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Abstract 
 
 

Despite increasing academic and media attention paid to dark tourism ï the act of travel to 

sites of death, disaster and the seemingly macabre ï understanding of the concept remains 

limited, particularly from a consumption perspective. That is, the literature focuses 

primarily on the supply of dark tourism. Less attention, however, has been paid to the 

consumption of ódarkô touristic experiences and the mediation of such experiences in 

relation to modern-day mortality. This thesis seeks to address this gap in the literature. 

Drawing upon thanatological discourse ï that is, the analysis of societyôs perceptions of and 

reactions to death and dying ï the research objective is to explore the potential of dark 

tourism as a means of contemplating mortality in (Western) societies. In so doing, the 

thesis appraises dark tourism consumption within society, especially within a context of 

contemporary perspectives of death and, consequently, offers an integrated theoretical and 

empirical critical analysis and interpretation of death-related travel. 

 

The study adopts a phenomenological approach and a multiple case studies design with 

integrative and complementary methods of covert participation observation, semi-structure 

interviews (n = 64) and survey research (n = 419), as well as a focus group and a diarist 

account. As a result, the thesis explores the fundamental interrelationships between visitors 

and sites that offer a representation of death. In particular, the research examines these 

relationships at Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum & Memorial (OŜwiňcim, Poland), WTC 

Tribute Visitor Centre at Ground Zero (New York), Body Worlds exhibition at the O2 

Arena (London), and the Dungeon visitor attractions (York and London).  

   

The research finds that in a contemporary secular age where ordinary and normal death is 

sequestered behind medical and professional façades, yet abnormal and extraordinary death 

is recreated for popular consumption, dark tourism plays a mediating role between life and 

death. Ultimately, therefore, the thesis argues that dark tourism is a (new) mediating 

institution within secularised death sequestered societies, which not only provides a 

physical place to link the living with the dead, but also allows the Self to construct 



contemporary meanings of mortality, and to reflect and contemplate both life and death 

through consuming the Significant Other Dead. 
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A Personal Preface 

 

 

It is perhaps unconventional to write a personal preface for a study of this kind. However, 

given the nature of the emotive, provocative and poignant subject of research, I trust you 

will forgive my impertinence.  

 

I have taken the liberty to write this brief personal preface in the first person. This is 

significant to me, as I have been writing about the subject of death, dying and grief in the 

third person for the past six years or so. Upon reflection, writing in the objective third 

person has had an effect on me ï it allowed me to become detached from the subject of 

mortality. Of course, this is important from the professional researcher perspective but, 

from a private point of view, becoming divorced from the realities of death and the tragic 

circumstances that death sometimes occurs has been an unintended consequence of 

undertaking this study. During the course of this research, I have published widely on the 

subject, taught the intricacies of dark tourism to undergraduates, supervised postgraduates, 

and spoken at numerous international conferences, as well as speaking to the media across 

the world ï both on radio and television. The cumulative effect of this óimmersionô into a 

subject that provokes the most fundamental questions of existence, meant that most days I 

researched about knowing that, as I shall live, then so I shall die. Of course, bracketing out 

such issues by being objective, despite getting up close and personal to death in the dark 

tourism sense, became a defence mechanism to keep any sense of dread of mortality of me 

and my loved ones at bay. 

 

However, there were two incidences during this research that broke down my bracketing 

defences. The first one occurred early on in the study, when my mother passed away at the 

age of 63 after suffering a terminal illness for the best part of a decade. Consequently, I was 

exposed to death and grief for the first time as an adult. I, and those who loved my mother 

could only experience this grief. This was not the kind of death I had come to write about 

but, during subsequent research ï the people I spoke with, the surveys I analysed, the things 

I saw ï meant that I was often reliving and contemplating her pain, suffering and passing 

through consuming other peopleôs plights and tragic demise. The second incident was in 



New York whilst undertaking ethnographic research at Ground Zero. In the WTC Tribute 

Visitor Centre at Ground Zero, a little boy who had lost his father in the Twin Towers had 

written him a postcard. It simply read: 

 

ñTo Daddy,  

I hope you are having a great time in heaven. 

I Love You. 

Love 

Kevinò 

 

Immediately upon reading this agonising and tragic message, any defences that I had to 

bracket any fear of death were broken. His words became my words, as I not only thought 

about such a sad loss for a little boy and his family, but also reflected on my own loss of 

my mother, and my childrenôs loss of their grandmother. I consumed Kevinôs pain and 

made it my own.  

 

This is the nature of dark tourism. As I will reveal, consuming dark tourism and Other 

Death has consequences and implications for the broader contemplation and personal 

reflection of mortality. I shall also reveal contemplation of death is against a backdrop of a 

contemporary secular society that is medicalised and individualised. At the time of writing, 

Archbishop Vincent Nichols, the leader of the Roman Catholic Church in England and 

Wales, used a homily on healing at Westminster Cathedral to criticise what he saw as a 

lack of compassion in hospitals and, how medical professionals see patients as no more 

than a set of medical problems. He concluded by saying that modern society does not know 

how to deal with death. Throughout this research, I have reflected upon the idea that I (as 

part of society) do not know how to deal with death. I do know how to deal with death ï I 

helped organise my motherôs funeral, chose her coffin, liaised with the coroner, planned her 

wake, and so on. It was not that I could not deal with biological death; it was living through 

a social and ontological dying process that, with hindsight, I had difficulty mediating with. 

Therefore, it is against this background of personal bereavement that I write this study. 

With the research written in the third person, there is undoubtedly a degree of detachment ï 

but that detachment is for the purposes of professional research. Dark tourism and this 



research, on a personal level, has allowed me to gaze upon death and the nature of dying ï 

and for that reason, I cannot become detached.  
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Shining Light on  

Dark Tourism Research 
 

 

 

 

 

 

They take planes and fly around, like the great soaring birds who endlessly cross and 

recross the ocean. Like the albatross, we are looking for our soul. Tourism is a rehearsal for 

death.  

 
(J.G.Ballard cited in Crashman, 2008: 1)  



1.0 Introduction  

 

Deaths, disasters and atrocities in touristic form are becoming an increasingly pervasive 

feature within the contemporary visitor economy. For the individual who wishes to journey 

and gaze upon real or recreated death, a plethora of sites, attractions and exhibitions are 

now emerging across the world to cater to the ódarker side of travelô (Sharpley & Stone, 

2009a). Indeed, seemingly morbid practices within tourism vary from people gazing upon 

sites of brutality at former World War One battlefields of northern France, to visitors 

purchasing souvenirs of atrocity at Ground Zero, to tourists sightseeing in the ruins of New 

Orleans (after Hurricane Katrina), or excursionists touring sites of genocide and tragedy 

such as Auschwitz-Birkenau or the Killing Fields of Cambodia. Consequently, the 

phenomenon by which people visit, purposefully or as part of a broader recreational 

itinerary, the diverse range of sites, attractions and exhibitions that offer a (re)presentation 

of death and human suffering is ostensibly growing within contemporary society. As a 

result, the rather emotive label of dark tourism, and its scholarly sister term of 

thanatourism, has entered academic discourse and media parlance (Seaton, 1996; Foley & 

Lennon, 1996; Lennon & Foley, 2000). Although this study does not wish to enter into a 

philosophical debate over the term dark, but rather to accept a generally accepted poetic 

meaning of the term, it is fair to assume that the expression dark, as applied to tourism, 

alludes to apparent disturbing or morbid products and experiences within the broader 

tourism domain. Thus, it is suggested that dark tourism may simply be referred to as óthe 

act of travel to sites associated with death, suffering or the seemingly macabreô (Stone, 

2006:146). Similarly, Foley and Lennon (1997: 55), whilst adding a chronological element, 

define dark tourism as óthe visitation to any site associated with death, disaster and tragedy 

in the twentieth century for remembrance, education or entertainmentô. Meanwhile, Tarlow 

(2005:48) acknowledges historical dimensions and identifies dark tourism as óvisitations to 

places where tragedies or historically noteworthy death has occurred and that continue to 

impact our livesô. Furthermore, Rojek (1993:85) highlights commercial facets of dark 

tourism and describes the concept as ófatal attractionsô or óblack spotsô and suggests these 

are ócommercial developments of grave sites and sites in which celebrities or large numbers 

of people have met with sudden and violent deathsô.  



The thesis returns to the definitional debate surrounding dark tourism later, particularly in 

relation to conceptual óshades of darknessô or, more specifically, the complex taxonomy of 

dark sites and experiences from a variety of temporal, spatial and political dimensions (see 

Chapter 3). Generally, though, the concept of dark tourism, in its various manifestations, 

has generated a significant amount of academic and media attention over the past decade or 

so. Certainly, the increasing weight of coverage with regard to dark tourism over the past 

few years from both press and broadcast media, including news, travel features and 

guidebooks has been striking (e.g. Adfero Ltd, 2005; Press Trust, 2005; Stone, 2008). As a 

result, Seaton and Lennon (2004:63) suggest that dark tourism as a contemporary óleisure 

activityô, has been ratcheted up by the popular press from the status of myth to meta-myth, 

subsequently allowing the media to ódepict it, not just a genre of travel motivation and 

attraction, but as a social pathology sufficiently new and threatening to create moral panicô.    

 

The issue of morality and the influence of the media are addressed later. The point to be 

emphasised here is that, prior to the mid-1990ôs, dark tourism, as a generic term for travel 

associated with death, atrocity or disaster, had not previously featured in the academic 

literature as a specific element of consumption in periodic typologies of tourism. An 

encyclopaedia entry by Seaton (2000) elaborated the range of sites and places which may 

be included as dark tourism. Consequently, the rapid acceptance of dark tourism as an 

academic field of study and a distinct area to scrutinize tourist motivations and meanings is, 

according to Seaton and Lennon (2004:63), órather akin to astronomers agreeing to 

recognise the existence of a new planet in a solar system, thought to have been pretty 

comprehensively mapped and delineatedô. Ryan (2005) suggests a significant level of 

research interest has been expressed in dark tourism, whilst Preece and Price (2005:191) 

observe that ódark tourism is a relatively new area of research, unrecognized by scholars 

until the mid-1990ôs, and many aspects of dark tourism still require further investigation to 

reveal the intricacies of the phenomenonô. Sharpley and Stone (2009a) also recognize the 

complexity and multifaceted nature of dark tourism. They argue that dark tourism research 

within a broader socio-cultural and political framework has remained limited; hence, the 

literature continues to be eclectic, theoretically fragile and thus inconclusive. Similarly, 

Seaton and Lennon (2004:81) note there are more questions than answers in relation to dark 



tourism, and óits extent and motivations, and above all the identities of its pursuants, have 

yet to be revealedô. They go on to suggest that there is clearly a need for a much fuller 

exploration of the consequences and motivations of dark tourism in both general and micro-

populations. Likewise, Reader (2003:2), whilst noting the distinction between dark tourism 

and the processes of pilgrimage, suggests óthe dynamics through which people are drawn to 

sites redolent with images of deathé and the manner in which they are induced to behave 

thereé [means] that the topic calls out for discussionô.  

 

Consequently, the central tenet of dark tourism, which is death, is brought firmly into the 

realms of dark tourism discourse. Indeed, the researcher elsewhere calls for dark tourism 

scholarship to be located within a thanatological context (Stone, 2005a). In other words, 

dark tourism research is enlightened by studying the phenomenon within the confines of 

contemporary societyôs perceptions of and reactions to death and dying. In particular, Stone 

(2005a) advocates that dark tourism research agendas should include critical analyses of 

psychosocial and emotional aspects of contemporary death and dying and its influences on 

dark tourism experiences, and vice versa. Thus, this thesis begins that task, in so doing, 

constructing original theoretical frameworks in which dark tourism may be located. 

Subsequently, the study empirically grounds key concepts and ideas, whereby results are 

interpreted and revised frameworks offered. Future research directions are also provided. 

 

 

1.1 Research Rationale, Aim and Objectives 

Seaton (2009a) suggests the origins and transformation of dark tourism lie in traditional 

travel that has evolved and been shaped by profound shifts in the history of European 

culture ï and which still impacts today. Consequently, he argues three key historical epochs 

have defined dark tourism in its current Western tradition. In particular: 

¶ Christianity, as it evolved between the fourth and sixteenth centuries, and its 

unique, doctrinal emphasis on fatality ï specifically, Seaton points out with 

reference to the Cross as Christianityôs identifying symbol, óChristianity was the 

first, and only, world religion to make an instrument of torture and death its 

corporate logoô (2009: 527); 



¶ Antiquarianism and its related secular-sacred ideology of national heritage that first 

emerged in sixteenth century Europe and, which included the recording and 

subsequent promotion of significant deaths of cultural figures, politicians, artists, 

and so on, as well as memorials, epitaphs, effigies and ancient burial grounds, and; 

¶ Romanticism and its complex nexus of literary, artistic and philosophical ideas that 

were founded in Britain, France and Germany in the last half of the eighteenth 

century and through the nineteenth century, and which added to the propensity for 

secular, death-related travel and, which continues today. 

 

The rationale for this research centres upon the act of modern-day travel to sites of real and 

recreated death and dying. Crucially, however, the justification for this research revolves 

around consequential aspects of dark tourism consumption and issues of death and its 

contemporary contemplation. In short, the purpose of this research is to further the 

knowledge of dark tourism consumption and to reveal its fundamental interrelationships 

with contemporary death and dying. The research aim, question and objectives are shown 

in Table 1. 

  



Research Aim To appraise dark tourism consumption within society, especially within a 
context of contemporary perspectives of death and, in doing so, offer an 
integrated theoretical and empirical critical analysis and interpretation of 
death-related travel. 
 

Research Question Within a thanatological context, what fundamental interrelationships exist 
between visitors and sites that offer a (re)presentation of death, disaster or 
the seemingly macabre? 
 

Research Objectives 1. To critically evaluate the concept of death-related travel, known as 
dark tourism, and its socio-cultural, and historical origins. 

 

2. To compile a conceptual typological framework in which to locate 
diverse visitor sites of death, disaster and the seemingly macabre. 

 

3. To explore contemporary aspects of morality and dark tourism 
experiences and meanings.  

 

4. To synthesise potential relationships between mortality and the 
contemporary consumption of dark tourism. 

 

5. To compare and contrast a range of dark tourism empirical 
experiences ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƴŘ 
reactions to morality and mortality.  

 

 

Table 1: Research Aim, Question and Objectives 

 

 

1.2 Thesis Structure 

The research comprises two key parts. The first part comprises a theoretical analysis, 

drawing upon extant concepts and interdisciplinary literature. The second part offers an 

empirical analysis of dark tourism across a multiple case study design, and constructs a 

narrative that arrives from both ethnographic and survey research. The study is divided into 

nine chapters and supporting appendices (Figure 1).  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Overall thesis structure 
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Discussion 
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Whilst this introductory chapter broadly establishes the study and its key parameters, 

Chapter Two begins the task of examining the history of dark tourism and its fundamental 

position within contemporary society. In so doing, current themes, issues and consequences 

of dark tourism are critically discussed. Chapter Three syntheses these current themes and 

constructs a conceptual typological framework in which various dark tourism sites, 

exhibitions and visitor attractions may be located. Chapter Four examines ethical dilemmas 

found within dark tourism and broader notions of morality whilst experiencing 

(re)presented sites of death. Chapter Five concludes the first part of the study by drawing 

together previous chapters and, in doing so, constructs the underpinning conceptual 

framework that locates dark tourism consumption within the broader thanatological 

condition of society. Figure 2 illustrates the theoretical structure of this research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Theoretical Structure 

 

The second part of the thesis (Volume Two) centres upon empirical research processes and 

outcomes. Chapter Six outlines the research philosophy and methodology, as well as 

discussing methods and analytical techniques. Chapters Seven and Eight respectively chart 

empirical results and offer explanations as to key research findings, whilst Chapter Eight 

also offers discussion with the broader literature and conceptual frameworks. Finally, 

Literature Review 
 

Construction of Typological Framework 
 

Ethical Dimensions  

of Dark Tourism 
 

Thanatological Aspects  

of Dark Tourism 
 



Chapter Nine concludes the study by synthesising research findings with theoretical 

considerations, as well highlighting the research limitations and offering future research 

directions. In Chapter Nine, a thesis is proposed that addresses the overall research aim.  

 

 

1.3 Research Publications 

As a special note, the publication of numerous academic articles, as well as various 

international conference presentations, global media consultations and press articles are a 

direct result of this study. Table 2 highlights nine publication references to illustrate the 

relationship of various academic articles to specific chapters of this study.  
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Tourism Research 
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Publications: 109-128.  
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death and macabre related tourist sites, attractions and exhibitions. 
Tourism: An Interdisciplinary International Journal 54(2) ,145-160.  
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Chapter Two 

 
Dark Tourism: 

Themes, Issues & Consequences 
 

 

 

 

 

 

éif we started worrying about upsetting people or giving 

kids nightmares, we would have to pack up and take up 

tiddlywinksé. Letôs face it, 99% of people go to Grand 

Prix racing hoping thereôs going to be a crashé 

 
(Anon cited in Dann, 1998:11) 



2.0 Introducing Dark Tourism Themes, Issues & Consequences 

 

 

8 September 1934: the SS Morro Castle, named after the fortress that guards the entrance to 

Havana Bay, set sail from New York on 23 August 1930 on her maiden voyage to Cuba. 

Offering luxury, though affordable, travel as well as a Prohibition-era opportunity for the 

legal consumption of alcohol, the ship immediately became popular amongst tourists and 

business travellers alike and, over the next four years, successfully plied the route between 

New York and Havana. In the early hours of 8 September 1934, however, disaster struck. 

During the previous evening, as the ship was approaching the eastern seaboard of the USA 

on the return journey from Havana, Captain Robert Wilmott apparently suffered a heart 

attack and died in his bath tub and, as a consequence, command passed to the First Officer, 

William Warms. At 2.45am, fire broke out in the First Class Writing Room and quickly 

spread, with design faults and questionable crew practices contributing to the conflagration. 

For a variety of reasons, however, including alleged indecision on the part of officers, the 

SOS was not sent out until 3.25am, by which time the ship had lost all power and was fully 

ablaze. Despite the shipôs position close to the shore, rescue operations were slow and 

ineffective and the eventual death toll amounted to 137 passengers and crew out of a total 

of 549 people on board (Gallagher, 2003; Hicks, 2006). 

 

The devastating fire on SS Morro Castle remains one of Americaôs worst and most 

controversial peacetime maritime disasters and, at the time, led to significant fire safety 

improvements in ship design. However, it was also notable for the fact that large numbers 

of people came to witness the aftermath of the event. Attempts to salvage the ship were 

unsuccessful and, driven by the wind, the smouldering wreck, with numerous victims still 

aboard, drifted onto the shore of New Jersey at Asbury Park (Plate 1). Almost immediately, 

it became a tourist attraction. Spurred on by newspaper and radio reports and special 

excursion train fares from New York and Philadelphia (Hegeman, 2000), up to a quarter of 

a million people travelled to view the wreck and, according to press reports at the time, an 

almost carnival atmosphere prevailed. As Hegeman (2000) observes, óthe scene at the 

wreck of the Morro Castle was both a spontaneous public festival and a media event. 

Postcards were printed, souvenirs were sold, and radio broadcasts offeredé firsthand 



accounts of the scene on board the wreck complete with lurid descriptions of charred 

corpsesô. It was even proposed that the wreck should be permanently moored at Asbury 

Park as a tourist attraction, although it was eventually towed away to Baltimore to be sold 

for scrap some six months later.  

 

On the 75
th
 anniversary of the accident, in September 2009, the Ashbury Park Historical 

Society organised a series of visitor events to commemorate the disaster and unveiled the 

first ever memorial to victims (Webster, 2009; also Plate 2). Similarly, a current exhibition 

of  the disaster at the Museum of New Jersey Maritime History promotes itself as óthe most 

extensive Morro Castle shipwreck exhibit ever seen, including: rare photographs, original 

1934 video news footage of the disaster; an authenticated life-vest worn by one of the 

survivors; original Acme News media photos; autographed menus;  1934 newspaper 

accounts; stateroom keys; rescuer notes; inscribed tokens, rescuer notes and much moreô 

(Museum of New Jersey Maritime History, 2010). 

 

 

Plate 1: Visitors at the fire damaged SS Morro Castle berthed at Asbury Park, New Jersey, 1934 

 (Source: Asbury Park Historical Society, 2009) 



 

Plate 2: Marc Mappen, Executive Director of the New Jersey Historical Commission, speaks at the dedication 

ceremony for a new monument to the S.S. Morro Castle in September 2009 

(Source: Webster, 2009) 
 

In short, the brief maritime case study of the SS Morro Castle is an example of how death 

and disaster, or events that agitate a sense of the macabre, can be manufactured into a 

(visitor) attraction. In particular, the case has specific characteristics: 

¶ the ordinary and the normal (that is, a ship at sea) is transformed into the 

extraordinary and the abnormal (in this instance, a ship marooned, helpless and out 

of context with its primary purpose), with which individuals appear to have an 

inherent fascination; 

¶ a disaster event that is publicised and perpetuated by media promotion and 

commentary; 

¶ the commercialization and commodification of disaster manifests itself soon after 

the event, including attracting individuals to the actual site;  

¶ and, the (selective) commemoration of disasters occurs through either anniversary 

ceremonies, or with purpose-built visitor attractions and/or exhibitions, or by 

specific commemorative markers, thus allowing the original disaster to have 

longevity and to occupy a durable place within the collective conscience;   



These points are discussed later in this thesis but, firstly, the maritime disaster case is an 

examples of a phenomenon that has more recently come to be referred to as ódark tourismô 

(Lennon and Foley, 2000). Indeed, for as long as people have been able to travel they have 

been drawn, purposefully or otherwise, towards sites, attractions or events that are linked in 

one way or another with disaster, suffering, violence or death (Stone, 2005b). The 

gladiatorial games of the Roman era, pilgrimages, or attendance at medieval public 

executions
  
were, for example, early forms of such death-related tourism whilst, as Boorstin 

(1964) alleges, the first guided tour in England was a rail trip to witness the hanging of two 

murderers. The tour was arranged in Cornwall in 1838 to take people of Wadebridge by 

special train to the nearby town of Bodmin. There they witnessed the hanging of two 

murderers, and ósince the Bodmin gallows were in clear sight of the uncovered station, 

excursionists had their fun without even leaving the open railway carriagesô (Boorstin, 

1964:10). In the specific context of warfare, however, Seaton (1999) observes that death, 

suffering and tourism have been related for centuries (also Smith, 1998; Knox, 2006), citing 

tourism to the battlefield of Waterloo from 1816 onwards as a notable nineteenth century 

example of what he terms óthanatourismô. Additionally, in the nineteenth century, visits to 

morgues were, as MacCannell (1989) notes, a regular feature of tours of Paris, perhaps a 

forerunner to the Body Worlds exhibitions in London, Los Angeles, Tokyo and elsewhere 

that, since the late 1990s, have attracted visitors in their tens of thousands (Body Worlds, 

2008). Similarly, the historical precedent of visitors ógazingô upon the less fortunate in 

society, similar to Brazilian favelas slum tours of today (Rolfes, 2010), was set by Jack 

Londonôs 1903 sociological treatise about the abject poverty of London at the turn of the 

20th century. In his commentary of social and political failure óThe People of the Abyssô, 

an affluent Edwardian descends into the slums and gazes at the óunder-worldô: 

I went down into the under-world of London with an attitude of mind which I may 

best liken to that of the explorer. I was open to be convinced by the evidence of 

my eyes, rather than by the teachings of those who had not seen, or by the words 

of those who had seen and gone before. Further, I took with me certain simple 

criteria with which to measure the life of the under-world. That which made for 

more life, for physical and spiritual health, was good; that which made for less 

life, which hurt, and dwarfed, and distorted life, was bad (London, 2004:1).   

 



As considered shortly, the extent to which dark tourism may be considered an historical 

phenomenon ï that is, applicable to sites, attractions or events that pre-date living memory 

ï remains a subject of debate (Wight, 2006; Seaton, 2009a). It is clear, however, that 

visitors have long been attracted to places or events associated in one way or another with 

death, disaster and suffering. Equally, there can be little doubt that, over the last half 

century and commensurate with the remarkable growth in tourism more generally, dark 

tourism has become both widespread and diverse. In terms of supply, there has been a rapid 

growth in the provision of such attractions or experiences. Indeed, there appears to be an 

increasing number of people keen to promote or profit from ódarkô events as tourist 

attractions, such as the Pennsylvania farmer who offered a $65 per person óFlight 93 Tourô 

to the crash site of the United Airlines Flight 93 ï one of the hijacked aircraft on ó9/11ô 

(Bly, 2003; Sharpley, 2005). Moreover, dark tourism has become more widely recognised 

as both a form of tourism and a promotional tool with websites, such as 

www.thecabinet.com, listing numerous dark tourism sites around the world (Dark 

Destinations, 2007). Similarly, a recent online poll commissioned by the Czech Tourist 

Board sought to discover, and thus promote, the ótop ten darkest places of interestô within 

the Czech Republic (Ġindel§ßov§, 2008). 

 

At the same time, there is evidence of a greater willingness or desire on the part of tourists 

to visit dark attractions and, in particular, sites of death. For example, in August 2002, local 

residents in the small Cambridgeshire town of Soham in the UK appealed for an end to the 

so-called ógrief tourismô that was bringing tens of thousands of visitors to their area. Many 

of these visitors, travelling from all over Britain, had come to lay flowers, to light candles 

in the local church or to sign books of condolence. Others had simply come to gaze at the 

community ï indeed, it was reported that tourist buses en route to Cambridge or nearby Ely 

Cathedral were making detours through the town (OôNeill, 2002). All, however, had been 

drawn to Soham by its association with a terrible ï and highly publicized ï crime: the 

abduction and murder of two young schoolgirls. In the same year, Ground Zero in New 

York attracted three and a half million visitors, almost double the number that annually 

visited the observation platform of the World Trade Centre prior to 9/11 (Blair, 2002). 

Interestingly, repeating what had occurred at Asbury Park with the SS Morro Castle 



disaster, the site also attracted numerous street vendors óselling trinkets that run the gamut 

of tasteô (Vega, 2002). Kitsch souvenirs on sale ranged from framed photographs of the 

burning towers to Osama Bin Laden toilet paper, his picture printed on each square (Lisle, 

2004). More generally, evidence suggests contemporary tourists are increasingly travelling 

to destinations associated with death and suffering. According to one recent report, for 

example, places such as Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Angola and Afghanistan are experiencing a 

significant upsurge in tourism demand (Rowe, 2007). 

 

Nevertheless, despite the long history and increasing contemporary evidence of travel to 

sites or attractions associated with death, it is only relatively and, perhaps, surprisingly 

recently that academic attention has been focused upon what has collectively been referred 

to as ódark tourismô (Foley & Lennon, 1996a). More specifically, the publication of Lennon 

and Foleyôs (2000) Dark Tourism: The Attraction of Death and Disaster introduced the 

term to a wider audience, stimulating a significant degree of academic interest and debate. 

Furthermore, academic interest in the subject area has been greatly augmented by The Dark 

Tourism Forum (see www.dark-tourism.org.uk), an online facility that promotes scholarly 

research into dark tourism. At the same time, media interest in the concept of dark tourism 

continues to grow, the juxtaposition of the words ódarkô and ótourismô undoubtedly 

providing an attention-grabbing headline. However, to date, the academic literature remains 

eclectic and theoretically fragile and, consequently, understanding of the phenomenon of 

dark tourism remains limited, (though a new book on dark tourism by Sharpley and Stone 

(2009a) goes some way to addressing this issue). Nonetheless, numerous attempts have 

been made to define or label death-related tourist activity (e.g. Dunkley, Westwood & 

Morgan, 2007), whilst many commentators explore and analyse specific manifestations of 

dark tourism. These range from war museums which adopt both traditional and 

contemporary museology methods of (re)presentation (Wight & Lennon, 2004), to 

genocide commemoration visitor sites and the political ideology attached to such 

remembrance (Williams, 2004). Typically, though, much of the literature is descriptive and 

ósupply-side comment and analysisô (Seaton & Lennon, 2004; Stone, 2005a); conversely, a 

demand-side perspective has, for the most part, been notably lacking, although some recent 



work has begun to focus on demand-related issues (e.g. Dunkley, 2007; Preece & Price, 

2005; Yuill, 2003). 

 

As a result, a number of fundamental questions with respect to dark tourism remain 

unanswered, not least whether it is actually possible or justifiable to categorise collectively 

the experience of sites or attractions that are associated with death or suffering as ódark 

tourismô. That is, such is the variety of sites, attractions and experiences now falling under 

the collective umbrella of dark tourism that the meaning of the term has become 

increasingly diluted and fuzzy. More specifically, it remains unclear whether dark tourism 

is tourist-demand or attraction-supply driven or, more generally, the manifestation of what 

has been referred to as a (post)modern propensity for ómourning sicknessô (West, 2004). 

Other questions are also raised, but go unanswered, in the literature. For example, has there 

indeed been a measurable growth in ótourist interest in recent death, disaster and atrocity é 

in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuriesô (Lennon & Foley, 2000: 3) or is there 

simply an ever-increasing supply of ódarkô sites and attractions? Are there degrees or 

óshadesô of darkness that can be related to either the nature of the attraction or the intensity 

of interest in death or the macabre on the part of tourists (Stone, 2006; Miles, 2002; Strange 

& Kempa 2003)? What governance and interpretation issues are raised by labelling sites or 

attractions as ódarkô? How does the media both promote and perpetuate notions of disaster, 

and, in turn, what are media influences upon dark tourism? What ethical and moralistic 

dilemmas are posed by the seemingly (commercial) exploitation of tragedy, grief and 

atrocity? Moreover, does the popularity of ódarkô sites result from a rudimentary, 

voyeuristic interest with death, or are there factors and consequences that are more 

fundamental? 

