised during their interview was that they do not mind spending money on 

experience (rather than on guesthouses), which demonstrates that backpackers have 

considerable spending power related to experience (e.g. hiking tour). 

Previous travelling experience, length of travel and spending power appear to directly 

influence the activities the participants engaged with, which in tum influenced their 

decision-making en route. The activities chosen were often place-specific, which was 

the first aspect that Dusan remarked on: 

Depends where I go of course. Diving, white water rafting, hiking, love 

hiking. Sometimes I just hang out, talk to people if I meet somebody cool. 
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Get goofY. Party sometimes. When I get to Bangkok I go crazy. I still 

don't know what I did yesterday. 

Dusan was looking for many diverse experiences, as he was more motivated by 

experience-related activities than relaxation-related. When he was 'out' travelling he 

would engage in other activities, which are similar to those that are expected of 

backpackers in general (see Chapter Four). Ryan, an American solo-traveller who was 

interviewed in a popular guesthouse (positively endorsed by Lonely Planet) in Chiang 

Mai, also exposed an experience-related focus in his chosen activities: he referred to 

his journey as an adventure trip. 

This is actually the first adventure travel trip for me. In the past I wasn't 

quite as into the nature activities, gotten more focused on those as I've 

gotten older and less focused on the party. But I came here intending to 

mountain bike for sure, I was trying to schedule kayaking which fell 

through because of water levels. And then I had planned to maybe do 

some trekking with one of the typical guides, but when I went to the 

Elephant Nature Camp, trekking with elephants was much better. 

Because the interview took place in Chiang Mai, where many tourist activities were 

focused on trekking and nature, Ryan's statement on the famous Elephant Nature 

Camp seemed representative of many backpackers staying at the hostel. The Lonely 

Planet-endorsed-guesthouse offered many daytime activities, ranging from Thai 

cooking courses to Elephant trekking. Interestingly Ryan remarks that his activities

focus was a new approach in his travelling style; before that, he was more focused on 

'partying' when travelling, but the older he became the more he focused on actually 

seeing the place he was visiting. This is similar to Pearce's (1990) research, which 

confirms that backpackers take part in both formal and informal activities, but that 

informal activities may become less central to the travelling experience with 

increased maturity. This alludes to age, and also socio-economic background, being a 

crucial component in how participants travelled, and hence influenced their decision

making. 
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7.3.6 Accommodation 

The wide variety of accommodation and transport used by the participants also 

highlights the diversity of the backpacker group. While some stated "bamboo walls is 

what we like", a few of the participants preferred more comfortable establishments 

('flashpackers'). Despite this diversity, most indicated that they are largely unwilling 

to spend large sums of money on accommodation, but are more willing to spend on 

experience. This, again, confirms the literature reviewed in Chapter 4 (e.g. Hampton 

2008; Spreitzhofer 2005; New Horizons II 2007); the mainstreaming of backpacking 

that is mirrored through development processes prevalent in post-industrial times 

(Cohen 2003), this may be reflected in an increasing lack of political and ethical 

awareness. In other words, the trend towards more luxury may indicate that comfort 

could become more important for 'new' backpackers in the future. 

Riley (1988) suggested that backpackers are less concerned about amenities, 

restaurants or accommodation than package tourists, which could be directly linked to 

Ross's (1997) remark: achievement and control both are important aspects in among 

backpackers, and a key constituent of this thinking also entails travelling on a budget. 

Thus it was no surprise when Nadia emphasised that generally when she travels she 

would not spend too much money on accommodation ("bamboo walls is what we 

like"), but that there was a willingness to pay for experiences: 

I'm a backpacker who's willing to spend money for experience. We don't 

need a fancy resort, or a comfortable bed, or stuff like that. We're still 

young you know, we just sleep wherever we are, as long as the 

mosquitoes don't bother us too much. We're not interested in spending a 

bunch of money on a fancy resort. We just look for cheap things and fun 

things that we can afford to do. 

The price factor, which is arguably one of the most important aspects amongst 

backpackers, is central when discussing backpacker travelling style. Both Jill and 

Nadia stated that they were not 'poor', but that they were on a budget when travelling, 

which also corresponds to their way of travelling at home in the United States: 
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NADIA: Do it cheap. Just like life in general, it just seems such a waste to 

spend money on a fancy room when you're still young and healthy. 

TILL: Yeah I know! Total waste! 

NADIA: Yeah, my car is fine, my station wagon, or a van. That should do 

it. For sleeping. 

TILL: Yeah, you know, I travel because of the experience. Because you're 

out there to be in the middle of nature, or on top of a mountain, instead of 

a hotel room to watch cable TV. 

For Jill and Nadia luxurious accommodation played a minor role in their decision

making, even to the extent that they were looking for the polar opposite. Indeed, Jill's 

distance to 'cable TV' is interesting in that it illustrates that they were looking for 

completely different things than at home: TV or other luxuries were aspects that she 

did not value highly when travelling. Other participants also said that in general they 

had 'a little bit' of money, but that the main expense of the entire journey was the 

flight. Lasse, a Danish pensioner, emphasised the value for money that travellers get 

in Asia, and also made a point of departing from his 'luxurious life' that he engaged 

in when he was younger: 

I don't have too much money, and I'm a pensioner yes, but I live in cheap 

places, cheap and with good atmosphere. But I'm not hungry for luxuries 

anyhow. I have been living in luxury places everywhere, but I found it 

really boring many times. People don't talk to each other very much. 

Lasse' s extensive travelling over the past fifty years led him to experience the entire 

luxury spectrum that is available in tourism, and - importantly - he preferred the 'no

frills' approach simply because the people were more approachable (and less 

'boring'). Dusan also remarked on this particular distinction throughout the interview, 

which was underlined by his aim of being 'a free traveller' despite having 

considerable amounts of money in the bank. When the question focused on his 

spending, Dusan responded: 

I don't count that much, a bit in my head, roughly, but if I have a good 

time I spend money you know. I know how much money I have in the 
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bank roughly, but I don't count every day how much money I spend on 

food, accommodation etc. Nah, not into that. I'm a free traveller, you 

know. I enjoy that. 

Here it seems that Dusan distanced himself from the 'haggling' image ofbackpackers 

(see Chapter 4). In fact, he pointed out later in the interview that the counting money 

obsession of many backpackers represents a huge constraint whilst travelling, making 

it difficult to travel freely, which could indicate that only travellers with 'a bit of 

money' are actually at liberty to travel freely. 

Henrik, the Norwegian banking lawyer was one of the few 'flashpackers' who were 

interviewed. This became clear when he stated that "I earn around US$100,000 a 

year, and I'm 33, I'm privileged in that sense". The interview was undertaken on Kho 

Pha Ngan, where he stayed at a more expensive backpacker guesthouse. It was 

interesting to hear about Henrik's various choices of accommodation: 

Sometimes you stay very cheap and don't spend any money at all. 

Sometimes you're a big spender. But in a way, it's fun, like in a place like 

this where you don't spend much money. Well, you could see it as a lot, 

but when you compare it to what you would spend in Singapore, then it's 

nothing what you spend here. 

Backpackers cannot necessarily be considered the cheap travellers they are so often 

stereotyped as in the literature; instead, many interviews participants conceded that 

they had quite some spending power, but they did not use their money for 

accommodation. Instead, participants generally spent their money on different 

experiences, on food and drinks, and on transport (including not only bus, train, ferry, 

motorbike or tuk-tuk, but also domestic flights). So while the 'cheap' stereotype may 

be applicable to guesthouses, this is not necessarily the case for the rest of the 

journey. 

This finding also explains the diversity of travellers encountered in the backpacker 

guesthouses: nearly all participants said that they were attracted to the fun aspect of 

meeting fellow travellers in the common room area (see Lasse's statement on luxury 
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being 'boring'), but that their cheap accommodation choice did not mean they had 

little spending power. It seems that accommodation choice is one of the most 

important aspects to consider when discussing decision-making, but that participant's 

real socio-economic background is much more indicative as it does not reflect cheap 

choice of accommodation at all. Backpackers are likely to be much richer than 

thought, but by partaking in backpacker travel, luxury becomes secondary in terms of 

accommodation. Indeed, much of the backpacker allure lies in its simplicity, living 

like the locals, which in tum allows for a travel experience that is beyond the 

structured and luxurious path. 

7.4 Decision-making 

In terms of decision-making, the findings indicated a huge variety: some participants 

had meticulously planned their entire vacation, whereas others went with the flow 

("the plan is not to have a plan" - Ari). While the level of planning is not exclusively 

linked with previous travelling experience, it may have more to do with personality, it 

was noted that many participants made decisions arbitrarily, and 'on a hunch'. This 

represents an aspect that needs to be further addressed in decision-making theory in 

general, and with regard to backpackers in particular- decision-making theory simply 

does not address the arbitrary nature of backpacking (see also Cohen 2002). Because 

many participants were seeking serendipitous encounters (Tucker 2003), their 

decision-making can only be 'modeled' to a certain extent: while age, socio-economic 

background and other internal and external factors (see Sonmez and Graefe 1998) are 

certainly useful in understanding components of decision-making, this thesis argues 

that the nature ofbackpackers makes them a very difficult group to 'categorise'. Even 

those participants who had made meticulous plans later conceded that their initial 

plans were considerably adjusted the more they travelled as backpackers. Decision

making for backpackers is more influenced by serendipitous encounters, friendly 

people met along the way, or personal preference for a place due to entirely subjective 

reasons. In terms of political awareness, therefore, it seems that it could play a role in 

their decision-making, but such theory needs further verification in the following 

chapter. Judging from the findings in this chapter, the role of political awareness to 

186 



backpacker decisions is considerable: while participants' destination choices (see 

Table 7.1) indicated that they did not only travel to democratic states, participants 

statements on their destination choices included aspects of political awareness: to see 

how a country functions under a non-democratic system played an important role in 

some participants decision-making. This concept will be fully explored in the next 

chapter. 

Woodside and Lysonsky (1989), as well as Decrop (2006), pointed out that the final 

decision to travel in a certain way to a certain destination only constitutes the 'tip of 

the iceberg' of what has influenced this decision, a notion that was generally 

confirmed in the participants' statements as to how they make decisions. As Chapter 

2 also illustrated, it is relatively difficult to clearly identify what the final 'push'

factor is to make a decision, simply because it is probable that there is no such thing 

as one defining factor. Instead, it is evident that a multitude of aspects come into play 

when people make decisions, of which only a few are consciously identifiable. Being 

aware of the difficulties associated with qualitative research on decision-making 

theory, the questions were therefore focused on the participants' information sources 

before they were asked what they thought might have influenced the way they travel. 

The key theme of decision-making is therefore divided into the 'how they make 

decisions' and 'what kind of decision do they make'. 

7.4.1 Planning ahead? 

ANDREA: How do you inform yourself about a country that you visit? 

ARI: What do you mean? 

ANDREA: Like, do you read something? Do you talk to your friends? 

ARI: Oh, before I go somewhere? 

ANDREA: Yeah. 

ARI: No, I don't do anything. 

ANDREA: You don't do anything? How do you decide where to go? 

ARI: On a hunch. Like, you know, I just talked to my friends and we were 

just saying 'alright, we have enough money, where do we go?' 'South 

America sounds cool' 'Alright let's go'. And we have no idea where 
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we're going, what route we were taking, which countries we would to see. 

We didn't speak about it, we didn't open a book about it, we just went. 

ANDREA: You didn't plan it at all? 

ARI: No not at all. Well, you know, I didn't plan to come to Thailand 

when I first left 6 years ago. The way I ended up here was a complete 

coincidence. I didn't plan to get here. I never opened a book on Thailand. 

I was actually heading to Australia. 

ANDREA: You were supposed to go to Australia but ended up m 

Thailand? 

ARI: Yeah. I was planning to come to Thailand for just 2 weeks to chill 

on the beaches and then move down to Australia, but that two weeks 

ended up as 9 months, 6 years ago, and now I come back to Thailand 

every year for at least 4 months. And I never got to Australia. 

This conversation with Ari indicates what destination-choice theory tends to ignore: 

for some people, particularly young independent travellers, travel choices are made 

arbitrarily, randomly and often purely by chance. Indeed, decision-making "on a 

hunch" was a theme that prevailed in many interviews. Many participants mentioned 

such intuitive decision-making. Often decisions were based on 'a gut feeling'. 

Importantly, such answers were quite common and not unique to Ari. Dusan also 

stated that he did not plan anything but the flight ahead, which was a statement 

echoed by participants such as Ryan, Zoe, and Maude. While this aspect of decision

making, particularly among backpackers, reflects Cohen's (1973) drifter ideology, it 

has yet to be addressed in depth in current backpacker literature on decision-making. 

The unpredictable nature of some participants' decision-making does not - of course -

render destination-choice theory as discussed in Chapter Two inadequate, quite the 

contrary, it could explain discrepancies that have been continuously found in 

decision-making. Putting such findings in the context of restlessness it is no wonder 

that more people make random decisions if they feel adrift and are perhaps more 

likely than other travellers to go from place to place. However, the established models 

that attempt to explain human decision-making overlook the importance of the 

unplanned background to independent travellers' decision-making: the reasons why 

backpackers travel include escapism, seeking random, serendipitous encounters 
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(Tucker 2004), which are different from the routine at home. This can prompt 

destination choice to be more ad hoc than modeled in decision-making theory. 

The following statement by Enzo is indicative of the decision-making process (and 

hence destination choice) of boundary-pushing travellers. It seems that his main 

interest in choosing destinations was that they were not 'as touristy'. So when he was 

asked whether he thought he was a 'real' backpacker, he an.swered: 

I try my best, but I'm not. Well, I will go to different places in the future, 

for sure, but in Southeast Asia there are too many people. Very few places 

where there's no-one else around, speaking only to the locals, stuff like 

that. I've only had that in a few places so far, but Thailand, well, here in 

Thailand it's really commercial and touristy. It's difficult. Being m 

Thailand is like being in Europe, more white people here than there. 

Despite being surrounded by 65 million Thais, Enzo had the feeling that there were 

more 'white people' in Thailand than Thais, which is a 'difficult' situation to be in if 

one's aim is to be in remote areas surrounded by local people. While Enzo's 

statement may have been exaggerated, it indicates that the level of tourism 

commercialisation, which allegedly makes travelling easier, was in fact difficult for 

Enzo. His decision-making en route was therefore focused - as he claimed - on off

the-beaten, 'un-touristy' places. However, Enzo also later told of his 'adventures' on 

Koh Phangan during the full moon party, a place that is very 'touristy'. Nonetheless, 

in terms of decision-making theory this clearly means that the remote destination of 

Burma is likely to be attracted by this type of traveller, whose purpose it is - in theory 

at least - to push the boundaries of tourism. Whether such decision-making is also 

influenced by political awareness is the theme of the following chapter. For Enzo, the 

remoteness and 'untouristy-ness' of the destination played a crucial role in his 

decision-making. 

Other participants, who came from highly structured work-lives, had different notions 

on how they make travel decisions. Ryan (American) told "at home, I work at least 60 

hours a week. It's the nature of IT." He had planned his trip in that he bought his 

ticket online but only started seriously thinking about his trip 'on the plane': 
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Normally I book a ticket online, [ ... ] and then fly to where I'm going and 

then sort of make up my mind on the plane what I'm going to do. As I 

meet people I alter my plans, if I meet people I like and they're going to 

places I wasn't going, I can alter several things around. 

So while Ryan had a 'rough plan', developed on the plane to the destination, he 

emphasised that this plan was very flexible within the given time-frame. With regard 

to decision-making, Ryan's statement is representative of the theme identified by 

most participants: there was some sort of 'rough' plan, largely dictated by the Lonely 

Planet and the popular backpacker trails, but most travellers were willing to deviate 

from this 'rough' plan if a) they met someone along the way, b) they heard something 

interesting by someone 'on the way' or c) they simply liked one place. Such decision

making patterns for backpackers - they were willing to change their entire journey 

based on entirely 'unplanned' events - shows that decision-making theory needs re

focus on understanding and interpreting the arbitrary side of decision-making. 

Of course not all participants made decisions arbitrarily. Ulrich, a Swiss IT specialist, 

remarked that he had meticulously planned his journey at home with a guidebook, but 

soon realised that this plan was only indicative. He remarked: "It's the first time for 

me that I do this type of travelling, so I wasn't quite sure what to expect. I bought the 

Lonely Planet, sat down at home, and wrote down what I would do and where I 

would go for these 3 months". Martin, a German lawyer, indicated that his plan to 

travel along the Southeast Asia loop had 'a little room' for deviation: "well yeah, 

when I met these guys [his fellow travellers] we re-adjusted our plans a little, but we 

kind of had a similar plan anyway". Their plan was largely based on the Lonely 

Planet guidebook 'Southeast Asia on a shoestring', and, as he jokingly remarked, this 

fact made their plans quite similar. Maresa, a 19 year old German backpacker, had 

also made a travel plan: "Yeah, I planned my journey for sure, of course! I'm German 

(laughs). But you know, after a few weeks here on the road I started to relax much 

more, and started to decide randomly if I want to stay somewhere longer" [translation 

by author]. So while Maresa had an initial plan which she had followed through, she 

indicated that the backpacking experience has made her decision-making less 

stringent and more relaxed. This suggests that the backpacking experience itself could 

in fact contribute to the ad-hoc decision-making process. 
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While many participants' decision-making was somewhat arbitrary with room for 

plan adjustment (if a plan ever existed), the less travel-experienced travellers said that 

they largely followed their travelling plan. However, Severin, Zoe, Maresa, Nikki, 

Marc, Isabel, Gillian and Bomani, who had all developed a travel plan, had intended 

to stay on the secluded beach on Koh Phangan for only a few days but ended up 

staying much longer, thus completely altering their travel itinerary. Their decision to 

stay longer was largely based on people they met and the tranquillity of the area, 

which they had not expected on the tourist-established island of Koh Pha Ngan. It is 

therefore important to mention participants statements on the basic 'rules' for real 

backpacking: Roland, for instance, stated, "to be a true backpacker, you need to be 

flexible", because backpackers are bound to meet new friends on the road and 

therefore do not necessarily decide on a route too far in advance. This aspect, despite 

being of core importance in backpacker travelling style, is yet to be addressed in 

backpacker research. While decision-making models may pave the way to understand 

choice, such theory paints an inadequate picture in its application to backpackers. 

Many backpackers make decisions along the way that have nothing to do with 

induced influence factors, but rather with serendipitous encounters. In the context of 

the research aim therefore, this finding indicates that decision-making encompasses 

much more unpredictable influence factors. It also suggests that the focus needs to 

shift from 'predicting' to 'understanding' (phenomenology). 

7.4.2 Destination choices 

To study the role of political awareness in decision-making, it is useful to examine 

participants' destination choices, which are put in context with politics. The 

backpacker trails as discussed in Chapter 4 (see, for instance, Hampton 2008) have 

been largely confirmed by the interview participants; in fact most of them not only 

travelled within Thailand where they were interviewed, but went further down the 

'Southeast Asia trail'- including Cambodia, Vietnam, and Laos. Only a few indicated 

that they had been to 'Burma', but many said that they were thinking about it for the 

next trip. However, in only four interviews did the participants mention Burma in 

their travel plans, confirming the tourism statistics to Burma (e.g. WTTC 2008; 
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Myanmar Ministry of Hotels and Tourism 2005): only few venture out to this isolated 

country, thus only few were encountered during the fieldwork. Among the 

participants met in Thailand, only Enzo, Ulrich, Samuel and Severin stated they 

would go to Burma, which added to Ari's occasional visits on visa runs. Keith, a New 

Zealand curator who was interviewed via email and on the phone, said that he had 

visited Burma on five different occasions, and emphasised that this was the most 

interesting country he had ever visited. 

The participants who intended to visit Burma (either on this trip or in the future) had a 

widely varying knowledge on the country: Enzo, the 24 year old Italian, had good 

knowledge of the situation, while Ulrich, a 27 year old Swiss IT specialist, did not 

know much about the country he intended to visit: "I have no idea about Burma, it's a 

bit embarrassing. But I can't wait to go. I heard from other travellers that it's the best 

country they've ever been to. So that's why I go" (translation by author). Also 

Samuel, a 41-year-old New Zealander and Severin, a 25-year-old Frenchman said 

they had planned to travel to Burma because they had heard so many positive stories 

about it. Samuel and Severin were both aware of the political situation, and stated 

they were drawn to the isolated country. Clearly, word-of-mouth recommendations 

are still one of the most powerful influence factors in a travellers' decision-making 

process, supporting the findings of Sonmez and Graefe (1998). Ulrich, who was about 

to go to Burma, admitted that he did not know much about the country at all, but 

relied on fellow travellers' recommendations. During the interview with Ulrich it 

became apparent that he was generally politically unaware. But, such unawareness 

played a role in his decision-making: by not knowing anything about the country, he 

was travelling within an 'ignorant bliss'. Clearly, lack of knowledge about the 

political situation in Burma can result in decisions to go there. Thus, both political 

awareness and lack thereof play an important role in the decision-making process. 

Some of the participants were on their gap year between college and university, 

which is reflected in the length of time spent travelling and their various travelling 

destinations: June and Tony, for instance, travelled around the world, as did Enzo and 

the three Norwegians. Table 7.1 illustrates participants and their chosen destinations. 

While these destination choices are discussed in-depth in terms of their political 
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backgrounds in the following two chapters, it is noteworthy that backpackers 

certainly do not travel only to democracies (e.g. Communist China, Communist Laos, 

Communist Vietnam). This does not mean that political awareness is not present. In 

the interviews, which are discussed in the following chapters, it became apparent that 

some participants were very well-aware of the political system they would be visiting, 

but conceded that such visit would give them a different perspective. 

Table 7.1: Participants' destination choices 

Marc and Emily Thailand, mainly north 

June and Tony India, Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos, Malaysia, Indonesia, 
Australia, New Zealand, South America 

Nikki and Justin Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Japan 

Dusan Thailand, north and south 

Martin Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia 

Dirk Thailand, north and south 

Udo Thailand, north 

Maresa Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia 

Anna and Alejandro Thailand, south 

Enzo New Zealand, Australia, ALL of Southeast Asia (including Myanmar), 
China, Mongolia, Russia 

Lasse Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia 

Ulrich Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar 

Isabel Thailand, north and south 

Roland Thailand, China, Mongolia 

Lilly Thailand, north and south 

Severin Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar 

Henrik Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia 

Three Norwegians Brazil, Mexico, China, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, India 

Samuel Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar 

Zoe Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia 

Ryan Thailand, Singapore 

Gillian and Bomani Thailand - north and islands 

Nadia and Jill Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia 

Josh Thailand, (Japan) 

Maude Thailand, south 

Ari Thailand, visa runs to Myanmar 

Keith Thailand, Myanmar (via email and phone) 

Table 7.1 confirms notions presented by Hampton (2008) about emerging backpacker 

trails: it seems that the trail in Southeast Asia starts in Thailand (for some in India), 

and includes Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos, but also increasingly Malaysia, China, 
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Indonesia and the Philippines. Therefore democracy at a destination does not 

necessarily play a significant role in the decision-making process of backpackers. 

