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13. Disaster Tourism as Dark Anthropocene: In-between
Spectral Geotrauma and Necro-Aesthetic

Rangga Kala Mahaswa'**

Abstract

This article will explain and interrogate disaster tourism as a dialectical theatre
of the Anthropocene, where the voyeur and the mourner converge upon
landscapes transformed into metonymic fragments of ecological and social
rupture. In global capitalism, tourism is a part of hidden social and natural
exploitation. Sometimes, people genuinely enjoy experiencing artificially
created natural tourism landscapes shaped by capitalistic tendencies but
forget to unravel what lies behind tourism scenery. In the geological event of
Anthropocene, as a threshold of planetary undoing, inscribes itself through the
necrotic traces of mass anthropogenic legacy—from glacial absences, nuclear
radioactive topographies, carbon footprints, plastic pollution, to the death of
biodiversity caused by mass extinction. Within this critical philosophical
approach, I argue that disaster tourism can be analyzed through the lens of necro-
aesthetic, emerging as a recursive ritual: a pilgrimage to the edges of collapse,
where catastrophe is curated, consumed, and reconstituted as spectacle. For
case studies, this part will mention several instances of “dark tourism” in
Indonesia, such as visits to sites associated with tragedies or disasters, like
the Tsunami Museum in Banda Aceh, Sisa Hartaku Museum in the Merapi
eruption area, or the Lapindo mudflow in Sidoarjo. These spaces are rendered
as post-natural and post-human tourism, their materiality suspended between
decay and exhibition. The commodification process aestheticizes entropy,
transforming trauma into a fetishized artifact.

Keywords: Disaster Tourism, the Anthropocene, Necro-Aesthetic, Spectrality
of Geotrauma, Advanced Capitalism

! Faculty of Philosophy, Universitas Gadjah Mada, Indonesia. Email correspondence:

% Centre for Anthropocene Studies and Geophilosophy

342


mailto:mahaswa@ugm.ac.id

1. Introduction

Disaster tourism, often considered a branch of the broader category of dark
tourism, brings visitors into proximity with landscapes marked by loss; be it
through natural catastrophe, social tragedy, or ecological collapse. While early
scholarship has sought to classify and explain such practices, most notably
Seaton’s (1996) framing of thanatourism, Lennon and Foley’s (2010) work on
dark tourism, and Yuill’s (2003) exploration of visitor motivation, much of the
discourse remains preoccupied with death and mourning as spectacle. These
foundational studies helped frame dark tourism as an affective engagement
with death, often highlighting the macabre allure of such sites. However, in
contexts like Indonesia, where disaster intersects with uneven development,
state narratives, and environmental fragility, it becomes necessary to expand
the category of “dark™ by foregrounding the specificity of “disaster”, not only
as a thematic subset, but as a genre with its own ontological and political
stakes.

In sites such as the Tsunami Museum in Banda Aceh, Sisa Hartaku in
Yogyakarta, and the Lapindo mudflow site in Sidoarjo, visitors encounter more
than memorialized trauma. These are spaces where catastrophe is curated,
where ruins are stabilized and stories structured, not simply for remembrance
but for circulation, through tourism economies, national narratives, and
increasingly, digital media. The affective atmosphere of these places is often
charged and contradictory: solemnity layered with spectacle, moral reflection
tinged with voyeuristic appeal. What draws visitors to these sites is not just
what remains, but how what remains is framed, visually, emotionally, and
ideologically.

Tourism in this sense becomes more than leisure; it becomes a passage
through what might be called the aesthetic of planetary undoing, where signs
of collapse are rendered legible, touchable, and even marketable. While these
visits are often justified in terms of education or empathy, they also facilitate
a particular gaze, one that hovers between witnessing and consumption.
To walk through the wreckage of others’ suffering is to occupy a space of
unsettling intimacy, shaped by both the desire to bear witness and the pull of
spectacle. The tourist, knowingly or not, becomes part of a ritualized encounter
with catastrophe, where memory, ruin, and national resilience are staged for
affective engagement.

In a society as highly mediated and development-focused as Indonesia, disaster
tourism is never just about remembering the past. It is also about rehearsing
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national identity, negotiating environmental vulnerability, and participating,
however fleetingly, in a theatre of resilience. These sites are where disaster
narratives are layered atop one another, sedimented by media images, state
messaging, and tourist circulation. In this framing, disaster tourism is not
simply a branch of dark tourism. It is its own recursive ritual: one that touches
on the Anthropocene, on ecological grief, and on the commodification of
collapse as aesthetic and experiential capital.

This chapter takes up that provocation by framing disaster tourism as a form
of narrative infrastructure where catastrophe is curated, consumed, and made
meaningful. The exposition entails the foregrounding the aesthetic, political,
and ethical dimensions of tourism in post-disaster landscapes, and then move
beyond the morbid curiosity of the “dark’ and toward a more situated reading
of disaster as a genre of tourism bound up with global capitalism, ecological
precarity, and the affective economies of memory.

Furthermore, while “dark” and “disaster”” may overlap with one another when
combined with the concept of “tourism”, I specifically use the latter to augment
the political and ecological specificity attributed to the Lapindo mudflow site.
Here, disasters here are not always natural; they are often entangled with
long-standing structural neglect, environmental degradation, and governance
failure. As such, the approach is simultaneously analytical and critical, by
proposing a more divergent and situated methodology for reading tourism in
the Global South.