 

Thus, the overall purpose of this thesis is to address these and other questions, thereby 

providing a critical analysis of dark tourism. In particular, the study draws upon extant 

concepts, introduces new theoretical perspectives on the subject, as well as developing a 

theoretically informed and empirically tested foundation for examining the demand for, and 

supplies of dark tourism experiences. Moreover, it identifies and explores issues relevant to 

the development, management and interpretation of dark sites and attractions, focusing in 



particular on the relationship between dark tourism and the cultural condition and social 

institutions of contemporary societies, especially in relation to mortality. The first task, 

however, is to establish a context for the research through a review of contemporary 

perspectives on dark tourism. The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is to set the scene for 

the concepts, debates and challenges considered in subsequent chapters. 

 

 

2.1 Researching Dark Tourism 

Arguably, the increasing attention paid to the phenomenon of dark tourism in recent years 

may, to some extent, be symptomatic of the trend within academic circles to codify specific 

forms of tourism, or to sub-divide tourism into niche markets and excursions (Novelli, 

2005) which, in turn, are often referred to as óspecial interest tourismô (McKercher & Chan, 

2005). Indeed, special interest tourism óuses the concept of niche as a counter-point to the 

seemingly homogenous and undifferentiated mass tourism productô (Stone, 2005:191). 

Consequently, McKercher (2002) outlines a classification of special interest or niche 

tourists according, firstly, to the importance of cultural motives in the decision to visit a 

particular destination or attraction and, secondly, the depth of experience. It is this latter 

point that concerns this study, although as other studies have demonstrated empirically in a 

range of tourism settings, different niche tourists engage sites at different levels, some more 

intensely, some less so (e.g. Kerstetter, Confer, & Bricker, 1998; McIntosh & Prentice, 

1999; McKercher & Chow, 2001; McKercher & Chan, 2005). Therefore, this varying level 

of visitor engagement is also presumed for dark tourism sites (but, see Chapter 8). 

 

Nevertheless, tourism consumption patterns in general, and the growth of niche excursions 

in particular, are thought to reflect the continuously increasing diversity of recreation 

interests of the present-day leisure society (Douglas, Douglas & Derret, 2001). This diverse 

array of vacation and excursion interests, referred to by Opaschowski (2001:1) as óDas 

gekaufte Paradiesô (the bought paradise) has resulted in a highly segmented tourism market, 

whereby specific excursions ï that is, particular visits to sites, attractions and exhibitions 

within a broader travel experience ï  has enabled the tourism industry to increasingly 

subsume the identity of an experience industry (Trauer, 2006). Furthermore, Opaschowski 



(2001) suggests that (niche) tourists are seeking emotional stimuli during their excursion 

visits ï they want to buy feelings and not products. In other words, and notwithstanding 

issues of authenticity, tourists want to experience personally the immaterial qualities, seek 

ambiance, aesthetics and atmosphere, and look for an experience full of varying intimacies, 

intensities and complexities (Trauer, 2006).  

 

Moreover, special interest tourism, of which dark tourism may be considered a micro niche 

(Novelli, 2005), should be viewed as part of an interdisciplinary system of both supply and 

demand, with the media being conceptualised as a major influencer (Trauer, 2006; 

McKercher & Chan, 2005). Hence, special interest tourism and the specific excursionary 

experiences that constitute it, allow for narrative reflections which (re)create myths for and 

of the individual, helping create meaning and which óhelp us to remember that we are 

heroes in a big human adventureô (Bammel & Bammel, 1992:364). Thus, it is not simply 

the niche activity and the unfolding of the experience that determines the depth of meaning 

for the niche tourist, but rather the level of an individualôs perception and interpretation of 

the (tourist) experience. Consequently, for this reason, the study of dark tourism as a form 

of niche tourism may be considered simply as academic endeavour. Equally, however, dark 

tourism may also be seen as a specific manifestation of a wider social interest or fascination 

in death. As suggested earlier, a combination of the words ódarkô or ógriefô with ótourismô, 

the latter connoting relaxation, escape, hedonism or pleasure, creates an enticing and 

provocative headline. Thus, dark tourism may also be considered an example of media 

hype responding to this presumed fascination in death and dying (Walter, 2009). 

 

However, the study of dark tourism is both justifiable and important for a number of 

reasons. Generally, and as the following section reveals, dark tourism sites and attractions 

are not only numerous but also vary enormously in a variety of socio-cultural contexts, 

from óplayfulô houses of horror, through places of pilgrimage, such as the graves or death 

sites of famous people, to the Holocaust death camps or the sites of major disasters, 

atrocities and genocides. Nevertheless, all such sites or attractions require effective and 

appropriate development, management, interpretation and promotion. These activities, in 



turn, require a fuller understanding of the phenomenon of dark tourism within social, 

cultural, historical and political contexts.  

  

More specifically, the nature of many dark sites and, in particular, the conflicts they 

represent or inspire, point to a number of inter-related issues that demand investigation and 

understanding. These include: 

¶ Ethical/moral issues: a question relating to many dark sites and attractions is: is it 

ethical to develop, promote or offer them for touristic consumption? Significant 

debate, for example, surrounded the construction of the viewing platform at Ground 

Zero, enabling casual or even voyeuristic visitors to stand alongside those mourning 

the loss of loved ones (Lisle, 2004), whilst the proposed construction of a large 

Tsunami Memorial in the Khao Lak Lamu National Park in Thailand has been 

highly controversial (Rittichainuwat, 2008). More generally, the rights of those 

whose death/grief is commoditized or commercialized through dark tourism also 

represents an important moral dimension deserving consideration. 

 

¶ Media/promotional issues: many dark tourism sites and attractions are, in a sense, 

óaccidentalô. That is, they have not been purposefully created or developed as tourist 

attractions but have become so for a variety of reasons, such as the fame (or infamy) 

of people concerned, the events that once occurred there or, perhaps, even the 

notoriety of a building. Frequently, the popularity of such sites may be enhanced by 

the marketing and promotional activity of businesses or organisations anxious to 

profit through tourism; equally, the media frequently plays a role in ópromotingô 

dark sites (Seaton, 1996). Whatever the case, greater understanding of the 

relationship between the site and the media and/or promotion is required. 

 

¶ Interpretation/political issues: the interpretation of tourist sites and attractions, in 

terms of both the manner in which they are presented and the information they 

convey, has long been the focus of academic attention. However, interpretative 

issues that relate to dark sites and attractions and their inherent emotive and 

provocative representations of death and tragedy take on extra dimensions and, 



indeed, possibly greater importance. Inevitably, perhaps, greatest attention has been 

paid to the development and interpretation of Holocaust sites and the dissonance of 

their (re)presented history (Ashworth, 1996; Ashworth and Hartmann, 2005). 

However, other dark tourism sites offer the opportunity to write or re-write the 

history of peopleôs lives and deaths, or to provide particular (political) 

interpretations of past events. For example, Cooper (2006) explores the way in 

which Japanôs imperial past is interpreted in the context of Japanese battlefield 

tourism sites (Siegenthaler, 2002). Hence, the political dimensions of 

commemoration, and how tragedy influences upon the collective conscience is an 

integral component of dark site design and, thus, deserves consideration. 

 

¶ Management/governance issues: many dark sites and attractions are, by definition, 

places where individuals or numbers of people met their death, by whatever means. 

There is, therefore, a need to manage such places appropriately based upon an 

understanding of, and respect for, the manner of the victim(s) death, the integrity of 

the site and, where relevant, the rights of the local community. Additionally, 

appropriate consideration should be given to the meaning or significance of the 

individual(s) concerned and the place of their death to those wishing to visit. It may 

be necessary, for example, to control or restrict access to a site. For example, the 

public are allowed to visit the house and grounds of Althorp, where Princess Diana 

was born and raised; however, access to her burial place on an island on the estate is 

not permitted (Blom, 2000). In the extreme, action that is more drastic may be 

required, such as in the case of 25 Cromwell Street, Gloucester, England, the home 

of Frederick and Rosemary West and site of multiple murders by the couple. In 

1996, following their trial and imprisonment, the house was demolished and the site 

transformed into a pathway to prevent it becoming a ghoulish shrine (Bennett, 1995; 

Coughlan, 2004). 

 

¶ Socio-cultural/thanatological issues: many dark sites and attractions, which exist 

within a plethora of geo-political and socio-cultural contexts, have implications and 

meanings for the broader cultural condition of society. In particular, contemporary 



issues of individualisation, secularisation and the negation of religious institutions 

and how mortality and morality is both addressed and perceived within society 

require consideration. Specifically, questions need to be asked of the role dark 

tourism plays within the broader secularisation of society, especially in relation to 

how people, both individually and collectively, confront grief and trauma and, 

subsequently, contemplate death and dying.  

 

To an extent, these issues represent the basic agenda for the rest of this thesis. That is, 

subsequent chapters address these issues and related topics in more detail, exploring in 

particular their relevance to understanding the demand for and supply of dark tourism 

experiences. First, however, it is important to consider the meaning of dark tourism, a 

question that can be addressed from both descriptive/definitional and conceptual 

perspectives. 

 

 

2.2 Dark tourism: diversity, scope and associations 

Although it is only in recent years that it has been collectively referred to as dark tourism, 

travel to places associated with death, disaster and destruction has, as noted earlier, 

occurred as long as people have been able to travel. In other words, it has always been an 

identifiable form of tourism (Seaton & Lennon, 2004) and, as participation in tourism, 

more generally had grown, particularly since the mid-twentieth century, so too has the 

demand for and supply of dark tourism experiences increased in both scale and scope. 

Smith (1998), for example, suggests visitor sites associated with war probably constitute 

óthe largest single category of tourist attractions in the worldô (see also Henderson, 2000; 

Ryan, 2007). Indeed, numerous specialised tour operators, such as Midas Tours and Holts 

Tours in the UK, offer trips to battlefield sites around the world (Baldwin & Sharpley, 

2009). Similarly, guidebooks are available to help the tourist visit war-related sites and 

attractions. For example, Thompson (2004: xii)  provides a detailed guide to the ó25 Best 

World War II Sitesô in both Europe and the Pacific and notes óa battlefield where thousands 

died isnôt necessarily a good place, but itôs often an important oneô (also Stone, 2008). That 

said, Siegenthaler (2002:1133), in his investigation of tourist guidebook presentations of 



Hiroshima and Nagasaki, suggests that ódenial of the warôs memory is undoubtedly part of 

the guideôs messageô. It is here, within (dark) touristic processes, that containment of 

(Japanese) war memories occurs and, as a result, ambivalence and the decentring of 

memories of the atom bombs mark a loss of historical perspective (Siegenthaler, 2002). 

Tourism processes and memories of war are also recognised by Slade (2003) who suggests 

Gallipoli, the battlefield where Australia and New Zealand suffered a defeat during World 

War One, was where both countries, respectively, have their óde facto psychological and 

cultural originsô (Slade, 2003:782). Consequently, Slade (2003:793) advocates Gallipoli 

tourism has important implications for the construction of nationhood and notions of 

mythmaking, whereby ómost Australians and New Zealanders who visit Gallipoli are 

engaged, to some extent, in a journey of discovering who they are, where they came from, 

and what the meanings of their nations might be in the modern world.ô Of course, 

battlefields across the world are numerous, and some war-sites are not commemorated or 

commercialized. However, Chronis (2005) recognises how war landscapes, such as those at 

Gettysburg, the site of one of the bloodiest battles during the American Civil War, can be 

symbolically transformed and used by service providers and tourists alike to negotiate, 

define, and strengthen social values of patriotism and national unity. However, given the 

number of battlefield sites, Hanink and Stutts (2002:707) warn of competing market forces 

of battlefield visitor sites. In particular, they suggest that a óbattlefieldôs spatial market 

potential, its vintage, and the number of casualties that occurred there contribute to its 

popularityô. Outlining a spatial demand model, they go on to suggest close proximity of one 

battlefield visitor site to another ódepresses visitation and the sites appear to be competing 

with one anotherô (2002:707). 

 

Yet war-tourism attractions, though themselves diverse, are a subset of the totality of tourist 

sites associated with death and suffering. Reference is frequently made, for example, to 

specific destinations, such as the Sixth Floor in Dallas, Texas (Foley and Lennon, 1996a), 

site of one of the most (in)famous assassinations of the twentieth century. Alternatively, 

reference is often made to specific forms of tourism, such as visits to graveyards and 

cemeteries (Seaton, 2002), the Holocaust (Ashworth, 1996; Beech, 2000), atrocities 

(Ashworth & Hartmann, 2005), prisons (Strange and Kempa, 2003; Wilson, 2008; Stone, 



2009), slavery-heritage or óroots tourismô (Dann & Seaton, 2001). However, such is the 

diversity of death-related attractions, from the óDracula Experienceô in Whitby, UK or 

Viennaôs Funeral Museum to the sites of ófamousô deaths (James Dean, Buddy Holly, Elvis 

Presley ï see Alderman, 2002) or major disasters (for example, Ground Zero), that a full 

categorisation is extremely complex.  

  

At the same time, alternative terminology has been applied to the phenomenon. For 

example, Seaton (1996) refers to death-related tourist activity as óthanatourismô, whilst 

other labels include ómorbid tourismô (Blom, 2000), óblack-spot tourismô (Rojek, 1993), 

ógrief tourismô (see www.grief-tourism.com) or as Dann (1994: 61) alliterates, ómilking the 

macabreô. More specifically, Bristow (2004) introduces the term ófright tourismô, a 

variation of dark tourism whereby individuals may seek a thrill or shock from the 

experience. Of course, the ófrightô element of a tourism experience may not always be 

death-related although, as noted shortly, Dann (1998) suggests that ódicing with deathô ï 

that is, seeking experiences or óholidays in hellô (OôRourke, 1988; Pelton, 2003) that 

challenge tourists or heighten their own sense of mortality ï may be considered one reason 

for participating in dark tourism. Dunkley et al (2007) add to the definitional debate and 

offer various óthanatourism categoriesô, including horror tourism, hardship tourism, tragedy 

tourism, warfare tourism, genocide tourism and extreme thanatourism. The latter category, 

according to these authors at least, involves a marketable ólive-eventô aspect of death and 

dying, and they cite examples such as the contemporary visitation to private cremations in 

Bali, or visits to public executions in the Middle East or Asia. However, it is unclear how 

these rather broad categories have been devised, apart from personal observations, and 

there is little attempt to ground wider theory into their conceptual framework. As a result, 

Dunkley et al (2007), with their allocation of labels, have perhaps been culpable of 

óoversimplification and the absurd reductionism that obliterates the detail and complexity 

of a methodologyô (Hart, 2003:144).  

 

Nevertheless, a factor common to all these terms or forms of tourism is an association, in 

one form or another, between a tourism site, attraction or experience and death, disaster or 

suffering. Consequently, definitions of dark tourism focus on this relationship between 



tourism and death and, in turn, help óexplain the world in which we live, [and] to try to 

understand and interpret specific phenomena at the individual and societal levelô 

(Rosengren, 2000:5). Hence, Tarlow (2005: 48), for example, identifies dark tourism as 

óvisitations to places where tragedies or historically noteworthy death has occurred and that 

continue to impact our livesô, a definition that aligns dark tourism somewhat narrowly to 

certain sites and that, perhaps, hints at particular motives. However, it excludes many dark 

sites and attractions related to, but not necessarily the site of, death and disaster (Miles, 

2002). Therefore, for the purposes of this thesis and, as outlined earlier, dark tourism may 

be defined simply and more generally as the act of travel to sites associated with death, 

suffering and the seemingly macabre (Stone, 2006).  

 

Of course, such a definition embraces an enormous variety of places and experiences, a 

consideration of which is well beyond the scope of this research. However, a useful 

overview of the scope of dark tourism can be provided by summarising Dannôs (1998) 

alliterative and ópost-modernistically playful inventoryô (Seaton and Lennon, 2004) of dark 

tourism (Table 3). 

 

  



5ƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ψ5ŀǊƪ ¢ƻǳǊƛǎƳΩ 
 

Sub-Divisions 

 
Perilous places:  
dangerous destinations from the past and present 
 

 

¶ towns of horror 

¶ dangerous destinations 

 
Houses of horror:  
buildings associated with death and horror, either 
actual or represented 
 

 

¶ dungeons of death 

¶ heinous hotels 

 
Fields of fatality: 
areas / land commemorating death, fear, fame or 
infamy 
 

 

¶ bloody battlegrounds 

¶ the hell of the Holocaust 

¶ cemeteries for celebrities 

 
Tours of torment:  
tours / visits to attractions associated with death, 
murder and mayhem 
 

 

¶ mayhem and murder 

¶ the now notorious 

 
Themed thanatos:  
collections /museums themes around death and 
suffering 
 

 

¶ morbid museums 

¶ monuments to morality 

 

Table 3: A categorisation of dark tourism (adapted from Dann, 1998)  

 

It is immediately evident that numerous examples could be listed under each category; 

equally, it is evident that the categorisation summarised in Figure 9 is by no means 

definitive. The important point is, however, that earlier attempts to define or categorise dark 

tourism lack theoretical foundations and are, hence, largely descriptive. That is, although 

pointing to the scale and breadth of the phenomenon of dark tourism, little is revealed about 

the nature of the demand for and supply of dark tourism experiences. In particular, limited 

attention has been paid to exploring why tourists may be drawn towards sites or 

experiences associated with death and suffering, and perhaps more importantly, the 

consequences of doing so.  

 

This is not to say that this issue has been completely overlooked. A number of ódriversô of 

dark tourism have been suggested in the literature, varying from a simple morbid curiosity, 



through schadenfreude ï a malicious pleasure in othersô misfortune 
 
(Seaton and Lennon, 

2004), to a collective sense of identity or survival óin the face of violent disruptions of 

collective life routinesô (Rojek, 1997: 61). More specifically, Tarlow (2005) links the 

attraction of dark sites with either óreflexiveô or órestorativeô nostalgia, though he too 

resorts to suggesting a wide variety of potential motives for dark tourism consumption. 

Meanwhile, Thurnell-Read (2009) highlights how certain tourists, namely young travellers 

on a budget, engage with and interpret their experiences of visiting a dark tourism site. In 

particular, he notes how individuals seek to engage actively with Auschwitz, drawing on 

imaginative devices that are rooted in historical, pedagogical and cinematic influences of 

the Holocaust. Whilst the study is limited, both in its context and in methodology, Thurnell-

Read (2009: 49) does note that ódark tourism offers a rich ground for exploring the various 

meanings which suffuse tourism as a social phenomenon and as an experiential practiceô. 

He goes on to suggest that ódark tourism highlights instances of engagement and meaning 

which are clearly striven for by many individualsô (2009: 49). Even so, whilst studies such 

as these are specific to types of tourism and destination, in this case the Holocaust and 

Auschwitz, and thus by definition are narrow in scope, perhaps the most comprehensive list 

of ómotivational driversô of dark tourism, again, is provided by Dann (1998), who identifies 

eight possible factors. These include the ófear of phantomsô (i.e. overcoming childlike 

fears); the search for novelty; nostalgia; the desire to celebrate crime or deviance; a more 

basic bloodlust; and, as noted above ódicing with deathô. The latter might include visits to 

specific destinations or, more generally, when travel becomes travail, when tourists place 

themselves in peril (often, to subsequently recount their ósurvivalô). However, as Dann 

(1998) observes, these categorisations are largely descriptive and may be related to specific 

attractions, destinations or activities rather than motivations of individual tourists. 

 

Nevertheless, academic interest in dark tourism in recent years has resulted in increasingly 

theoretically informed perspectives on the subject. This has not only enabled the 

deconstruction of many of the broad assumptions surrounding dark tourism, but has also 

provided both a framework for developing our understanding of the phenomenon and a 

foundation for further conceptual and empirical analysis. 

 



 

2.3 Dark tourism: theoretical perspectives 

Reference has already been made to the origins of the term ódark tourismô, first coined by 

Foley and Lennon (1996a,b) in a special issue of the International Journal of Heritage 

Studies and, subsequently, as the title of a book that arguably remains the most widely cited 

study of the phenomenon (Lennon & Foley, 2000). Their work was not, however, the first 

to focus upon public (re)presentations of dying and grief, or the interpretation of death, 

whether violent, untimely or otherwise. Indeed, within the discipline areas of sociology, 

anthropology, cultural and literature studies, museology, or art and architecture, the 

association between death, dying and suffering and its depiction within culture and society 

has long been a focus of attention. Certainly, within the arts, death has long played a pivotal 

role in the portrayal of both life and life-end. Consequently, through music, poetry, or 

paintings of death, one sees not only conceptions of death but also the cultural styles with 

which the event is anticipated and met. Indeed, the depiction of death within the arts reveals 

people's sense of themselves and, as Kearl (2009) notes, óart is one sure defence against 

time, against that dumbfounding piece of information that life has a temporal endô. The 

artistic depiction of life-end is summarised well by the artist Archibald MacLeish:  

It is when one first sees the horizon as an end that one first begins to see... Ends 

are the hardest things in the world to see - precisely because they aren't things, 

they are the ends of things. And yet they are wonderful. What would life be 

without them! If we didn't die there would be no works - not works of art 

certainly, the only ones that counté Death is the perspective of every great 

picture ever painted and the underbeat of every measurable poem...  

(Kearl, 2009: 1).    

 

As with the arts, museology has a history of exhibiting multifarious and contentious topics 

and taboos, including death and dying. For instance, Macdonald (1996:167), in his article 

Museums and Controversy: What Can We Handle?, asked the question ócontroversy ï can 

museums handle it?ô The answer, accordingly to Macdonald at least, was invariably óyesô; 

nevertheless, a debate opened and centred upon taboo representations within an otherwise 

traditional and conservative museological environment and culture (Williams, 2001; 

Ellison, 2003). Thus, according to Cameron (2003:2), conventional ómuseums now exist in 

a cultural, social and political context of contestation,ô as do non-conventional (dark) 



heritage visitor attractions and tourist sites. In particular, sites associated with war and 

atrocities, as highlighted earlier, have long been considered within a broader heritage 

tourism context, especially from an interpretative perspective. For example, Uzzell (1992) 

argues for the óhotô interpretation of war and conflict sites (interpretation that is as intense 

or passionate as the site/event) as a means of conveying the ótrueô significance or meaning 

of events to visitors. Meanwhile, Tunbridge and Ashworthôs (1996) subsequent work on 

ódissonant heritageô (also, Ashworth, 1996) develops an important conceptual framework 

for the management of such sites. Indeed, the challenge of heritage dissonance is, perhaps, 

most starkly evident in the context of dark tourism, particularly that associated with the 

heritage of atrocity (Ashworth, 1996). Dissonant heritage is concerned with the way in 

which the past, when interpreted or represented as a tourist attraction, may, for particular 

groups or stakeholders, be distorted, displaced or disinherited. As Ashworth (1996) states, 

óatrocity heritage is both a highly marketable combination of education and enjoyment and 

a powerful instrument for the transference of political or social messagesô. Inevitably, then, 

conflicts arise between interested groups, representing significant challenges for the 

managers of atrocity-tourism sites ï for Ashworth, the dramatic increase in tourism to the 

Kazimierz district of Kraków in Poland (importantly, directly related to Steven Spielbergôs 

1993 film óSchindlerôs Listô) is a powerful example
 
. 

 

Though contemporaneous with Foley and Lennonôs (1996) work and, indeed, addressing 

similar issues relating to the management and manipulation of atrocity sites, Tunbridge and 

Ashworthôs work on dissonant heritage does not refer more broadly to dark tourism. 

Nevertheless, the interpretative / dissonance theme remains central to a number of studies 

of dark sites. For example, Wight and Lennon (2007) examine selective interpretation 

within particular dark heritage sites in Lithuania, suggesting that ómoral complexitiesô 

ensure that important epochs remain unchallenged and un-interpreted in the nationôs 

collective commemoration of the past.  Similarly, Muzaini et al (2007), assessing historical 

accuracy and interpretation at the Fort Siloso visitor attraction in Singapore, argue that dark 

tourism privileges the óvisualô and the óexperientialô over historical rigour. Additionally, 

dissonance remains the central theme of Ashworth and Hartmannôs (2005) recent collection 

on atrocity tourism. Moreover, Sharpley (2009a:163) offers a conceptual model of dark 



heritage governance, which provides a óbasis for encouraging harmony, reconciliation, 

understanding or learning (or reducing the potential for dissonance) through a more 

inclusive memorialisation and interpretation of dark or tragic pastsô.  

  

To return to the origins and development of academic interest and research in dark tourism, 

the notion of dark attractions was first introduced by Rojek (1993), who proposes the 

concept of óBlack Spotsô. He introduces his analysis by referring to the hordes of sightseers 

flocking to disaster sites, such as the shores of Zeebrugge in 1987 (the capsizing of the 

ferry Herald of Free Enterprise) and Lockerbie, Scotland (the crash site of Pan Am 103) in 

1988. Interestingly, these responses are similar to that following the maritime calamities 

discussed earlier in Blackpool and New York. Rojeck goes on to discuss three different 

examples of Black Spots ï the annual pilgrimage to the place where James Dean died in a 

car crash in 1955, the annual candlelight vigil in memory of Elvis Presley at Graceland in 

Tennessee and the anniversary of JFKôs assassination in Dallas, Texas. These he refers to 

as postmodern spectacles, repeated reconstructions that are dependent on modern audio-

visual media for their continued popularity (as considered below, and a fundamental 

underpinning of Lennon and Foleyôs thesis). Other attractions, such as national and 

metropolitan cemeteries, are categorised as ónostalgicô sites and it is only later that he goes 

on to distinguish disaster sites as being óanalytically distinct from Black Spots as sensation 

sitesô (Rojek, 1997:63). A similar distinction is made by Blom (2000) who defines ómorbid 

tourismô as, on the one hand, tourism that ófocuses on sudden death and which quickly 

attracts large numbers of peopleô and, on the other hand, óan attraction-focused artificial 

morbidity-related tourismô. Thus, the concept of dark tourism is at once rendered more 

complex by a number of variables, including:  

¶ the immediacy and spontaneity of ósensationô tourism to dark sites of contemporary 

death and disaster compared with premeditated visits to organised sites or events 

related to near and /or distant historical occurrences;  

¶ the distinction between purposefully constructed attractions or experiences that 

interpret or recreate events or acts associated with death, and óaccidentalô sites (that 



is, those sites, such as churches, graveyards or memorials that have become tourist 

attractions óby accidentô); 

¶ the extent to which an óinterestô in death ï to witness the death of others, to dice 

with death in dangerous places, to learn about the death of famous people, and so on 

ï is the dominant reason for visiting dark attractions; and 

¶ why and how dark sites/experiences are produced or supplied ï for example, for 

political purposes, for education, for entertainment or for economic gain. 

 

These issues are considered shortly but, to return to the work of Foley and Lennon, their 

use of the term ódark tourismô relates primarily to óthe presentation and consumption (by 

visitors) of real and commodified death and disaster sitesô (1996a), a broad definition later 

refined by their assertion that dark tourism is óan intimation of post-modernityô (Lennon 

and Foley, 2000: 11; also Muzaini et al, 2007). That is, firstly, interest in and the 

interpretation of events associated with death is to a great extent dependent on the ability of 

global (media) communication technology to instantly report them and, subsequently, 

repeat them ad infinitum (hence time-space compression). As contemporary tourism has 

become ódedifferentiatedô, perhaps an indication of the óblurringô between touristic 

experiences and those of the everyday, the media has essentially brought ódeath into our 

living roomsô (Lennon & Foley, 2000; Schofield, 1996). Consequently, as individuals 

become óemotionally invigilatedô by the media (Walter et al., 1995), especially the news 

media, and thus influenced by both real and pseudo representations of the macabre, it could 

be argued death has become a commodity for contemporary consumption (Lennon & 

Foley, 2000). It could also be argued that individuals may simply wish to seek to affirm the 

validity of macabre or disaster events, which have been initially viewed through ómedia 

incursionsô (Schofield, 1996). Of course, whilst the (post)modern media is perhaps 

undoubted in its influence upon dark tourism, both in its production and consumption, 

Walter (2009) argues that the media is simply a contemporary ómediating institutionô which 

allows for death to be brought firmly back into the individual and collective consciousness. 

Therefore, the media not only informs the expectations of what ódark touristsô will see, in 



other words, the morbid tourist gaze (after Urry, 2002), but also, and perhaps more 

importantly, begins a process of contemporary mortality contemplation.   

 

Secondly, Lennon and Foley (2000) claim that most dark tourism sites challenge the 

inherent order, rationality and progress of modernity (as does the concept of post-

modernity). In particular, grand narratives and strategies of the modern period have, 

allegedly, been called into question and scrutinised by dark tourism sites (see Best and 

Kellner, 2001). For instance, the Holocaust with its ability to draw upon modern methods 

of planning and industry for wholesale execution and destruction is illustrated well by 

Holocaust sites and exhibitions throughout the world. However, it is this very (public) 

illustration that challenges the rationality and progress of modernity, and as a result, 

introduces a sense of doubt and anxiety (Lennon & Foley, 2000). Thirdly, at most sites, 

according to Lennon and Foley (2000), the boundaries between the message (educational, 

political) and their commercialisation as tourist products has become increasingly distorted. 