7.5 Awareness through travelling 

The final underlying theme in the interviews directly relates to political awareness 

and the knowledge gained through travelling. One of the arguments for visiting 

Burma (Chapter Five) was 'to see it for yourself and to become aware of previously 

unknown issues. The theme of awareness has been widely interpreted through 

participants' statements about the lessons learnt from their travelling experiences. For 

instance, it was common to go through 'a period of adjustments' or culture shock, 

though this clearly depended on the participants' previous travelling experience in 

developing countries. The first-time travellers saw such period of adjustment as a 

learning process, which takes time and depends on how well and how interested one 

is in wanting to blend into the local scene. For many participants who were visiting a 

developing country for the first time, anecdotes such as from Marc and Emily about 

the realities of poverty were typical: 

MARC: I don't like people bothering you on the beach every five 

minutes. And I like to see people as they really are rather than somebody 

out to sort of fleece you. Don't get me wrong, the people out here are not 

wealthy by any stretch of the imagination. But I do find it rather off

putting when somebody's asking you for your money. Especially being 

English, it's not something we're used to seeing people do, you know, 

begging on the streets. It doesn't go down very well. And as far as I'm 

concerned, I don't mind giving people money, if there's a good reason to 

do it, but a lot of these people are on the beaches all day. They're making 

really good money out of it. 

EMILY: It kind of struck me about people here [Mae Hong Song 

province] though, how they haven't got very much but they don't expect 

very much, and they don't have their hand out like other places that we've 

stayed in. But again, they've probably got more than people here. There 
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on the beaches, they've got their hand out and they're begging. Whereas 

here they don't do that and you feel more obliged to actually give to them. 

For many travellers dealing with beggars often constitutes one of the first lessons 

learnt on the road. Marc, the experienced backpacker, and Emily, who was on her 

first independent trip, both struggled with the presence of beggars, noting that beggars 

were different in the North of Thailand to those in the Southern enclaves, who were 

more used to the presence of tourists. It seems that these first encounters with poverty 

may pose the beginning of political awareness - again it appears that backpackers 

may form their awareness as they travel and experience the place, which is dependent 

on how one travels and what destinations are chosen. 

Other narratives about 'lessons learnt on the road' were centred around the notion that 

travel is full of surprises and that if a traveller 'goes with the flow' then this would 

often be the most rewarding way of travelling (see also Csikszentmihalyi 1996). 

Some participants pointed out that the more they travelled as backpackers, the more 

they had learnt to expect nothing - expectations are not likely to be met. In this 

context, Nikki suggested: 

I think a good traveller is someone who's pretty street wise in nearly any 

situation. Sometimes I think I've got good experience, but sometimes I'm 

a bit naive in the things that I do. I'm very trusting of people, which is a 

nice way to be but I don't think it's always the best way to be when 

you're a traveller. 

Later Nikki commented that she felt 'ripped off' frequently, particularly when she 

started travelling, but that her partner Justin, who had been travelling for many years, 

had taught her 'some of the tricks' that had made her more street wise. Nikki felt that 

the more she travelled like a backpacker, the more she had gained awareness about 

the realities of the place. This seemed to be a very important aspect to her, because in 

the interview she frequently mentioned the situations in which Justin had taught her 

what to do and how to behave. Thus, it seems that some transformation of self is 

given through the specific experiences (good or bad). These experiences are linked to 

one's travelling style, previous travelling experience but also what travellers were 
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looking for in their journeys (motivations). In this context Dusan remarked on the 

most important lesson learnt whilst travelling, namely patience: 

In Indonesia, if you're supposed to be on a bus at 8 o'clock, but the bus 

driver decides to have a coffee, maybe a meal and a good old chat with 

his friends for an hour, or four, then everyone waits. And it's no problem, 

no big deal, that's just how it is. But then you go to Germany and they go 

crazy if the train is 2 minutes late. 

Dusan's long travelling experience was evident in this statement. There are numerous 

encounters every day in which Western backpackers' impatience with the Asian non

systematic approach become all too obvious. These cultural and social differences 

often represent a steep learning curve for many travellers, some of whom would 

simply get used to it after a while. Participants mentioned that through backpacking 

people immerse themselves in a culture that is different to one's own, providing 

opportunities for reflection on one's own culture, for instance. For Zoe, even her 

'bad' travelling experience was actually perceived as 'character-building': 

I am on a budget at the moment. Someone stole my credit card and my 

camera at the full moon party and now I have only 3000 Baht until I 

leave. [ ... ]Yeah. But I always say I'm glad I had the experience in a way, 

because you learn from it. I mean, you learn not to be stupid. You learn to 

listen to your instincts, because I actually knew that night. .. I had a funny 

feeling. But no, I threw caution in the wind and so it happened. But I had 

a feeling that something wasn't quite right. You know, the whole thing 

made me grow up a bit I think. 

The example of Zoe's theft experience and her ensuing belief that this was not only a 

negative experience shows her notion that her travelling experience had been 

character-building: "Honestly, if that had happened to me a few months back, I would 

have totally freaked" she later remarked. She stated that the backpacking experience 

had not only given her a perspective in life, but had also made her more aware about 

the realities of Thailand. 
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Henrik, a Norwegian Banking lawyer, and his weed-boat-tour experience represented 

a steep learning curve to him: he not only started to see the different types of tourists 

(such as young party tourists in Haad Rin) but he also stated they were 

interchangeable to different settings (such as Thailand or Mallorca). Overall he felt 

that he had learnt about the dangers that backpackers bring to the local culture. 

ANDREA: Did you go to the Full Moon Party? 

HENRIK: Of course. But I didn't party as hard as a lot of the others did. I kind of 

partied for 2 days and that was enough for me. I discovered that in Haad Rin people are 

much younger. People there are typically 20, 21, 22, and that's why people come there, 

to party. I mean, yeah it was fun, but it could be like Mallorca. It could be anywhere. 

It's got nothing to do with Thailand. 

ANDREA: Have you been to Mallorca? 

HENRIK: I've only been to Palma for business, I hadn't been partying. I imagine it's 

the same, that's where the package tourists go to party. You know, the Euro trash. 

Sorry, it's a bit rude to say that, but I think you know what I mean. And there were a 

lot of drugs in Haad Rin. 

ANDREA: What kind of drugs? 

HENRIK: Not sure, this Yaba stuff, and also pills. And there's a lot of hash and weed. 

But you know what surprised me? When I was there, I took a day-boat trip around the 

island, and as soon as we were off the coast, the Thais on the boat started offering us 

weed ... And that really surprised me. 

ANDREA: The tour operator gave you weed? 

HENRIK: Well, I didn't want to have any, but I think that was kind of the business 

idea. There were probably 30 or 40 people and everybody was smoking all the time ... 

They can't stay long in business in Thailand, put it that way, they have the death 

penalty here! Anyway, I didn't know that this boat trip was a weed-tour, I honestly had 

no idea, and there were maybe three others like me who were just sitting there really 

surprised. You know, I don't mind when people smoke, that's a personal thing. But it 

says something about the culture when you have a boat trip like that. And then for us 

non-smokers, it was weird. I mean for the smokers it was great value for money. For us 

it was more or less ... What the hell are we doing here? 

Henrik was not only feeling uncomfortable after he realised where he ended up, but 

also uneasy and anxious to be part of such illegal activity in a country where more 

than 2,000 people died in the extra-judicial killings during the war on drugs launched 
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by the Thaksin government in 2003 (e.g. BBC 2004). He emphasised later that the 

lesson he learned was related to backpacker culture, because he noticed a self-centred 

attitude among many backpackers who behave irresponsibly. Henrik also learnt that 

the Thai tourism industry caters for such demands well. 

Overall it can be argued that the backpacking experience can open up the mind and 

may also create political awareness for the individual traveller. Therefore political 

awareness can play an important role in decision-making for both the travel

experienced older backpackers, who are aware of the realities of independent 

travelling, and the unexperienced backpackers, who may slowly become aware of 

political issues of the country they are visiting, though this clearly depends on how 

they travel, and where they go. 

The theme of lessons learnt showed that through both positive and negative 

experiences, participants 'grew up a bit' (Zoe) and began to understand the realities of 

the place they were visiting. It seems that the backpacking experience could create 

political awareness among previously non-aware travellers, though this clearly 

depends on their travelling style. In other words, for some participants political 

awareness was neither present, nor was it likely that it would be developed. 

7.6 Summary 

This chapter provided an analysis of backpackers' travelling styles, seen from the 

perspective of the research aim "to study the role of political awareness to backpacker 

decision-making". It was important to examine how participants travelled, where they 

went, what they did, and where they spent their money to be able to address Aung 

San Suu Kyi proposition that "tourists can be useful, depending on how they go about 

it". This chapter confirmed parts of backpacker literature (e.g. Scheyvens 2002; 

Butcher 2003; Smith and Duffy 2003; Welk 2004; Richards and Wilson 2004), but it 

also emphasised Cohen's (2003) notion that backpackers are in fact much more 

heterogeneous than they are currently portrayed in the literature. This study also 

found participants' travelling style varied considerably. 
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Some participants stayed predominantly at backpacker enclaves to party, whereas 

others preferred to explore the country and get off-the-beaten track. Many participants 

used guidebooks in many situations, whereas more experienced travellers relied more 

on 'word of mouth' and their own previous travelling experience. Time spent at one 

place proved to a be a defining aspect in participants' decision-making: some 

preferred to stay longer at one place because they thought they saw the realities of the 

place better, whereas many others preferred to move from one place to the next to 

experience the 'most' out of a country. This in tum showed that restlessness and 

escape from home was one of the main motivating reasons as to why they travelled, 

which conforms with notions that suggest backpackers are often at a 'crossroad in 

life' (e.g. O'Reilly 2006). However, many participants also travelled to escape the 

politicised environments at home. So while cultural exchange and gaining different 

perspectives from home were mentioned frequently, the restlessness aspect indicates 

that backpacker decision-making is likely to be more frequent in the future, and more 

'on a hunch'. 

Overall, this research discovered that backpackers are much more diverse than 

expected. Considering the research aim, therefore, this means that political awareness 

and ethical tourism behaviour could be possible among this very distinct sub-group of 

travellers. The findings from this chapter are further elaborated upon in the next 

chapter, contextualising the interviews with political awareness. 
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Chapter 8 Boycott shades of grey 

8.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings that relate to political awareness 

levels of participants and their boycott opinions. As different researchers (e.g. 

Henderson 2003; Hudson 2007) have shown, the Burma boycott debate is a heated 

discourse with strong polarised opinions, a notion that not only became apparent in 

the review of the literature, but also in the interviews with participants. With regard to 

the Burma travel boycott, it is important to consider what Brice Gosnell, a regional 

publisher at Lonely Planet, stated: "I don't know of any debate that's as vocal as this 

one" (in Kurlantzick, New York Times, ih May 2006), which points to the black-or

white nature of the discourse. This chapter shows that the debate has not attended to 

the grey zones of the debate sufficiently, even though such emphasis would present a 

less polarised and more inclusive discussion. 

The analysis of participants' political awareness and boycott opinions emphasised the 

social construction of the boycott debate. The lens of political awareness applied to 

tourist decision-making allowed the researcher to understand whether and where 

participants would draw the line: what, if anything, did participants deem politically 

unethical travelling? The key themes that emerged from the interviews have been 

divided into different parts. These different parts as presented in this chapter should 

not be seen in isolation; quite the contrary as the themes are related to the previous 

chapter on backpacker travelling style, and to the following chapter on participants' 

political opinions. This chapter approaches the key themes as follows: first the theme 

of politics and tourism is presented, through which the background to understand 

whether politics was an influence factor in participants' decision-making is set. The 

theme of knowledge of Burma and interest in politics follows, before focusing on the 

boycott debate. Throughout this discussion, observations on backpackers' travelling 

style as presented in the previous chapter are considered. The final key theme -

selective moralisation -represents the closing discussion of this chapter. 
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8.2 Boycott constructions 

This section presents the first key themes that emerged in the interviews. The issue of 

whether politics played a role in participants' decision-making was a theme that 

revealed the close relationship to political knowledge. In other words, those 

participants who were generally well informed about politics certainly thought of the 

political situation when making destination decisions. Some of these participants were 

radicals in this respect, and would not travel to non-democratic destinations. Other 

well-informed participants on the other hand travelled precisely because of the non

democratic system at the destination. For the rest of the participants the political 

situation at the destination (or at home) were aspects that were entirely irrelevant. 

As many participants were not aware of the boycott, no matter if they intended to 

travel there, had been there, or did not intend to go there, the author briefly explained 

both sides to the boycott debate (using the arguments as listed in Chapter Five) before 

further discussing the notion of human rights in relation to destination choice. Such 

presentation of the debate was done neutrally, because many participants approached 

the author after the interview to ask what she thought of the debate, which in tum 

means that they did not know where she stood. This section first presents the results 

relative to politics and decision-making in general, before focusing on boycott 

awareness. 

8.2.1 Politics and decision-making 

This section outlines key issues that emerged with participants on whether 'the 

political situation' at a destination was important when they made decisions to travel 

there. The question was formulated vaguely- using 'the political situation' -because 

it was meant how the participants would interpret such general term. Would they 

focus in their answer on safety and security issues, or would they focus on human 

rights? The following response about Burma by Dusan, despite not having been 

aimed at 'the political situation', clearly illustrates that politics was indeed very much 

part ofhis tourism-thinking: 

201 



ANDREA: Have you ever thought about travelling to Burma? 

DUSAN: Ah, Burma ... I would love to go, I would love to. I'm just waiting for 

these generals to fuck off and then I'll be okay. 

ANDREA: So you don't go now? 

DUSAN: No. I don't know, don't wanna support them. I mean, yeah, I know that 

you can change the money on the black market and stuff like that, and that you can 

avoid them, but I don't know. I guess you can go there, but I'm just not 

comfmtable you know. That's why I didn't go to Vietnam. Because it's 

communist. 

ANDREA: That's why you didn't go to Vietnam? 

DUSAN: Yeah, I don't like the communists. From the old days you know, in the 

Czech Republic. I really don't like the communists. 

ANDREA: Have you been to Cuba? 

DUSAN: Never. Same thing, don't wanna support them. 

ANDREA: Have you been to China? 

DUSAN: Nah. (laughs) 

ANDREA: So is the political situation of a country important when you choose a 

destination? 

DUSAN: Should be, yeah for sure. 

Dusan was politically aware and also applied this awareness to his destination choice. 

He would even boycott destinations that were communist. Dusan's 'allergy' to 

communism indicates that he preferred democratic states when he made decisions 

where to travel - his decision-making is therefore primarily based on his political 

awareness. However, later in the interview he 'admitted' to breaking his own 

communist-embargo: "I went to Lao though", emphasising that when he was 

travelling in communist-Lao he was aware of alternative money-changing 

opportunities. In the end he pointed out: "But yeah, you can find excuses for 

everything. I'm pretty much a sell-out, but I tried my best you know, stayed with the 

locals". It can be said the political awareness played a significant role not only in his 

destination choice, but also in his decision-making en route as he emphasised his 

attempts to stay with the locals. 
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However, many other participants were initially surprised about the notion of linking 

politics with tourist decision-making. Nikki's (UK) response to the question about 

whether the political situation in a country was important in her decision-making, 

was: "Ah, now I get it. Okay, now that is interesting. Well, yeah of course it's 

important", before adding that "Justin really wants to go to Burma, and I really 

don't". The question on whether to go or not to go to Burma had been cause of many 

discussions between the couple. Nikki remarked: 

The rumour within the travelling community used to be that you weren't as 

welcome into Burma or Myanmar a few years ago. That visas weren't as 

easy to come by. That there were more likely to be difficulty or trouble if you 

went there, whereas now they're starting to realise that tourism is an 

extremely important money-spinner. They're seeing how well places like 

Thailand are doing, and so they're starting to embrace tourism, making it 

easier to cross the borders. And so Marc wants to go and explore the country. 

But I don't like the things I've heard, albeit maybe slightly biased things 

about that there is no democracy. About that there are political prisoners 

being held in house arrest and in prisons for no reason other than having a 

certain point of view. So, unless they change that, I don't see why I should 

give them my tourism money. 

Nikki represented a minority of the participants with regard to boycott and Burma 

awareness. She had read reports, which stated there was no democracy there, so she 

supported the boycott, which in tum had caused many discussions with her partner 

Justin. This was not an isolated incident, with Gillian (US) and Bomani (Malawi) also 

stating that they had different views on the boycott. Gillian was still somewhat unsure 

but supported the boycott, whereas Bomani thought the boycott was wrong. Overall, 

this shows that politics, despite being in the background, did in fact play a significant 

role in these participants' decision-making. 

In the interview with Ari (Israel) the question whether human rights violations would 

deter him from travelling to some countries evoked the following answer: "I've been 

to a lot of countries where human rights are oppressed, I live in one of those. I don't 

really consider that as the first, or the 'issue' whether I would go or not go". This 
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could indicate that participants, who come from a highly politicised environment at 

home, attempt to escape politics by travelling- a well-documented notion for Israeli 

backpackers in particular (Noy and Cohen 2005). For Ari, who was well informed 

about politics, the human rights situation did not pose a significant deterrent on 

whether he would travel to a destination because of a similar human rights situation in 

his home country as he stated. Therefore, political awareness played a role in his 

decision-making, but not to the extent that it would deter him from travelling 

somewhere. Later in the interview Ari remarked that being Israeli, one must be 

politically aware when travelling, not least due to the many visa restrictions that 

Israelis face worldwide (e.g. Malaysia, Indonesia, Middle East). So, he was politically 

aware, but more in the sense that he knew where he was not welcome because of his 

passport. 

8.2.1.1 Safety and security 

Most respondents answered in security-terms when faced with the question whether 

the political situation played a role in where they travelled. Henrik in particular stands 

out because of his quotation of travel advisories as issued by the Norwegian 

government. Henrik was security-aware, but did not think the human rights situation 

was particularly important in his destination choice: 

HENRIK: Of course the political situation is important! It needs somehow to 

be a stabilised country. I wouldn't go to a place with riots. Somebody might 

do that, but I need a certain stability and wouldn't voluntarily go in there. I 

don't go to areas if the Norwegian government advises me not to. 

ANDREA: Do you read the travel advisories before you decide? 

HENRIK: I read them. I don't travel to these places, put it that way. I can't 

tell you all the information in the world, but I read up and try stay clear of 

risk. There is no point of taking a lot of risk by entering into a potential 

conflict zone. But I know that there are a lot of people seeking that thrill. 

Henrik distanced himself from the 'people seeking the thrill' of travelling to places 

that are 'conflict zones'. He did, however, note that he thinks there are an increasing 
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number of travellers who seek precisely this thrill, whereas he himself sees such 

behaviour as 'no point'. Because many other participants (e.g. Zoe, Ryan, Isabel, 

Josh, Maude, Martin, Dirk) stated similar arguments, safety and security are clearly 

the price of entry to a destination for many participants (Cavelk 2002; Hall 2002; Hall 

and Valentin 2005), but this is coupled with increasing numbers of 'adventure 

tourists' who push the boundaries further (e.g. Enzo, Jill, Samuel, Rolf, Severin). 

Henrik did not see himself as part of the risk-taking group; instead he was well 

informed about the worldwide political situation, which added to his rational, and 

calculated risk-taking. It seems that political awareness played a major role in his 

decision-making. For Henrik and others who informed themselves about the risks 

associated with travelling to destinations through travel advisories (Richter 1999), 

such political awareness represents the basis of their decisions. 

In many other interviews, participants focused on the safety and security issues at the 

destination, but not the human rights situation. In fact only some perceived 'the 

political situation' as a reference to human rights violations. Therefore safety and 

security concerns for the individual seem to be more important in the decision

making process than human rights concerns. These aspects of politics do not stand on 

opposite sides of a spectrum; quite the contrary in that one feeds the other because it 

is more likely to have fewer safety and security issues if the human rights situation is 

better (George and Varghese 2007). 

The distinction between human rights issues and security concerns was a key theme 

that emerged in many conversations. There were considerable differences in how 

people perceived 'the political situation': for many participants human rights 

violations did not even begin to cross their minds. Instead most participants who had 

some knowledge of Burma, mainly mentioned visa issues, which they related to 

security issues. Those people who did not focus on human rights rather focused on the 

difficulty of getting there. In this context Severin (French) remarked: 

I would be more concerned about personal risk. Of course you could say 

you should not support governments who are violating human rights. But 

you could get money in there, because as a tourist you leave money. Most 

of these regimes are poor. So, I wouldn't have a problem with that. 
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Severin's honest statement that he would be more concerned about his own safety and 

less about the human rights situation is fitting in the context of this research for two 

reasons. First, Severin's plan was to travel to Myanmar, and second, participants 

generally indicated that the human rights situation does not play a significant role in 

whether they would go to a country. Instead, safety and security issues were prevalent 

for many participants. Whilst participants' concern about their own safety did not 

automatically render the human rights issue as unimportant, such observation points 

to a personal aspect of backpackers: safety and security are very important, also for 

'edgy' backpackers. This stands in direct contrast to backpackers being portrayed as 

pushing the travel-boundaries further, which inevitably carries with it some risk. 

Some calculated risk seems to be acceptable, yet the human rights situation is 

secondary for many participants, if it is mentioned at all. This is a fitting observation 

in the context of what Hall (1997) suggested: tourism flow is not a reflection of the 

democratic nature of a place. Yet it is of utmost importance to be safe, no matter if 

this would be in a totalitarian, communist, socialist or democratic destination. 

Not all participants were security-aware. Jill, for instance, stated she was not too 

concerned about safety when travelling, because personal safety was subject to a 

person's common sense. Dusan, Severin, Enzo, Rolf, Dirk, and Udo all stated they 

had never paid attention to any travel advisories. Ari's (Israel) remark on how un

important security issues are in his choice of destination needs to be considered here, 

not least due to his cultural and political background: 

I come from one of the un-safest countries in the world, so the safety and 

security situation really doesn't matter to me at all. You know, if I go 

somewhere and think about safety, my starting point would be a place 

where every day there was a suicide bomb. 

Comparing Ari's (Israel) statement to that of Henrik (Norway), the differences could 

not be clearer. For Ari the safety situation was relatively unimportant as he stated he 

came from one of the un-safest countries in the world; for Henrik it was crucial in his 

decision-making, perhaps precisely because he came from one of the safest countries 

in the world. Therefore the question of "how safe is safe enough" is subjective in 

nature, and subject to participants' backgrounds. Wildavsky (1979) believed that the 
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public's political and economic stability is endangered by a "zero-risk" society. This 

assertion was also confirmed by Slovic et al's (1982) study of risk perception, which 

revealed an extraordinary paradox: the richest, longest-lived, best-protected, most 

resourceful civilisation, with the highest degree of insight into its own technology, is 

on its way to becoming the most frightened. 

The following statement by Keith (NZ) raises a completely different dimension of 

security concern, namely increased security measures (post 9-11) being the barrier to 

travelling to the USA: 

I have personally decided that I will not travel to or pass through the US 

while Bush is president, and there is a big chance that I may not ever visit 

the US again. Do I really want to have my iris scanned and held in their 

government computers? No I do not. So how many people are avoiding 

the US for similar reasons and how many because of the long delays at 

airport security checks are just so frustrating. You know, Air NZ has just 

announced they hope to fly to Vancouver direct soon with no stopover in 

Hawaii - good on them - it should be a popular flight. 