Tourism, especially in postcolonial and developing contexts, is already fraught
with ethical tensions. In Indonesia, it is not simply an economic sector but a
strategic arm of national development, one that is burdened by the imperative
to moralize, modernize, and showcase progress. Yet, development itself
extractive, expansive, and often violent casts a long shadow over the very
communities it seeks to uplift. Disaster tourism thus emerges as a paradoxical
space: it commodifies loss while also offering a space to reflect on the costs of
that very commodification. Here, ethics cannot be an afterthought; they must
be integrated with deeper ontological questions about death, memory, and the
aesthetics of catastrophe.

The cases examined in this chapter were selected on the basis of their analytical
intensity rather than representativeness. The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, the
eruptions of Mount Merapi, and the Lapindo mudflow each constitute sites
of profound disruption in which death, displacement, and long-term socio-
ecological damage converge in distinct yet comparable ways. The 2004 tsunami
involved an unprecedented death toll at the moment Indonesia entered the
twenty-first century, with impacts extending across South and Southeast Asia
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as well as East Africa. The Merapi eruptions, while geographically confined,
produced an extraordinary scale of loss relative to the social and spatial context
of Yogyakarta. The Lapindo mudflow, although less catastrophic in terms
of immediate fatalities, represents a prolonged and unresolved condition of
harm in which lives are not simply lost but continuously damaged through
displacement, infrastructural collapse, and contested narratives of responsibility.
These cases are treated not as empirical samples but as theoretically generative
sites through which philosophical concepts are mobilized to interpret how
disasters are lived, remembered, and aestheticized over time. Empirical
observations such as spatial transformations, memorial practices, and
tourism infrastructures are read through philosophical frameworks in order
to examine how disaster becomes integrated into broader regimes of coping,
commemoration, and national resilience. This interpretive approach allows
the chapter to move beyond disaster as a discrete event and toward disaster as
an ongoing condition that is increasingly mediated through aestheticization
and monetization within tourism and sustainability discourses. Grounded
in philosophically informed interpretive inquiry, the selected theoretical
frameworks function as the core conditions through which these phenomena
become intelligible.
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2. Theoretical Framework

2.1 Spectral Geotrauma

Disaster situations are often associated with traumatic experiences. In
psychoanalysis, the concept of trauma has evolved alongside the development
of the discipline. Sigmund Freud linked the phenomenon of trauma to the
unconscious mind, defining trauma as the result of excessive stimulation
that the ego cannot handle, which is then repressed by the unconscious
mind (Friedberg & Malefakis, 2022). Freud believed that trauma operates
repetitively, meaning that individuals unconsciously repeat traumatic patterns
as an effort by consciousness to understand what has been repressed, such as
nightmares. Freud’s concept of trauma was limited to the analysis of sexual
experiences involving the subject’s environment and psychological state
(Wang et al., 2019; Levine, 2020).

There are various developments of the concept of trauma within the social
trauma discourse, such as historical trauma, generational trauma, and religious
trauma. With the emergence of ecological issues, such as global warming
and natural disasters, the trauma discourse has evolved into an environmental
discourse. Woodbury (2019) introduces the term “climate trauma” as part of
collective trauma occurring in the Anthropocene epoch. Climate trauma results
from the relationship between the environment and humans as agents who alter
the environment while also being victims of an ever-changing environment.
Woodbury argues that ongoing climate change and accompanying disasters
mean that climate trauma is not a trauma oriented solely toward the past, but
one that is constantly occurring and taking new forms. Like other traumatic
moments, climate trauma is a moment that prompts reflection on human
identity and role in the Anthropocene epoch (Woodbury, 2019).

There is also the term eco-trauma used in literature reviews. Amorok (2007)
uses the term eco-trauma to describe a traumatic state that causes humans to
lose intimacy with the earth. For Amorok, humans have a destructive tendency
due to anxiety about death. To avoid this fear, destructive actions such as war
and damaging the environment are carried out. Human actions to ensure the
survival of their species ultimately lead to a disconnection from their natural
relationship with the environment (Narine, 2014). The loss of intimacy between
humans and nature not only positions nature as a victim but also humans, who
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historically face violence in the social realm or disasters as a result of their
action (Richardson, 2018). Eco-trauma or climate trauma positions humans
as agents contributing to environmental damage, while also being a species
affected by it. The term collective trauma, which influences the psyche and
social dynamics of ecological damage, demands that humans recognize their
role as one of the species determining the fate of the Earth. However, this
reflective dimension is insufficient to build ecological awareness. Humans
still have a special epistemic status, namely as agents capable of knowing and
reevaluating traumatic events.

The concept of geotrauma then emerged to bring the narrative of trauma
into the post-human narrative. Humans are not the only actors historically
confronted with traumatic events. Geotrauma positions the Earth as an active
agent that constantly possesses the capacity to experience traumatic events
(Negarestani, 2011). Geotrauma explores elements of violence beyond mere
anthropocentric conditions. Throughout its history, the Earth has experienced
“violence” that has constantly altered its geological structure and geographical
landscape through interactions between materials (Matts & Tynant, 2012;
Pain, 2021). Human history is often marked by violence such as war. War
is not merely a phenomenon of interaction between groups but a process of
conflicting interests. Humans are not the sole actors in this bloody history;
there is also gunpowder and metal on the battlefield. Material history often
escapes analysis of the temporal trajectory of events (De Landa & Harman,
2017).

Just as violence in war is a history of material interaction, the geomorphological
history of the Earth is also a history of material interaction. The Earth has
undergone physical-chemical interactions over millions of years, such as ice
ages, atmospheric changes, tectonic plate separation, and temperature increases
(Keller et al., 2012). During this time, landscapes, strata, and geographical
contours have also experienced violence from material interactions.
Furthermore, traumatic geomorphological processes have influenced biological
materials through physical interactions and the composition of different
components. Humans evolved and then created cultures that further altered
the Earth’s landscapes. The processes of decomposition and construction
are inevitably reflected in current terrestrial issues, such as environmental
degradation and climate warming caused by agents within the Earth itself,
including humans (Clark, 2020).

