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Abstract:
It wouldn’t be farfetched to say that we now live in a world of ‘responsibilities’. In the developed world at least, moral exhortations are at every other corner urging us to be more socially responsible, more environmentally friendly, or more caring towards the less-privileged. Amongst these waves of responsible consumerism and businesses, highly visible initiatives in tourism such as ResponsibleTravel.com, Holidays that give the world a break and Intrepid Travel, Real Life Experiences have since emerged, all of which clearly states ‘responsible tourism’ as a key feature of their tours.
 
Responsibilities however, whether within the tourism context or not, is not an object that can be easily measured or implemented. Rather, like imaginaries of place, destination and travel, it is an abstract idea or notion. This means that it is always imagined and indirectly insinuated, and then re-presented by various assemblages of discourse and practice. Instead of dwelling on the philosophical underpinnings of what ought to constitute responsibility in tourism, those working in tourism and tourists themselves have tended to define particular practices in tourism as being ‘responsible’ or ‘irresponsible’. For example, donating to a school would typically be considered as ‘responsible’, while engaging in sex tourism would be considered ‘irresponsible’, even though such simplistic definitions themselves warrant further consideration.
 
This paper therefore interrogates the situatedness and place specificness of practices of responsibilities, while juxtaposed against the dynamic movements of ideas and imaginations of responsibilities in tourism, and points out that even though imaginations of responsibility in tourism are fluid, its practices are firmly grounded in places. As such, notions of poverty and hence responsibility are often inscribed onto particular places and destinations in tourism. Using fieldwork in Thailand conducted in 2009-2010, this paper discusses how Thailand as a destination is not traditionally imagined as a site to go to for responsible tourism - a perception that is helpful for those uninterested in 'going green', but at the same time a hurdle for tour-providing companies wishing to tap into this emerging market. In response, many tourism businesses in Thailand have created particular niches such as volunteer or homestay tourism in rural communities or in elephant camps. Indeed, tourism could at times be creating environments for tourists to observe what they imagine to be responsibilities, as being an 'experience economy', the tourism-providing companies does not stop short at their attempts to create environments to encounter such “life changing experiences”, of which being responsible in a supposedly dire third-world country have sometimes become a sub-category of. At the same time, looking at notions and practices of responsibilities in tourism has also shown that continual linkages and feedbacks exist between the production, consumption and re-production of imaginaries in tourism, whereby what is imagined to be the geographies of responsibilities, are continually enfolded into different encounters and refolded in other instances, due to the different background, understandings, and experiences of what ‘responsibility’ really is. 