Keith's (NZ) statement shows a different sort of security concern- instead of security 

issues regarding the political instability at the destination, Keith invoked the increase 

in security measures in US airports as an off-putting factor in his future destination 

choice. Therefore, his political awareness regarding increased security measures at 

airports that were implemented post 9-11 played a key role in this destination choice. 

Overall it can be said that political awareness was a significant aspect in participants' 

decision-making process: some cited safety and security concerns, while few 

mentioned that the human rights situation would deter them from travelling. Those 

who stated that the political situation did not play a significant role (e.g. Maresa, 

Rolf) were neither aware nor interested in politics. Thus, lack of political awareness 

may also play a role in the decision-making process of travellers: little political 

awareness can influence decision-making in terms of lack of search for information. 

Instead, decisions seem to be largely based on an initial perception of place for 

unaware travellers. 
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8.2.2 Awareness 

Keith, a NZ museum curator who had travelled to Burma on numerous occasions, 

stated that the answer to ethical travel in Burma was dependent on political awareness 

and knowledge: 

I really do believe that the answer lies in knowledge, in people making 

informed decisions as to where they do and do not travel. For instance, 

recent reports indicate that Fiji tourism stats are back to normal for Fiji 

package tourists - so how many of those package tourists have read the 

history of politics in Fiji, and do they care anyway? I imagine most people 

just want to live their lives, do what they want to do and not worry about 

what is happening in the shadows. 

Keith's suggestion on the importance of informed choices through knowledge points 

to the significance of political knowledge and awareness to ensure ethical travel in 

Burma. In other words, it is important to understand that knowledge and opinion are 

linked. Also, as the discussion of values in Chapter Three (e.g. Rokeach 1973; 

Schwartz 1992) showed, values are linked to knowledge and therefore it is pivotal to 

address participants' general knowledge of Burma. This knowledge of Burma first 

came up in discussing the name-use when participants were asked what they called 

the country, Burma or Myanmar: 

ARI: Depends if you want to be Thai or if you want to be farang. 

ANDREA: If you want to be Thai how would you call it? 

ARI: If you want to be Thai you call it Myanmar. If you want to be a 

farang you call it Burma. 

ANDREA: Really? Why? 

ARI: Because that's how most of the Thais call it I think. 

ANDREA: And how do you call it? 

ARI: It depends on who I'm talking to. As I talk with you, a farang, I 

would call it Burma. 
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Ari's notion that people in Thailand call the country Myanmar could allude to the 

findings from the media analysis (see Appendix B), which revealed the tendency that 

those who engage with the country (Thailand) calling it 'Myanmar', and those who 

believe in isolation using 'Burma'. It was evident that Ari was not only well informed 

about Burma, but also about politics in general. About half of all participants were 

somewhat aware of Burma, a knowledge that, however, did not run very deep. Often 

they would say things such as "I know there's a dodgy government, but I don't know 

much more than that" (Isabel, Netherlands), which was prevalent in many 

conversations. Tony and June, a backpacking British honeymooner-couple, conceded 

that the first time they became aware of Burma was when they looked at a map: 

I think the first time I thought about Myanmar was when we came here 

[Koh Chang]. I started studying maps of Thailand, and especially when 

we were on the Andaman coast off Phuket, because I looked up beyond 

that bit of the Thai border on the Andaman Sea, and the Burmese, I mean, 

they must have thousands of islands, whereas the Thais maybe have a few 

hundred. And I just thought 'how many island getaways must there be? 

And why isn't there any tourism?' and then I started thinking. Has it got 

an unstable political situation? I assumed that must be why. I mean I don't 

know anything about the country, but I thought it must be relatively 

unsafe. 

Tony's remarks that the first time he became aware of Burma was when he looked at 

a map of Southeast Asia illustrates the fact that even well-educated travellers from a 

higher socio-economic background are likely to be completely unaware of Burma. 

His statement about not knowing anything about the country, but nonetheless 

perceiving it as unsafe indicates that lack of awareness may lead to a perception of 

Burma being unsafe. 

Nadia and Jill both stated that they did not know much about Burma, but nonetheless 

had considered travelling there. Nadia's remark illustrates that word-of-mouth was 

the most important influence factor for her decision-making en route: 
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I have a friend who told me about that it was really hard to get into, and to 

get a visa for it. And you know, you don't hear much ... Everybody here 

who's travelling the loop, you know, Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos, Thailand. 

And Burma is not part of it, yet. And you don't really hear anybody going 

there. I had a guy tell me that is was difficult, so I kinda just 'gave up'. 

Nadia's statement on 'just giving up' because she had heard it was difficult to get in 

represents an example of participants' a-political thinking. While Jill and Nadia were 

both politically aware in general, the political situation of Burma was of no concern to 

them when they thought about going there. Instead Nadia focused on visa issues and 

the fact that 'it was difficult', but did not question why it could be difficult to have 

visas issues in the first place. Throughout the interview with Jill and Nadia, Nadia in 

particular stood out as the more 'adventurous' type: during her Nepalese backpacking 

experience she found herself in a village which was in the middle of a Maoist 

uprising, but she said she was 'not too concerned' at the time. She (American) also 

expressed interest in travelling to the Middle East, with particular focus on countries 

such as Pakistan and Iran. This does not mean that Nadia was unaware of political 

tensions between the US and Iran; quite the contrary, Nadia was very well-informed 

about many international and national political issues. The main difference was that 

these political ideologies, which she was well aware of, seemed almost like a draw

card to her. Hence, political awareness may play a significant role in that it represents 

a 'pull' to certain destination for some people. 

Many participants, such as for instance, Ryan, the three young Norwegians, and Rolf 

(who intended to travel to Burma) did not have much knowledge of the country. Ryan 

stated "I know there's a fairly authoritarian government there, there is border 

problems with Thailand, a lot of tension going pretty far back. Beyond that I don't 

know a whole lot". Ida, Stine and Egil, the three young Norwegians, stated that they 

knew there was some sort of trouble, but that they had never really thought about 

Burma before. Rolf, a Swiss IT specialist, stated "I'm going to Burma next week, but 

to be honest with you, I don't know anything about it at all. I just heard it's very 

beautiful, that's why I go". His fellow travellers' recommendations outweighed other 

information sources for Rolf, showing that some travellers to Burma are completely 

unaware ofthe situation there. 
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Other participants, mostly those who were older, well-educated and had considerable 

backpacking experience, possessed some knowledge about Burma and the issues that 

surround it, which in turn had influenced their destination choice (e.g. Dusan above). 

Zoe, a 27-year-old Australian actor, remarked: 

Yeah, I know about Burma. But you know, Burma is not about a safety 

issue for me, or being difficult to travel. It's just that when you ... as much 

as wanting to see it I guess it's hard when the country is very much run as 

a military dictatorship. By travelling there, you feed that. 

Zoe was very well informed about Burma, because she had read several articles about 

it in newspapers as well as human rights reports (she was a member of Amnesty 

International). The last article she had read, published in the 'Bangkok Post' a few 

weeks before the interview, made her think about the ethicalities associated with 

travelling there. She mentioned that because she was herself a tourist in Thailand 

when she was reading this article, she started thinking about whether it was ethical to 

go to Burma or not. In the end she stated that Burma was not a safety issue for her. 

Instead it was a problem of feeding a totalitarian government through the visit and 

subsequently she decided not to go there. Her political awareness in relation to human 

rights issues influenced her decision-making: she would like to visit Burma one day, 

but the political issues surrounding it make it an uncomfortable place to visit at the 

moment. 

8.3 Boycott shades of grey 

Similarly to the heterogeneity of the backpacker group profile, the participants' 

answers to their boycott opinion indicated that they were a very diverse group. They 

were split regarding both boycott knowledge and opinion, though more participants 

were not knowledgeable about Burma but criticised the boycott. This section presents 

participants' knowledge and awareness of the Burma travel boycott. 
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8.3.1 Boycott knowledge 

Of the 35 participants to this research, 20 had not heard about the Burma tourism 

boycott before the interview. Rolf, who was unaware of the Burma boycott but 

intended to go there, responded: "Why would there be a boycott?" This indicates that 

his unawareness had played a role in his destination choice. Ryan, on the other hand, 

stated: "No, I actually hadn't heard about it, but it makes sense you know, I definitely 

know that there are many people [in the US] who won't use 'Myanmar', it's Burma." 

Ryan' statement on the name-use indicates that he associated the term with 'isolation' 

-despite his unawareness of Burma and the boycott, he emphasised that 'Burma' was 

the term mostly used in the US. 

The participants who had heard of the tourism boycott became aware of it through 

informal and unofficial channels: word-of-mouth and discussions with fellow 

travellers. Some participants also mentioned the Lonely Planet guidebook, or having 

read different reports and articles about the conundrum. Gillian stated that she first 

heard about the Burma boycott in a political science class in College and again when 

researching the trip, to which Bomani remarked: "We had quite a discussion". Gillian 

and Bomani were a couple who were split in their opinions, similarly to Nikki and 

Justin ("Justin really wants to go, and I really don't"). This illustrates that supporting 

the Burma travel boycott is a very personal issue, with even couples completely 

disagreeing, which in tum influenced their decision-making. Both couples decided 

not to go, but mainly because they could not reach a conclusion and therefore chose 

alternative destinations. The influence of peers through word-of-mouth should not be 

underestimated; in fact this influence factor could be the most important aspect in 

shaping participants' opinions. Anna, a 29-year-old Italian who was travelling with 

her Chilean partner Alejandro, stated: "Yeah, we wanted to go but everyone said 

they're cutting people's heads off in the street... Honestly, so many people just told us 

not to go". This remark shows the power of peer recommendations. 

Those participants who were aware of the boycott but disagreed with it, stated they 

had thought about it in detail. Lasse, the Danish pensioner, believed that "I think it's 

not right" because if one was to be consistent with such thinking, one should not 

travel anywhere. He remarked that there were numerous human rights abuses in every 
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country, but to avoid travelling to a country due to these reasons was misplaced. Ari 

exposed somewhat similar views: "Yeah I heard about it - I think it's bullshit, it's 

hypocritical." His statement points to a very important theme that emerged in the 

interviews: the issue of selective moralisation (Steinberg 2001; Thant Myint-U 2006). 

Overall the answers indicate that awareness of the boycott was prevalent to few well

informed, educated, and older participants. For those participants who said they had 

never heard of it, most were quite surprised of such a concept, and asked the 

interviewer to elaborate upon it. As pointed out in Chapter Six, the main boycott 

arguments were explained to the respondents (see Chapter Four list of boycott 

arguments) beginning with the pro-boycott side and ending with the anti-boycott side. 

More often than not, this led to an ensuing discussion on boycotts in general, on 

combining tourism with politics, and on whether travellers should consider the human 

rights situation at a place when they make destination choices (see also Hudson and 

Miller 2005; Hudson 2007). 

Therefore, it is not a black and white situation but one definable rather in shades of 

grey. Only few participants were 'extremely' on the pro-boycott side, and only few 

were on the 'extreme' anti-boycott side. Most participants were somewhere in the 

middle. Importantly, the grey-zone-theme was also applicable to participants' boycott 

knowledge: some participants were aware of details regarding the boycott debate, 

whereas others had vaguely heard that one should not go. On balance, boycott 

knowledge and lack thereof have directly influenced participants' destination choices, 

making political awareness fundamental to consider in backpacker decision-making. 

8.3.2 Burma boycott opinions 

Of all participants, 23 were against the boycott, and 12 were supporting it. This does 

not mean that most participants did not think that human rights violations are a 

serious issue; instead the interviews revealed that there was a general consensus about 

the power of backpackers bringing in much-needed foreign exchange to Burma. The 

reasons of participants' different positions varied considerably. 
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Nearly all participants who supported the boycott made sharply polarised and strong 

statements. Dusan's (39 years, Czech Republic) said that Burma was his dream 

destination, but that there was no question about him going there as long as the 

military was in power. Similarly both Isabel (22 years, Netherlands) and Lilly (21 

years, Netherlands) stated: "There's no way I would set foot in this country and help 

these horrific Generals with my money". Ryan (US, 41 years), Dirk and Martin (both 

German, 32 and 33 years) made similar statements when they indicated that they did 

not understand why people intended to travel to a country that has one of the most 

atrocious human-rights records in the world. Gillian (US) and Nikki (UK), who both 

had numerous discussions with their respective partners, argued that they understood 

the arguments on both sides, but that they would simply feel uncomfortable to travel 

there. Zoe, the 26-year-old Australian actor, had a similar thought: "I just wouldn't 

feel comfortable I think. It would seem fake to me, not matter how beautiful this 

country is and how many people smile at you, I think I'd feel strange". The personal 

aspect in evaluating the boycott debate is a largely overlooked but very important 

factor. If the potential traveller perceives the country as 'fake' due to the human rights 

situation, travel is unlikely. This in turn means that personal perception of place is 

absolutely fundamental in the decision-making process (Sonmez and Graefe 1998; 

Decrop 2006). 

Enzo, a 23-year-old ex-military corporal from Italy, who was interviewed close to the 

Burmese border shortly before his trip to 'Myanmar' (as he called it), did not support 

the boycott. "Well, it would be stupid not to since we are so close", coupled with his 

plan to visit all countries that make up Southeast Asia. His perception of the boycott 

was very negative - even to the extent that it had had influenced his choice to go 

precisely because of its existence. For Enzo the boycott influenced his destination 

choice, but to the opposite effect. This shows that the mere existence of the boycott 

may be of particular importance to the boundary-pushing backpacker. 

ENZO: I don't like it when people tell me not to go somewhere, or not to 

do something, that's when I do it. 

ANDREA: Aha, so has the boycott perhaps influenced you in that way? 

ENZO: Maybe, yeah. You know, I'd like to see it for myself. Who says 

that all the propaganda that you hear around is right? Maybe when you go 

214 



there, you'll see that it's the best country in the world. Maybe not, who 

knows. But I wanna see it for myself. [ ... ] I just don't understand why 

people tell me not to go somewhere. I don't get it. If I didn't go to the 

country, then I wouldn't spend my money there, the people would be 

poorer, so the country would be richer by me going there. They would 

have less money ifl hadn't been there, right? 

ANDREA: Yes, but the argument is that a large proportion of the money, 

depends on how you travel, goes to the military. 

ENZO: Yeah, but the military are in their place anyhow. 

Enzo's argument of not believing the 'propaganda' about Burma rendered the 

evidence that exists on human rights violations meaningless. He believed that human 

rights groups that call for the boycott produce an emotional rather than rational 

response. This also reflects opinions by boycott-critical scholars discussed in Chapter 

Five. However, to suggest that all information is propaganda is alarming: Enzo was 

suspicious of the 'stories your hear', and later stated that they were a result of 

'furthering a political agenda'. Enzo was well informed about politics, but he was 

generally quite suspicious. The over-abundance of information online may play a role 

in this finding: as so much information is available, such accessibility makes it 

difficult to find the 'correct' information, which in tum creates uncertainty about its 

trustworthiness. Enzo's statement about 'people will be richer by me going there' will 

be further discussed in the final section of this chapter, which addresses the notion 

that 'one has to be there in order to tell the world'. For now it is important to note that 

Enzo's political and boycott awareness played a significant role in his decision

making, even to the extent that the boycott represented the actual pull to the 

destination. This result does not only tum the notion of boycott-effectiveness on its 

head, but also shows that his boycott-awareness had played a significant role in his 

decision-making. 

Samuel, a 48-year-old New Zealander who had been living in Australia for the past 

20 years, said that he was not entirely sure about the boycott. He referred to his 

spiritual travelling pursuit, which in the context of Burma was an important aspect 

because it is a devout Buddhist country. Samuel could be seen as an old-style Hippie, 

with extremely liberal views on many aspects of life. He told of stories relating to the 
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numerous 'Rainbow Gatherings' (Hippie Group that meets in different places 'for a 

cycle of the moon') he had attended. Samuel did not support the boycott at all, instead 

he remarked: 

It's six of one, and half a dozen of the other. Damned if you do, and 

damned if you don't. You know, Cambodia is open is because they have 

Angkor Wat and that attracts tourists. If Angkor Wat was in Myanmar 

then the situation would be reversed. The political situation in both 

countries is pretty much identical. 

Samuel's comparison to Angkor Wat and its significance to nation building through 

tourism is an interesting aspect to consider, not least due to the fact that some would 

argue Burma's archaeological treasures (Bagan) may even outshine Cambodia's. The 

popularity of Angkor, being one of the most visited tourist sites in Southeast Asia 

(Hall and Page 2000; Lonely Planet Southeast Asia on a shoestring 2006), shows that 

Cambodia does not have to deal with boycott calls based on the 'political situation'. 

This gives further emphasis to the theme of hypocrisy stated by many boycott-critical 

participants. But Samuel's perception that the political situation in both countries is 

'pretty much identical' is incorrect because Cambodia is a multiparty democracy 

under a constitutional monarchy that has begun trials of 'crimes against humanity' for 

some of the former Khmer Rouge leaders. The difference to Burma is therefore 

significant. Later in the interview it became clear that Samuel was exaggerating to get 

his point of 'hypocrisy' across. Overall, it is notable that within his political 

awareness set, it was the same to visit Cambodia or to visit Burma. 

This critique of hypocrisy (e.g. Steinberg 2001; Thant Myint-U 2006) was an 

underlying theme in nearly all conversations with the participants, which is further 

elaborated under 'selective moralisation' below. An interesting statement came from 

Alejandro (a 37 year old Chilean rafting guide living in Italy), who did not support 

the boycott because he reflected on Chile's history in relation to tourism: 

It's like Chile in the past, because many people didn't travel to Chile, 

because there was a military disturbance. So don't travel to Chile because 

there is bloodshed. Many people travelled there and nothing happened. 
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Alejandro suggested that he became alert to the parallels between Burma and Chile in 

the 1970s. To him the fact that people continued to visit Chile notwithstanding the 

military was good as it brought much-needed income to peripheral areas. He did not 

support the boycott at all, but conceded that fellow travellers whom they (Anna and 

Alejandro) had met along the way had recommended not to go. These stories had 

made Anna wary, and in the end they decided not to travel to Burma. Despite this, 

they stated that they did not support the boycott. Bomani (Malawi), on the other hand 

made it clear that he believed the boycott was educational ("part of the solution"), but 

that it would fail to change the situation: 

I don't mind the boycott, though I don't think it's going to solve the 

problem by itself. But it's part of the solution. Personally, I feel like 

boycotting alone cannot clear things up. You know, actually, I think 

people should go. 

Bomani, who was well informed about politics, re-stated later that the boycott was 

part of the solution as the boycott raises awareness not only of the political situation 

in Burma, but also of how people travel. Both Bomani and Gillian, after many 

discussions about whether to go or not, decided not visit Burma in the end because of 

Gillian's reluctance. Otherwise, Bomani stated, he would have gone immediately. 

So while most participants mentioned hypocrisy issues related to boycotting one 

country but not another, Nadia and Jill touched on another critical point in relation to 

tourism to Burma: cross-border trade and tourism. This plays an important role in 

tourism income for the Burmese military (Altsean 2007). Jill and Nadia stated that if 

they had gone to the North of Thailand, they would have planned to go over to Burma 

for a day, in order 'to say that we've been there': 

JILL: We had decided that if we were to go to the North [of Thailand], we 

would have gone to Burma for a day. Just for one day. To go over the 

border and so on. So had we gone to the North, like to Chiang Mai and 

Pai, then we would have gone over to Burma. 

NADIA: Just to say that we've been there. Sounds kinda cheesy, I know, 

cos we know nothing about it. I really know nothing about Burma. 
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The notion of going over for one day did not seem unethical for some participants, 

even for some who were supporting the boycott. On the other hand, there were 

participants such as Ari, who had been to Burma on visa runs. Ari stood out because 

he was against the boycott, but said he would not want to travel there (no interest). In 

contrast to Nadja and Jill's notion of 'visiting' Burma (as above), Ari claimed he had 

never been to Burma, even though he had set foot in the country on his numerous 

visa-runs. Therefore Ari, Nadia and Jill had different conceptions of what constitutes 

'visiting a country' (see also Murphy 2001; S0rensen 2003). For Jill and Nadia one 

day at a place would suffice to be able to say 'I've been there', but for Ari the time 

spent at one place was pivotal in how he defined visitation (see Chapter Seven). 

Maude, a 26-year-old Quebecoise Psychology PhD student, made a statement which 

is similar to what many participants conceded about their intentions of travelling to 

Burma. This statement points to the importance of travel advisories in decision

making as discussed above. She was well-aware of risky destinations, of which 

Burma, however, was not one: 

I was considering going there. I'm not that afraid of Burma, and maybe if 

it was a longer trip I would go there. But Burma is not, in a way, unstable. 

I don't know. We don't have travel restrictions going to Burma. 

The Canadian travel advisories that informed Maude about the lack of security

problems in relation to Burma are interesting in that they confirm that such advisories 

play a key role in how backpackers evaluate destinations (Hall1994; Richter 1999). 

Sometimes questions relating to boycott opinion were answered in safety-terms: for 

instance, the three Norwegians indicated that they did not understand the problem 

since visitor safety was guaranteed. The human rights situation might be secondary, if 

considered at all. For those participants who mentioned the importance of travel 

advisories- Henrik, Maude, Lilly, Isabel, Josh, Rolf, Marc and Emily, June and Tony 

- the safety and security situation for tourists at the destination was of utmost 

importance in their decision-making. 

Lastly, an email conversation with Keith (NZ) is imperative: it reveals his anti

boycott opinion by showing that his visit to Burma actually had a positive impact: 
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I'm going to tell you a little story, which is so typical of why I love travelling so much. I 

mentioned before that I travelled up north to Putao in Kachin State. I hired a truck and driver 

from one of the churches so I could visit a nearby village as there was no public transport. All 

along the way the truck stopped to pick up people walking along the road. As they jumped off 

they would give me a big smile of thanks and a wave. As we passed through a small village a 

man told me that the daughter of a woman living there had gone to live in New Zealand. On 

the way back I stopped and visited the old lady. She was a tiny soul, bent over but full of 

smiles and friendship. Her traditional house and garden were spotlessly clean. Through my 

friend I asked her about her daughter and took some photos. I also got her daughter's address 

in Auckland, so when I got back to New Zealand I printed some enlarged photos of the 

mother and sent them off to her daughter who she hadn't seen for years. [ ... ] 

A few days later I had a lovely letter in the mail and then a phone call from the woman -

almost in tears with emotion. She hadn't seen a photo of her mother since leaving Burma 10 

years ago. I could tell her all about her mother's house and garden and her neighbours and an 

old school friend that she went to school with. She was so thankful and full of joy. 

Now, who would dare tell me I can't travel to Burma? Such are the joys of travel. 

Keith's visit to Burma and his subsequent experience in New Zealand show that 

visiting the country can have a positive impact, but that such impact clearly depends 

on personality and how one travels. Keith, being an experienced traveller, was well 

aware of the human rights situation in Burma. He indicated later in an email that he 

believed one could help by visiting peripheral areas and trying to make sure the 

money one spends remains in the community. His political awareness therefore 

directly influenced his decision-making, even to the extent that his visit had helped a 

family re-connect. 

The 20 participants who had no prior knowledge of Burma - irrespective of whether 

they wanted to travel there or not - and the 23 participants who were against the 

boycott, show that lack of knowledge could also be related to anti-boycott opinion. 