Consequently, the post-modern tourist or ópost-touristô (Feifer, 1985) óincreasingly accepts 

the commodified world and therefore does not seek authentic valuesô (Blom, 2000:31). 

However, in the case of dark tourism where (macabre) fantasy and (tragic) reality may be 

interwoven (after Nuryanti, 1996), óhistory is increasingly disconnected from the lived 

experiences of the individualô and óthe present is colonized by images valued solely for 

their capacity to distract and entertainô (Schwartz, 1998:65).   

 

Hence, for Lennon and Foley, because of some rather strict, self-imposed parameters, 

attractions based on events that neither took place ówithin the memories of those still alive 

to validate themô (2000:12) nor induce a sense of anxiety about modernity do not qualify as 

dark tourism. Thus, for these authors, dark tourism is a chronologically modern (i.e. 

twentieth century onwards), primarily western phenomenon based upon (for reasons they 

do not justify) non-purposeful visits due to óserendipity, the itinerary of tour companies or 

the merely curious who happen to be in the vicinityô (2000: 23). As Reader (2003) 

suggests, this lack of attention to motivation in general and an evident reluctance to accept 

that tourists may positively desire ódarkô experiences, and more importantly, the 

consequences of doing so, overlooks an essential dimension of the study of dark tourism. 



  

Lennon and Foleyôs temporal positioning of dark tourism as a modern or ówithin living 

memoryô phenomenon remains, as observed earlier, an issue of contention with the 

literature. For example, Ryan and Kohliôs (2006) study of the óburied villageô in New 

Zealand ï the former premier tourist village of Te Wairoa that served as a base for visiting 

the nearby Pink and White Terraces and that, in 1886, was buried in ash and mud following 

an eruption of Mt. Tarawera ï concurs with Lennon and Foley (2000) that dark tourism is a 

modern phenomenon. That is, the experiences of contemporary tourists to the site are 

multifaceted and not predominantly related to the disaster in 1886 (but, see Smith & Croy 

(2005) for a counter-argument). Others, of course, assert that the phenomenon of dark 

tourism has a long, identifiable history. Beech (2000), for example, asserts that military 

buildings in particular have long been tourist attractions. To some extent, this debate is 

underpinned by the distinction between dark tourism supply and demand. That is, both 

Rojek and Lennon and Foley focus primarily on the site and contemporary methods of 

repeated representation whereas, as explored later, visitorsô experiences may not 

necessarily be determined by the recentness of the death-related events associated with the 

site. That said, however, visitorsô experiences may be influenced by the perceived 

relevancy of the death/disaster event being (re)presented.  

  

This is certainly the position adopted by Seaton (1996), who argues that dark tourism has a 

long history, emerging from what he refers to as a óthanatoptic traditionô (i.e. the 

contemplation of death) that dates back to the Middle Ages but which intensified during the 

Romantic period of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. He cites a number of 

attractions, including graves, prisons, and public executions and, as mentioned earlier, the 

battlefield of Waterloo to which tourists flocked from 1816 onwards. Seaton (1996) also 

suggests the destination of Pompeii, site of the one of the greatest volcanic eruptions in 

history, was óthe greatest thanatoptic travel destination of the Romantic periodô (Seaton, 

1996). He goes on to argue that dark tourism is the ótravel dimension of thanatopsisô (hence 

thanatourism), defined as ótravel to a location wholly, or partially, motivated by the desire 

for actual or symbolic encounters with death, particularly, but not exclusively, violent 



deathô (Seaton, 1996:1). Importantly and, again, challenging Lennon and Foleyôs position, 

Seaton also proposes that:  

¶ dark tourism or thanatourism is essentially a behavioural phenomenon, defined by 

the touristôs motives as opposed to the particular characteristics of the attraction or 

destination, and 

¶ thanatourism is not an absolute form; there exists a ócontinuum of intensityô 

dependent upon the motive(s) for visiting a site and the extent to which the interest 

in death is general or person-specific. Thus, visits to disaster sites such as Ground 

Zero are a ópurerô form of thanatourism (as long as the visitor was not related to a 

victim) than, say, visiting the grave of a dead relative. 

 

Based on this behavioural perspective, Seaton suggests five categories of dark travel 

activities: 

 

¶ Travel to witness public enactments of death ï though public executions now occur 

in relatively few countries, Rojekôs (1997) sensation tourism at disaster sites or 

Dunkley et alôs (2007) extreme thanatourism may fall under this heading. 

¶ Travel to see the sites of individual or mass deaths after they have occurred.  This 

embraces an enormous variety of sites, from battlefields (e.g. Gallipoli), death 

camps (e.g. Auschwitz) and sites of genocide (e.g. Cambodiaôs ókilling fieldsô) to 

places where celebrities died (such as the site of James Deanôs death in a car crash 

referred to above), the sites of publicised murders (e.g. the California house where 

Nicole Simpson, the estranged wife of O.J. Simpson, was found stabbed to death in 

1994), or the homes of infamous murderers. 

¶ Travel to memorials or internment sites, including graveyards, cenotaphs, crypts 

and war memorials. The reasons for such visits are diverse, from an interest in brass 

rubbing or epitaph collection (Seaton, 2002) to pilgrimages to resting places of the 

famous, Père Lachaise cemetery in Paris being an oft-quoted example. 

¶ Travel to see evidence or symbolic representations of death at unconnected sites, 

such as museums containing weapons of death (e.g. the Royal Armouries in Leeds, 



UK) or attractions that reconstruct specific events or activities. As Dann (1998) 

observes, these ómorbid museumsô may focus on selected themes and, thus, be óless 

concerned with historical accuracyô. 

¶ Travel for re-enactments or simulation of death. As Seaton (1996) suggests, this 

originally took the form of plays or festivals with a religious theme though, over the 

last century, ósecular derivationsô, such as the re-enactment of famous battles by 

groups or societies, have become increasingly popular. 

 

Seaton (2009a) also confirms that, although óthanatourismô has a long history, it has 

become increasingly popular over the last two centuries. Importantly, and reflecting 

Lennon and Foleyôs (2000) position, he suggests the role of the media has been central to 

this growth in tourism to sites and attractions associated with death. This is principally 

through increasing the geographical specificity of murder and violent death and, more 

recently, through global communication technology that transmits events almost as they 

happen into peopleôs homes around the world.  

 

 

2.4 Chapter Two Summary  

Generally, then, two distinct bases for its analysis are evident in the emergent work on dark 

tourism. On the one hand, Seaton explores dark tourism, or thanatourism, as a behavioural 

phenomenon, pointing to the existence of the ódark touristô or óthanatouristô. Thus, for 

Seaton, thanatourism is a form of tourism consumption. On the other hand, significant 

attention is paid to dark sites or attractions ï the objects of dark tourism consumption in 

general, and their definition, interpretation and management in particular. In either case, 

however, little attempt is made to delve beneath the surface of these issues, to explore 

differing approaches to and meanings of both dark tourism demand and supply. More 

specifically, dark tourism, in its numerous forms and various guises, is evidently a function 

of both demand and supply (Miles, 2002). Moreover, given the complex, multi-dimensional 

nature of dark tourism, there is a need to consider both demand and supply, and the 

relationship between the two in more detail. However, before the demand or consumption 

of dark tourism, and its consequential interrelationships with the wider cultural condition of 



society may be examined, it is important for such a relatively new academic subject to 

identify those objects of consumption. In other words, whilst the concept of dark tourism 

has largely been defined in broad terms, as noted earlier, the typological and conceptual 

foundations of dark tourism have yet to be extracted and interrogated. Therefore, the next 

chapter builds a conceptual framework of dark tourism supply. This is not only important to 

locate conceptually particular types of dark tourism sites, attractions and exhibitions, but 

also perhaps more importantly and, as subsequent chapters will reveal, to create a 

systematic process to reveal and identify specific types of consumption and its consequents.   

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Chapter Three 

 
Dark Tourism: 

Towards a Typology 
 

 

 

 

 

 

éif a dark tourism continuum of intensity does exist,  

then we may all travel to the edge of darkness. 

 
(Stone, 2007a: 1)  

 

 

 



3.0 Typological foundations: a need for dark tourism classification   

A realistic typology, that is, the systematic classification of characteristics or traits in 

common, is essential if dark tourism is to be explained, understood and, indeed, predicted. 

If this is combined with other factors, such as the motivational and/or consequential aspects 

of dark tourism visitation, then a broad foundation for understanding the phenomenon of 

dark tourism may be provided. Whilst some attempts have been made within the literature 

to formulate dark tourism typologies, as revealed shortly, a number of limitations remain of 

tourism and tourist typologies
 
generally and, which may have direct bearing upon any 

specific dark tourism typology. These limitations include:    

¶ Most general tourist typologies óare static and do not take into account variations 

in tourist behaviour or experience over timeô (Sharpley, 1999:124). Thus, the static 

nature of typologies ensures a notion of stagnation and, as a result, constrains both 

people and sites to particular categories, regardless of maturity or product life 

cycle. In short, it is evident that much more dynamism, mobility and ófluidityô 

should be incorporated in any conceptual typology, allowing categories of both 

people and place to move between classifications, according to temporal, spatial, 

ideological or motivational aspirations. For instance, when Princess Diana was 

killed in a road accident in Paris in 1997, ómass floral shrinesô soon appeared at 

places such as Kensington Palace in London. These floral memorials quickly 

became a focal point for other ópilgrim-likeô visitors to lay their own offering of 

flowers, or for them to simply gaze and contemplate the tragedy. However, within 

a relatively short period, the informal floral shrines had been removed and 

structured fee-paying exhibitions, such as the one at Althorp House, emerged to 

commemorate the life and death of Princess Diana. Hence, it is feasible that the 

same individuals who may have been classified by the media as ópilgrimsô at 

Kensington Palace, became ótouristsô at Althorp House; yet whilst the temporal 

and spatial dimensions of the place and event may have changed, the context 

remained the same, that is, the death (and life) of a particular celebrity figure. 

Thus, Lowyck et al (1992:28) argue, it ómust be questioned whether it makes sense 

at all to divide people into different types without taking into account their full life 

spansô.   



¶ Sharpley (1999:124) suggests that ómost typologies are isolated from the wider 

social context of the touristô. As a dark tourism example, visitors to Ground Zero 

may simply wish to validate the tragic events of 9/11 through consuming the 

actual place (experience) in New York; however, some visitors, particularly 

Americans, may wish to reaffirm their cultural and national identity by visiting 

places such as Ground Zero. It is here where both the social and political 

differences are identified, and which any (fluidic) typology needs to address and 

incorporate.  

¶ Many general typologies, especially those concerned with tourist roles and 

behaviour, employ various terms to describe a greater or lesser number of 

classifications (Sharpley, 1999). However, whilst in the absence of a universal set 

of parameters to incorporate all types of tourism and tourist roles, scholars are 

often culpable of creating descriptions and classifications of ódifferentô types of 

tourism and tourists according to their own research agenda or sphere of 

professional interest. Thus, Sharpley (1999: 125) notes that ósome typologies, 

though looking different, say the same thingô, and it is important, for a subject 

such as dark tourism, which remains in its analytical infancy, does not fall victim 

to any future ótypological surfeitô. 

¶ Finally, tourist and tourism typologies tend to be etic; in other words, 

classifications tend to reflect a particular scholarôs point of view, values and 

perspective, rather than focusing on the research object (that is, people and/or 

place), or in sociological terminology, the emic. To address this issue, future dark 

tourism typological research should adopt methodologies that are based upon 

empirical findings. However, that does not suggest conceptual typological 

frameworks have less value; only that conceptual frameworks require 

operationalising and testing at some point in order to generate a greater sense of 

rigour and validity.  

 

Consequently, because of these issues, Sharpley (1999:125) argues that whilst typologies 

tend to be descriptive, yet interesting in terms of highlighting the diversity of tourism types, 



they ófail to be of direct relevance to a better understanding of the demand for tourismô. The 

important point, therefore, is that in order to locate the consumer ï ultimately, to 

understand better particular consumption issues and consequences ï we first need to reveal 

the locales and supply of dark tourism objects. The rest of this chapter is dedicated to this 

task, drawing upon extant concepts within the literature and, subsequently, constructing a 

new typological framework for the study of dark tourism. Firstly, however, an overview of 

the dark tourism typological debate now follows. 

 

 

3.1 Dark Tourism Typologies: concepts and debates 

Developing Seatonôs (1996) notion of a ócontinuum of intensityô, reflecting the extent to 

which an interest in death is general rather than person specific, there evidently exists an 

almost infinite variety of dark tourism forms. Undoubtedly, morbid curiosity, voyeurism or 

óschadenfreudeô may be a principal driver of tourism to certain dark sites, such as visits to 

Rojekôs (1997) ósensationô disaster sites. For example, Cole (2000:214) argues that óthere 

can be little doubt that an element of voyeurism is central to óHolocaust tourismô, whereby 

it is the ultimate rubberneckerôs experience of passing by and gazing at someone elseôs 

tragedyô. Conversely, at other sites, an interest in death may be minimal or non-existent or 

the association with death may be of little relevance. For example, it may be argued that the 

thousands of visitors who annually gaze upon William Wordsworthôs grave at Grasmere in 

the English Lake District are more interested in his life and poetry, not his death. Similarly, 

the draw of the Taj Mahal in India is most likely to be its iconic status rather than its 

function as a tomb (but, see Edensor, 1998). Moreover, there may be a variety of 

motivations amongst different tourists to the same site. Therefore, the existence of different 

óshades of darknessô with respect to touristsô consumer behaviour and, indeed, to various 

dark tourism suppliers may occur (Stone, 2006; Jamal & Lelo, 2010). Hence, in developing 

a typology of dark tourism consumption, Sharpley (2005) draws upon Holtôs (1995) earlier 

typology of consumption practices, in which four ómetaphorsô of consumption are 

proposed. Applying these to dark tourism in particular, Sharpley (2005) suggests varying 

óshadesô of dark tourism emerge, namely dark tourism as experience, play, integration, and 

as classification.  



3.1.1 Dark tourism as experience: 

A wide variety of dark tourism consumption practices may seen as being defined by or 

related to the social world of the tourist; that is, dark tourism experiences may be consumed 

in order to give some phenomenological meaning to touristsô own social existence. 

Included in this category are visits to: war cemeteries/memorials; battlefields; other war-

related museums or attractions, such as the Death Railway and Khwae (Kwai) Bridge at 

Kanchanaburi in Thailand; holocaust sites; the sites of assassinations ï Dallas (JFK) or 

Sveavägen in Stockholm, where Olof Palme was shot dead in 1986; and, the sites of 

disasters (though some time after the event). Thus, rather than the manner of death, it is the 

meaning of individual/mass death that is fundamental to the experience. Such forms of dark 

tourism consumption fall, arguably, around a central to ódarkerô position on the continuum. 

This category also embraces implicitly paler ófantasyô experiences, such as the óGrave 

Lineô tour in Hollywood where the interest is more in the lifestyle (and death) of celebrities 

(Ash, 1988; Barrier, 1996). 

 

3.1.2 Dark tourism as play: 

Representing ópalerô experiences, consumption as play focuses upon the shared, communal 

consumption of dark tourism sites or experiences. That is, although it is the death of an 

individual or group of people, that is the initial driver, it is the collective celebration, 

remembrance or mourning that is the dominant factor. Thus, dark tourism becomes 

pilgrimage, or a journey followed by the experience of ócommunitasô, either at óone-offô 

events such as the funeral of Princess Diana or at annual celebrations (for example, the 

anniversary of Elvis Presleyôs death at Graceland). Such play may also be sensed rather 

than actual, inasmuch as an individual pilgrimage to, say, the grave of a celebrity is given 

extra meaning by the knowledge that many others have shared, and will share, the same 

experience. 

 

3.1.3 Dark tourism as integration: 

There are two levels (and shades) of dark tourism as integration. On the one hand, and with 

evident links to the notion of consumption as fantasy, tourists may integrate themselves 

into the object of consumption, the fascination not being in death itself but the broader 



context within which death occurs. Henderson (2000), for example, cites the example of the 

Cu Chi tunnels near Ho Chi Minh city in Vietnam, where it is possible to crawl through the 

tunnels used to great effect by the Viet Cong and to fire replica AK-47 rifles on a nearby 

firing range, enabling tourists to óbecomeô, temporarily, a soldier. On the other hand, the 

darkest or most intense form of dark tourism is where tourists seek to integrate themselves 

with death, either through witnessing violent or untimely deaths (travelling, for example to 

the scene of disasters or murders) or, in the extreme perhaps, travelling in the knowledge or 

expectation of death. In the former case, Dann (1998) refers to tours organised to Sarajevo 

during the Balkan conflict, the motivation for which may have been status enhancement or, 

perhaps, witnessing the death and destruction associated with war. In the latter case, the 

practice of terminally ill people travelling to Switzerland to take advantage of the services 

offered by Dignitas, an organisation that assists legal euthanasia, could be regarded as the 

most intense form of dark tourism (Bunyan, 2003). 

 

3.1.4 Dark tourism as classification: 

Travel has long been a marker of social status ï the history of tourism is little more than the 

story of how tourists have sought (and continue to seek) social status through emulating the 

touristic practices of others (Urry, 2003). In context of dark tourism, such status may be 

sought through travelling to places or undertaking forms of travel (and, in either case, 

surviving to tell the tale) that are dangerous for the tourist. For example, some years ago, El 

Salvador was considered a particularly perilous destination for backpackers, with those 

having been there anxious to wear óI survived El Salvadorô T-shirts. Equally, visits to dark 

tourism sites or attractions in more exotic destinations, such as the óburning Ghatsô at 

Varanasi in India or the óKilling Fieldsô of Cambodia, may be motivated more by the 

potential status of having visited such locations rather than any specific fascination with 

death. Thus, this form of consumption falls towards the paler end of the dark tourism 

continuum.  

 

 

 

 



3.2 Shades of Dark Tourism: a matrix approach   

Inevitably, the above analysis is open to criticism, particularly as different tourists may 

consume any dark tourism site in different ways. However, Sharpley (2005) also proposes a 

ócontinuum of purposeô of supply of dark tourism attractions or experiences. These vary 

from óaccidentalô supply (that is, places that have become tourist attractions óby accidentô) 

to supply that is directly intended to exploit, for profit or otherwise. Consequently, it 

becomes possible to construct a matrix of dark tourism demand and supply (Figure 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Within this matrix, dark tourism attractions or experiences are measured by the extent to 

which both a fascination with death is a dominant consumption factor and the supply is 

purposefully directed towards satisfying this fascination. As a result, Sharpley (2005) 

identifies four possible óshadesô of dark tourism:  

 

Demand 

(palest) 

Demand 

(darkest) 

Supply 

(purposeful) 
Supply 

(óaccidentalô) 

Pale tourism Grey tourism 

supply 

Grey tourism 

demand 

Black tourism 

Figure 3: A matrix of dark tourism 

(Sharpley, 2005) 



¶ Pale tourism ï minimal or limited interest in death when visiting sites unintended to 

be tourist attractions. 

¶ Grey tourism demand ï tourist with a fascination with death visiting unintended 

dark tourism sites. 

¶ Grey tourism supply ï sites intentionally established to exploit death but attracting 

visitors with some, but not a dominant, interest in death. 

¶ Black tourism ï in effect, ópureô dark tourism, where a fascination with death is 

satisfied by the purposeful supply of experiences intended to satisfy this fascination. 

 

Within these shades, it is possible to locate specific attractions or experiences. For example, 

the óFlight 93ô tour referred to earlier in this thesis may be most appropriately placed in the 

óblackô quadrant, whilst visits to the graves of well-known people (motivated by an interest 

in their lives rather than their death) may be categorised as pale tourism. However, just as 

the consumption of dark tourism experiences may vary, particularly with respect to the 

intensity of interest in or meaning of the death-associations, so too can it be argued that, 

given the diversity of dark tourism attractions, there also exist various forms of supply. In 

other words, as dark tourism products are multifaceted, complex in design and purpose and 

diverse in nature, óthe term ñdarkò does not readily expose the multi-layers of dark tourism 

supplyô (Stone, 2006:150). That is, a number of fundamental issues remain, not least 

whether it is actually possible or justifiable to collectively categorise a diverse range of 

sites, attractions and exhibitions that are associated with death and the macabre as ódark 

tourismô.  Alternatively, it is questionable whether identifiable degrees or óshadesô of 

darkness can be attributed to a particular type of dark tourism supplier (Miles, 2002; 

Strange & Kempa, 2003; Sharpley, 2005). Evidently, in order to address these questions, it 

is necessary to possess some understanding of how and why particular ódarkô visitor sites, 

attractions and exhibitions exist and whether certain ódark suppliersô share particular 

attributes and product traits. Therefore, in order to construct a holistic approach to the 

diverse and fragmented nature of dark tourism supply, the thesis argues certain suppliers 

may indeed, conceptually at least, share particular product features, perceptions and 

characteristics ï which, then can be loosely translated into various óshades of darknessô. 



Drawing upon issues revealed in the literature, the study proposes a theoretical óspectrumô 

of dark tourism supply. Here, comparisons between, for example, site objectives (education 

or entertainment), perceptions of authenticity, temporal issues and spatial aspects of the 

locale, and so on, provide a basis for locating dark sites on a darkest-lightest continuum. As 

a result, dark tourism products may lie along a rather ófluid spectrum of intensity whereby 

particular sites may be conceivably darker than others, dependent upon various defining 

characteristics, perceptions and product featuresô (original emphasis ï Stone, 2006:146). 

Consequently, the following section outlines a conceptual framework entitled óA Dark 

Tourism Spectrumô, where it is argued the task of theoretically measuring the extent of 

ódarknessô and the multi-hued nature of dark tourism spaces and places can begin. From 

this, a typology of seven ódark suppliersô is then proposed, from óDark Fun Factoriesô as the 

lightest through to óDark Camps of Genocideô as the darkest. Though perhaps over-

simplifying the complexity of influences on dark tourism supply, it nevertheless provides a 

useful conceptual framework to commence the exploration of different modes of dark 

tourism supply and, consequently, a broader base for understanding the phenomenon of 

dark tourism as a whole. In short, it is perhaps this fundamental requirement of 

óunderstanding the undersideô and extricating consumption issues and their consequential 

relationships with the wider cultural condition of society that is propelling the current dark 

tourism debate (Stone 2005a; 2006).  

 

 

3.3 Dark tourism: a spectrum of supply 

With respect to identifiable product traits, characteristics and perceptions, it is prudent to 

argue for an analysis that accounts for multiple shades of dark tourism. Indeed, one such 

study that has begun this task is Strange and Kempaôs (2003) examination of two former 

penal institutions-cum-attractions, and the specific influence of political and cultural 

ideology upon interpretation of these sites. In particular, they examine the former US 

penitentiary of Alcatraz, a prison immortalised in popular culture and cinematic history, 

and which FBI chief J.Edgar Hoover once boasted would punish the óworst of the worstô 

(Felchner, 2008). Famous gangsters, such as Al Capone, Doc Barker, Machine Gun Kelly, 

and Alvin óCreepyô Carpis, declared ópublic enemiesô by the State (thus turning them into 



ópublic figuresô) enhanced Alcatrazôs notoriety, (also Ruth, 1996). Accordingly, as Strange 

and Kempa (2003:390) state, óa symbolic relationship evolved between Alcatrazôs mythic 

status and its unique population long before the island became a tourist siteô. Today 

however, where infamous criminals were once incarcerated, Hollywood tutored visitors 

now consume a product fondly known as óthe Rockô. In comparison, Strange and Kempa 

also analyse Robben Island in South Africa, a former penal complex for political prisoners 

of the apartheid era, including Nelson Mandela, Ahmed Kathrada, Walter Sisulu, and 

Govan Mbeki. In contrast to Alcatrazôs inmates, their crimes and the penal philosophy that 

determined their punishment, Robben Islandôs captives were self-declared and officially 

branded political prisoners (Strange & Kempa, 2003).   

 

Despite the two former penal institutions having certain product design features in 

common, that is, both being former penal institutions, both sites are an integral part of local 

tourism industry and destination promotion, both admit visitors, and both now offer óprison 

experiencesô. Strange and Kempa (2003) intimate that the political and cultural agendas 

that surround the two sites have a profound influence upon ómemory managersô who seek 

to interpret the sitesô dark pasts. They suggest that, whilst Alcatrazôs presentation is already 

overshadowed by commercial and entertainment values, Robben Island has yet to succumb 

to its ótheme park marketing potentialô (Shackley, 2001) and possesses a higher degree of 

political influence in its message design and interpretation. As such, Strange and Kempa 

suggest Robben Island as a (dark) visitor site is a product of remembrance, 

commemoration, education and optimism for a better political ideal and national 

governance. Conversely, óunlike the genesis and development of Alcatrazôs representations 

over the past forty years, the transition of Robben Island from prison to museum was 

conducted rapidly in a national context of nearly calamitous political circumstancesô 

(Shackley, 2001:356). In short, since Robben Island had played a pivotal role in the legacy 

and ultimate collapse of apartheid in South Africa, there was ólittle question in government 

circles that Robben Island was an apt symbol of hope and reconciliationô (Strange and 

Kempa, 2003:394). Thus, the implication is that Robben Island is perceived a óshade more 

seriousô in its contemporary representation of penal (in)justice than its Alcatraz counterpart, 

and has greater political expediency attached to the site as a result. Indeed, Strange and 



Kempa (2003:401) suggest that simply to describe óprison tourism as ñdarkò is too starkô. 

Evidently then, it can be argued that (dark) visitor sites with a greater political influence 

and ideology attached, thus inherently politicised within their interpretation strategies and 

overall ómessage designô, may be classified as ódarkerô, or put another way, are perceived 

as ómore seriousô in their raison d'etre.      

 

Consequently, despite the main draw of these products being a highly emotional and 

politically charged heritage product ï easy to market yet tricky to interpret (Shackley, 2001; 

Strange, 2000) ï some commentators suggest the heritage sector in general is an 

inappropriate and even immoral vehicle for the presentation of death and human suffering 

(Hewison, 1987; MacCannell, 1992; Walsh, 1992; Urry, 1995). As a result, questions have 

been raised about the distinction between authentic and inauthentic history (Olsen, 2002). 

One of the main contentions is how the (re)presentation of ódark historyô, especially at 

those visitor sites (e.g. Auschwitz-Birkenau) with a dominant conservational, educational 

and commemorative ethic is portrayed as real. Conversely, it is the heritage (tourism) 

industry, with entertainment and commercial orientations and a tendency to seemingly 

romanticise and, thus, potentially distort past dark deeds (e.g. Galleries of Justice, UK), that 

is often seen as the guardians of the real (Stone, 2006). Thus, it is, perhaps, reasonable to 

argue those dark tourism sites which are perceived as real, and possess some kind of 

perceived product authenticity, may be viewed as ódarkerô than those sites with much less 

perceived product authenticity, and which have essentially been (re)created for touristic and 

commercial purposes. That said, however, Macdonald (1997:156-157) calls for more 

attention to be paid óto the authorial intentions and authenticating devices at work in 

heritage sitesô. However, despite the notion of entertainment and commodification of (dark) 

history for mass consumption (e.g. London Dungeon, UK), which often leads to the charge 

of trivialization and product inauthenticity, it does not preclude the presentation of counter-

hegemonic stories, tales of injustice or dark deeds committed in recent or distant memory.  

 

Similarly, Sharpley and Stone (2009b) examine the (re)presentation of dark tourism and the 

process of interpretation in creating identity. They note how interpretation plays a key role 

in the ófilteringô of emotion, understanding and meaning. In particular, they suggest that 



dark tourism interpretation and consequent authenticity dilemmas, including notions of 

selectivity, trivialisation and distortion can result in the kitschification of dark tourism. In 

other words, death and disaster events can be ópackaged-upô and commodified which, in 

turn, can generate feelings of comfort, safety and hope. Consequently, ódeath and disaster 

are inevitably vulnerable to kitschification, as they require inoculation and thus rendering 

into something else that is comfortable and safe to deal with and to contemplateô (original 

emphasis ï Sharpley & Stone, 2009b: 127). Subsequently, the production of the dark and 

disturbing past is not only driven by consumer tastes, which are often media influenced, 

and by commercial marketing ploys on behalf of the supplier, but is also subject to changes 

in the wider political and cultural climate (Seaton, 1999). Therefore, any shades of darkness 

within the dark tourism product can shift, hence are dynamic and fluid, as events (such as 

wars, acts of terrorism, or the fall of a regime) transpire, and as new ófiles of representationô 

(movies, novels, memoirs, etc.) lend moral meanings to sites of death and the macabre 

(Rojek & Urry, 1997).  

 

Further to this notion of the potential fluidic nature of ódarknessô between dark tourism 

products, Miles (2002:) suggests that a ódarker-lighter tourism paradigmô does indeed exist. 

Taking Holocaust memorial construction within the visitor economy as a context, and 

building upon earlier works of Holocaust commemoration and Auschwitz ótoursô (Miles, 

2000, 2001), he argues there is a distinction between dark and darker tourism; that is, a 

greater or lesser perception of the macabre and the morose can exist between sites. 

Certainly, in an age of ever-more demanding museology and interpretative experiences, and 

a move towards more relevant and interactive visitor pedagogy, Miles suggests that óvisual 

interpretation has emerged as a new frameworkô for museums, attractions and their 

scholarly critics (2002:1175). Hence, based upon the temporal dimension and spatial 

affinity with a particular visitor site, he suggests there is a crucial difference between visitor 

sites associated with death and suffering, and sites that are of death and suffering. 