Geotrauma is a continuous trauma. The temporality of the Earth is the
convergence of cosmic, biological, and social temporality. Geotrauma signifies
that no physical trauma occurs without organic trauma, and no organic trauma
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occurs without terrestrial trauma. Geotrauma is not a phenomenon of the past
but an active interaction between biological, cultural, and cosmic bodies
(Woodard, 2013). Geotrauma introduces a new approach to ecological and
psychological issues, highlighting the connection between geological and
social dimensions. By positioning the earth as an agent capable of experiencing
trauma, and positioning traumatic events as ongoing events in accordance
with the earth’s existence, as well as inevitable violence, decomposition,
and construction, humans as terrestrial agents can gain a deep and holistic
understanding of their existence on earth (Clark, 2020).

Geotrauma, like the general trauma, can be conceptualized as a form of
spectrality. While it is rooted in past events, trauma continues to shape the
present and future in ways that defy linear temporality. In Mark Fisher terms,
trauma is haunting because it no longer happens but could affect the present
and the future (Fisher, 2012). For Derrida, haunting means the specter is
neither fully absent nor fully present (Davis, 2005). In this view, trauma is an
absent presence: it no longer happens, but it still affects. It lingers as a residue
or traces and could return in fragmented, repressed, and often unpredictable
forms (Deumert, 2022). This spectral quality becomes even more complex in
the case of geotrauma, where the trauma is not confined to individual or social
experience but emerges from planetary and geological processes. Geotrauma
refers to the return of repressed environmental, mineral, and territorial
violences those buried beneath the surface of both land and consciousness. It
involves nonhuman agencies such as tectonic movements, extractive histories,
and ecological collapse. These forces do not simply produce habitable spaces;
they also generate destructive, disoriented, and haunted terrains. Geotrauma,
therefore, exemplifies a spectral mode of being that unsettles boundaries
between human and nonhuman, past and future, visibility and erasure.

Thus, one can regard geotrauma as instrumental to conceptualize disaster as
an ongoing, planetary condition shaped by material violence and non-linear
temporality. However, this ontological framing must be supplemented by an
analysis of how such destruction is governed, mediated, and made meaningful
within human systems of power and representation. Furthermore, necropolitics
as | explain later functions to complicate the understanding of how sovereign
and institutional forces regulate exposure to death, while necro-aesthetics
captures the processes through which death, ruin, and decay are rendered
visible, aestheticized, and consumable. Together, these frameworks allow
geotrauma to be examined not only as a material condition of the Earth, but as
a politically and aesthetically managed terrain that is increasingly incorporated
into tourism economies and narratives of resilience.
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2.2 Necro-Aesthetic

Necro-Aesthetics has various uses, but revolving towards how death turned to
have aesthetic value that could be consumed and re-interpretated in society.
Historically speaking, the history of humanity, human as being towards death
is related to interpreting death and various imaginings of death, constructed by
many ‘“necrospaces”, such as cemetery, tomb, mausoleum etc. In the context
of tourism, sites, or necrosites of tourism often glorified, such as Taj Mahal
or Mausoleum of Napoleon. Even in the modern era when superstition seems
to change with rationality, the necro-aesthetics always produced, for example
the mausoleum of Lenin and Mao when the dead body was immortalized.
According to Lushetich (2018), death has no value in the society-driven by
accumulation thus cannot be consumed or accumulated, and discourse of death
is often perceived as taboo and reduced to minimum. Death is always seen as
misfortune. Because it may be the end of all accumulations. But death always
occurred within society. The cold perception of death thus could produce
systemic, senseless violence, which extends to politics, when the institution
decides when the death should be exposed or not.

According to Marina Grzini¢ (2018), necroaesthetics refers to aesthetic
forms and practices that are related to necropolitics, a term coined by Achille
Mbembe (2006) that describes a mode of sovereign power in which the state
conducts control and surveillance not over life as in biopolitics (alluding to
Foucault), but over death by determining who may live and who must die.
Grzini¢ explores the manifest of this aesthetic in concrete examples such as
the systematic destruction of Third World slums within Western megacities,
where impoverished populations are subjected to neglect or eradication.
Necroaesthetics also become a kind of aesthetic logic of death, especially
as represented in global media such as television and Hollywood. Those
media, producing and transforming images of bodies and “necroscapes» into
consumable spectacle.

Still related to bodies as manifestations of biology, Ibrahim (2018) defines
necroaesthetics as “death imagery”’, where death is no longer just a biological
condition and it is transformed into various abstractions and aesthetic modes.
This transformation occurs through digital media that make interpretation
and political perspectives possible, turning real death into a symbolic and
sometimes commodified object. He emphasizes the case of Alan Kurdi, Syrian
boy whose lifeless body washed ashore in Turkey and went viral across global
media. While the image invoked a wave of public mourning and outrage, it
also exemplifies how necroaesthetics operates: by aestheticizing the death,
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especially the bodies, and absorbing it into the regimes of affect, meme, or
sympathy-grabber. In this sense, necroaesthetics becomes a double-edged
process, as a call for empathy and a mechanism of distancing, where the death
of the other is become culture, and politicized symbol.

