
 

 

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

INSTITUTO 

SUPERIOR 

DE CONTABILIDADE 

E ADMINISTRAÇÃO 

DO PORTO 

POLITÉCNICO 

DO PORTO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M 

  
MESTRADO 

INTERCULTURAL STUDES FOR BUSINESS 

G
o

n
ça

lo
 J

o
sé

 P
in

h
ei

ro
 d

a 
Si

lv
a.

  
Le

ga
cy

 o
f 

W
ar

, 
P

ill
ar

s 
o

f 
P

ea
ce

: 
G

er
m

an
 W

W
II 

B
u

n
ke

rs
 

an
d

 F
o

rt
if

ic
at

io
n

s 
as

 T
o

u
ri

st
ic

 A
ss

et
s 

in
 N

o
rt

h
er

n
 F

ra
n

ce
, B

el
gi

u
m

, a
n

d
 P

o
la

n
d

  

10
/2

02
4

 

 

Legacy of War, Pillars of Peace: 

German WWII Bunkers and 

Fortifications as Touristic Assets in 

Northern France, Belgium, and 

Poland 
Gonçalo José Pinheiro da Silva 
10/2024 
Versão Final (Esta versão contém as críticas e sugestões dos elementos do júri) 

 



ii 

 

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

INSTITUTO 

SUPERIOR 

DE CONTABILIDADE 

E ADMINISTRAÇÃO 

DO PORTO 

POLITÉCNICO 

DO PORTO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M 

  
MESTRADO 

INTERCULTURAL STUDES FOR BUSINESS 

G
o

n
ça

lo
 J

o
sé

 P
in

h
ei

ro
 d

a 
Si

lv
a.

  
Le

ga
cy

 o
f 

W
ar

, 
P

ill
ar

s 
o

f 

P
ea

ce
: G

er
m

an
 W

W
II 

B
u

n
ke

rs
 a

n
d

 F
o

rt
if

ic
at

io
n

s 
as

 T
o

u
ri

st
ic

 

A
ss

et
s 

in
 N

o
rt

h
er

n
 F

ra
n

ce
, B

el
gi

u
m

, a
n

d
 P

o
la

n
d

 

10
/2

02
4

 

 

Legacy of War, Pillars of Peace: 

German WWII Bunkers and 

Fortifications as Touristic Assets in 

Northern France, Belgium, and 

Poland 
Gonçalo José Pinheiro da Silva 

 

 

Dissertação de Mestrado apresentado ao Instituto Superior de 
Contabilidade e Administração do Porto para a obtenção do grau de 
Mestre em Intercultural Studies for Business, sob orientação do 
Professor Doutor Marco Furtado 



iii 

 

Acknowledgments 

 

I am immensely grateful to those who have supported me throughout my academic 

journey, particularly during the completion of this thesis. Their encouragement, guidance, 

and love have been invaluable, and it is a pleasure to extend my deepest gratitude to them. 

First and foremost, I would like to thank my parents, whose unwavering belief in me 

has been my foundation. Your constant support, encouragement, and sacrifices have been 

instrumental in helping me reach this point. I am forever grateful for the values you've 

instilled in me and the strength you've shown. 

To my girlfriend, Tatiana, thank you for your endless patience, understanding, and 

encouragement. Your companionship has been a source of comfort and motivation, and your 

belief in me has kept me grounded during the most challenging times. I am grateful to have 

you by my side. 

I extend my heartfelt gratitude to my supervisor, Professor Marco Furtado, for the 

opportunity to work under his guidance. His empathy, wisdom, and remarkable ability to 

teach have profoundly influenced my academic and personal growth. His encouragement 

and insightful feedback pushed me to new levels of understanding and refinement in my 

research. 

I also wish to thank my grandparents, whose love and resilience have profoundly 

inspired me. A special acknowledgment goes to my grandmother Elisa, who bravely 

overcame a battle with cancer. Her determination and courage in the face of adversity have 

taught me invaluable lessons about perseverance and grace. I would also like to pay tribute 

to my late grandfather, whose wisdom and intelligence continue to influence me. His 

memory has been a guiding light, and I am grateful for the lessons he imparted, which have 

remained with me throughout my life. 

To my godmother and aunt, whose intelligence I have always admired as a role 

model, thank you for inspiring me to pursue knowledge and personal growth. Your example 

has motivated me to strive for excellence and has shown me the power of intellect combined 

with kindness. 



iv 

 

My deepest appreciation also goes out to my six closest friends (Rodrigo, Luís, 

Meisel, Andreia, Adriana, and Ana Rita), who have stood by me since the beginning of my 

university journey. Each of you has enriched my life in countless ways, and our shared 

experiences have been a source of joy, laughter, and invaluable support. Thank you for the 

camaraderie, the countless memories we have created together, and the many traumatic (yet 

somehow fun) moments I got to share with you—you know what I mean. 

In addition to my closest circle, I would also like to express my gratitude to the other 

friends who have supported and influenced me throughout my academic and personal 

journey (Gonçalo, Bruno, Armani, Lau, Papa, Sofrida, and many others). Their insights, 

encouragement, and shared experiences have profoundly shaped me, helping me grow both 

as a student and as an individual. Whether through thoughtful conversations, or moments of 

laughter and support, each of you has contributed in a meaningful way to this 

accomplishment, and I am grateful for your presence in my life. 

Finally, I would like to thank everyone else who has supported me in various ways. 

This accomplishment is as much a reflection of their love and support as it is of my own 

efforts. Thank you all for being part of my journey. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

 

Abstract:  

 

This thesis looks on the conversion of German World War II bunkers and defences 

in Northern France, Belgium, and Poland into valuable tourist and educational resources. 

These once-powerful military fortifications, built by Nazi Germany as defensive 

strongholds, have subsequently been transformed as places of recollection and historical 

reflection. The study digs into the complex process by which these bunkers transitioned from 

being emblems of war and oppression to being vital parts of dark tourism and heritage 

preservation. 

The study's primary concerns include the ethical implications of reusing locations of 

trauma and violence. The thesis critically investigates how these constructions, which are 

often located in war-torn areas, have become commodified as tourist attractions. This 

commodification poses crucial considerations about how to strike a balance between 

honouring those who have suffered and capitalising on tourism's economic benefits. 

Furthermore, the study investigates the significance of these sites in conserving collective 

memory, emphasising how they serve as effective teaching instruments for engaging the 

public with the historical events of World War II. 

The dissertation illustrates how communities have integrated these bunkers into local 

economies while preserving their historical relevance by examining both the cultural and 

economic implications of converting them into tourist attractions. The study also includes 

case studies of successfully changed bunkers, which demonstrate best practices for 

sustainable tourism, preservation, and community involvement. 

At last, this thesis explains how WWII bunkers and fortifications, which were once 

symbols of violence and division, have developed into pillars of peace and education. Their 

transformation not only preserves World War II history, but also contributes to the 

socioeconomic development of the communities in which they are located, teaching lessons 

in recollection, contemplation, and responsible heritage tourism. 

 

 

Key words: Dark Tourim, War Heritage, WWII Fortifications, Collective Memory 
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Resumo:  

 

Esta tese analisa a conversão de bunkers e fortificações da Segunda Guerra Mundial, 

construídos pela Alemanha Nazi no norte de França, Bélgica e Polónia, em valiosos recursos 

turísticos e educacionais. Estas estruturas militares, outrora poderosas, foram transformadas 

em locais de memória e reflexão histórica. Este estudo explora o processo pelo qual estes 

bunkers passaram de emblemas de guerra e opressão a elementos essenciais do turismo de 

guerra (dark tourism) e da preservação do património. 

Entre as principais questões abordadas, destacam-se as implicações éticas da 

reutilização de locais associados a trauma e violência. A tese investiga criticamente de que 

forma estas construções, frequentemente situadas em áreas devastadas pela guerra, se 

tornaram mercantilizadas como atrações turísticas, levantando questões sobre o equilíbrio 

entre honrar o sofrimento e aproveitar os benefícios económicos do turismo. A dissertação 

também examina a importância destes locais na preservação da memória coletiva, 

destacando o seu papel como instrumentos educacionais que envolvem o público nos 

acontecimentos da Segunda Guerra Mundial. 

A dissertação demonstra como as comunidades têm integrado estas fortificações nas 

suas economias locais, preservando ao mesmo tempo a sua relevância histórica. Através da 

análise das implicações culturais e económicas da sua conversão em atrações turísticas, são 

apresentados estudos de caso que exemplificam práticas sustentáveis de turismo, 

preservação e envolvimento comunitário. 

Por fim, esta tese explica como os bunkers e fortificações da Segunda Guerra 

Mundial, outrora símbolos de violência e divisão, se tornaram pilares de paz e educação. A 

sua transformação não só preserva a história da guerra, como também contribui para o 

desenvolvimento socioeconómico das regiões onde se localizam, transmitindo lições de 

memória, reflexão e turismo patrimonial responsável. 

 

 

Palavras chave: Turismo de Guerra, Património de Guerra, Fortificações da Segunda 

Guerra Mundial, Memória Coletiva 
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Across the scarred landscapes of France, Belgium, and Poland, the enormous relics 

of World War II bunkers and fortifications serve as vivid reminders of the struggle that 

transformed the twentieth century. These behemoths, built by Nazi Germany to secure its 

conquests and serve as control pillars, were once essential to military plans and wartime 

power. They now serve a very different purpose, as sites of memory, history, and cultural 

significance. This transition from battle-scarred remnants of war to tourism and educational 

assets represents a significant shift in how societies deal with their military past. 

This thesis investigates the journey of these German WWII bunkers and defences, 

focussing on Northern France, Belgium, and Poland, and considers their developing 

significance as tourist attractions within the larger framework of heritage tourism. The 

reworking of historical monuments raises significant concerns about memory, 

commemoration, and the ethics of war tourism, particularly how states repurpose such 

terrible legacies of battle for public consumption. By focussing on the architectural remnants 

of Germany's defensive efforts during WWII, this study contributes to a more nuanced 

understanding of how places of violence and suffering are turned into spaces for reflection, 

education, and, ultimately, profit. 

World War II is still regarded as one of the most momentous historical events of the 

modern era, leaving permanent scars on both Europe's political and social landscapes, as 

well as its physical surroundings. The bunkers and defences left behind by the fleeing 

German troops are some of the most conspicuous vestiges of the fighting. Because these 

constructions have survived much beyond their intended purpose, they have become heritage 

monuments, attracting the interest of tourists, historians, and preservationists alike. Their 

attraction stems from their physicality, their link to a tragic era in history, and the stories of 

human suffering and survival they represent. The key question of this thesis is how these 

battle ruins might be ethically and successfully turned into assets that can be used for 

teaching and tourism while remaining true to the awful events they represent. 

At the centre of this transition is the concept of "dark tourism" which entails visiting 

places linked with death, tragedy, and calamity. Dark tourism is not a new phenomenon; 

nonetheless, the commercialisation of war sites, particularly those associated with World 

War II, raises specific ethical concerns. For many, these locations are melancholy reminders 

of war's tragedies, commemorating the lives lost and the suffering endured. Others, however, 

see them as economic opportunities, attracting tourists and boosting local economies. This 
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dichotomy is what makes the analysis of these places so important—how can countries 

combine the need for remembrance with the expanding needs of the tourism industry? 

Chapter I of this thesis explores into the historical, cultural, and political context that 

led to the development of these bunkers and fortifications during WWII. Understanding the 

environment in which these structures were developed is critical to recognising their 

historical value. The chapter investigates the strategic significance of these fortifications, the 

involvement of Germany's military-industrial complex, and the degree to which these 

structures reflected the totalitarian regime's ideology of dominance and control. 

Chapter II delves at the ethical dimensions of war tourism, specifically the delicate 

balance between honouring remembrance and exploiting tragedy. It explores the themes of 

war and dark tourism, the commodification of suffering, and communal memory, providing 

a critical study of how war heritage sites should be managed. The thesis examines how these 

sites are selected and presented to the public, comparing educational value against the 

possibility of commercialisation. This section also examines the community impact of these 

tourism ventures, including the involvement of local residents and how these places shape 

collective memory and identity. 

Chapter III profiles significant German WWII bunkers and fortifications in northern 

France, Belgium, and Poland. These countries were at the forefront of Nazi military 

planning, and the bunkers that still exist today are a vital part of their historical environment. 

This chapter describes major sites such as the Regelbau M270 - Batterie Waldam in France, 

the U-boat pens of Lorient, the Wolfsschanze in Poland, and other important defences. The 

study examines these places, emphasising their historical and architectural significance, as 

well as the problems of maintaining them for future generations. 

In Chapter IV, the dissertation shifts to an assessment of how these places are being 

recast as tourist attractions. Converting bunkers from war ruins to relevant tourism 

attractions requires substantial logistical, financial, and ethical challenges. This chapter 

delves into ways for constructing tourism infrastructure around these monuments, generating 

compelling visitor experiences, and publicising them in a way that attracts tourists while 

staying mindful of the historical context.  

As the study continues, it becomes obvious that these sites are not merely physical 

reminders of battle, but also cultural icons with emotional and historical significance. The 

legacy of World War II is still firmly etched in European consciousness, and these 
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fortifications serve as focal points for continuing conversations about memory, history, and 

reconciliation. Preserving these sites for tourists requires navigating the complicated 

interplay of education, memorial, and economic development. This thesis contributes to the 

larger conversation about dark tourism and war legacy by providing a framework for 

understanding how battle sites might be transformed into spaces that honour the past while 

looking forward. 

Finally, this dissertation aims to investigate how conflict, which was once a defining 

feature of these buildings, has given way to a new narrative of peace and remembrance. The 

thesis examines the role of German WWII bunkers and fortifications as touristic assets to 

highlight the transformative potential of war legacy sites. These once-feared structures are 

now foundations of historical teaching and economic revitalisation, demonstrating 

humanity's ability to reconcile with its past and build a future based on history's lessons. 
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CHAPTER  I – THE HISTORICAL, CULTURAL AND POLITICAL 

LANDSCAPE OF WORLD WAR II 
  



 

6 

 

1.1. Definition of Concepts 

1.1.1. Treaty of Versailles 

 

The Treaty of Versailles, signed on June 28, 1919, officially concluded World War I 

and imposed strict constraints on Germany, with far-reaching effects for the country. The 

treaty's stipulated territory losses were one of its most significant provisions. Germany was 

required to cede territories such as Alsace-Lorraine to France, Eupen-Malmédy to Belgium, 

and significant parts of Prussia to the newly independent Poland, including the establishment 

of the Polish Corridor, which provided Poland access to the Baltic Sea and effectively 

separated East Prussia from the rest of Germany (MacMillan, 2003). 

In addition to territorial losses, the pact placed severe military limits on Germany. 

The German army was limited to 100,000 troops, and conscription was abolished. Germany 

was barred from obtaining tanks, military planes, and submarines, and its fleet was limited 

to a few ships. The Rhineland, a vital industrial zone, was demilitarised, humiliating 

Germany and exposing it to possible attacks (Sharp, 1991). 

The economic impact of the deal was equally significant. The Allies' reparations 

demand was initially set at 132 billion gold marks, which was intended to compensate for 

war damages and losses. This massive financial burden put a strain on the already fragile 

German economy, contributing to hyperinflation and economic instability in the early 1920s 

(Feldman, 1997). 

The War Guilt Clause, sometimes known as Article 231, was arguably the most 

contentious component of the pact. This paragraph assigned complete responsibility for the 

war to Germany and her allies and served as the legal foundation for the reparations required. 

The clause sparked intense hatred and shame among Germans, who felt unfairly blamed for 

the war. This sense of unfairness fuelled political radicalism and disenchantment with the 

Weimar Republic1, with many Germans believing their government had deceived them by 

signing the treaty (Sharp, 1991). 

 
1 The democratic government established in Germany after World War I, from 1919 to 1933. It was named after the city of 

Weimar, where the constitutional assembly convened (Peukert, 1993). 
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The combination of these elements—territorial losses, military limits, economic 

reparations, and the stigma of the War Guilt Clause—devastated Germany's political and 

social landscape. The harsh provisions of the treaty not only damaged the German economy, 

but also sowed seeds of hatred and nationalism that were later exploited by extremist parties, 

notably the advent of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party (Kershaw, 2001). 

 

1.1.2. Hyperinflation 

 

The Weimar Republic's hyperinflation, which occurred mostly between 1921 and 

1923, was one of the most devastating events in history. The crisis was caused by a variety 

of circumstances, including the economic aftermath of World War I, the Treaty of Versailles' 

severe reparations, and internal economic mismanagement (Feldman, 1997). 

One of the key causes was the massive financial load imposed on Germany by the 

Treaty of Versailles, which forced the country to make reparations to the Allied powers. The 

original compensation demands were set at 132 billion gold marks, which was considerably 

beyond Germany's ability to pay without seriously harming its economy. Faced with the 

inability of satisfying these obligations through regular means, the Weimar government 

turned to printing more money to fund the payments as well as cover budget deficits caused 

by the war and reparations (Feldman, 1997). 

The situation deteriorated substantially during the French and Belgian takeover of 

the Ruhr in January 1923. This occupation was in response to Germany's refusal to make 

timely reparations payments. The German government replied by promoting passive 

resistance and a general strike in the Ruhr, resulting in a stop to industrial activity. To support 

the striking workers and keep the economy running, the government printed more money, 

worsening the inflationary spiral (Berman, 1998). 

The level of hyperinflation was disastrous. The German mark became almost 

worthless due to hyperinflation, wiping out middle-class and fixed-income savings. Prices 

for basic products rose daily, with certain commodities trading by the hour, as individuals 

rushed to spend their rapidly depreciating cash as soon as possible (Fergusson, 2010). 
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The social and psychological effects of hyperinflation were severe. The middle class, 

in particular, experienced enormous losses, fuelling widespread dissatisfaction with the 

Weimar regime. The perception of economic instability and betrayal fuelled political 

extremism, as people lost faith in the government's ability to manage the economy and began 

to support radical groups promising stability and national rebirth. This discontent had a 

significant role in the breakdown of democratic standards and the eventual establishment of 

the Nazi Party (Peukert, 1993). 

 

1.1.3. Reichstag Fire and Reichstag Fire Decree 

 

The Reichstag Fire occurred on the night of February 27, 1933, when the German 

parliament building (Reichstag) in Berlin was set on fire. The fire was promptly blamed on 

a young Dutch communist named Marinus van der Lubbe, who was discovered at the scene. 

The Nazi leadership, notably Adolf Hitler, who had been named Chancellor only a month 

before, used the incident to instill dread of a communist revolt and justify the suspension of 

civil freedoms (Evans, 2005). 

The day after the fire, Hitler convinced President Paul von Hindenburg to release the 

Reichstag Fire Decree (formally known as the "Decree of the Reich President for the 

Protection of People and State"). This edict, signed on February 28, 1933, suspended 

essential civil liberties like as assembly, free expression, and the press. It also permitted the 

arrest and imprisonment of individuals without trial, as well as the interception of private 

communications, effectively invalidating the Weimar Constitution's guarantees (Mommsen, 

1996). 

The Reichstag Fire's immediate political usage, as well as the subsequent edict, had 

a significant impact on Germany's political landscape. The Nazis utilised the directive to 

arrest and crush political opponents, focussing particularly on the German Communist Party 

(KPD2), which they accused of organising a coup. This campaign largely dissolved the KPD 

as a political force and prevented other opposition parties, such as the Social Democrats, 

from criticising Nazi policies (Evans, 2005). 

 
2 Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, in German 
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The Reichstag Fire Decree cleared the way for the Enabling Act (formally known as 

the "Law to Remedy the Distress of People and Reich"), which was passed on March 23, 

1933. This act granted Hitler's government the right to adopt laws without the involvement 

of the Reichstag, including those that deviated from the constitution. The Enabling Act was 

a significant step in Hitler's consolidation of power since it allowed the Nazi administration 

to legislate without legislative permission, resulting in a legal dictatorship (Kershaw, 2001). 

The Reichstag Fire, the subsequent edict, and the Enabling Act destroyed the Weimar 

Republic's democratic structures and removed any residual constraints on Nazi authority. 

These tactics permitted the imprisonment of political opponents, the dissolution of opposing 

political parties, and the destruction of civil society, ensuring Hitler's grip over the German 

state and laying the path for the subsequent totalitarian dictatorship (Shirer, 2011). 

 

1.1.4. "Mutilated Victory" (Vittoria Mutilata) 

 

The term "Mutilated Victory" (Vittoria Mutilata) refers to the widespread feeling of 

dissatisfaction and resentment in Italy following the end of World War I. Despite being on 

the winning side, many Italians considered that their country had not received the territorial 

and political gains that had been promised or deserved, creating the impression that Italy's 

victory had been "mutilated" or incomplete. 

Before entering World War I in 1915, Italy was a member of the Triple Alliance, 

alongside Germany and Austria-Hungary. However, Italy elected to join the Allies (France, 

the United Kingdom, Russia, and eventually the United States) after being promised territory 

gains in the Treaty of London (1915). According to this secret agreement, Italy was to 

acquire lands such as South Tyrol, Trentino, Istria, Dalmatia, and parts of the eastern 

Adriatic coast after the war, which were previously under Austro-Hungarian authority 

(Macmillan, 2003). 

After the war ended in 1918, the Paris Peace Conference (1919-1920) fell short of 

fulfilling its promises. While Italy gained certain lands (such as Trentino and South Tyrol), 

it lost many others, including Dalmatia and sections of Fiume (Rijeka). The Allies, 

particularly President Woodrow Wilson of the United States, were hostile to the vast Italian 

claims, which they believed contradicted the principle of national self-determination that 
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was crucial to the postwar settlement (Knox, 2000). As a result, the Italian delegation, 

commanded by Prime Minister Vittorio Orlando, abandoned the Paris Peace Conference in 

protest. This withdrawal fuelled nationalist animosity and the perception that Italy had been 

abandoned by its allies (Macmillan, 2003). 

The "Mutilated Victory" motto became a strong rallying cry for Italy's nationalist and 

fascist forces. Figures such as Gabriele D'Annunzio, a nationalist poet and adventurer, 

tapped upon this emotion. In 1919, D'Annunzio led a party of Italian nationalists to capture 

Fiume (a city with a mixed Italian and Slavic population), declaring it Italian sovereignty in 

defiance of the international community (Bosworth, 2003). The "Mutilated Victory" myth 

was later utilised to attract support by Benito Mussolini and his Fascist Party, who claimed 

that Italy's weak liberal government had failed to secure its rightful place as a great power. 

This sense of injustice and unmet national destiny contributed significantly to the growth of 

Fascism in Italy, culminating in Mussolini's ascension to power in 1922 (Knox, 2000). 

 

1.1.5. Italian Combat League (Fasci Italiani di Combattimento) 

 

Mussolini created the Fasci Italiani di Combattimento (Italian Combat League) on 

March 23, 1919, in Milan. It is regarded as the forerunner of the National Fascist Party 

(Partito Nazionale Fascista), which Mussolini formally created in 1921. This organisation 

was critical to the creation and emergence of Italian fascism, especially during Italy's 

turbulent post-World War I period (Bosworth, 2003). 

The Fasci Italiani di Combattimento arose in the tumultuous aftermath of World War 

I, characterised by social unrest, economic insecurity, and widespread dissatisfaction with 

the liberal government. Veterans returning from the war found themselves in a society that 

had failed to deliver on promises of land reform and other benefits, leading to widespread 

dissatisfaction. Mussolini, who had previously left the Italian Socialist Party owing to his 

support for Italy's involvement in World War I, took advantage of this anger by developing 

a movement that united nationalist, syndicalist, and anti-socialist emotions (Payne, 2003). 

The organization's manifesto, known as the "Fascist Program" was released in June 

1919 and included extreme suggestions such as the removal of the monarchy, the foundation 

of a republic, women's suffrage, and the implementation of the eight-hour workweek. It also 
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promoted national syndicalism, in which industries would be administered by worker 

cooperatives. However, Mussolini abandoned this plan when he sought the support of the 

industrial and financial elites (Gregor, 1979). 

Initially, the Fasci Italiani di Combattimento struggled to achieve political traction, 

with their first election campaign in 1919 failing. However, the movement's paramilitary 

component, the Blackshirts (Squadristi), began carrying out violent acts against socialists, 

communists, and trade unionists. These aggressive tactics, together with rising anti-socialist 

sentiment among the middle and upper classes, contributed to the movement's influence and 

appeal (Bosworth, 2003). 

By 1921, the Fasci Italiani di Combattimento had gained enough support to become 

a more organised political body, resulting in the foundation of the National Fascist Party. 

The new party maintained the paramilitary techniques that had distinguished the Fasci and 

used them to put pressure on the government. This policy eventually led to Mussolini's 

appointment as Prime Minister in October 1922, following the March on Rome (Payne, 

2003). 

 

1.1.6. March on Rome 

 

The March on Rome was an important episode in Italian history, taking place from 

October 27 to 29, 1922, and signalling the beginning of Benito Mussolini's rise to power as 

leader of the Italian government. This event is often regarded as the official commencement 

of Fascist authority in Italy. 

Italy was in deep social, political, and economic instability in the early 1920s. 

Following World War I, the country had widespread discontent, massive unemployment, 

and significant political instability. The liberal government, under by Prime Minister Luigi 

Facta3, was largely viewed as weak and inept, especially in dealing with the growing threat 

posed by socialism and communism, which were gaining favour among the working classes 

(Bosworth, 2007). 

 
3 Luigi Facta (1861–1930) was Italy's last Prime Minister before Mussolini rose to power. His government failed to prevent 

the Fascist March on Rome in October 1922, prompting his resignation and the establishment of Mussolini's authority (De 

Grand, 2000). 



 

12 

 

Against this backdrop of unrest Benito Mussolini, the National Fascist Party's leader, 

aimed to capitalise on people's fear of socialism and demand for strong leadership. Mussolini 

and his allies organised the March on Rome to demonstrate their might while also forcing 

the government to agree to their demands for control (Payne, 2003). 