However, the fact that many participants' knowledge of Burma was rudimentary is 

concerning. Chapter Three has shown that political knowledge represents the basis of 

a well-functioning democracy (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996), and lack of such 

knowledge undermines the very idea of democracy. Such unawareness makes travel 

to contested destinations less ethical. Therefore, this could mean that ethical tourism 

is indeed possible, but is more likely to be ethical for informed participants only. 
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8.4 Selective Moralisation 

The problem of selective moralisation was the most frequently mentioned aspect in 

the boycott discussions (see also Steinberg 2001; Thant Myint-U 2006). The charge 

of hypocrisy was widespread and incredibly contemptible. Keith (NZ) remarked: 

Last year we spent time with Amerindians in V enezue1a who were telling 

us that Chavez was closing all the mines in the district, sacking all the 

Indian workers, and then only re-employing those who voted for him. I 

could list country after country where corruption, greed and power 

(should probably add religion and political fervour) are the law of 

governance - so where do you draw the line, or do you need to draw a 

line? A visit to the Amnesty International website offers some spooky 

info - perhaps enough to discourage some to amend their travel plans -

but really, to what purpose? Just to be a boycott activist, making a lot of 

noise but not contributing in reality to any change? 

Keith (NZ) did not support the boycott at all. Instead, he pointed out that nearly all 

countries in the world have issues relating to human rights. He also suggested that if 

one argued from a human rights point of view, and if one applied such thinking to all 

destinations in the world, then there would not be many countries in the world left to 

visit. 

I totally acknowledge that Myanmar has an atrocious record of human 

rights. But then how about China and Russia and the US? If people knew 

what the Russian military had done in Chechnya they might just start to 

understand (not agree with!) what happened to all the school kids held in 

the hostage situation a while back in Beslan in North Ossatia. As for the 

Yanks in Guantanamo Bay, and the treatment of people ofMiddle Eastern 

origins in the US after 9/11... I actually consider the US to be among the 

world's worst terrorists - if you read what the CIA got up to in Central 

and South America and in Southeast Asia, you really lose faith in the 

'greatest democracy in the world'. 
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The theme of selective moralisation and the argument that such thinking does not 

contribute to any change was a recurrent motif in the interviews. The author asked 

participants if and where they would draw the line in terms of unethical destination 

choices. Some participants' sudden outbursts were surprising, which in tum may 

indicate why many later conceded that they were apathetic with politics (see Chapter 

Nine). Clearly, the issue of hypocrisy features as one of the most shared concepts in 

participants' perception of the boycott debate. Dusan, for instance, remarked: 

I wouldn't go to Tibet, it's the same thing. Or to China. I mean, isn't it 

funny, America boycotts Cuba, but is the biggest business partner of 

China. It's such hypocrisy! You've gotta stand your ground you know. 

Dusan's political awareness clearly influenced his destination choice. His principle to 

avoid not only communist countries, but also other forms of state that would make 

him feel politically uncomfortable -including Burma- shows that his political 'rule' 

bound him to his duty of not travelling to countries that he deemed unethical. 

Lasse, the Danish pensioner stated that the boycott idea based on human rights was 

ridiculous to him, particularly when applied universally. Such notion stemmed from 

his experience of the Six-Day-War in Israel/Palestine in 1967. Lasse had lost all 

previous respect for the country, which led him to state that he felt cheated by the 

Israelis. Accordingly, Lasse was critical of US foreign policy: 

Today, I'm very much against American foreign policy. That's because I 

lived in Palestine, and living there I realised all what I believed in was just 

propaganda. I felt completely cheated. [ ... ] You know, I went back to 

Jerusalem in '67 and then the war broke out when I was sitting on the 

Syrian Jordanian border, we were attacked there so I had to run away. 

And I have not been there since, no. And I don't feel to go there. I like to 

go there but when it's occupied I don't like to go. 

Lasse's experience in 1967 had 'opened his eyes' to the reality of politics as he put it, 

which meant that he did not believe in the Burma boycott. Yet he stated that he would 
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not travel to Israel, which actually stands in direct contrast to his Burma boycott 

opinion. His avoidance of Israel, however, was largely due to his personal experience, 

which again highlights the importance of personal perception of place. 

The frequent statements on hypocrisy in the context of boycotting Burma as a tourist 

destination were clouded by the author's observation that the issue of selective 

moralisation was rarely applied to Thailand- a country that had just experienced a 

'bloodless coup' and was under martial law. This fact raised security concerns among 

only few of the participants. To the contrary, a) many participants were not aware of 

the coup, b) those who were aware knew that it was a bloodless coup, and c) most did 

not think about including Thailand in their list of politically questionable countries to 

visit. Tony and June, the honeymooners, provided the exception when they reflected 

on the luxurious places they stayed at in Thailand before coming to the guesthouse 

with no electricity on Koh Chang: 

Well, there's a problem with ethics. You know, it's not only Burma. They 

don't really care about the people anywhere as long as you stay in a 5 star 

resort for 50 Euros a night. I mean, you see that in Thailand as well. And 

a lot of these big resorts have really quite disgusting people staying in 

them and it really puts me off ever staying in those kinds of places, just 

because you're staying alongside with them. 

Tony pointed to the difficulty of applying ethics only to Burma by emphasising 

similar ethically questionable situations in Thailand, which he not only linked to the 

state of martial law, but also to the sex tourism industry in Thailand. Tony's comment 

proves his own difficulty of applying ethics at all scales, and it also illustrates that his 

political awareness influenced the way he perceived the countries he was visiting. 

There were many participants elaborating the issue of selective moralisation related to 

the Burma boycott. The following countries with 'human rights issues' were 

mentioned: the United States, North Korea, Afghanistan, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, 

Somalia, Sudan, Congo, Zimbabwe, South Africa, China, Libya, Israel and Russia. 

The American participants expressed concern about travelling to the Middle East, 

confirming that if political relations are tense between two countries, travel flows may 
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be suspended (Hall 1997). Ryan (US), for instance, stated: "I would travel to the 

Middle East, but I'd be extremely careful about where I went and how I travelled", 

while both Gillian and Bomani similarly stated that they would be concerned about 

both safety and human rights concerns when choosing where to travel next. 

GILLIAN: Of course I wouldn't want to go to Afghanistan as of now, or 

Iraq as of now. But that's because of safety. In terms of political issues, 

you know, I am half-Chinese, but we didn't go to Tibet in 2000 for the 

same reason. Because of the political situation there. 

BOMANI: Israel, I wouldn't want to go there, the situation with the 

Palestinians is bad. But that's safety, because we probably wouldn't want 

to go anywhere which has direct violence occurring, like Sudan for 

example. 

Other participants, such as Rolf, Udo, Severin and Enzo, stated there was no place in 

the world that they would not want to visit, irrespective of safety or human rights 

concerns. 

ENZO: I go everywhere. Maybe there are places where I don't go because 

of other reasons. For instance, I'd like to go to Iraq but I'm not going at 

the moment. They won't let you in actually. But I'd like to go. I'd go with 

someone. 

ANDREA: North Korea? 

ENZO: I'd love to go there, I've heard so many stories. Must be so 

amazing, so different. What an experience. 

ANDREA: Sudan? 

ENZO: Yeah anywhere. Nigeria, Congo, everywhere. 

Participants such as Enzo would only draw the line somewhere because of extreme 

forms of political instability, such as the war in Iraq. These places are particularly 

attractive to him, because they are so 'different' (e.g. North Korea). His political 

awareness therefore played a crucial role in his decision-making in that 'different' 

political systems may represent the actual pull to these destinations. 

223 



8.5 One has to be there in order to tell the world 

For some politically aware participants it became difficult to choose a destination, 

whereas others stated they believed one had to be there in order to see the real 

situation. The notion that one has to be there to tell the world is a difficult one -

particularly in the context of Burma - because the answers are based on opposite 

ethical paradigms. For first-time backpackers in the developing world, such travel 

could represent an eye and mind opener: many participants had never been to a 

developing country before, and struggled not only with cultural shock (see Emily in 

Chapter Seven) but also with having to deal with death and poverty. For experienced 

backpackers the notion that they would be able to see things that were beyond the 

well-trodden route led them to state that there could be some positive influence 

through their visit. For instance, Severin said that he would certainly talk to his family 

and friends and tell them about the real situation after having visited Burma, which, 

he stated, would add to the already existing human rights reports. Overall, the notion 

that travelling can engender an accomplished, consummate person prevailed with 

many participants. Roland (39, Netherlands) remarked: 

If you travel like backpackers do, you go talk to people, maybe you can 

change something if you can see how it is. What you have to do first is get 

awareness, what is going on. I can read newspapers, I can look at the 

media, I can listen to :friends, but there's only one person who can see 

how the situation is, and it's yourself. 

Roland believed that one had to see it for oneself in order to understand the situation, 

which he also applied to Burma. However, this could be the deception Aung San Suu 

Kyi mentioned. Both Roland and Enzo said the reports about Burma could be wrong 

or exaggerated, which in turn was the reason why they would like to go and see it for 

themselves. Considering the fact that a) the military tries to hide the human rights 

abuses, and b) much of Burma (particularly where human rights violations take place) 

is closed off to the independent traveller, the notion of seeing it for oneself appears 

naive. It also ignores the fact that seeing anything being reported in any newspaper is 

very slim anyway. 
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Several participants mentioned other less deceptive travel reasons. Keith (NZ) wrote 

of the difference between perception and reality. Notably, Keith did not want to verify 

the human rights situation by being there; instead he was very well aware of the 

atrocious situation, but attempted to travel with a purpose: 

I think it is very much a case of perception versus reality. Some say that 

perception usually reflects reality but I have learnt that more often than 

not this is just not the case. You need to experience the mood and 

sentiment of a place to understand it. You need to connect with local 

people to understand their perspective on local issues, even to read the 

state published daily newspapers gives you a perspective on the issues. 

Once armed with these experiences you are in an informed position to 

discuss with other travellers, to tell people back home of your 

experiences, perhaps to write for magazines/newspapers. I don't believe it 

is possible to gain such insights by just reading books and surfing the net 

etc. Reality can be so different. 

As Keith stated, reality can be very different to perception. However, Keith's reality

his being a very experienced traveller who partakes in emergent forms of tourism 

such as volun-tourism, pro-poor tourism, and home-stays- may not only differ to that 

of other participants, but it was also based on his political awareness. Such 

observation stands in direct relationship to Aung San Suu Kyi's statement on political 

awareness and tourism (BBC World service Aung San Suu Kyi transcript 12 

December 2002): 

I think it depends on how aware the visitors are. I think many visitors 

come here but are not aware of the political situation. They come here for 

a good holiday, they have a good time, they're interested in the unusual 

aspects of the country and then they go back. But I don't think they carry 

any very, very deep impressions of the political and social situation. 

Similarly Bomani (Malawi) said that people who travel and have the idea of saving 

the places they visit should stop deceiving themselves: 
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I don't think that tourists are a very good vehicle for diplomacy. I think 

that diplomats probably should do their jobs. You know what I mean? 

Like I can't exert that level of influence. That's on the level of nations, 

and so it's difficult. I mean, you can do cultural exchange, but I don't 

think that tourists could do much more than that. 

It seems that participants' notion about going there in order to tell the world is 

appropriate, if the traveller is politically aware. This research, however, found that 

less than half of the participants were aware of the situation in Burma. Moreover, in 

two cases the participants showed no awareness at all despite their intention to go to 

Burma. It is therefore argued that if political awareness plays a significant role in the 

tourist decision-making process, then such awareness can be expanded through 

visitation; such awareness, however needs to be based on at least some political 

awareness before visitation as a prerequisite of ethical travel to Burma. 

8.6 Summary 

This chapter has addressed objective two: to examme backpackers' political 

awareness levels in general, and with regard to Burma in particular including boycott 

awareness and opinion. While participants' general political awareness is further 

discussed in the following chapter, this chapter has shown that there are considerable 

differences overall. Participants were split in their a) knowledge of Burma, and b) 

opinion on the boycott, which in tum confirms findings from the previous chapter that 

backpackers are a very heterogeneous group. It was noted that more participants were 

against the boycott, yet did not know much about Burma. 

The chapter addressed the issue whether people considered the human rights situation 

at all when making destination choices, and showed that many participants were 

concerned with safety and security issues but not necessarily with human rights. 

Instead, participants argued that it depends on how people travel, and how aware they 

are during their journeys, which also confirms findings from the previous chapter. It 

seems the boycott is educational, and perhaps even part of the solution. However, 

participants' have also shown that the final decision to travel to Burma is based on 
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personal perception of the debate, which in turn is largely based on values and on 

ethical standpoints. 

This chapter has also documented some paradoxical reactions to the boycott ("If 

someone tells me not to do something, that's when I do it"), indicating that the 

boycott has unintended implications. As some participants were attracted to 

destinations with 'different' political systems, the boycott actually contributed to their 

decisions. 

Most participants mentioned the issue of selective moralisation, stressing that if 

tourist destination choice was to be based on human rights concerns, there would be 

many destinations in the world that should not be visited. The finding that more 

participants were against the boycott is an oft-ignored aspect by human rights 

organisations. However, considering participants' relative lack of knowledge of 

Burma, notions of ethical tourism are rendered difficult for travellers who visit Burma 

and gaze a-politically. As Chapter Three has shown, an ethical tourist makes 

informed choices, but if there is no knowledge of the issues, responsible travel is 

unlikely. 

This research shows the deeper issues that were prevalent among participants. Such 

issues included a lack of general knowledge and awareness not only of Burma and the 

boycott, but also of politics in general. For some, such a-political thinking was 

coupled with a pursuit to visit off-the-beaten, un-touristy destinations. As the previous 

chapter and this chapter have shown, there is a possibility of backpacking being 

ethical, but the basic premise of such travel is to be aware, including at least some 

political knowledge about the destination. While for some participants travel was 'no 

serious political issue' -many were seeking escape from the politicised environments 

at home - in the case of Burma, travellers need to start thinking about where their 

money goes, and make economically and politically aware decisions. Ideally, they 

would apply such awareness to all decisions, not only when visiting Burma. The next 

chapter relates to participants' political awareness, which is contextualised with their 

political opinions. 
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Chapter 9: Political awareness and orientation 

9.1 Introduction 

Participants' political opmwns represented the final defining aspect in the 

interpretation of their decision-making. This chapter analyses participants' political 

opinions and how this may relate to their boycott opinion and decision-making. The 

political spectrum is applied to participants' voting behaviour, and is addressed 

through a decision-making lens to see whether there is a relationship between 

political orientation and destination choice. Participants' own statements about their 

political orientation shed light on previously overlooked aspects in backpacker 

literature (e.g. Hampton 1998; Scheyvens 2002; O'Reilly 2006). 

The key themes that have emerged in the interviews reflect political psychology 

research reviewed in Chapter Three (e.g. Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). These 

results are related to participants' travelling style, their boycott opinion and their 

political orientations, which are re-visited in consideration of the research aim 'to 

study the role of political awareness in backpacker decision-making'. The chapter 

also addresses ethical decision-making (e.g. Velasquez et al. 1999; Hudson and Miller 

2005; Fennel 2006) through an analysis of political values as applied to participants' 

answers about politics in general. Considering participants' political beliefs, the focus 

of this chapter is on how politics may impinge on subsequent moral reasoning and 

travel behaviour. Therefore the chapter connects theories from Chapter Three with 

people's political opinion (Rokeach 1973; Conover and Feldman 1981; Zaller 1990; 

Schwartz 1992). The chapter begins by presenting the political spectrum of 

participants, and continues with an analysis of their political knowledge. 

9.2 Participants' Political Orientation 

What is meant to be a liberal or a conservative has been the subject of discussion in 

Chapter Three (e.g. Rokeach 1973; Zaller 1990; Schwartz 1992; Delli Carpini and 
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Keeter 1996). It was found that many forms of -isms (conservatism, liberalism, 

anarchism, populism) include different elements of other ideologies and philosophies, 

which make it difficult to typify a 'conservative' or 'liberal'. Therefore questions 

were included that dug deeper into how participants understood those terms. 

Generally, the differences between liberalism and conservatism are best summarised 

as follows: there are different fiscal and social notions (e.g. conservatives prefer 

lower taxes) as well as different beliefs on the role of government per se (e.g. 

conservatives prefer smaller less intrusive governance in accordance with law) (see 

Zaller 1990; Zaller 1992; Schwartz 1992; Sears et al. 2003). These relationships 

become more complex when it is considered that some people believe in the liberal 

principles of freedom, but also in the conservative principles of private property and 

law. Chapter Three established that there is abundant evidence for the need to 

establish a two-dimensional spectrum in a deeper understanding of political opinion 

(Political Compass 2008), but that such scaling would require large quantitative data. 

Instead of entirely dismissing the left-right scale, Chapter Three has also shown that 

the scale is somewhat useful in illustrating the basic differences in worldviews. The 

present chapter develops an overview of participants' political orientation combined 

with their boycott opinion, but considers that the one-dimensional category of right 

and left is overly simplistic to coherently explain today's complex political landscape. 

Figure 9.1 illustrates the spectrum of political opinion based on participants' voting 

behaviour and the ensuing discussions about the left-right continuum. This model is 

based on what participants said about themselves. In other words, it shows their own 

statements on where they believed they stand politically. Their answers have been 

applied to the one-dimensional category of right and left, which - again - is a 

simplistic but nonetheless useful model for today's complex political landscape. It 

was inappropriate to situate the participants on a two-dimensional scale: there was 

simply insufficient data to support claims about their economic opinion, or social and 

cultural issues that have not been addressed in the interview (e.g. religion). Such 

representation would not only be false, but also unscientific. 

Similar to theories derived from Chapter Three, the Political Compass is based on the 

principle that political views are better measured along two separate and independent 

axes. Such illustration would address the problem of being politically pro-labour but 
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psychologically conservative (trade unions) or politically conservative but 

psychologically liberal (middle class). Therefore, the following left-right scale is to be 

seen as merely indicative of participants' absolute political opinions. It has been 

created through participants' statements on a) their voting behaviour, b) their 

ideological self-placements, c) discussions on the left-right scale and other political 

issues. The discussions about the left right scale with participants during the interview 

and their statements on their own ideological self-placement helped make Figure 9.1 

less inaccurate. 

Figure 9.1: Participants on the left-right line 

Ryan 
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Samuel Lilly 

Roland Isabel Tony 

LEFT 
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Emily 

Martin 
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Ida, Egil, Stine Enzo 

Nikki & Justin 

RIGHT 

Figure 9.1 is a summary of participants' own statements about their voting behaviour, 

and where they stand politically. Clearly participants represented the entire political 

spectrum, which indicates that backpackers could have indeed become mainstream, 

and may not represent a particularly 'liberal' travel subculture. While there was a left

leaning bias among participants, there were also few respondents who explicitly 

stated they were conservatives. The fact that the entire political spectrum was 

represented gives previously unaddressed insights into the backpacking group. 

9.2.1 The Conservatives 

While many participants were 'more on the left', overall it seems that they are not 

stereotypically 'liberal' (O'Reilly 2006) after all. Instead, it is evident that the 

findings from previous chapters are also applicable in this chapter's context. 
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Backpackers are a heterogenous group, including their political orientations. Such 

initial observations were particularly manifested in the interview with Enzo: 

ENZO: Hitler wasn't that bad you know, people shouldn't be so 

condescending. I know people from Chile who love Pinochet, like they 

really love him. I know people in Italy who love Mussolini. And I'm sure 

there are lots of German people who don't have a problem with their Nazi 

past. 

ANDREA: Yes, there are lots ofthem in Germany. 

ENZO: So, I guess I will meet people who agree with this military regime 

in Myanmar, and people who do not agree with it. But it's not in my place 

to judge.[ ... ] Who are we to judge? 

ANDREA: Well, isn't everyone entitled to their opinion? 

ENZO: I think no. Not if they don't have enough information to judge. 

Enzo's statement about Hitler, Pinochet, and Mussolini was further elaborated upon 

in the interview, which showed, among other things, that Enzo did not believe 

everyone was entitled to their own opinion. While many people in Germany, Chile, or 

Italy think that Hitler, Pinochet, and Mussolini were the worst thing that had ever 

happened to their countries, other participants, such as Udo from Germany for 

instance, refuted such assumptions too. Rolf, the IT specialist from Switzerland also 

argued that they were not all that bad, and people should not be so condescending 

(Enzo ). Thus, not all participants regretted these dictatorships, which in tum points to 

the observation that some backpackers are not to left-leaning at all. 

Later in the interview Enzo stated that his most important value in life is 'honour' 

(largely based on his military experience), which when placed into Schwartz's (1992) 

value system, could be interpreted under security or tradition, but perhaps more 

fittingly under conformity. Interestingly, his criticism of society ("you are a machine 

to make money"), which has traditionally been a 'hippie' type issue, illustrates that 

such critical a view on Western life is not a 'left-wing issue' at all, but could also 

represent the entire spectrum. Enzo could be leaning towards the libertarian-right on 

the two-dimensional scale. 
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Some participants (such as Enzo, Rolf, Udo, Nikki and Justin, Martin, Emily) 

confirmed the sense of complexity of political sentiments. This complexity was 

evident when they pointed to the fact that they were not alone in their beliefs, which 

was confirmed by Enzo' s reflection on the democratic process of elections in Italy: 

So many people talk about Berlusconi, and all they know is 'he owns 

most of the media, he owns this and that, so he's corrupt', and I say 'yes, 

but where do you get this information about him?' In Italy there are lots 

of people who like Berlusconi, this is why they voted for him, obviously. 

Another example, when they voted for Haider in Austria, it was the same. 

Everyone was in uproar, like 'oh no, how could this person come into 

power'. Well they voted for him, it's as simple as that. And that's 

democracy. Do you want to go against democracy to be more 

'democratic'? 

Enzo's statement that criticism of politicians such as Berlusconi (Italy) or Haider 

(Austria) could be unfounded because he wonders where people get their information 

from, is similar to his statement discussed in the previous chapter on his boycott 

opinion, in which he wondered where people made up the human rights abuses that 

are 'allegedly' taking place in Burma. Such opinions represent one of the most 

difficult issues in the political landscape today because they question the credibility of 

information sources. Other participants, who constructed themselves as intrepid and 

boundary-pushing (e.g. Rolf, Udo, Nikki, Marc) also exposed a critical attitude to all 

news; instead, they wanted to verify the situation for themselves by travelling there. 

So while it seems that some participants' beliefs represent those closer to the extreme 

right side of the political spectrum (according to their opinions on political issues), 

some of the participants themselves did not think so. Josh, from Canada, for instance, 

stated: "I am not loyal to the right, or to the left, nothing extreme", but he later 

conceded he voted for a party that was located in the centre-right. Other participants 

such as Nikki and Justin (UK) stated that they were generally disillusioned with 

politics, but that they had in the past both voted conservatively because they did not 

believe that further social services should be introduced. Udo, the German Thai

boxer, remarked that he came from a very 'brown' area in Eastern Germany, where it 
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was simply normal to vote for the 'neo-Nazi party', a party that he supported as well. 