Therefore, according to Miles, the product (and experience) at the Nazi death camp site at 

Auschwitz-Birkenau is conceivably darker than the one at the US Holocaust Memorial 

Museum in Washington DC. The main contention here, of course, is that the US Holocaust 

Memorial Museum is merely associated with death, whilst Auschwitz-Birkenau is of death 



and, thus possesses a crucial locational authenticity (and spatial advantage) within its 

product design (Miles, 2002). Importantly, whilst Auschwitz-Birkenau as a visitor 

site/museum does not provide the kind of historical contextualization that the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum in Washington does (Bollag, 1999), the site at Auschwitz is essentially 

a mass graveyard. However, where killing was implemented with ruthless efficiency and 

death treated as an industry, Auschwitz is a ócemetery without tombstones, a graveyard 

without gravesô and is a ólocation where the dead literally went up in smokeô (Miles, 2002: 

1176). Conversely, the US Holocaust Memorial Museum, like many other Holocaust 

exhibitions across the world, simply replicates this through its museology, whereby the 

atrocities of Auschwitz (and other aspects of the Holocaust) are transported and then 

reconstructed and packaged up in a sanctioned space for contemporary consumption.  

 

Miles was not, however, the first to highlight the spatial aspects of memorials and their 

commodification. Indeed, Young (1994), whilst examining the historical context of 

Holocaust memorials, suggested a defining difference exists between ómemorials removed 

from the sites of destructionô and ósites of destruction per seô. Nonetheless, in response to 

Young, Miles (2002:1175) suggests that ódarker tourism is conceptually and linguistically 

preferableô to a previous óunintentionally reifying polarityô between sites of real and 

recreated (Holocaust) death. Consequently, he suggests dark touristic sites must engender a 

degree of empathy between the sightseer and the past victim (i.e. óproductô). This empathy, 

as maintained by Miles, is amplified through the spatial affinity in the dark tourism product 

design. In addition, he advocates the temporal distancing of dark sites will also add to the 

empathy of visitors, and, thus, is important in how the product is perceived, produced and 

ultimately consumed. In particular, and supporting the notion of óchronological distanceô as 

outlined by Lennon and Foley (2000), Miles suggests that recent death and tragic events 

that may be transported in live memory through survivors or witnesses are perhaps ódarkerô 

than other events that have descended into the distant past. Particularly, he notes that an 

existential gap is apparent between the here-and-now of the tourist and the event (or events) 

of history and, consequently, goes on to state that dark tourism ómust convert the memorial 

thing into a live memoryé this is a major challenge for all dark tourismô (Miles, 2002:1176 

ï original emphasis). Thus, dark tourism that seeks to represent recent death/disaster events 



that have influenced a collective sensibility and can be validated by visitors may evoke a 

greater sense of empathy. Therefore, these sites are, perhaps, ódarkerô than those that 

represent distant tragedy and which have faded out of living memory and into inevitable 

history.    

 

In a similar vein, Sharpley (2005) suggests that, based upon differing intensities of purpose 

with respect to both the supply of and consumption of dark tourism, then different óshadesô 

of dark tourism may be identified. Here, it is suggested that supply that is non-purposeful, 

that is, the original intent of the site was not to attract visitors and as such provides a 

comparably limited tourism infrastructure (e.g. the sites of murder such as in Soham, UK) 

may be considered ódarkerô. This is a notion that supports Miles (2002) claim that sitesô 

spatial affinity and ultimately ópurposefulnessô may be correlated to perceived ódarknessô 

within a (dark) product design (also Jamal & Lelo, 2010). Thus, embracing the idea that 

some visitor sites may now offer a darker product (and experience) than others, depending 

upon particular product traits and perceptions, it is possible to begin to formulate a 

conceptual framework in which to locate various types of ódark suppliersô. The model of a 

óspectrumô, as outlined in Figure 4, takes into account possible shades of darkness ï that is, 

a perceived level of ómacabrenessô within a overall dark tourism product. Ranging from 

ódarkestô through to ólightestô, site design features such as education or commercialism, 

political influence and ideology, spatial affinity with the death/disaster event it seeks to 

represent, and so on, one is be able to locate a product and typify it. As a cautionary note, 

however, this classification occurs in a rather ólooseô and fluid manner.   
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Figure 4: A Dark Tourism Spectrum: 

Perceived product features of dark tourism within a ódarkest-lightestô supply paradigm 

(revised from Stone, 2006)  
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Whilst the limitations of this óspectrum of supplyô are outlined later, it is nevertheless 

possible, using the parameters of the conceptual framework, to commence the task of 

building a typological classification of dark tourism supply. Consequently, the next section 

reveals a taxonomy of óSeven Dark Suppliersô. 

 

 

3.4 Dark Tourism Products ï óSeven Dark Suppliersô 

Drawing upon issues and concepts revealed earlier, that is, the nature, diversity and scope 

of the dark tourism concept and the various types of visitor sites, attractions, and 

exhibitions that have emerged, the study has compiled a conceptual classification that 

reflects the current composition of dark tourism supply (also Stone, 2006). Seven 

fundamental types of dark tourism ósupplierô are identified with their relative ópositionô on 

the Dark Tourism Spectrum model (Figure 11).  

 

3.4.1 Dark Fun Factories  

A Dark Fun Factory alludes to those visitor sites, attractions and tours that predominately 

have an entertainment focus and commercial ethic, and which present recreated or fictional 

death and macabre events. Indeed, these types of products possess a high degree of tourism 

infrastructure, are purposeful in their design and are in essence ófun-centricô. Consequently, 

this classification of dark tourism may occupy the lightest edges of the ódark tourism 

spectrumô. Dark Fun Factories offer sanitized products in terms of representation and are 

perhaps perceived as less authentic. For instance, the Dungeon concepts now being rolled 

out across Europe by Merlin Entertainments Ltd is a classic Dark Fun Factory. Perhaps 

most famous of the Dungeon attractions, the London Dungeon, has long drawn visitors to 

its doors with the promise of ghouls and displays of morbidity. With gruesome and highly 

visual, yet ófamily friendlyô exhibits portraying less savoury aspects of (past) life, such as 

the Black Death or Jack the Ripper, the London Dungeon offers a socially acceptable 

environment in which to gaze upon simulated death and associated suffering.  

 

Another example of a Dark Fun Factory was the proposed óDracula Parkô at Snagov, near 

Bucharest in Romania (BBC News, 2003), where plans for the 460-hectare theme park 



were cancelled on environmental grounds rather than actual product content (Luxmoore, 

2006). Indeed, this was a project that revolved around the real-life óVlad the Impalerô, a 

fifteenth century Transylvanian Count who allegedly tortured his prisoners by impaling 

them on spikes and then leaving them to die. His subsequent fictional incarnation by Bram 

Stokerôs 1897 novel óDraculaô, in which Stoker popularized the myth of a bloodsucking 

aristocrat, has fuelled an entire industry ever since. This aside, óDracula Parkô in Romania 

was to be an entertainment-based product, with a core product focused upon the macabre, 

fictional or otherwise. Indeed a consultation and feasibility study on the project suggested: 

édriven by the need to build a post-communist economy, Romania has 

moderated its previous rejection of Dracula as a vampire and shifted its focus to 

leveraging the Transylvanian myth for economic gain. Dracula Park will sport 

vampires, a Center for Vampirology, a golf course with scary encounters, a 

Medieval food court, Draculabilia such as stakes, fangs, watches, and visitor 

portraits drawn with your own blood ð all within a Medieval fortress (KLM 

Management Consultation, 2001:10). 

 

3.4.2 Dark Exhibitions  

Dark Exhibitions refer to those exhibitions and sites that essentially blend the product 

design to reflect education and potential learning opportunities. With a Dark Fun Factory 

offering a commercial and more entertainment-based product, Dark Exhibitions offer 

products/experiences which revolve around death, suffering or the macabre, and which 

often possess an inherent commemorative, educational and reflective message. Thus, these 

products are perhaps perceived as more authentic and óseriousô and hence retain a ódarker 

edgeô. For that reason, these types of dark tourism may be typified towards the darker 

periphery of the dark tourism spectrum model. Yet despite these product types possessing a 

conservational ethic, they encompass a degree of tourism infrastructure and some 

commercial focus. Incorporating both purposeful and non-purposeful elements for dark 

tourism, Dark Exhibitions are manifested within an eclectic product range and are often 

located away from the actual site of death or macabre event. Indeed, the multitude of 

museums that display death and associated suffering with an educative or commemorative 

focus may be classed as Dark Exhibitions. For instance, the Smithsonian Museum of 

American History recently constructed an exhibit that displayed images and artefacts of the 

September 11 terrorist attacks under a banner of capturing history and instilling a sense of 



veneration for the victims. However, the exhibit, entitled óSeptember 11: Bearing Witness 

to Historyô, purposely sanitized the product content with only forty-five objects on show. 

The scant number of exhibits was intentional with curators draining the emotional content 

of displays because, as Robinson (2003) notes, óvisitors bring their own emotional baggage 

to the storyô. Indeed, the Smithsonian museology is so hypersensitive to the possibility of 

emotional overload that the more grisly and macabre photographs of the dead and dying are 

omitted. Even the images of the jet approaching the Twin Towers are sequestered from 

general view. Consequently, images of horrified onlookers tell the story, with the product 

designed to provoke rather than narrate.  

 

This provocative aspect of Dark Exhibitions is taken a stage further with the Body Worlds 

exhibitions, which have attracted over seventeen million visitors across the world with 

anatomical displays of real human bodies (Body Worlds, 2009). The bodies, which are 

preserved through a technique called plastination, allow the visitor to gaze upon preserved 

corpses under the guise of health education, anatomy and physiology. Whilst educative 

elements of the exhibition are undoubted, the commercial machine that now surrounds the 

show, in addition to the ethical debate about entertainment and the alleged increase in trade 

of body parts, have perhaps tainted the original exhibit objectives (Searle, 2002: Harris & 

Connolly, 2002). Other Dark Exhibitions which trade on this mix of ómacabre educationô 

include the óCatacombe dei Cappuciniô in Palermo, Italy (de Lanza, 2001). The catacombs 

date back to 1599, when priests mummified a local monk and displayed him on the wall 

like a three-dimensional cadaver piece of art, and were used as a place for the dead until 

1920, when a small child became the last person to use the crypt as a final resting place.  

Hundreds of people are now displayed in some kind of macabre óhuman libraryô whereby 

corpses, some still in decaying clothes, are preserved for the living. Indeed many corpses 

are contrived to give the impression of enjoying a joke with their deceased peers, while 

others look less cheerful!  

 

3.4.3 Dark Dungeons 

Dark Dungeons refer to those sites and attractions that present bygone penal and justice 

codes to the present day consumer and, subsequently, revolve around former prisons and 



courthouses. These product types essentially have a combination of entertainment and 

education as a main merchandise focus, possess a relatively high degree of commercialism 

and tourism infrastructure, and occupy sites that were originally non-purposeful for dark 

tourism. Consequently, it is suggested that Dark Dungeons may occupy the centre-ground 

of the dark tourism spectrum paradigm, with a mixture of dark and light elements. For 

instance, the Galleries of Justice visitor attraction, based in Nottingham UK, suggests in its 

marketing literature that it is the óonly site in the country where you could be arrested, 

sentenced and executedô (Galleries of Justice, 2005). Promoted as the óFamily Attraction of 

the Yearô under marketing strap-line óFeel the Fearô, the Galleries of Justice site is created 

from buildings originally used as prisons and courts from the 1780ôs until as recently as the 

1980ôs. With a representation of harsh penal codes from days gone by, the attraction seeks 

to entertain the visitor through heritage whilst promoting educational and historical content. 

The óCrime and Punishment Tourô promotional flyer states: 

Travel with us on an atmospheric tour over three centuries of crime and 

punishment. Witness a real trial in the original Victorian Courtroom and put your 

friends and family in the dock, before being sentenced and ósent downô to the 

original cellsé Prisoners and gaolers will act as your guides as you too become 

part of the dramatic history of this unique site (Galleries of Justice, 2005). 

 

Of course, this type of promotion, as with a Dark Fun Factory, raises questions of product 

representation and authenticity. Nevertheless, other examples of Dark Dungeons which 

present penal codes and justice from a bygone age include the Bodmin Jail Centre in 

Cornwall UK, where visitors are invited to ódungeons below ground to find out just some 

of the crimes and punishment of our unfortunate ancestorsô (Bodmin Jail, 2003). Similarly, 

the Old Melbourne Gaol in Australia promotes itself as a óchilling environmentô and as a 

ócustodian of a grim, yet fascinating collection of prisoner death masks and special 

exhibitions relating to the art of hangingô (National Trust of Australia, 2003; also see 

Wilson, 2008).  

 

Whilst Dark Dungeons, such as the Bodmin Jail Centre and Melbourne Gaol, seek in their 

product design to represent penal codes from the ódistanceô past, other Dark Dungeons exist 

to represent a more recent past and, consequently, have attached a higher level of political 



influence and ideology. As already discussed with regards to Strange and Kempaôs (2003) 

analysis of óshades of dark tourismô, Robben Island, the former prison of Nelson Mandela 

located off the Cape Town coast in South Africa, is inextricably linked to the struggle 

against colonialism, the fight for freedom, democracy and peace in South Africa. With a 

shorter period to the actual óeventô or, in other words, the relatively recent incarceration of 

political prisoners, Robben Island possesses a higher degree of conservationism and 

commemoration in it product design and is, perhaps, perceived as more authentic. Indeed 

the South African government stated, whilst putting forward Robben Island as a World 

Heritage Site, that the site should be óturned around into a source of enlightenment and 

education on the dangers of myopic philosophies, and social and economic practices whose 

primary and sole objective is the oppression of one group by anotherô (Government of 

South Africa, 1999:4). Therefore, with a desire to represent the struggle for social justice, 

and for Robben Island to act as a symbol of freedom, the fundamental product design of 

this Dark Dungeon is that of education. Yet, as Shackley (2001:359) notes, óRobben Island 

is part theme park, part shrine and part museumé and a location with the potential to make 

a great deal of moneyô.   

 

3.4.4 Dark Resting Places 

Dark Resting Places focuses upon the cemetery or grave markers as potential products for 

dark tourism (Seaton, 2002). Consequently, the cemetery within contemporary society acts 

as a romanticised, if not rather macabre, urban regeneration tool. In particular, tourism 

planners often use the cemetery as a mechanism to promote visitation to an area, conserve 

the structural integrity of landscape and architecture, and sustain the ecology of local 

environments (Meyer & Peters, 2001). With an increasing infrastructure being built around 

these Dark Resting Places, mainly through association groups, the use of the internet and 

dedicated guide tours, the cemetery is fast becoming a place where the living are ócharmedô 

by the dead, and thus may be plotted left of centre on the Dark Tourism Spectrumô with 

both dark and light characteristics. Hence, Dark Resting Places may be perceived as 

history-centric and authentic with a conservational and commemorative ethic. Indeed, 

according to the Association of Significant Cemeteries in Europe (ASCE), cemeteries are 



an integral component of cultural heritage and those cemeteries with historical or artistic 

significance should be conserved (ASCE, 2005). 

 

The rationale for the majority of Dark Resting Places is the promotion and conservation of 

Romantic and Gothic architecture and sculpture, through the maintenance of gravestone, 

tombs and mausoleums. In addition, the sustainability of local ecological landscapes is a 

primary concern. For instance, the famous Père-Lachaise cemetery is the largest park in 

Paris and attracts over two million visitors a year and, beyond its primary function of 

interment, the cemetery has evolved into an open-air museum and pantheon garden 

(Northstar Gallery, 1998). On a less grand scale is the development of Weaste Cemetery in 

Salford, UK. As part of a wider urban regeneration programme, local tourism planners are 

attempting to amalgamate history and ecology as distinct product features and to encourage 

visitation to this Dark Resting Place. Salford City Council states: 

Weaste Cemetery is primarily a place to respect and commemorate the loved ones 

we have lost. People also visit cemeteries for exercise and relaxation, and to study 

nature and local history. It is our aim to offer a fitting environment for the 

bereaved and also to enhance the life of the community (Salford City Council, 

2004). 

 

However, whilst Dark Resting Places offer serenity and the opportunity to both 

commemorate and pay respects to the deceased, this particular classification of ódark 

supplierô is increasingly beginning to take on a more commercial and entertainment based 

ethic. Further to this, this classification has the potential to óshiftô along the spectrum of 

supply to become a Dark Fun Factory. For instance, products such as the Hollywood based 

óDearly Departedô tours, which are fuelled by internet sites promoting aspects of death and 

dying, and media interest in celebrity death, allow visitors to be taken through a journey of 

ódeath, murder and just plain funô (Michaels, 2005), whilst gazing upon graves of the 

Hollywood elite. Indeed, the product is promoted as ófun-ledô and its promotional literature 

suggests that the visitor ówill be treated to the most tickling tales of tinsel town tragedies, in 

the cool comfort of the luxurious Dearly Departed Tomb Buggyô (Michaels, 2005), which 

incidentally resembles a hearse.  

 



3.4.5 Dark Shrines 

Dark Shrines are those sites that ótradeô on the act of remembrance and respect for the 

recently deceased. Hence, Dark Shrines are often constructed, formally or informally, very 

close to the site of death and within a very short period of the death occurring. Thus, it is 

suggested that Dark Shrines may occupy the darker periphery of the dark tourism spectrum. 

Additionally, these types of events dominate the media agenda for relatively short periods 

of time, hence attaching a higher level of political awareness and influence to a particular 

Dark Shrine site during the ómedia periodô. 

 

Quite often, a mass of floral tributes will signify the Dark Shrine site where a death-event 

has occurred, providing a marker for other ómourners,ô who often have no direct 

relationship with the victim, to follow and lay their own flowery symbols of respect. Whilst 

the media reports these events, and perhaps óemotionally invigilatesô the consumer to react 

in a particular manner (Walter, Littlewood and Pickering, 1995), Dark Shrines offer a semi-

permanent and tangible focal point for the óbereavedô. Indeed, most Dark Shrines are non-

purposeful for tourism and thus possess very little tourism infrastructure due to their 

temporal nature. For example, the Dark Shrine, which was constructed in the now usual 

floral edifice around the gates of Kensington Palace at the time Diana, Princess of Wales 

was killed in 1997, became a focal point for millions of people. Yet, within a relatively 

short period this Dark Shrine had been dismantled and reconstructed at Althorp House, the 

site of Dianaôs internment. Interestingly, more than a decade after her death, the business of 

remembering Diana is doing well, with tourism infrastructure at Althorp House evolving to 

include award-winning exhibitions illustrating Dianaôs death and subsequent tributes 

(Merrin, 1999).  

 

This evolution of tourism infrastructure around temporal Dark Shrines which, again, 

perhaps allows ómovementô or a shift along the Dark Tourism Spectrum to the category of 

Dark Exhibitions, thereby creating a more permanent presence, is beginning to manifest 

itself at Ground Zero, a site of atrocity in New York on September 11, 2001.  Indeed, Blair 

(2002:1) notes the advent of a formal tourism infrastructure, as the events of 9/11 become 

chronologically distant. Increasingly however, Dark Shrines are being forged for those with 



a seemingly morbid curiosity. Whilst under the pretext of respect and reverence, Dark 

Shrines are serving as a focal point whereby rubbernecking is quickly becoming a 

recreational activity within contemporary society. This is best illustrated, perhaps, by the 

small town of Soham in the UK when it became a temporary tourist destination in the wake 

of the (highly publicized) murder of two young schoolchildren. Allegedly, coach trippers 

turned up to gape at reported sites of abduction and murder, whilst visitors to the town were 

apparently seen eating sandwiches in the local graveyard (OôNeill, 2002). However, as 

Seaton and Lennon (2004:65) point out, óthere was little follow-up on the story (in the 

media), and no hard evidence about the scale or duration of Sohamôs status as a tourist 

destinationô.  

 

3.4.6 Dark Conflict Sites 

Smith (1998) suggests that activities, sites or destinations associated with warfare are a 

major component of the wider tourist attraction market. Thus this category, termed here 

Dark Conflict Sites, revolves around war and battlefields and their commodification as 

potential tourism products. Indeed, Dark Conflict Sites essentially have an educational and 

commemorative focus, are history-centric and are originally non-purposeful in the dark 

tourism context. The literature is often contentious on the discord between memorial, 

commemoration and the nature of interpretation at Dark Conflict Sites (Edwards, 2000) 

whereby notions of ódissonant heritageô (Tunbridge & Ashworth, 1996) and political 

ideologies are often the root of interpretive concerns. Whilst these are beyond the scope of 

this thesis, it is perhaps worth noting that Dark Conflict Sites are increasingly becoming 

more commercialized and, as a result, have an increasing tourism infrastructure. For 

instance, in terms of formalised infrastructure, a number of dedicated tour operators now 

offer trips to various battlefields, either specifically or as part of a wider holiday itinerary. 

These tours, which essentially bring organised violence back to life, often focus upon 

battlefields of World War One. Indeed, the Western Front Battlefield Tours organisation 

offer the discerning visitor an opportunity to tour battle sites such as Ypres and the Somme 

in small groups complete with trench maps, war diaries and in-depth commentary (Western 

Front Battlefield Tours, 2005). With the recent opening of a purpose-built visitor centre 



near the Memorial of the Missing at Thiepval in northern France, the business of 

remembrance has taken on a more structured focus.  

 

Whilst World War One tour products are well established, other Dark Conflict Sites are 

beginning to realise their dark tourism potential. For example, the area in the Solomon 

Islands where the Battle of Guadalcanal was fought during World War Two may become 

an established site on future holiday itineraries. As Squires (2004:1) suggests, óalong with 

stunning paradise beaches, many of the islands and the surrounding seas are still littered 

with the detritus of war, something the government and local businessmen have realised is 

a potential tourism goldmineô. Of interest however, is the difference in product design 

between those battles that are more recent and those that are chronologically distant. In 

other words, whilst Dark Conflict Sites throughout the world are numerous, as are the wars 

which furnish them, those battles which are beyond living memory often take on a more 

romanticised and cinematic orientation, and, as a consequence, may occupy the lighter end 

of the dark tourism spectrum. This is often manifested through real-life battle re-

enactments, whereby an entire industry has emerged to bring history to life and make brutal 

battlefield killing attractive to the living. Ritual events, often against a backdrop of village 

fetes and rural festivals, such as the Battle of Bosworth Re-enactment Weekend in the UK, 

serve to make light of bygone battles. 

 

3.4.7 Dark Camps of Genocide  

Dark Camps of Genocide represents those sites and places which have genocide, atrocity 

and catastrophe as the main óproduct themeô, and thus occupy the darkest edges of the dark 

tourism spectrum. Mercifully, genocide sites are not particularly common, but do exist in 

places such as Rwanda, Cambodia, and Kosovo. Dark Camps of Genocide are óproducedô 

to provide the ultimate emotional experience whereby visitors ósightsee in the mansions of 

the deadô (Keil, 2005:479). With a product message designed around education and 

commemoration and, unlike Dark Exhibitions, being located at the actual site of the death-

event, Dark Camps of Genocide tell the terrible tales of human suffering and infliction and, 

consequently, have a high degree of political ideology attached to them. Thus, Dark Camps 

of Genocide are those sites that mark a concentration of death and atrocity, and a 



concentration of death is no more apparent than that committed throughout the Holocaust. 

Hence, Auschwitz-Birkenau, now a visitor site and example of a Dark Camp of Genocide, 

represents most the Holocaust for the scale of atrocities committed there (Gilbert, 1986), 

and symbolically for the way it still  haunts contemporary imagination.  

 

As a result, the manner in which the Holocaust is manifested in product terms is through 

the rather supercilious label of óHolocaust tourismô or óGenocide tourismô (but, see Beech, 

2009). It is the Holocaust and its contemporary touristic representation that often dominates 

the wider dark tourism agenda ï especially within the media (Stone, 2006b). Frequently, 

media reports and special features refer to the Holocaust as a key term of reference for the 

broader dark tourism concept. For instance, OôDonoghue (2002:1), writing about the 

various sites which make up so-called Holocaust tourism, including visitor sites at Dachau, 

Treblinka and Auschwitz, explicitly states that ódark tourism, as itôs been dubbed, is on the 

increase, as people around the world fight to ensure the sins of the past are not forgottenô. 

This interchange of the broader term ódark tourismô and its connections with the Holocaust, 

and the connotations it entails as a result, perhaps skews the wider meaning of dark tourism 

and other product subsets it incorporates.  

 

However, the Holocaust as an iniquitous period of history is óa past that will not pass away 

(yet)ô (Kershaw, 2005), and óre-packagedô Dark Camps of Genocide sites, such as the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau death-camp, remain universal symbols of evil. Consequently, the 

Holocaust and the Nazi doctrine that underscored it is a pervasive feature of the collective 

consciousness. Whilst there is debate over distorted and selective interpretation and 

presentation of particular Holocaust sites, memory and experience of the Holocaust has 

become institutionalised (Stone, 2005b). This is partly through the establishment of Dark 

Exhibitions suppliers, such as the US Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, the 

permanent Holocaust display in the Imperial War Museum in London, or the Jewish 

Museum in Berlin, in addition to the genocide camps themselves such as Auschwitz-

Birkenau. It is these Holocaust based sites and exhibitions that often dominate general dark 

tourism discussions (e.g. Barton, 2001), whilst the mass media exploits the seemingly lurid 

interest in the Holocaust, which they themselves may have helped create in the first place 



(Schwabe, 2005). When discussing dark tourism generally, Dark Camps of Genocide act as 

an extreme, thus positioned at the ódarkestô edge of the Dark Tourism Spectrum. Therefore, 

Dark Camps of Genocide (particularly those representing the Holocaust) perhaps anchor 

the wider dark tourism concept, rightly or wrongly, within the public and media psyche. 

However, as this thesis has already demonstrated, the concept and, indeed, practice of dark 

tourism is multi-faceted and multi-tiered, and goes beyond, yet includes Holocaust sites.  

 

 

3.5 Chapter Three Summary  

This chapter has attempted to construct a conceptual framework in which the supply of a 

diverse and fragmented dark tourism product may be located. Taking the idea that dark 

tourism possesses varying ódegreesô or óshadesô of intensity of darkness, and building upon 

the work of Strange and Kempa (2003), Miles (2002) and Sharpley (2005), a óspectrum of 

supplyô paradigm was outlined with a subsequent seven type categorisation of dark tourism 

supplier. The dark tourism spectrum model is a fluid and dynamic continuum of intensity, 

which is anchored by various, though not necessarily exclusive, product features and 

characteristics. That is, it would be naive to suggest all dark tourism sites possess all of the 

defining traits all of the time that would allow them to be plotted precisely on this 

óspectrum of supplyô. Quite simply, they do not. Indeed, it is accepted that many 

sites/products will be multi-layered, and will be perceived differently amongst different 

groups of people in different parts of the world. In addition, as noted by Seaton (1999), 

changes in the micro and macro environments, such as the manipulation of ódark heritageô 

for political purposes or the selective interpretation of particular events (Wight & Lennon, 

2007), may cause óshiftsô in how a product is both supplied and thus perceived (and 

experienced) by the consumer. As a result, this may potentially cause ósuppliersô of dark 

tourism to ómoveô and óslideô along the dark tourism spectrum, from darker to lighter, and 

vice versa. Moreover, many products may display a hybrid of characteristics outlined in 

this chapter, and thus may not fit easily within the overall supply framework and the 

subsequent product typology.  

 



Nevertheless, despite these evident limitations, it is suggested that the dark tourism 

spectrum framework, and the subsequent óseven dark supplierô categorisation, does allow 

much needed clarity and a setting of parameters that may be applied to the eclectic dark 

tourism product range. Further to this, concern has been expressed on the terminology used 

by academia and the media to describe diverse facets of dark tourism supply, and the 

implications this may have upon the wider dark tourism market (Dunkley, 2007; Stone, 

2005c). In particular, those practitioners who supply dark tourism sites, attractions and 

exhibitions may dislike the actual term ódark tourismô being applied to them, perhaps 

because of ethical undertones and morality subtexts. They may even dismiss the view that 

they belong to the wider tourism industry. Of course, further research will clarify this 

position. Even so, the implications of using emotive terminology should be readily 

apparent. Specifically, if one considers the implications of using terms to describe a 

particular industry, with some aspects of that industry not readily accepting or fully 

understanding its meaning and connotations, then dark tourism research and the field 

exercises it must entail is made all the more difficult. Freeman (2005:2), whilst 

interviewing those who have led the dark tourism debate thus far, suggested that ónot even 

the experts believe itôs a case of one size fits all.ô Accordingly, therefore, it is suggested 

that the framework of supply outlined in this chapter has clarified the parameters of the 

term ódark tourismô, and it to the moral dimensions of dark tourism that this study now 

turns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Chapter Four  

 
Dark Tourism: 

Morality and New Moral Spaces 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Everythingôs got a moral, if only you can find it. 