The March on Rome was more of a political manoeuvre than a military coup. On 

October 27, 1922, the Blackshirts began marching on the capital from various districts of 

Italy. Although the march featured only roughly 30,000 troops, Mussolini's plan was mainly 

based on generating the image of overwhelming power rather than actual military strength 

(Gregor, 1979). The Fascists faced minimal resistance as they approached, owing to the 

Italian army's reluctance to intervene and widespread concern about civil war. 

Prime Minister Facta first declared a state of siege, allowing the troops to subdue the 

fascists. However, King Victor Emmanuel III4 declined to sign the edict, believing that it 

would spark a civil war or lead to the monarchy's downfall. The King's choice essentially 

paved the path for Mussolini's victory (Bosworth, 2007). 

On October 29, 1922, the King asked Mussolini to establish a new administration. 

Mussolini, who had wisely stayed in Milan throughout the march, arrived in Rome on 

October 30 to accept the King's invitation. This marked the conclusion of the March on 

Rome and the start of Mussolini's authority. Mussolini was chosen Prime Minister in 

November 1922, and he rapidly began consolidating power, ultimately establishing a 

totalitarian regime (Payne, 2003). 

The March on Rome is widely regarded a watershed moment in Italian history. It 

revealed the fragility of existing democratic institutions and the monarchy's helplessness to 

oppose the Fascists' growing authority. The episode also illustrated Mussolini's adept use of 

propaganda and political manoeuvring, which enabled him to ascend to power with little 

violence or opposition (Gregor, 1979). 

 

 

 
4 King Victor Emmanuel III (1869-1947) ruled Italy from 1900 until 1946, during which time there were two World Wars 

and tremendous political upheaval. His most contentious choice was during the March on Rome in October 1922, when he 

declined to sign a proclamation declaring martial law against Mussolini's Fascists. This decision directly permitted 

Mussolini's appointment as Prime Minister, bringing in the Fascist regime that would rule Italy for more than two decades. 

Victor Emmanuel's actions, or lack thereof, have long been regarded as a watershed moment in Italian history (Lyttelton, 

2004). 
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1.1.7. League of Nations 

 

The League of Nations was an international organisation created following World 

War I with the primary purpose of preserving global peace and averting future hostilities. It 

was formally founded on January 10, 1920, as part of the Treaty of Versailles, which 

concluded World War I. The establishment of the League marked a dramatic shift in 

international relations, with a focus on collective security and diplomatic conflict settlement 

rather than unilateral action or military alliances (Henig, 2010). 

This international organisation was largely driven by U.S. President Woodrow 

Wilson, who saw the League as a way to prevent the slaughter that had occurred during 

World War I. Wilson's vision for the League was described in his Fourteen Points address 

in January 1918, when he called for "a general association of nations" to provide "mutual 

guarantees of political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike" 

(MacMillan, 2003). However, despite Wilson's crucial role in its formation, the United States 

never joined the League because the Senate refused to ratify the Treaty of Versailles, citing 

worries about losing national sovereignty (Henig, 2010). 

The League of Nations was based in Geneva, Switzerland, and consisted of a General 

Assembly with representation from all member states, as well as a Council with permanent 

members from the major Allied powers of World War I (Britain, France, Italy, and Japan). 

The League also had a Secretariat to handle administrative chores, as well as various 

specialised agencies to deal with specific issues like labour rights and health (Britannica, 

2024b). 

Despite its lofty ambitions, this institution faced numerous problems and restrictions. 

One of its key flaws was a lack of participation from major powers, particularly the United 

States, which harmed its legitimacy and efficacy. Furthermore, the League lacked a 

permanent military force and relied on collective security accords, which were frequently 

unsuccessful when member states refused to impose penalties or military steps against 

aggressor nations (Henig, 2010). 

The League's failure to deter aggression by fascist regimes in the 1930s, such as 

Japan's invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and Italy's invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, exposed its 
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flaws. These failings helped to erode the League's reputation and eventually led to its demise. 

When World War II broke out in 1939, the League had essentially become useless, and it 

was formally abolished on April 18, 1946. Its successor, the United Nations, was founded in 

1945 to build on the League's experience while also resolving its inadequacies (Britannica, 

2024b). 

 

1.1.8. Totalitarianism 

 

Totalitarianism is a system where the state controls everything in public and private 

life to create a single authority under one ideology. It’s where the individual is subordinated 

to the state, political pluralism is suppressed and surveillance, propaganda and state violence 

is used to maintain power (Friedrich & Brzezinski, 1965). Unlike authoritarian regimes 

which may allow some individual autonomy and pluralism, totalitarianism seeks to mobilize 

the entire population towards state goals, often under one party and one leader (Linz, 2000). 

Totalitarian regimes are unique because they are based on a single all-encompassing 

ideology that guides the state’s actions and policies. This ideology is imposed on every 

aspect of life, education, culture, religion and economy, leaving no room for alternative 

beliefs or opinions (Linz, 2000). The state controls all information dissemination through 

monopolized media and uses propaganda to shape public opinion and maintain its 

ideological grip. Propaganda is used to rewrite history, glorify the state and its leaders and 

vilify the enemies (Arendt, 1973). 

Another characteristic of totalitarianism is the cult of personality around a 

charismatic leader who is often presented as an infallible figure and the embodiment of the 

regime’s ideology. This cult of personality unifies the population under one head, ensures 

loyalty and suppresses any form of dissent or ideological deviation (Friedrich & Brzezinski, 

1965). To maintain this control, totalitarian states use extensive surveillance networks, secret 

police and informants to monitor and control the population. State terror, through arbitrary 

arrests, torture and executions is used to crush opposition and spread fear, creating a climate 

of paranoia where people are forced to conform (Arendt, 1973). 

In totalitarian states civil society is either co-opted by the state or abolished to prevent 

any independent organization that can challenge the regime’s authority. Labor unions, 
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religious groups and other social organizations are brought under state control or dissolved 

so that all social and political activities are aligned with state interests (Linz, 2000). The state 

often controls the economy through central planning and ownership of production means, 

directs economic policies towards state goals rather than market driven interests (Friedrich 

& Brzezinski, 1965). 

Totalitarianism emerged as a concept in the 20th century with the rise of fascist and 

communist regimes. Nazi Germany under Hitler and Fascist Italy under Mussolini are the 

classic examples, with their nationalist ideologies, total control over society and systematic 

repression of opposition. The Soviet Union under Stalin also exhibited totalitarian traits 

through its Marxist-Leninist ideology, pervasive propaganda and the Great Purge which 

eliminated political opposition (Friedrich & Brzezinski, 1965). 

 

1.1.9. Militarism 

 

Militarism is a political and ideological orientation that emphasizes the importance 

of military power and the influence of the military ethos in society and governance. This 

ideology is characterized by the dominance of military institutions in state policymaking, a 

preference for military solutions to political and social problems, and the glorification of 

military values and ideals. Militarism often promotes the belief that the military plays a 

critical role not just in defending the state but also in shaping its culture, identity, and 

priorities (Vagts, 1967). 

One of its hallmarks is the dominance of military institutions within the state. In a 

militaristic society, the military often has too much influence over civilian institutions and 

decision-making. The armed forces are not just responsible for national defense but also play 

a role in internal governance and policymaking. This can lead to a blurring of the lines 

between military and civilian spheres, where the military is given authority over areas of 

society such as education, the economy, and culture (Vagts, 1967). 

It also involves the glorification of military values such as discipline, obedience, 

patriotism, and heroism. These values are put above other civic virtues and are promoted as 

ideals for society to follow. This glorification can be seen in cultural expressions such as 

literature, art, and public ceremonies that celebrate military achievements and commemorate 
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military history (Huntington, 1967). Militaristic states focus on continuous war preparation 

and believe in the utility of military force as a tool of foreign policy. This means maintaining 

large standing armies, investing heavily in military technology, and pursuing aggressive or 

expansionist foreign policies. The emphasis on military readiness and aggression can lead to 

increased tensions with other nations and a propensity to war (Howard, 2001). 

It affects society and culture by seeping into every aspect of life, education, media, 

and public policy. In a militaristic society, the military ethos shapes national identity by 

creating a culture of martial values and a narrative of strength and resilience against external 

threats (Vagts, 1967). This societal influence can lead to the marginalization of alternative 

perspectives such as pacifism or diplomacy and reduce the space for critical discussion about 

the role of the military (Shaw, 2010). 

Historically, it has been a powerful force in many contexts. One example is Prussian 

militarism in the 18th and 19th centuries, which had a big influence on the formation of 

German national identity and statehood. The Prussian military ethos was about strict 

discipline, loyalty to the state, and the importance of military power in achieving national 

goals (Vagts, 1967). This tradition continued into the 20th century and influenced the 

militaristic policies of Nazi Germany, which sought to use military might to expand territory 

and impose its ideology. 

Japanese militarism in the early 20th century, especially in the lead-up to and during 

World War II, is another example. In Japan, this period was characterized by the military's 

control of politics, aggressive expansion in Asia, and a martial culture that celebrated 

sacrifice and loyalty to the emperor (Gluck, 1985). This militaristic approach led the country 

into numerous conflicts, culminating in its involvement in World War II. 

This concept remains relevant in modern discussions about the role of the military in 

contemporary states. While few countries today are as overtly militaristic as in the past, 

militaristic thinking persists, particularly in the emphasis on military solutions to security 

problems and the influence of military-industrial complexes in policymaking (Shaw, 2010). 

This ongoing influence has sparked debates about the balance between civilian and military 

power in democratic societies and the risks of over-militarization in international relations 

(Huntington, 1967). 
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1.1.10.  Meiji Restoration 

 

The Meiji Restoration was a significant political, social, and economic 

transformation in Japan that began in 1868. It ended the Tokugawa shogunate and started 

Japan’s modernization and Westernization under Emperor Meiji. This period was all about 

restoring imperial rule, dismantling the feudal system and rapid industrialization and 

centralization of Japan’s political and economic structures (Jansen, 2000). 

The Meiji Restoration was driven by both internal and external pressures. Internally, 

Japan had many social and economic problems under the rigid class system of the Tokugawa 

shogunate where the samurai class and daimyo (feudal lords) had all the power, and the 

emperor was just a figurehead (Totman, 2000). Externally, the arrival of Commodore 

Matthew Perry from the US in 1853 and his demand for Japan to open up to trade showed 

Japan’s technological and military weaknesses compared to Western powers. This made 

Japan realize it had to modernize fast or else it would be colonized like other Asian countries 

(Gordon, 2003). 

One of the biggest changes during this transformation was political centralization and 

reform that abolished the feudal system. The government replaced the han (ethnic group) 

controlled by the daimyo with prefectures governed by officials appointed by the central 

authority, concentrating power under the emperor and reducing the influence of the feudal 

lords. This laid the foundation for a modern state bureaucracy and a centralized government 

(Jansen, 2000). 

The restoration also brought about big social and cultural changes. The government 

promoted the concept of “bunmei kaika” (civilization and enlightenment) and encouraged 

the adoption of Western ideas, education and customs. This era saw the introduction of 

compulsory education, Western-style clothing and new ideas about individual rights and 

social order (Gluck, 1985). The abolition of the samurai class and the introduction of a 

conscription army was a big shift from the previous feudal order where only samurai could 

bear arms (Gordon, 2003). 

Economically, the Meiji Restoration aimed to modernize and industrialize Japan fast. 

The government adopted Western technologies and methods and established key industries 
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such as textiles, shipbuilding and steel often supported by state initiatives. Reforms in the 

tax system provided stable revenue for these modernization efforts while infrastructure 

development such as railways and telegraph lines supported industrial growth (Yamamura, 

1977). 

Military reforms were also key to the Meiji leaders’ efforts to build a strong modern 

state that could defend itself against external threats. They established a modern conscripted 

army, and a navy based on Western models. This focus on building military strength was 

necessary not only to protect Japan but also to prove Japan as a modern nation-state (Jansen, 

2000). 

The Meiji Restoration had a dramatic impact, converting Japan from a feudal society 

to a modern industrialised nation-state. The reforms paved the way for Japan to emerge as a 

world power by the early twentieth century, as evidenced by its victory in the Russo-

Japanese War of 1904-1905 (Gordon, 2003). However, the quick speed of modernisation 

and the demise of ancient social institutions sparked social upheaval, particularly among 

former samurai and peasants who faced economic hardship and displacement. Furthermore, 

the emphasis on militarisation and industrialisation prepared the way for Japan's aggressive 

imperial expansion in the early twentieth century. (Totman, 2000) 

 

1.1.11. The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere 

 

The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere was a concept promoted by Japan during 

World War II where Asian nations would be self-sufficient and free from Western 

colonialism and led by Japan. Officially it was a vision of mutual economic and cultural 

cooperation to promote the independence and prosperity of Asian countries. But in reality, 

it was a justification for Japan’s expansion and exploitation of neighbouring countries to 

support its war effort (Dower, 1986). 

The concept of Co-Prosperity Sphere was born out of Japan’s desire to dominate Asia 

and reduce Western powers’ influence. Japan had long seen Western imperialism as a threat 

to its regional ambitions. The rhetoric of Co-Prosperity Sphere was influenced by Pan-

Asianism which was the idea of unity of Asian nations under Japanese leadership to get rid 

of Western colonial powers (Nish, 2010). Japan saw itself as the liberator of Asia, leading 
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the movement to free the region from Western control and create a cooperative economic 

zone that would supposedly benefit all participating countries (Peattie, 1996). 

But the reality of Co-Prosperity Sphere was far from the idealized vision Japan 

presented. Countries under Japanese control like Korea, China, Philippines and others were 

subjected to harsh military rule, forced labour and resource extraction to fuel Japan’s war 

economy. Instead of genuine independence and prosperity, Japan’s occupation led to 

economic exploitation, political oppression and human rights abuses (Young, 1998). 

In Southeast Asia, Japan expanded its occupation to Indonesia, Malaysia and Burma, 

primarily for their raw materials like rubber and oil which were vital to its war effort. Local 

populations were exploited through forced labour and the economies of these regions were 

restructured to serve Japan’s needs, with little development or prosperity for the occupied 

countries (Young, 1998). 

As Japan’s war situation worsened during World War II, the Greater East Asia Co-

Prosperity Sphere began to collapse. By 1944, Japan had lost most of its territories and its 

military resources were stretched thin. The ideological facade of Co-Prosperity Sphere was 

further broken when reports of Japan’s treatment of occupied populations undermined its 

claim of liberating Asia from Western control (Duus et al., 2010). 

After the war, Co-Prosperity Sphere was discredited as a tool of Japanese imperialism 

and left a legacy of suffering in many of the occupied regions like Korea and China. But the 

rhetoric of Asian unity and anti-Westernism influenced postwar Asian nationalist 

movements which drew from the same themes of independence from Western dominance 

(Lowe, 2010). 

 

1.2. The Prelude to Turmoil: Political and Military Landscapes 

1.2.1. Political Landscape Pre-World War II 

 

The political landscape leading up to World War II was marked by the ascension of 

totalitarian regimes across various nations. In an era characterized by economic hardship, 

social discontent, and the perceived inadequacies of democratic institutions, authoritarian 

leaders were able to consolidate power, often with public support. This period saw the 
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emergence of leaders such as Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and the militarist factions in 

Japan, each advocating for a strong centralized government and aggressive nationalist 

agendas. These regimes capitalized on the prevailing sense of humiliation and instability 

following World War I, as well as on economic crises that gripped their nations and stirred 

popular discontent. The ensuing totalitarian rule in Germany, Italy, and Japan became 

defined by rigid control over political life, suppression of opposition, and ambitions for 

expansion, which contributed significantly to the geopolitical tensions that eventually led to 

World War II. 

 

1.2.1.1. Rise of Totalitarian Regimes 

1.2.1.1.1. Germany 

 

Germany established the Weimar Republic in 1919, under the debris of World War 

I, as its first democratic experiment. This republic, called after the city of Weimar, where the 

constitutional assembly was held, was a risky attempt to foster democratic governance in a 

country formerly controlled by imperial power. However, from its inception, the Weimar 

Republic faced numerous challenges, which finally led to its destruction and the rise of Adolf 

Hitler's totalitarian tyranny. 

The Treaty of Versailles, signed on June 28, 1919, imposed harsh conditions on 

Germany, radically altering the political and economic environment of the Weimar Republic. 

The treaty held Germany accountable for the war and imposed significant territorial losses, 

military constraints, and reparations payments. Germany lost 13% of its territory, including 

Alsace-Lorraine to France, major eastern regions to newly independent Poland, and colonies 

in Africa, the South-West Pacific Area, and China (Marks, 1976). The Rhineland's demotion, 

as well as constraints on the size and capability of the German military, further humiliated 

the nation (Sharp, 1991).  

One of the most difficult issues was the restitution payments, which put a significant 

financial strain on Germany. The reparations, initially set at 132 billion gold marks, 

remained a source of conflict and economic instability (Feldman, 1997). These reparations, 

together with the war guilt clause (Article 231), fuelled a sense of unfairness and betrayal 



 

21 

 

among the German people, serving as a powerful rallying point for nationalist and extremist 

parties (Feldman, 1997). 

The Weimar Republic's political instability was compounded by the Treaty of 

Versailles' long-term effects. The new democratic government struggled to achieve 

credibility and was often undercut by both the extreme left and the far right. The Spartacist 

rebellion in 19195 and the Kapp Putsch6 in 1920 are famous examples of extreme challenges 

from both political extremes (Bessel, 1993). The political environment was characterised by 

frequent government changes, with over 20 different cabinets between 1919 and 1933, 

undermining the republic's stability and effectiveness (Peukert, 1993). 

Economic troubles in Germany in the early 1920s were compounded by political 

instability following World War I, particularly the Treaty of Versailles' high reparations, 

which imposed a large financial load on the country. This position was exacerbated by 

hyperinflation, which devalued the German mark and wiped-out middle-class savings, 

resulting in widespread economic misery and social upheaval. The crisis peaked in 1923, 

when the value of the German mark fell, forcing prices for essential items to surge, as 

evidenced by the price of a loaf of bread. Retailers took advantage of the situation by setting 

prices based on falsely inflated exchange rates, charging absurd amounts such as 1.38 gold 

marks or 138 billion paper marks, despite the fact that these currencies' true purchasing 

power is significantly lower. This practice caused high inflation and exacerbated the 

economic and social crisis, making it difficult for many people to afford basic goods. The 

introduction of a new currency, the Rentenmark7, was viewed as a vital step towards 

economic stability, but the combined consequences of political decisions, economic 

mismanagement, and external forces resulted in a time of tremendous suffering and 

instability in Germany (Feldman, 1997). 

 
5 In 1919, the Spartacist League planned a communist uprising in Germany with the aim of establishing a socialist state. 

The government and Freikorps quickly suppressed it, leading to the execution of key figures such as Karl Liebknecht and 

Rosa Luxemburg (Haffner, 2013). 
6 In 1920, right-wing Freikorps forces attempted to topple the Weimar Republic and impose a more authoritarian rule, but 

it failed due to significant public resistance and a nationwide strike (Wheeler-Bennett, 1954). 
7 Developed in November 1923 to combat hyperinflation in Germany, the new currency, backed by real estate and industrial 

assets, stabilised the economy by replacing the nearly worthless Papiermark at a rate of one Rentenmark for one trillion 

Papiermarks. This reform, initiated by Hjalmar Schacht and Hans Luther, restored public trust and laid the groundwork for 

economic recovery (Feldman, 1997). 
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The relative stability of the mid-1920s, also known as the "Golden Twenties"8 came 

to an abrupt end when the Great Depression9 began in 1929. The global economic crisis 

struck Germany especially hard because of its reliance on American loans, which were 

cancelled following the Wall Street Crash. Unemployment skyrocketed, reaching over six 

million by 1932, and industrial production plummeted dramatically (Evans, 2005). The 

Weimar administration, led by Chancellor Heinrich Brüning10, implemented austerity 

measures that exacerbated the economic crisis and escalated public unhappiness (Evans, 

2005). 

Extremist parties thrived amid economic and political instability. The Nazi Party, led 

by Adolf Hitler, capitalised on public anger by promising to restore national pride, improve 

the economy, and create jobs. Hitler's rhetoric appealed to a public anxious for change, 

resulting in huge electoral gains. In the 1932 Reichstag elections, the Nazi Party won the 

most votes, 37% in July and 33% in November (Mommsen, 1996). 

Despite his electoral win, Hitler did not immediately assume power. Instead, he 

expertly manoeuvred the political terrain, using his party's position to secure the 

chancellorship. On January 30, 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg11 chose Hitler as 

Chancellor, believing that he could be managed and exploited to stabilise the regime. 

However, once in power, Hitler worked fast to solidify his position (Kershaw, 2001). 

The Reichstag Fire in February 1933 served as a justification for Hitler to enact the 

Reichstag Fire Decree, which suspended civil freedoms and authorised the imprisonment of 

political opponents. The ensuing Enabling Act of March 1933 granted Hitler plenary powers, 

allowing him to rule without parliamentary approval and setting the framework for his 

 
8 In the mid-1920s, Germany witnessed economic stability, cultural innovation, and social liberalism. During this time 

period, the Bauhaus movement, New Objectivity in art, and a vibrant nightlife in cities like Berlin arose. This opulence 

ended with the beginning of the Great Depression in 1929, which caused significant economic and political upheaval (Gay, 

2001). 
9 A global economic crisis that arose in 1929, devastating Germany because to its reliance on foreign loans. By 1932, the 

crisis had cost six million people their jobs and caused economic suffering. Government austerity measures worsened the 

issue, eroding faith in the Weimar Republic and encouraging support for extremist parties such as the Nazis (Evans, 2005). 
10 Heinrich Brüning (born November 26, 1885, in Münster, Germany and died March 30, 1970, in Norwich, Vermont, 

USA) was a conservative German statesman who served as Chancellor and Foreign Minister from 1930 to 1932, when 

Adolf Hitler rose to power. His reign was distinguished by his inability to properly solve Germany's economic crisis, which 

led to the country's transition to a right-wing dictatorship, as Brüning progressively bypassed the Reichstag in favour of 

governing by presidential decree (Britannica, 2024a) 
11 Paul von Hindenburg (born October 2, 1847, in Posen, Prussia [present-day Poznań, Poland]; died August 2, 1934 in 

Neudeck, Germany [now in Poland]) was a notable German field marshal during World War I and served as the second 

President of the Weimar Republic from 1925 to 1934. His presidency was marked by major political instability, a 

catastrophic economic downturn, and the rise of Adolf Hitler, whom Hindenburg appointed Chancellor in 1933 (Dorpalen, 

2024). 
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totalitarian dictatorship (Evans, 2006). By July 1933, all political parties except the Nazi 

Party had been banned, and Germany had virtually become a one-party state (Evans, 2006). 

The collapse of the Weimar Republic was caused by a complex interaction of 

political, economic, and social elements. The republic's failure to handle economic 

challenges and political division created an environment in which radical alternatives were 

increasingly appealing. The Nazi Party's promise of national rebirth, combined with Hitler's 

political savvy and use of brutality and intimidation, allowed for the fast disintegration of 

democratic institutions (Fritzsche, 1998). 

 

1.2.1.1.2. Italy 

 

Despite being victors in World War I, Italy had significant economic, social, and 

political challenges following the war. The Treaty of Versailles failed to deliver on the 

promised territorial gains (Italy's claims to Dalmatia and colonial reparations remained 

unresolved), causing widespread emotions of betrayal and coining the term "Mutilated 

Victory". This sense of national shame was exacerbated by a severe economic crisis marked 

by hyperinflation, massive unemployment, and widespread strikes and social unrest (De 

Grand, 2000). 

The Italian Liberal State failed to effectively resolve these challenges, resulting in 

political fragmentation and instability. In this context, Benito Mussolini, a former socialist 

and journalist, emerged as a prominent political figure. In 1919, he founded the Fasci Italiani 

di Combattimento, or "fraternities of combat" which eventually became the National Fascist 

Party (PNF)12. Mussolini's fascist doctrine opposed both socialism and democracy, 

advocating for a strong, centralised state led by a charismatic leader (Paxton, 2004). 

Mussolini rose to power through intentional political manipulation, as well as the use 

of violence and propaganda. The Blackshirts, his paramilitary supporters, were instrumental 

in intimidating political opponents and controlling public debate. The March on Rome in 

October 1922 was a watershed moment in this process. Although the march was not a big 

military action, it highlighted Mussolini's ability to mobilise public support and exert 

 
12 Partito Nazionale Fascista, in Italian 
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pressure on the state. To prevent a civil war and restore order, King Victor Emmanuel III 

urged Mussolini to create a government (Bosworth, 2003). 

Mussolini consolidated his control soon after assuming office. Mussolini declared a 

dictatorship in 1925, following the killing of socialist leader Giacomo Matteotti, a prominent 

adversary of the fascists. He gradually undermined Italy's democratic institutions, banned 

opposition parties, and restricted the press. The formation of the OVRA13 (Organisation for 

Vigilance and Repression of Anti-Fascism) in 1927 was critical in repressing opposition and 

preserving the regime's control over Italian society (De Grand, 2000). 

The Fascist regime's worldview was totalitarian, attempting to pervade every element 

of Italian life. Mussolini's vision of a "new Roman Empire" was based on concepts of 

historical destiny and national glory. He positioned himself as Il Duce (The Leader), a figure 

crucial to the national identity who personified the state's authority and ambitions. The 

regime's propaganda emphasised military, strength, and communal identity over 

individualism, aiming to create a homogeneous and submissive society (Griffin, 2009). 