Emily, a UK respondent, also stated she voted 'more on the right' because she was 

worried about government expenditure in social services, services that she personally 

did not need. This was a statement that her partner Marc was surprised about; he 

stated "I mean yeah, I voted for the Conservatives too, but that's cos I don't like Tony 

Blair at all, not because of the social services". The three young Norwegians, who had 

all voted for the first time in their lives the previous year, conceded they had voted for 

the conservative party simply because they were following their parents and were 

generally not well-informed about politics. This voting behavious was also applicable 

to Maresa, the 19 year-old German backpacker. She sais: "you know, I come from a 

small village in Bavaria, where everyone votes for the CSU [conservative Christian 

party]. So it's not really a question who I vote for." 

Henrik's (Norway) and Martin's (Germany) conservatisms were different to that of 

other participants in that they (being lawyers) particularly valued the economic 

aspects propagated by the right side of the political spectrum. Henrik was closer to 

neo-liberals because he was opposed to moral leadership (neo-conservatives). 

Notably, the free market that Henrik referred to below as "making the world a better 

place" is indicative of strong support of the Friedman-esque market forces - the pillars 

of neo-liberalism: 

HENRIK: I voted for the conservative party. Yeah. I always vote for them 

because I don't actually want the other ones to get my vote. But I like 

some of their ideas, some of their principles. 

ANDREA: Like what for example? 

HENRIK: I believe, in a way, in personal freedom. But with politics 

there's always compromises. But I believe in a free market, free trade. 

Actually that's the best way to get the world to be a better place. [ ... ] 

Politically I would be every time conservative, each election so far. That's 

probably like all lawyers. But not all lawyers are like that, we've got some 

'radicals' too, they're very rebellious in their Armani suits. (laughs) 

As Henrik stated, his profession as a banking lawyer had a strong influence on his 

appreciation of neo-liberal economic policy (free trade), which made him vote 
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conservative each election. In terms of travelling style, Henrik stated that he generally 

stayed in "probably more luxurious guesthouses than other backpackers" due to his 

high disposable income, which in tum points to his own observation that he was a 

"flashpacker" (see also Chapter Seven; Pursall2005). 

9.2.2 The Liberals 

As shown in Figure 9.1, most participants in this research were located in the centre

left. Instead of discussing all participants in-depth, this section only focuses on a few 

respondents, who differ in terms of knowledge, interest and political activism. 

Nadia, one of the American climbing-sisters, was very aware of the ambiguities 

associated with the one-dimensional scale: "I'm some mix. I mean, what does it mean 

to be republican these days? It's all about the republic? Separated from religion? 

Well, it's exactly the opposite in US politics then, isn't it. Totally wrong." Dusan was 

also well-aware of the ambiguities associated with politics. He reflected on his own 

gradual change of political viewpoints. He used to be very politically active in the 

Czech republic during Communism ("we used to have a typewriter and copy and 

distribute the censored books"), but then he said: 

DUSAN: I used to be much more liberal when I was younger, like 19, 20. 

I'm not that liberal anymore. More common sense now you know. 

ANDREA: How have you become less liberal? 

DUSAN: I just don't believe in people so much. I don't believe that you 

can change things so easily. A lot of things just don't work. A lot of 

things that I believe in sound nice, but nah, not working. I became more 

practical over the years. 

The phenomenon of changing values with age was remarked by different scholars 

(Zaller 1990; Schwartz 1990), and was confirmed by Dusan's statement. While he 

was left leaning as he said, he conceded that he has become less radical over the 

years. 
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Conversely, Maude, a 30 year-old Quebecoise psychology PhD student who was 

interviewed on Koh Pha Ngan, stated that she will always support 'the Bloc', which is 

a single-goal party that stands for Quebec independence from Canada. Interestingly, 

the Political Compass (2008) places 'The Bloc' on the left side of the spectrum, but 

cautions that because it is a single-goal party (independence), it attracts members 

from all quadrants of the political compass who often have little else in common. 

Maude's support of a party that advocates separatist movements stood in contrast to 

her general political awareness. She was very well informed about politics in general, 

and about politics in Asia in particular. Her loyal support of the separatist party 

showed that patriotism outweighed other political issues. Later in the interview 

Maude made another remarkable comment, highlighting the extent of her separatist 

support. In a discussion of Israel/Palestine issues, Maude remarked "you know, I 

relate to Palestinians because it sounds a lot like Quebec/Canada". 

Other participants such as Severin (France) and Samuel (NZ) indicated they were on 

the extreme left side of the spectrum (or, more correctly, on the left-libertarian side). 

For instance, throughout the interview with Samuel, he referred to his adopted home

town Nimbin in New South Wales Australia. Because of the image of his adopted 

home town, as he indicated, it should have been pretty clear where he stood 

politically. Nimbim is known as the 'alternative' capital of Australia, particularly for 

its global Marijuana March and the Mardi Grass Festival. Samuel described the 

community as very open and tolerant, and as a haven for Australia's counterculture 

movement. Severin, from France on the other hand was, if placed on the left-right 

line, also on the extreme left because he was a self-proclaimed anarchist. This aspect 

became more apparent in the discussion of political issue preferences, but also with 

his disillusionment about the Sarkozy-elections - a theme that evolved on numerous 

occasions in the interview with Severin. Overall he stated that he was an anarchist 

because he simply did not believe in any current government structures. He was very 

well informed about international politics, which he related to his anarchist beliefs. In 

terms of voting behaviour, Severin stated that he used the 'white vote' in France, a 

voting system that allows voting against the system per se. 

Gillian and Bomani said they were on the left side of the political spectrum and they 

were very politically active. As both had different cultural backgrounds (she is 
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Chinese-American, he is Malawian-American), they referred to the polarised nature 

of political opinions in the United States. Bomani stated: 

In the US, it's either Democrat or Republican. And they're very different, 

I think, but I'm not entirely sure! (laughs) But you know, only few people 

vote for the Independent Party. Oh it's so strange there, you know, we 

live in a liberal 'bubble' [San Francisco], but if you go to, say, Texas, you 

are in a completely different world. 

Gillian, who had studied political science, added to her husband's statement that she 

was very strategic in her voting behaviour: "I vote Democrat, or the Green Party, 

depending on how close the election is. [ ... ] You know, if I see that our state is going 

to go Democrat, then I will vote Green." Gillian would - ideally - want to vote 

Green, because this is the party that represents her best, but if she sees that the 

Republicans are gaining momentum in her state, she would vote for the Democratic 

Party. Therefore voting behaviour does not necessarily represent where one person 

states politically. Instead it merely indicates the direction (the left). 

Overall it can be said that participants interviewed were generally 'more on the left', 

but with the increasing commercialisation of backpacker tourism, backpackers are 

likely to become more mainstream (Sorensen 2003; Cohen 2003; O'Reilly 2006). 

This is reflected in political opinion. Therefore, the fact that participants represented 

the entire political spectrum is the third defining aspect in the theory that backpackers 

are much more heterogenous than previously assumed. 

9.3 Political values: National Security or Civil liberty? 

The question relating to what is more important, national security or civil liberty, 

shows whether participants valued security over liberty, an indicator of where they 

stands politically (see Chapter Three: conservatives value national security higher, 

liberals civil liberty). Since 9/11 and the ensuing Patriot Act in the US, there has been 

considerable debate about precisely this question. Essentially this question considers 
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whether a person values civil liberties (privacy) over that of safety and security 

(monitoring). Chapter Three has shown that there is considerable evidence that such 

values guide action (Rokeach 1973; Schwartz 1992), so the purpose of this question 

was to gauge whether opinions on this issue could be indeed indicative of general 

political orientation. 

This question rounded off the interviews, in that it clarified on what side participants 

stood overall: who valued security over liberty? Those participants who stated they 

were conservative are highlighted in bold in Table 9.1. 

Table 9.1: Civil liberty versus national security 

CIVIL LIBERTY 

Gillian 

Bomani 

Dusan 

Ryan 

Maude 

Samuel 

Lilly 

Roland 

Isabel 

Severin 

Jill 

Nadia 

Anna 

Alejandro 

Dirk 

June 

Tony 

Lasse 

Zoe 

Josh 

NATIONAL SECURITY 

Enzo 

Ari 

Henrik 

Udo 

Maresa 

Rolf 

Emily 

Marc 

Martin 

Ida 

Egil 

Stine 

Nikki 

Justin 

The findings from Table 9.1 are threefold: first, it shows that the boycott conundrum 

is not a question of values. Instead it could be based on moral judgement. Second, it 

shows that slightly more participants believed in civil liberty over national security, 
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which essentially confirms the results on participants' political orientation from this 

chapter: while backpackers are somewhat biased towards the left, more conservatives 

are travelling as backpackers. Third, Table 9.1 shows that all conservative 

participants valued national security over civil liberty, confirming political 

psychology theories reviewed in Chapter Three (Schwartz 1992; Delli Carpini and 

Keeter 1996; Sears et al2003). 

Participants all conceded that this was not an easy question and asserted that 

supporting one value does not mean that the other is irrelevant. Quite the contrary, in 

that many participants stated that one value (national security) is directly followed by 

the other value (civil liberty). Ari, for instance, remarked: 

I think it's national security for me, of course, I am in the military, and of 

course ... But also because I think that human nature does take too much 

that is for human rights, and they say I can do that and then pull the 

switch or whatever. I think if people have the ability to not abuse those 

rights, then I would say definitely yeah, liberty, freedom, everything. But 

I also think that a lot of people are not educated enough to properly use 

such freedom. Oh it's a tricky question! So I'm not 100% completely 

national security, I'll say that, but it's slightly more important to me. 

As has been shown in the previOus two chapters, Ari was considering many 

perspectives in his replies. So while he understood civil liberty concerns, overall he 

valued national security higher because according to him people "are not educated 

enough to properly use such freedom". Zoe on the other hand made the following 

remark: "Civil liberty! I think that for sure, I mean I'm quite an idealist you know", 

indicating that such question is indeed very personal and based on one's moral 

judgement. Dusan's statement about his past in communist Czechoslovakia clearly 

shows how his experience had formed his personal values. 

I value different things I guess. For a lot of people it's all about adventure, 

for me it's about human suffering. Maybe I value freedom more than 

other people because I wasn't born with it. Need to fight for it. A lot of 

people just don't know how that is. 
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The question about civil liberty versus national security does therefore not only 

confirm where participants stood on the political spectrum - all participants who 

valued national security higher stated they were conservative - but also what they 

generally valued in life. For Ari, Enzo, Maresa, Martin, Nikki and Marc it was the 

safety and security of their home country; for liberal participants it was what Zoe 

referred to as 'being idealistic', namely a nations' civil liberty. Dusan's statement is 

important to consider, because it reveals why he valued civil liberty higher: as he was 

not born with it, he believed that a lack of civil liberty made him value freedom 

higher than other people who were unaware of life without such liberty. These values 

in tum influenced his decision-making, because Dusan, but also Zoe, Lilly, Isabel and 

Ryan seemed to be the most staunch boycott supporters of all participants. Their 

valuing of civil liberty as being more important than national security could in tum 

have influenced their decision not to go to military Burma. 

9.4 Political knowledge 

An interesting aspect emerged when the questions turned to participants' self

assessment of their political knowledge. Over the course of the fieldwork it was 

observed that those who were quite knowledgeable on politics, actually rated 

themselves relatively low, whereas those who were perceived as less knowledgeable 

were often less modest about their knowledge. For instance, Alejandro, the rafting 

guide from Chile whose knowledge on politics was astonishing, rated himself as 

'knowing a just a little bit'. He said: "Because all these things you hear on the radio, 

you watch on TV, that can't keep you really knowledgeable about politics". Gillian, 

who was highly politically aware, remarked "I know that I know nothing". Overall, it 

can be said that many participants did not express much interest in politics, nor much 

knowledge on it. 

In general many participants seemed to be intimidated by a) the complexity of 

international politics in times of globalisation, and b) the media bias that comes with 

the different information sources online, on TV, or in the newspaper, which in tum 

made 'knowledge' ideologically biased and less scientific. Thus knowledge on 
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politics is not only made difficult by its complexity, but the political facts may not be 

believed simply due to perceived 'biases' in an increasingly politically correct world. 

Despite such knowledge-gaps, people seemed to be somewhat more engaged in 

politics than was expected at the beginning of fieldwork (see Chapter Six). The 

interview with Emily and Marc (UK couple) pointed to the important factor of age 

and maturity when Marc remarked: 

I mean, when I was a teenager I couldn't really have cared about it. I 

don't think may people have much interest at all. But I think politics has 

become more paramount in my mind because of the issues of global 

warming. Because of the issues of exploitation. 

Many participants linked the issue of climate change to their increased interest in 

politics, but the momentous task ahead to do something about it seemed to paralyse 

them at the same time. Henrik, who was very well informed about different political 

issues, noted: 

I'm trying to follow what's going on, both nationally and internationally. 

I think I have a pretty good perspective even though Norwegian politics is 

very boring. 

Chapter Three has shown that political knowledge, and lack thereof, was closely 

linked to a person's education, age, socio-economic status, but also media sources, 

which directly shape what one considers knowledge and what not. In this context it is 

notable that many participants remarked on their addiction to TV in bringing them the 

news, and how refreshing it was to 'have a break from TV' whilst on holiday. Gillian 

and Bomani considered television as bad, and suggested that reading and interacting 

with people was more informative than a TV show: 

GILLIAN: We read ... we don't have a TV so we don't watch the news. 

ANDREA: You don't have a TV? 

GILLIAN: Yeah. But we read the newspaper, the online newspaper, and 

listen to public radio. Those are probably my two sources of news. 

BOMAN!: I work in the library and I have lots of info there, you know, 
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everything. Another thing where I get my information is in San Francisco 

where I live, you know, there are people from all over the world. 

Sometimes you find someone from ... 

GILLIAN: Like Simon from Sudan. 

BOMAN!: Yeah, I have a friend from Sudan, and sometimes I'd tallc like 

we do here with the people from the region and get their views. 

Sometimes you read the news, but you never know what the source is. 

And you probably get misled about what you read. But when you meet 

someone, you get a different perspective. And of course you meet people 

who might support or not, so it's kind of like a feel of what it is like over 

there. 

It is notable that Gillian and Bomani were likely to be one of the most educated, 

informed and critical participants of all, as well as one of the most politically active. 

They seemed aware of media-bias, and in tum were active about it in that they 

approached people they knew in San Francisco to get their direct views on the issues. 

Such action-approach, however, was an exception, with a notable statement from Ari 

(Israel) about why he thought it was important to keep up with the news: 

To be honest with you, I don't want to be a hypocrite and say yeah I really 

care about this and that... it's not true and I'm not going to lie. The reason 

that I do pay attention to the political situation is because I find it very 

educating to learn about other things, it doesn't matter for good or for bad 

things. It's just important to know what other people think or what other 

situations there are except for yours. But I wouldn't say 'oh my god, 

human rights abuses in Burma'. I wouldn't sleep over that you know. 

It seems that political knowledge precedes political activism in its various forms, but 

does not necessarily equal action or care. Perhaps in today's world we get bombarded 

with so much information that sometimes it is just too difficult to take everything in, 

particularly if one's home country is one of the un-safest in the world, and is therefore 

always in the news. So, broadly it can be said that most participants were interested in 

politics to different degrees, which in tum affected their knowledge on national or 

international political issues. Overall, however, most participants conceded that they 
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were not knowledgeable about politics at all, and that such lack of knowledge directly 

contributed to their lack of interest in participating in politics. As the following 

section shows, of those participants who were knowledgeable on politics, only few 

put their knowledge into 'action'. 

9.5 Political activism 

Political activism has changed considerably since the protests of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Today the target of political activism goes beyond the government, and is therefore 

unprecedented in that multinational corporations, abstract alliances (e.g. G8) and 

trade agreements (e.g. GATTS) are openly and actively criticised (Mayton II and 

Furham 1994; Newholm 2005). But it is more difficult in today's globalised and 

interconnected world to simply identify one perpetrator due to its tangled alliances. 

Nonetheless Chapter Three has also shown that ethical consumerism is increasingly 

becoming popular, particularly in nations such as the UK which have reportedly 

experienced an exceptional increase in 'green' products such as organic food, fair 

trade coffee, or numerous other ethical consumer products including eco-tourism 

(Strong 1996; Ethical Consumer 1998; Cowe and Williams 2000; Weeden 2005). At 

the same time online political activism has risen considerably, which has indicated 

that the forn1s of dissent are changing (i.e. culture jamming, protest art, theatre of the 

oppressed). Finally, activism stems from any number of political orientations and take 

a wide range of forms (Harrison et al. 2005). The Pew Research Centre (2008c) has 

found that of those politically active, the liberal democratic voters in the US are 

engaging in far more political activism than any other group. 

A general lack of activism amongst participants was clearly confirmed. While there 

were notable exceptions, which are discussed more in-depth in this section, most 

participants would not get involved in protest or activism. This is not necessarily 

directly linked with (lack of) political knowledge. After all, many participants were 

somewhat aware of the current political climate, because most lamented the state of 

world affairs. Instead it seems that activism has become 'a dirty word', being 

associated with idealistic hippies or dangerous. Dusan ("we wrote censored books 
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with the typewriter") remarked that his previous activism has led him to live a 

politically active lifestyle overall, which he also applied to his travelling style: 

Oh yeah, that's my lifestyle. For sure. But I'm not hard enough now 

anymore to be a true outlaw, like living out of society, hardcore like that. 

I'm not that tough anymore, probably more part of the system now. But I 

try to support the good stuff. Like, I don't go to McDonalds, I don't eat 

fast food. When I travel, I spend my money on the local restaurants, with 

the small businesses, you know stuff like that. 

Ryan made a similar remark in terms of passage of time, which had influenced his 

political activism. Both Ryan and Dusan felt that over time they had become "less 

hardcore" and "more practical", and they also noted moral changes. Other 

participants such as Gillian and Bomani also focused on trying to make aware 

decisions whilst travelling. 

Henrik exposed some political awareness and knowledge, but such awareness was not 

taken further: "I'm interested in politics but that's not what I do when I have time off. 

I'm not organised in any political party. I don't do so much". Generally this confirms 

previous research (Chapter Three, see Pew Research Centre 2008c) that suggests 

there is a left-leaning bias to political activism. An important observation was that 

mainly those participants with good knowledge on political issues were particularly 

politically active, which also confirms the literature in Chapter Three on political 

values (Rokeach 1973; Schwartz 1992). Neuman (1986) suggested that having 

knowledge of politics makes individuals more likely to seek further information. This 

aspect also became apparent in the interview with Gillian and Bomani, when Bomani 

remarked: 

A large number of our friends are actually union organisers or activists. 

And so they're constantly feeding us information about current boycotts, 

stuff like that. So I think we probably participate, you know, if we get 

information we typically participate in those boycotts. Well, we try. We 

don't hear about every boycott out there. 
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Despite Gillian and Bomani's high levels of political participation, which could be the 

highest in comparison with other participants, Bomani still talked about his activism 

within a 'we-could-do-more' rhetoric. Both were politically knowledgeable and very 

active. Gillian explained why she supported only the boycotts that she understood: 

Well, I would give an example of a diamond, cos it kinda shows what I 

mean and how I think about boycotts. So when you look at some places 

where diamonds have been mined, it's gold in stone you know, and we 

find out that the people who deal with the business in the Western 

· countries, they benefit a lot. Yet the locals where the stone is mined are 

still poor. And then, if you go to the market, there's no way you can know 

that this stone is mined in this way. But if there was a system where you 

can clearly tell that this diamond came from Burma, then personally I 

would boycott that. I wouldn't buy that, even if I had wanted it. But it's 

kinda the same thing, like you boycott it, but maybe the items from that 

country came in through a US company, and there's no way to know 

whether it comes from China or Burma or wherever. 

You just can't know if it's from the places that you boycott. So you never 

know. But if there was a chance to know through some system, I think I 

would participate in the boycott. 

Gillian's perception on how the gem-market works is indicative of a) her knowledge 

of the gem trade, b) her critical approach to these issues, and c) her willingness to 

participate in boycotts if they are based on logical systems. Yet, most participants did 

not expose such awareness; indeed, nearly all participants, except of the ones 

discussed above, stated that they were not politically active at all. This stands in direct 

relationship to the next, most re-occurring, theme in the interviews: general apathy. 

Apathy and disillusionment with politics was mentioned by nearly all participants, 

standing in direct contrast to political activism. 
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9.6 Political Apathy 

ANDREA: Who do you vote for, can I ask you that? 

EMILY: I didn't last time. 

MARC: Neither did I. The last few years now ... 

ANDREA: Why? 

MARC: Because I don't believe any of them. 

EMILY: Yeah, I don't believe in any of them. They've got absolutely 

nothing in common with my views. 

Emily and Marc (UK) were not the only ones who mentioned they had not voted in 

their last elections because neither the political parties nor their policies corresponded 

to their views. Particularly the UK respondents (Nikki and Justin, June and Tony, 

Emily and Marc) all stated that Tony Blair's support of the US invasion of Iraq had 

made clear to them that the political system in Britain was in fact not democratic at 

all. They stated that Blair's disregard of the democratic processes had emphasised the 

reality of political power structures, which in tum had directly influenced their 

ensuing apathy. 

The theme 'apathy', mentioned by nearly all participants, could be linked to 

knowledge. Thus political in-activism could also be a factor of lack of knowledge. 

For instance, Maresa, the three Norwegians, Udo, Rolf, Nikki, and Justin all stated 

that they did not know too much about politics, and that they did not care much about 

it either. At a time when society is increasingly disillusioned with politics in general, 

the emerging theme of apathy was not a surprising finding. The extent of apathy, 

however, was. The current worldwide political climate was a cause of concern for all 

participants, which paradoxically caused many to become apathetic with politics: 

Severin, for instance, stated: "Yeah yeah, promises promises, I don't believe them at 

all". Dirk from Germany remarked "We are all going down anyway, so we might as 

well travel as long as it's still there". 

Apathy as the lack of interest, enthusiasm, or concern is one of the most worrying 

aspects of the current political landscape. While the 2008 US election introduced a 
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president who stands for change, it must be considered that during the time of the 

fieldwork, George W. Bush was still sending more troops to Iraq and the overall 

attitude towards US Americans among travellers was bad (as mentioned by all 

American participants). Many participants hoped for political shifts, and stated that 

they did occasionally try to do something about it themselves in terms of political 

activism. As discussed in above section, however, the majority of participants were 

not particularly vigilant or engaged. This paralysis is concerning: the political 

pendulum has swung to the right, which became especially apparent with different 

liberal European participants who lamented the state of overall politics in their 

respective countries (the Netherlands, Germany, UK, Italy and particularly France 

with a just-elected Sarkozy). 

Liberal participants mentioned that within the EU political climate, there was a swing 

to 'the right' in terms of general economic policy, but also towards a more 

authoritarian view on social questions of politics. This was an underlying theme in 

many conversations, mainly because of politicians' false promises, which led 

participants to stop 'caring' about politics. This was not only because they distrusted 

the politicians, but also the government structures. Often participants would state they 

felt politicians did not have true beliefs. Nikki (from the UK) reflected on her 

knowledge about politics, which in tum did not make her feel motivated to change 

things - she (conservative) did not believe in people power: 

We don't learn from history, it's terrible. And ifl read it I get upset. I read 

about the injustice and the war and the famine and the way people are 

being treated in different parts of the world, and you can sit and you can 

bash people's ears about it all you like, but you're not going to do 

anything about it to change it. You're never going to change it. There's 

always going to be somebody who's bullied, there's always going to be 

somebody who's repressed. The Jews are always going to be moved from 

one place to the next, and nothing's going to change. So what's the point 

in reading the papers every day and feeling sad about it? I might as well 

just cut myself off. And that's a horrible way to think. I think it's a cop 

out, I think it's an easy way out. I suppose that's my life really. 