 

 
(Lewis Carroll, 1865) 

 

 

           

 

 

 



4.0 Dark Tourism and Moral Quandaries: an introduction 

The anxiety over the phenomenon of dark tourism and its subsequent moral quandaries has 

received increasing media attention, especially with regard to the ethical dimensions of 

exploiting tragic history (Lennon, 2005; Stone, 2007). Indeed, much of Western media 

reporting of dark tourism has focused upon moral facets of visitor sites and attractions that 

offer a (re)presentation of death and the macabre, and the individuals who visit them. So 

much so, that Marcel (2004: 2) proclaimed in The American Reporter that ódeath makes a 

holidayô and, as such, dark tourism is ófilled with moral ambiguitiesô. Marcel (2004: 1) 

goes on to state: 

[dark tourism] seems to be the dirty little secret of the tourism industry (emphasis 

added). It thrives at the Texas School Book Depository and the ógrassy knollô in 

Dallas, where you can buy a coffee mug decorated with cross hair rifle-sights, at 

Auschwitz and in Holocaust Museums around the world, in cemeteries where 

celebrities are buried, and at the site of Princess Dianaôs tragic car crash in Paris. 

Tourists visit places of public executions, like the Place De La Guillotine, sites of 

mass death like museums and memorials like the Vietnam War Memorial in 

Washington, and battlefields like ancient Troy, Gettysburg, Pearl Habour and 

Omaha Beach. Does it sound crazy to think of death as a niche market? Then what 

do you make of the óTitanic cruisesô offered by chartered companies, where 

tourists eat meals identical to those served on the ship, and hear music identical to 

the music played on the ship, as they travel to the precise spot where the ship lies 

at the bottom of the ocean.  

 

Of course, whilst Marcel raises valid concerns about the ethical exploitation of tragedy, 

other more dogmatic media reports, such as Avis (2007), focus upon the morality of so-

called dark tourists. In particular, she offers a rather stark and bleak assessment of dark 

tourism and the individuals who consume dark experiences: 

These dark humans presumably are thrilled at witnessing killings and extreme 

human suffering, perhaps under the influence of the violent media-driven culture 

in which humanity lives. We find all this as a negative aspect of humanity and 

urge governments to do everything possible to abolish this sick kind of tourism. 

Otherwise, you may find yourself in the situation that wars and misery are created 

for potential dark tourist benefits. And that would signify the moral end of 

humanity (Avis, 2007: 1).  

 

Accordingly, Seaton and Lennon (2004) have questioned the accuracy of media reporting 

of tragic events and the subsequent (supposed) arrival of ódarkô or ógriefô tourists in the 



aftermath of tragedy. Specifically, they raise concerns over apparent dubious press 

reporting of events that followed the tragic murders of two young girls, Holly Wells and 

Jessica Chapman, in Soham (UK) in 2002. Whilst some individuals certainly did visit 

Soham in the immediate aftermath of the murders, no doubt validating their media interest 

of the crimes, the claims that  mass óhordes of grief touristsô (OôNeill, 2002) visited the site 

óturning murder into a shameful entertainmentô (Masters, 2003) are perhaps unfounded. In 

particular, Seaton and Lennon (2004: 65) suggest óthere was little follow-up on the story (in 

the media), and no hard evidence about the scale and duration of Sohamôs status as a tourist 

destinationô. Evidently, this may simply illustrate selective and, thus, potentially divisive 

reporting by particular media institutions. Whilst the media and its relationship with dark 

tourism as a mediating institution is explored further by Walter (2009), it is worth noting 

here that media narratives often perpetuate notions of a grief-stricken and morally barren 

(Western) society. For instance, Halley (2004), writing in The Sunday Independent, reports 

how individuals use Soham and, previously, the death of Princess Diana, as óvessels to 

expel our own miseriesô (Reid, 1998). Halley (2004: 11) goes on to write: 

We now have a grief industry. Grief is the new opium of the masses and thereôs a 

diverse range available. So jump aboard the grief bandwagon, Atocha station 

awaits. We can all have therapeutic blubber without the debilitating side-effects of 

having experienced actual tragedy.  

 

Patrick West (2004) elaborated on this theme of  so-called ógrief tourismô with his 

controversial monologue Conspicuous Compassion, in which he dismisses (Western) 

explosions of grief and emotional hysteria as ómourning sicknessô and ómanufactured 

emotionô and nothing but an exercise in narcissism. West draws upon Thorstein Veblenôs 

seminal work The Theory of the Leisure Class, and in particular, how Veblen purported that 

the powerful and rich demonstrate their wealth and ósuperiorityô through the óconspicuous 

consumptionô of material goods and the pretentiousness of showing off such wealth (see 

Mitchell, 2001). Consequently, utilising Veblenôs critical machinery, West suggests that we 

now live in an age of óconspicuous compassionô with the affectation of displaying emotion 

in public becoming increasingly prevalent in Western societies, (as was Veblenôs notion of 

displaying income within the public realm). West (2004: 1) goes on to suggest: 



We are given to ostentatious displays of empathy to a degree hitherto unknown. 

We sport countless empathy ribbons, send flowers to recently deceased 

celebrities, weep in public over the deaths of murdered children, apologise for 

historical misdemeanours, wear red noses for the starving of Africaé we feel 

each otherôs pain. [However] Our culture of ostentatious caring concerns, rather, 

projecting oneôs ego, and informing others what a deeply caring individual you 

are. It is about feeling good, not doing good, and illustrates not how altruistic we 

have become, but how selfish.  

 

Despite Westôs journalistic analysis of public grief, Walterôs (2007) scrutiny of the ónew 

public mourningô suggests the showing of grief in public, and its consequential moral 

dilemmas for doing so, is in fact grounded in wider historical, socio-cultural and political 

concerns; a point that West fails to recognise. Consequently, the (selective) coverage of 

tragic events by the media, which attracts ódark touristsô to sites of tragedy, and the 

subsequent alleged moral panic this causes, whereby individuals are seemingly 

óemotionally invigilatedô by television and newspaper reporting (Walter et al, 1995), ensure 

moral dimensions of dark tourism are never far from media commentary and academic 

discourse (Stone, 2009b).  

 

These moral dimensions often focus on particular types of dark tourism sites, attractions or 

experiences. For instance, the representation of the Holocaust, perhaps the epitome of dark 

tourism, is accused regularly of being trivialized, merchandized and Americanized through 

its ephemeral touristic consumption. As a result, questions have been raised about the 

morality of both producing and consuming the Holocaust at various memorials and 

museums throughout the world and, in particular, what has been termed óAuschwitz-landô 

at the former Nazi concentration camp in Poland (Cole, 1999b). For that reason, Dery 

(1999: 4) suggests Auschwitz-Birkenau is now a repackaged death camp resulting in the 

óevisceration of history in a made-for-TV world where the past is increasingly experienced 

as a whirl of free-floating images, cut loose from context and complexityô (see Stone, 

2006b). Whilst the portrayal of the Holocaust in numerous museums and exhibitions 

pervades a contemporary moral consciousness, as it is a ópast that will not pass away (yet)ô 

(Kershaw, 2003), other moral issues are often raised about the darker side of travel. For 

instance, the relationship between tourism, tourists and host countries that have recently 



experienced war has received an increasing amount of commentary. The journalistic article 

by Atiyah (1999: 1) queries the ethics of tourists who visited the former Yugoslavia 

immediately after the Bosnian War: 

At the end of the Bosnian War, bus-loads of morbid visitors were taken into 

Sarajevo for the thrill of looking at bombed out buildings and of daring to tread in 

the footsteps of war reportersé But what kind of tourists, you may ask, would get 

their kicks from visiting countries on which oneôs own bombs have just been 

raining?  

 

Atiyah may, of course, be another example of selective media reporting and unable to 

substantiate the claim that óbus-loadsô of visitors did indeed visit Bosnia in the aftermath of 

the conflict. Nevertheless, dark tourism has evolved in Bosnia, with former battles and 

atrocities now packaged up and offered through dedicated ówar toursô in Sarajevo (Hawton, 

2004; Kampschror, 2006; Zimonjic, 2006). Other dark tourism sites which have attracted 

ómoral criticismô include Ground Zero and the amount of visitors it has received since 9/11. 

Blair (2002: 21), writing in The New York Times, condemns the morality and subsequent 

ethical conduct of those sellers and sightseers at the former site of the World Trade Centre 

in New York: 

Remember when it was just hallowed ground? Ground Zero is now one of the 

most popular tourism attractions in the cityé. The proud can buy Twin Towers T-

shirts, the angry can buy toilet paper bearing the face of Osama bin Laden and the 

curious can climb up the fence to take the perfect picture of what is now just a big 

hole. The hustle of commerce hawking to the crush of sightseers has prompted 

some to call it September 11 World. 

 

Similarly, Crohn (2007) observes the óuneaseô some individuals have when gazing upon 

Ground Zero. Whilst he acknowledges the wider implications of identity building and 

mythmaking for the collective self, which individuals may draw from sites such as Ground 

Zero, Crohn also notes that visiting the site óas an onlooker can be an ethically treacherous 

positionô (2007: 2). That moral position is also replicated on the other side of the Atlantic 

by Wall (2004), who writes in The Guardian about Chernobyl, the site of the worldôs worst 

nuclear reactor accident, becoming a tourist attraction. Wallôs article, provocatively entitled 

Postcard from Hell, outlines her trip to the Ukraine where Kiev-based tour operators run 

regular excursions into the former disaster zone. Commenting on a post-apocalyptic 



landscape of rusting metal and a concrete sarcophagus embedding the former nuclear 

reactor, and stating she feels óuncomfortableô being photographed posing on the perimeter 

of the ódead zoneô, she offers a brief insight into the undertaking of dark tourism. Even her 

Chernobyl tour guide suggests it was ónot a right place for tourismô and goes on to state it 

was óa place of tragedy and is a place of tragedy still. Chernobyl is not a historical place. It 

is a sleeping lion. And when the lion is sleeping, you donôt open the cageô (Wall, 2004: 3-

4). Of course, the economic imperatives of the local community allied to an influx of 

ócuriousô visitors ensured the óChernobyl cageô has been opened and dark tourism now 

flourishes in the region (Schutz, 2006).  

 

What these dark tourism examples illustrate, whether grieving en masse for murdered 

schoolchildren we did not know personally, or for dead celebrities with whom we had a 

pseudo-relationship, or consuming atrocity experiences in exhibition spaces around the 

world, or gazing upon sites of former disasters and tragedy, is that dark tourism in both its 

production and consumption generates a significant amount of moral commentary. Despite 

the fact much of this commentary may originate primarily from a bourgeois press and 

media, it remains nevertheless difficult to ignore. That said, many media ómoral commentsô 

about the practice of dark tourism appear superficial and selective, and are seemingly based 

upon journalistic hunches, speculation and unfettered emotion. Of course, some of the 

recent moral commentary about dark tourism is inevitable considering such a provocative 

(recreational) activity. This raises valid questions of whether it is right, or indeed just, to 

exploit and thus capitalize upon tragedy, and whether it is morally acceptable to partake in 

such experiences. However, whilst the dark tourism literature often remarks on various 

moral perils as an apparent consequence of these dark sites, and offers a rather parochial 

view of morality and ethics, it has yet to date to engage seriously with the broader socio-

religious aspects of morality, and to clarify the potential role of dark tourism within an 

emotion-morality framework.  

 

Thus, Uzzell and Ballantyne (1998: 152), in their critique of a Heritage that Hurts, contend 

that óto deny the emotional side of our understanding and appreciation of the world and our 

relationships is to deny the very humanity that makes us part of the human raceô. Similarly, 



within the context of tourism studies, Robinson (2005: xx) suggests that ósuperficial and 

mechanistic studies of tourism have long given way to more penetrative analyses of what is 

now recognized to be a highly complex aspect of human life. Indeed, it is human life but in 

a temporary context, a different place, a different time; but human life all the same with all 

its attendant experiences and impacts, subtleties and sensitivitiesô (also see Fennell, 2006). 

Therefore, it is on this very premise of attempting to understand and appreciate the 

emotional and moral aspects of human nature, applied within the dimensions of dark 

tourism and its fundamental relationships with both the individual and collective self that 

an endeavour is now made to clarify moral ambiguities within dark tourism practices. In 

particular, the remainder of this chapter theorizes how secular society has cultivated a 

process of individualization, whereby the individual self feels isolated and morally 

confused due to the negation of dominant religious and moral frameworks. Consequently, 

as individuals attempt to seek (moral) meaning on their own terms and from alternative 

sources, the result is what Durkheim termed collective effervescence; the construction of 

new moral orders mediated by collectivities of embodied individuals who are emotionally 

engaged with their social world. It is these morally relative individual experiences within a 

collective environment, namely dark tourism, which adds to a potential resurgence of moral 

vitality within new contemporary spaces. Hence, it is to these issues that this chapter now 

turns.  

 

 

4.1 Secularisation, individualism and moral confusion  

The issue of morality, as defined by good or bad conduct, has been subject to increasing 

scrutiny by those interested in its purpose, especially within the ambivalent character of 

contemporary society (Selznick, 1992; Stivers, 1994, 1996; Smart, 1996). In particular, 

concepts such as ópost-modern ethicsô (Bauman, 1993), ódialogical democracyô (Giddens, 

1994a), and óinhumanityô (Lyotard, 1991; Tester, 1995) have all contributed to morality 

discourse. Subsequently, an increasing secularization of modern (Western) societies, that is, 

the transformation by which society migrates from close identification with religious 

institutions to a more separated relationship, has given rise to fundamental questions of 

religion, morality and the moral frameworks in which we reside (see Berger, 2000; Bruce, 



2002; Taylor, 2007). A particular question revolves around the notion of religiosity and 

how the moral well-being of the individual self can be met within an ever fragmented 

world. Indeed, on a recent papal visit to Australia, Pope Benedict XVI warned of society 

turning into a óspiritual desertô due to materialism and an increasing consumer culture 

(Pullella and Perry, 2008). In a rather melancholic assessment of the present-day, the Pope 

urged individuals to reject the óindifference, spiritual weariness and blind conformityô of 

the times (Eccleston, 2008: 1), going on to state that: 

In so many of our societies, side by side with material prosperity, a spiritual desert 

is spreading: an interior emptiness, an unnamed fear, a quiet sense of despairé 

[we require a] new age in which hope liberates us from the shallowness, apathy 

and self-absorption which deadens our souls and poison our relationships. 

 

Moreover, politicians, most notably in the UK, have capitalized on this theme of 

narcissism, the mainstream political parties warning the British electorate of a óbroken 

societyô and ómoral neutralityô, before going on to suggest politicians can help ómendô such 

societies (Cameron, 2008; Helm 2008). Hence, it appears that where religious institutions 

have seemingly failed, for some at least, to provide a perceived sense of moral guidance, 

politicians are adopting a ópolitics of fearô (Furedi, 2005), where the task of morally 

policing secular society is built upon individualsô sense of moral confusion and ineptitude.  

Consequently, as ósecularization is an evitable outcome of social processes, which causes a 

realignment of the entire social fabricô (Oviedo, 2005: 359), the sacred canopy (after 

Berger, 1967) which once enveloped modern society and thus provided an overarching 

meaning system in terms of moral endeavours, has become fractionalized. However, 

secularization is not a simple, one-dimensional transformation of a sacred world-view into 

a profane one. Instead, it is a ócomplex process of reconfiguration that re-invents, translates, 

or cites moments of sacrality in a new conceptô (Skolnick & Gordon, 2005: 7). Certainly, 

one key aspect of contemporary society and the secular values attached to it has been to 

detach individuals, or at least loosen them, from any sense of obligation that they may have 

felt towards traditional and organised religious institutions that previously had provided a 

dominant framework in which to find solace, meaning, and moral guidance. Indeed, 

individualization is regarded as one of the most important processes to have dramatically 

changed society (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). As a result, the individual self has 



become free and independent from traditional, social and religious foundations. Thus, the 

emphasis on individual freedom lessens the control and influence of traditional institutions 

upon society, whereby institutional religion has become marginalised and personalised. As 

Halman (1996: 199) states, óreligious and moral values are no longer imposing themselves 

on societiesô. However, individualization should not be confused or equated with 

individualism; as Halman (1996: 198) points out, óindividualization denotes a process in 

which traditional meaning systems and values diminish in importance in favour of personal 

considerations and decisions concerning values, norms and behaviours.ô Individualism, 

meanwhile, focuses upon the individualôs self-development, convictions and attitudes as the 

basis upon which to make decisions, where individual ethics are (morally) relative 

(Harman, 1975). However, it may be argued that increased individualism that has resulted 

from individualization, combined with a reduced scope of the sacred, has resulted in moral 

confusion for the individual self. In other words, the lack of a consistent framework of 

substantive norms, values or moral principles to define and understand personal identity 

leaves many individuals feeling disoriented. Indeed, as the process of individualization has 

made people more reliant upon themselves for moral instruction, and less dependent upon 

traditional institutions, this raises the issue of how individuals within contemporary society 

seek and utilize (moral) meanings from non-traditional institutions.  

 

Moreover, Stivers (1996: 2) suggests that óreligion is but one organized form that the 

collective sense of the sacred may assumeô. Another organized form, of course, is tourism, 

and especially when travel is linked with the spiritual dimensions of faith (Shackley, 

2001b; Sharpley & Sundaram, 2005). In particular, Reader (2007) highlights pilgrimage 

growth in the modern world, where consequent meanings and implications for both the 

pilgrim and the actual pilgrimage site can occur. He goes on to suggest that some ómodern 

pilgrims appear to repudiate organized religion even while visiting sites normally 

associated with established religious traditionsô (Reader, 2007: 210). In short, rather than 

implying some form of religious revival, contemporary pilgrimage travel may, then, be 

viewed as evidence of an increasing turn away from traditional religion as an organized 

entity. The desire to discover alternative meanings, moral or otherwise, combined with the 

desire to escape an increasingly rationalized society, allied to the notion there is a general 



detachment of religious traditions has, perhaps, fuelled the growth in pilgrimage travel 

(Digance, 2003; Heelas & Woodhead, 2005; Reader, 2007). This growth in pilgrimage 

travel may also be mirrored by growth in ódark travelô (Sharpley & Stone, 2009a). That is, 

as sites of memorial, tragedy or reconstructed death increasingly enter mainstream tourism, 

the issue of how these ótraumascapesô can project moral meaning or why individuals may 

extract meaning, is fundamental to understanding dark tourism as a new moral force. 

 

Hence, if we accept the individual self, because of secular inspired individualism, is 

experiencing moral confusion and disorientation, then the self must begin to seek meanings 

and identity formulation in a complex and fragmented world. Conventional religious 

institutions that once provided moral space, both in the mind of the individual self and as a 

physical outlet for moral reflection and guidance, have largely been negated. In their place 

is a post-conventional society that demands óan open identity capable of conversation with 

people of other perspectives in a relatively egalitarian and open communicative spaceô 

(Hyun-Sook, 2006: 1; also Habermas, 1990). We must consider these new communicative 

spaces in framing contemporary approaches to morality. Above all, if we view dark tourism 

in its various manifestations as contemporary communicative spaces that interpret tragic 

events and, subsequently, convey morality, then we can adopt a multidimensional approach 

towards a morality of dark tourism. Ultimately, however, these ónew dark tourism spacesô 

and the ensuing ethical dilemmas which surround them result in a vitalization and often 

vibrant discussion of moral concerns about the (death) subject or (tragic) event dark 

tourism attempts to (re)present, as well as the actual (re)presentation itself. This, in turn, 

could potentially inform contemporary moral instruction to the individual self.  

 

 

4.2 Revitalisation of Morality: Moral Panics and New Moral Spaces  

A morality of dark tourism can greatly benefit from engaging with the philosophy of 

Durkheim. In his seminal text, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim 

developed a deep concern with society as a moral, religious force which stimulated in 

people an effervescent ópropulsionô towards actions productive of either social cohesion or 

dissolution (Durkheim, 2001; see also Bougle, 1926; Caillois, 1950; Collin, 1988). In other 



words, Durkheim is concerned with both the asocial capabilities of the embodied 

individual, as well as the potentialities of embodied humans at the collective level. As 

Shilling and Mellor (1998: 196) note, óit is the collective effervescence stimulated by 

assembled social groups that harnesses peoplesô passions to the symbolic order of societyô. 

Thus, the emotional experience of these assembled social groups allows individuals to 

interact based on shared ideas and concepts. Fundamentally, the concept of effervescence 

and its consequent emotional órush of energyô (Durkheim, 2001: 215) permits social 

gatherings to infuse individuals and, thus, for people to become embodied and informed 

about particular tragic events that may have perturbed their life-world. Hence, collective 

effervescence has the potential to substitute the world immediately available to our 

perceptions for another, more moral world (Durkheim, 1984). It is these gatherings of 

social groups, often in socially sanctioned (or even politically sanctioned) environments, 

such as in the case of dark tourism sites, that a contemporary reality of la société is 

observed. In particular, the social binding of individuals in (emotional) effervescence 

influences and informs moral conversations about death or disaster, where the self can 

extract individualized and thus morally relative meaning about a particular tragic event 

(Harman, 1975). Indeed, in the case of violent events, or where communities have suffered 

disaster, Durkheim (2001: 302-3) suggests a collective response has implications for the 

individual:   

When emotions are so vivid, they may well be painful but they are not depressing. 

On the contrary, they indicate a state of effervescence that suggests a mobilization 

of all our active forces and even an influx of external agencies. It matters little that 

this exaltation was provoked by a sad event; it is no less real and does not differ 

from the exaltation observed in joyous festivalsé. Just by being collective, these 

ceremonies raise the vital tone of the groupé. thus they are reassured, they take 

heart, and subjectively it is as though the rite really had repelled the dreaded 

danger.   

 

Consequently, a Durkheimian perspective allows for an understanding of the construction 

of moral orders as mediated by collectives of embodied individuals who are emotionally 

and cognitively engaged with their social world (Shilling and Mellor, 1998; Shilling, 2005). 

However, whilst Durkheimôs insight of morality was an expression of what was perceived 

to be sacred, a contemporary application of Durkheimôs work goes beyond that of the 



relationship between religion and morality. When applied to contemporary assembled 

social groups, such as those which exist within a variety of dark tourism environments, it is 

suggested that individual ódark touristsô may become influenced and informed and, thus, 

embodied about the tragic event which they are consuming. This may result, in relative 

terms at least, in a transformation of their emotional structure and moral order. By way of 

contextualization, a visit for many Americans to the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, or what 

has been termed Ground Zero, will no doubt collectively bind individuals to a loss of not 

just human life, but also to a loss of confidence and realization that the capitalist American 

Dream is not a universal ódreamô shared by all world cultures. Consequently, the atrocity on 

9/11 that left thousands of people dead ensured a degree of self-reflection for many 

Americans. This self-reflection included the premise that secularization as an ongoing 

process included competing global voices and religious forces (Habermas, 2003). Hence, 

individuals required not only a physical outlet for memorial and commemoration of the 

9/11 deceased, but an official space to project morality and reaffirm American Christian 

morals and values (Plate 3). Additionally, the social binding of people in emotion (that is, 

collective effervescence) at the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, allows the individual self to 

become embodied and to offer formally their own morally relative discourse about 9/11 and 

its consequences. Specifically, visitors are encouraged to write and record their own 

thoughts and emotions about the attack in a dedicated óremembrance roomô within the 

Tribute WTC Visitor Centre (Plate 4). These individual ómoral judgementsô are then 

recorded and displayed collectively against official interpretation of tolerance and courage 

(Plate 5). It is here where sacrality and morality is reconfigured against a backdrop of 

political terrorism, and where the physical space of the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre offers a 

(new) vitalized place to espouse and communicate individual moral and ethical opinion. 

Consequently, the formal and official interpretation offered by the (political) óauthoritiesô at 

the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre (for example, Plates 6 & 7), combined with the informal 

and unofficial interpretation offered by individual visitors (as in Plate 5), ensures a 

collective constitution of a morality which is enlightened by the tragedy of 9/11. This, in 

turn, generates debate from the media and literature as well as amongst individuals 

themselves. Of course, this so-called 9/11 morality has wider implications for how people 

interact with different faiths and creeds, and the political responses to such interactions. On 



a more general level, however, it is here where Durkheimôs concept of effervescence is 

revealed, as collectivities of embodied individuals are both socially and emotionally bound 

within a dark tourism space and, in turn, consume tragedy that may have adversely affected 

their intrinsic sense of morality. 

 

 

 

 
 

Plate 3: A óprayerô displayed on a wall inside the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero (New York) 

 



 
 

Plate 4: Visitors gather to record ómoral judgementsô on postcards inside the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at 

Ground Zero (New York)  

 

 

  
 

Plate 5: Visitor ópostcards of moralityô inside the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero (New York) 



 

 
 

Plate 6: Audio interpretation from those who directly experienced 9/11 events   

- Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero (New York) 

 

 

 
 

Plate 7: Visitor reading an óofficial narrativeô at the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre  

at Ground Zero (New York)  



Of course, the example of the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero, as a dark 

tourism case, is indeed specific to the events of 9/11 and its aftermath. Nevertheless, the 

principle of collective effervescence and its emotional and socially binding of individuals 

potentially (re)invents dark tourism spaces into contemporary places to reflect, record and 

interpret moral concerns. However, the incidence, intensity and scope of collective 

effervescence will vary according to the relationship and activities characteristic of social 

groups (Collins, 1988). This may certainly be true of dark tourism, with its diverse and 

eclectic mix of sites, attractions and exhibitions, and the individuals who may visit them. In 

particular, the perceived óshade of darknessô within any given dark tourism experience, as 

discussed earlier in the thesis, will dictate the level of emotional (re)structuring for the 

individual and, of course, any subsequent moral instruction and meaning will differ 

invariably within different socio-cultural groups and geo-political contexts. Furthermore, as 

noted by Shilling and Mellor (1998: 197), the effects of collective effervescence since they 

are rooted in emotion, are ócharacterized by ephemerality and must be recharged if it is to 

have enduring social significanceô. This may explain, in part at least, the exponential 

growth of dark tourism in its various guises as the recharging effect occurs, and different 

dark tourism experiences inform a broader morality framework. Even so, Durkheim warned 

of non-traditional institutions, or what he termed professional organisations as modern 

associational forms, performing the socially binding functions previously undertaken by 

religion (Durkheim, 1958, 1984). Consequently, the processes of effervescent vitalism 

within contemporary society and subsequent new moral spaces, such as those found within 

dark tourism, and its resultant binding effect of individuals in moral reflection, can be 

problematic. Certainly, Graham (2007) notes the ambiguity in Durkheimôs theory of social 

effervescence and its lack of distinction between different types of social bonding. It is here 

where the diversity of dark tourism and its ability in both scope and generation of moral 

conversation is complex. For instance, a visit to Auschwitz-Birkenau will no doubt provide 

a more intense emotional experience and subsequent rational turn to collective moral issues 

than, say, a visit to a ólighter form of dark tourismô, for example to the York or London 

Dungeon visitor attractions (Stone, 2009c). Nevertheless, whilst the self may extract 

profound moral meanings, and indeed raise further ethical questions about the human 

capacity to act inhumanly at Auschwitz-Birkenau, different, but equally valid, moral issues 



may surround the Dungeon visitor attractions and the role of torture, punishment and 

retribution, both in the past and its ethical implications for penal justice in the present. In 

both examples, as with the earlier Ground Zero illustration, morality is generated, 

maintained, challenged or confirmed within these new vitalized contemporary spaces, albeit 

with varying degrees of intensity, through embodied individuals who are engaged with their 

(moral) life-world. In turn, this stimulates a kind of collective emotional energy, or 

effervescence, which socially binds individuals through their consumption of dark tourism. 

However, that is not to suggest dark tourism places encourage or indeed openly permit the 

kind of Durkheimian effervescence that may be witnessed in, say sporting events (see 

Jarvie & Maguire, 1994), but, rather, a kind of emotional effervescence that is subdued, 

quiet and reflective, yet still allows for the animation of the (moral) senses.  

 

Consequently, it is this, the fact that individuals collectively assemble in seemingly ódark 

spacesô and gaze upon sordid human activity, or collectively consume grief and tragedy, 

that is often reported upon by the media as ómoral panicô (Seaton & Lennon, 2004). 

Fundamentally, however, these so-called moral panics are not as unequivocal as media 

reporting might assume. Indeed, when examined from a Durkheimian perspective, the 

moral panic dark tourism seemingly provokes, both through its production and 

consumption, might be viewed as ethically relative to the individual but, at the collective 

level, has profound implications for society as it attempts to create and maintain new moral 

frameworks. In other words, perceived moral panic is the consequence of the process of 

interpretation and debate generated by dark tourism. Moral panic is not the result of dark 

tourism, but merely a symptom of secular society attempting to negotiate and communicate 

morality in new contemporary spaces. Indeed, it is against a backdrop of individualization 

and construction of new secular moral orders, that the communication and negotiation of 

ómoral meaningô within collective contemporary ódark spacesô is often misconstrued as 

moral panic. There is no moral panic because of dark tourism, only talk of panic. Indeed, 

the talk of panic, conveyed by media reporting of dark tourism is an integral element of the 

social effervescence revitalising moral arguments that surround contemporary consumption 

of death, disaster and tragedy.  

 



4.3 Chapter Four Summary  

Despite an increasing ethical commentary on dark tourism, either from media reporting of 

specific sites or experiences or within broader academic discourse, the analysis of morality 

and dark tourism has, to date, been rather descriptive and one-dimensional. Additionally, 

for the most part, and in the media at least, dark tourism has largely been accused of 

trivializing death and exploiting tragedy for mercantile advantage or for political gain, 

whilst dark touristic experiences have often been dismissed as unethical and voyeuristic 

(Garrett, 2008). This chapter, therefore, set out to enhance the theoretical foundations of the 

dark tourism phenomenon by considering it within a broader framework of emotion and 

morality. In so doing, it has not only developed a conceptual basis for the future empirical 

testing of ethics and morality within dark tourism practices, but has also contributed to a 

wider social scientific understanding of morality within contemporary societies (Stone, 

2009b).  