The Fascist regime-maintained control over education and youth organisations in 

order to implant its values from an early age. The Opera Nazionale Balilla, and later the 

Gioventù Italiana del Littorio (Italian Youth of the Lictor), played important roles in 

indoctrinating children and adolescents [Balilla (boys) and Piccole Italiane (girls), ages 8 to 

14; Avanguardisti and Giovani Italiane, ages 14 to 18]. These organisations encouraged 

physical fitness, military discipline, and allegiance to Mussolini and the Fascist state, 

educating young Italians to serve as soldiers and citizens consistent with the regime's 

ideology (Griffin, 2009). 

Mussolini's foreign policy was motivated by a desire to assert Italy's dominance on 

the world stage and challenge the post-World War I international order. The invasion of 

Ethiopia in 1935 demonstrated Italy's imperial ambitions and posed a direct challenge to the 

League of Nations. This act of aggression, together with Italy's engagement in the Spanish 

Civil War, demonstrated Mussolini's dedication to expansionism and militarism. (Bosworth 

2003). 

In 1936, Italy's foreign policy changed dramatically with the formation of the Rome-

Berlin Axis, which allied it with Nazi Germany. This alliance was founded on shared 

 
13 Organizzazione per la Vigilanza e la Repressione dell'Antifascismo, in Italian 
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ideological ideas and mutual interests in changing the European order created following 

World War I. Mussolini's administration, in its attempt to emulate and work with Hitler's 

Germany, played an important part in the buildup to World War II, contributing to Europe's 

destabilisation and final breakout of the conflict (Mack Smith, 1977). 

Mussolini's rise to power and the establishment of the Fascist government had far-

reaching effects for Italy and the world. Domestically, the regime's suppression of dissent 

and concentration on militarisation altered Italian society, implanting fear and compliance. 

The Fascist state's policies had a long-term impact on Italian political culture, affecting 

following generations and political movements. (Bosworth, 2003) 

Internationally, Mussolini's aggressive policies and alliance with Nazi Germany were 

key factors in the lead-up to World War II. The Italian regime's actions helped to undermine 

the fragile post-war peace and contributed to the broader crisis of democracy in Europe 

during the interwar period. The legacy of Fascism in Italy also served as a cautionary tale 

about the dangers of totalitarianism and the erosion of democratic norms. (Bosworth, 2003) 

 

1.2.1.1.3. Japan 

 

Japan’s slide into totalitarianism in the early 20th century was driven by both internal 

and external factors. The Meiji Restoration of 1868 put Japan on the fast track to 

modernization and industrialization and created a powerful military and nationalism. But by 

the 1930s Japan was facing economic troubles due to the Great Depression and social unrest 

and discontent with the government (Gordon, 2003). In this environment militarist factions 

within the government and military gained power and an ideology that combined 

nationalism, militarism and imperialism as the solution to Japan’s domestic and international 

problems (Gordon, 2003). 

The military’s grip on Japanese politics tightened after the Manchurian Incident of 

193114 where a staged explosion by Japanese military officers was used as a pretext to invade 

 
14 The Manchurian Incident, also known as the Mukden Incident, occurred on September 18, 1931 when a section of the 

South Manchurian Railway, run by the Japanese, was blown up near Mukden (now Shenyang, China). The Japanese 

military blamed Chinese soldiers for the sabotage as an excuse to invade all of Manchuria. They then occupied the main 

cities in the region and created the puppet state of Manchukuo in 1932. It was a big step up for Japanese militarism and 

expansionism and increased tensions between Japan and China and set the stage for more aggression in East Asia which 

would lead to the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937 and World War II (Duara, 2003). 
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Manchuria, a resource rich region of China. This was the start of Japan’s aggressive 

expansionism and the narrative that Japan was the liberator of Asia from Western colonial 

powers. The establishment of a puppet state in Manchukuo (State of Manchuria) and 

withdrawal from the League of Nations in 1933 showed Japan’s defiance of international 

norms and its commitment to militarism (Bix, 2007). 

By the late 1930s Japan was a military dictatorship with military leaders in key 

government positions and political dissent suppressed. Laws like the Peace Preservation 

Act15 allowed the state to crack down on opposition and the military had control over 

domestic and foreign policy (Bix, 2007). This was also the era of Emperor worship16 and the 

ideology of “Hakkō Ichiu”17 which justified Japan’s expansionism as a divine mission 

(Dower, 1986). 

Japan’s expansionism reached its peak with the invasion of China in 1937 and the 

creation of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, a self-sufficient bloc of Asian 

nations led by Japan and free from Western influence. This aggressive foreign policy was 

marked by brutal military campaigns and occupation strategies to secure resources and assert 

Japanese dominance in the region. The totalitarian nature of the regime was evident in its 

mobilization of society for war, suppression of political dissent and use of propaganda to 

create national unity and support for military objectives (Dower, 1986). 

With militarism and totalitarian control in place Japan was ready to become a major 

Axis power. The strategic thinking behind Japan’s military expansion also influenced 

fortification in other parts of the world, with bunkers and fortifications being built in Europe 

 
15 The Peace Preservation Act was a set of laws in Japan in the early 20th century, mainly in 1925, to suppress political 

dissent and prevent the spread of socialism, communism and anarchism. The law targeted individuals and organizations 

that wanted to change the national polity, including the Emperor and the capitalist system, through subversive activities. 

The Peace Preservation Act gave the government the power to arrest, imprison and even execute those who threatened 

public order and the state. It was a major tool for the militarist government in the pre-war era to suppress opposition and 

control political expression and civil liberties in Japan (Mitchell, 1976). 
16 Emperor Worship is the worship of the emperor as a god or semi-god, especially in Japanese history. This was deeply 

rooted in the Shinto belief system which says the Japanese emperor is a descendant of the sun goddess Amaterasu. Emperor 

worship was institutionalized during the Meiji Restoration (1868) as a way to unify the country under a state ideology that 

emphasized loyalty to the emperor as a spiritual and political leader. In the early 20th century and especially before and 

during World War II, Emperor Worship became a key part of Japanese nationalism and militarism and created a sense of 

divine mission and absolute loyalty among the Japanese people (Gluck, 1985). 
17 Hakkō ichiu is a Japanese political slogan that means "Eight Corners of the World Under One Roof." It originated from 

a passage in the old Japanese text Nihon Shoki. Japanese nationalists in the early 20th century used this concept to promote 

the idea of Japan’s divine mission to unify and lead the world under its rule. In the 1930s and 1940s, especially during the 

militaristic government of Imperial Japan, "Hakko Ichiu" became the main ideological justification for Japanese expansion 

in Asia, used to mobilize support for the creation of a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. The doctrine claimed that 

Japan had a divine right to expand its territory and influence, to promote Pan-Asian unity while justifying colonialism and 

domination (Hotta, 2007). 
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as nations prepared for total war. Understanding Japan’s totalitarian dynamics is key to 

understanding the military strategies and preparations for global war. 

 

1.2.1.2. Economic Conditions and Political Instability 

 

The economic instability before World War II was a direct result of World War I and 

the Treaty of Versailles which put heavy reparations on Germany. The Treaty signed in 1919 

demanded Germany to pay huge reparations that drained its economy and created resentment 

among its people. The reparations drained the economy so much that by the early 1920s 

hyperinflation set in and the German mark lost most of its purchasing power. Citizens were 

in such an economic crisis that many lost their life savings and were frustrated with the 

Weimar government. The Treaty of Versailles put an unbearable burden on the German 

economy and the Weimar Republic was unable to manage the chaos (Mazower, 2009). 

When hyperinflation subsided Germany’s economy stabilized for a brief period due 

to foreign loans. But this dependence on external aid made the country vulnerable to 

international economic fluctuations like the Great Depression which started with the 1929 

Wall Street Crash. According to Adam Tooze, Germany’s dependence on American loans 

made it vulnerable to severe economic distress when the loans were withdrawn (Tooze, 

2006). The depression led to skyrocketing unemployment, declining industrial production 

and poverty across Europe with Germany being one of the hardest hits (see Table 1). Richard 

Evans in The Coming of the Third Reich notes that by 1932 unemployment in Germany was 

almost 30% and the crisis had broken the lives of millions and created discontent that 

extremist parties especially the Nazis would soon exploit (Evans, 2006). 
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18 Note: Column (1) is the sum of (2) and (3). A positive entry on the current account implies that Germany was 

accumulating claims on foreign economies. Conversely, a negative entry implies German borrowing from abroad, or other 

unrequited acquisitions of foreign exchange or gold, e.g. taking control of Austrian gold reserves or imposing occupation 

payments not described as reparations. 

 

 Current Account (1) Balance of trade (2) 

Balance of trade in 

services, interest, 

dividends and 

reparations (3) 

1913 939 -673 1,612 

1924 -1,664 -1,816 152 

1925 -3,045 -2,444 -601 

1926 -39 793 -832 

1927 -4,244 -2,960 -1,284 

1928 -3,192 -1,311 -1,881 

1929 -2,469 -44 -2,425 

1930 -610 1,558 -2,168 

1931 1,040 2,778 -1,738 

1932 257 1,052 -795 

1933 132 666 -534 

1934 -534 - 373 -161 

1935 -107 -8 -99 

1936 615 544 71 

1937 259 437 -178 

1938 -566 -319 -247 

1939 53 376 -323 

1940 -1,012 -72 -940 

1941 -3,331 39 -3,370 

Table 1 - The current account: Germany's dependence on foreign resources18 

Source: (Tooze, 2006) 
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The Nazis exploited this economic desperation by blaming the Weimar government 

and the Treaty of Versailles for Germany’s problems. They presented themselves as the 

solution to the country’s economic woes and this resonated with a population desperate for 

stability. Evans says the Nazi Party’s propaganda emphasized economic recovery and 

national revival and that’s how they gained traction with disillusioned voters. By promising 

stability and the restoration of German pride Hitler and the Nazis attracted a broad following 

which led to his appointment as Chancellor in 1933 (Evans, 2006). 

The Great Depression had effects beyond Germany, destabilizing the political 

landscape of Europe. Italy was deep in debt and unemployment and saw the rise of 

Mussolini’s fascist regime which responded with expansionist policies as solution to 

economic stagnation. Mussolini’s policies like the “Battle for Grain” aimed to boost 

domestic agriculture and reduce dependence on foreign imports. By positioning himself as 

the saviour of Italian pride and economic stability Mussolini furthered his authoritarian rule 

and promoted military expansion to secure resources for Italy’s economic ambitions (Griffin, 

2009) 

In Spain, the Great Depression deepened existing social and economic divisions and 

led to the Spanish Civil War in 1936. As Paul Preston says in “The Spanish Civil War”, 

economic misery polarized Spanish society, and the Republicans and Nationalists were 

further apart than ever (Preston, 2012). 

Similarly, Japan’s military expansion in the 1930s was driven by economic needs. 

With limited access to resources Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931. Japan’s expansionism 

was about economic self-sufficiency. By pursuing an imperialist foreign policy Japan was 

addressing its economic problems and setting the stage for wider conflict in the Asia-Pacific 

(Iriye, 2013). 

The Soviet Union showed how economic pressures were linked to political control. 

Under Stalin the Five-Year Plans aimed to industrialise the Soviet economy fast but at great 

human cost. Sheila Fitzpatrick says forced collectivisation devastated the agricultural sector 

and led to famine. This economic policy helped consolidate Stalin’s power but also inflicted 

great hardship on the population and shows how economic policy was tied to political 

repression (Fitzpatrick, 1996). 

Even democracies like France were severely tested as the Depression fragmented the 

political center. Julian Jackson mentions that the economic crisis in France split the left and 
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right, and the Third Republic was unable to respond to the Nazi threat. This instability would 

later lead to France’s defeat and occupation by Germany in 1940 (Jackson, 2003). 

The 1920s and 1930s were a volatile time, and many countries turned to authoritarian 

regimes to navigate the crisis. The authoritarian governments of Germany, Italy, Japan and 

the Soviet Union used militaristic and expansionist policies to address their economic 

problems and heighten international tensions. These economic and political dynamics show 

the complex relationship between economic hardship and authoritarianism, and how 

economic instability can drive countries to war and reshape the world order. 

 

1.2.2. Military Landscape Pre-World War II 

 

The pre-World War II era saw extraordinary advances in military strategies, 

doctrines, and technologies that would shape the nature of global conflict. Countries around 

the world, particularly in Europe and Asia, dramatically increased and modernised their 

military forces in response to political conflicts, economic challenges, and the development 

of authoritarian governments. The Treaty of Versailles, signed in 1919, severely restricted 

Germany's military capabilities, effectively disintegrating its once-powerful armed forces. 

These limits fuelled dissatisfaction in Germany and played a crucial role in the militarisation 

that occurred after Adolf Hitler rose to power in 1933 (Weinberg, 1995). When Hitler 

became Chancellor, he prioritised rearmament as part of a larger plan to restore Germany's 

might and prestige. He openly disobeyed the Treaty by enlarging the army, establishing a 

new Luftwaffe (air force), and building a powerful navy. This rearmament policy included 

conscription, which quickly raised the strength of the German military from 100,000 to 

roughly 600,000 soldiers by 1935 (Tooze, 2006). 

Germany's Blitzkrieg strategy, devised in the 1930s, combined fast-moving troops, 

tanks, and air support to achieve swift victories, and was influenced by theorists such as 

Heinz Guderian, who emphasised mobility and mechanised warfare. Guderian writes in 

Panzer Leader how Germany's reliance on coordinated assaults allowed its forces to quickly 

burst through enemy lines, shattering defensive positions and conquering land with little 

resistance. Blitzkrieg later proved extremely effective in Poland and France, where German 

forces won quickly in 1939 and 1940 (Guderian, 2009). 



 

31 

 

Italy, under Benito Mussolini, pushed militarisation as part of its fascist philosophy 

and colonial ambitions. Mussolini's vision of a rebuilt Roman Empire required a strong 

military, prompting massive rearmament operations throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Italy's 

military policy centred on establishing a big, well-equipped force to serve expansionist goals 

in North Africa and the Balkans. While Mussolini's military advance was amazing in 

magnitude, it was plagued by logistical inefficiencies, antiquated tactics, and a lack of 

contemporary technology. These limits would be highlighted throughout Italy's battles in 

Ethiopia, Greece, and North Africa (Knox, 2004). 

Joseph Stalin's Five-Year Plans included a huge rearmament effort in the Soviet 

Union. The emphasis on industrialising military capabilities stemmed from the necessity to 

guard against prospective threats from the West, particularly Germany. The Red Army grew 

dramatically, and Soviet military planners created theories emphasising large-scale 

mechanised warfare and combined arms. The Soviets placed a strong emphasis on tank 

construction, with designs like the T-34 emerging as among the most effective in the world. 

However, Stalin's purges in the late 1930s destroyed the Red Army's leadership, 

momentarily weakening the military and affecting Soviet preparedness in the early stages of 

the conflict (Stone, 2010). 

In contrast to Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union's active rearmament, the United 

Kingdom and France were hesitant to respond to emerging military threats. Following World 

War I, both governments implemented policies aimed at cutting military spending, with a 

focus on defensive methods. France built the Maginot Line, a series of fortifications along 

its border with Germany, as part of their static defence plan. French military planning was 

mainly reliant on the Maginot Line, underestimating Germany's capacity to bypass these 

barriers via Belgium (Jackson, 2003). Meanwhile, the United Kingdom concentrated on 

preserving naval superiority and aerial defence capabilities, especially after experiencing the 

deadly power of aerial bombardment during World War I. The British invested in radar 

technology and contemporary fighter aircraft like the Spitfire and Hurricane, which would 

be critical in defending the British Isles from German air attacks during the Battle of Britain 

(Holland, 2010). Despite these attempts, France and the United Kingdom's rearmament 

efforts fell short of keeping up with German and Italian militarisation. The reliance on 

collective security arrangements, such as the League of Nations, to dissuade aggression 

proved futile. This failure became clear when Germany reoccupied the Rhineland in 1936, a 

breach that went largely unnoticed by Western countries (Kershaw, 2008). 
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In East Asia, Japan adopted a militaristic and imperialist strategy motivated by a 

desire for resources and territory expansion. Following the invasion of Manchuria in 1931, 

Japan proceeded to increase its influence in China, sparking the Second Sino-Japanese War 

in 1937. Japan's military emphasised swift, forceful assaults, as well as a readiness to use 

cruel techniques to defeat resistance. The Japanese navy played an important part in 

establishing dominance over the Pacific and Indian oceans. Japan invested heavily in 

building a formidable fleet, including aircraft carriers, battleships, and submarines, in order 

to challenge Western colonial powers, particularly the United States, which it saw as a major 

impediment to its imperial ambitions (Ienaga, 1978). 

The decade preceding World War II also saw significant scientific developments that 

would alter the course of the forthcoming struggle. Innovations in tank design, aircraft, and 

naval technology dramatically altered military concepts. Germany's development of the 

Panzer tank series and the Luftwaffe's dive-bombing techniques signalled a move towards 

quick, mechanised warfare, as shown in Blitzkrieg tactics. Similarly, the Soviets emphasised 

tank manufacture, with models such as the T-34 playing important roles in Eastern Front 

combat (Glantz, 1998). 

The role of airpower has developed dramatically, with strategic bombing doctrines 

emerging in a number of countries. Italy, for example, under General Giulio Douhet, became 

a proponent of air supremacy, believing that targeting civilian infrastructure might 

effectively weaken an enemy's will to fight. Douhet's theories impacted military thinkers 

worldwide, resulting in a greater emphasis on air forces in military planning. In response, 

the British, recognising the need of technological superiority in air defence, invested in radar 

technology and advanced fighter aircraft, demonstrating a broader trend in which military 

forces adapted their doctrines and resources to the demands of modern warfare. (Douhet, 

1998). 

The pre-World War II military landscape was characterised by a convergence of 

technological advances, strategic breakthroughs, and geopolitical tension. Germany, Italy, 

and Japan vigorously strengthened their military forces, relying on new technology and 

doctrines to maintain their primacy. Meanwhile, Western democracies, although 

acknowledging the threat presented by these authoritarian regimes, were reluctant to 

respond, relying on antiquated defensive methods and collective security procedures. This 

time saw a significant trend towards militarisation and aggressive expansionism, with 
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nations leveraging military achievements and ideological fervour to threaten the existing 

global order, eventually leading to World War II. 

 

1.2.3. Key Events Leading to the Outbreak of War 

 

A sequence of critical events paved the way for World War II, exposing the 

inadequacies of international institutions, diplomatic failures, and Axis countries' 

uncontrolled ambitions. These events heightened geopolitical tensions and set the stage for 

the start of global conflict in 1939. 

The Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931 exhibited aggressive imperialism 

motivated by Japan's desire to secure resources and build a dominant position in Eastern 

Asia. In the midst of the Great Depression's economic strains, Japan attempted to fuel its 

industrial and military expansion, creating the Mukden Incident to justify an invasion. This 

event led to the establishment of the puppet state of Manchukuo, symbolising Japan’s 

disregard for international norms and challenging the League of Nations, which condemned 

the invasion but could not enforce sanctions. Japan’s subsequent withdrawal from the 

League in 1933 demonstrated the institution’s impotence and set a dangerous precedent for 

unchecked aggression (Ienaga, 1978). 

In Europe, Hitler’s decision to remilitarise the Rhineland in March 1936 was a bold 

move that directly violated the Treaty of Versailles. Hitler strategically fortified Germany's 

western front by sending German troops in this demilitarised zone, while also putting France 

and the United Kingdom to the test. French political instability and a lack of British 

assistance resulted in inaction, which strengthened Hitler. This inability to implement the 

post-World War I order demonstrated the Allies' reluctance to face Germany directly, 

confirming Hitler's confidence that he could pursue his expansionist goals unhindered 

(Tooze, 2006). 

The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) further destabilised Europe, serving as a 

forerunner to World War II by allowing the Axis countries to test their military capabilities 

and consolidate their alliance. German and Italian backing for Franco's Nationalist forces 

highlighted evolving technologies and tactics, notably as the Luftwaffe's bombing of 

Guernica (see Figure 1, which represents the suffering and deaths of people), which 
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demonstrated the deadly power of air dominance. The Soviet Union's support for the Spanish 

Republicans highlighted the ideological gulf between fascism and communism, while the 

Western democracies' failure to act showed a tacit approval of fascist violence. As Paul 

Preston points out, this struggle demonstrated both the Axis forces' growing strength and the 

Allied nations' reluctance to confront burgeoning fascism. (Preston, 2012) 

 

The formalisation of the Rome-Berlin Axis and the Anti-Comintern Pact in 1936 

established a united front against both communism and Western democracies, indicating a 

shared commitment to militarist and expansionist goals. This alliance, which included Japan 

by 1937, created the groundwork for coordinated military operations and demonstrated a 

shared antagonism to the existing international order. Ian Kershaw explains how these 

alliances allowed Germany, Italy, and Japan to pursue their various territorial aspirations, 

paving the way for coordinated aggression on numerous fronts (Kershaw, 2008). 

In March 1938, Hitler organised the Anschluss, or merger, with Austria, 

incorporating it into the Third Reich with no opposition. The Austrian government, 

weakened by internal struggle and pro-Nazi sentiment, was powerless to reject the 

annexation, and the absence of assistance from Britain and France highlighted the Allied 

countries' unwillingness to counter Hitler's expansionist objectives. The Anschluss was a 

tremendous psychological and strategic win for Hitler, increasing his confidence and 

boosting Germany's resources and territorial reach (Weinberg, 1995). 

Later that year, the Munich Agreement exemplified the appeasement approach when 

Britain and France gave Hitler the Sudetenland—a part of Czechoslovakia with a strong 

Figure 1 - Guernica 

Source: Picasso, P. (1937) 
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ethnic German population—in order to avoid war. Chamberlain's confidence that this 

compromise would insure "peace for our time" was immediately dashed when Hitler invaded 

the remainder of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, revealing his larger territorial ambitions. 

According to A.J.P. Taylor, the Munich Agreement fostered more aggression by suggesting 

that the Allies were hesitant to face Hitler's expansionist goals directly (Taylor, 1961). 

The Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 1939 was a practical but unexpected agreement 

between two ideologically opposing regimes. By establishing a non-aggression pact, 

Germany and the Soviet Union agreed to partition Eastern Europe into zones of influence, 

thereby allowing Hitler to invade Poland. According to David Glantz, this alliance gave 

Stalin time to develop Soviet defences while Hitler gained certainty against a two-front 

conflict, paving the way for his goals in the West (Glantz, 1998). This covert procedure 

indicated both governments' ability to set aside ideological disagreements for strategic 

reasons. 

On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland, starting a Blitzkrieg assault that 

used mechanised soldiers and air assistance to quickly overrun Polish fortifications. Britain 

and France, honouring their pledge to Polish sovereignty, declared war on Germany two 

days later, officially beginning World War II. According to Gerhard Weinberg, the invasion 

highlighted the horrifying efficacy of German military strategy while also exposing the 

shortcomings of Allied preparedness, particularly in dealing with the speed and coordination 

of Blitzkrieg tactics (Weinberg, 1995). 

These incidents highlight the accumulated failures of diplomacy, the ineffectiveness 

of international institutions such as the League of Nations, and the constraints of 

appeasement. Japan's activities in Manchuria, the remilitarisation of the Rhineland, and the 

Spanish Civil War demonstrated the ferocity of fascist regimes, while the Axis alliance and 

Nazi-Soviet Pact highlighted the Axis powers' strategic coordination. The invasion of Poland 

marked the end of years of unrestrained expansionism, leaving Britain and France with no 

alternative but to face Germany. This prelude to World War II focusses on growing 

aggression, diplomatic failures, and missed opportunities to prevent a conflict that would 

eventually transform the world order. 
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1.3. Cultural and Social Transformation during the War 

 

World War II was not only a military and political struggle, but also a time of 

profound cultural and social change. This era saw substantial changes in gender roles, race 

relations, and societal conventions across the participating countries, with the war effort 

influencing almost every area of society. From propaganda and media to the reinvention of 

national identities and the position of women in the labour, the war's cultural transformations 

left long-lasting consequences that reshaped postwar society. 

This period of heightened nationalism was not limited to the United States. In 

Germany, propaganda was equally pervasive but took on a more sinister tone under the 

direction of Joseph Goebbels, the Minister of Propaganda. The Nazi regime used the media 

to disseminate anti-Semitic propaganda and legitimise its expansionist goals, equating 

cultural identity with racial purity. In his book “The Third Reich in Power”, Richard J. Evans 

explains how the Nazi Party aimed to foster a sense of Aryan supremacy and national unity, 

connecting German culture with the regime's goals. The Nazis exploited movies, literature, 

and art to spread their ideology, emphasising themes of sacrifice, loyalty, and obedience 

while praising military activity and demonising perceived adversaries (Evans, 2006). 

Propaganda was also used in the Soviet Union to mobilise the population and 

promote a sense of unity. Sheila Fitzpatrick discusses how Stalin's administration used 

patriotic narratives to mobilise the Soviet people, emphasising themes of collective sacrifice 

and perseverance. Soviet propaganda portrayed the conflict as the "Great Patriotic War" a 

struggle for survival against fascist invaders. This story fostered not only passionate 

allegiance to the Soviet state, but also a sense of shared purpose among residents of various 

ethnicities, a motif that would reverberate in Soviet culture for decades after the war 

(Fitzpatrick, 1996). 

The war also triggered considerable changes in gender roles, particularly in Allied 

countries with a high work demand. With millions of males enlisting in the military, women 

entered the workforce in unprecedented numbers. In the United States, figures like "Rosie 

the Riveter" (see Figure 2) became cultural icons, representing women's emancipation via 

previously male-dominated work. In “Creating Rosie the Riveter: Class, Gender, and 

Propaganda during World War II”, Maureen Honey investigates how the United States 

government urged women to participate to the war effort, portraying their participation as 
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both a patriotic duty and a temporary function. This was paralleled in the United Kingdom, 

where women worked in munitions manufacturing, agriculture, and even as auxiliary 

military units. Although many women were expected to return to traditional domestic roles 

after the war, the experience had a tremendous impact on conceptions of gender capacities 

and established the framework for subsequent feminist movements (Honey, 1984). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Nazi Germany, however, women's roles were essentially dictated by the regime's 

rigid philosophy. The Nazi Party fostered a view of women as mothers and homemakers, 

encouraging them to contribute to the war effort through childbirth and domestic work rather 

than industrial activity. Nonetheless, as the war proceeded and labour shortages worsened, 

German women were finally recruited into industry jobs and auxiliary military duties. 