246 



Nikki's disillusionment is obvious in her statement above. Interestingly, she stated 

that because she was apathetic with politics, she decided to travel, and completely 

remove herself from politics. Her political apathy has played a role in her decision to 

travel by way of seeking escape through travel. 

The theme of escape also emerged in the conversation with Dirk (Germany), who 

remarked that due to him being part of a left-wing industry (engineer for wind

turbines), he believed that the CDU, the Christian Democratic Party in Germany with 

Angela Merkel at its head, was "un-electable". He became concerned when Merkel 

won the last elections, and thus started travelling overseas. He did point out that he 

was positively surprised about Merkel's ecological policies, but he emphasised that 

much of it was pure rhetoric, and a deeply-seated concern. He too became 

disillusioned with the state of the world, which paralysed his political activism. 

Roland, as well as Isabel and Lilly, commented on the newly formed Dutch 

government, which stood for right-wing policies that have come as somewhat of a 

shock to 'liberal' Netherlands. The liberal Dutch participants were very concerned 

about the political situation in their own country, with a notable statement from 

Roland: "Everything's turning bad. So I go travelling." Lilly too was disillusioned, 

but she stressed that she was hopeful. She mentioned that she valued the freedom of 

speech very highly, which is prevalent in the Dutch media. Both Isabel and Lilly 

stated that they saw their travels as an escape from 'newly-conservative' Netherlands. 

Gillian also expressed disillusionment with the US election system. However, this 

actually made her more politically active, and not paralysed. Ryan (American) 

expressed disillusionment because he was a liberal in a State that traditionally votes 

Republican (Tennessee). This in turn made him feel "totally useless, but I voted 

anyway". Jill and Nadia also alluded to this. Nadia had been actively involved in the 

democratic Kerry-campaign and had voted for him, although the Greens represent her 

better. Her sister Jill was more disillusioned, which became apparent when she said "I 

vote independent. It's a wasted vote, you know", and then laughed. This points to the 

problem in the US election system mentioned previously by Gillian: the perceived 

two-party system does not only make a true democratic process unlikely, but it also 

makes people apathetic with politics. 
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The feeling of apathy was not restricted to the northern hemisphere. Zoe and Samuel 

both commented on a general political apathy in Australia, and Alejandro from Chile 

suggested that because of Chile's past, his family was somewhat 'intimidated' to 

actively participate in politics: 

I never vote in my country, because I come from a family who avoid to be 

in the right or in the left. Just because of all the troubles in Chile. So if 

you are in the middle politically, you have more chances of not to be in 

trouble. I don't like to get involved into politics because it's too extremist. 

And too dangerous in Chile. 

Zoe, the actor from Sydney, vehemently disapproved of John Howard, who was 

Australian Prime Minister at the time of fieldwork. In the interview she alluded to her 

perception of 'general citizen apathy' in Australia: "It's all 'hang loose', 'let's go 

surfing' you know. People don't really care so much". She remarked: 

ZOE: Australian politics bore me to pieces. I'm interested in politics 

when there is movement, when there is something happening. Our 

political situation at the moment is we're a country that's been sitting on 

the fence for the longest bloody time. 

ANDREA: What do you mean by that? 

ZOE: Well I mean that every decision that John Howard has made for the 

country has been spineless. He's not stood up and said you know 'We're 

Australia and we don't believe that". No, he'll just... the whole Iraq war, 

the whole .. all the free trade agreements and everything that we have with 

America ... The time for that is over. We did that in Vietnam. There was 

no reason to be in that war. Absolutely no reason, and yet we're doing it 

again. We haven't learnt from that lesson yet. 

While Zoe's statement is somewhat hopeful - she said "we haven't learnt yet"- she 

expressed her disillusionment not only towards the government, but also towards the 

general citizenry. She believed apathy to be 'the root of evil', and therefore she 

argued that the political landscape in Australia did not make political activism easier, 

yet it did not deter her from being politically active on occasion. 
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Samuel, the New Zealander living in Nimbin (Australia), commented on his previous 

apathy with politics in the 'hippie' community. According to him, political apathy 

was prevalent also among the Hippies: despite being 'alternative', half of the 

population of Nimbin did not participate in politics because they did not 'believe in 

the system'. Samuel, who used to have similar apathy-thoughts, changed his 

perception and believed that he had a voice: 

Where I live in Australia is a kind of spiritually aware community. We 

have a green mayor. She's in her first term. But it took a long time before 

the apathy of the people that didn't vote, which is 50% of the population, 

just don't vote. They don't believe in the system, which, you know, I was 

part of that as well, but now we realise that we have a voice. There is 

representation. 

This sub-section finishes with Henrik's statement on Norwegian political apathy, an 

issue that could undermine the idea of a truly democratic society. It is an important 

aspect to consider, because Henrik's statement shows that being part of a very well

functioning political environment could particularly create apathy simply because 

government policies seem to be going well. 

Norwegian politics is quite boring. [ ... ] It's very marginal and everybody 

is populistic all the time. I think that they actually have a problem in 

Norway now. People don't bother. There's nothing to fight for. There's 

no political energy. Norway is one of the largest oil producing countries 

in the world, so [ ... ] the public services are good, everybody has free 

hospital, and we've got a good pension, even if you're unemployed 

you've got it good.[ ... ] The government has so much money they actually 

manage to please everyone. [ ... ] But that's really a problem for 

democracy. People aren't interested. 

This shows that even in a democratic society such as Norway, the general population 

could be politically apathetic. This finding is concerning. Henrik even mentioned a 

"Stepford-wives, Utopia scenario in Norway", causing Norwegians to be politically 

uninterested. 
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Political apathy therefore does not only stem from political disillusionment with the 

government in power, like many participants mentioned, but it could also include an 

apathy due to lack of interest as in Norway. Overall, the theme of apathy, which was 

mentioned by nearly all participants, also shows that this could be precisely the 

reason why people travel: to escape the politicised environments at home. It could 

also explain why some participants stated that they were particularly interested in 

'other political systems' such as Burma, for instance. Political apathy could therefore 

be an influence factor in the decision-making process of travellers. 

9.7 Combining political orientation and boycott opinion 

To re-address Objective Three it is necessary to gauge whether there is a potential 

relationship between political orientations and decision-making (to go or not to go). 

The author has simplified participants' statements on their political orientations (see 

Figure 9.1 above) and put them in contrast to their boycott opinion (Figure 9.2 

below). While such one-dimensional overview has been adequately criticised (see 

Chapter Three), it is necessary to point out that such simplification is useful in 

summarising the general issues at hand. While Figure 9.2 should not be seen as a 

sophisticated assessment, it is indicative of the differentiated layers of meaning as 

discussed in this and the previous chapters. 
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Figure 9.2: An illustrative summary of boycott opinion and political orientation 
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Figure 9.2 illustrates that 23 participants were on the anti-boycott side, with 13 

participants voting conservatively. Notably few were the conservative participants 

who supported the boycott, which leads to the speculation that most pro-boycott 

organisations could be politically left leaning. Of course, such notion cannot be 

generalised to the backpacker population, but it does reflect the discussions above: the 

participants were split in terms of political orientation, and they were also divided in 

terms of boycott opinion. Therefore Figure 9.2 illustrates not only the heterogeneity 

of participants' political orientations, but also their opinions on the boycott issue, 

making it an issue of complexity. As they are so diverse in character and content, a 

clear correlation between political orientation and boycott opinion, destination choice, 

and travelling style (that is ethical travel or otherwise) has not been found. However, 

further research in a different case study context is needed to verify this notion. 
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9.8 Summary 

This chapter discussed participants' political interest and opinions. The results are 

multi-layered: first, backpackers represented the entire political spectrum, from left to 

right, from 'liberal' to 'conservative'. These observations were based on the authors' 

approach to researching participants' political orientations. As Chapter Three 

emphasised the difficulty of identifying political opinion, the author had asked 

participants to state themselves where they stood politically and why. Questions 

relating to voting behaviour, and about their opinions on different political issues 

made such assessment more accurate. Figure 9.1 illustrated the political spectrum of 

participants. This spectrum showed that there was a left-leaning bias, and that more 

conservative travellers are taking part in backpacker travelling. Such findings are 

useful, but they should be seen as merely indicative. Participants' political 

orientations do not simply fit a linear model of politics. 

The emerging themes - knowledge, activism and political apathy - showed that 

participants were less knowledgeable and less interested in politics, standing in direct 

relationship to the lack of political activism and political disillusionment. Trust issues 

and disillusionment with politics were a non-partisan issue. Both conservatives and 

liberals stated they had only little trust in politicians. Also, apathy and disillusionment 

were not only mentioned by the younger, less knowledgeable generation, but also by 

older and more experienced travellers. Apathy was seen by many as an important 

reason why they escaped horne: disillusionment with politics played a significant role 

as to why some participants mentioned that they were interested in visiting counties 

with different political systems. 

The final section of this chapter pointed to the notably few conservative participants 

who supported the boycott. While such observation cannot be generalised to the 

larger backpacker population, it points to an important aspect of this research: the 

liberal participants valued civil liberty higher than the conservatives, which could in 

turn mean that they might be more likely to support a boycott that protests the lack of 

civil liberty at a destination. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

1 0.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this thesis was to study the role of politics to tourist decision-making. 

The study focused on how backpackers travel, what they know and think of the 

Burma travel boycott, and where they stand politically. More specifically, by 

considering ethical tourism Issues, it was examined how backpackers' political 

awareness might influence their decision-making process. Thus, the thesis centred on 

the wider interactions between politics and tourism. The more descriptive objectives 

focused on backpackers and the Burma travel boycott, chosen due to the politicised 

destination choice (e.g. BCUK 2008). Drawing on existing literature and examples, 

and introducing new conceptual perspectives, the study developed a theoretically 

informed foundation for examining the role of political awareness to tourist decision

making. Issues relevant to ethical tourism were considered due to Aung San Suu 

Kyi's remark that 'tourists to the country can be useful, depending on how they go 

about it'. 

The present chapter links the findings presented in Chapters Seven, Eight and Nine 

with the relevant literature. It concludes on the aim of this thesis by revisiting each 

objective and integrating the findings from the research. The conceptual framework 

presented in Figure 1.1 formed the thesis approach by linking the fundamentally 

political nature of tourism with tourist decision-making, tourism ethics and political 

awareness. The empirical material discussed in the previous three chapters stressed 

the significant role of political awareness in decision-making. Therefore, the 

framework in Figure 1.1 forms the basis for understanding how awareness may 

influence travel decisions. 

Methodologically the research aim and objectives were achieved through a qualitative 

research approach. A critical examination of the relationship between tourism and 

politics in the literature (Chapter Two) showed that the perspective of this study was 

novel, despite the considerable potential of politics revealing yet unaddressed factors 

253 



in tourist decision-making. By adopting a political lens in analysing the literature on 

tourist decision-making, ethical tourism, backpacker behaviour and the Burma travel 

boycott, it was confirmed that that the political nature of tourism is a significant, and 

under-researched area. The assessment of political values and ethics, coupled with the 

wider geopolitical conundrum of isolation versus engagement addressed the research 

problem. The thesis advances theoretical knowledge and understanding of an 

individual's political awareness in the context of tourist decision-making by 

identifying the relationship between travellers' boycott positions and their political 

orientations. 

10.2 Backpackers (Objective One) 

Primary research included 27 in-depth interviews with 35 backpackers en-route in 

Thailand. The interviews revealed very different travelling styles among the 

participants. A multitude of opinions and cultural backgrounds influenced opinions on 

the boycott, coupled with a wide spectrum of different political orientations. The 

analysis of participants' decision-making in relation to political awareness pointed to 

a multi-stage process of decisions. It was found that the choice to visit Burma 

depends on a mix of influence factors, including boycott awareness and opinion, 

destination attributes, information gathered, previous travelling experience and 

individual socio-economic characteristics. Overall, a clear link between destination 

choice in the context of Burma was found to be independent of political orientation. 

The examination of backpackers revealed heterogeneity as the key theme in 

participants' travelling behaviour. In other words, participants to this research were 

very different from each other. Thus, participants should not be seen as representing a 

single entity, or one particular travelling style. Chapter Seven has shown that the 

themes from the interviews mirrored the contrasting, incongruent picture already 

mentioned by scholars such as Spreitzhofer (1998), Cohen (2003) and Scheyvens 

(2002). Within a critical examination of backpackers, this means that there IS 

considerable potential for both ethical tourism and raising political awareness. 

254 



While this thesis critically examined backpacking practice, it is framed within a 

'hopeful' paradigm - not least due to different commentators (Wilson 1997; 

Spreitzhofer 1998; Hampton 1998; Scheyvens 2002) having emphasised the explicit 

potential of backpackers contributing to local development through the trickle-down 

effect of their spending in peripheral regions (Hampton 1998). Some participants' 

very high levels of political awareness were indeed put into practice whilst travelling. 

Other participants emphasised repeatedly they felt their political awareness had 

increased while travelling and meeting different cultures as they were suddenly 

exposed to issues they had never thought about before. Therefore it is important to 

remember that the backpacking experience itself may represent the starting point to 

increased political awareness - and potentially, increased levels of 'ethically 

motivated' tourist expenditure. 

As Western society has had a succession of counter-culture movements, which have 

challenged the status quo by fighting commercial aspects of music, art, governance, 

society - and tourism - some participants epitomised this notion by placing 

themselves on the alternative side of the tourism-spectrum. Such theme prevailed in 

many interviews. However, as the backpacker-movement has experienced an 

imminent growth over the years, it has become a melting pot of styles, tastes and 

behaviour, which has made it difficult to create political meaning (O'Reilly 2006). 

Such lack of political meaning exposed by many participants indicates that their 

travelling style could be unsustainable through the 'shallowness' of mainstream 

backpacker enclaves. The main motivation for many participants - the allure of exotic 

countries, the opportunity to escape the politicised home environment, or to gain 

different perspectives from other cultures, may have been precisely the reason why it 

was relatively difficult to politicise their decision-making. It seems that backpackers 

seek to escape politics when travelling (maybe also at home), but they soon realise 

that this is difficult (e.g. visa issues). 

So while the hippies have challenged the dysfunction and decadence of their elders on 

the hippie trail, it is difficult to see what some of the younger participants stand for. 

Some well-informed and politically aware respondents exposed an ethical travelling 

style, but the predominantly young participants generally denied the existence of 

backpacker-enclaves, though interacted with clearly defined symbols that are 
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associated with it. This has been, so far, a well-discussed aspect in critical backpacker 

literature (Welk 2004; Richards and Wilson 2004; Cohen 2003; S0rensen 2002; Noy 

2003; Spreitzhofer 1998). 

However, a common pitfall among researchers studying backpackers relates to 

making generalisations - everyone is an individual, no matter how similar they dress. 

The reason why one struggles to find the 'stereotypical' backpacker stems from the 

fact that the literature tended to describe 'the backpacker' as an average of many, 

rather than taking into account the heterogeneity of the group. Instead of making 

generalisations, it helps to separate them from each other: pretentiousness, vanity, 

superficiality, unawareness and apathy are inadequate to ethical tourism with political 

awareness at its core, but some of the concepts and ideas surrounding the backpacker

culture are beneficial. Similarly to critical but positive commentators such as 

Scheyvens (2002), backpackers have considerable potential to be ethical travellers. 

Critical backpacker literature as reviewed in Chapter Four is therefore useful in 

exposing the existing discrepancies, but it is also important to consider the personal 

statements presented in Chapter Seven that reveal the complexities within this travel 

culture. The backpacker trail clearly is not the first independent travel phenomenon in 

Southeast Asia, but it seems to be defined as much by its reputation as its reality. 

While backpackers today have it easier in terms of travel infrastructure, some 

participants to this research exposed complex political interpretation of destinations, 

creativity and intrepidity. 

Therefore to see backpackers as a counterculture movement is to accept it with all its 

strengths and weaknesses, and to understand that behind the fetishism of backpacker 

commodities are some real travellers who have life-changing experiences. They have 

much potential to contribute significantly to the host economy as some of them 

expose very high levels of awareness, which play a significant role in their decision

making. Therefore backpackers can contribute ethically, depending on at least some 

level of political awareness. 

In light of the research aim, the 'coolness-factor' of being part of a subculture -

backpacking - is a problem because 'if you're really hip you'll go to Burma'. The 

motivation of travelling to Burma could therefore not necessarily lie within politically 
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aware tourism, but simply because Burma is constructed as fashionable to the 

boundary-pushing backpacker. This fashionable statement is paralleled with 

backpackers' anti-commercial quests reviewed in Chapter Four. The backpacker 

reputation, therefore, carries with it certain pretensions: arrogance as exposed by 

some ("I respect only few people for how they travel") may indicate that its actual 

root is money, the lack thereof, or pretension of being poor. 

If a backpacker exploits local hospitality in order to uphold the backpacker ideal of 

'travelling cheaply to un-touristy places', then this does not necessarily constitute 

politically aware tourism. Instead, the focus should be on the community and on who 

benefits from tourist transactions, which are considerations particularly important 

when travelling in countries with high rates of poverty and low levels of socio

economic and political equality, such as Burma. This however, proved to be an aspect 

that only few older, well-informed, travel-experienced participants focused on. For 

them, political awareness played a significant role in their decision-making. This does 

not mean that for the younger un-experienced participants, who were politically 

unaware, political awareness does not play a role - quite the contrary in that lack of 

political awareness could have an impact on decision-making in terms of supporting 

'to go'. Therefore political awareness plays a crucial role in backpacker decision

making. This research stresses two major findings in relation to Objective One: a) the 

heterogenous nature of the backpacker segment to their general decision-making, and 

b) the significant role of political awareness in decision-making. 

10.3 Burma awareness and boycott opinion (Objective Two) 

Objective Two was formulated to examine backpackers' political awareness levels in 

general and with regard to Burma in particular, which included their boycott 

awareness and opinions. The previous chapters have shown that political awareness 

plays an important role in terms of boycott opinion. Especially in the case of people 

who were well aware, such awareness can surpass other motivations (i.e. 'coolness' 

of the destination) and can lead to the boycott. However, on a broader scale across the 

heterogeneous backpacker group, the personal aspect of political awareness (safety) is 
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more relevant to decision-making than the awareness of human rights. In terms of 

boycott opinion there were considerable differences among the participants: they 

were nearly evenly split in their a) knowledge on Burma, and b) opinion on the 

boycott, which- again- points to the heterogeneity of the backpacker group. 

The question on whether the political situation played a role when participants made 

decisions revealed some contradicting results. The author consciously formulated this 

question in a vague manner ("the political situation"), open to interpretation (human 

rights or security- similarly to the question on national security or civil liberty). Most 

participants answered the question in safety and security terms. For the few politically 

aware participants, however, 'the political situation' also included human rights 

issues, which again shows that a small number of politically aware respondents 

applied awareness in their decision-making, even to the extent that they would 

boycott destinations that are not democratic. Others conceded that they already lived 

in a country where human rights were oppressed, so it would not make much sense to 

boycott other countries for the same reasons. Overall it is evident that safety and 

security, clearly linked to politics (see Sonmez and Graefe 1998; Hall 1997, Tarlow 

and Muehsam 1995), is of utmost importance in participants' decision-making 

process. The human rights situation was secondary. This is not necessarily merely due 

to a lack of awareness. Even some participants who were well aware about the 

situation in Burma argued that human rights issues were aspects beyond the tourist 

realm ("diplomats should do their jobs"). 

There were numerous examples of backpacker a-political thinking: visa issues were 

mentioned as being the major deterrent for not travelling to Burma, or the difficulty to 

reach places that were no-go zones, without questioning why such visa issues or no

go zones existed in the first place. Other participants, who were experienced travellers 

and were constantly pushing new travel-boundaries, mentioned that different political 

systems actually presented an attraction to them. So the political situation does indeed 

influence participants, but actually to the extent that it serves as an incentive to travel 

there. Therefore concluding on the importance of political awareness in the decision

making process based on Objective Two, it can be argued that even here the 

heterogeneity of the participants could not be clearer. While many participants were 

not politically aware, for others their awareness meant that they would only travel to 
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democratic states. For a proportion of participants, however, political awareness about 

countries was translated into decisions to go there precisely because of the dictatorial 

system (e.g. Winson 2006; Pack 2006). So, again, political awareness is likely to play 

a significant role in tourist decision-making: for instance, when the Czech participant 

conceded to 'breaking his own embargo by visiting communist Laos', such decision 

was clearly based upon political awareness in the first place. The question may 

therefore not be whether political awareness leads 'to go' versus 'not to go', but 

whether it influences this question at all. The findings presented in this thesis 

illustrate that political awareness does influence decision-making. 

It seems that the debate should not be whether or not people should go, but what kind 

of tourism is best for Burma because more tourism is likely going to happen anyway. 

Some participants have suggested that mystique simply outweighs morality. This 

parallels the review of literature: the discourse about human rights reflect the layers of 

meaning by the different stakeholder groups. Such selective moralisation and 

hypocrisy was mentioned by many participants, but are rarely acknowledged in 

human rights discourses. These opinions voiced by the participants generally led to 

additional statements in terms of disillusionment with politics, as well as political 

apathy. Apathy may therefore not necessarily be linked with lack of political 

knowledge, but it may in fact be directly linked with increasing knowledge for those 

well-informed and critical participants. 

While many participants exposed only little awareness on Burma, the issue of 

boycotting a destination based on its human rights situation was the question that 

evoked the most polarised opinions: some participants were either completely against 

or completely for the Burma boycott, with only few 'in-between'. Nearly all 

participants, however, conceded to the hypocrisy of boycotting one country over the 

other. So according to both, boycott critical and boycott supportive participants, 

selective moralisation issues were the key theme. Overall it is argued that political 

awareness of tourists can have a positive impact on the ethical dimension because the 

tourist dollar can be targeted more precisely to those who need it - even up to the 

extent that tourism led by politically aware tourists could theoretically contribute to 

some societal change. 
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10.4 Political awareness and orientation (Objective Three) 

Assessing backpackers' political awareness and orientation and its impact on 

decision-making, this study included political psychology theory. The findings 

showed that those participants who were politically aware, and those who were far 

removed from politics had distinctly different viewpoints, which were largely based 

on knowledge. However political awareness did not only influence those participants 

who were highly politically aware. Those who were unaware, were also influenced as 

their unawareness impacted on decision-making in terms of not deterring them from 

visiting. Therefore political awareness plays a role in tourist decision-making. 

Cultural background also needs to be considered in the evaluation of politically 

contested destinations. 

Participants' answers about their general interest in politics illustrated that political 

apathy is an increasingly complex and dangerous symptom of Generation Y. Political 

apathy, as the lack of interest, enthusiasm and concern for politics, is one of the most 

worrying aspects of ethical tourism. If political apathy is present among many 

backpackers, then ethical tourism, which this thesis argues has political awareness at 

its core, is nearly impossible. Hence, it is argued that political apathy has an impact 

on travelling style as it renders 'ethical travel' less likely among apathetic 

backpackers. 