In the Anthropocene landscape, necro-aesthetics could be perceived beyond the
biological body, encompassing broader material and ecological dimensions.
This expansion is grounded in the recognition that death, as a structuring-
destructing force, has become more than human. It implicates not only
individual organisms but also ecosystems in the trajectory toward a potential
death or sixth extinction. Negarestani (2010) conceptualizes the earth as a
traumatic system that always encounters a process of decay, framing decay itself
as an inevitable and constitutive condition of cosmogenesis. Consequently,
both human and non-human deaths, as well as the decomposition of terrestrial
matter, contribute to the emergence of necroscapes: spatial and aesthetic
formations shaped by the residues of death and decline

These necroscapes, resulting from geotrauma processes, are not solely concerned
with corporeal remains, but also with infrastructural, urban, and industrial
decay. Riley (2017) identifies the aestheticization of ruin in Tarkovsky’s cinema
as a form of necro-aesthetic representation that signifies not only biological
body but also the deterioration of modernity’s material architectures. Necro-
aesthetics, therefore, do not operate merely as visual expressions of mourning
or remembering, but also trigger affective responses, including fascination
and pleasure in the face of systemic collapse and economic failure. As Millan
et al. (2019) argue, necroscapes may function as more than commemorative
sites; they often serve as destinations of affective and aesthetic engagement,
attracting visitors drawn to their liminal atmospheres and uncanny ambiances.
Tourists, equipped with their situated epistemic frameworks, are not passive
observers of these landscapes. Rather, they actively interpret, co-produce, and
reconfigure necro-aesthetic meanings through their embodied practices and
cultural imaginaries (Graburn et al., 2019).
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3. The Attraction of Disaster: Indonesian Cases

Indonesia’s geographic positioning, straddling the Pacific Ring of Fire and
blessed with a climate conducive to cultivating high-value commodities,
has long endowed the nation with an abundance of natural resources. This
geographic determinism situates Indonesia as a paradigmatic example of the
paradox of plenty, where natural wealth does not necessarily translate into
broad-based development or resilience. Consequently, the country frequently
finds itself caught in a fraught balancing act: on the one hand, pursuing rapid
development to «catch up», a familiar refrain in Indonesian political rhetoric,
and on the other, exploiting its resource potential as an inevitable outcome of
its geography.

As previously outlined, certain morbid sites, locations shaped by catastrophic
events, have become tourist attractions in their own right. While ostensibly
integrated into Indonesia’s national development agenda, which is often deeply
politicized, these sites also demand critical redress. Understanding them
merely as local curiosities or isolated trends undercuts the broader global
context in which such spaces are increasingly framed: as forms of “disaster
tourism” or “dark tourism” meant to raise awareness, commemorate tragedy,
or foster reflection. Rather than viewing these sites solely through the lens
of spectacle or morbid curiosity, it is more productive to interpret them as
landscapes shaped by collective attempts to ascribe meaning to catastrophe.
The aftermath of such events often becomes a fertile ground for what has been
described as post-traumatic growth—the emergence of a heightened sense of
meaning, purpose, or solidarity in the wake of adversity, particularly when
trauma is both life-threatening and socially shared (Jarry, 2015). In this view,
suffering is not simply endured but reconfigured into a potential catalyst for
transformation, whether on a personal or communal level.

Our intention here is not simply to survey or catalog these sites but to
interrogate their spatial and symbolic significance. The selected cases, the 2004
Aceh tsunami, the 2010 Merapi eruption, and the Lapindo mudflow, were not
only nationally and internationally visible, but also became part of a growing
narrative architecture in which these spaces function as literal lieux de mémoire
(sites of memory). In the wake of disaster, whether natural or human-induced,
these places have sparked renewed or reconstructed forms of solidarity, often
transcending regional and even national boundaries, a particularly poignant
development in the context of Indonesia’s archipelagic fragmentation.

In what follows, how these “attractions” came into being and argue that the
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framing of disasters as commemorative or tourist spaces should not obscure
the deeper structural issues they reveal. The Lapindo mudflow, for instance,
points to enduring questions of corporate impunity and regulatory failure,
while the Aceh and Merapi cases expose systemic institutional neglect and
a lack of preparedness. These examples suggest that the commodification of
disaster for tourism and memorialization must be critically situated within
broader political-economic and spatial dynamics.

3.1 The 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami

The year 2004 marked a catastrophic chapter in the collective memory of
Indonesia and several neighboring nations. Triggered by a massive undersea
earthquake with a magnitude of 9.3 off the coast of the Indian Ocean, the ensuing
tsunami wrought unprecedented devastation. It remains the deadliest tsunami
in recorded history, claiming the lives of an estimated 227,898 individuals
across 14 countries. Indonesia bore the brunt of the tragedy, with 167,540
people reported dead or missing and economic losses estimated at $4.45 billion.
Beyond Indonesia, the impact rippled across the region: Sri Lanka recorded
35,322 fatalities, India 16,269, Thailand 8,212, Somalia 289, the Maldives 108,
Malaysia 75, Myanmar 61, Tanzania 13, and Bangladesh, Seychelles, South
Africa, Yemen, and Kenya each reported between one and two casualties.
Overall, the total material damages throughout the Indian Ocean region were
estimated at $10 billion, with insured losses amounting to approximately $2
billion (Doocy et al., 2007; International Tsunami Information Center, n.d.).
Not only did Aceh experience the highest number of casualties among all
affected countries, but the devastation was also spatially widespread across
the province. Cities and towns along both the western and eastern coasts of
Aceh were subjected to varying degrees of destruction, with several areas,
most completely flattened by the tsunami’s force (Borrero, 2005).

Designed by the renowned architect and former Governor of West Java,
Ridwan Kamil, the Aceh Tsunami Museum, located in the provincial capital of
Banda Aceh, was officially opened to the public in 2008. According to the Aceh
Tourism and Culture Office (Disbudpar Aceh, 2021), the museum’s primary
mission is to serve as a space of remembrance and healing for survivors and
the broader community. The structure itself embodies symbolic elements of
local culture and disaster narratives, functioning both as a memorial and an
educational center.