Claudia Koonz emphasises the contradiction between Nazi gender ideology and the practical 

requirements of war, highlighting how women's contributions were critical to the German 

economy even as they remained ideologically confined (Koonz, 2013). 

During World War II, race relations changed dramatically, especially in the United 

States, when African Americans and other minorities contributed to the war effort despite 

discrimination. The "Double V" movement, led by the African American press, campaigned 

for international victory over fascist while also addressing domestic racial inequity. This 

movement emphasised the contrasts between the United States' battle for freedom and its 

own systems of segregation and disenfranchisement. As John Dower notes, the war 

Figure 2 - Rosie the Riveter 

Source: (Military Aviation Museum, 2024) 



 

38 

 

increased racial consciousness while also reinforcing and challenging racial stereotypes. On 

the one hand, propaganda frequently depicted the Japanese in dehumanising terms, but on 

the other, African American soldiers utilised their service to advance civil rights (Dower, 

1986). 

The internment of Japanese Americans is another example of how racial attitudes 

grew throughout the war. Following the attack on Pearl Harbour, the government forcefully 

transferred over 120,000 Japanese Americans to internment camps, citing national security 

concerns. Michi Weglyn's examines the internment's long-term social and cultural 

consequences, noting that it not only tore families apart but also left lasting wounds on the 

Japanese American community. Despite these obstacles, many Japanese Americans served 

in the military to demonstrate their loyalty, and the 442nd Infantry Regiment became one of 

the most decorated groups of the conflict (Weglyn, 1976). 

The war had a comparable impact on other occupied and colonial cultures, since the 

global struggle upended old social systems and introduced new cultural influences. In 

Europe, Nazi occupation frequently resulted in the eradication of local cultures and the 

imposition of German values. In France, the Vichy regime worked alongside the Nazis, 

supporting traditional cultural norms while suppressing resistance activities. The French 

Resistance, on the other hand, became a significant symbol of national identity as many 

factions banded together to fight the occupation. As Julian Jackson points out in “France: 

The Dark Years, 1940-1944”, this time saw the formation of a revitalised sense of French 

identity, which would subsequently determine the country's postwar recovery (Jackson, 

2003). 

In colonial contexts, the war fuelled the growth of anti-colonial movements. British 

and French colonies in Africa and Asia were vital to the Allies' war effort, providing supplies 

and manpower. However, serving in the war and experiencing European vulnerabilities 

eroded colonial rule's credibility. The postwar century saw a surge of independence 

movements as colonies tried to forge their own identities, no longer ready to accept European 

dominance. In “The Wretched of the Earth”, Frantz Fanon argues how the conflict fuelled 

anti-colonial sentiment by encouraging colonial subjects to question their subordinate status 

and demand self-determination (Fanon, 2004). 

World War II also accelerated technological breakthroughs, altering cultural and 

social dynamics. The fast development of radio and film as tools for communication and 
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propaganda influenced public perceptions of the war. In the United States and the United 

Kingdom, radio broadcasts took the conflict into civilians' homes, making it a shared 

experience. This medium contributed to a sense of togetherness and communal purpose as 

people tuned in for wartime updates and speeches from leaders such as Franklin D. Roosevelt 

and Winston Churchill. According to Gerd Horten's, radio was a potent medium that 

impacted public opinion and supported national narratives (Horten, 2002). 

The psychological toll of the war also caused a shift in how nations viewed trauma 

and mental health. Soldiers and civilians were subjected to unprecedented levels of violence, 

resulting in widespread occurrences of what was then known as "battle fatigue" or "shell 

shock”. The experiences of returning soldiers shaped both the cultural environment and 

social policy in postwar civilisations. Bessel van der Kolk's figures how the psychological 

impact of the conflict led to advances in trauma understanding and laid the framework for 

modern approaches to mental health (van der Kolk, 2014). 

World War II caused profound and far-reaching cultural and social shifts that 

impacted all societies participating in the fight. The war redefined national identities and 

altered the social fabric through propaganda, changes in gender roles, race conflicts, and 

technological advancements of the time. These reforms left a legacy that shaped postwar 

campaigns for civil rights, gender equality, and decolonisation. As civilisations recovered 

from the war, they faced the combined challenge of rebuilding while also dealing with the 

far-reaching social upheavals that the fighting had precipitated. 

 

1.4. Post-War Reckoning: Recovery and Remembrance 

 

The end of World War II signalled the beginning of a period of recovery, 

contemplation, and reconstruction. The massive scope of the war's destruction, both material 

and social, prompted extensive efforts to restore cities, businesses, and communities. The 

physical devastation across Europe and Asia, combined with the psychological toll on 

survivors, generated an urgent need for restoration that included both cultural and social 

healing as well as infrastructural repair. This period of postwar reckoning was marked by 

large-scale economic rebuilding initiatives, the formation of international peacekeeping 

structures, and how cultures memorialised and made sense of wartime suffering. 
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One of the most visible aspects of the postwar recovery period was the Marshall Plan, 

a huge US-led project aimed at revitalising war-torn European economy. The Marshall Plan, 

announced in 1947, provided financial help to rebuild Western Europe's infrastructure, 

stabilise currencies, and promote industrial production. According to Michael J. Hogan, this 

effort not only promoted economic recovery but also aided in the containment of 

communism by fostering political stability and encouraging capitalist economies in Western 

Europe. The Marshall Plan provided more than $12 billion in aid, which was critical in 

restoring production levels, lowering unemployment, and meeting basic needs. This program 

strengthened transatlantic connections and provided the groundwork for NATO, establishing 

an alliance that would play an important role during the Cold War. (Hogan, 2005) 

While Western Europe benefited from US backing, the Soviet Union pursued a 

different strategy to postwar rehabilitation. Stalin's priority was to consolidate power and 

increase Soviet influence in Eastern Europe, where Soviet-style governments were founded 

in satellite countries. According to Mark Mazower, the Soviet Union saw rebuilding as an 

opportunity to convert Eastern Europe into a socialist union, reorganising these economies 

following Marxist-Leninist lines. This program resulted in the nationalisation of enterprises, 

land reforms, and central planning, with the goal of aligning Eastern European economies 

with Soviet interests. However, the Soviet model prioritised industrial development over 

consumer products, resulting in shortages and a lower quality of life, ultimately contributing 

to the Cold War's deep social and economic differences. (Mazower, 2009) 

In Asia, Japan's postwar recovery was also driven by foreign involvement, 

principally led by the United States. Following Japan's surrender in 1945, US forces led by 

General Douglas MacArthur controlled the country with the goal of democratising and 

demilitarising it. In his book “Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II”, John 

W. Dower describes how the occupation authorities implemented major reforms in Japanese 

society, such as land reform, labour rights, and the dismantling of the zaibatsu (large 

industrial conglomerates) that were seen as complicit in Japan's militarism. The new 

Japanese constitution, adopted in 1947, abolished war as a sovereign right and laid the 

groundwork for a peaceful, democratic Japan. Furthermore, US help aided Japan's swift 

industrial recovery, and by the 1950s, Japan had achieved tremendous economic growth, 

eventually emerging as a leading world economy. (Dower, 2000) 
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The postwar era also saw the formation of multinational organisations aimed at 

averting future conflicts and promoting global collaboration. The United Nations (UN), 

established in 1945 to replace the failing League of Nations, was intended to provide a forum 

for conversation and collaboration on global challenges. According to Paul Kennedy's book 

“The Parliament of Man: The Past, Present, and Future of the United Nations”, the UN 

intended to promote peace, security, human rights, and social progress, reflecting the hopes 

of a war-torn world. The establishment of the United Nations recognised the linked nature 

of global security and the necessity for collective responses to international crises. Its 

Security Council, which included the Allied nations, became the primary body responsible 

for sustaining peace, while Cold War tensions frequently hampered its decision-making 

skills. (Kennedy, 2007). 

The Nuremberg and Tokyo trials, which charged senior Axis officials with war 

crimes, symbolised the postwar reckoning. These tribunals aimed to hold those accountable 

for atrocities committed during the conflict, establishing a precedent for international justice. 

In “The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials: A Personal Memoir”, Telford Taylor describes 

how the trials were a watershed moment in international law, demonstrating that individuals, 

including leaders of state, may be held legally liable for crimes against humanity (Taylor, 

1992). The Nuremberg Trials not only provided justice, but also created the groundwork for 

future war crimes tribunals and the International Criminal Court (ICC). 

Memory and commemoration of the war were key components of postwar society as 

nations attempted to make sense of the agony and loss. In Germany, the process was 

complicated by the necessity to address the horrors of the Holocaust and the Nazi 

government. According to W. Sebald, the culture of recollection in postwar Germany was 

first characterised by a sense of denial and suppression, with public conversation frequently 

avoiding the issue of wartime crimes. However, over the decades, Germany has engaged in 

a process of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, or "coming to terms with the past" which has 

included a critical analysis of its history, memorialisation of Holocaust victims, and massive 

educational and public commemorative initiatives (Sebald, 2003). 

Other countries, such as France, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union, 

participated in commemoration through public monuments, memorials, and national days of 

observance. Henry Rousso's “The Vichy Syndrome: History and Memory in France since 

1944” analyses the French experience, demonstrating how the ambiguities of collaboration 
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and resistance shaped postwar memory. France's postwar narrative includes the valour of the 

Resistance and the shame of the Vichy regime, which collaborated with Nazi Germany. 

(Rousso, 1991). In response, French memorialisation efforts have frequently attempted to 

balance both sides of the country's wartime experience, stressing the Resistance's courage 

while noting the darker aspects of Vichy collaboration. 

In the United States, the postwar period saw an increase in memorialisation and 

institutionalisation of the "Greatest Generation" myth. According to Tom Brokaw, the 

American public grew to see World War II veterans as exemplars of valour, sacrifice, and 

moral integrity. This cultural framing shaped public memory, influencing how future 

generations interpreted and celebrated the war (Brokaw, 1998). Memorials such as the 

National World War II Memorial in Washington, D.C (see Figure 3), completed in 2004, 

serve as permanent monuments to the sacrifices made by American soldiers, reflecting the 

war's long-term impact on American national identity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Japan, commemoration took a different shape, with an emphasis on ordinary 

citizens' experiences, particularly the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The 

tragedy of these bombings shaped Japan's postwar identity, resulting in a pacifist ethos 

incorporated in the Japanese constitution. In “Japan's Comfort Women: Sexual Slavery and 

Prostitution during World War II and the US Occupation”, Yuki Tanaka describes how 

Japanese commemoration has frequently centred on victims, despite pleas for the country to 

face up to its wartime activities in Asia (Tanaka, 2003). The annual Peace Ceremonies at 

Figure 3 - National World War II Memorial 

Source: National Parks Service. (2024) 
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Hiroshima and Nagasaki demonstrate Japan's commitment to anti-nuclear advocacy and 

peace, highlighting the long-lasting impact of these wartime tragedies. 

The legacy of war atrocities has also influenced postwar remembering in places like 

Poland, where Nazi domination and the Holocaust left indelible scars. The creation of 

museums and memorials, such as the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, serves 

as a sobering reminder of the horrors of genocide. In Auschwitz and After, Charlotte Delbo 

discusses the difficulties of commemorating such enormous suffering, emphasising the 

importance of these locations in educating future generations about the perils of 

totalitarianism and hatred (Delbo, 2014). The communal memory in Poland, and throughout 

Europe, is characterised by a commitment to preserve Holocaust history as a warning against 

future crimes. 

The postwar period was distinguished by efforts to restore shattered economies, 

develop structures for international collaboration, and remember the immense human cost 

of the War. The Marshall Plan and Soviet reconstruction efforts in Eastern Europe fuelled 

economic recovery, while the establishment of the United Nations and the prosecution of 

war crimes set new standards for international governance and justice. Remembrance and 

memorialisation activities in many countries illustrate the diverse ways in which societies 

have attempted to reconcile with the legacy of World War II. The various approaches to 

postwar recovery and commemoration demonstrate the war's long-lasting impact on modern 

national identities, as well as the significance of historical memory in shaping our knowledge 

of the past and our expectations for a more peaceful future. 
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CHAPTER II – THE ETHICAL DIMENSIONS OF USING WAR HERITAGE 

SITES AS TOURISTIC ASSETS 
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2.1.  Definition of Concepts 

2.1.1. War Tourism 

 

War tourism refers to the phenomenon of visiting places associated with past or 

current conflicts, where experiences of war, violence and military history are embedded in 

the heritage and representations of the place. This form of tourism allows individuals to 

engage with history in a concrete way, offering a perspective on conflict, memory and 

sometimes personal reflections on the impact of war. War tourism includes a wide range of 

activities and motivations, from educational visits to sites such as battlefields and memorials 

to more controversial forms driven by thrill-seeking and curiosity (Baldwin, F. & Sharpley 

R., 2009). 

The concept is closely related to so-called "dark tourism", where visitors are drawn 

to places associated with death and tragedy. However, war tourism focuses specifically on 

sites of military significance and historical conflicts, including relics of both recent and 

ancient wars (Lennon & Foley, 2000). War tourism can serve various functions, such as 

education, commemoration and memorialization, but it also raises ethical questions 

regarding the representation of suffering and historical trauma (Baldwin, F. & Sharpley R., 

2009). 

The motivations for war tourism are diverse. For some, it is a means of gaining 

insight into historical events and their wider socio-political impacts. For others, it satisfies a 

desire for an “authentic” experience of history, which may border on voyeuristic or 

disturbing acts (Mowforth & Munt, 2016). Scholars have therefore highlighted the ethical 

challenges of war tourism, particularly when sites of suffering are transformed into tourist 

attractions, which risk trivializing the experiences and trauma associated with these sites 

(Baldwin, F. & Sharpley R., 2009). 

 

2.1.2. Dark Tourism 

 

Dark tourism refers to travel to places associated with death, tragedy, and suffering, 

where visitors often seek to experience and reflect on the darker aspects of human history. 
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The concept was first introduced by scholars John Lennon and Malcolm Foley, who describe 

dark tourism as a way for individuals to identify with places where traumatic events have 

occurred, such as battlefields and disaster sites and scenes of mass death (Lennon & Foley, 

2000). 

 Dark tourism encompasses a wide range of motives and locations, from concentration 

camps and former prisons to sites of natural disasters and recent tragedies, such as Ground 

Zero in New York City (World Trade Center, 9/11). According to Philip Stone, a leading 

intellectual in the field, dark tourism allows people to come to terms with their own mortality 

by visiting places that question their understanding of life, death, and morality. This 

phenomenon can be driven by a desire for education or remembrance, but it can also overlap 

with voyeuristic curiosity and the search for unique and emotionally intense experiences 

(Stone, 2013). 

 Dark tourism often raises ethical concerns, especially where there is a risk of 

commercializing human suffering for entertainment purposes. Researchers have highlighted 

the need for responsible management and interpretation of these sites to fulfil educational 

and commemorative functions, rather than simply satisfying tourists' curiosity about death 

and disaster (Stone, 2013). 

 

2.1.3. Commodification of Suffering 

 

The commercialization of suffering is the process by which human suffering, 

especially that associated with tragic or traumatic events, is transformed into a product or 

experience for commercial purposes. This phenomenon is often examined in the context of 

“dark tourism”, where places of suffering are marketed as tourist attractions, often raising 

ethical questions regarding the respectful representation of history and the possible 

trivialization of the pain experienced by the victims. Scholars argue that the 

commercialization of suffering risks turning real historical trauma into mere spectacle, 

thereby diminishing the emotional and educational impact of these places (Stone, 2013) 

One of the main criticisms of the commercialization of suffering is that it may dull 

visitors’ sense of the real gravity of these events. Miles, for example, highlights that when 

death and tragedy are packaged for consumption, the emotional depth tends to be lost from 
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these experiences, which can lead to a superficial engagement with the places (Miles, 2002). 

Similarly, Tunbridge and Ashworth highlight the importance of ethical considerations in 

cultural tourism, as the commercialization of tragic histories often panders to voyeuristic 

tendencies and can unintentionally exploit traumatized local communities (Tunbridge and 

Ashworth, 1996). 

Philip Stone's work further highlights that the commercialization of suffering often 

produces narratives that prioritise visitor entertainment over education and commemoration. 

This can result in aspects of the experience being exaggerated or altered to increase 

marketability, at the expense of respect for the actual events and those involved, and the 

historical accuracy of the site can be distorted (Stone, 2013). 

 

2.1.4. Collective Memory / Memoryscapes 

 

Collective memory refers to a pool of knowledge, ideas, and memories of past events 

shared by a group, usually passed down through generations. It becomes part of a 

community's identity and binds individuals together through a common understanding of the 

past and it also shapes how societies remember and interpret important historical events, 

contributing to the creation of narratives that influence cultural and social dynamics 

(Assmann, 2011). Maurice Halbwachs, a seminal theorist on the subject, proposed that 

individuals remember collectively in their social environment because these shared 

memories are strengthened through their interactions with others (Halbwachs, 1992). 

Memoryscapes extend that concept by structuring collective memory in the form of 

physical and symbolic landscapes. Memory landscapes are geographical or symbolic spaces 

that serve as sites of collective memory where a society anchors its historical memory, often 

in the form of monuments, memorials, and preserved cultural artifacts (Till, 2005). They 

provide a concrete link with the past and embody collective memory in a way that current 

and future generations can experience and reflect upon. These landscapes act as centers of 

public commemoration, through which communities reinforce their shared narratives and 

cultural identity (Hoelscher & Alderman, 2004). 

Andreas Huyssen emphasizes that memory landscapes are important in post-

traumatic situations because they are physical reminders of past suffering and serve as a 
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basis for reconciliation and healing. Locating memory in specific places allows societies to 

explore and address historical experiences in individual and collective ways (Huyssen, 

2003). 

 

2.2. Ethical Considerations in War Tourism 

  

While war tourism allows us to connect with history in a tangible way, it also raises 

many ethical questions around motivations, impact and consequences of turning sites of 

suffering into tourist destinations. These are big questions especially in the context of WWII 

sites in places like France, Belgium and Poland where war is intertwined with local identity, 

culture and economy (Sharpley, 2009). 

Tourists come to war sites for many reasons, from wanting to understand history 

firsthand to a thrill-seeking desire to visit places of danger and tragedy. Some see their visit 

as educational, to gain insight into the events that shaped world history, while others are 

driven by the idea of an “authentic” experience. But these motivations can border on 

voyeurism as the desire for unique and often exclusive experiences can trivialise the 

suffering that happened. This kind of thrill-seeking is part of a broader trend in adventure 

tourism19 where danger is part of the appeal. Researchers argue that this sensationalist 

approach can undermine the gravity of the event and reduce the site to a spectacle which can 

be ethically problematic especially in spaces meant for reflection and remembrance (Lennon 

& Foley, 2010). This trend also intersects with socio-economic status as scholars like 

Mowforth and Munt suggest that as traditional tourism becomes more accessible to more 

people, thrill-seeking and war tourism emerge as ways to differentiate oneself within the 

tourism space. So, for some these sites become a way to distinguish oneself rather than a 

place for historical learning and reflection (Mowforth and Munt, 2016). 

The impact on host communities is another ethical dimension of war tourism. While 

it can bring economic benefits especially in areas with limited alternative revenue streams, 

 
19 Adventure tourism is defined as travel involving exploration or travel that involves some degree of risk, often involving 

physical activity, cultural exchange, and interaction with nature (Buckley, 2006). This type of tourism appeals to individuals 

seeking unique experiences that include challenges and opportunities for personal growth, usually in natural or remote 

environments (Swarbrooke et al., 2003). The United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) defines adventure 

tourism as both "soft" and "hard" activities, with "soft adventure" including less risky activities such as hiking, and "hard 

adventure" including more extreme activities such as mountaineering or whitewater rafting (UNWTO, 2014). 



 

49 

 

it can also reduce local culture to a single dimension, framing the community solely through 

the lens of past violence. In places like Poland and France where WWII left deep scars, local 

residents may feel their trauma is being commodified, turned into a marketable experience 

with no regard for its ongoing impact on the community. Moreover, these tourism practices 

can reinforce negative stereotypes, portraying these regions as places of conflict and 

suffering. These portrayals can eclipse the complex identities of these communities, leaving 

no space for them to redefine their cultural narratives beyond their role as historical sites of 

trauma (Light, 2017). 

And then there are the questions of how the financial benefits of war tourism are 

distributed. Often the tourism revenue does not go directly to the communities affected by 

the conflict but to government or private entities with no accountability to local residents. 

This can worsen existing inequalities as the people who lived through the conflict get little 

tangible benefit from the increased interest in their region. In some cases, the tourism 

industry may even inadvertently support groups associated with ongoing human rights 

abuses, adding to the ethical complexity of these visits (Seaton, 2009). 

One of the biggest ethical issues is the commodification of suffering. When 

battlefields, bunkers and other conflict sites are marketed as tourist attractions, we risk 

trivialising or sensationalising the suffering that happened there. This can desensitise tourists 

to the reality of what happened, present it in ways that ignore the deeper historical and 

emotional significance of the site. When we emphasis fear or danger we turn it into 

entertainment not education. This commodification can reinforce stereotypes and biases, as 

Western narratives often dominate the presentation of these sites and can erase or minimise 

local perspectives and histories. This is a “politics of life”20 where certain lives and stories 

are given more attention and value, often aligning with the interests and expectations of 

foreign visitors rather than the local experience and history (Stone, 2013) 

Despite these issues war tourism can have educational and commemorative value if 

managed with sensitivity and respect. The United Nations World Tourism Organization 

(UNWTO) promotes ethical tourism practices that are based on mutual respect and 

understanding which is essential for war related sites. When done well war tourism can help 

 
20 The "politics of life" refers to the way societies, institutions, and governments assign different values to human lives 

based on factors such as race, nationality, and socio-economic status. Fassin describes this concept as a framework to 

understand which lives are deemed "worthy" of protection or aid, and which are neglected or marginalized, often reflecting 

broader societal inequalities. This differential valuation underscores how moral and political judgments influence decisions 

about care and intervention, particularly in contexts like healthcare and humanitarian aid. (Fassin, 2007) 
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us appreciate the complex socio-political forces that shaped historical events and promote a 

more nuanced understanding of conflict. Ethical war tourism should prioritise accurate 

historical narratives and include the voices of those affected by the events. For example, 

interpretive centres and guided tours led by locals can highlight different perspectives and 

encourage visitors to think about the broader consequences of conflict and the importance 

of reconciliation (United Nations World Tourism Organization, 2005). 

Both tourists and tour operators have a role to play in ethical war tourism. Tourists 

should educate themselves about the sites they visit, be aware of their behaviour and 

approach these places with respect. This means not doing things that trivialise the suffering 

of those affected such as taking inappropriate photos or using these sites as backdrops for 

entertainment. Tour operators should provide accurate, respectful narratives that don’t 

sensationalise and prioritise learning over spectacle. Collaboration with local communities, 

reinvesting in those areas and focusing on educational content can build positive 

relationships and ensure the tourism experience respects the history of the site and the people 

who live with its legacy (Jamal & Camargo, 2013). 

War tourism provides opportunities for historical education but raises big ethical 

questions around motivations, impact on host communities and the commodification of 

suffering. For your thesis these highlight the need for a critical approach that respects the 

past but promotes a peaceful future. With careful planning and responsible tourism war 

related sites like WWII bunkers and fortifications can be spaces for learning, dialogue and 

reflection, going beyond their historical function to contribute to the broader conversation 

around memory, peace and human cost of conflict.  

 

2.3. Respecting History and Memory 

 

The ethical dilemmas surrounding the transformation of WWII bunkers and 

fortifications in France, Belgium and Poland into tourist attractions revolve around the need 

to respect history and memory. These are not just relics of the past; they are living 

monuments of shared trauma, resilience and the often-hard lessons of history. In regions that 

lived through the brutal reality of Nazi occupation these bunkers and fortifications ask 

visitors to engage with collective memory, to go beyond dates and facts of history. In tourism 
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the challenge is to honour the memory and cultural significance of these sites while meeting 

the growing demand for accessible, informative and often emotive experiences for visitors 

(Nora, 1989) 

War heritage sites, especially those of WWII, are "lieux de mémoire"21 (Nora, 1989). 

In this sense they are more than physical reminders of war; they are historical narratives that 

have shaped national and regional identities. The bunkers and fortifications left behind in 

France, Belgium and Poland are architectural remnants that symbolise occupation and 

resistance and as such their meaning varies according to the narrative of each region. In 

Poland bunkers are reminders of Nazi occupation and the suffering of civilians, in France 

they are symbols of resistance and resilience. These sites are a physical connection to the 

past, allowing visitors to connect with the historical narratives that still shape cultural 

identities in these regions (Jansen-Verbeke & George, 2015) 

But dark tourism presents ethical challenges. Dark tourism or the commodification 

of death and tragedy sites risks trivialising the significance of these places, reducing them to 

curiosities rather than spaces for reflection and learning (Lehrer, 2010). WWII bunkers 

attract visitors interested in exploring the remnants of wartime Europe. But this interest must 

be managed carefully to prevent these sites being used for entertainment only. Scholars argue 

that to respect the historical and emotional weight of these places we need to provide well 

curated experiences that prioritise education over spectacle. For example, interpretive 

strategies such as guided tours, interactive exhibits and historical context help frame these 

sites as spaces for meaningful engagement rather than morbid fascination. (Macdonald, 

2010) 

And they must be preserved with historical accuracy and cultural sensitivity. WWII 

bunkers in Poland and France are full of stories of suffering and resistance and we must tell 

those stories with integrity to those who lived through it. As Ashworth and Tunbridge state, 

tourism at historical sites should aim to foster empathy and understanding not exploitation 

of trauma. In this case respecting history means working with historians, local communities 

and survivors’ descendants to ensure the narratives are authentic and inclusive of multiple 

perspectives. So, the stories told at these sites don’t sanitise or simplify the complexities of 

 
21 Lieux de Mémoire (or "place of memory") is a term coined by Pierre Nora to describe places, symbols, or objects that 

embody the collective memory of a society. These places act as repositories of shared historical meanings, especially at 

times when societies feel disconnected from their past (Nora, 1989). 