Importantly however, apathy does not equal a general lack of political awareness at 

all. Instead some participants showed great political awareness, but stated they had 

become disillusioned with the state of the world precisely because they were well

aware. For many, this paralysed their political activism (Chapter Eight). Overall 

political apathy could undermine ethical tourism for those travellers who are not 

politically aware, though it does not inevitably lead to an unethical travelling style. 

In terms of participants' political orientations, Chapter Nine has shown that 

backpackers are likely to represent the entire political spectrum, from left to right, 

from libertarian to authoritarian. Therefore this thesis points out that backpackers may 

in fact not be 'stereotypically liberal' at all (O'Reilly 2006; Speed 2007). While this 
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research revealed a left-wing bias among participants, it is notable that the general 

trend with backpackers - towards more luxury (flashpacking) - could represent a 

value change. The mainstreaming of backpacker travel (Cohen 2005) may mean that 

political values are becoming more commodified too. From a political perspective, it 

seems that being a backpacker is not being part of a left-wing subculture anymore. 

Overall, interest in political affairs among participants depended on knowledge 

coupled with the levels of political apathy. Interestingly, all participants' agreed on 

issues such as climate change, abortion, gun ownership and homosexual union, which 

suggests that there is somewhat of a left wing bias remaining. 

Figure 9.2 illustrated not only the heterogeneity of the participants, but also their 

opinions on the boycott issue, making it a major issue of complexity as they are so 

diverse in character and content. While only few conservative participants supported 

the boycott, a clear correlation between political orientation and boycott opinion, 

destination choice, or travelling style (that is ethical travel or otherwise) has not been 

found. However, further research in a different case study context is needed to verify 

this assumption. 

10.5 Human Rights and Backpackers: Citizen diplomacy? 

This thesis emphasised the relationship between tourism and politics, including a 

review of decision-making, tourism ethics and political awareness literature. The 

conceptual framework presented in Figure 1.1 (Chapter One) demonstrated the 

overall approach of this study. By establishing the link between the political nature of 

tourism and decision-making, tourism ethics and political psychology theory, the 

significant role of political awareness to ethical tourist decision-making was 

confirmed throughout. The study revealed that image is everything and may not only 

influence destination choices, but also whether we like to engage with politics or not. 

Taking the conceptual framework as a guide, this section provides additional linkages 

between the literature and findings by concluding upon human rights and 

backpackers. 
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It is unlikely that human rights issues will suddenly disappear in the future. Instead, it 

is likely that human rights will be violated again, and perhaps even more frequently. 

At the very least, this points to the need for further research into human rights and 

tourism, from a critical perspective. The current literature on 'peace through tourism' 

must be critically and realistically addressed, and tough questions about the real 

sustainability of fair trade and ethical tourism need answering. D'Amore (1988; 

1993), founder of the International Institute of Peace Through Tourism, argued the 

travel can be one-on-one citizen diplomacy in its finest form, serving as a means of 

dialogue at a personal level. He stated that young people in particular are becoming 

'global citizens' as they travel to meet their counterparts from other lands with open 

hearts and minds. These young tourists, D'Amore (1988) believed, can be individual 

ambassadors for peace. Kim and Crompton (1999) also proposed that tourism can be 

an excellent vehicle for implementing citizen diplomacy. They argued that such 

action could promote reconciliation amongst nations (see Chapter Two). 

However, this study has raised issues regarding political awareness and knowledge of 

travellers, which is the prerequisite of citizen diplomacy. The study has shown that 

perhaps only few people are aware of the political situation in Burma, and even fewer 

are politically active. Moreover, the hipster element in backpacker culture points to 

the notion that travel to 'contested destinations' may be due to selfish reasons. 

Therefore, in a practical sense the image needs to be created that one should use well

informed means when travelling with a purpose, or when acting as a 'citizen 

diplomat' (D' Amore 1993). The fact that many participants stated they do not support 

the boycott, shows that human rights and peace are actually not the price of entry to 

growth. Therefore, an authoritarian system at a destination may be a relatively 

insignificant influence factor for some, a notion that was confirmed by backpackers' 

lack of political knowledge. This, in tum, makes citizen diplomacy difficult. 

Politics has become 'dated', with disillusionment being the key finding of this 

research. Nonetheless, such disillusionment actually also explains the empirical 

findings of this study. Many participants travelled to escape politics because they are 

increasingly disillusioned, but then ironically, they cannot avoid it in Burma. 

Considering backpackers' perceived 'commodification' in countries such as Thailand, 

their perceived lack of authenticity ("it's so touristy") and the hipster element in 
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backpacker culture, it is clear why Burma, a country that has been isolated from the 

rest of the world since 1962, is particularly attractive to this type of traveller. Simply 

put, backpackers perceive the country a-politically, as 'other', 'exotic', and 'un

touristy', which is precisely what they seek. Citizen diplomacy is difficult in such a

political context. 

One of the most significant practical applications of the principles of 

human rights would be in making tourism a tool for global affirmative 

action: while post-modem humans around the world acquire a touristic 

face, tourism simultaneously tourism has to acquire a human face. 

George and Varghese (2007: 4 7) 

George and Varghese's direct call for action, however, stands in contrast to both 

Headow's (2008) apathetic hipsters and many participants interviewed for this study. 

While this study certainly does not claim generalisability, the theoretical assumptions 

about the hipster backpacker need to be stressed: "Less a subculture, the hipster is a 

consumer group - using their capital to purchase empty authenticity and rebellion" 

(Headow 2008: no page number). This finding represents vast opportunities- not only 

for attack, but also for practical implications. 

10.6 Practical Implications 

The implications of the proposed action are threefold. Tourism and politics are clearly. 

linked, hence knowing the implications of a lack of political awareness may guide in 

the development of counter-culture movements. Communication can be planned 

according to the macro or micro scale. Moreover, knowing about backpacker culture 

and how they engage with politics may assist in engaging with Burma in a truly 

transparent way. Pearce (2007) outlined the potential for sustainability and 

backpacker research to influence one another. He questioned how backpacker 

research could contribute to the sustainability discussion and how sustainability 

analysis can shape research into backpacking. This study argues that sustainability 

analysis would progress with a consideration of the political nature of tourism. Pearce 
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(2007) called for more studies on the impacts of backpacker behaviour and more 

studies of the corporate sustainability status of backpacker businesses. Therefore 

backpackers need to become aware of their own hypocrisies. If they claim to be 

'better travellers', then they need to be more aware, and tum this awareness into 

action. 

We are a lost generation, desperately clinging to anything that feels real, 

but too afraid to become it ourselves. We are a defeated generation, 

resigned to the hypocrisy of those before us, who once sang songs of 

rebellion and now sell them back to us. We are the last generation, a 

culmination of all previous things, destroyed by the vapidity that 

surrounds us. 

Headow 2008 

The author is proposing travelling with a purpose: a politically aware and perhaps 

even politically active type of tourism. Such travel is perceived as being more ethical 

than blindly following the Lonely Planet with little or no knowledge about the real 

situation. Besides, travelling along the Lonely Planet route will arguably not 

necessarily bring 'the real situation' to the traveller in Burma anyway - they are 

unlikely to see the real poverty and brutality in the ethnic minority areas due to the 

no-go zones imposed by the government (Chapter Five). Moreover, the military will 

probably be well aware of the Lonely Planet; they are likely to know what 

guesthouses and travelling routes have been recommended to the 'intrepid traveller' 

and may have made 'necessary arrangements'(= taxes). 

The proposed politically-aware way of travelling in Burma stands in direct contrast to 

the incident of John Yettaw, who swam to Aung San Suu Kyi's lakeside residence in 

2009 to 'save her from the government'. This incident gave the military a good 

excuse to sentence her for another 5 years, so that she cannot participate in the 

elections scheduled for 2010. This sort of politically active travelling is strongly 

discouraged. Instead, the 'rules of engagement' as suggested in Box 10.1 should 

clarify what type of tourism is called for. 
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Box 10.1 Rules of engagement when travelling in Burma 

1. Travel independently. 

2. Engage, engage, engage - talk to people. 

- Don't bring up politics 

-Be aware of term use: Burma or Myanmar? 

-Trust your instinct. If you feel uncomfortable, leave. 

3. Don't plan too much ahead. 

- Expect serendipidious encounters. 

4. Use alternative travelling styles. 

- E.g. couchsurfing, home-stays, small guesthouses. 

5. Involve the monks, talk to them (they want 
to practice their English). 

- Learn about engaged Buddhism. 

6. Do volunteer work 

-Teaching at monastic schools. 

7. Visit Moustache Brothers in Mandalay. 

- They perform political satire only for tourists. 

8. Purchase locally made products. 

9. Take tri-shaws, ox-carts, bikes, local 
buses 

- No trains or flights if possible. 

10. Be aware of surveillance, 

- Surveillance is absolutely everywhere. 

The rules of engagement are merely indicative. Clearly, it is up to the creativity of the 

traveller, who should expect serendipidious encounters, and perhaps try not to make 

too many rigid plans. However, anyone visiting Burma needs to be particularly aware 

about surveillance, because surveillance in Burma is everywhere. As discussed in 

Chapter Five, "George Orwell's best book about Burma is not 'Burmese Days', but 

'1984"' (Economist 2007a). The SPDC has invested heavily into the 'Myanmar 

Ministry of Hotels and Tourism' through capacity building of their 'tourist guides', 

who are in reality spies. Unfortunately, such Orwellian state prevails in Burma. Most 

crucially however, people need to be aware of the situation in Burma, and about the 

realities of the tourism industry. The boycott itself is very useful in this regard. 

Because of its existence, it brings previously unknown awareness to the people. 

Therefore, backpackers' lack of awareness needs to be addressed, not only for their 

own safety, but particularly for the safety of the Burmese they are putting in danger 

by having conversations about politics. "The tourist is safe in Burma, it's the Burmese 

that are not safe" is an appropriate statement in this context (Debbie Stothard, 

ALTSEAN 2008a). Backpackers therefore need to be aware that should they talk 

about politics to anyone in Burma, this needs to be done behind closed doors - not in 

teahouses, and not accompanied by any 'tour guide'. Deeper knowledge on the issues 

is a prerequisite of 'travelling with a purpose'. Despite the complexity of politics, it is 

absolutely necessary for backpackers to re-gain faith in democracy and democratic 
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processes. Interestingly, the proposed type of travelling could be an opportunity for 

young travellers: as they would feel as being part of shaping democratic processes, 

they may overcome their political apathy. 

The political aware-type of tourism to Burma is therefore based on smart engagement. 

This could include bringing books, knowledge, and careful engagement. It is 

perceived as more ethical than the prevailing political apathy and lack of political 

knowledge among backpackers. As the findings have shown, backpackers often try to 

escape the politicised environments at home by shutting themselves off politics 

during their holiday (many at also at home), but soon they realise that this is truly a 

difficult task, particularly in Burma. Politics is everywhere, whether we like it or not. 

To 'shut yourself off in Burma is therefore not perceived as particularly ethical in the 

context of human rights abuses (Chapter Five). The politically active traveller to 

Burma needs courage and knowledge. In such a political knowledge economy, a good 

traveller is a traveller with a purpose, and not merely a "tourist". 

Moreover, it is recommended that the Burma backpacker industry (e.g. Lonely 

Planet) could play a pivotal role in establishing 'politically active tourism' to Burma. 

Arguing for engagement, their guidebooks could better inform travellers to Burma 

about the extent of surveillance. It is argued that the current lack of information on 

the extent of surveillance in the Lonely Planet 'Myanmar' guidebook is precisely 

because it would deter tourists. Courage and engagement are needed, and the 

potentially significant role of Lonely Planet should not be underestimated in this 

context. Chapter Five has shown that Lonely Planet has come under fire from 

numerous sources (e.g. BCUK's call for boycotting Lonely Planet) and are 

increasingly seen as being the ultimate 'creators' of turning backpacker 'secrets' into 

enclaves (see also Chapter Seven). Such 'image-threat' could be turned into an 

opportunity for Lonely Planet. To re-engage with the critics, Lonely Planet could not 

only continue informing travellers about not the boycott itself, but they could offer 

more advice on the 'practical implications' of ethical tourism to Burma, with the 

effect of backpackers re-engaging with politics and 'travelling ethically' in the 

country. 
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1 0. 7 Contribution to knowledge 

The literature review exposed gaps in the application of tourism concepts to politics at 

the individual level. This thesis drew on concepts from political psychology, ethical 

tourism and backpacker literature in order to examine the role of political awareness 

in tourist decision-making. Speed's (2008) model was expanded by the author to 

illustrate the significance of political awareness to the ethicalities of backpacking 

(Figure 4.3: The ethics ofbackpacking). 

While Aung San Suu Kyi's call for a tourism boycott represents the case study for 

this thesis, it could be further generalised to the context of other non-democratic 

states. By addressing issues related to whether it is ethical to support oppressive 

regimes and whether travellers actually think about politics when they make 

decisions, this thesis' focus on political awareness represented a perspective of ethical 

tourism that was unattended to. By addressing how backpackers make decisions it 

was revealed that backpackers, despite constructing themselves as seeking to escape 

the constraints of Western, post-industrial existence by engaging in a form of travel 

that is thought to be purer than mass-tourism - the desire for a more ethical type of 

travel - many of them may in fact only expose marginal political awareness. In other 

words, only few participants to this research were politically aware. 

Safety and security issues have been found to be more important than the human 

rights situation of the country they are visiting. However, political awareness 

regarding human rights plays a significant role to those well-informed and politically 

aware participants, who represented both sides of the boycott question. Therefore, this 

thesis has contributed to knowledge by emphasising the close relationship of tourist 

decision-making to political awareness. By studying the role of political awareness in 

backpacker decision-making it was revealed that: 

• Political awareness plays a role in decision-making to informed travellers. 

• Political awareness plays a role in decision-making to boundary-pushing 

travellers, who are motivated by travelling to places with different political 

systems. 
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• Lack of political awareness influences the decision-making process in that the 

political situation of the destinations is irrelevant. 

• Political orientations span the entire spectrum in backpacker 'subculture'. 

• Political orientation does not appear to play a significant role in boycott 

opinion. However, it was noted that only few conservative participants 

supported the boycott. 

10.8 Future Research Opportunities 

Based on the thesis' contribution to knowledge, it is recommended to undertake 

further research in the following areas. First, the gap between politics and tourist 

decision-making is yet to be addressed from different perspectives, particularly at the 

individual level. To create an accurate assessment of the wider relationship between 

politics and tourism, future research should take the interplay of individual political 

orientation and travel decisions under quantitative scrutiny to be able to generalise 

from the findings to other destinations. This would give a better understanding of the 

entire decision-making process (e.g. before, during and after visitation). Such 

research would be of immense value if it included a mixed-method approach with 

both qualitative and quantitative assessment on travellers' political orientations. 

Future research need not be restricted to one group of travellers; in fact, it would be 

interesting to see whether there is a difference in political awareness, orientation and 

travel behaviour between individual travellers and package tourists. Future research 

on individual politics should take the question of tourist typology (e.g. individual 

traveller, package tourist) into account, as well as cultural background of participants. 

From a business point of view the interplay of tour companies, their business 

strategies and joint venture contracts in Burma or other countries with a low human 

rights index (e.g. from a legal viewpoint) would be interesting to study in more detail. 

This is connected with the joint value creation process, forming and interplay of the 

whole network of contracts, which in tum would bring transparency to the question 

on who benefits. This also includes the examination of the risks and rewards being 
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part of the partnership and alliances that are formed. This could be linked with further 

research on the role of political awareness and knowledge in (ethical) travelling 

styles. Overall, it could be interesting to study tour operators in Burma more into 

detail. Who are the tour operators? What sort of political information, if any, do they 

give to tourists? What efforts do they make to educate their customers about the 

political situation in Burma? What are the implications for tour operators selling tours 

to Burma (at home)? This is not necessarily restricted to Burma: it could be 

interesting to undertake research on guided tours in countries with a low human 

rights index. It could be examined in what way the political situation is addressed by 

the tour company en route. Package tourists' political awareness and their subsequent 

perceptions of the country could be a compelling research project with sociological 

components providing insights to the role of the private sector in political awareness 

creation. 

As this study included a critical discussion of the implications of political awareness 

to ethical tourism, truly ethical tourism might be only marginal, which does not 

render the idea of ethical tourism obsolete. Quite the contrary, in that a critical 

examination of participants' political awareness showed that ethical tourism is 

actually possible for a small number of well-informed participants. The political 

science literature (Richter 1980; Hall1994; Moworth and Munt 1998) suggested that 

lack of political awareness and interest among youth poses a fundamental problem to 

democracy, linked to ethical tourism. If travellers are politically unaware then ethical 

tourism is not ethical - ethical decision-making begins by 'recognising an ethical 

issue' (Chapter Three). To verify whether political awareness is indeed a prerequisite 

of ethical tourism requires further research. 

Another central and important issue for further study could be based on personal 

observations: by following Lonely Planet suggestions whilst travelling in Burma, it 

could be analysed whether such travel is indeed 'ethical'. It is therefore highly 

recommended to undertake research in Burma. Such research would provide 

insights on the theoretical and practical consequences of backpacker travelling. In 

other words, this thesis calls for more local in-depth studies and analyses, which 

would bring knowledge to construct ethical travel opportunities in Burma. Much of 

current tourism literature still carries with it a focus on the economy, trivializes 
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political structures and underplays the fact that tourism operates as a system and 

numerous sub-systems. Tourism is not a stand-alone industry of the economy; rather 

it is fully embedded in the local and global systems. However, it is the local system 

about which tourism scholars know less about, as in the case of Burma. 

The link between politics and tourism is important. The current lack of co-ordination 

and integration of ethical tourism research to politics is part of a broader problem: 

the two sides (politics and ethics) simply fail to communicate. There is no reason why 

this lack of communication should be replicated by those interested in ethics, politics 

and tourist decision-making. This study may be testament to the potential for a closer

knit field of enquiry that is not only interested in abstract tourist decision-making 

models, but in the diverse, complex and heterogeneous travellers coupled with the 

ultimately close relationship that politics has with tourism. 
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APPENDIX A: Information Sheet for participants 

To go or not to go -the Burma debate 

Thank you for showing an interest in this project. Please read this information sheet carefully 
before deciding whether or not to participate. If you decide to participate we thank you. If 
you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you of any kind and we thank you 
for considering our request. 

This project is being undertaken as part of a Doctorate at the University of Otago, New 
Zealand. The aim of this research is to examine what backpackers think about the Burma 
travel boycott. Importantly, this research aims to examine both sides- so there is no right or 
wrong. This study seeks to contribute to the long-running boycott debate in that it 
incorporates opinions of both sides of the boycott. 

WHO AM I LOOKING FOR? Any independent travellers encountered during the research in 
Thailand will be considered for this study. Should you agree to take part in this project, you 
will be asked to discuss a series of questions with the researcher, which will be recorded if 
you give your consent. Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project 
without any disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 

CAN PARTICIPANTS CHANGE THEIR MIND AND WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT? 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without any disadvantage 
to yourself of any kind. 

The results of this study may be published in academic journals, and your anonymity is 
completely ensured. Only the student researcher (Andrea Valentin) and her research 
supervisors (Dr. Neil Carr and Dr. Brent Lovelock) will have access to the collected 
information. It is of utmost importance to assure you that no respondent will be in any way 
personally identifiable. 

You are most welcome to request a copy of the results if you wish. The data collected will be 
securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned above will be able to gain access to 
it. 

While the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee is aware of the general areas to be 
explored in this interview, the Committee has not been able to review the precise questions to 
be used. Therefore if the line of questioning develops in such a way that you feel hesitant or 
uncomfortable, you have the right to decline to answer any particular question(s) and also that 
you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any disadvantage to yourself of any 
kind. 

If you have any questions about this project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either:-

Andrea Valentin 
Department of Tourism 
University of Otago, NZ 
avalentin@business.otago.ac.nz 

or Dr. Neil Carr 
Department of Tourism 
University of Otago, NZ 
ncarr(ci),business.otago.ac.nz 
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APPENDIX B: Questions for semi-structured interviews 

General vacation behaviour & destination choice: 

> How long have you been travelling in Thailand/Southeast Asia? Length of 

travel overall? 

> Where have you been, and where do you intend to travel to next/overall? 

> What is a backpacker to you? Are you a backpacker? 

> How would you define your own travelling style for this journey? (Include 

questions about accommodation types, activities, travel budget and 

expenditure, general vacation style) 

> Gender, age, nationality, occupation 

The Burma travel boycott: 

> You said before that you do/do not intend to travel to Burma (destination 

choice discused before). What is your main motivation to travel to Burma? 

> Have you heard of the Burma travel boycott? 

> For those that answer NO, explain boycott briefly. Then ask about their 

opmwn. 

> For those that answer YES: How did you hear about the boycott? 

> What is your opinion on the travel boycott? 

> Move to human rights and destination choice questions. 

> Is the political situation at a destination important when you make decisions to 

travel there or not? 

Political orientation: 

> Are you generally interested in world affairs/politics? Yes, no, why (not)? 

> Do you participate in politics? Yes (in what way?), no (why?)? 

> Do you vote? Who do you vote for? 

> On the 'classical' political spectrum (left - right) where do you stand? Why? 

What does it mean to you being 'liberal' or 'conservative'? 

> What's more important, civil liberty or national security? 
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APPENDIX C: Name use Burma or Myanmar 

Burma Myanmar Both 

-US Department of State (US) -United Nations (UN) The UK 

-British Foreign and -European Union (EU) govt. uses 

Commonwealth Office (UK) -World Trade Organisations (WTO) both terms. 

- Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) 

Int. 
- Organisation of American States actors 
(OAS) 

- International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

-World Bank 

-World Health Organisation (WHO) 

- International Labor Organisation 
(ILO) 

-Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) 

- The Irrawaddy News Magazine - - Xinhua - China The 
Chiang Mai, Thailand - China Daily - China Bangkok 

- Mizzima.com -New Delhi ,India -Asia Times Online -Hong Kong Post 
(Thailand), - guardian.co.uk- UK - Malaysia Star - Malaysia Washington 

- BBC News- UK - Hindustan Times - India Post (USA), 
- Times Online - UK - Economic Times - Gurgaon, India and the 

- Telegraph.co.uk -UK - Times of India - India 
Economist 
(UK) are - Scotsman - UK - Daily Times - Lahore, Pakistan using both The -Independent -UK - The Post - Lahore,Pakistan terms Media 

-New Statesman -UK - Aljazeera.net - Qatar 
- Financial Times - UK -Gulf Daily News -Bahrain 
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APPENDIX D: Example of Interview Transcript 

Zoe, Sydney Australia 

A= Interviewer (Andrea) 
B =Participant (Zoe) 

A: Could you please briefly introduce yourself, your first name, your age, your 
nationality and your occupation. 

B: My name is Zoe. I'm 26 years old and I'm from Australia. My occupation is 
an actor. 

A: What? Wow. You're an actress! Isn't that the correct way to say it? 

B: I like to say 'actor'. 

A: Ah, okay. What are you in? 

B: What? 

A: What are you acting in? (laughs) 

B: (laughs) Not anything at the moment, obviously because I'm here. I've done 
some commercials and I guessed on a show called All Saints, it's kind of like an 
Australian drama in the States. I think you get it in New Zealand. And yeah, I just 
finished a small Australian film a couple of months ago. So yeah, just little by 
little, we'll see. 