Upon entering, visitors are confronted with poignant and unsettling memorabilia
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that capture the immense scale of devastation wrought by the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami. The museum’s exhibits include a series of dramatic dioramas
portraying scenes of catastrophe: people frantically fleeing the encroaching
waves, communal kitchens, and homes reduced to rubble. Interspersed
throughout the galleries are twisted vehicles, shattered household objects, and
other remnants of everyday life, artifacts that collectively freeze the moment
of disaster in time.

One of the most emotionally arresting spaces is the “Ruang Sumur Doa” or
Chamber of Blessing, a somber circular room designed to resemble a well. Here,
the names of identified tsunami victims are inscribed along the surrounding
walls, forming a silent archive of loss. Suspended above is a single piece of
Arabic calligraphy bearing the word Allah, positioned to gaze down upon both
the names and the visitors below—a spatial metaphor suggesting that all lives
lost are “forever under God’s protection” (selalu di bawah lindungan Allah).
As visitors move through the museum, some dimly lit hallways envelop
them in the sound of continuous Islamic devotional chants (dzikir). This
auditory experience is not incidental; it reflects the museum’s deep religious
entanglement with Acehnese society in general and its commitment to honoring
the dead through spiritual remembrance. The dzikir serves as both a ritual of
mourning and a gesture of enduring faith, encouraging visitors to reflect, pray,
and offer praise to God on behalf of the tsunami’s victims.

In this way, the museum functions not merely as a memorial to collective
trauma, but also as a site of reflective education. It embodies a dual purpose:
commemorating the past while actively fostering public awareness about
disaster risk, vulnerability, and the importance of preparedness and resilience
in the face of future calamities.

3.2 The 2010 eruption of Merapi

The 2010 eruption of Mount Merapi stands as one of Indonesia’s most
catastrophic volcanic disasters in recent history, claiming the lives of
approximately 400 people and displacing thousands across the northern region
of Yogyakarta Province. As one of the most active volcanoes in Southeast
Asia, with a documented history of eruptions spanning centuries, Merapi has
warranted continuous observation and scientific monitoring (Jousset et al.,
2013; Surono et al., 2012).

Unlike the grand architectural statement embodied by the Aceh Tsunami
Museum, the memorialization of the Merapi disaster takes a decidedly more
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modest and organic form. One of the most compelling and evocative sites to
emerge in the aftermath is a small, privately initiated museum known as Sisa
Hartaku—Tliterally meaning “What Remains of My Possessions”, but often
referred to by the more poetic moniker, The House of Memory.

This “museum” came into existence almost unintentionally. According to the
Sleman Cultural Office (Dinas Kebudayaan Sleman) (2022), Sleman being the
regency in Yogyakarta where a portion of Merapi is located (the other half of
it belongs to the jurisdiction of Central Java province), the museum was born
when the owner of the house returned after the eruption and found his home
reduced to ruins. Rather than rebuild or erase the trauma, he chose to preserve
the site as it was, turning it into a space of memory and reflection.

The designation of house is particularly fitting: the museum is quite literally a
house, one that is still filled with the dusty and ashy remnants of its former life.
Each room becomes a repository of memories, not curated in the conventional
sense, but left as they were found, disturbed, damaged, and hauntingly still.
Inside, the museum contains charred household items, scorched furniture,
melted motorcycles, and even the bones of livestock, all of which serve as mute
witnesses to the disaster. These everyday objects, stripped of their function—
are re-inscribed with meaning as artifacts of survival, loss, and testimony.
The curatorial philosophy behind Sisa Hartaku is guided by a deeply human
impulse to remember the impermanence of life, the futility of material
possessions, and the resilience required to carry on. Unlike formal museums
designed by professional architects or state initiatives, Sisa Hartaku operates
on a visceral, intimate scale, inviting visitors not into an institution, but into the
ruins of a lived life. In doing so, it offers a stark reminder to future generations
that disaster is never far; that the specter of Merapi looms not just in geological
time, but in the cultural memory and everyday consciousness of those who
live in its shadow.

To this day, Sisa Hartaku remains one of the most visited disaster-related
tourist attractions in Yogyakarta. A region long celebrated for its deep-rooted
cultural heritage, Yogyakarta has also endured a long-standing struggle with
the capriciousness of nature, particularly through recurring volcanic activity
and seismic events and evacuation efforts that ensue (Mei et al., 2013). In
this context, the site emerges not merely as a place of memorialization, but
as part of a broader cultural strategy of disaster education and awareness.
The provincial government and local communities have seized upon this
momentum to transform collective memory into an educative moment—one
that seeks to propagate a deeper understanding of environmental risk while
evoking reflection among visitors about the ever-present peril that shadows
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life in Yogyakarta. Through spaces like Sisa Hartaku, the region not only
commemorates past loss but also calls for vigilance, resilience, and a renewed
attentiveness to the fragile relationship between human settlement and the
volatility of the natural world.

3.3 The 2006 Lapindo Mud Disaster

The Lapindo mudflow disaster warrants special attention not only because of
its scale, but because it was not the result of a natural force majeure, but rather
a catastrophe triggered by human activities (McMichael, 2009). The disaster
occurred in Sidoarjo, a regency just south of Surabaya, the capital of East
Java Province, a region often dubbed one of Indonesia’s most industrialized
provinces. Sidoarjo hosts a vast array of corporations spanning numerous
sectors, including the oil and gas exploration company PT. Lapindo Brantas,
which has been widely implicated in the disaster.