 



 

52 

 

war but give visitors a nuanced understanding of what happened (Ashworth and Tunbridge, 

2011). 

The sites also have significance as memoryscapes – landscapes that carry collective 

cultural memories that connect past to present. Memoryscapes where visitors can reflect on 

the wartime experiences they represent and link historical memory to personal experience. 

War heritage sites like these are part of the formation of collective memory and cultural 

identity (see Figure 4 – Oskar Schindler, the German Industrialist and Nazi-Party member 

who saved the lives of 1.200 Jews during the Holocaust, becoming one of people awarded 

being “Righteous Among the Nations”) and are spaces where societies confront the difficult 

truths of their pasts. This reflection is important not only to honour the memories of those 

who suffered but also to understand the need for peace and reconciliation (Jansen-Verbeke 

& George, 2015). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

War heritage sites can also be tools for peacebuilding. The European Union 

recognises the importance of using cultural heritage to promote unity and reconciliation 

especially in a post WWII context where the scars of conflict are still felt across the 

continent. Projects like the “Liberation Route Europe” show this approach, linking WWII 

sites across different countries to create a collective European memory that focuses on shared 

experiences and peaceful coexistence (Council of Europe, 2023a). By visiting these sites 

tourists are encouraged to reflect on the atrocities of war and the value of diplomacy and that 

peace must be actively maintained. This cross-border approach shows how war heritage can 

Figure 4 - Oskar Schindler´s Tomb in Jerusalem 

Source: (Cemeteries of Mount Zion, n.d.) 
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build international solidarity and bridge the divisions created by past conflicts (Timothy, 

2011) 

The peace-building role of war heritage sites is especially important in countries like 

Poland and Belgium where the memories of occupation and resistance are part of the cultural 

DNA. Cultural heritage sites can contribute to socio-political healing by promoting historical 

awareness and empathy across different communities. By telling the stories of those who 

lived through these events these sites give visitors the opportunity to reflect personally and 

feel a sense of shared responsibility that history doesn’t repeat itself (Macdonald, 2010). 

Another important aspect of respecting these sites is to consider the needs and 

expectations of local communities. Converting WWII bunkers into tourist attractions must 

be done in a way that acknowledges the sensitivities of the communities for whom these 

sites are personal. Many communities see these infrastructures as memorials to family 

members who died or suffered during the war. So local involvement in the preservation and 

interpretation process is crucial to ensure these sites are presented in a way that honours the 

memories of those affected. This collaborative approach creates a sense of ownership among 

local residents and a connection between the site and the community that makes it more 

meaningful as a place of remembrance (Lin et al., 2024). 

In terms of historical preservation, the physical integrity of the bunkers and 

fortifications must be maintained so they remain authentic WWII sites. This means not just 

conserving the structures themselves but also the surrounding landscape to provide context 

for the visitor experience. Heritage organizations like UNESCO and the International 

Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) have guidelines for the preservation of cultural 

heritage sites, which stress the need for careful conservation practices that respect the 

historical authenticity of these places (International Council on Monuments and Sites, n.d.). 

These guidelines are particularly relevant for war heritage sites where the physical 

environment is often closely linked to the stories of conflict and survival. By following these 

principles preservation can ensure these sites continue to be meaningful memorials to the 

past (Timothy, 2011). 

The conversion of WWII infrastructures into tourist attractions is therefore 

something that requires a lot of respect for history and memory. These sites as places of 

cultural and collective significance offer opportunities for reflection, education and 

reconciliation. When done with ethical considerations in mind war heritage tourism can be 
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a powerful tool for peace and understanding so the lessons of history are not forgotten. 

Through responsible tourism practices that prioritise authenticity, collaboration and 

sensitivity these sites can go beyond being historical remnants and become living symbols 

of the need for peace in a world scarred by conflict. By engaging visitors in meaningful 

experiences that honour the memories of those affected by war these sites can contribute to 

a broader understanding of history and the importance of unity in the face of division. 

 

2.4. Educational Value vs Commercialization 

 

The conversion of WWII bunkers and fortifications into tourist attractions involves 

a delicate balance between their educational value and the demands of commercialization. 

Although these sites offer valuable educational experiences and opportunities for visitors to 

connect with history and contemplate wartime events, the growing focus on profit-driven 

heritage tourism poses a risk to their authenticity. It is especially difficult to maintain this 

equilibrium, as there is a need to consider both the financial sustainability of tourism options 

and the importance of respecting the historical value of the sites. 

WWII bunkers and fortifications provide unique learning experiences that can make 

history more engaging, prompting self-reflection and comprehension of the toll of war. At 

their peak performance, these websites act as effective tools for educating the public, 

offering visitors real ties to history. Timothy and Boyd stated that cultural heritage sites can 

evoke emotional and intellectual responses, fostering empathy for past individuals and a 

deeper comprehension of historical accounts. Educational activities at sites with wartime 

significance, like guided tours, interactive exhibits, and multimedia displays, enhance 

visitors' experiences by turning historical events into immersive stories that emphasize the 

intricate nature of wartime experiences (Timothy and Boyd, 2003). 

Yet, the rising popularity of "dark tourism" poses the danger of prioritizing profit 

over the learning opportunities. Dark tourism involves visitors being attracted to sites linked 

to death and suffering, which can result in a focus on entertainment rather than meaningful 

interaction. This trend is highly noticeable when WWII bunkers and fortifications are 

promoted to appeal to a wide range of people, leading to the danger of making these locations 

seem less important. According to Macdonald, the commercialization of war heritage sites 
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can diminish their importance by focusing on entertaining visitors rather than fostering 

historical comprehension, thereby undermining the seriousness and educational intent of 

these locations (Macdonald, 2010). 

The impact of commercialization is frequently seen in gift shops filled with war-

related products, expensive entrance fees, and tours prioritizing show over depth. Even 

though these tactics may make money, they may hinder educational objectives by 

oversimplifying intricate historical occurrences into easy-to-digest encounters. Lehrer 

cautions that the commercialization of dark tourism may lead visitors to become numb to 

the tragic significance of these sites, diminishing their ability to educate. For an instance, 

dramatized displays of WWII bunkers might captivate tourists but could potentially alter the 

historical accuracy, downplaying the pain and devastation felt at these sites (Lehrer, 2010). 

Creating a balance between education and commercialization involves heritage 

managers developing tourism strategies that protect the authenticity of war heritage sites 

while also considering the financial aspects of tourism. Incorporating educational material 

throughout all visitor activities is a successful method to maintain this equilibrium. For 

example, educational materials sold as souvenirs at these locations are carefully crafted to 

mirror the site's history (see Figure 5), and interpretive programs highlight historical context 

and encourage meaningful interaction. This way, commercialization can support educational 

goals instead of taking away from them, guaranteeing that these platforms continue to be 

places for contemplation and study. ICOMOS offers a beneficial structure for this strategy, 

supporting heritage management methods that maintain historical authenticity and 

emphasize the educational significance in the conservation and tourism of sites (UNESCO 

World Heritage Centre, 2023). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 - American Civil War Kit 

Source: (The National Civil War Museum, 2024) 
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Additionally, initiatives such as the already mentioned "Liberation Route Europe" 

show how WWII locations can be promoted for educational purposes, while also benefiting 

the local economy. This model also demonstrates how thoughtfully planned tourism paths 

can strengthen a shared memory and promote a feeling of unity among European nations. It 

shows how tourism can enhance historical learning by connecting various locations into a 

unified story that goes beyond borders (Council of Europe, 2011). 

Responsible policies in tourism can also assist in reducing the adverse effects of 

commercialization. For instance, numerous historical sites enforce limits on visitors and 

restrict commercial aspects in order to safeguard the site's physical and emotional 

authenticity. Tunbridge & Ashworth suggest that heritage management should prioritize 

conservation and authenticity over profit-focused strategies that may undermine educational 

objectives. By limiting the number of visitors and regulating business activities, war heritage 

sites can maintain their identity as places for meaningful remembrance instead of just tourist 

destinations (Tunbridge & Ashworth, 1996). 

Ultimately, even though there may be financial gains from commercialization, it is 

crucial to not let these activities detract from the educational value of heritage sites. When 

commercial interests are prioritized over historical integrity, war heritage sites lose their 

potential for offering valuable opportunities for learning, reflection, and empathy. By 

implementing thoughtful management strategies that focus on historical accuracy, 

responsible tourism, and collaboration, these attractions can preserve their educational 

significance while operating within a commercial setting. This method not just pays tribute 

to the individuals impacted by the war but also offers upcoming generations valuable, life-

changing opportunities. Through respectful and educational interactions with visitors, WWII 

heritage sites can go beyond commercialization pressures, acting as enduring symbols of the 

significance of historical awareness and the quest for peace in a post-conflict world. 

 

2.5. Community Impact and Involvement 

 

The conversion of heritage sites into tourist attractions has a significant effect on the 

surrounding communities. These locations are significant not just historically but also in 

terms of emotion and culture. For many inhabitants, they represent strength and serve as a 
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memory of the struggles faced during the war. When these locations are transformed for 

tourist use, they can generate economic advantages, promote community involvement, and 

help maintain local traditions. Nevertheless, there are obstacles to take into account, such as 

the potential for commodification, unequal sharing of advantages, and the potential 

alienation of the community from its own heritage. It is crucial to involve local residents in 

the development, preservation, and interpretation of these sites in order to promote 

sustainable and respectful heritage tourism. 

The economic impact is one of the most immediate effects of war heritage tourism 

on local communities. In regions lacking other ways to generate income, tourism can greatly 

benefit the local economy by helping small businesses, generating employment, and 

rejuvenating struggling areas. In the rural areas, tourism has enabled local businesses to 

profit from the arrival of tourists who want to discover historical attractions. Tourism growth 

can boost hotels, restaurants, and shops development, allowing communities to use historical 

sites for sustained economic expansion (Timothy, 2011) 

Nevertheless, the economic advantages of tourism are not consistently shared fairly. 

In numerous instances, profits created by these websites mostly go to major companies, 

government bodies, or private investors instead of directly helping the people living in the 

area. When external entities have centralized control over these heritage sites, local 

communities may be left out of crucial decision-making and miss out on their fair share of 

financial benefits. This could lead to frustration and stress, especially when residents believe 

they are bearing the expenses of tourism but not benefiting from it. Fair distribution of 

tourism income, like community-based tourism approaches, can tackle these problems by 

making sure locals get a just portion of the economic gains (Timothy & Boyd, 2003). 

Communities near monuments often have a strong bond with these sites, representing 

their toughness and significant historical events. However, transforming these locations into 

tourist spots could lead to the community's history being trivialized and turned into 

entertainment. When war heritage sites are controlled without much community 

involvement, the stories told tend to prioritize the desires of foreign visitors over the 

experiences of people who actually live there. This can water down the credibility of these 

places and isolate community members who believe that their culture is being distorted or 

simplified too much (Macdonald, 2010). 
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It is essential to include local communities in interpreting these sites to preserve the 

true essence of cultural heritage. Residents ensure history is accurately presented and their 

voices included by managing and curating site narratives. For example, using residents from 

the area as guides enhances the visitor experience by adding a more personalized touch, 

giving them the opportunity to share their family stories and local expertise. This activity 

improves the visitor's experience and enables communities to play a part in safeguarding 

their heritage, as mentioned by Jamal & Camargo (Jamal & Camargo, 2013). Furthermore, 

engaging with the community guarantees that the representations at these locations are 

encompassing, mindful of the intricacies of the past, and considerate of the community's ties 

to history. 

In addition to economic consequences, war heritage tourism can also have 

considerable psychological and emotional impacts on residents of the area. The conversion 

of these locations into tourist attractions can be emotionally challenging for individuals with 

personal connections to the history being honored. Focusing on fun rather than learning in 

tourism can diminish the significance of the community's experiences, possibly causing 

resentment or exploitation. Communities in areas such as Poland and France that have WWII 

sites may experience unease if visitors view these places solely as tourist attractions instead 

of places of somber reflection (Light, 2017). 

To lessen these effects, it is crucial to encourage tourism activities that focus on 

contemplation and learning rather than entertainment. Responsible tourism efforts can 

safeguard community welfare by recognizing the emotional importance of these locations. 

Creating areas for peaceful contemplation and implementing educational programs that 

focus on historical significance rather than theatrical performances can help ensure that the 

tourism strategy meets the community's requirements. Responsible tourism practices help 

ensure a positive visitor experience while also protecting the mental well-being of local 

residents (Lennon & Foley, 2010). 

Engaging local communities in tourism planning and site interpretation is crucial for 

sustainability and preserving authenticity. When communities participate in the planning and 

management of heritage sites, they can influence development to meet their needs and 

protect their heritage. Working together to plan fosters a feeling of ownership, enabling 

communities to be invested in the conservation of these locations (see Figure 6). Initiatives 

that hire locals as guides or managers allow residents to interact with visitors, offering a 
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genuine perspective that enhances the visitor's experience and boosts the local economy. 

(Tunbridge & Ashworth, 1996). 

Sustainable heritage tourism involves channelling economic gains back into the 

community to back projects aimed at enhancing the well-being of residents. Revenue-

sharing models that distribute a share of tourism earnings to community development 

projects can guarantee that local inhabitants receive valuable advantages. Furthermore, 

programs that provide residents with training in skills related to heritage tourism, such as 

conservation, guiding, and hospitality, contribute to building economic resilience outside of 

the tourism sector. Heritage tourism can enhance overall community welfare in the long run 

through promoting economic and social investments (Timothy, 2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

War heritage sites provide communities with a chance to discuss past conflicts and 

strive for reconciliation. When individuals from the community take part in showcasing 

these locations, they have the opportunity to use them as stages for spreading messages of 

tolerance, comprehension, and tranquillity. This method is especially important in societies 

that have experienced conflicts, where the past is closely connected to how people see 

themselves today. By utilizing community-driven narratives, these locations have the 

Source: (Timothy, 2011) 

 

Figure 6 - The Participatory Incremental Collaborative planning 
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potential to promote peace by encouraging guests to reflect on the detrimental impact of war 

and the importance of harmony (Jamal & Camargo, 2013). 

Finally, the participation of the community is necessary for the ethical and 

sustainable preservation of WWII heritage sites. By giving importance to involvement of the 

local community in conservation, explanation, and economic strategy, heritage tourism can 

bring valuable advantages to locals while also honouring the historical and emotional 

importance of these locations. Making sure that tourism income is fairly distributed and put 

back into local infrastructure enhances community backing for heritage conservation and 

promotes lasting economic and social advantages. 

Local involvement also enhances the visitor experience by offering real insights that 

improve the site’s educational worth. When community involvement is incorporated in the 

management of historical sites, they go beyond being just historical artifacts and serve as 

sites for reflection, reconciliation, and education. By engaging with the community, these 

locations can remain as active symbols of the significance of peace and harmony in a world 

that is still impacted by the consequences of past conflicts. 

 

2.6. Best Practices for Ethical War Heritage Tourism 

 

Ensuring historical narratives are presented authentically is a key part of ethical war 

heritage tourism, offering visitors a full understanding of WWII complexities. Tunbridge 

and Ashworth claim that precise narratives at heritage sites must consider the intricate truths 

of past events, promoting understanding and steering clear of the oversimplification that may 

diminish educational worth. Being authentic also means avoiding the temptation to 

sensationalize events for the sake of entertainment, as this can diminish the deep significance 

of wartime experiences. Instead of that, the focus of guided tours, educational displays, and 

multimedia installations should be on providing accurate information to help visitors better 

understand the historical significance of these sites (Tunbridge and Ashworth, 1996). 

Timothy and Boyd stress that heritage sites can provide a significant link to the past through 

prioritizing historical accuracy and respect, highlighting the value of learning from history 

and grasping its intricacies (Timothy and Boyd, 2003) . 
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Another crucial aspect is to involve local communities in every step of decision-

making and site interpretation. By involving residents from the area, we can make sure that 

the stories told represent the viewpoint of the community and empower locals to feel like 

they have a stake in protecting and showcasing their cultural history. Macdonald states that 

active participation of the community at heritage sites improves the authenticity of visitor 

experiences and cultural significance for local residents. Furthermore, by enlisting locals as 

guides or cultural interpreters, they are able to contribute personal and family stories which 

enhance the historical narratives with more depth and context (Macdonald, 2010). This 

approach driven by the community offers residents direct economic rewards while also 

strengthening their bond to the location. Jamal and Camargo also suggest that when locals 

are involved in interpretive positions, it helps spread tourism's economic benefits more fairly 

in the community (Jamal and Camargo, 2013). 

Creating opportunities for contemplation and education is just as crucial to upholding 

the ethical value of war memorials. It is crucial to provide visitors with spaces for peaceful 

reflection and to pay homage to those impacted by the war, as these locations are deeply 

connected to distressing historical occurrences. Designated areas for quiet thought, like 

memorial sites or contemplation zones, promote a feeling of seriousness and motivate 

visitors to interact thoughtfully with the historical significance of the location. Moreover, 

educational programming can enhance these areas for reflection by including interactive 

displays, films, and survivor accounts that enable visitors to form emotional and intellectual 

ties to the site's historical significance. Involving visitors directly in educational elements 

can improve their comprehension of historical events, encouraging a collective feeling of 

responsibility in preventing future conflicts. (Lennon and Foley, 2010) 

Enforcing rules of behaviour for tourists and tour companies is a key aspect of ethical 

war heritage tourism. These guidelines aim to maintain a respectful conduct on site and 

prevent trivializing the historical importance of the location. Rules for visitors may cover 

rules for noise disturbances, rules for taking photos, and suggestions for appropriate clothing. 

Ethical guidelines for tour operators stress the significance of providing truthful and 

respectful stories, steering clear of sensationalism, and prioritizing learning and 

remembering. Tunbridge and Ashworth propose that setting definite expectations for visitors 

and guides helps in creating an environment focused on remembrance and education, 

allowing for contemplation rather than entertainment (Tunbridge and Ashworth, 1996). 
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Partnering with schools, museums, and cultural groups can increase the educational 

value of war history sites. Collaborations with nearby schools, universities, and museums 

help create comprehensive educational resources, structured programs, and interpretive 

materials to enhance the visitor's experience. According to Timothy and Boyd, working 

together, heritage sites and educational institutions can offer richer historical information 

and create interpretive programs that are well-researched and in line with scholarly 

perspectives. These collaborations can expand the impact of the website's educational goals 

by providing online materials, mobile exhibits, and scholarly gatherings that communicate 

the teachings of World War II to a wider range of people. These partnerships strengthen the 

website's position as an important tool for historical learning and community involvement 

(Timothy and Boyd, 2003). 

Finally, war heritage tourism focusing on ethics should prioritize remembering rather 

than consuming. WWII locations should function as places of reflection where guests can 

ponder the loss of lives, the strength shown by those impacted by the conflict, and the 

significance of peace. Memorial events, like yearly rituals on important days or 

remembrance services, strengthen the commemorative function of these locations, enabling 

guests to engage in homering history in organized and significant manners. By focusing on 

honouring, these locations go beyond just being tourist spots, transforming into spaces for 

contemplation, conversation, and restoration. Focusing on remembering aids in preserving 

the emotional authenticity of these locations, guaranteeing that tourism activities respect 

their historical and cultural importance (Lennon and Foley, 2010). 

In a nutshell implementing ethical war heritage tourism best practices ensures that 

WWII sites are maintained with respect, education, and sustainability. Highlighting truthful 

storytelling, engagement with the community, sustainability, and remembrance creates a 

visitor experience that respects the historical and emotional significance of these locations. 

Mindful management techniques, rooted in acknowledging history, enable war heritage sites 

to achieve their capacity as avenues for learning, memory, and unity. By adhering to these 

values, site managers and tour operators can guarantee that these locations remain as lasting 

representations of peace, comprehension, and the importance of historical consciousness. 
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2.7. International Perspectives and Comparisons 

 

War heritage tourism reflects different historical narratives and cultural attitudes 

towards the preservation and commemoration of conflict-related sites. From the bomb 

shelters of World War II in Europe to the battlefields of Asia, these sites are treated 

differently depending on the socio-cultural context, commemorative practices and legal 

frameworks of each region. Looking at war heritage tourism from an international 

perspective provides insight into the unique ways in which different countries engage with 

these sites, while focusing on common practices that foster ethical engagement. 

In Western Europe, particularly France, Belgium and Poland, World War II sites are 

treated as solemn reminders of occupation and resistance. The Maginot Line in France and 

various fortifications along the Belgian coast are often interpreted within the framework of 

European peacebuilding and reconciliation. Through initiatives such as the Liberation Route 

Europe these sites promote collective European memory across borders, highlighting themes 

such as common experiences and a common desire for peace. This collaborative approach 

reflects the emphasis on regional solidarity after the Second World War and contributes to a 

transnational understanding of history, thereby providing a model for multilateral 

commemorative activities (Council of Europe, 2023b). 

 Japan's approach to World War II heritage is markedly different, characterized by a 

mixture of respect and restraint. Sites such as Hiroshima and Nagasaki reflect a focus on the 

effects of nuclear war and the widespread human cost of war, emphasizing the need for 

pacifism and global disarmament. Hiroshima Peace Park, for example, contains memorials, 

museums, and educational resources that focus on the devastating effects of the atomic 

bomb. These sites operate with a focus on peace education, aiming to evoke strong messages 

of empathy and anti-war. Scholar Walker points out that such sites serve to remind Japan of 

its historical trauma while also contributing to a broader global debate about the effects of 

modern warfare and promoting an international perspective on the impact of conflict 

(Walker, 2009). 

In Germany, the management of war heritage is guided by a distinctive emphasis on 

collective responsibility and a positive attitude towards glorification. Memorials to 

concentration camps such as Dachau and Sachsenhausen are under strict state surveillance 

and controlled to prevent any glorification of Nazi ideology. Instead, the emphasis is on 
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presenting historical facts and acknowledging the atrocities committed, with the aim of 

promoting historical awareness and a determination to “never forget”. This framework 

reflects Germany’s coming to terms with its past, or rather its “efforts to come to terms with 

the past” and is central to the country’s approach to World War II memorials. Macdonald 

points out that the German approach to World War II heritage functions as a kind of 

“negative memory”, whereby the state acknowledges past crimes in order to avoid 

whitewashing or repeating history (Macdonald, 2010). 

Poland emphasizes both memory and resilience in its treatment of World War II sites, 

reflecting its traumatic history of occupation and resistance. Concentration camps such as 

Auschwitz-Birkenau are preserved as solemn memorials that attract millions of visitors each 

year, with an emphasis on education programs designed to deepen historical understanding. 

Jansen-Verbeke and George note that Poland's treatment of these sites highlights the 

country's resilience by portraying them as both relics of horror and symbols of perseverance. 

They emphasize that the Polish story is a balancing act that promotes both domestic and 

international commemoration and highlights the need to preserve local stories within a 

broader global debate on memory and ethics in war heritage tourism (Jansen-Verbeke & 

George, 2015). 

 In contrast, the United States has a particular approach to war heritage, placing more 

emphasis on national pride and military valour. World War II sites, such as the USS Arizona 

Memorial at Pearl Harbor, emphasize the bravery of soldiers and the sacrifices made for 

freedom. These stories often emphasize themes of heroism and patriotism, which align with 

a nation's cultural values and reinforce national identity. However, there are also efforts to 

broaden the scope of interpretation of these sites to include a broader perspective on the 

global impact of war. Academics such as Tunbridge and Ashworth argue that the framework 

of American patriotism is increasingly being complemented by programs that encourage 

reflection on the universal costs of conflict and the importance of global peacebuilding. This 

shift indicates that American war heritage is increasingly adapting to international trends in 

memorialization (Tunbridge and Ashworth, 1996). 

In Southeast Asia, cultural tourism approaches to World War II often reflect the 

ongoing impacts of colonialism and conflict. In countries such as the Philippines and 

Malaysia, World War II sites such as Corregidor Island and the Sandakan Memorial 

highlight resistance to imperial power and honour local sacrifice. These sites also serve as 
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platforms to teach younger generations about their countries’ colonial history and legacies 

of wartime resistance. War heritage sites in these regions often focus on themes of nation-

state resilience, portraying the struggle against foreign occupation as a defining moment in 

their nations’ histories. This approach highlights how different countries use war heritage 

for more than just purposes; not only to commemorate past victims but also to assert their 

contemporary identity in a global context (Timothy & Boyd, 2006). 

 Israel's handling of World War II sites related to the Holocaust poses entirely 

different challenges and sensitivities. Yad Vashem, the International Holocaust 

Remembrance Centre in Jerusalem, serves as both a memorial to the victims of the Holocaust 

and an educational institution to prevent future atrocities. Combining a memorial and 

educational mission, the site utilizes technology, survivor testimonies, and exhibits to 

highlight the importance of remembrance and the universal impact of the Holocaust. 

Intellectuals such as Lennon and Foley have highlighted Yad Vashem as a model of ethically 

engaged war heritage tourism, noting that the centre not only commemorates the past but 

also reminds us of the dangers of unchecked prejudice and hatred. This attitude underscores 

Israel's focus on the ethical dimensions of commemoration and promotes global awareness 

of the importance of human rights and tolerance (Lennon and Foley, 2010). 

