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Abstract:  

This paper explores the possibility for creating a “geography of compassion” in volunteer tourism by considering the volunteer tourists’ spatial imaginary of volunteer tourism destinations and the re-negotiation of the Third World imaginary through the volunteer tourism experience. It also suggests that the geography of compassion in volunteer tourism is motivated by the “voluntary turn” and the emergence of neoliberal global civil society that, since the mid-1980s, has increasingly served to fill the void left behind by the progressive pullback of the state in social services. Thus, it proposes a linkage between an emerging cosmopolitan morality, the geography of compassion in volunteer tourism and the growth of neoliberal civil society. Tourist imaginaries of volunteer tourism destinations are constructed against this political economic backdrop, where the Third World, development and its seemingly natural beneficiaries, women and children, have become the premier signifiers of volunteer tourism destinations. 
Analysis of nine months of ethnographic research including semi-structured interviews and mental maps from 42 volunteer tourists in Chiang Mai, Thailand suggest that volunteer tourists desire to volunteer in Third World destinations that are perceived to be safe, have legitimate needs, and are culturally appealing. Prior to participation, volunteer tourists’ imaginaries of the Third World are predominately constructed through media representations. Following the social encounter with the host community members, volunteer tourists tend to re-negotiate their Third World tourism imaginary: they often suggest that, “Thailand doesn’t look like the Third World.” It is because Thailand “doesn’t look like the Third World,” that it is seen as an ideal starting point for novice volunteer tourists who want to volunteer in a Third World country, yet need to perceive a certain level comfort and security. Finally, volunteer tourists tend to seek out subsequent volunteer opportunities in multiple countries in an effort to “see/save the world.”
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