 

Thus, a number of key issues have emerged from the preceding discussion. Firstly, 

secularization and the negation of religion as a traditional dominant framework, in which 

meaning and moral guidance is provided, has seemingly left some individuals isolated, 

disoriented and morally confused. Secondly, as post-conventional societies cultivate a 

process of individualization and moral confusion, individuals seek morally relative 

meaning on their own terms and from non-religious and non-traditional institutions, 

enabling dark tourism places to become contemporary communicative spaces. Thirdly, 

individuals collectively assemble in these new communicative (dark) spaces, resulting, 

potentially, in both the provision and extraction of moral meaning about a particular tragic 

event, which in turn allows the self to become embodied. Finally, collective effervescence 

and its resultant emotional energy is discharged through and by embodied individuals 

within these new socially sanctioned dark spaces, whereby morality is conveyed not only 

by official interpretation of the death or tragedy, but also by the actual presence and 

emotional engagement of the individual visitor. The media and other commentators, in turn, 

can interpret this as moral panic, which, to them at least, means an apparent dissolution of 

ethics at the collective level. In short, dark tourism may provide new spaces in which not 

only is immorality (re)presented for contemporary consumption, but also in which morality 



is communicated, reconfigured and revitalized. This reconfiguration and revitalization of 

moral issues in dark tourism spaces is not moral panic, nor should it generate moral panic, 

but instead it should be viewed as a process of contemporary society in which we 

renegotiate moral boundaries and ethical principles and, stimulate new moral conversations. 

Therefore, it is the process of dark tourism, which attracts individuals to consume death in 

new insulating spaces that generates a perceived moral panic, in addition, or even rather 

than, the actual death, disaster, or tragedy that dark tourism aims to represent.  

 

In conclusion, however, it would be naïve to advocate that the process of dark tourism, both 

in its production and consumption, provides a defining communicative space for 

contemporary moral instruction. It does not. Given the extensive and complex array of dark 

tourism sites and experiences in a variety of social, cultural and political contexts, actual 

dark tourism spaces will no doubt both provide and be provided with a myriad of potential 

moral meanings. Nonetheless, locating dark tourism within a broader conceptual emotion-

morality framework allows for moral orders and their construction within contemporary 

society to be interrogated. Whilst future empirical research will no doubt test the theory of 

dark tourism and its potential role in the effervescent vitalization of morality, other 

conceptual issues deserve attention. 

 

In particular, issues of moral fragility and dark tourism, as a source of moral 

communication require further scrutiny. Whilst dark tourism has been conceptualised here 

as a source of morality in societyôs collective engagement with the emotional capacities of 

people, the ósequestration of moralityô as advocated by Giddens (1991, 1994b), may 

augment any theory of dark tourism and morality. Specifically, Giddens argues that moral 

questions have been sequestered into the back-regions of life, and that ódirect contact with 

events and situations which link the individual lifespan to broad issues of morality and 

finitude are rare and fleetingô (1991: 169). Whilst dark tourism may provide direct contact 

with death, for Giddens there is no subsequent ómoral impulseô or collective effervescence 

that stimulates moral conversations. At most, he suggests a reflexive recognition of the 

limits of contemporary society and a rational turn to moral questions. Whilst a Giddensian 

perspective of morality and the potential role of dark tourism may be an avenue for future 



academic inquiry, other conceptual issues should also be explored. For instance, the notion 

of an óethics of aestheticsô, as outlined by Maffesoli (1991), perhaps has some relevance to 

how death and disaster is portrayed and presented within dark tourism. Likewise, the issue 

of moral relativism and individualôs behaviour, values and emotions is a potential area for 

future research when considering the ethical dimensions of individual visitors at particular 

ódark sitesô (Beesley, 2004; Harman 1975). Additionally, this chapter has suggested a 

largely positive view of effervescent gatherings and the identification of dark tourism as a 

spatial opportunity for this social vitalism, engaging the work of Meġtroviĺ (1991, 1993, 

1997) also offers a future research avenue that may explore dark tourism as an effervescent 

manifestation of fear and hatred. Adopting Meġtroviĺôs stance, then, it could be argued dark 

tourism and its potential inauthentic or sensational representation of tragedy and the 

macabre may actually heighten individualsô sense of fear. Nonetheless, whilst these 

research issues remain untapped, dark tourism and its relationship with contemporary 

morality is undoubted. As Wilson (2008: 6) aptly notes, ósociety is identified, or rather 

identifies itself, at least as much by what it reviles as by what it embracesô. So much so, 

that we appear to have an innate need to formulate moral stories about ourselves that locate 

us in the world, and the moral stories about the world that locate us within ourselves. To 

that end, dark tourism sites as contemporary communicative spaces of morality, and the 

individuals who consume those spaces, means that dark tourism may not only act as a 

guardian of history in heritage terms but also as moral guardians of a contemporary society 

which appears to be in a midst of a resurgence of effervescent moral vitality.  

 

Evidently, then, dark tourism may provide a contemporary vehicle to convey and mediate 

morality, both despite of and because of wider political and religious issues. However, as 

the research has argued, a central tenet of moral concern (and discourse) is often focused 

upon the defining feature of dark tourism, that is, death and its representation for the 

contemporary visitor. Throughout this thesis, the notions of real or reconstructed death have 

been referred to as the essential apparatus for both dark tourism design and experience. It is 

to the fundamental aspect of death and dying and its thanatological analysis, within the 

context of dark tourism, which the study now turns. Thus, the next chapter reveals a 

contemporary sociology of mortality and its relationship with dark tourism. 
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Memento Moriô ï Remember that you must dieé 

 

 

 
 



5.0 Death, Taboo and Mortality Moments: an introduction  

In May 2008, the 25th million visitor was welcomed by Gunther von Hagenôs Body 

Worlds, a travelling show of anatomical donor bodies which have been exhibited in forty-

seven cities across the globe since 1996 (Institute for Plastination, 2008). Using a method 

for preserving putrefiable biological specimens called plastination, where structural 

elements of cadavers are fixated, dehydrated and then, under vacuum conditions, saturated 

with reactive polymers such as silicone rubber, the end result is a human corpse cured for 

public display (for example, Plate 8). A divisive exhibition experience that has inserted the 

post-mortal body into the cultural landscape and contemporary consciousness, Body 

Worlds has forever changed our notions about conception and death by provoking 

philosophical and religious reflection in visitors (Stone, 2009a). As a self-proclaimed 

modern-day Leonardo da Vinci, Gunther von Hagens positions himself as rediscovering the 

Renaissance mission to educate the layperson by dissecting cadavers, and then adopting 

anatomical artistic license to exhibit preserved corpses in a variety of playful poses.  

 

 

 

Plate 8: Visitor gazing upon plasinated pregnant cadaver with dead fetus - Body Words exhibition 

 (Source: Timeturk, 2009) 

http://en.timeturk.com/gallery.php?id=60&no=2


Anatomy, which was once the preserve of medics and health professionals, is now sold to 

the masses as visitors gaze upon plasinated anatomical cadavers, ensuring millions of lay 

people now have the opportunity to view death (and the dead body) close up. Indeed, Body 

Worlds and its show of anatomical awe is now marketed with the strap-line óThe Original 

Exhibition of Real Human Bodiesô, an acknowledgement by von Hagens, perhaps, that 

other copycat exhibitions are tapping into the commercial value of ódeath displaysô. 

Nevertheless, despite the ethical, legal and religious concerns surrounding this ódark 

exhibitionô (Stone, 2006), different cultural attitudes to the event have been noted. For 

instance, Schulte-Sasse (2006) suggests the intense legal, ethical and cultural controversy 

that surrounds the European experience of Body Worlds has not informed American 

discourse of the same event. Consequently, an affirmative American response to Body 

Worlds has conferred a new respectability on the exhibition and suppressed a critical 

engagement with its ethical, aesthetic, ideological and economic implications (Schulte-

Sasse, 2006). 

 

All the same, critics have been forthcoming with regard to the ethics of the show and the 

dignity of body donors who now rest in plastic rather than peace. Most notably, Burns 

(2007) argues the exhibitionôs educational objectives are ambiguous and that the 

presentation of cadavers in artistic mock-ups strips the donors of dignity. Likewise, 

opponents who are more outspoken include the Bishop of Manchester (UK), who called the 

display a óbody snatch show in which exhibitions such as Body Worlds have their origins in 

the now long-banned Victorian freak showsô (Ottewell, 2008). Additionally, debate and 

controversy have surrounded the source of body donors, allegedly many of them Chinese, 

and the potential illegal trafficking in bodies and body parts which ósupplyô the various 

Body Worlds exhibitions across the globe (Barboza, 2006). However, despite the 

controversy that surrounds this dark tourism attraction, a particular reason why Body 

Worlds is successful, in visitor footfall at least, is that it touches upon the taboo of death. 

As Kriz (2007: 6) notes in the official Body Worlds catalogue, visitors óovercome the 

taboos that surround human corpsesé and this transition from expecting revulsion to 

looking at the specimens freely and uninhibitedly amounts to a personal break with these 

taboosô. Similarly, where in most societies dead bodies are deemed problematic objects that 



are dealt with through ritual (Metcalf and Huntington, 1991), Walter (2004) suggests Body 

Worlds has become a contemporary ritual which allows the dead to be transformed, taboos 

confronted, and for the lay person to become emotionally detached through a clinical gaze.  

 

Similarly, Whalley (2007), who conducted empirical research at Body Worlds and explored 

various individualsô personal consequences of visiting the exhibition, suggests the actual 

exhibition had an affirmative influence upon visitors. Indeed, Whalley notes a ósubstantial 

proportion of visitors stated that they had been affected by the Body Worlds exhibition on 

fundamental questions in conjunction with their own deathô (2007: 303). Likewise, 

Lantermann (2007) examines the consequents of visiting a Body Worlds exhibition,  

suggesting that visitors had an enriching experience in which they became more 

contemplative about their own life and death and more concerned with the vulnerability of 

their own human body. More importantly, however, Lantermann outlines a five-phase 

model of a visit to the Body Worlds exhibition (Figure 5), in which he highlights broad 

conditions, factors and processes that are involved in this particular dark tourism 

experience. Accordingly, the model which formulates visitor opinion not only presents 

itself as a heuristic strategy for planning and implementing a dark tourism survey but also 

for managing experiences and evaluations of various visitor groups.    

 

Whilst the exploration of specific push and pull motivating factors is beyond the scope of 

this thesis, the consequential aspects of the visit, as suggested in Phase Five of 

Lantermannôs model, are important. In short, he proposes the consequences of a ódark 

tourismô visit, such as that to the Body Worlds exhibition, have profound implications for 

the visitor within the near future of the actual visit. In particular, Lantermann (2007) 

suggests that, following a visit to Body Worlds, people are likely to experience greater 

interest in and concerns about health and the vulnerability of the body, especially because 

of the exhibition awakening a greater interest in the juxtaposition between life and death 

and the ultimate demise of the human being. Of course, whilst the Body Worlds exhibition 

is a specialist or niche example of dark tourism, it nevertheless illustrates key 

thanatological aspects of the wider dark tourism phenomenon. That is, it exemplifies a 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5: The five-phase model of a visit to a Body Worlds Exhibition 

(Source: Lantermann 2007)
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number of fundamental issues that revolve around mortality within Western-centric 

societies, including the apparent taboos that surround modern-day morality, and the 

consequential aspects of confronting and contemplating these ódeath taboosô within the 

public domain. Thus, drawing upon work elsewhere by Stone (2009a) and Stone and 

Sharpley (2008), it is these aspects of death and the confrontation of so-called ómortality 

momentsô and, the consequential role which dark tourism may potentially play that this 

chapter now reveals. Specifically, the chapter explores death and its contemplation in 

contemporary societies as a basis for developing a model of dark tourism consumption 

within a thanatological framework; but firstly, a brief outline of thanatology and its 

relevance to the study of dark tourism in contemporary society.  

 

 

5.1 Thanatology: an interdisciplinary approach  

La Rochefocualdôs famous seventeenth century quote, óOne cannot easily look directly at 

either the sun or deathô (Charmaz, 1980: 84) perhaps still holds true, in part at least, for the 

present-day. However, whilst astrophysics has now revealed the intricacies of our nearest 

star, something that provides for the basis of all life, because of the intellectual rationale 

founded in psychoanalytic theory, facing or contemplating death still elicits a natural fear. 

According to Harrison (2003), it is this natural fear that results in a denial of death for the 

individual self. The psychology of this latter point is beyond the scope of this thesis, though 

the actual implications are not. In short, it is the contemporary inability to ólook directlyô at 

death, which occupies a curious position within sociology. Consequently, studies of death 

and death anxiety have provided one of the building blocks for the field of inquiry that is 

often referred to as thanatology (Kastenbaum, 1996). It is thanatology that draws upon the 

study of death and mortality within discipline areas such as medicinal technologies, 

philosophy, the arts, political science, history, religion, and sociology, which is allowing an 

interrogation of death as a central dynamism underlying life, vitality, and the structure of 

social orders. Thus, it perhaps makes sense to examine dark tourism, with its central 

features of death and mortality, within a thanatological framework. Put another way, dark 

tourism, despite its typological, interpretative, political, and moral dilemmas, as discussed 



in previous chapters, has (real and reconstructed) death at its nucleus. Hence, it is death and 

its contemporary depiction that calls out for further scrutiny and academic inquiry (Stone, 

2005a). Of course, death is not only the muse of our religions, philosophies, arts, political 

ideologies, or medical advancements, but also death and mortality pervade our culture in 

various guises and pretexts, including, but not limited to, dark tourism representations. 

Death is pervasive within our living world. For instance, death sells newspapers and books, 

yet we guard against it through (life) insurance policies; death invigorates television and 

cinematic production and, indeed, is a staple ingredient of contemporary news reporting. 

Death is also used as a barometer to measure the adequacy of social life and progress. 

Indeed, death in the form of murder rates can infer the stability of social structures, whilst 

cross-socio/cultural comparisons of mortality can ascertain social inequalities. Conversely, 

death, especially untimely or violent death, can influence political policy and governance in 

the form of official enquiries and subsequent report recommendations (for example, 

mortality incidences because of domestic violence, child neglect, or accidents).  

 

Evidently then, death is a fundamental underpinning to life and to the order of life. As 

Metcalf and Huntington (1991: 2) aptly note, ólife becomes transparent against the 

background of deathô. In short, death (and its thanatological analysis) can reveal the most 

central social and cultural processes and values and, consequently, becomes a catalyst that, 

ówhen put into contact with any cultural order, precipitates out the central beliefs and 

concerns of a peopleô (Kearl, 2009: 1). On a more individual level however, death 

exposures (or mortality moments) can crystallize and invigorate the selfôs own life pathway 

(Kearl, 2009). Hence, for the purpose of this thesis, it is assumed that individualsô death 

anxiety and experience of dying and grief are strongly structured by their own social 

environment and personal life-worlds (Tercier, 2005). Thus, the logic moves from the 

cultural order, that is, the broad realm of social reality that augments and shapes our 

collective cognitions, emotions, and behaviours, to that of the institutional orders, such as 

religion, politics, mass media, or indeed dark tourism. It is these institutions that 

(in)directly filter and mould our (mortality) experiences and actions, and which directly 

influences the individual order. The institutional influence on death (or indeed, lack of it) is 

discussed in detail later in the chapter, especially in relation to how the individual self 



begins to contemplate the contemporary deathbed. However, it is on this note of the 

ódeathbedô or, in other words, a combination of mortality-related physical, social, and 

spiritual factors, that a historical context must be set. In short, throughout history, 

individuals do not know when or how they are to die (though this may be changing 

somewhat through the recent practice of euthanasia), but do know that they will die. 

Therefore, the next section outlines a brief history of death, which will subsequently inform 

contemporary approaches to mortality, including that of dark tourism.  

 

 

5.2 Conceptions of the Deathbed: a short history 

Allan Kellehear in his book A Social History of Dying, a major historical review of the 

human and clinical sciences literature about human dying, suggests our experiences of 

mortality have been shaped by ancient concepts about death and social responsibility at the 

end of life. He goes on to analogise: 

The study of dying is like gazing into a reflecting pool. The waters there reflect 

back to us the kinds of people we have become. Behind the fragile and temporary 

images of our individual selves that appear on its surface exist suggestions of less 

familiar company ï strange tides of history, cultural undertows that sweep in and 

out of our lives. The ripple of these forces tug and work at our identities, at first to 

create them, and finally to test them before their eventual dismissal at death. 

These are influences so subtle, indeed so intimate in our day-to-day lives, that we 

often barely notice their workings underneath the modern obsession to present 

ourselves to others as distinct and individual (Kellehear, 2007: 1).  

 

Kellehearôs essential point here is that the historical conceptions of death and dying and, 

more importantly, the treatment of mortality, are fundamental to a contemporary 

understanding of how death pervades the human consciousness. Of course, the ways in 

which individuals conceptualise death are, perhaps, as diverse as conceptions of life 

(Charmaz, 1980). Whilst some may perceive death as a mystery, an unknown that cannot 

be explained, others have developed intricate conceptions. These conceptions are varied 

and often contradictory, but have evolved over the course of time and have been influenced 

in no small part by religion, faith and political culture. Whilst beyond the scope of this 

chapter to examine in any depth, it is worth noting key discernible themes that constitute 

major conceptions of death. 



Firstly, the notion of death as an event encompasses divergent meanings about the nature 

and character of the death event and what, if anything, will follow. The event perspective 

means the cessation of biological life which ends at specific point in time, though some 

scholars are now suggesting that the death event is an (ageing) process possessing duration 

but, with ambiguous boundaries (Lloyd, 2004; Kellehear, 2005). Nevertheless, death as an 

event may be simply viewed as the ending of biological life and the completion of a person. 

On the other hand, dying (or social death) may be viewed as a transition, where death 

represents a passage, departure, or a shift into nothingness. The conception of death as 

transition also elicits a verdict on the lives of the deceased, in which their actions are 

reviewed, appraised and thereby judged (Howarth, 2007). Thus, while some view death 

only in relation to the dying process or, in simple terms, as a release, others see death in 

largely personal terms, where death is represented as a óday of judgementô followed by 

eternal rewards or punishments. 

 

In contrast to death as an (transitional) event, other conceptions of death view it as a state. 

Whilst death as an event usually refers to a point in time, death as a state infers infinite 

time. Consequently, the state of death may be perceived as sequential to earlier transition; 

in other words, something that follows the death event, either a void or emptiness, or a 

continued existence, which assumes death as a state of being. Additionally, death 

conception may be broadly cast in terms of purpose. In short, the purpose of death is given 

to both the effects of dying and what it presumably accomplishes. Thus, depending upon 

individualsô proclivities and other beliefs, the purpose of death may be seen as peace, 

reward, unification, or an elevation to a higher place. Of course, the effects of any purposes 

attributed to death have been personified. Throughout history, death has taken on a number 

of mantles and personifications. These personifications are deemed external forces and are 

often referred to as the ógreat destroyerô or ógrim reaperô (death as hostile), ógay deceiverô 

or óloverô (death through chicanery), or ócomforterô (death as a peaceful departure). Whilst 

personifications of death may be attributed to specific periods of history, contemporary 

personifications view death as the óenemyô, and something that requires fighting (and 

beating ï hence, perhaps, a modern emphasis on medical advancements and health 

education).  



Another conception of death was that of equalizer. Where death was once seemingly 

ubiquitous in times of war, plagues, epidemics, and so on, a uniquely social construct of 

death emerged that obliterated worldly social distinctions at the time of death. Hence, death 

humbled the rich and powerful and accomplished equality hitherto unknown in everyday 

life. The final category of death conceptions is based upon ideals, hopes, and wishes. 

Simply put - what individuals think death should be. Consequently, death becomes 

idealized and romanticised, or what is often referred to as natural death or a ógood deathô 

(Aries, 1974, 1981). In other words, dying and subsequent death is seen as correct, that is, a 

perceived correctness of death occurs in its timing, nature, and place. Evidently then, death 

is synthesized from a fluctuating mix of biological reality, social order and structure, and 

ontological (or spiritual) belief. Conversely, the deathbed is triangulated between the 

borders of life and death óby bringing into congruence the somatic, the social and the 

ontologicalô (Tercier, 2005: 246).  

 

Of course, the various conceptions of death, as briefly noted above, have all evolved over a 

period. Indeed, Phillippe Ariesô classic history of death, The Hour of Our Death (1981), 

describes dominant deathbed paradigms in Western societies and cultures since the Middle 

Ages. Whilst Aries work has come under scrutiny and criticism since its publication (Stone, 

1978), especially in relation to questions of cultural diversity of the deathbed experience 

(Charmaz, Howarth and Kellehear, 1997), Aries has also drawn trenchant responses 

because of his chronology (Porter, 1999a). Particularly, whilst critics have complained of 

Airesô failure to address the dynamics behind the sequence of his deathbed phases, as 

revealed shortly, he has also been treated unfavourably because óhis views appear to reflect 

his Catholicism, his reactionary politics, and his apparent luddismô (Porter, 1999a: 85). 

That said, a particular issue posed by Ariesôs approach to the history of death is that he did 

not offer a simple linear periodization (though it is often presented that way), but a 

melanque of the synchronic and the diachronic (Porter, 1999). Arguably though, whilst 

Aires does not fully engage with the medical aspects of the deathbed, particularly in 

relation to medical reasons being a powerful attraction to abandon religious rituals, his 

work remains, nevertheless, valid and a useful point of reference when examining the 

history of the deathbed (Walter, 1994; Campany, 1996; Seale, 1998; Tercier, 2005). To that 



end, Aries (1981) delineates five phases of death, corresponding to particular historical 

epochs, which are briefly outlined in the following sections (Figure 6), though it should be 

cautioned that there is not one single history of death, but many histories which overlap 

with one another (Porter, 1999a).  

 

5.2.1 The Tame Death 

Ariesô initial stage of the deathbed was characterized by a oneness between the living and 

the dead. Thus, for Aires, death was tame and individuals yielded to its inevitable arrival as 

if to sleep. Certainly, this kind of death was typical of primitive societies, and proved 

compatible with early Christian doctrine. As Aries notes, the tame death óstretched from 

antiquity to the early sixteenth century, [and] was medieval Catholicismôs great ritual 

edifice of the sacramental deathbedô (1981: 5). Hence, the Christian West, for the majority 

of its history, constructed (biological) death not as an ontological cessation, but as a 

commencement of a transcendent journey to a óbetter worldô. Therefore, the tame death did 

not erase the being; instead the soul lived on in heaven (or hell) forever. Consequently, this 

was viewed as a natural or measured death, which in turn allowed for a social death. In 

other words, death was a process that occurred over a lifetime, with the cutting of ties to the 

living being a consciousness of life itself. Indeed, sociality even extended beyond 

biological death, as the living could continue to affect the fate of the deceased through 

prayers and their intercessions as saints (Davies, 1997). Ultimately, the tame death offered 

a contented disjunction of biological, social, and spiritual death, in which the finality of 

death could be legitimately denied (Houlbrooke, 1989).  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: A timeline of the history of death (after Aries, 1981) with key defining features and influences
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5.2.2 The Death of Self 

The tame death was superseded, according to Aries, from the high Middle Ages up until 

the seventeenth century by a new death ï death of the self. Brought about by the 

combined intrusions of humanist individualism and Salvationism of the Papacy, the 

death of the self was a deathbed of declarations of faith, examinations of conscience, the 

settling of accounts and affairs, and the preparation of the soul for heaven. Indeed, this 

became a time when death took on the mantle of an enemy, rather than a release, as óthe 

Reformation closed down purgatory and cut the ties between the living and the deadô 

(Tercier, 2005: 11). This was also a time when the Church encroached upon the nature 

of dying and, in doing so, promised Last Judgement deliverance and salvation from 

eternal damnation. Hence, as Porter (1999: 84) suggests, the death of the self became 

terrifying and dying itself was óthe finale in a liturgical melodrama of sin, penance and 

absolution, stage-managed by the priesthood.ô Thus, the death of the self was a time 

when oneôs behaviour in life determined oneôs fate after death, and when burial moved 

from open-field sites (characteristic of the tame death) to the protective confines of the 

Church. Here, grisly effigies were created to serve as memento mori reminders to the 

living, espousing a message of holy living essentially amounted to a holy dying. 

However, the period of Death of the Self was itself divided, with the peasants 

continuing to accept a natural (tame) death, whilst the political and landed elite, still 

passionately attached to worldly delights and pleasures, were becoming terrified of the 

Beyond. With offers of salvation from the Church in return for repentance of sin, the 

Death of the Self allowed ontological death to be forestalled, yet social and biological 

death began to coincide.   

 

5.2.3 The Remote Death 

The third period, which Aries cryptically entitled óLa mort longue et procheô 

(óprotracted and imminent deathô), has been often referred to as the remote death. 

Assigned to the eighteenth century, this was a period where the spiritualization of the 

deathbed was beginning to be questioned. Indeed, the scientific revolution, rationalism 

and secularism of the Enlightenment diluted religious ritual structures of mortality and, 

consequently, began to define death as a biological and medical phenomenon. However, 

these (minority) views were only in so far that the reality and transcendence of the soul 

was queried but, nonetheless, biological and ontological death began to coincide. Thus, 



the remote death offered the living little or no influence over the dead, as was the case 

of the preceding death of the self. For this paradigm, the dead had no place to be, but 

perhaps more fundamentally, for the dead there was no óto beô. Whilst most medical 

practitioners of the day continued to believe in God and priests continued to bless the 

dying, the Enlightenmentôs revised perspective of nature (and Godôs and manôs 

respective place within this revised nature) was eroding an established religious 

dominion and casting hesitation on traditional political and intellectual hegemony.  

Thus, the remote death allowed the possibility of examining life and death empirically 

through a lens of reason and rational thought, where the dying process could be 

materially affected by acquired medicinal knowledge and practice (Porter, 1993). 

Essentially, death could be meddled with and manipulated, to an extent at least. Whilst 

the dying process, of course, could not be reversed or even halted, the eighteenth 

century medical practitioner, with the aid of narcotics in the form of opium (widely 

available since the sixteenth century), conferred unprecedented control over the 

processes of biological and social death (Porter, 1999b). It is this control and 

manipulation that, perhaps, represents the beginning of the modern flight from death 

(Porter, 1999a) which culminated in a contemporary absent death as discussed later in 

this chapter.  

 

5.2.4 The Romantic Death 

The romantic death of the nineteenth century, termed by Aries as óthy deathô (or óthe 

death of the otherô), evolved through both a waning of eternal damnation messages 

prescribed by priests, and advancements in the management of pain or medicines 

prescribed by doctors. Moreover, with the emergence of the modern family and its new 

structures of feeling (Porter, 1999a), attention became fixed not on the decedent, but on 

those who continued to live. Influenced through Romanticism, including the quixotic 

depiction of death in art, literature and poetry, the rituals of death became much more 

sentimental (if not morbid), and mourning became a family concern which perpetuated 

the memory of the deceased. The Romantic death became a death-with-dignity, a ógood 

deathô where calmness prevailed in readiness for a dignified departure from the mortal 

world. The good death was an illustration of how man paid respectful deference to the 

laws of nature, and how the time of passing became an opportunity to put óthings in 

orderô. Indeed, the Romantic death was signified by the writing of wills with final 



bequests bestowed, sanctimonious instructions given to survivours, forgiveness sought 

both from companions and God, promises of reunions made, and final words spoken. 

As Tercier (2005: 12) notes, óthe business of the [romantic] deathbed became just that: 

the tidying and tying up of unfinished businessô. Hence, the Romantic ideal of the 

Victorian deathbed was reconstructed as nothing more distressing than a final, peaceful 

sleep. With a darkened room, family and loved ones at the bedside, affairs in order, 

peace made with both survivor and God, and with a few gentle and quiet farewells, the 

decedent would dignifiedly drift off into an eternal slumber. Of course, this Romantic 

death was an ideal in the minds of a Victorian society who came to think of death as 

simply as a way of óexpiring consumptionô (Jalland, 1996). Additionally, in its ideal 

form, the Romantic good death appeared to be a perfect coincidence of both social and 

biological death that did not rely (solely) on ontological continuity. However, whilst 

spiritual aspects were still important to the ógood deathô and religious forms of the 

death-with-dignity still embraced the hope of an eternal existence, its more secular 

forms found comfort in relief from pain and discomfort.  