Australia has war heritage sites such as the Kokoda Track and the Australian War 

Memorial, which highlight themes of sacrifice and national pride. However, in recent years, 

there has been increasing attention to incorporating Indigenous stories into the interpretive 

content. The Kokoda Track, which commemorates the fighting between Australian and 

Japanese forces in Papua New Guinea during World War II, is interpreted from a perspective 

that incorporates both Indigenous perspectives and the experiences of local communities 

directly affected by the conflict. Researchers such as Light reason that Australia's inclusion 

of these diverse perspectives marks a move towards more inclusive narratives and helps 

broaden understanding of war heritage beyond a strictly nationalistic framework. This trend 

reflects a growing awareness of the need to present war heritage in ways that do justice to 

the experiences of all affected communities (Light, 2017). 

 These international perspectives demonstrate that war heritage tourism is not a 

monolithic practice, but one adapted to each country's historical, cultural, and political 

context. Comparing management approaches in different countries shows how countries use 

war legacy to promote different aspects of historical memory, identity, and education. These 
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sites continue to attract visitors from around the world and have the potential to serve as 

powerful tools for peacebuilding, collective memory, and intercultural understanding. The 

integration of local stories and emphasis on historical accuracy in these various approaches 

demonstrate a shared commitment to ethical tourism that respects the past while shaping the 

future. 
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CHAPTER III – PROFILING KEY GERMAN WWII BUNKERS AND 

FORTIFICATIONS IN EUROPE 
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3.1. Definition of Concepts 

3.1.1. Operation Sea Lion (Operation Seelöwe) 

 

During World War II, Nazi Germany planned an invasion of Great Britain under the 

codename Operation Sea Lion. The plan, devised by Adolf Hitler in 1940, planned to seize 

control of Britain with a full-scale amphibious invasion, followed by heavy aerial and naval 

attacks to degrade British defences. This strategic goal was viewed as critical in order to 

eliminate Britain as a potential base for Allied counterattacks and maintain Germany's 

dominance over Western Europe (Gilbert, 2014). 

The mission was predicated on obtaining air superiority over the English Channel 

and southern England, which the Luftwaffe would achieve during the Battle of Britain. The 

Luftwaffe's failure to defeat the Royal Air Force (RAF) in this campaign proved important, 

as air supremacy was judged essential for the amphibious landings' success. The RAF's 

tenacity resulted in the postponement of Sea Lion in September 1940, followed by its 

permanent cancellation. This disaster emphasised Germany's lack of preparedness for 

amphibious warfare as well as the German navy's shortcomings, notably in comparison to 

the strong British Royal Navy (Murray, 2002). 

Operation Sea Lion marked a fundamental shift in German military strategy, 

highlighting Hitler's strategic overreach. While the campaign was well planned on paper, it 

revealed basic logistical and operational shortcomings within the Wehrmacht, particularly in 

the coordination required for such a large multi-branch military endeavour. Military 

historians such as Weinberg suggest that the notion of Sea Lion exemplified Hitler's 

grandiose but frequently impracticable wartime goals, which had far-reaching consequences 

for the conduct of the conflict. (Weinberg, 1995) 

Despite Hitler's confidence, Sea Lion demonstrates the importance of information 

and deception, as the British were able to predict certain aspects of the German intentions 

and strengthen coastal defences appropriately. This defensive preparedness, combined with 

the RAF's success, demonstrates the strategic interplay that prevented one of Britain's most 

serious invasion threats during the war. The abandonment of Operation Sea Lion was a 

watershed moment, forcing Hitler to shift his focus eastward to the Soviet Union, resulting 

in the disastrous Operation Barbarossa (Roberts, 2009). 



 

69 

 

3.1.2. Organization Todt 

 

Operation Todt, which was officially founded in 1938, was the Nazi regime's 

enormous wartime construction organisation, principally in charge of large-scale 

engineering and construction projects that served both military and infrastructural demands 

throughout seized countries. The organisation, named for its creator, Fritz Todt, a close 

associate of Adolf Hitler and a well-known civil engineer, was vital to the Third Reich's war 

operations. Initially, the organisation focused on the construction of the Westwall, also 

known as the Siegfried Line, a complex of defensive fortifications along Germany's western 

border designed to discourage and defend against French and allied armies.  However, as the 

war proceeded, the scope of Operation Todt grew dramatically, covering the German 

military's logistics needs while also overseeing a wide range of infrastructure projects 

throughout occupied Europe (Tooze, 2006). 

Under Todt's guidance, the organisation made considerable use of forced labour, 

primarily from concentration camps and occupied populations in Eastern Europe. This 

labour was critical in enabling quick construction projects, like as the fortifications along the 

Atlantic Wall, which were built to defend against Allied invasion. Albert Speer succeeded 

Todt as chief of the organisation in 1942, following his untimely death. Under Speer, 

Operation Todt increased its reliance on forced labour, with a workforce that eventually 

numbered in the hundreds of thousands, working under horrible conditions with high 

mortality rates (Speer, 1970). 

Operation Todt was also significantly involved in the construction of vital 

infrastructure for the Nazi war machine, such as roads, trains, and airfields, which increased 

Germany's ability to move troops and supplies quickly across its territory. Furthermore, the 

organisation managed production facilities for V-1 and V-2 rocket launch sites, cementing 

its place in Germany's strategic military planning (Kershaw, 2008). This operation methods 

epitomised the Nazi regime's relentless exploitation of occupied lands and peoples, making 

it one of the most significant and vicious labour organisations of the era. 

The legacy of Operation Todt remains emblematic of the Third Reich's prioritisation 

of wartime infrastructure at any cost to human life, illustrating the intertwining of 

militarisation and systematic oppression that typified Nazi occupational programs. Its 

projects, while critical to the German war effort, also revealed the regime's strategic flaws, 
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as most of the infrastructure was destroyed or abandoned following Allied advances, 

emphasising the unsustainable character of the Nazi war economy (Tooze, 2006). 

 

3.1.3. V-weapons (Vergeltungswaffen) 

 

The "V-weapons" or Vergeltungswaffen, meaning "reprisal weapons", were a series 

of advanced long-range weapons developed by Nazi Germany in the latter stages of World 

War II as a way to demoralise the Allied powers and compensate for Germany's declining 

military position. The main V-weapons were the V-1 flying bomb, the V-2 rocket, and the 

lesser-known V-3 cannon. These were a big step forward in warfare, especially the V-2 

rocket, the first long range guided ballistic missile in the world and a major milestone in 

military engineering (Neufeld, 1996). 

The V-1, also known as the "buzz bomb" or "doodlebug", was a pulsejet powered 

flying bomb launched from sites in German occupied France and the Netherlands against 

targets in Britain, mainly London. The V-1 was designed for psychological impact and 

destructive capability, with a range of about 150 miles and a 1,870 pound warhead. It was 

relatively simple but effective at disrupting civilian life and infrastructure. Despite its impact 

the V-1 was vulnerable to Allied aircraft and anti-aircraft guns and as the war went on the 

returns diminished (Zaloga, 2009). 

The V-2 rocket, developed by Wernher von Braun and his team, was a much more 

advanced and powerful weapon. It could reach speeds of over 3,500 miles per hour and 

altitudes of over 50 miles and was virtually impossible to intercept with the technology of 

the time. It was armed with a 2,200-pound warhead and targeted cities in Britain and later 

Belgium, mainly Antwerp. The psychological impact was huge; it struck without warning; 

it travelled faster than the speed of sound, so it arrived before the sound did. While the V-2 

caused a lot of destruction, it was expensive and resource intensive to produce and, in the 

end, it didn't change the course of the war (Ordway & Sharpe, 2008). 

The V-3 cannon, also known as the "supergun", was a large-scale long-range artillery 

piece intended to bomb London from continental Europe. The V-3 used a series of secondary 

charges along its barrel to accelerate its shell. But it was less successful than the other V-
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weapons due to technical problems and Allied bombing of its construction site which 

prevented it from being operational on a large scale (Kershaw, 2001). 

The point of the V-weapons was to change the psychological dynamic of the war by 

hitting civilians and creating fear and uncertainty. The Nazis hoped to get the Allies to 

negotiate. Tooze says the V-weapons were technically impressive but strategically flawed, 

took resources away from other military priorities and didn’t work as intended on the Allied 

war machine (Tooze, 2006). 

The V-weapons programme also showed the brutal exploitation at the heart of the 

Nazi war machine as their production was based on forced labour from concentration camps. 

The Mittelwerk factory where the V-2s were built was staffed by thousands of slave 

labourers in dreadful conditions with high mortality rates. So, the V-weapons, though 

technologically advanced, were also the ultimate human cost of the Nazi regime’s war 

(Neufeld, 1996). 

 

3.2. Regelbau22 M270 – Batterie Waldam 

 

During the German occupation of France in May 1940, the coastal defences of 

Northern France became a strategic priority for the occupying forces. One such installation, 

Batterie Waldam, located to the east of Calais, exemplifies the unique military engineering 

employed by the Germans as they fortified the coast against Allied attacks. Originally a 

French installation, Batterie Waldam was adapted by the Germans into an experimental 

coastal battery, distinct from others on the Atlantic Wall due to its advanced and atypical 

design features. The site reflects the evolution of German coastal defences during World 

War II and the Kriegsmarine's23 strategic goals in the area (Battlefields WW2, n.d.) 

Initially, the French military had installed a gun battery at Fort Vert, near Calais, to 

protect the port with 170 mm guns (Battlefields WW2, n.d.). However, when the Germans 

took control, they immediately set to work modifying these defences, which included 

replacing the guns with 150 mm naval artillery and incorporating the battery into the 

 
22 The standard type of German military bunker or fortification design used extensively during World War II, particularly 

as part of the Atlantic Wall defenses. 
23 The navy of Nazi Germany, which was responsible for operations in the Atlantic, including U-boat campaigns and coastal 

defenses. 
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Kriegsmarine’s coastal defence network. In 1942, as part of an experimental approach to 

maximize defensive capabilities, the German Navy replaced the standard gun mounts with a 

rotating concrete gun tower—something that was unique across the entire Atlantic Wall. The 

rotating bunker, weighing over 700 tons, housed a 15 cm SKC/28 naval gun and was 

designed to offer comprehensive 360-degree fire coverage (NormandyBunkers, 2024). 

Notably, the rotation mechanism used to move the bunker was taken from the French 

battleship Provence, showcasing a resourceful reuse of available military technology 

(Battlefields WW2, n.d.). 

The decision to install a 360-degree rotating bunker was part of a broader attempt to 

improve the balance between protection and field of fire, a common challenge faced by 

coastal defences. Unlike typical gun emplacements that were fixed in one direction, the 

rotating bunker at Batterie Waldam could turn to target both seaward and inland threats, 

allowing for flexibility in engaging approaching enemies. This capability was bolstered by 

a heavy hooded structure designed to protect the gun from aerial bombardment. To further 

reinforce the installation, the crew constructed a brick wall in front of the bunker, which 

added an extra layer of protection from frontal attacks. In addition to the rotating gun tower, 

the battery included two M270 gun bunkers equipped with 15 cm cannons, an R612 

casemate24 for land defense, anti-aircraft positions, searchlights, machine gun posts, and a 

specialized observation bunker. The site was also outfitted with supporting facilities, such 

as personnel shelters, a hospital, a kitchen, and ammunition stores, making it a well-rounded 

military complex (NormandyBunkers, 2024). 

Batterie Waldam’s construction reflected the strategic priorities of the German 

coastal defence system, especially as preparations intensified for Operation Sea Lion 

(Operation Seelöwe), the planned German invasion of Britain. By 1940, the Kriegsmarine 

had installed four 17 cm batteries between Waldam and Gris-Nez as part of the Marine 

Küsten Batterie (M.K.B.)25, tasked with the defence of the northern coast and part of Marine 

Artillery Abteilung 244. These batteries played a critical role in the German strategic 

framework for coastal defence, although the invasion plan was eventually abandoned. 

However, the commitment to fortifying the coast persisted, evidenced by the continued 

enhancement of installations like Batterie Waldam (Drew, 2022). 

 
24 A fortified gun emplacement or armoured structure from which artillery can be fired 
25 Coastal artillery batteries set up by the German Navy along the coastlines of occupied territories for defensive purposes 
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In September 1944, the strategic significance of Batterie Waldam was underscored 

when it became the target of the Third Canadian Infantry Division. The Canadians launched 

an attack on the battery from the landward side, engaging in intense fighting with the roughly 

250 German personnel manning the facility. After its capture, the Canadian forces removed 

the naval gun and the rotation mechanism, which subsequently led to structural instability at 

the site (Battlefields WW2, n.d.; NormandyBunkers, 2024). Today, although the battery 

remains a historical landmark, it is in a precarious state, and visitors are urged to take caution 

when exploring the remnants of this once-formidable defence installation 

(NormandyBunkers, 2024). 

Overall, Batterie Waldam serves as a powerful example of the German military’s 

adaptation of existing infrastructure to meet evolving wartime needs. The experimental 

design of its rotating bunker highlights the ingenuity of the engineers tasked with coastal 

defence, while the site’s strategic location east of Calais illustrates the broader operational 

aims of the Kriegsmarine during World War II. Despite its unique features, Batterie Waldam 

was ultimately overtaken by Allied forces, marking the beginning of the end for German 

coastal defences along the Atlantic Wall. 

 

 

 

Figure 7 - Naval Gun Battery Waldam 

Source: (Battlefields WW2, n.d.). 
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3.3. U-Boat Pens of Lorient 

 

The U-Boat Pens at Lorient, built on the Keroman Peninsula, were one of Nazi 

Germany's most important naval bases during World War II. These gigantic concrete 

bunkers housed and shielded Germany's Atlantic U-boat fleet, helping the Kriegsmarine 

maintain its superiority in the Battle of the Atlantic. Lorient's relevance in Nazi policy, 

particularly under Admiral Karl Dönitz's command, was critical to maintaining German 

naval combat capabilities (Hellwinkel, 2014). 

Germany's determination to interrupting Allied supply routes across the seas 

demonstrated the importance of a secure Atlantic base. When Germany conquered France in 

June 1940, they instantly saw Lorient as an attractive location for a fortified U-boat station 

because of its deep-water harbour and easy access to open waters. Dönitz, who was in charge 

of U-boat operations, chose Lorient because of its strategic location, which allows for speedy 

submarine deployments immediately into the Atlantic. By November of that year, he had 

established his headquarters there, emphasising the port's importance to German naval 

logistics. This move was part of a larger plan to maintain constant pressure on Allied trade 

lines, which was a key component of German war strategy (Carruthers, 2013). 

Despite continuing threats from Allied aerial bombardments, Lorient functioned as 

the primary base for the majority of U-boat operations, and the frequency with which U-

boats left from this site demonstrates the base's strategic importance. German U-boats 

operating out of Lorient launched some of the most devastating attacks on Allied merchant 

convoys, frequently in coordinated groups known as "wolf packs"26 a strategy pioneered by 

Dönitz himself (Williamson, 2008). 

The Organisation Todt directed the major technical project to create the U-boat pens 

at Lorient, beginning with the first bunker, Keroman I, in early 1941. To withstand bombing, 

the Germans constructed the bunker with thick concrete roofing measuring around 3.5 

meters thick. These designs were critical since Lorient would be bombarded on a constant 

basis by the Allies. Keroman I has five pens, each equipped with large blast doors meant to 

withstand direct bomb hits. This bunker served as a dry dock, where U-boats were dragged 

 
26 A strategy developed by Admiral Karl Dönitz, involving groups of German U-boats operating together to attack Allied 

shipping convoys during the Battle of the Atlantic 
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out of the ocean on cradles and carried inside for maintenance, not only protecting the 

submarines but also allowing for efficient repair and resupply operations (Zaloga, 2009). 

Keroman II and Keroman III were added shortly afterward to increase the base's 

capacity. Keroman II, built in May 1941, had comparable blast-proof doors and could 

accommodate up to seven submarines at once. Keroman III, which began in October 1941 

and was finished in 1943, was the most sophisticated of the three, with direct sea access and 

a unique double-roof construction that provided an additional layer of protection from aerial 

attacks. This roof arrangement was particularly innovative: the upper layer was meant to 

cause bomb explosions, absorbing the blast force before it reached the primary roof below, 

thereby preserving the pens' structural integrity. This architecture indicates the Germans' 

expectation of continued Allied bombings and their determination to make Lorient as air-

resistant as possible (Hellwinkel, 2014). 

The base's fortifications were particularly famous for their sophisticated logistical 

infrastructure, which included subterranean tunnels that provided fresh water, compressed 

air, diesel fuel, and electricity to support long-term U-boat deployments. The engineering 

prowess on display at Lorient proved Nazi Germany's willingness to go to great lengths to 

safeguard and extend the operating lifespan of its Atlantic fleet. Each U-boat pen was also 

outfitted with crane systems to facilitate repair operations, ensuring that submarines were 

maintained swiftly and returned to combat as soon as feasible (Williamson, 2008). 

Lorient was subjected to heavy Allied bombing assaults beginning in 1942. The 

Allies aimed to neutralise the U-boat threat by striking Lorient, expecting to cut off supplies 

and isolate the facility. In early 1943, Allied bombers destroyed the city, effectively leaving 

90% of its structures to rubble, while the U-boat pens remained mostly undamaged due to 

their reinforced construction. The civilian population of Lorient had practically abandoned 

the city, and the base, despite becoming increasingly isolated, continued to operate until the 

conclusion of the war. The persistence of the German defences at Lorient delayed the 

eventual Allied victory in the Atlantic. The facility held out until May 10, 1945—two days 

after Germany's official surrender. (Hellwinkel, 2014). 

Following the war, the French Navy employed the Lorient U-boat pens until the late 

1990s, demonstrating their ongoing strategic relevance beyond their initial military function. 

The French repurposed the Keroman complex, and parts of it are now maintained as 

historical monuments and tourist attractions. Visitors to Lorient can visit sections of 
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Keroman III (see Figure 8), which have been preserved in their original state and serve as a 

powerful monument to the size and resilience of Nazi wartime fortifications. The survival of 

these bunkers and their incorporation into France's historical preservation projects highlight 

the complicated legacy of World War II military architecture and its significance in current 

heritage tourism (Williamson, 2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These fortifications in Lorient demonstrate not only the German military's 

engineering talents, but also the long-term influence of World War II infrastructure on 

postwar Europe. As tangible remnants, they represent both a tragic chapter in history and a 

distinct legacy item that connects wartime past to modern cultural recollection. 

 

3.4. Wolfsschanze (Wolfºs lair) 

 

The Wolfsschanze, also known as Wolf's Lair, was one of Adolf Hitler's principal 

command centres on the Eastern Front during World War II. Located in East Prussia (now 

Kętrzyn, Poland), this fortified complex was erected between 1940 and 1941 as the base for 

Hitler to manage Germany's military operation against the Soviet Union, known as 

Operation Barbarossa. The Wolf's Lair represented not only Nazi Germany's aggressive 

expansionism, but also the totalitarian regime's growing need for safe, isolated command 

positions (Kershaw, 2001). 

Figure 8 - Keroman III entrance 

Source: (U-Boat Bases, n.d.) 
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The site of the Wolf's Lair was carefully chosen for strategic reasons. It was naturally 

hidden and guarded by surrounding marshes and lakes in a deep woodland near the town of 

Rastenburg. This distant territory of East Prussia was historically important to the Nazi 

leadership, which saw it as a buffer against Soviet advance and a bastion of German 

militarism (Beevor, 2012). The Organisation Todt, a state-controlled civil and military 

engineering firm, oversaw construction and used forced labour and local resources to build 

the first phase. The complex spanned 6.5 square kilometres and housed approximately 80 

buildings, including bunkers, guard posts, barracks, and two airfields. Hitler's personal 

bunker had concrete walls up to 8 meters thick, meant to survive bombings, and was 

encircled by several layers of defence, including barbed wire, minefields, and strongly armed 

watchtowers (Kershaw, 2001). 

According to Albert Speer's memoirs, the Wolf's Lair reflected the Nazi regime's 

preference for massive design. The design included heavy steel reinforcing and considerable 

camouflage to protect the bunkers from aircraft reconnaissance. However, Speer also 

mentions the isolation that characterised life at the Wolf's Lair, which would become more 

obvious as Hitler retreated further into his fortified headquarters in the latter stages of the 

war. The Wolf's Lair demonstrated Nazi engineering talents while also symbolising the 

regime's focus on security and the physical seclusion of its leadership from battlefield 

realities (Speer, 1970).  

Life in the Wolf's Lair was strictly regulated and isolated. High-ranking Nazi leaders, 

military officers, and personal staff lived and worked on-site, creating a closed, insular 

civilisation isolated from the rest of the world. Hitler's daily schedule included briefings with 

his military staff, strategic planning sessions, and evening conversations that frequently 

lasted late into the night. Ian Kershaw describes how Hitler's inner circle became 

increasingly isolated from the realities of the war, contributing to a climate of paranoia and 

detachment. Kershaw explains that by 1943, Hitler's suspicion of his generals had grown, 

and he began to rely on fewer advisors, exacerbating the isolation within the compound 

(Kershaw, 2001). 

In addition, life at the Wolf's Lair was characterised by claustrophobia and regularity. 

Albert Speer recalls the compound's tight environment, with those stationed there forced to 

tedious schedules and limited social interaction. This isolation impacted not only Hitler but 
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also his staff, who were engaged in an environment characterised by continual surveillance 

and a singular focus on Nazi doctrine (Speer, 1970). 

Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg directed one of the most famous assassination 

attempts on Hitler, which took place on July 20, 1944, at the Wolf's Lair. The conspirators 

hatched a plan to assassinate Hitler during a meeting at the Lair, hoping to bring an end to 

the Nazi rule and negotiate peace. Stauffenberg planted a bomb beneath the conference table 

in the Führer's briefing room, but thanks to a stroke of luck, Hitler survived with just minor 

injuries (see Figure 9). The explosion did not achieve the conspirators' main goal. (Noble, 

2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shirer gives a detailed description of the plot's aftermath, revealing how the failed 

effort sparked a harsh purge inside the military. Hitler exploited the episode to justify further 

persecution against anyone suspected of disloyalty, resulting in the murder of dozens of 

military officers and citizens linked to the plot. The assassination attempt further heightened 

Hitler's paranoia, isolating him from his advisors and fostering a culture of terror within the 

Wolf's Lair (Shirer, 2011). 

As the Soviet Red Army advanced on East Prussia in late 1944, Hitler ordered the 

Wolf's Lair to be abandoned, leaving for the final time on November 20. German soldiers 

attempted to destroy the complex with explosives in early 1945 to prevent it from being 

captured, but the bunkers were so well-fortified that many structures survived the blasts. The 

site was quickly taken over by Soviet forces, and the remaining structures serve as a vivid 

reminder of the conflict and the Nazi regime's objectives (Beevor, 2012). 

Figure 9 - Wolfsschanze after the explosion 

Source: (Noble, 2015) 
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The Wolf's Lair is now protected as a historical landmark and museum. It attracts 

thousands of visitors each year and provides an insight into Nazi Germany's wartime 

decision-making centre. While some claim that the site serves as an educational resource, 

others are concerned about the consequences of preserving such locations of infamy. The 

Wolf's Lair stands as a symbol of the Third Reich's militarism and a warning about the risks 

of dictatorship (Margaritoff, 2022) 

Wolf's Lair depicts both the militaristic ambitions and the increasingly paranoid 

attitude of the Nazi leadership at the height of World War II. As a conserved historical site, 

it bears witness to the physical and intellectual vestiges of Nazi Germany, providing modern 

visitors with insights into the operational heart of one of history's most notorious regimes. 

 

3.5. Fortress of Mimoyecques 

 

The Fortress of Mimoyecques, near Calais in Northern France, was a key component 

of Nazi Germany's ambitious V-weapon development during World War II. Mimoyecques 

was built as a launch location for the V-3 supergun, symbolising the Third Reich's 

continuous pursuit of improved armament aimed at London and other vital points in 

England. Construction on the stronghold began in 1943, and it swiftly became one of the 

most ambitious fortifications along the Atlantic Wall, a vast network of Nazi defences 

stretching from Norway to the French coast (Williams, 2013). Today, the Fortress of 

Mimoyecques is an intriguing historical memory site, representing both the devastating 

effects of the Nazi regime's militarisation and the long-term impact of wartime infrastructure 

on the modern terrain. 

The idea to build the Fortress of Mimoyecques sprang from Germany's strategic need 

to counteract Allied air dominance by striking Britain directly from the European mainland. 

According to John Grehan, the location in Calais was chosen strategically due to its 

proximity to London, allowing the V-3 supergun to fire a continuous barrage of artillery 

rounds over large distances. The project, spearheaded by the Nazi regime's building 

organisation, Organisation Todt, required significant resources and labour, including forced 

labour from conquered countries. The fortification was made up of five inclined shafts that 
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housed a number of multi-charge V-3 guns capable of delivering projectiles across the 

English Channel (Grehan, 2020). 

The V-3 was a highly advanced artillery piece that employed a sequence of explosive 

charges along the length of its barrel to increase firing range and velocity. The primary goal 

of this weapon was to fire numerous rounds per minute onto London, resulting in extensive 

destruction and panic. Although it was never completely operational, the stronghold at 

Mimoyecques was an important part of Hitler's larger V-weapon plan, which included the 

V-1 flying bomb and the V-2 rocket. These weapons were part of a psychological warfare 

plan intended to lower British morale and impair the Allied war effort (Hogg, 2015). 