In 2006, Lapindo Brantas was conducting a drilling operation in the Porong
district of Sidoarjo, one among several such sites across East Java. On May
29th, hot mud began gushing uncontrollably from the ground near the well.
In the weeks that followed, the mudflow inundated entire villages, submerged
farmland, destroyed homes, shuttered businesses and schools, and displaced
thousands (Drake, 2013). Livelihoods were lost on a massive scale, yet, as
noted by environmental observers, government intervention remained minimal
and often inadequate (Batubara, 2025; Down to Earth, 2006).
Affectionately, yet ironically, referred to as “Lusi” (an acronym of lumpur
or mud, and Sidoarjo), the mud volcano has since evolved into a curious site
of disaster tourism. A series of dams was constructed to contain the ongoing
flow, aiming to prevent further damage to surrounding communities. While not
formally designated as a tourist attraction or memorial, the area around Lusi
has been informally organized by local communities into a form of grassroots
disaster tourism (Tampubolon, 2013; The Straits Times, 2016). Visitors come
to view the surreal and still-active landscape, often guided by local residents
who offer firsthand accounts of the disaster.

Unlike the Aceh Tsunami Museum or the House of Memory in Merapi,
the Lapindo site lacks formal institutional recognition, and this absence is
telling. The ambiguity of responsibility, coupled with ongoing efforts by
the implicated parties to deflect accountability, has contributed to the site’s
position as a contested space of memory. It is not only a place marked by
environmental and human loss but also a stark embodiment of state neglect,
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corporate impunity, and the unresolved politics of industrial disaster. The fact
that its commemorative and touristic dimensions are largely community-driven
underscores the vacuum left by formal institutions, revealing deeper tensions
in how disaster, memory, and justice are differentially recognized in post-
disaster Indonesia.
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4. Rethinking Morbid Attraction: Qui Bono?

It is worth noting that in the Indonesian case, tourism itself'is never ideologically
neutral. It is often mobilized as a developmental tool, and in moments of
disaster, it becomes a vehicle to express the message of community solidarity
and national cohesion (Dahles, 2002). The perceived togetherness that arises in
the wake of catastrophe becomes a fertile ground for reaffirming the national
project. In this section, I aim to rethink these disaster-affected spaces not
merely as sites of trauma, but as social, political, and economic constructs
that tell us as much about the forces of state power and development as they
do about grief and remembrance.

This section does not seek to dismiss or trivialize the phenomenon of disaster
tourism. Rather, it aims to unpack the broader structural, ideological, and
political forces that shape these commemorative spaces through the motion
of narrative. In particular, it is necessary to examine how these sites serve
the state, how they interpellate the public, and how they often reaffirm a
particular narrative of nationalism through the lens of resilience, unity, and
post-disaster recovery. In this way, disasters—natural or manmade—are not
merely tragic ruptures, but also productive moments for state affirmation,
economic mobilization, and selective memory-making.

Indonesia, a country perennially vulnerable to both natural and anthropogenic
disasters due to its geographic and geological profile, has developed a deeply
ingrained cultural familiarity with catastrophe. Yet the sites of disaster memory
that emerge, whether formally institutionalized like the Tsunami Museum or
community-driven like Sisa Hartaku, do not merely reflect past suffering. They
are also products of political economy, shaped by forces far beyond nature
itself. In particular, they often exist within the confines of nationalist ideals,
especially given how deeply development is entangled with nationalism in the
Indonesian context.

Drawing on Lennon and Foley’s proposition that dark tourism is an intimation
of postmodernity, this section proposes that disaster tourism in Indonesia can
be read not just as a cultural or affective practice, but as an entry point into a
layered critique of nation-building, memorial economy, and ethical ambiguity.
Particularly in cases like the Lapindo mudflow, where tourism emerges around
a site of unresolved corporate and state responsibility, the commemorative
function becomes morally complex—raising questions about legitimacy,
profit, and justice.

This trajectory of Museum culture in Indonesia can be traced back to the legacy
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of Western cabinets of curiosity, which introduced a particular way of collecting,
classifying, and displaying objects as representative of knowledge and power
(Munandar et al., 2011). In the Indonesian context, material culture has been
similarly shaped by a dual impulse—profound in its symbolic aspirations
yet shallow in its political inclusivity. The act of collecting often reflects
not merely cultural celebration but a hierarchical ordering of civilization,
frequently centered on Javanese high culture as the civilizational axis of the
nation (Rath, 1997; Taylor, 1995). Thus, while museums and memorial sites
may appear as neutral spaces of reflection, they are also sites where dominant
narratives are curated, naturalized, and reproduced through material display.
Post-independence museum practices in Indonesia have long been shaped by
state ideologies and developmental agendas, as observed by Kreps (1998).
This orientation was particularly formalized in the Garis Besar Haluan Negara
(GBHN-the Broad Outlines of State Policy) which provided the ideological
scaffolding for national development during the authoritarian New Order era
(1966-1998). The 1983 GBHN explicitly outlined cultural development as
integral to the state’s mission, linking it to the cultivation of faith in God
Almighty (Tuhan Yang Maha Esa) and the preservation of national heritage
(Munandar et al., 2011).

To achieve the aims of national cultural development and spiritual life, the
GBHN mandated a series of policies encompassing the development of
language, literature, libraries, the arts, traditions, historical relics, archaeology,
and museums, as well as the promotion of belief systems in line with
national values. Within this framework, the museum was tasked not only
with safeguarding material culture, but with advancing national pride and
ideological unity (Munandar et al., 2011).