 

5.2.5 The Invisible Death 

Aries termed the fifth and final phase of his deathbed history as the invisible death or 

óforbidden deathô, which was symbolic of the twentieth century (and to an extent, still is 

a feature of the present). It is within this phase that Aries reveals his revulsion for 

modern developments and suggests that a waning of faith, especially in an afterlife, 

marks modernity. With the full onset of secularization, the invisible death was signified 

by the role of institutions, especially the medical establishment, where increasing 

bureaucratization and hospitalization, as Aries alleges, órobbed the dead and dying of all 

dignityô (1981: 559). The invisible or forbidden death, where death ódisappearedô from 

the community gaze, is blamed on medicalization (which is discussed in more detail in 

the next section). Certainly, the position of the physician at the nineteenth century 

(Romantic) deathbed became entrenched and consolidated through advancements in 

therapeutic techniques and pathophysiology, as well as an expanding pharmacopoeia 

(Porter, 1999b). Augmenting the position of the physician as an óauthority over deathô 

were technical advances and acceleration of the bureaucratic super-structure that 

became the foundation of the modern state. With increasing numbers of hospitals (and 

later hospices) and dispensaries, combined with the professionalisation of disposal of 



the dying through regularization of death certificates, post-mortems and the storage of 

corpses, the invisible death became almost just that; concealed and obscured behind the 

façade and machinery of the (new) death, dying and disposal industry. Consequently, 

with increasingly industrialization being applied to the deathbed in terms of both 

processes and procedures, Porter (1999a: 84) notes, órather as the philosophes  

rationalized death, modern man has in effect denied his own mortality, and death has 

become tabooô [original emphasis]. Hence, as the twentieth century progressed, the 

physiciansô control over the process of dying increased, and the death was essentially 

move out of the familiar environs of the family and community to become 

institutionalised under a medical gaze. Thus, the shift of power and emphasis from 

priest to doctor is now almost complete, as secularizing processes have allegedly made 

the world (post)modern. Notwithstanding, the care of the soul and body has gone from 

post-mortem religious ritual to ante-mortem medical protocol. As Tercier (2005: 13) 

notes: 

In the ideal modern death, biological, social and ontological death not only 

coincide but are meant to occur in such an instant that, perhaps, the whole 

business [of mortality] can be ignored, allowed to slip past unnoticed. Hence the 

invisibility of death. 

 

This theme of óinvisible deathô is explored further in remainder of this chapter. In 

particular, it is argued that despite death being óhiddenô or sequestered within 

contemporary society, it is nevertheless undergoing a period of revival within the public 

domain. It is here, crucially, that dark tourism has a potential mediating role to play 

within the contemporary deathbed.       

 

 

5.3 Death and Contemporary Society  

The establishment and evolution of sociology has been concerned almost exclusively 

with the problems of life, rather than with the subject of death (Mellor and Shilling 

1993). However, over four decades ago, Bergerôs (1967) seminal text suggested death 

was an essential feature of the human condition, requiring individuals to develop 

mechanisms to cope with their ultimate demise. He went on to suggest that to neglect 

death is to ignore one of the few universal parameters in which both the collective and 

individual self is constructed (Berger 1967). Hence, where death and the discussion of 



death within the public realm was once considered taboo (DeSpelder and Strickland 

2002; Leming and Dickinson 2002; Mannino 1997), or at least proclaimed to be taboo 

(Walter 1991), scholars are now challenging death taboos, exploring contexts where the 

dead share the world with the living. Indeed, as the philosopher Nietzsche (1974: 168) 

once declared, ólet us be aware of saying that death is opposed to life. The living is 

merely a type of what is dead, and a very rare typeô. 

 

Accordingly, Harrison (2003) examines how the dead are absorbed into the living world 

by graves, images, literature, architecture and monuments and, subsequently, offers a 

humic foundation to examine life-worlds. In other words, Harrison suggests a humic 

basis to study life, where contents (i.e. the dead) have been buried so they may be 

reclaimed for the future, and which is key if we are to retrieve the past in order to move 

forward. In particular, Harrison notes how living is simply an extension of death 

(interestingly, rather than death being an extension of life), and he goes on to argues that 

only the dead can grant the living legitimacy. Specifically though, Harrison argues, 

cultures are perpetuated through death and the living are compelled to serve the interests 

of the dead. He goes on to suggest: 

Left to ourselves we are all bastards. In exchange for legitimacy, which humans 

need and crave more than anything else, we surrender ourselves to their [the dead] 

dominion. We may, in our modern modes, ignore or reject their ancient authority 

[the dead]; yet if we are to gain a margin of real freedom ï if we are to become 

absolutely modern (original emphasis) ï we must begin to acknowledge the 

traditional claims that such authority has on us (Harrison, 2003: x).  

 

Similarly, Lee (2002) reviews the disenchantment of death in modernity and concludes 

that death is making its way back into social consciousness, suggesting that the time has 

come to dissect death without prejudice. He goes on to advocate that death is ócoming 

out of the closet to redefine our assumptions of lifeô (2004:155), thus breaking the 

modern silence (and taboo) on death, which itself perhaps comprises a defence 

mechanism for individuals against their inevitable passing. Therefore, although the 

inevitability of death continues to be disavowed, particularly in contemporary society, it 

can never be completely denied (Tercier, 2005). Indeed, contemporary society 

increasingly consumes, willingly or unwillingly, both real and commodified death and 

suffering through audio-visual representations, popular culture and the media, a 

fundamental point that is returned to shortly.  



Importantly, however, Giddens (1991) points to a particular characteristic of people 

living in modern contemporary society that correlates with death and mortality. Namely, 

the individual self has perceived erosion of personal meaningfulness and rational order, 

which in turn, is propelled by the privatisation of meaning and sequestration of death 

within public space. The significance of this is revealed shortly but, firstly, when 

discussing mortality and its contemplation, a critical feature of contemporary (Western) 

society may be seen in the extensive desacralisation of social life which has failed to 

replace religious certitudes with scientific certainties (Giddens, 1991). Instead, whilst 

the secularising negation of religion, as discussed previously, and an increased belief in 

science may have provided people with the possibility of exerting a perceived sense of 

control over their lives (though, crucially, it has not conquered death), it fails to provide 

values to guide lives (after Weber, 1948). This, according to Giddens (1991), leaves 

individuals vulnerable to feelings of isolation, especially when ruminating the prospect 

of death and an end to life projects. As with morality and the issue of moral confusion, 

as argued earlier, secularization has played a principal role in the orientation and 

direction, or lack of it, for both the individual and collective self. Hence, that the 

ósecularization of life should be accompanied by the secularization of death should 

come as no surprise: to live in the modern is to die in it alsoô (Tercier, 2005:13). Further 

to this, Giddens (1991) suggests a privatization of meaning in contemporary society, 

especially that which revolves around mortality (and morality), where both experience 

and meaning have been relocated from public space to the privatized realms of an 

individualôs life. Consequently, this has served both to both reduce massively the scope 

of the sacred and to leave increasing numbers of individuals alone with the task of 

establishing and maintaining values to guide them and make sense of their daily lives. 

Ultimately, therefore, people require a sense of order in relation to their daily social 

lives, to which Giddens (1990, 1991) refers to as óontological securityô, or in other 

words, a óstable mental state derived from a sense of continuity and order in eventsô 

(Bilton, 1996: 665).  

 

5.3.1 Ontological Security: Meaning and Mortality 

A distinctive feature of contemporary society, Giddens (1991:156) argues, is the 

ópurchasing of ontological securityô through various institutions and experiences that 

protect the individual from direct contact with madness, criminality, sexuality, nature 



and death. Giddens, who associates contemporary society with an óexclusion of social 

life from fundamental existential issues which raise central moral dilemmas for human 

beingsô (1991:25), suggests that ontological security is anchored, both emotionally and 

cognitively, in a ópractical consciousness of the meaningfulnessô of our day-to-day 

actions (1991:36). Put simply, the individual self within a collective framework, that is 

society, requires confidence, trust and stability in their world in order to lead a 

contented and fulfilled existence. Ontological security or the security of the self, which, 

in turn, provides for a sense of meaning of why individuals exist and for what purpose, 

can be obtained from diverse sources. These include but are not limited to, family 

structures and health (Gregory, 2005), community involvement (Walklate, 2007), 

political systems (Mitzen, 2006), religious institutions (Kinnvall, 2004), education 

levels (Shyu, 2002), and even the nature of housing accommodation (Hiscock et al, 

2001; Dupuis and Thorns, 2002).  

 

However, this sense of meaningfulness or ontological security is constantly threatened 

by the angst of disorder or chaos. In a fractious and fragmented world that appears to 

spin ever faster, Mellor (1993:12) notes, óthis chaos signals the irreality of everyday 

conventions; since a personôs sense of what is real is intimately associated with their 

sense of what is meaningful.ô Giddens, drawing upon Kierkegaardôs (1944) original 

concept of dread, argues that individuals are faced with a seemingly ubiquitous danger 

of being besieged by anxieties concerning the ultimate reality and meaningfulness of 

daily life. Hence, contemporary societies strive to address this sense of dread by 

óbracketing out of everyday life those questions which might be raised about the social 

frameworks which contain human existenceô (Giddens, 1991:37-38). Consequently, the 

notion of bracketing will involve, to a greater or lesser degree, an element of denial or 

disregard to those things that will cause existential anxieties to both the individual and 

collective self.   

 

In particular, death is clearly one such issue that raises uncertainties and anxieties and, 

hence, becomes a major issue to bracket out (or deny) of everyday consciousness. It 

could be argued, of course, this bracketing out process has resulted in the contemplation 

of death becoming taboo and the claim that contemporary society is a ódeath-denyingô 

society (Kubler-Ross, 1997; Kastenbaum, 2001). Indeed, Pagliari (2004), writing from a 



Catholic perspective, laments that whilst the self has been death-denying due to 

attitudes towards medicine and mortality, society has, as revealed shortly, subtly 

transgressed to an era of death-defying, where the emphasis on health education (and 

beauty products) carry promises of corporeal extension. Furthermore, Pagliari argues 

that contemporary society is now entering a death-deriding age, where death is 

ómockedô, commercialized and sold for the sake of art and entertainment, a point that is 

discussed in more detail later.  

 

Nevertheless, as Mellor (1993) suggests, the denial of death and its subsequent 

bracketing process is not always successful. Indeed, bracketing is continual as it is 

contingent upon societies to be able to control factors that offer pertinent threats to 

ontological security. This level of control will vary from society to society but, 

regardless of the cultural condition of society, death is a potent challenge to the 

bracketing process in all societies (Mellor and Shilling, 1993). Therefore, the existential 

confrontation of the human demise has the potential to expose the individual to dread, 

the inevitability of death causing the individual to question the social frameworks in 

which they live and participate. As Giddens (1991:162) notes: 

Death remains the great extrinsic factor of human existence; it cannot as such be  

brought within the internally referential systems of modernityé death becomes 

the point zero: it is nothing more or less than the moment at which human control 

over human existence finds an outer limit. 

 

Therefore, death becomes a psychological and problematic issue for both the collective 

and individual self. People must face up to their inevitable demise, yet the social 

systems in which they reside must allow them to live day-to-day with some sort of 

commitment and, thus, to a certain extent deny death, as suggested earlier (Dumont and 

Foss, 1972). Consequently, modern ideology espouses a celebration of life and living, 

amplified by a post-modern focus on youth, beauty and the body ï hence, thoughts of 

death as an inevitable event are repressed and bracketed (Lee, 2004). It is, perhaps, for 

this reason that both Giddens (1991) and, previously, Berger (1967) associate death 

with those ófateful momentsô and ómarginal situationsô, whereby individuals have to 

confront problems which society has attempted to conceal from public consciousness. 

As Berger (1967:23) suggests, ódeath is the most significant factor individuals can 

encounter in marginal situationsô. This is because death has the potential to undermine 



radically an individualôs sense of meaningfulness and reality of social life, thus calling 

into question ontological security and even the most fundamental assumptions upon 

which social life is constructed (Mellor, 1993). Indeed, for Berger, death is an 

unavoidable characteristic of the human condition, and one that all societies, 

contemporary or otherwise, inevitably have to address. Hence, if death and mortality are 

not dealt with by adequate confrontation mechanisms, not only will the individual self 

have to face up to challenges of personal meaningless and a significant loss of 

ontological security, but the collective social framework as a whole becomes vulnerable 

to collapse into chaos. However, in a contemporary age defined by rapid technological, 

economic and scientific progress, a cultural milieu remains that challenges the 

maintenance of ontological security. In this context, death is difficult to deal with, 

especially when values and meanings are constantly reappraised and reflected upon, 

thus aiding a sequestration or separation of death from civic discourse and public space.   

 

5.3.2 The Sequestration of Death: An Absent-Present Paradox 

Giddens expresses one of the fundamental discontinuist impulses of the contemporary 

age is the pervasiveness of óreflexivityô ï that is, the systematic and critical 

(re)examination, monitoring and revision of all beliefs and practices in the light of 

changing circumstances. Similar to Schelskyôs (1965) notion of Dauerreflexion, or 

ópermanent reflectionô, contemporary societies continuously examine and re-examine 

meaning and values. However, this never-ending process of systematic and potentially 

radical reappraisals of contemporary life can sentence the individual to a pervasive 

óradical doubtô. This in turn can lead to a perceived reduction in an individualôs sense of 

ontological security (Giddens, 1991: 21). Whilst this constant re-evaluation of social life 

may be profound and liberating for some, especially those with a ónarcissistic 

personality typeô (Lasch, 1991), it is unclear how reflexivity can ultimately help 

individuals deal with the phenomenon of death. More specifically, death óis a universal 

parameter within which reflexivity occurs, rather than an object to which reflexivity can 

be convincingly appliedô (Mellor, 1993:18). Nonetheless, it can be argued that 

contemporary societies are sufficiently culturally diverse and flexible to permit 

individuals to draw and reflect upon a variety of cultural resources to deal with death, 

thus creating multiple mechanisms to confront mortality. 

 



Even so, this diversity may compound the difficulties that individuals may experience 

when death (and dying) is encountered. As Mellor (1993:19) argues, óreflexivity may be 

increasingly applied to death in a multitude of ways, but this multiplicity of particular 

approaches to death accentuates the reality-threatening potential of death in generalô. In 

other words, the more diverse (and reflexive) the approaches to death in contemporary 

societies, the more difficult it becomes to contain death within social frameworks and, 

thus, limit existential anxiety and the level of ontological security it potentially offers to 

the individual. This apparent cultural diversity, reflexivity and flexibility, Mellor 

argues, in contemporary approaches to death ócan therefore be [partly] explained as 

being consistent with the sequestration of death from public space into the realm of the 

personalô (Mellor, 1993: 19). Essentially, therefore, death has been removed from civic 

discourse and public space and relocated as a personal issue. Mellor (1993: 12, 19-20) 

notes: 

This sequestration is manifest as the privatisation and subjectivisation of the 

experience of death, which in turn results in the increased presence of 

considerations for individualsé [In contemporary societies], individuals must 

create their own identities, drawing upon the reflexive mechanisms and socio-

cultural resources available to them, but ultimately having to take individual 

responsibility for the construction of meaning as well as the construction of 

identity. In this context, death is particularly disturbing because it signals a 

threatened óirrealityô of the self-projects which modernity encourages individuals 

to embark upon, an ultimate absence of meaning, the presence of death bringing 

home to them existential isolation of the individual [in contemporary society].   

 

Further to this, Mellor and Shilling (1993) conclude that public legitimisations of death 

are becoming increasingly absent, thus ensuring the challenge of death to an 

individualsô sense of reality, personal meaningfulness and, ultimately, ontological 

security. This ostensible absence of death from the public realm may help explain the 

óintense confusion, anxiety, and even terror which are frequently experienced by 

individuals before signs of their own mortalityô (Giddens 1991:160). Thus, reviews of 

contributions to the sociology of death and dying have drawn attention to the 

(institutional) sequestration of death in contemporary society. Most notably, these 

contributions concentrate on the privatisation and medicalization of death (Mellor, 

1993; Shilling, 1993; Mellor & Shilling, 1993; Wilmott, 2000; Winkel, 2001) whereby 

death, rather than being an open, communal event, is now a relatively private 

experience. Indeed, death is now marked by an óincreased uneasiness over the 



boundaries between the corporeal bodies of the living and deadô (Turner, 1991: 229; 

Howarth, 2000, 2007). Hence, societyôs (modern) denial of death and the sequestration 

of the deathbed have been blamed for deathôs removal from daily life (Tercier, 2005); 

whilst grief is denied its due place in the psychology of the individual and mourning in 

the social relations of culture (Walter, 1994; Davies; 1997; Seale, 1998).  

 

A full analysis of death sequestration from public space is beyond the scope of this 

thesis. However, it is worth noting fundamental changes within contemporary society 

towards mortality. As Mellor and Shilling (1993: 414) point out: 

éthese changes have themselves been affected by a gradual privatisation of the 

organisation of death (or a decrease in the public space afforded to death); a 

shrinkage in the scope of the sacred in terms of the experience of death; and a 

fundamental shift in the corporeal boundaries, symbolic and actual, associated 

with the dead and living. 

 

Therefore, the absent death thesis, it is argued, is most notably conspicuous by the 

demise of communal and social events which, when combined into a series of ritual 

actions, contained death by ensuring it was open or public, yet subject to religious and 

social control. Consequently, whilst death in pre-contemporary society was just as or 

even more unpleasant than it is now, the omnipresent religious order that encompassed 

human finiteness ensured mortality was meaningful (or even ótameô), thus augmenting a 

sense of ontological security for the bereaved who would inevitably become, in time, 

the deceased. However, it is suggested that death, and the prospect of dying, is now 

unprecedently alarming because secular contemporary society has deprived increasing 

numbers of people with an overarching, existentially meaningful, ritual structure. 

Indeed, in relation to mortality, it can be argued that contemporary society has ónot just 

emptied the sky of angels, but also has emptied tradition, ritual and, increasingly, 

virtually all-overarching normative meaning structures of much of their contentô (Mellor 

& Shilling, 1993: 428). Thus, the reflexive deconstruction of religious orders, that 

promised post-corporeal life after death, and the lack of stable replacement meaning 

systems, has tended to leave contemporary individuals isolated and vulnerable in the 

face of their inevitable end. Similarly, Jean Baudrillard, in his influential work on 

semiology and mortality, Symbolic Exchange and Death, argued that ólittle by little the 

dead cease to exist. They are thrown out of é symbolic circulationô (Baudrillard, 1993: 

126). Put another way, (religious) symbolism of the dead, and the ontological power it 



may convey, has been negated as contemporary communities concentrate on 

individualized health promotion, thus extending lives in practice, but also, and perhaps 

more fundamentally, symbolically extending life itself. Moreover, Zygmunt Baumann, 

in another influential work, Mortality and Immortality, playfully suggests that ówhereas 

people in traditional societies ate their enemies, incorporating them into the life of the 

living, modern society vomits them out, designating them as Otherô (Baumann, 1992a: 

131).   

 

Furthermore, augmenting this perceived sense of individualisation and privatisation of 

death, which itself is resultant of secularisation, is the increased medicalisation of the 

dying process. Essentially, medicalisation is a sociological concept in which social life 

comes to be viewed through a medical framework (Zola, 1972; Illich, 1976), and one 

that influences a power/knowledge relationship (see Foucault, 1973). Put simply, the 

relationship between power and knowledge are inextricably linked and, in terms of 

medicine, this means that those with medical knowledge are able to exert power over 

those without it. Therefore, the doctor has replaced the priest at the contemporary 

deathbed (Howarth, 2007) and, consequently, shifted the balance of power from 

traditional religion to that of contemporary medical practitioners. For some, however, it 

is not medicalisation that is an issue, but the seemingly óover-medicalisationô and the 

resultant ósocial iatrogenesisô (potential harm) it may cause (Illich, 1976). In particular, 

Illich was extremely critical of not medical advancement per se, but where medicinal 

technology becomes too invasive and threatens to invade all aspects of individualsô 

lives (and their deathbeds), and where psychological or emotional impacts may be 

discounted. He goes on to state: 

éhealth care is turned into a standardized item, a staple; when all suffering is 

óhospitalizedô and homes become inhospitable to death; [and] when suffering 

and mourning outside the patient role are 144abelled a form of devianceé [as 

such] the medical establishment has become a major threat to health (Illich, 

1976: 3/41).   

 

In other words, the medical professional and the hospice movement have helped 

relocate death away from the community and into a closed private world of doctors, 

nurses and specialists (Byock, 2002). As Elias (1985:85) notes, ónever before have 

people died as noiselessly and hygienically as today, and never in social conditions 

fostering so much solitudeô.  Indeed, in the guise of medical parlance, death is often 



represented in terms of its causes, (e.g. lung cancer, cardiac arrest, brain tumour), so that 

we no longer hear or perhaps think of people ódying of mortalityô (Bauman, 1992b:5). 

Therefore, based upon medical disciplines of anatomy and pathology as a way of 

analyzing both life and death, dying has become a tool of probability analysis, where in 

an age of a more sophisticated understanding of risk (Giddens, 1984), mortality has 

enabled analysts to generate statistics to predict incidence, occurrence and likelihood of 

death according to health, gender, ethnicity, social class and location, and so on. These 

factors have been significant in the increased medicalisation of the deathbed in 

contemporary societies. Indeed, Howarth (2007) asserts that mortality as a phenomenon 

can, to some degree, be controlled by medical science, and that professional expertise 

has resulted in death becoming the exclusive preserve of the medical profession. 

Consequently, dying has become dehumanised, causing dying people to become 

isolated and disempowered (Illich, 1976; Elias, 1985). óNaturalô death has disappeared 

and been replaced by a óhi-techô death (Tercier, 2005) within the confines of medical 

institutions, determined by the exigencies of medical technology.  Illich (1976: 207-8) 

sums up this dramatic shift for the contemporary deathbed:  

The medicalisation of society has brought the epoch of natural death to an end. 

Western man has lost the right to preside over his act of dying. Health, or the 

autonomous power to cope, has been expropriated down to the last breath. 

Technical death has won its victory over dying. Mechanical death has conquered 

and destroyed all other death.  

 

Further to the notion of medicalisation and its role in the contemporary sequestration of 

death, the professionalisation of the death industry has also added to the disjunction of 

death and its óinvisibilityô within the public realm. Here, dedicated business 

organisations provide óa la carte menusô of funeral services where death and the 

management of disposal is largely relocated away from a ófront regionô of the 

community gaze and safely into a óback regionô space occupied by ódeath-workersô 

(Walter, 2005, 2009; Mellor & Shilling,1993). Here, death-workers, such as funeral 

directors, funeral celebrants, coroners, pathologists, obituary writers, and so on, offer a 

triadic information service, where they mediate (life) stories about the deceased between 

the survivours, the disposal industry, and the wider (grieving) public (Walter, 2005). 

Indeed, a great deal of innovation has been witnessed within (Western) funeral practice 

as it has reformed itself from the flamboyance customs of the (romantic) Victorian 

period. Instead, the contemporary ódeath-disposal industryô has adopted the rhetoric of 



public health and protection, and as with the medical profession, they have exposed 

death to scientific developments. As Howarth (2007: 132) notes, that in terms of death, 

óthe funeral industry have sanitized it, rather than tamed itô. Therefore, those who work 

in the death-disposal industry have aspired to achieve a level of professional 

respectability that, in turn, adds to sense of control over death and its rituals, whereby 

death appears confiscated and its power confined.  

 

However, this cumulative effect of the institutional sequestration of death, that is, by the 

negation of religious structures combined with both medicalization and 

professionalisation of the death industry, is not to resolve the problem of death by 

neutralizing its implicit threat and sense of dread. Ironically, sequestration potentially 

leaves many people uncertain and socially unsupported when it comes to dealing with 

mortality as a transpersonal, existential phenomenon (Willmott, 2000; Shilling, 1993). 

For this reason, Walter (1991:307) suggests that the meaning of mortality in 

contemporary societies ópoints to death being highly problematic for the modern 

individual, but not at all problematic for modern society ï hence the lack of ritual 

surrounding it todayô.  

 

In spite of this, to suggest death is totally absent from the contemporary public domain 

would be naïve and would deny the pervasiveness of death within popular culture and 

media output (Durkin, 2003; Walter, Littlewood and Pickering, 1995; Kearl, 1995). As 

Berridge (2002: 3) aptly notes, óa society which has for so long averted its gaze from 

death cannot [now] stop staring at itô. Indeed, death has long been present within wider 

popular culture and the media, so much so that Geoffrey Gorer first brought societyôs 

apparent fascination with the ópornography of deathô to academic attention in the 1950s 

(Gorer 1955, 1965). Gorer asserted that the demise of social and religious rituals 

surrounding death and dying resulted in mortality resurfacing in society through the 

seemingly obsessive ópornographicô media coverage of death, whereby ódeath became 

removed, abstracted, intellectualised, and depersonalisedô (Walter 1991:295). Similarly, 

Tercier (2005: 234) notes that óthe televised pornography of death, with its slippages of 

reality and representation, is no more likely to replace the experience of the deathbed 

than the dirty movie is likely to replace sexô. Moreover, Hume (2001: 1), reviewing 

Kate Berridgeôs book, Vigor Mortis: The End of the Death Taboo, teasingly suggests 



that whilst ódeath [may have] replaced sex as the focus of the new permissiveness, 

second-hand grief certainly seems to be giving some an emotional hard-on!ô  

 

Essentially, though, Gorer argued that death repressed in real life returns in the media as 

ópornographyô. Here, he utilises the concept of pornography as requiring two key 

things; firstly, repression, and secondly a medium for the return of the repressed (Gorer, 

1965). Of course, repression (as a form of bracketing referred to earlier) occurs because 

something is deemed to cause distress or is considered obscene, and thus is forbidden 

and not fit for the public gaze. Sexual activity is one such thing that may fall into this 

category, and it is around sex and its obscene representations that most arguments of 

pornography occur. However, as Tercier (2005) points out, the term óobsceneô, from the 

Latin obscaena ï meaning óoff-stageô, originally referred specifically to death. Indeed, 

in ancient times, Greek tragedy plays were awash with death, especially the portrayal of 

violent death, though importantly, the ancient playwright Aeschylus, often known as 

óThe Father of Tragedyô, condemned the actual moment of death on stage. However, in 

contemporary times, as opposed to Greek tragedy, óthere has been a reversal of 

obscenity ï it now real-life death that is obscene, not its representationô (Tercier, 2005: 

212). Hence, for Gorer, the use of the term ópornography of deathô was an attempt to 

synthesize an apparent contemporary denial of death with its seemingly ubiquitous 

representations within popular culture. Thus, in the context of mortality, Gorerôs 

pornography was the explicit portrayal of death in the media (the private made public), 

which provided for a representation (that is, a mediation) of a forbidden act of dying 

(the transgression of social norms) for the purpose of entertainment. Indeed, as Bryant 

and Shoemaker (1997:2) observe, óthanatological themed entertainment has been and 

remains a traditional pervasive cultural pattern, and has become very much a prominent 

and integral part of contemporary popular cultureô. This is no more so than within the 

realms of dark tourism, but thanatological themes are also evident in television news 

and programming (Walter et al, 1993; Merrin, 1999; McIlwain, 2005), cinema 

production (Mortimer, 2001; Gibson, 2001), music (Wass, Miller & Redditt, 1991), 

print media (Trend, 2003), the arts (Davies, 1996), and through jokes often referred to 

as ógallows humourô (Sayre, 2001; Thorson, 1993). Indeed, death can be traced back 

through popular culture to folklore, in which folklorists have maintained an interest in 

the cultural aspects of death for many years (Bennett & Round, 1997).  



It is here, therefore, where an apparent paradox of death sequestration lies. As Barthes 

(2000: 92) points out, ódeath must be somewhere in society; if it is no longer in religion, 

it must be elsewhere; perhaps in images which produce Death while trying to preserve 

lifeô. Consequently, on the one hand, absent death through privatization of meaning and 

a reduction in the scope of the sacred, the medicalization of dying, and the 

professionalisation of the death process is evident. Yet, on the other hand, death is very 

much present within popular culture, and of course very present since death is the single 

most common factor of life. It is perhaps because of this paradoxical position that death 

appears (institutionally) hidden rather than forbidden, invisible rather than denied. 

Additionally, to paraphrase Tercier (2005: 22): 

The contemporary deathbed is very different from those that have gone before.  

Religious ritual has declined. Existential anxiety finds little release in fantasy. For 

many, the soul persists only as the dim ghost of memory. Biological death is 

sequestered behind closed doors. Social death is imposed prematurely in 

retirement villages and nursing homes. The aspiration for instantaneous extinction 

attempts to mask perpetual loss. The physical real-life experience of the deathbed 

is replaced by representations of it on television and movie screens. As true as 

these things are, the contention that death has disappeared from cultural discourse 

is nonsense: All this sounds like a society obsessed with death, not one that denies 

ité Death and our feelings about death are no longer taboo but a radical new 

chicô (Italics ï Walter, 1994: 1-2 as quoted in Tercier, 2005).  

 

Furthermore, Durkin (2003) offers two salient explanations of this absent-present 

paradox. Firstly, he suggests that whilst contemporary society brackets out and insulates 

the individual from death, it is this very insulation that leads us to crave some degree of 

information and insight concerning mortality. Secondly, he suggests that the presence of 

death themes in popular culture and the treatment of mortality as an entertainment 

commodity is simply a way of bringing death back into the social consciousness. 

Moreover, Couch (2000: 25) intimates that popular culture serves as a type of collective 

vision by which meanings are socially and culturally constructed, which in turn, ógreatly 

influences our norms, beliefs, and subsequent actionsô. Durkin notes this social and 

cultural construction of death within popular culture and the media, and goes on to state, 

óby rendering death into humour and entertainment, we effectively neutralize it; it 

becomes innocuous, and thus less threatening, through its conversion and ephemeralityô 

(2003:47). Further to this, Bryant (1989:9) suggests that ódeath, dying and the dead are 

traumatic and anxiety producing topics, and can be better confronted if they are socially 

neutralizedô. In other words, with popular culture socially neutralizing death, or 



reconceptualising death, dying, and the dead into something Other that does not 

simulate anxiety or terror, mortality can become camouflaged. Thus, as Bryant further 

notes, óindividuals can more comfortably indulge their curiosity about and fascination 

with [death]ô (1989: 9). Hence, it could be argued that popular culture provides socially 

sanctioned spaces and mediums in which mortality is (re)communicated and mediated.  