The Fortress of Mimoyecques was a remarkable engineering marvel, with numerous 

tunnels and rooms cut deep into the limestone slopes (see Figure 10). The tunnels, which 

were each around 500 meters long, were reinforced with thick concrete walls to safeguard 

the structure from future Allied bombing assaults. According to Ian V. Hogg, the complex 

had multiple levels and interconnecting corridors, enabling for efficient transportation of 

personnel, munitions, and machines. The fortress' underground location afforded significant 

security and represented the Nazi regime's insistence on establishing practically impregnable 

defensive sites. Mimoyecques was further bolstered with anti-aircraft and artillery 

emplacements designed to deter anticipated Allied counterattacks (Hogg, 2015). 

 

However, the V-3 supergun's inherent complexity and experimental nature created 

several logistical and technological obstacles. According to Williams, the facility required 

extensive ventilation and maintenance infrastructure because the gun's firing process 

Figure 10 – Inside of the Fortress of Mimoyecques 

 

 - Inside the Fortress of Mimoyecques 

Source: (Exploring | Counting Stars, n.d.) 
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produced enormous heat and poisonous pollutants. Furthermore, the fortress's underground 

design, although providing stealth and protection, rendered building and maintenance 

laborious and time-consuming. Thousands of forced labourers, mostly from Eastern Europe, 

were conscripted under harsh conditions to work on the site, highlighting Nazi war 

machine’s oppressive and exploitative nature (Williams, 2013). 

In 1944, Allied intelligence revealed the development of V-weapon sites in northern 

France, notably the Mimoyecques fortification. Recognising the potential threat posed by 

the V-3, the Allies began a series of intense bombing strikes to dismantle the installation 

before it became operational. Hogg discusses how British engineer Barnes Wallis' "Tallboy" 

bombs27, meant to penetrate hardened targets, were used against the Mimoyecques citadel. 

These bombs were successful in severely destroying the structure, collapsing many tunnels 

and rendering the location useless. By July 1944, the fortress had been completely 

abandoned, indicating Germany's failure to properly weaponize the place (Hogg, 2015). 

The bombardment of Mimoyecques proved not only the Allies' dedication to 

neutralising prospective threats, but also the limitations of Germany's dependence on 

extravagant, logistically difficult fortification projects. While the V-3 supergun represented 

a technological leap, the fortress at Mimoyecques was ultimately a strategic failure, typifying 

the misallocation of resources and labour that characterised many of the Third Reich's large-

scale construction efforts in the late war. (Hogg, 2015) 

After the conflict, the Fortress of Mimoyecques was abandoned for several decades, 

leaving much of the site in disrepair. However, interest in the site surged as scholars and 

tourists recognised its significance as a historical monument. Today, the fortress is preserved 

as a memorial and museum, allowing visitors to examine the remnants of this formidable 

bunker while learning about its wartime past. As Williams points out, the site is a vivid 

reminder of Nazi militarism's destructive aspirations, as well as the human consequences of 

forced labour and militarised infrastructure (Williams, 2013). 

The Mimoyecques Fortress has now become a significant location for historical 

reflection and educational tourism. The preservation of this castle allows modern audiences 

to interact with the physical ruins of the war and gain a better understanding of the impact 

of Nazi fortifications on occupied countries. Ruins like Mimoyecques reflect the greater 

 
27 A type of heavy bomb developed by British engineer Barnes Wallis, designed to penetrate and destroy heavily fortified 

targets, such as the bunkers at Mimoyecques. 
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legacy of World War II fortifications in Europe, emphasising how these constructions 

continue to impact cultural memory and serve as tourist destinations. The fortress is now a 

symbol of resilience, functioning as a memorial and a tool for educating future generations 

about the dangers of war. (Grehan, 2020). 

 

3.6. Raversijde 

 

Raversijde, on the Belgian coast near Ostend, is home to one of the best-preserved 

parts of the Atlantikwall, a massive network of coastal defences built by Nazi Germany 

during World War II. Raversijde's bunkers, artillery positions, and tunnels, which were 

originally intended to oppose an expected Allied invasion, demonstrate the scope and 

severity of German defensive efforts throughout Europe's coastline. Today, the Raversijde 

Atlantikwall stands as a testament to the lasting legacy of World War II infrastructure and 

has been transformed into a museum and heritage site, preserving the physical remnants of 

the past and serving as an educational resource for visitors (Kaufmann et al., 2012). 

Its strategic relevance within the broader context of the Atlantikwall stems from its 

placement on the North Sea coast. Raversijde served as an important defensive position in 

Belgium, thanks to its closeness to strategic ports such as Ostend and Zeebrugge. The 

Raversijde bunkers were built between 1941 and 1944 under the orders of the Organisation 

Todt to prevent Allied assaults and protect German-controlled territory in Western Europe 

(Kaufmann & Kaufmann, 2003). 

The fortifications at Raversijde also date back to World War I, as the Belgian army 

had already fortified the site prior to World War II. However, the Nazi dictatorship enlarged 

and strengthened these buildings as part of a larger coastal defence strategy. The bunkers 

were outfitted with a variety of artillery, anti-aircraft guns, and machine gun positions 

designed to withstand direct assault while remaining protective against air and sea attacks. 

Its bunkers were an important part of Germany's defensive network, giving a fortified 

position from which the Wehrmacht could observe and perhaps hinder Allied movements in 

the North Sea. (Kaufmann et al., 2012) 

Raversijde's Atlantikwall defences demonstrate the painstaking and tenacious 

engineering that defined German fortification methods. The complex contains about 60 
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bunkers, observation posts, gun emplacements, and interconnecting tunnels made of 

reinforced concrete and built to withstand aerial bombing and artillery fire. The bunkers were 

designed to house defensive artillery positions as well as support facilities like as 

ammunition storage, communication centres, and garrison apartments. Many of these 

bunkers were buried in sand dunes and camouflaged to reduce visibility from the air, 

demonstrating the Nazis' strategic emphasis on stealth and defence (Kaufmann et al., 2012). 

The principal features of the site were the 150mm and 105mm gun emplacements, 

which could cover a long distance along the shore (see Figure 11). Raversijde's design also 

contained observation and range-finding bunkers, which enabled German forces to precisely 

track enemy ships and direct artillery fire. These characteristics demonstrate the intricate 

integration of technology and tactical design within the Atlantikwall network. According to 

professors J. Kaufmann e H. Kaufmann, these architectural elements were not only built to 

last but also connected by underground tunnels, allowing troops and equipment to travel 

across the complex while protected by reinforced concrete. The structure's subterranean 

passages were critical for continuing defensive operations during bombardment and 

facilitating effective communication throughout the location (Kaufmann & Kaufmann, 

2003). 

 

 

After World War II, Raversijde was abandoned and left to crumble until preservation 

attempts began in the late twentieth century. Today, the site has been painstakingly repaired 

Figure 11 - Artillery Gun at Raversijde 

Source: (Top Vlaanderen, 2020) 



 

84 

 

and made into the Atlantikwall Museum, which is part of the broader Raversijde Provincial 

Domain. The museum tells the story of the Atlantikwall's role in World War II and gives 

visitors an immersive experience, allowing them to explore original bunkers and 

reconstructed areas that provide a glimpse into the wartime conditions faced by German 

soldiers (Kaufmann et al., 2012). 

Raversijde's status as a historical site emphasises the need of preserving World War 

II infrastructure as an instrument for public education and cultural memory. The site is a 

sobering reminder of the conflict's devastation and the complex legacy of Nazi militarism in 

Europe. The site has been integrated into Belgium's history tourist economy, attracting 

thousands of visitors each year who want to comprehend the physical and psychological 

effects of war. Its sustained preservation emphasises the role of historical places in 

promoting reflection and education, thereby contributing to a more comprehensive 

understanding of Europe's wartime history and the value of peace (Kaufmann & Kaufmann, 

2003) 

Today, Raversijde's Atlantikwall Museum is a valuable tourist attraction, providing 

guided tours, interactive exhibits, and educational programs that connect visitors with the 

historical and technical components of the Atlantikwall defences. The site's interpretation 

efforts include a variety of artefacts, pictures, and video resources that contextualise the 

experiences of soldiers stationed along the shore as well as the Atlantikwall's overall strategic 

relevance in Nazi Germany's defence strategy. Its transition into a museum emphasises the 

importance of historical places in modern culture, functioning not only as memorials to the 

past but also as platforms for probing the moral and ethical consequences of war (Kaufmann 

et al., 2012). 
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CHAPTER IV – FROM BATTLE-SCARRED RELICS TO TOURISTIC 

ASSETS: REPURPOSING WWII BUNKERS AND FORTIFICATIONS FOR 

TOURISM 
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4.1. Developing Tourism Infrastructure 

 

Tourism infrastructure is key to repurposing WWII bunkers and fortifications as 

tourist attractions. Transportation infrastructure gives access to tourism sites, especially 

those in remote or hard to reach areas such as WWII bunkers and fortifications. Better roads, 

rail links and public transport systems make these sites accessible to a wider audience and 

increase visitation. Efficient transport not only enhances visitor satisfaction but also the 

competitiveness of the destination by reducing travel time and costs. Transport is a key 

component of tourism development, and well-developed transport systems correlate strongly 

with higher tourist numbers and local economic growth. Good transportation infrastructure 

is essential to attract tourists which in turn benefits the area economically (Khadaroo & 

Seetanah, 2008). 

The accommodation sector is part of the tourism infrastructure by providing the 

necessary options for visitors to stay longer. Nguyen shows that investments in the hotel and 

hospitality sector are directly linked to international visitor numbers, as tourists are more 

likely to visit destinations with good accommodation options. For heritage sites like WWII 

fortifications, aligning accommodation with the historical context of the site can offer a 

unique experience for visitors, both educational and leisure. By having thematic 

accommodation or converting nearby historical buildings into guesthouses, the tourism 

experience can be enriched and more in line with the surrounding historical narrative 

(Nguyen, 2021). 

Recreational and educational facilities – visitor centres, museums, guided tours and 

interactive exhibits – are key to the visitor experience at historical sites. These facilities turn 

historical sites into spaces for cultural exchange, learning and reflection. For WWII bunkers 

and fortifications, multimedia exhibits and guided tours can provide context on the historical 

significance of the site, a narrative of peace and reconciliation. Recreational facilities also 

contribute to sustainable tourism by encouraging visitors to engage with the site’s heritage, 

respect historical preservation and attract a wider audience. And they add value to the 

destination, encouraging repeat visits and longer stays (Mandić et al., 2018). 

Investment in tourism infrastructure for historical sites must be heritage preservation 

principles aligned. Sustainable tourism development should prioritise eco-friendly transport 

and accommodation to reduce environmental impact. Public private partnerships are often 
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the key to ensure investments are aligned with heritage preservation goals and modern 

tourism needs. Such strategies allow WWII heritage sites to evolve as sustainable tourism 

attractions and development respects the cultural and historical integrity of the site. Long 

term sustainability can be achieved by adopting green practices, working with local 

stakeholders and promoting cultural preservation (Nguyen, 2021). 

To wrap up, tourism infrastructure development is critical for transitioning WWII 

bunkers and defences into valuable tourist sites. Investing in transportation, lodging, and 

recreation facilities can improve visitor experiences, stimulate economic growth, and 

promote cultural preservation. By proactively planning and investing, these places can 

become significant and sustainable tourism assets that connect the past and present while 

also fostering cultural interaction and education. 

 

4.2. Creating Engaging Visitor Experiences 

 

When turning WWII bunkers and fortifications into tourist attractions, engaging 

visitors is key. That means making history personal. Effective visitor engagement combines 

storytelling, multisensory experiences, interactive elements and reflection.  

To create an immersive experience, incorporating multisensory elements like sound, 

lighting and tactile interactions can really add depth to the visitor experience. For example, 

WWII bunkers can use ambient sounds – like the distant rumble of tanks or wartime radio 

broadcasts – to set the atmosphere, so visitors feel like they’ve stepped back in time. These 

soundscapes, combined with dim lighting and temperature changes, can recreate the 

conditions soldiers faced and get visitors emotionally engaged (Bitgood, 2013). Moreover, 

sensory experiences can improve retention and deepen emotional connections by engaging 

multiple senses, a technique that works in museums too (Falk & Dierking, 2012). 

Interpretive storytelling helps visitors connect emotionally with historical events by 

framing information in a way that’s personal and engaging. Tilden said interpretation makes 

historical facts resonate with visitors by linking them to universal human experiences so we 

can feel empathy and understanding. For example, stories about people who served in the 

bunkers can personalise the experience, turn statistics and facts into stories we can relate to 

on a human level (Tilden, 2008). Ham declares effective interpretation goes beyond just 
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delivering information, it’s about provoking thought and deeper reflection (Ham, 2013). By 

using personal stories site managers can get visitors to think about the impact of WWII and 

how it’s relevant today. 

Interactive exhibits get visitors actively involved, turning them from passive 

observers into players in the historical narrative. These can include touch-screen panels with 

detailed maps, digital replicas of artefacts or simulations that let visitors experience what life 

was like in a bunker. Bitgood utters interactivity is key to keeping visitors engaged, it breaks 

up the passive consumption of information and gets visitors involved in the learning process 

(Bitgood, 2013). Plus, interactive displays allow for personalisation, visitors can explore the 

content that interests them most, like the technology of bunker design or the personal stories 

of those who served there. 

Technology, including Augmented Reality (AR)28 and Virtual Reality (VR)29, can 

really make the visitor experience come alive by recreating historical scenes and providing 

context. For example, visitors can use AR to view historical footage overlaid on the site 

today and see what the bunkers looked like during WWII. Technology can bridge the 

historical distance by creating a visual and interactive representation of the past, especially 

in an educational context (Grever et al., 2012). And QR codes around the site can provide 

visitors with access to multimedia content, oral histories and interactive timelines so visitors 

can self-pace and go deeper into the site. 

Guided tours offer the opportunity to connect with visitors on a personal level as 

guides can tailor their stories to the interests and backgrounds of the audience. Black 

mentions that interpretive guides are key to creating visitor experiences, they can bring 

historical events to life by contextualising them in ways that resonate with contemporary 

issues (Black, 2005). At WWII bunkers guides can talk not only about the strategic 

importance of the site but also the human stories of the people who lived there. Specialised 

tours like themed night tours or reenactments offer extra layers of engagement and attract 

different audiences and new perspectives on familiar sites. 

 
28 Augmented Reality (AR) is a technology that overlays digital content onto the real world, typically viewed through 

devices like smartphones or AR glasses. It enhances the physical environment by adding interactive elements, providing a 

richer experience without replacing the real world, unlike Virtual Reality (VR). In tourism, AR can display historical scenes 

or artifacts over real locations, enriching visitor engagement. (Buhalis & Amaranggana, 2014) 
29 Virtual Reality (VR) is a technology that immerses users in a fully simulated environment, typically experienced through 

a headset that blocks out the real world. In VR, users can explore and interact with 3D environments, providing a fully 

immersive experience. In tourism, VR is often used to recreate historical events or simulate travel experiences, allowing 

visitors to explore sites remotely or experience them as they were in the past. (Guttentag, 2010) 
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Commemorative spaces are important for creating a reflective atmosphere, where 

visitors can stop and think about the impact of war on society and the importance of peace. 

These can be memorial gardens, contemplation areas or walls where visitors can leave 

messages and tributes. Moscardo says creating opportunities for quiet reflection in heritage 

sites encourages emotional engagement and a deeper connection to the message of the site 

(Moscardo, 1996). By including memorials or quiet zones WWII bunkers can provide a 

space for personal reflection and ask visitors to think about the bigger picture of the war and 

the value of reconciliation. 

Educational programs for different age groups can extend the reach of WWII sites 

by providing structured learning experiences. Programs might include workshops on 

wartime technology, ethics discussions or historical preservation. Falk and Dierking say well 

designed educational programs foster lifelong learning and deepen visitors’ connection to 

the historical narrative (Falk & Dierking, 2012). Working with schools and universities can 

turn these sites into living classrooms that complement the classroom and allow students to 

experience history for themselves. These programs can also encourage ongoing community 

engagement and make these historical sites part of local identity and heritage. 

Creating interesting visitor experiences in WWII bunkers and fortifications 

necessitates a multifaceted strategy that includes storytelling, interactivity, technology, and 

opportunity for reflection. Site managers may transform historical artefacts into attractive 

teaching tools and meaningful tourism attractions by structuring these encounters with care. 

Engaging visitor experiences not only honour the memory of those affected by WWII, but 

also convey a message of peace and understanding, ensuring that these places remain 

relevant to future generations. 

 

4.3. Marketing and Promotion 

 

Marketing is key to turning WWII infrastructures into tourist attractions. Effective 

marketing can make these sites stand out in a crowded tourism market, attract different 

demographics and raise awareness of their historical importance.  

Branding is the foundation of any marketing strategy especially for niche tourism 

destinations like WWII bunkers and fortifications. Creating a brand identity helps 
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communicate the value and uniqueness of these sites, differentiates them from other 

historical attractions. Kotler, Bowen and Baloglu say branding in tourism is about creating 

an image that resonates with potential visitors by highlighting the destination’s unique 

attributes (Kotler et al., 2021). For WWII fortifications branding might be about resilience, 

remembrance and historical education. A strong brand identity can create emotional 

connections and make the sites more memorable. 

The sites also need to be positioned within the broader tourism market. Fyall and 

Garrod state that heritage sites must position themselves to meet visitor expectations and 

cultural tourism trends (Fyall & Garrod, 2004). WWII bunkers can position themselves as 

educational and reflective spaces, for people interested in history, military studies and 

cultural heritage. By positioning these fortifications as places to learn and reflect on the past, 

marketers can attract visitors looking for meaningful educational experiences not just leisure 

activities. 

Storytelling is a key marketing tool for heritage sites as it brings history to life and 

allows potential visitors to connect emotionally with the site before they arrive. Telling the 

stories of what happened at these sites can attract visitors by providing context and meaning. 

Stories help convey complex messages and values, making them more relatable and 

engaging (Fog et al., 2016). For an instance marketing materials for WWII bunkers could 

include stories about the soldiers who built and served in them, local civilian experiences 

during the war and the site’s role in the broader historical context of WWII. 

Storytelling can also be across multiple media including brochures, videos and social 

media content. This allows potential visitors to experience the story in different ways which 

can deepen their emotional connection to the site. For example, social media posts could be 

“story of the week” featuring photos, historical facts or quotes from people connected to the 

bunkers. Such stories can humanise the bunkers and fortifications and turn them from mere 

military structures into places of personal and historical importance. 

Digital is key to modern tourism promotion and a cost-effective way to reach a global 

audience. With more and more people planning travel online WWII bunkers and 

fortifications can use websites, social media and email newsletters to attract visitors and 

communicate their brand. According to Buhalis and Law, digital marketing increases the 

visibility of tourism sites, provides interactive platforms where potential visitors can learn 

about the site and engage with content (Buhalis & Law, 2008). 
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Social media platforms like Instagram, Facebook and YouTube offer opportunities 

for visual storytelling, to show off the dramatic landscapes and architecture of the bunkers. 

High quality images and videos of the bunkers can attract visitors by highlighting the 

historical and aesthetic appeal of the site. Social media also allows sites to reach different 

audience segments and to engage with visitors directly. Creating content that resonates with 

younger audiences, like behind the scenes videos, historical trivia and interactive polls can 

help build a community around the site. 

Plus, digital marketing can be enhanced with Search Engine Optimisation (SEO) to 

increase the site’s visibility on search engines like Google. Buhalis, Pletinckx and Owen 

mention SEO is key for heritage sites as it ensures that relevant information about the site 

appears at the top of search results and attracts more online traffic (Buhalis et al., 2006). By 

optimising content with keywords like “WWII tourism”, “bunker tours” and “war history 

sites” marketers can attract history buffs searching for these types of experiences. 

Working with local organisations such as museums, historical societies and tourism 

boards can strengthen marketing efforts and increase the reach of WWII bunker sites. 

According to Richards partnerships within the cultural and tourism sectors increase the 

promotional reach and share resources making marketing initiatives more effective 

(Richards, 2001). For example, WWII bunkers could partner with nearby museums to create 

joint ticket packages so visitors can visit multiple heritage sites with one purchase. 

Plus working with local tourism boards can get these sites included in regional 

tourism campaigns and increase their visibility to potential visitors who may not have 

considered a visit otherwise. By working with local organisations to promote educational 

events, commemorative ceremonies and guided tours WWII bunkers can increase their 

appeal and attract a broader audience interested in regional history and culture. 

Targeted advertising lets WWII heritage sites reach specific demographics like 

history buffs, educators and families who have an interest in WWII history and cultural 

heritage. Kotler and Armstrong state targeted advertising means your message reaches the 

most receptive audience which increases visitor engagement and conversion rates (Kotler & 

Armstrong, 2020). For example, Facebook and Google Ads can target people based on their 

interests, location and online behaviour so you can reach people who are likely to be 

interested in visiting WWII sites. 
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Also creating targeted campaigns around specific events like anniversaries of 

significant WWII battles can attract visitors who want to commemorate these events. This 

not only draws attention to the site but also makes it more culturally relevant. By investing 

in targeted advertising, you can get the most out of your marketing budget and attract visitors 

who will find value in the experience. 

Also, media outreach can be effective when tied to special events like the anniversary 

of the site’s liberation or the opening of a new exhibit. These are newsworthy events that 

will attract media attention and interest from potential visitors. By using public relations, 

you ensure these heritage sites stay in the public consciousness and attract new visitors and 

reinforce the importance of preserving historical relics. 

Marketing and promotion are key to repurposing WWII bunkers and fortifications 

into tourist attractions. By focusing on branding, storytelling, digital marketing, 

collaboration, targeted advertising and public relations these sites can attract different 

audiences and create meaningful visitor experiences. Marketing not only increases visibility 

of these sites but also supports their role as places of education and reflection and the 

connection between past conflicts and present-day aspirations for peace. 

 

4.4. Community Engagement and Economic Impact 

 

Community engagement and economic impact of heritage tourism are key to the 

successful conversion of WWII bunkers and fortifications into tourist attractions. These sites 

are of great historical importance and are part of the local community, often a painful but 

important part of local and national history. Properly engaging the local community means 

these sites are not only preserved as educational tools but also benefit the local economy.  

Community engagement is key to converting WWII bunkers and fortifications into 

tourist attractions. It allows local people to have ownership of the project, so the historical 

sites are preserved in a way that reflects their importance to the community. According to 

Timothy and Boyd, community engagement in heritage tourism projects is essential for 

shared stewardship and authenticity of the site (Timothy & Boyd, 2003). For WWII sites 

this could mean consulting with local historical societies, war veterans and descendants of 
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those who lived through the war to make sure their voices are heard in how the site is 

presented. 

Local communities can also be involved in the preservation and management of these 

sites. Ashworth and Graham say local involvement in heritage conservation can make 

tourism projects more sustainable as residents who see the benefits of tourism are more likely 

to support the site (Ashworth & Graham, 2016). This could mean training local people to be 

tour guides, employing them in visitor centres or organizing volunteer led restoration 

projects. This ensures the economic benefits of tourism are felt locally and the community 

has a deeper connection with the historical importance of the site. 

Additionally public participation in the planning process can avoid conflicts between 

tourism development and local interests. Involving local stakeholders early on can create a 

more inclusive approach which balances conservation needs and economic aspirations 

(Smith, 2006). This engagement means tourism doesn’t disrupt the social fabric of the 

community but enhances local identity and pride. 

One of the most obvious economic benefits of developing these heritage sites for 

tourism is jobs. Tourism development creates new employment opportunities, both direct 

(e.g. tour guiding, site maintenance, retail) and indirect (e.g. hospitality, transport, local 

supply chains) (Timothy & Boyd, 2003). For example, the refurbishment of WWII bunkers 

might attract heritage buffs and create demand for local accommodation, restaurants and 

transport. This multiplier effect can spin off into broader economic growth in the area. 

In addition to jobs, heritage tourism can benefit local businesses. Seetanah points out 

that a well promoted heritage site brings foot traffic to nearby shops, cafes and markets and 

creates opportunities for local businesses to flourish (Seetanah, 2011). Local artisans can 

also sell handcrafted memorabilia or replicas of historical artifacts and add cultural value to 

the tourist experience and earn an income. 

Tourism also promotes infrastructure development. When WWII sites are repurposed 

for tourism, there is often a need for improved infrastructure such as roads, public transport 

and visitor amenities. Investment in tourism infrastructure can have long term positive 

impact on the region’s overall economic development as improved infrastructure benefits 

both tourists and local residents (Garrod & Fyall, 2000). For an instance, roads built to 

accommodate tourists visiting WWII fortifications may also make it easier for local residents 

to travel within the region and thus improve their quality of life. 
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Beyond the direct economic benefits, repurposing WWII bunkers as tourist sites can 

have cultural and educational benefits for the community. Heritage tourism allows local 

residents to connect with their past and feel proud and identity. Heritage tourism also 

provides a platform for local stories to be told and for intercultural dialogue and 

understanding (Smith, 2006). For communities in France, Belgium and Poland these sites 

are not just about the horrors of war but also about the people who lived through it. 

Educational programs at these sites can be designed to engage tourists and local 

students and create long term education opportunities. According to Falk and Dierking 

(2013) museums and historical sites are key to informal education and allow visitors to 

engage with history in a hands-on experiential way (Falk & Dierking, 2012). By including 

interactive exhibits, guided tours and school partnerships WWII bunkers can become 

educational assets and promote understanding of history and the importance of peace. 

While historical tourism has the potential to significantly boost community 

participation and economic growth, there are certain difficulties to consider. One of the key 

issues is ensuring that tourism does not overwhelm the community or lead to "overtourism"30 

in which an influx of visitors depletes local resources and reduces quality of life. Badly 

managed tourism can cause environmental deterioration, loss of local identity, and higher 

living costs for inhabitants. As a result, it is critical to develop sustainable tourism practices 

that balance the requirements of tourists with those of the local community (Garrod & Fyall, 

2000). 