While many of the institutions mentioned before of which their attractions may
arise from sincere intentions to commemorate the past or celebrate cultural
diversity, they are also deeply entangled in processes of nation-building, cultural
politics, and power consolidation. The museum, in this context, becomes not
just a site of memory or education, but a tool of ideological expression.
Each of the disaster-related sites discussed in the previous section, be it the
Aceh Tsunami Museum, the House of Memory in Merapi, or the Lapindo
mudflow site, carries its own discontents, particularly when examined through
the lens of Indonesia’s developmental ideology. As the title of this section
suggests, the question of who materially benefits from the existence and
consumption of these so-called morbid attractions deserves closer scrutiny.
While they are often framed within the discourse of material culture or public
education, these sites are inseparable from the politicization of public memory,
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a common feature in Indonesian governance and policy implementation.

4.1 Aceh Tsunami Museum

The design and implementation of the Aceh Tsunami Museum exemplify
what might be called a classic pattern in Indonesian decision-making culture:
unanimous, top-down, and largely insulated from community consultation—
including from the very communities most affected by the disaster. As Zilberg
(2009) notes, the content of the museum was contested from its early stages,
especially given the lack of participatory mechanisms for local stakeholders.
Rather than emerging from communal mourning or collaborative recovery,
the museum’s creation reflected a broader institutional tendency to seize the
momentum of catastrophe as an opportunity for capital-intensive projects—
projects shaped by the confluence of corporate interests, state agenda, and
developmentalist logic, but conspicuously devoid of sustained public
involvement.

This pattern aligns with Kreps’ (1998) observations on Indonesian museum
culture as an articulation of developmental ideology, where museums are not
just cultural sites but instruments of nation-building and ideological affirmation.
The Aceh Tsunami Museum, in particular, was presented as a tool for
educating future generations—a material reminder of catastrophe repurposed
into a rationalized infrastructure for civic learning. Yet its monumental scale,
polished design (notably by Ridwan Kamil), and centralized control suggest
that institutional memorialization here also functioned as a performance of
state visibility and surveillance, especially in a post-conflict region like Aceh,
with its recent secessionist history.

This institutional logic reflects a broader trend captured by Foley and Lennon
(2010) in their framing of dark tourism as an “intimation of post-modernity”.
The museum’s construction emerged through rational planning mechanisms,
carried out under the assumption that bureaucratic order, physical infrastructure,
and spectacle could produce both healing and developmental legitimacy. But
in reality, such projects often overextend into technocratic excess, where
symbolic state presence becomes more prominent than inclusive memory
work. The state “keeps an eye” on Aceh through architectural assertion, even
as it claims to commemorate shared suffering.

Financially, the regional government benefits from such institutional projects
through direct allocations to the provincial budget, which may—at least in
principle—be redistributed to the population. But this return flow of benefits

359



is abstract and inconsistent. While the initial disaster invoked a profound sense
of national solidarity, the arrival of monumental infrastructure and capitalized
memory production introduced divergent interpretations. For many, the project
signaled not inclusion but alienation, challenging the ontology of solidarity
itself: can there be true solidarity when memory is instrumentalized, and those
who suffered most are left out of its curation?

4.2 Sisa Hartaku

In stark contrast to the top-down and state-curated Aceh Tsunami Museum, the
case of Sisa Hartaku represents a more vernacular form of memorialization,
initiated by an individual survivor of the 2010 Merapi eruption. Originally
driven by the personal impulse to preserve what remained of his possessions
after the disaster, the site has since evolved into a public-facing museum,
now integrated into Yogyakarta’s broader tourism landscape. While no direct
state involvement marked its initial emergence, the increasing visibility and
sustained public interest in the site have gradually formalized its function as
a tourist destination—transforming a space of private grief into one of visual
(and arguably necro-) aesthetic consumption.

This trajectory raises important questions about how memory, when rooted in
individual suffering, acquires political and ideological dimensions, particularly
in its capacity to shape public interpretation of disaster. As Foley and Lennon
(2010) argue, the presence of the victim or the proximity to death lends a moral
authority that can infuse interpretation with a distinct political weight. In the
case of Sisa Hartaku, the presence of burnt-out furniture, twisted metal, charred
animal remains, and ruined domestic items viscerally evokes the immediacy of
destruction. The sight of dead animals, exposed and frozen in the aftermath of
pyroclastic flow, elicits a powerful affective response that encourages viewers
to reflect on the precarity of life—provoking the terrifying imagination of what
might have happened had it been human remains instead.

Despite its modest scale and humble origins, Sisa Hartaku has become an
object of attraction that encapsulates the rural character of Yogyakarta and
its surrounding communities. It reflects how vernacular memory spaces can
become entangled in larger circuits of tourism and commodification, not through
coercion but through the relational dynamics that emerge between tourists and
the object of tourism. The emergence of souvenir stalls and informal tour
services around the site further consolidates its place in the tourism economy.
While such activities are neither illegal nor explicitly unethical, they do reflect
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the way systems of consumption can emerge around sites of trauma, producing
social relations and economic structures that both reproduce and aestheticize
disaster.

This process illustrates a deeper paradox within disaster tourism in the
Anthropocene: the more intimate and affective a memory site is, the more
easily it is absorbed into modern systems of mobility and commodification.
As discourses of tourism and consumption interact with these spaces, they
contribute to a larger narrative of modernity, one that equates progress with
accessibility, but often at the cost of authenticity and contextual nuance. Under
conditions of intensified mobility and the progressive commodification of
“everything,” even a modest, trauma-laden space like Sisa Hartaku becomes
part of the circuit in which disaster memory is packaged, sold, and consumed
(Goss, 2004).