A: Good luck! Is this is your first trip to South East Asia? 

B: Yes it is. 

A: You've never been here before? 
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B: First trip as an adult, but yeah, I came when I was little but on family holidays 
and they're not very long. 

A: And have you travelled before? Like do you travel a lot? 

B: Yeah. I travelled a lot a couple of years ago, that was my first kind of stint, 
and that was kind of doing the European tour. 

A: And on this trip here, where have you been? 

B: I've just done Thailand and Laos. 

A: And where did you travel? Like did you go ... you stated to me before I think 
that you were going to not so touristy sites. What did you mean by that? 

B: I guess like Chiang Mai and up North and stuff like that, but I didn't find Pai 
particularly touristy. I mean there are travellers there, but yeah, it didn't tend to be 
like a tourist trap, you know what I mean. Like it was just a little town. 

A: So where do you like to travel? 

B: I like travelling to smaller places. 

A: Why do you travel Zoe? What do you seek? 

B: I guess I travel just to ... 

A: Sorry, on this trip? 

B: On this trip, this trip I guess had more of a therapy thing going on with it I 
think. A little bit. Yeah, I needed to have some time away and some ... I needed 
to trust my instincts or something like that and learn a little bit more about myself 
and I find I always do that when I'm travelling, alone as well. It was well time that 
I did take a trip. When I went to Europe it was a holiday, it was like travelling by 
accident. I auditioned for all these dance companies and all of that. 

A: OK. How do you travel? Do you plan it out? 
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B: It's always planned out. Yeah, and this trip was planned out. But I don't 
know, I think the European one wasn't planned out. This one, I don't know why I 
planned this one out. I'm going through phases of being ... what's the word when 
you're __ and you get organised and stuff like that, and not just let the world 
take you where it does. And I think yeah, I started off doing that and then realised 
that it's OK to let the world take you where it goes. 

A: Yeah. 

B: It's definitely more fun. 

A: Do you think you get a little bit more flexible the more you travel? 

B: Yes, totally. I don't know, it was really good, but yeah I wish I probably had 
a bit more time. I needed to just stay somewhere for a while. 

A: And you're travelling in total for how long? 

B: Well actually this is only a short trip. This is one month and then I go back 
and work for a couple of months and then I come back out and do Cambodia, 
Vietnam, the Philippines, I really want to go to the Philippines. 

A: Oh yeah? 

B: So this is a little starter. 

A: Interesting, the Philippines, I'd love to go there too one day. Anyway, where 
do you usually stay? Do you stay in guest houses or hotels, or ... ? 

B: Guest houses. Always. 

A: Guest houses. So are you ... 

B: I always go to guest houses. 

A: Why? 

B: There's something smaller about them and more intimate. 
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A: Yeah. Do you like meeting people? 

B: Yeah I do, but I like having my kind of solitude as well. And I find hotels are 
just. .. they don't have a lot of character, you know? You don't have the cats 
running around and the dogs coming wanting a feed and the little kids with the 
family. The family guest houses are just really great. And they tend not to offer 
you as much help. 

A: Yeah. Are you on a budget? 

B: Yeah I am at the moment. They stole my money and the card, and the camera. 
Yeah, my card got stolen, so I have 3,000 baht till I leave. 

A: And your camera! 

B: But I always say I'm glad I had the experience in a way because you learn 
from it. 

A: Yeah. 

B: You learn not to be stupid, and you also learn well whatever, you know it 
happened, it happened ... you learn to listen to your instincts, because I knew that 
night there was a funny feeling I should have stayed. I had a funny feeling about 
being, like I thought, 'cause I really wanted to come here straight away, and then 
get that balance of when you really listen to yourself and what you want to do or 
when you say, and not throw caution to the wind and so it happens. 

A: Yeah. That's true. 

B: Yeah, I had a feeling that something wasn't quite right. 

A: That was in Haad Rin? 

B: Yeah. You know, and it was at the Full Moon Party. Not a good place. 

A: Not a good place, ah? 
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B: So it made me grow up a bit. The whole experience. You see I really should 
have listened to my instinct more. 

A: Yeah. So you used to? 

B: No, I never really ... I think that's it! 'Cause I never really do do the crazy big 
things and so I thought "Oh, let's see if I can do a big crazy thing like that", you 
know? When I party I party, but I'm quite conservative when it comes to partying 
really. I don't go out every night. You know every couple of weekends or 
something, it'd be a bit boring. But it's always amongst the company of friends 
and gatherings of like minded people. I don't go night clubbing or anything like 
that. So I guess it just reiterated that. 

A: Yeah. 

B: Yeah. I'm OK with that, that I can be strong when I choose. 

A: Why did you choose Thailand and Laos? Why these two places? 

B: Funnily enough I chose Laos because I remember this story about a guy in 
Slovenia, in Croatia I met him. And he travelled a lot and he always said that I'd 
have to go to Laos. 'You have to go to Laos'. He loved Laos. 

A: And did you? 

B: Yeah I did. I loved the people. I'd like to see more of Laos. And Thailand ... 
I really just wanted ... yeah. 

A: More developed, or what do you mean? 

B: Yeah Laos is more simple and stuff. And I guess Thailand was kind of the 
holiday part of my travels, you know what I mean, like the relaxing on the beach 
and the kind of the party if I wanted to. But I really wanted to see the North as 
well. Yeah just the Northern parts and I'm really glad I did. 

A: How do you inform yourself when you travel? 

B: I look at the Lonely Planet. 
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A: You look at the Lonely Planet? 

B: Yeah. I friend lent me one. I wasn't going to get one for Thailand, so he lent 
me it. 

A: Why didn't you want to get one? 

B: I don't know, I just thought I'd hear from kind of word of mouth, things like 
that. But it was good, like I've used it a lot. I like reading about places and stuff 
like that. 

A: Have you travelled without the Lonely Planet? 

B: I travelled half way through Europe without the Lonely Planet. Someone else 
was going somewhere who didn't have any information and I was at the end of my 
trip and they'd say "oh well just take this". 

A: Yeah. Interesting. Okay. Let's move to politics. Is the political situation of a 
place important when you make decisions whether to travel there or not? Are you 
aware of the political situations? 

B: No. I think if I'm travelling alone I do. But yeah, I mean I haven't travelled 
to anywhere where there's been any intense kind of political situation going on. 
Like a lot of people talk about Burma and stuff like that, and I would like to see 
Burma, but I also have a ... Burma's not about kind of safety issues for me, or 
being difficult. It's just that when you ... as much as wanting to see it I guess it's 
hard when the country is very much run as a military dictatorship. By travelling 
there, you feed that. Like all of these places who run like that, you don't hear 
about it, you know, the liberal democratic party won a landslide election, and they 
put the whole party in prison, and it's leader is still under house arrest. You know 
about Burma? 

A: Yep. 

B: Yeah, exactly. And she was meant to have, her time under house arrest was 
supposed to be finished and they increased it for another year. 

A: Oh you are very well informed about the tourism boycott! How did you hear 
about it - the tourism boycott? 

B: I read about it in the newspaper. 
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A: Which newspaper? 

B: I don't know, it was a Thai newspaper that was written in English. Bangkok 
Post maybe? 

A: Oh, you read about it recently? 

B: Yeah. 

A: Had you heard about the boycott before, in Australia? 

B: A little bit, but I hadn't really read up on what was happening right now. 

A: Do you read the newspaper while you travel? 

B: Just sometimes. I don't do a lot of reading when I travel. I try, like I'm trying 
to read that book, and I do for a little while, but sometimes I just don't. Sometimes 
I'm just quite happy to be with my own thoughts for a little bit. 

A: Very interesting. What do you think about the boycott? Would you travel to 
Burma now? 

B: You know, probably not now. In the future maybe, but I think it's ... 

A: In the future, if the political situation changes only? 

B: Maybe I'll change my mind in the future, but yeah, I'm kind of... it doesn't 
really appeal, I mean ... You should travel with a purpose, like that's what I would 
do. Like with a purpose to go or to ... I heard of a couple of English girls that were 
working on the border, working with refugees. 

A: In Burma? 

B: Yeah, in Burma. At a refugee camp. So you know I guess in that way ... I 
don't know, it just seems like yes we go and see these places and there are some 
backpackers that want to go into Burma because it sounds really cool. And it's not 
for a reason. I think that when places, on one hand maybe people need to see it so 
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there's no ... the big build up of things and people know what's going on, so now 
people know, but if it's just because it's cool to do, then. When I went up to 
Maisai and I went over the border town into Tachilek I did do that, and ... 

A: How was it? 

B: It was really sad. I wasn't sure about it, like this girl that I met doing a trek, 
she said "oh let's go and do that and we'll step over into Burma" and stuff like 
that, and I was like oh I'd really like to stay in the North, so I'm quite happy to go 
along with that yeah let's go up. And we went into Burma and then we heard 
about these markets and stuff and we thought we'd check out the markets, and 
check out the life. people were talking about that they were markets that you know, 
the things the Shan are trading there, and you know and that kind of thing. and lots 
of food markets, and you just hear a lot of crazy kind of stuff about what these 
markets had. 

A: Yeah, and? 

B: I've never passed so many stands with watches in them and it was really quite 
crazy. You know, really cheap electronics and things that I don't have much 
purpose for. But the thing that I noticed was how poor it was. 

A: How poor it was? 

B: Yeah. It seemed so split, all the people. The one thing about Thais is that 
they're not split. There's a uniformity to them, you know, they have their King 
and they love their King and it's pretty united ... but Burma's ... there wasn't really 
much hope. There wasn't much to believe in any more. Especially when you 
come from Thailand where it's all around you, you know, their belief system is all 
around you. 

A: Interesting. Interesting observations. 

B: But we ran into a little restaurant, cafe, and the girl looked up from where she 
was cooking, not very good, and she just looked and laughed at us. Because she 
realised she didn't speak English. No-one in the place spoke any English and she 
was cracking up like thinking "How the hell are we going to serve these?" And we 
ended up to pointing to what people were eating and then we decided we didn't 
want any meat and then someone came along and was kind of looking at us. 
Pointing and going like this and basically telling her without actually speaking any 
English himself, was able to decipher what we were saying and pointing to 
pictures and stuff. It was so funnyl And we had the best noodles ever. 
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A: Didyou? 

B: Yeah. They were fantastic. And it was so lovely. You know, they asked us 
for chillies and stuff and she saw me put them all over it and she was like "oh". 

A: She was impressed about how spicy you like your food? 

B: Yes she was impressed because she didn't put any chilli in our food. 

A: Haha. Okay, back to the topic. Do you think ethical tourism is possible in 
Burma? You called it Burma before, right? 

B: I call it Burma, yeah. While I've been here I've heard it as Myanmar. But I 
think, you know what? I don't really think so, not at the moment. I think it is 
possible in the future. But you don't have groups working there like Intrepid 
where they encourage that, you know. they have the local guides and stuff like 
that. And I think through them, kind of having them go through the countries that 
once were not as easily accessible or trying to make it easier. There's a system 
kind of there for it. 

A: Do you think these companies such as Intrepid who organise tourism Burma, 
is that a good thing, to do business in Burma? 

B: Well, this is my thing with it, is that with those tours and stuff like that, like 
Intrepid tours and you know, whatever their names, I mean, the one thing is that 
they bring people into the country that possibly wouldn't ever go there. 

A: And it's not so easy to travel independently 'cause of the no-go zones. 
Because there are so many no go zones. 

B: Yeah absolutely. It's not a country that you can just go jumping into and get 
lost in. And the surveillance! 

A: Yeah, and this is where the tours come in. 

B: But where the tours stay, there's probably a higher chance that the money 
goes to the government. It definitely goes to the government!! It would have to, 
you know? It doesn't go to a local organisation, I can't imagine. And the 
surveillance! The thing is that when you travel to those countries then you need to 
be aware of the situation. 
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A: And do you think people are aware? 

B: Not a lot. I don't think they are. And in saying that, you will get people that 
will go through with, you hope to God they have a sense of I don't know, 
responsibility about themselves. 

A: Do you think countries should be boycotted because of human rights 
violations? 

B: I don't know, like .. .I mean I'm a big supporter of that in one hand. And I 
guess also on the hand that a country suffers if no-one goes into it as well. So 
there's suffering on both sides. There's no exposure, you know if enough people 
see it then maybe something will get said or done or something like that. You take 
more money away from the country, or you're trying to prove that something's not 
right, ah it's hard. 

A: Can you think of any places in the world where you wouldn't want to travel to 
because of the political situation there? 

B: Yeah, Afghanistan, Iran. 

A: Is it because of the safety? 

B: The safety and also just, I mean those countries are amazing to see and you 
need to see them and stuff like that, but at the same time, I'm quite sensitive to the 
female issue and everything. I've learnt a little bit more about that kind of fear as 
well. You just have to be ... I don't like having to feel like I'm being stared at as 
soon as I walk into a country that I'm a target, whichever way you cut it or slice it. 

A: Yeah. 

B: And ... I find it really sad to be in a country when, and it's a little bit scary as 
well to be in a country where women are looked upon as you know, no more than 
dogs in many ways. You know? 

A: Yes I know. 

B: I would feel really yeah ... I'd actually feel quite dead. So, to travel in it- to 
do something, yes, to go with a purpose, to do something. Not to just go and see it. 
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A: Any other places in the world that you wouldn't ... ? 

B: Not really, no. 

A: Africa? 

B: Africa, I would love to see Africa. I really would. I'd really love to see 
Africa. I'm not that drawn to India. 

A: You know what? When you mentioned the women stuff, it's horrible in India 
too. I just watched a movie, called 'Water'. Oh. 

B: Yeah, India as well. The whole cast system. Like if a women's husband dies, 
then she's nothing more than a piece ... she's worth nothing. 

A: And the widows! If you walk through their shadow, you must clean yourself 
for hours afterwards. You know, even your shadow is evil. 

B: Yeah. I just feel in many ways ... I mean it's everywhere. It's in all cultures 
and stuff like that, but in different ways but I just don't feel like ... there's almost 
like a superstition around women still. 

A: It is, isn't it? 

B: Yeah, superstitions. 

A: The boys club is still quite prevalent. 

B: Of course! And I mean women always have so much ... years ago they had so 
much power, and yeah. A long time organised religion. 

A: Yeah. 

B: We were meant to be the story fairies and everything, you know, the witches 
and the hags and the princess, we're kind of all of that. You know. 
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A: Totally! Ha. Okay, are you interested in politics? 

B: lam. 

A: In what kind of politics? Australian? 

B: Australian politics bore more to pieces. Because there's not ... I'm interested 
in politics like where there is movement. Where there is something that's 
happening. Our political situation at the moment is we're sitting on the fence and 
we have been. We're a country that's been sitting on the fence for the longest 
bloody time, and it ... 

A: What do you mean by that? 

B: Well I mean that you know, John Howard has not made ... every decision that 
he has made for the country has been spineless. He's not stood up and said you 
know "We're Australia and we don't believe that, and that's not going to be in our 
best interests." No, he'll just. .. the whole Iraq war, the whole ... all the 
agreements and everything that we have with America. It's like the time for that 
was over. We did that in Vietnam. There was no reason to be in that war. 
Absolutely no reason, and yet you'll do it again. We haven't learnt from that 
lesson yet. 

A: History repeating itself? 

B: It is, at a very fast rate. It's almost ... it's speeding up. 

A: So I guess you didn't vote for John Howard then? 

B: Ohno. 

A: Who did you vote for? 

B: I voted for, I've always put my preferences to the Greens. 

A: To the Greens? 

B: Yeah. And American politics, I'm very interested in American politics. 
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A: You are? 

B: Just because, and I said this once to an American ... he didn't really talk to me 
afterwards, but I said to them, they were Republican. And they were spouting out 
about how some people need to give Bush an easier time and bla bla ... bla ... and 
they were quite nationalistic. You know, and then ... 

A: How did you meet them? 

B: This was actually when I was travelling in Europe the first time. And you 
know, she was like it was after 9111 had happened, and at that stage everyone was 
like they did this to our country, we need to fight back, they did this to us. And so 
there was a lot of vengeance involved. 

A: Yeah. 

B: Yeah. And then all of this stuff happened, and all the countries were then 
involved with it and everything like that, and ... They don't realise it. And I said to 
this girl "Do you realise when you vote, when you American people vote for your 
President, you are voting for the world". And yet no-one that I've spoken to has a 
conscience about that. That country needs to be educated on foreign policy big 
time. And that's the thing, you don't take responsibility for the fact that you are a 
super power, yet you are so closed minded. It's about taking responsibility. It 
really is. 

A: Yeah. Being accountable. 

B: Yeah. And I said that to another guy just recently. A republican American. 

A: Oh I'd like to meet one here, I just meet Liberal Americans here! 

B: Yeah, I met another Democratic one and we talked and it was awesome. Like 
we just. .. like we got to talk about ... most of the people don't know who the hell's 
running anyway. They've no idea. It's just whoever's republican. But I was able 
to talk about you know, like Republic people that were running, and the opposition 
and like Hilary Clinton, and and all of that, and just even like what happens with 
polls and bla bla ... 

A: And he didn't know much about it- the election process? 
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B: No. The democrat did. The republican didn't. 

A: No shit eh. (both laugh) 

B: And I mean we had a really good discussion about it 'cause they'd never been 
able to have a discussion about it. So I'm coming from someone who was a 
republican, and who knows ... it was just really interesting to meet that guy to talk 
about it. Because I don't understand it. It's not in my ... and I want to understand 
it. 

A: I just met a very narve American. Oh, it's a very inward looking country. 

B: It's such an inward looking country! And the media and everything. 

A: Right. So I think I know where you stand from that. How do you inform 
yourself about politics? Like do you read the newspapers? 

B: Yeah, I read the newspaper. I do watch the news. I talk to people a lot about 
what's happening as well. I get into a lot of discussions and stuff like that. 
Reading books about it. Actually, do you know what I've found the most insightful 
thing that I watched, 'cause I watched the whole series of the West Wing. And I 
mean although that's kind of, you know it's bloody well written. And I know it's a 
TV show and all that, but it's a good show and it gave you a really good insight 
into how the campaign is run. And I actually learnt a lot. .. about how they did it. 

A: How would you rate your political knowledge? 

B: Oh, probably not that much about a lot of things. I know more than the 
average Joe, but I probably have to say not enough. Just in what's going on a little 
bit. 

A: Do you participate in politics? Like you vote, but do you do any other things? 

B: No. 

A: So you voted for the Greens you said? 

B: Yeah. 
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A: And on the classical political spectrum where do you stand? 

B: Left. 

A: Left. When you think of political parties in Australia or of people, do you 
think of them in terms of what party they represent or what issue this party 
represents? 

B: What issues. Yeah, definitely. 

A: Interesting. People say different things about that one. 

B: Mainly because, I think particularly with Australian politics, it's everybody's 
sitting on the fence. You know, we haven't had a Prime Minister who's been 
brave enough to put something forward in motion. 

A: In what way? What needs to be put into motion? 

B: We don't have a good enough environmental plan, or environmental 
'whatever' the right thing you know. Our environment is on the low list of things 
to be attended to. And that's pretty bad when we have 90% of the country in 
drought. We're running out ofwater. 

A: Yeah. 

B: There are no farms. And Queensland is on massive water restrictions. 
Massive. And I just think that they're turning a blind eye to it. 

A: Yep, water is going to be their biggest problem. 

B: But it's also the people you know, oh no we can't have recycled water or de
salinised water or something like that, and it's like do you realise that this country 
has for years and years and years been using re-cycled water in the farms. And 
like Singapore for example, I think they recycle water. It's an Australian thing. 
We're living in "she'll be right." 

A: A bubble. 

B: Yeah, but that's the Australian catch phrase "She'll be right." 
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A: Do you think that many Australians think like this? Average Joe? 

B: No. Average Joe is probably not that interested in politics. It's all 'hang 
loose' [makes hang loose sign], let's have a barbie [BBQ] and go surfing ... People 
can get stuck in their ways. 

A: She'll be right. 

B: Mmm. 

A: Right. And is that one of your major. .. what do you think [boat motor very 
noisy here] is the world's biggest problem? 

B: I think the world's biggest problem, I think it goes deeper than the issues, 
environmental issues, or if you compact issues in that way. And it can be seen 
in ... we have ... it seems like in growing of the people, with this generation or 
something is that there's something, we've been blinded by too much pop culture. 
We look to that you know, that whole attitude is that we have everything at our 
disposal. I suppose living in the Western world has made us really not want to 
care on a large scale. We don't have the uprising, you know with the 60's and 
then we had the protests of the Vietnam war, and you had all that. I think there's 
not enough of coming together. In a way our world is becoming so much smaller, 
but we're all becoming so individualistic. 

A: Mmm. 

B: So things that come within the environment climate issue I think is a massive 
thing, but there's just so much more at stake as well. It's like this generation 
doesn't have ... the idea like the last generation or generations before it was for the 
children ... it's for the children. And you even see it with families, you know? It's 
like parents worked and worked and worked to provide for their children. This 
generation after that just doesn't really ... have that. I don't know. Come on, we 
have generational responsibility! 

A: Yep, totally. Right. Okay. Let's move to some political issues. What do you 
think about gun control in the US? 

B: Ha ha. You are so funny for asking this question. What gun control? There 
needs to be massive gun control. I'm sorry, but you know what? It's like ... I see 
America as this country that's epitomised by a young college footballer. So full of 
bravado and not much else. And you take away football and you've got nothing. 
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You take away their guns, and they don't have their toys any more. It makes them 
feel powerful. And you know what, they kill. They always say, well, people kill, 
but it's like you're allowing something that has caused massive massive 
destruction to be freely available. 

A: In Florida they just passed a law, and I think they have it in Texas as well, that 
when you enter someone's property and that person doesn't know you, they have 
the right to shoot you, anyone. What do you think about Israel and Palestine? 

B: 

A: She just said 'fuck' [laughing] 

B: On one hand OK ... it's like I guess you're taught someone somewhere along 
the line has to swallow their mistakes, or swallow their words. There's a 
compromise. But they've been fighting so long that they cannot see through the 
trees. They cannot see the forest for the trees. 

A: Who's that? 

B: Both countries. 

A: Yeah. 

B: It hides things. There's this illusion ... the thing that defines them as a people, 
their honour, their glory, their ... in Israel you know, that they can't get through 
that history to make the changes that need to be changed. The actual laying down 
of the sword. yeah. 

A: Last question. What's more important - national security or civil liberty? 

B: Civilliberty. 

A: Civil liberty? Why? 

B: Yeah. I think that, I mean I'm quite an idealist. But the time has got to 
change when we say "They did this to our country so we're going to do this back 
to them." I think also just in opening your eyes and seeing that you know, we've 
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got the Americans going to Iraq, and yes they do this and they do that, but there's 
so much that happens because of that. And I think also, going back to Burma, no
one has gone in there to dismantle the military situation there for so many years -
why? 

A: Because they haven't found resources yet which would make it worthwhile? 

B: Yeah. So until they find something that could benefit their own country 
they're not going to go in and help another country. So ... so I think that frustrates 
me. 

A: And that explains why you value civil liberty higher than national security. 
Thank you Zoe for this interview. 

FINISHES HERE 
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