Another problem is ensuring that economic advantages are dispersed equally within 

the community. Seetanah warns that in some circumstances, large-scale tourism 

developments can result in economic leakage, which occurs when tourism gains are not 

reinvested in the local economy (Seetanah, 2011). To avoid this, it is critical that local 

companies and stakeholders participate in the tourism value chain, ensuring that the 

community benefits from increased attendance. 

 

 

 
30 Overtourism refers to the negative impacts that occur when a destination receives more tourists than it can sustainably 

handle, leading to environmental degradation, reduced quality of life for residents, and diminished visitor experience. It 

often results in overcrowding, strain on infrastructure, and the loss of cultural identity (Butler & Dodds, 2019). 
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4.5. Sustainability and Preservation Challenges 

 

Converting WWII bunkers and fortifications into tourist attractions poses special 

sustainability and preservation challenges. These structures built to withstand wartime 

conditions are now historical landmarks in places like France, Belgium and Poland. But 

turning them into cultural heritage sites that attract visitors requires balancing sustainable 

tourism with the preservation of their historical integrity. 

One of the biggest challenges in repurposing WWII bunkers for tourism is balancing 

the economic benefits of more tourists with the long-term preservation of the sites. Timothy 

and Boyd highlight the fine line between tourism development and heritage conservation, 

saying that too much tourism can damage cultural assets (Timothy & Boyd, 2003). The 

increased foot traffic, visitor centres and amenities can all threaten the structure and 

historical authenticity of the sites. 

To mitigate these risks, sustainable tourism practices must be adopted. Sustainable 

tourism, as defined by Butler is about ensuring that tourism development does not 

compromise the future use of the site by both residents and tourists (Butler, 1999). For WWII 

bunkers this could mean limiting the number of visitors at peak times, building eco-friendly 

visitor infrastructure and ensuring any changes to the site are reversible or minimal to avoid 

permanent damage. 

Another key consideration is that the local community benefits from tourism without 

sacrificing the preservation goals of the site. Community engagement is key to sustainable 

tourism management as locals can help maintain the balance between conservation and 

economic development (Garrod & Fyall, 2000). This could mean local partnerships for 

managing visitor flows, educational programs that raise awareness of the site’s significance 

and community-based monitoring of preservation efforts. 

Although WWII bunkers and fortifications were built to withstand the stresses of 

war, many are now deteriorating due to natural elements and neglect. The Atlantic coast is 

harsh, and many fortifications are exposed to saltwater, wind and shifting sands. The 

concrete used in bunkers is durable but when exposed to moisture it cracks and spalls leading 

to long term structural damage. 
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Smith says environmental factors are a major challenge in preserving historic 

structures especially those in coastal or remote areas where the elements are constant (Smith, 

2006). To address this requires regular maintenance and restoration. Restoration projects 

must be managed carefully to not further damage the historical integrity of the site. For 

example, modern materials should be avoided in restoration where possible as this can alter 

the authenticity of the site. Instead, traditional materials and methods should be used to 

preserve the character of the site. 

As well as structural decay, environmental sustainability must be considered. Many 

of these bunkers are in environmentally sensitive areas, coastal dunes and wetlands. 

According to Bramwell and Lane, tourism development in these areas must take into account 

the impact on the surrounding ecosystem (Bramwell & Lane, 1993). Building tourist 

infrastructure near these bunkers, like parking lots or visitor centres could disrupt local 

wildlife habitats, erode landscapes or pollute. So, developers and managers of these heritage 

sites must adopt eco-tourism practices that harm the environment as little as possible. This 

could mean building with sustainable materials, using energy efficient technologies and 

promoting eco-tourism activities that educate visitors about the local environment. 

Another challenge in converting WWII bunkers into tourist sites is maintaining their 

historical authenticity. As tourism develops around these sites there is a risk that efforts to 

make them more appealing to visitors could erode their historical value. For an instance 

overly modernizing or “theme-parking” bunkers with high tech displays and excessive 

commercial development could detract from their authenticity and significance as solemn 

reminders of the past. 

Lowenthal talks about the “commodification” of heritage, warning that turning 

historical sites into commercial products can strip them of their deeper meaning. For WWII 

fortifications this means that managers must carefully balance providing an informative and 

engaging experience for visitors with retaining the site’s authenticity. Interpretive efforts 

should focus on historical accuracy, so that any educational content provided to visitors is 

based on solid historical research (Lowenthal, 1998). For example, interpretive signs, guided 

tours and multimedia exhibits should reflect the site’s history without sensationalizing or 

distorting the events that took place there. 

In many cases it may be necessary to leave parts of the site as is to preserve its 

historical integrity. Unrestored sections of the bunkers with visible signs of decay and war 
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damage can be powerful reminders of the destructive power of war. Timothy and Boyd 

suggest that maintaining a “patina of age” on heritage sites can contribute to their 

authenticity, giving visitors a tangible link to the past (Timothy & Boyd, 2003). 

Managing visitor numbers and ensuring a positive yet respectful visitor experience 

is also a big challenge for WWII bunker sites. According to Shackley, effective tourism 

management is about balancing accessibility with preservation, as large crowds can wear 

and tear sensitive historical sites (Shackley, 2006). At WWII fortifications this can be 

achieved through visitor management strategies such as timed ticketing, limiting the number 

of daily visitors and guided tours to control access to vulnerable areas. 

Furthermore, supporting responsible tourism practices is crucial. Visitors must be 

informed about the importance of the place and the need to protect it for future generations. 

This can be accomplished through interpretive programs that emphasise both historical 

teaching and sustainability. Poria, Reichel, and Biran emphasise the necessity of providing 

meaningful visitor experiences that establish an emotional connection to the site, motivating 

visitors to become champions for its preservation (Poria et al., 2006). 

 

4.6. Case Studies of Successful Transformations 

 

World War II bunkers and fortifications represent a unique form of cultural heritage, 

simultaneously embodying the tragedy of war and serving as a testament to human 

resilience. Across Europe, these structures have been repurposed as tourist attractions, 

museums, and memorials. 

 

4.6.1. Bunker Valentin in Bremen 

 

Bunker Valentin is a powerful example of a former site of war crimes being turned 

into a place of remembrance and education. Located in the suburb of Farge near Bremen, 

Germany, Bunker Valentin was built between 1943 and 1945 by the Nazis as a submarine 

assembly bunker. It was meant to produce the new Type XXI U-boats which were seen as 

the key to winning the war for Germany. According to Bradham the bunker was built with 
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the forced labour of around 10,000 people, including concentration camp inmates, POWs31 

and forced labourers from occupied countries (Bradham, 2003). 

The conditions for the workers were inhumane and 1,600 people died during the 

construction of the bunker. After the war the Allies partially demolished the bunker, but it 

was left largely intact due to its massive reinforced concrete structure. For decades it stood 

as a stark, neglected reminder of the war, occasionally used by the German Navy but mostly 

abandoned (Megargee, 2009). 

The transformation of Bunker Valentin into a memorial site began in earnest in the 

early 2000s (see Figure 12). Local historians, survivor groups and civic organizations 

campaigned for its preservation as a place of remembrance for the victims of Nazi forced 

labour. As Rotberg says, this is important in addressing difficult histories and making sure 

future generations learn from the past (Rotberg, 2010). The memorial was opened to the 

public in 2015 after extensive work to make the site safe and accessible while preserving its 

historic integrity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The exhibitions at the memorial site focus on the human suffering of Bunker 

Valentin's construction. Through personal testimonies, photos and documents visitors learn 

about the harsh reality of the forced labourers. This is in line with Lennon and Foley who 

say that in dark tourism sites authentic narratives are key to real reflection and learning 

(Lennon & Foley, 2010). 

 
31 Prisioners of War 

Figure 12 - Bunker Valentin 

Source: (Dark Tourists, 2020) 
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Architecturally Bunker Valentin remains largely unchanged, with minimal 

intervention to preserve the raw and imposing nature of the bunker. The decision to leave 

the bunker as it is deliberate to recreate the oppressive atmosphere of the people who built 

it. As Strange and Kempa state, physical authenticity is crucial in conveying the weight of 

history to visitors (Strange & Kempa, 2003). 

Education is a key part of Bunker Valentin's work. The site offers guided tours, 

workshops and educational materials for school groups and researchers. These programs aim 

to give a critical understanding of the historical context of the bunker, the Nazi regime's use 

of forced labour and the broader implications for human rights. Williams (2007) says such 

educational programs are essential in turning sites of past crimes into places that benefit 

society today (Williams, 2007). 

Bunker Valentin's effective transformation owes much to community effort. Local 

stakeholders helped organise and develop the memorial, ensuring that it reflects both 

historical accuracy and the community's values. According to Logan and Reeves, involving 

local populations in historic projects increases the site's relevance and sustainability (Logan 

& Reeves, 2008). 

The memorial has also helped to boost regional tourism by attracting people 

interested in history, human rights, and memorial culture. While the property provides 

economic benefits, its management values ethical considerations over commercial interests. 

Sharpley and Stone warn that gloomy tourism sites must strike a careful balance between 

instructional purposes and tourism activities in order to prevent commodifying tragedy 

(Sharpley and Stone, 2009). 

 

4.6.2. Merville Battery in Normandy 

 

Merville Battery in Normandy, France is a great example of how a WWII coastal 

defence fortification has been turned into a major tourist and educational attraction. The 

Merville Battery was part of the German Atlantic Wall and was situated to defend against 

the expected Allied invasion of Normandy. On D-Day, June 6th, 1944, British paratroopers 

from the 9th Battalion of the Parachute Regiment attacked the battery and neutralised the 
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threat to the Allied invasion forces. This site tells a great story of military history, personal 

bravery and innovative preservation. 

The site was preserved and turned into a memorial in the 1980s when local historians 

and war veterans realised the importance of the battery. The restoration work focused on 

preserving the bunkers and recreating the 1944 environment. Each of the original casemates 

has been restored to give an authentic view of the wartime conditions, with period weapons, 

bunkers and military equipment. As Ambrose comments, restoring these sites is vital to 

remembering the soldiers who fought there, as it allows visitors to connect with the physical 

remains of history (Ambrose, 1995). The Merville Battery restoration is part of a trend in 

the late 20th century to preserve military sites as educational and memorial places. 

What makes Merville Battery different from many other repurposed military sites is 

its emphasis on immersive and interactive experiences. The museum offers guided tours but 

also has multimedia elements such as sound effects and re-enactments to recreate the 

atmosphere of the battle. Visitors can explore the interior of the bunkers and see recreated 

wartime scenes with mannequins dressed as soldiers and authentic military equipment. As 

Graham and Ashworth confide the use of immersive experiences in heritage tourism allows 

visitors to "step into" history rather than just observe it (Graham & Ashworth, 2016). This 

has worked well at Merville where the sensory elements of the exhibits give a powerful sense 

of the fear, chaos and intensity of the D-Day landings. 

As well as the bunkers themselves the Merville Battery site has a preserved Douglas 

C-47 Dakota aircraft which was part of the airborne assault on the site. This aircraft was 

lovingly restored and placed on the site in honour of the soldiers of the 6th Airborne Division 

who were dropped behind enemy lines on the night of June 5th, 1944. The Dakota not only 

adds a visual element to the site but is a physical reminder of the airborne part of D-Day. 

The combination of bunkers, artillery and aircraft gives visitors a sense of the scale and 

complexity of the battle. As Kapralski says combining different types of wartime artefacts 

in one place allows for a more holistic interpretation of the events and provides context that 

enriches the visitor experience (Kapralski, 2001). 
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One of the reasons the Merville Battery remains a popular tourist destination is its 

educational outreach. It is particularly busy with school groups and military history buffs. 

The museum provides educational materials and workshops to teach younger generations 

about the Normandy landings and the wider context of WWII. This educational focus is in 

line with Uzzell who says heritage sites can be powerful educational tools to contextualise 

historical events for new audiences and make sure the lessons of the past are not forgotten 

(Uzzell, 1989). By engaging with students and young visitors the Merville Battery helps to 

deepen the understanding of WWII history and the human cost of war. 

And the Merville Battery has successfully combined its tourist function with 

commemorative purposes. Each year the site hosts events on D-Day anniversary bringing 

together veterans, local dignitaries and tourists to remember the sacrifices of the war. These 

events usually feature re-enactments of the assault, ceremonies for the fallen soldiers and 

speeches from historians and military experts. As MacDonald mentions these types of 

commemorative activities help to create a sense of continuity between past and present and 

keep sites like Merville Battery relevant and meaningful for modern audiences (Macdonald, 

2013). 

The Merville Battery in Normandy is thus a great example of how WWII fortifications 

can be turned into educational and commemorative spaces. By its focus on immersive 

experiences, educational outreach and annual commemorative events the site is a major draw 

for both domestic and international visitors. The restoration and preservation of the battery 

Figure 13 - Douglas C-47 Dakota 

Source: (Batterie de Merville, 2023) 
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and the creative use of multimedia and historical re-enactment means visitors leave with a 

deeper understanding of the D-Day landings and the human cost of the war. The Merville 

Battery shows that other similar sites can be not only historical landmarks but also places of 

reflection and learning. 

 

4.6.3. Flaktürme in Vienna 

 

The transformation of Vienna’s Flaktürme (flak towers32) is a great example of the 

reuse of monumental war buildings. Built between 1942 and 1945 by the Nazis, these 

massive, bunker-like towers were anti-aircraft defences to protect the city from Allied 

bombing. These giants were not only meant to repel air attacks but also to shelter tens of 

thousands of civilians during the bombings. Today some of these towers have found a new 

life in public and cultural use, showing the city can integrate its past into its urban landscape. 

The towers were built in pairs, one as the gun tower and one as the radar and 

command centre. Each pair was placed in a triangle around the city centre, one in Augarten, 

one in Arenbergpark and one in Esterházypark (Smith, 2013). These giants were meant to 

be almost indestructible, and their post-war fate was a matter of debate because of their size 

and durability. But over time Vienna has managed to turn these war relics into functional 

and even loved parts of the city. 

The most famous example of a successful transformation is the flak tower in 

Esterházypark which now houses the Haus des Meeres aquarium (see Figure 14). This is not 

only creative but has brought life to a structure that was once synonymous with destruction. 

The Haus des Meeres opened in 1957 and is home to various aquatic species, sharks, turtles 

and tropical fish. Today it’s one of Vienna’s most popular tourist attractions with over 

500.000 visitors a year (Vienna Unwrapped, 2024). 

 
32 Flak towers were large, reinforced concrete structures built by Nazi Germany during World War II, primarily in major 

cities like Berlin, Hamburg, and Vienna, to defend against Allied air raids. These towers housed anti-aircraft (Flak) artillery 

and were equipped with radar systems for targeting enemy aircraft. In addition to their defensive role, many flak towers 

also served as air-raid shelters, providing protection for thousands of civilians during bombings due to their robust 

construction. Their massive size and thick walls made them virtually indestructible with conventional wartime explosives 

(Evans, 2010). 
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One of the biggest challenges was the concrete walls, which made renovations 

difficult. These walls were meant to withstand bombing raids and needed major structural 

changes to create open spaces within the building. But the location and architecture of the 

flak tower was also an opportunity. Besides the aquarium a glass annex was added in 2019 

to let more light and air into the space. Another side of the tower was planted with vertical 

greenery to soften its harsh, military look (Smith, 2013). 

The special feature of the Haus des Meeres is the exhibition about the history of the 

tower during World War II. Here you can see the original purpose of the tower and the 

contrast to its use today as a place of education and leisure. The flak tower is also a climbing 

centre, the Austrian Alpine Association has a climbing wall that goes up to 30 meters. The 

roof offers a panoramic view of Vienna, so it’s a multi-functional space for tourists and 

locals. Despite the success of the Haus des Meeres, the transformation wasn’t without 

controversy. Some say that using the flak tower as an aquarium and a climbing wall 

trivializes its original purpose as a war defence structure. Others see it as a step to move 

beyond the past and find new uses for these big buildings (Travilopia.com, 2024). 

Another example of adaptive reuse is the Arenbergpark, where two flak towers are 

used for cultural and functional purposes. One of the towers has been used since 1995 as a 

storage for the Museum of Applied Arts (MAK). The thick, concrete walls of the flak tower 

Figure 14 - Haus Des Meeres Aquarium on the rooftop of Vienna Flak Tower 

Source: (Vienna Unwrapped, 2024) 
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are perfect for storing art, as they keep the internal temperature stable, which is important 

for the preservation of delicate art pieces (Vienna Unwrapped, 2024). 

The other tower in Arenbergpark is not yet fully used. This tower is a war monument, 

mostly sealed and unused. Some locals appreciate the historical value of keeping the 

structure as a reminder of Vienna’s war past, others want to use it for something more 

practical like housing or a public space. The debate about what to do with these buildings 

shows the challenges cities face when they have to balance historical preservation with urban 

development (Smith, 2013). 

Compared to the successful transformations in Esterházypark and Arenbergpark, the 

flak towers in Augarten are untouched. These towers are big and imposing and dominate the 

park. The Augarten towers have never been open to the public and are sealed, mostly because 

of the high costs and complexity of repurposing such big and heavily fortified buildings 

(Vienna Unwrapped, 2024). 

But despite being unused, the Augarten towers have been used for cultural events. 

For example, they have been used as a backdrop for outdoor cinema, a surreal setting for 

movie-goers. But their presence and the weight of their history makes them not easy to 

integrate into the daily life of the city, unlike the more successfully repurposed towers in 

Esterházypark and Arenbergpark (Smith, 2013). 

The Flaktürme of Vienna are a powerful symbol of both the devastation of World 

War II and the city’s post-war recovery. Originally built to protect Vienna from air raids, 

they were also designed to instil fear and show the military might of Nazi Germany. Today, 

their transformation into public spaces and cultural institutions is a big change in how Vienna 

deals with its wartime past (Vienna Unwrapped, 2024), 

Not everyone is happy about this. For some, the Flaktürme being turned into an 

aquarium, or an art depot is a form of historical amnesia, a way of downplaying the immense 

suffering of the war. Others say it’s necessary to move on, to turn structures that were once 

associated with war and death into places of life and creativity. This debate is about the 

complicated relationship between Vienna’s past and present, as the city tries to figure out 

how to deal with the darker chapters of its history (Smith, 2013). 

One of the biggest challenges in converting the flak towers is their size and defensive 

design. These towers were built to be unbreakable, with walls several meters thick and small, 
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narrow windows that made the inside dark and unusable. So, creating spaces that are 

habitable and functional within these towers requires a lot of engineering and architecture 

(Travilopia.com, 2024). 

But the robustness of the flak towers also offers opportunities. Their size and stability 

make them suitable for many uses, from art storage to public attractions like the Haus des 

Meeres. And their location in Vienna means they have amazing views of the city, which has 

been a key factor in their transformation into tourist attractions (Travilopia.com, 2024). 

Ahead, the future of Vienna’s flak towers is still undecided. While some towers, like 

those in Esterházypark and Arenbergpark, have been repurposed, others, like those in 

Augarten, are still untouched. The question of what to do with these structures is a broader 

question about how cities deal with the architectural leftovers of traumatic periods in history. 

Some want the flak towers to be preserved as historical monuments so future 

generations remember the devastation of World War II. Others think the towers should be 

repurposed to meet modern urban needs, whether as housing, public spaces or cultural 

institutions (Travilopia.com, 2024). The debate is about the challenges of dealing with 

historical structures that are architecturally important and deeply connected to the city’s 

painful past. 

Vienna’s flak towers are an example of how cities can reuse difficult and often 

painful historical structures. Built during one of the blackest periods in Vienna’s history, 

they were meant to protect the city in World War II. Since then, they have become a symbol 

of recovery and transformation. While some towers, such as those in Esterházypark, have 

been successfully turned into public attractions, others remain as historical monuments, 

serving as sharp reminders of the city's wartime past. The discussion over what to do with 

these structures demonstrates the difficulty of balancing historical preservation with the 

necessity for urban expansion. 

The narrative of Vienna's flak towers reveals the power of adaptive reuse in 

transforming wartime sites into centres of culture, education, and public life. As Vienna 

evolves, these enormous monuments will remain a vital element of the city's environment, 

both physically and spiritually. 
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CONCLUSION 
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The effects of battle, particularly the remains of World battle II bunkers and 

fortifications, continue to impact the landscapes and cultural memory of Northern France, 

Belgium, and Poland. These relics, formerly symbols of brutality and tyranny, have evolved 

from essential military assets into important components of modern tourism. This thesis 

investigated the various roles that these wartime constructions currently play as tourist 

attractions, functioning not only as historical landmarks but also as educational and cultural 

locations that encourage recollection, reflection, and learning. 

The central question of this research was how societies reconcile the bunkers' grim 

history with their current function as tourist attractions. The ethical implications of dark 

tourism, the marketing of sorrow, and the obligations of conserving communal memory are 

all important considerations when administering these places. As we have seen throughout 

the study, the difficulty is to strike a balance between historical veneration and commercial 

realities of tourism, ensuring that the educational value and integrity of these monuments are 

preserved while being repurposed for economic and social advantage. 

The first chapter of this thesis lay the groundwork by contextualising the historical, 

cultural, and political backdrop of World War II, with a particular emphasis on the building 

and purpose of German bunkers and fortifications. This context is critical for appreciating 

the value of these sites as more than simply physical structures, but also as memorials to a 

complex and terrible past. The geopolitical strategies that led to their construction, as well 

as their role in Nazi Germany's wartime activities, highlight their significance as historical 

artefacts that still have an impact on modern European landscapes. 

The second one delves into the ethical implications of war heritage tourism, 

emphasising the delicate balance between honouring history and memory and engaging the 

public through tourism. This section discussed the global rise of dark tourism and the 

commodification of suffering at these venues. More crucially, it emphasised the importance 

of these sites in education and how their development into tourism destinations must be 

handled with care, particularly in light of collective memory and wartime scars. 

On the third chapter we looked at specific instances of German WWII bunkers and 

fortifications, discussing their architectural, historical, and cultural significance. Each 

location, from the Regelbau M270 in France to the Wolf's Lair in Poland, tells a unique story 

about not just the war, but also the communities that currently interact with these facilities. 

These fortifications, which were originally built to protect and defend, have become tools 
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for storytelling, offering visitors with a concrete connection to the past while also 

contributing to local economies through tourism. 

The fourth one featured case studies of successful makeovers, providing insight into 

how these places were repurposed as cultural and historical attractions. Bunker Valentin in 

Bremen and the Merville Battery in Normandy demonstrated how military relics may be 

preserved and integrated into the tourism industry while respecting history, engaging 

visitors, and supporting sustainable development. These case studies showed that when 

administered ethically and sensitively, these facilities may provide a meaningful experience 

for visitors while also encouraging community involvement and economic rewards. 

Lastly, my thesis demonstrated that German WWII bunkers and defences are more 

than just reminders of a tragic past; they are pillars of memory and peace, providing chances 

for education, contemplation, and conversation. Their transformation into touristic assets, 

while loaded with ethical issues, provides a means to connect the past and the present, 

allowing future generations to learn from history while participating with these locations in 

meaningful ways. War's legacy, far from being forgotten, is actively conserved and 

repurposed, contributing to both cultural heritage and economic development in conflict-

affected countries. 

As we look ahead, the continuous preservation and ethical management of these 

places will be critical to ensure that they remain effective tools for teaching and memory. 

Their function in fostering peace and understanding must not be swamped by financial 

interests, and they should continue to serve as historical memories, directing us to a more 

educated and contemplative future. Through careful stewardship, these bunkers and defences 

can serve as not only memories of war, but also pillars of peace, representing combat lessons 

and the desire for a better, more united world. 

In future research, I plan to expand on the topics of this thesis by engaging in two 

key areas: first, through in-depth discussions with historians and philosophers to explore the 

nuanced ethical and cultural sensitivities surrounding the preservation and 

commercialization of war heritage sites, and second, by conducting economic studies to 

assess the potential financial contributions of these sites to local and national economies. 

Speaking with historians and philosophers will allow for a deeper understanding of 

how different societies process and interact with the remnants of war, particularly structures 

like German WWII bunkers and fortifications. These discussions will delve into the moral 
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responsibilities that come with preserving such sites, especially given their violent and 

oppressive pasts. Philosophers, for instance, can provide insight into the ethics of memory 

and the commodification of tragedy, questioning how these places can continue to serve as 

sites of reflection without trivializing their historical significance. Historians, on the other 

hand, can help trace the evolution of these sites' roles—from military assets to tourist 

attractions—providing context for how their meanings have shifted over time. By integrating 

these perspectives, I hope to develop a more comprehensive framework for understanding 

the cultural and ethical dynamics that shape the management of war heritage. 

In parallel, I aim to conduct empirical studies to explore the economic potential of 

these sites. This will involve assessing the revenue generated by tourism, investigating how 

the development of these heritage locations can drive local economic growth and contribute 

to the broader economy of the country. I intend to look at successful models of heritage 

tourism in other contexts, identifying best practices for ensuring that the economic benefits 

are balanced with the preservation of historical integrity. These studies will explore how the 

thoughtful repurposing of bunkers and fortifications can create sustainable tourism 

opportunities that offer financial support to local communities, while simultaneously 

fostering public engagement with history. 

Additionally, I will examine how these sites can contribute to broader cultural and 

economic policies, such as promoting regional development, enhancing educational tourism, 

and supporting sustainable heritage management practices. This line of research will not 

only focus on immediate financial returns but also consider long-term socioeconomic 

impacts, including job creation, infrastructure development, and community engagement. 

By combining philosophical, historical, and economic approaches, this future 

research will provide a more nuanced understanding of how war heritage sites can serve dual 

purposes: preserving the memory of conflict and tragedy while also supporting sustainable 

economic growth. In doing so, it will offer new insights into how these sites can be managed 

to ensure that they remain relevant, ethical, and impactful in both historical and 

contemporary contexts. 
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