4.3 Lapindo Mudflow Site

In contrast to the affective intimacy of Sisa Hartaku, the Lapindo mudflow
site in Sidoarjo presents a far more acerbic and unsettling form of vernacular
memorialization, one that reveals the brutal intersection of unchecked
capitalist logic and state neglect, culminating in what can only be described as
a semiotic structure of impunity. The very existence of the site, and its gradual
transformation into a consumable public attraction, reflects the bitter irony of a
disaster born not of natural forces but of human-induced geological disruption,
facilitated by corporate overreach and a regulatory state unwilling to intervene.
In many ways, the Lapindo site is the most perverse expression of disaster
tourism in Indonesia: a space where the victims, those who fit the classical
figure of the oppressed subject, have refused to surrender their eroding agency.
Instead, some have adapted by re-signifying their suffering, assuming roles as
informal tour guides, narrating their loss while walking visitors through the
mud-caked terrain that once held their homes, schools, and places of worship.
This grassroots repurposing of the site is a form of survival, but also a grim
satire, a community, still seeking justice, forced to sell fragments of its own
catastrophe in order to live (Astuti & Pandia, 2021).

What is even more troubling is the emerging discourse of formalization, as
both local communities and provincial stakeholders begin to frame the site
as a candidate for geotourism or even a geopark (Astuti, 2021; Sukmana &
Sinduwiatmo, 2017). This proposal, framed as developmental and forward-
looking, risks naturalizing a site of unresolved injustice. The very act of naming
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the mudflow as a potential attraction conceals the political and economic
violence that birthed it. In this narrative, resilience is exalted, while the absence
of corporate accountability is glaring. The corporate’s role in the disaster has
faded from official discourse, replaced by an ambiguous narrative of adaptation
and survival that renders the structural causes of the disaster unspeakable.
As such, the Lapindo case pushes the critique of disaster tourism into its
most morally fraught terrain. The dominant narrative, that the community’s
transformation of suffering into tourism is a testament to its resilience, may
appear noble on the surface. Yet it also masks a more troubling reality: that the
very commodification of trauma here operates as a substitute for justice. By
rebranding the mudfiow as a site of educational or geological interest, the risk
is not only that memory will be sanitized, but that corporate impunity will be
legitimized in the name of economic recovery.
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5. Final Reflection

The connection between disaster sites and living memory generates a
distinctive form of cultural and emotional engagement, one that is deeply
affective, politically charged, and visually mediated. These sites are not distant
memorials to a remote past, but spatial manifestations of recent traumas: the
tsunami in 2004, the mudflow in 2006, and the volcanic eruption in 2010. Each
event occurred within just a few years of each other, at a time when Indonesia
was still navigating the volatility of its post-authoritarian democratic transition.
In this sense, the temporal proximity of these disasters produces not only grief,
but anxiety about modernity itselfits promises of rationality, technological
mastery, and liberal governance.

When viewed through the institutional lens, the convergence of mass tourism
and a persistent developmentalist logic produces a paradox: sites that invite
reflection or confrontation with trauma are simultaneously embedded in a
system reluctant to interrogate the very conditions that produced the suffering.
Here, we see what is closest to the idea of, in some form or shape, necro-
aestheticization, which is tangled with that of a politicized aestheticization of
death; something that is not just about memorialization but about regulating
sensory regimes, temporality, and perception. These sites are not merely spaces
of mourning; they are therapeutic extensions of modern governance, staging
death in ways that reaffirm the social order rather than question it.

Across the three sites, Aceh, Merapi, and Lapindo, we see differing modes
of necro-aesthetic engagement, that is, national trauma is monumentalized
and spectacularized, but elsewhere its celebration is articulated in a form of
aesthetic 1s raw, domestic, and intimate, yet the visualized trauma becomes part
of the tourist circuit, converting deeply personal ruins into objects of distant
consumption and finally an even more radical vernacularization of celebrated
ruin of which its aesthetic form is defined not by presence but by absences; no
memorial, no closure, no official accountability, respectively. And especially
bitter to one’s palate is latter to be proposed as a geopark represents perhaps
the most cynical turn: the commodification of injustice through geotouristic
rebranding.

In each case, the visual politics of disaster reveals a deeper struggle over
meaning: the glorification of resilience, the elevation of sacrifice, and the staging
of national solidarity are moralized through visual and spatial vocabularies.
But these same vocabularies also obscure the systemic violence at the root of
these events; state unpreparedness, capitalist extraction, institutional neglect.
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As such, death is simultaneously spectacularized and erased: some deaths are
transformed into dioramas, soundscapes, and institutional pride; others remain
silent, ongoing, and visually banal, which is itself a powerful form of erasure.
This leaves us with something to lament about Indonesia’s (disaster) tourism
industry; it is not just a cultural phenomenon, it is part of a broader visual-
political nexus, in which state actors and citizens are entangled in asymmetrical
relationships over memory, visibility, and power. These sites, each layered with
divergent narratives of suffering, survival, and hope reveal how the nation
remains captive to the logics of developmentalism, where even death becomes
mobilized for growth, identity, and capital. What emerges is a constellation of
memorial practices that affirm resilience while suppressing critique, and that
aestheticize trauma while deepening structural forgetting.
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The combination of natural, anthropological, economic, social and cultural elements defines
~a tourist area. Tourism represents a significant opportunity for territorial redevelopment and
/ greater economic and employment prospects, with considerable potential to contribute to
/ various aspects of sustainability. It plays a pivotal role as an instrument for the promotion
- and development of the territory. The range of economic activities that constitute the tourism
y : offer is therefore expected to adopt behaviors guided by a common interest, identifiable not
£ i F - only in the conservation but, above all, in the sustainable use of resources resulting from
: A the interaction between human activity and the natural environment. The aim of this book
is to encourage reflection on the analysis of current realities and future opportunities for a
= J more resilient, inclusive and sustainable tourism model. Through selected case studies, the
g g? 9 authors, adopting a critical approach, a multidisciplinary outlook, and methodological rigor,
" assemble a mosaic that reveals the complexity of the issues examined in the contributions

gathered in this volume.
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