 

Of course, such socially sanctioned (and, thus neutral) spaces call for some detachment 

on the part of the individual observer. Indeed, it may be necessary for the individual self 

to ósuspend beliefô (Weaver, 1991) in the face of thanatological themes, in order to 

maximize any potential meaning or moral instruction, as discussed earlier. However, 

some scholars may argue that the seemingly excessive exposure to popular culture 

(re)presentations of mortality may in fact make individuals more accepting of the death, 

disaster or tragedy being (re)presented (Oaks and Ezell, 1993). Of course, the actual 

representation of the death/disaster event, in terms of dark tourism at least, with its 

resultant authenticity dilemmas, together with any attached political or moral 

imperatives, as deliberated upon in earlier discussions has further consequents. 

Additionally, the saturated thanatological themed environment within popular culture 

may function to inure individuals to mortality, thus diluting or counteracting any social 

neutralization effect (Durkin, 2003). Put simply, over-exposure to loss of life themes 

and issues has the potential to desensitize individuals to death and dying.  However, 

notwithstanding these concerns, it is the social neutralization of death and the role dark 

tourism potentially plays within broader popular culture, which is now evaluated. 

 

 

5.4 Making Absent Death Present: Dark Tourism and De-sequestration  

The social neutralization of death, which itself may be considered as a form of 

bracketing dread and, thus boosting personal meaningfulness and ontological security, 

can help to assuage the disruptive impact of death for the individual. Dark tourism, with 

central facets of death and dying as outlined earlier in this thesis, is an increasingly 

pervasive feature in the popular cultural landscape (Atkinson, 2005; Express India, 

2005; Friends of Scotland, 2006; Lonely Planet, 2007). Indeed, the dark tourism 

phenomenon may be considered fascinating, educational and even humorous, depending 

upon the social, cultural and political context (Stone, 2006). However, whilst the 



consumption of death appears to be in inverse ratio to our declining direct experience of 

death itself, dark tourism, within a thanatological framework, may help explain 

contemporary approaches to mortality and its contemplation and vice versa. 

 

The manner in which this may occur is summarised in the conceptual model in Figure 7. 

Drawing on the preceding death sequestration and ontological security debates, the 

model demonstrates how, in general, dark tourism may provide a means for confronting 

the inevitably of oneôs own death and that of others. More specifically, dark tourism 

allows the reconceptualisation of death and mortality into forms that stimulate 

something other than primordial terror and dread. Despite modern societyôs diminishing 

experience with death as a result of institutional sequestration, Tercier (2005:22) 

suggests that, whilst people are now spectators to more deaths than any prior generation, 

driven by both real and represented images, ówe see death, but we do not ótouchô itô. As 

previously argued that the individual self is required to seek moral instruction from non-

traditional sources because of contemporary moral confusion, it is now argued that the 

same individuals are left isolated (again). Consequently, the isolation that the Self may 

feel is with the prospect of mortality because of the institutional sequestration of death. 

Thus, individuals have to call upon their own resources when searching for meanings to 

cope with the limits of personal existence. 

 

Therefore, dark tourism, in its various guises, and with its camouflaged and repackaged 

óOtherô death, allows individuals to (un)comfortably indulge their curiosity and 

fascination with thanatological concerns in a socially acceptable and indeed often 

politically sanctioned environment, thus providing them with an opportunity to 

construct their own contemplations of mortality (Stone, 2009a; Stone and Sharpley, 

2008). With a degree of infrastructure and normality that surrounds the supply of dark 

tourism, albeit on varying scales (Stone, 2006), the increasingly socially acceptable 

ómorbid gazeô upon death and its reconceptualisation either for entertainment, education 

or memorial purposes offers both the individual and collective self a pragmatic 

confrontational mechanism to begin the process of neutralizing the impact of mortality.
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Consequently, this may help minimise the intrinsic threat (or dread) that the 

inevitability of death brings. This neutralizing effect is essentially facilitated and 

sustained by dark touristic exposures to death, where the process of continued 

sensitization of dying ultimately results in a sanitization of the subject area. This may 

create a perceived immunity from death for the individual tourist, in addition to an 

acceptance, potentially, that death will ultimately arrive to them. Thus, both 

sensitizing and sanitizing death allows individuals to view their own death as distant, 

unrelated to the dark tourism product that they consume, and with a hope that their 

own death will be a ógoodô death (Littlewood 1993; Hart et al 1998; Tercier 2005; 

Stone & Sharpley, 2008). 

 

Furthermore, it may be argued that dark tourism further individualizes and, thus, 

fragments the meaning of death and in doing so, adds to the multiplicity of reflexive 

cultural devices that the individual self may draw upon to contemplate mortality. 

Indeed, whilst consuming the dark tourism experience, people are generally exposed 

to the causes of death and suffering of individual people, in individual circumstances, 

thus perhaps encouraging the view of death as avoidable and contingent. As Bauman 

(1992:6) points out, these kind of deaths are ótherefore reassuring rather than 

threatening, since they orient people towards strategies of survival rather than making 

them aware of the futility of all [life] strategies in the face of mortalityô. 

 

Of course, given the enormous diversity both of dark tourism places and of the needs, 

experience and expectations of visitors, in addition to various socio-cultural 

circumstances of individuals, the potential effectiveness of dark tourism as a 

mediating mechanism for confronting, understanding and accepting death will vary 

almost infinitely. It may be argued, for example, that war cemeteries, sites of mass 

disasters, memorials to individual or multiple deaths / acts of personal sacrifice and so 

on may be more powerful and positive means of confronting death than more 

óplayfulô attractions, such as óhouses of horrorô (but, see Stone 2009c). Certainly, a 

visit to Gallipoli, where the mass graves of the fallen (including that of a young 

British soldier who died before reaching his 17th birthday) lie above the beaches and 

cliffs, is an inevitably emotive and meaningful experience, verifying, perhaps, the 

cultural and popularised representations (both visual ï the Mel Gibson movie 

Gallipoli ï and musical) of that tragic event. Similarly, the proposed Tsunami 



óMountains of Remembranceô memorial in Khao Lak-Lam Ru National Park in 

Thailand may provide a focus for contemplation, mourning, hope and survival 

(Gerfen, 2006). Conversely, contemporary visitors to places such as Auschwitz and 

other Nazi death camps, perhaps the epitome of a dark tourism destination, may come 

simply óout of curiosity or because it is the thing to doô (Tarlow, 2005:48) rather than 

for more meaningful purposes (but, see Marcuse, 2001). Importantly, this latter point 

may result in any potential meaning of mortality within contemporary society as 

consequential to the visitor. In other words, and as suggested by Lantermann (2007) 

earlier in this chapter, so-called ódark touristsô may implicitly extract consequential 

meanings of mortality from their visit, rather than explicitly seeking to contemplate 

death and dying as a primary motivation to visit any dark tourism site. Additionally, 

the level of mortality meaning to the individual self will no doubt depend upon 

individualsô own socio-cultural background or perceived relevance to their own life-

world, and of course, to the varying óintensities of darknessô perceived in any given 

dark tourism product and/or experience (Stone, 2006; Sharpley, 2005).  

 

Nevertheless, as the thesis has already suggested, the present cultural condition of 

contemporary (Western) society calls for a revaluation of meaning systems which, in 

general, permit individuals to confront mortality. Hence, it is argued that the 

reconceptualisation of death through dark tourism allows for the reconstruction of a 

replacement meaning system, whereby the reflexive deconstruction of religious orders 

are being relocated and reconstructed by the consumption of image and the pseudo 

(Stone, 2009a). Accordingly, dark tourism may offer a revival of death within the 

public domain, thus de-sequestering mortality and ensuring absent death is made 

present in which (private) death is turned into public discourse and a communal 

commodity upon which to gaze (Stone & Sharpley, 2008). For this reason, dark 

tourism may offer a new social mediating institution whereby the functional value of 

death and mortality is acknowledged, its precariousness is appreciated, and efforts to 

assure ontological well-being and security become a source of not only playfulness, 

humour and entertainment but also memorial and contemporary moral instruction. 

Indeed, consuming dark tourism may allow the individual a sense of meaning and 

understanding of past disaster and macabre events that have perturbed life projects. 

This new understanding may, in turn, help shore up the fragility of the selfôs survival 

strategy. Thus, dark tourism can potentially transform the seemingly meaningless (for 



instance, mass murder at Ground Zero) into the meaningful, by commodification, 

explanations and representations of darkness that have affected the collective self. 

This, in turn, allows the individual to confront and contemplate their own mortality, 

through some kind of thanatopsis (Seaton, 1996) and therapy by gazing upon macabre 

illusions and images. Subsequently, confrontation with death and contemplation of 

mortality, within a socially acceptable dark tourism environment, may potentially 

bracket out some of the sense of dread death inevitably brings, by insulating the 

individual with information and potential understanding and meaning. Of course, it 

may be also the case where particular dark sites do not provide the sense of ómeaningô 

that a particular visitor may be seeking, for whatever reason, thus negating the 

effectiveness of the overall bracketing process and the ability to keep any ódread 

threatsô at bay. Nonetheless, within dark tourism, death becomes real (again) for the 

individual. Consequently, the real is represented so that the represented might become 

real. In other words, real actual death is (re)presented and commodified within dark 

tourism sites in order for it to become existentially valid and therefore inevitable for 

the individual who wishes to gaze upon this óOtherô death.  

  

 

5.5 Chapter Five Summary  

Despite increasing academic attention paid to the subject, the analysis of dark tourism 

has, to date, adopted a largely descriptive, parochial perspective whilst questions 

surrounding the consumption of dark touristic experiences have, for the most part, 

been avoided. This study, therefore, set out to enhance the theoretical foundations of 

dark tourism by considering the phenomenon within a broader thanatological 

perspective, exploring in particular the relationship between dark tourism 

consumption and contemporary social responses to death and mortality. In linking the 

concept of dark tourism with the sociology of death, this chapter has not only 

developed a model that provides a conceptual basis for the further empirical study of 

the consumption of dark tourism, as revealed shortly, but has also contributed to 

wider social scientific understanding of mechanisms for confronting death in 

contemporary societies. 

 

A number of key points have emerged from the preceding discussion. Firstly, dark 

tourism allows death to be brought back into the public realm and discourse, thus 



acting as a de-sequesting mechanism or mediating device that allows absent death to 

be made present. Secondly, the consumption of dark tourism may aid the social 

neutralization of death for the individual, either implicitly or explicitly, thereby 

potentially reducing the sense of dread that death inevitably brings and, consequently, 

permitting a search for, and a purchase of, ontological security through a new social 

institution. Finally, this new social institution (dark tourism) facilitates the 

reconstruction of a meaning system for individuals in the face of reflexivity, 

desacralisation and institutional sequestration, thus creating an opportunity to confront 

and contemplate ómortality momentsô from a perceived safe distance and 

environment. This, in turn, allows for some immunity and reassurance from the actual 

death or macabre event, which has been (re)produced through dark tourism.   

 

In conclusion, however, it would be naïve to suggest that the consumption of dark 

tourism rests solely upon a theoretical notion of providing individuals an opportunity 

to contemplate death and mortality. Whilst the concepts outlined in this chapter are 

operationalized and empirically tested later in this thesis, other conceptual issues 

undoubtedly deserve consideration. In particular, dark tourism production is multi-

faceted, multi-tiered and exists in a variety of social, cultural, geographical, and 

political contexts (Stone, 2006). Thus, the demand for such products will no doubt be 

equally as diverse and fragmented, pointing to the need for further targeted empirical 

and theoretical analysis. In addition, dark touristsô motives will probably have varying 

types and intensities of meanings for various individuals within various social 

networks. Indeed, an awareness of mortality and the anticipation of death will differ 

amongst various social and cultural groups. It is also highly likely that dark tourism 

consumption will rest on numerous disparate factors, including, but not limited to, the 

contemplation aspects of death and dying. In particular, other aspects of the 

óconsumption jigsawô may lie within grief and therapeutic discourse (Davies, 1997); 

conspicuous compassion and narcissism (West, 2004); media induced emotional 

invigilation (Walter et al, 1995); and schadenfreude (Seaton & Lennon, 2004). In 

short, the consumption of dark tourism, largely justified on the basis of untested 

assumptions in the extant literature, is a complex process. 

 

Nevertheless, this study has commenced the interrogation and grounded dark tourism 

within a broader thanatological framework. In so doing, the research has suggested 



that consuming dark tourism can help individuals, within a social framework, to 

address issues of personal meaningfulness ï a key to reality, thus to life and 

sustaining social order, and ultimately to the maintenance and continuity of 

ontological security and overall well-being. It is with this latter point in mind that 

dark tourism may have more to do with life and living, rather than the dead and dying. 

 

5.5.1 óThe Story So Farô: a synopsis 

The óstoryô of dark tourism as put forward by this thesis has focused upon the 

phenomenon of depicting death, disaster, and the seemingly macabre for the visitor 

economy. Whilst dark tourism has a long history, certainly in practice, but also as a 

feature of other scholarly disciplines, it is only relatively recently that academic 

attention has been paid to the commercialization and touristic commodification of 

death, tragedy and atrocity. The early stages of this thesis noted philosophical and 

social science implications of tourism generally, but specifically, themes, issues and 

consequences of dark tourism were evaluated. These addressed ethical and moral 

dilemmas, media and promotional aspects, interpretation and political issues, 

management and governance matters, and socio-thanatological concerns. To a certain 

extent, these areas formed the agenda for a review of the extant literature, 

subsequently building a theoretical analysis of dark tourism. Hence, the study has: 

¶ Formulated a conceptual model to identify dark tourism. That is, Chapter 3 

introduced a typology in which a model was constructed to locate 

commonality between dark tourism products. In turn, the model created a 

conceptual ócontinuum of intensityô in which diverse representations (and 

experiences) of dark tourism can be positioned and compared. 

¶ Synthesized the diverse nature of dark tourism and subsequent interpretation 

of death for touristic consumption with intrinsic (perceived) moral perils. In 

particular, Chapter 4 argued dark tourism offers a revitalised spatial 

opportunity to convey contemporary moral instruction, especially in light of 

secularising processes within contemporary society;   

¶ And finally, the thesis has argued that the nature of secularisation and other 

contemporary aspects, including but not limited to medicalisation, signifies 

dark tourism as a mediating institution between not only morality, but also, 

and importantly for this research, that of mortality. Hence, Chapter 5 



integrated a broader thanatological framework to create a paradigm in which 

to suggest dark tourism has a fundamental interrelationship with the 

contemporary contemplation of death.  

 

Thus, whilst the conceptual frameworks of this thesis have been formulated and 

grounded within broader sociological and thanatological concerns, the task now is to 

empirically examine the extent of the representation of death, disaster and the 

macabre for the contemporary visitor economy. That is, there is a need to empirically 

explore dark tourism and its potential mediating effect between contemplation of 

mortality and the individual self. Hence, it is to this that the thesis now turns. Volume 

2 of this study begins by outlining the research methodology and subsequent 

empirical findings.     

  



 

 

VOLUME  TWO 
 

 

Dark Tourism in  

Contemporary Society 

 

An Empirical Analysis  
  



 

 

 

Chapter Six 

 
Methodology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who knows the minds of men and how they reason and what their methodology is? 

 

 

 
Walter Martin 

 

  



6.0 Intr oduction  

Tourism as an activity constitutes óceremonies of lifeô that have the capacity to 

expand boundaries of the imagination and to provide the contemporary visitor with 

potentially life-changing ópoints of shockô (Botterill, 2003). Indeed, tourism may be 

perceived as a rite of social passage, given its transitional elements (Robben, 2004) 

and its potential to influence the psychology and perception of individuals (Walter, 

1993). Furthermore, tourism occurs within liminal time and space (Sharpley, 1999) 

and, as such, locates the activity within constructivist realms of meaning and meaning 

making. Therefore, tourism in general, and dark tourism in particular, provide a lens 

through which life and death may be glimpsed, thus revealing relationships and 

consequences of the processes involved that mediate between the individual and 

collective self.  

 

In order to view and elucidate upon these relationships between life and death, this 

study assembled a methodology that allowed the researcher to extract opinions 

narrated by specific respondent experiences of dark tourism, as well as discovering 

individualsô attitudes towards life, death and dying. For sake of expediency, the 

research aim, question and objectives are outlined again in Table 4. The purpose of 

this chapter, therefore, is to outline and justify the methodological philosophy adopted 

by this study and the research instruments used. In doing so, subsequent sections 

illustrate the research strategy and design, as well as highlighting data collection 

methods and analysis techniques. The chapter concludes by noting specific 

determinant factors upon the conduct of the research, including particular limitations. 

 

  



Research Aim To appraise dark tourism consumption within society, especially within a 
context of contemporary perspectives of death and, in doing so, offer an 
integrated theoretical and empirical critical analysis and interpretation of 
death-related travel. 
 

Research Question Within a thanatological context, what fundamental interrelationships exist 
between visitors and sites that offer a (re)presentation of death, disaster or 
the seemingly macabre? 
 

Research Objectives 6. To critically evaluate the concept of death-related travel, known as 
dark tourism, and its socio-cultural, and historical origins. 

 

7. To compile a conceptual typological framework in which to locate 
diverse visitor sites of death, disaster and the seemingly macabre. 

 

8. To explore contemporary aspects of morality and dark tourism 
experiences and meanings.  

 

9. To synthesise potential relationships between mortality and the 
contemporary consumption of dark tourism. 

 

10. To compare and contrast a range of dark tourism empirical 
experiences ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƴŘ 
reactions to morality and mortality.  

 

 

Table 4: Research Aim, Question and Objectives 

 

 

6.1 Research Philosophy 

The practice of social research does not exist in a vacuum, óhermetically sealed off 

from the social sciences and the various intellectual allegiances that their practitioners 

holdô (Bryman, 2004:4). Instead, methods of social research are closely allied to 

different visions of how social reality should be studied. As Bryman (2004:4) states, 

ómethods are not simply neutral tools: they are linked with the ways in which social 

scientists envision the connection between different viewpoints about the nature of 

social reality and how it should be examinedô. Thus, this research arises from a 

simple, yet fundamental interest in the social reality of death, and how mortality is not 

only manufactured within contemporary society but also how modern death and dying 

is contemplated. Therefore, this study adopts an inductive phenomenological research 

philosophy with the overall aim of better understanding the consumption of dark 

tourism within contemporary perspectives of death. Gilgun (2001) suggests that 

induction is centred upon the belief that research should come before theory and that 



it is from collected data that theories are generated. With an inductive stance, the 

generation of theory is the ultimate outcome, whereby the process of induction 

involves drawing inferences out of the empirical data. Furthermore, Brotherton (2008) 

notes that the inductive approach is generally regarded as one that favours the use of 

óideographic methodologiesô, such as case studies ï which are discussed later in the 

chapter. In essence, an inductive research approach is rooted in a philosophical view 

of the world that emphasises social construction, perceptions, meanings and 

subjectivity as important in understanding and the development of knowledge ï often 

referred to as phenomenology or interpretivism.   

 

Meanwhile, the alternative research philosophy is that of deduction. Often adopted by 

archetypal scientists who believe that the world and knowledge are factual and 

objective, deduction is based upon a set of beliefs known as positivism. In short, 

deduction takes the existing body of theoretical and empirical knowledge as its 

primary starting point. However, as Bryman (2004:9) notes, ójust as deduction entails 

an element of induction, the inductive process is likely to entail a modicum of 

deductionô. Indeed, Veal (2006) argues that most research is partly inductive and 

partly deductive because data is rarely collected without some explanatory model or at 

least some initial information on the subject. Hence, this study, through a theoretical 

analysis of dark tourism and the building of original conceptual frameworks, as well 

as subsequent empirical investigations, ensures the research philosophy was in fact 

partly inductive and partly deductive. Ezzy (2002) advocates support for any research 

philosophy that utilises both inductive and deductive approaches. He suggests that 

theory is not arrived at solely through logical derivations from abstract principles, nor 

is theory developed solely through objective observation of an empirical world. 

Rather, the development of theory is through an ongoing dialogue between pre-

existing understandings and the data ï derived through participation in the (real) 

world (Ezzy, 2002). Thus, this research is primarily concerned with the analysis of 

relationships between dark tourism and its real-world consumption. In this respect, 

this study is driven inductively and adopts the principles of grounded theory. 

 

 

 

 



6.1.1  Grounded Theory Principles 

Grounded theory follows an inductive philosophy to research (Charmaz, 2000; 2004). 

The grounded theory approach, which was first outlined by Glaser and Struass (1967) 

has become a popular, if not contested, choice of methodology for social scientists 

engaged in qualitative research projects which study human interaction within 

particular environments. Regarded as especially strong in terms of generating theories 

out of data (Bryman, 2004), grounded theory contrasts with the nature of many 

supposedly inductive studies, which generate interesting and illuminating findings but 

whose theoretical significance is not entirely clear (Glaser, 1992). Essentially, 

grounded theory is a philosophical research approach that is concerned with 

generating theories rather than testing them. It is an approach that emphasises the 

importance of empirical fieldwork and the requirement to link any explanations very 

closely to what happens in the real world. In short, ógrounded theory is what is, not 

what should, could or ought to beô (Glaser, 1992: 840). With this approach, unique 

concepts and theories emerge from the data through a persistent process of comparing 

ideas with existing data and new data collected specifically for the purpose.  

 

Importantly, however, this study does not employ a full-grounded theory approach. 

Indeed, Charmaz (2000) suggests there is considerable controversy about what 

grounded theory actually is and entails. Furthermore, the presence of ócompeting 

accounts of the ingredients of grounded theory does not make it easy to characterize it 

or to establish how to use itô (Bryman, 2004:407). Charmaz (2000) adds to the 

confusion by suggesting most early grounded theory is objectivist and that an 

alternative constructionist (she terms it constructivist) approach is preferable. Her 

argument is that objectivist grounded theory has often been associated with aims of 

uncovering social reality that is external to social actors. Conversely, Charmaz 

(2000:521) suggests a constructionist version óassumes people create and maintain 

meaningful worlds through dialectical processes of conferring meaning on their 

realities and acting within them... Thus, social reality does not exist independent of 

human actionô. This position contrasts with earlier grounded theory, such as by Glaser 

and Strauss (1967), which óimply that categories and concepts inhere within the data, 

awaiting the researcherôs discovery... Instead, a constructivist approach recognises 

that the categories, concepts, and theoretical level of analysis emerge from the 

researcherôs interaction within the field and questions about the dataô (Charmaz, 2000: 



522). Of course, there are difficulties with this assumption ï not least because the two 

meanings of constructionism appears to be conflated. That is, Charmaz refers to 

constructionism as an ontological position in relating social objects, as well as 

implying that constructionism is the nature of knowledge of the social world. 

Nevertheless, despite these issues, ógrounded theory probably represents the most 

influential strategy for conducting qualitative data analysis, though how far the 

approach is followed varies from study to studyô (Bryman, 2004:408).  

 

With this in mind, this study adopts key principles of grounded theory in the sense 

that theory is derived from empirical data, which was systematically gathered and 

analysed through an explicitly defined research process. Importantly however, the 

study did not strictly follow grounded theory órulesô, including the notions of 

theoretical sampling or theoretical saturation (see Bryman, 2004). Nonetheless, by 

adopting the broad principles and orientation of grounded theory, data collection, 

analysis, and eventual theory stand in close relationship to one another (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). The issue of data analysis is examined later, but firstly, the next 

section presents the research strategy.  

 

6.1.2  (An Integrated) Qualitative Research Strategy 

A qualitative research strategy was adopted by this study to gain insight into the 

relationships between dark tourism and issues of death and dying within 

contemporary society today. Crucially, however, the qualitative research strategy is 

integrated with quantitative research instruments in a mixed method approach that 

complement each other rather than seeking mutual validation. In other words, the 

study uses ómixed method inquiry as an approach to investigate the social world that 

ideally involves more than one methodological tradition and thus more than one way 

of knowing, along with more than one kind of technique for gathering, analysing, and 

representing human phenomena, all for the purpose of better understandingô (Greene, 

(2006:94; also see Section 6.3). 

 

Moreover, the connection between research strategy, on the one hand, and 

epistemological and ontological commitments on the other hand, as revealed shortly, 

is not deterministic. In short, there is a tendency for quantitative and qualitative 

research to be associated with particular epistemological and ontological positions 



(Bryman, 2004). Moreover, all research methods carry with them inherent 

epistemological and ontological obligations. For example, quantitative survey 

research is frequently viewed within a science model and objectivist worldview. 

Similarly, the use of qualitative participant observation is often taken to imply a 

commitment to interpretivism and constructionism. However, such a view implies 

óresearch methods are imbued with specific clusters of epistemological and 

ontological commitmentsô (Bryman, 2004:443). Bryman goes on to note that óthe 

difficulty with such a view is that, if we accept that there is no perfect correspondence 

between research strategy and matters of epistemology and ontology, the notion that a 

method is inherently or necessarily indicative of certain wider assumptions about 

knowledge means that nature of social reality begins to founderô (2004:443). 

Fundamentally, therefore, research strategies and the methods that they employ are 

much more dynamic in terms of epistemology and ontology than is often supposed 

(Bryman, 2004). Hence, it is within this deliberately fluid context of a social research 

strategy, with the purposeful utilisation of integrated research instruments, which this 

study is conducted.  

 

Whilst the epistemology and ontology of the research is discussed in the next section, 

the thesis relies upon interpretivism as a general guiding philosophy or paradigm 

(Jamal & Hollinshead, 2001; Guba & Lincoln 1994; Sparkes, 1992). Consequently, 

interpretivism ólooks for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of 

the social life-worldô (Crotty, 1998:67). Qualitative research often uses an integrated 

multi-method focus that involves interpretative and naturalistic approaches (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000; Jamal & Hollinshead, 2001), both of which are appropriate for the 

research question outlined for this study. Indeed, emergent and dynamic 

understandings within tourism studies generally, and dark tourism in particular, are 

optimised through integrated multi-method research strategies that take full advantage 

of innovative methods available, many of which remain under-utilised in tourism 

research (Hollinshead, 2004a,b). Indeed, Hollinshead (2004a:65) calls for research 

that provides ógenuine cross-disciplinary coverage of the tacit, the subjective, the 

discursive or the interpretiveô in order to address the omission in our understanding of 

the perspectives of tourists and their experiences. This cross-disciplinary coverage 

together with the call by Stone (2005) for dark tourism research to be located within a 

thanatological framework, ensures the thesis is based upon a definition of tourism as a 



set of activities and relationships occurring in spaces that are constructed with 

temporal and consequential socio-cultural meanings. In essence, this study relies upon 

emerging ways of conceptualising and undertaking integrative investigations as to the 

relationships between types of dark tourism, dark tourist activities, and the 

experiences and understanding of those involved (after Tribe, 2005).     

 

Further to the notion of an integrated qualitative research strategy, Denzin and 

Lincoln (2000) categorise the history of qualitative research into ófive momentsô 

which operate simultaneously in the present. The first moment, often referred to as the 

ótraditional momentô, is associated with the positivist paradigm (1900-1950). The 

positivist paradigm asserts that objective accounts of the world can be given. The 

second moment, also known as ómodernistô or the ógolden ageô moment (1950-1970), 

and the third moment ï or óblurred genresô moment (1970-1986) ï are both associated 

with the appearance of post-positivist arguments. The latter claim that partially 

objective accounts of the world can be given. Consequently, the second and third 

moments are influenced by new interpretative, qualitative perspectives such as 

hermeneutics (whereby prior understandings and prejudices shape the interpretative 

process), and cultural studies (an interdisciplinary field that merges critical theory, 

feminism, and post-structuralism). The fourth moment reflects the ócrisis of 

representationô (1986-1990) and is a reflection of the struggle researchersô deal with 

in locating themselves and their subjects in reflexive texts (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 

Finally, the fifth moment, or the post-modern or present moment (1990-present), is 

ócharacterised by new sensibility that doubts all previous paradigmsô (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000:2).  

 

Hence, according to this categorisation, this research is located within the third and 

fourth moments. Consequently, within the blurred genres (third) moment, the 

researcher is a bricoleur and borrows from different disciplines (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2000).  The interpretive bricoleur produces a bricolage ï that is, óa pieced together set 

of representations that are fitted to the specifics of a complex situationô (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000:4). The bricolage is an emergent construction and the qualitative 

researcher deploys diverse and integrative strategies, methods, and empirical 

techniques. In essence, the researcher as bricoleur engages with the research and the 

iterative process at work with the subject matter under investigation. The blurred 



genres approach reflects the belief that research can benefit from a flexibility and 

pragmatism that allows the researcher to adapt, if need be, the research design, the 

methods, and theoretical underpinnings to changing circumstances ï as well as his 

own understanding of a phenomena or situation. This flexibility also allows the 

researcher to engage in óan interactive process shaped by [the researcherôs] personal 

history, biography, gender, social class, and ethnicityô (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000:6).  

Furthermore, Hollinshead (1996:69) suggests that the bricolage provides tourism 

research with óa ventilated approach to social and human enquiry that seeks to 

combine the intellectual stimuli of post-modernity with the necessary practicalities 

involved in knowing local/grounded/population specific situationsô.  

 

Similarly, Goodson and Phillimore (2004) claim that the traditional (first) and 

modernist (second) moments dominate tourism research. They suggest that this may 

be due to a reliance on earlier and more familiar methods influenced by anthropology 

and sociology. They also suggest that there is an increasing reference to the fourth and 

fifth moments in tourism research. The fourth moment, or crisis in representation, is 

relevant to this study for three key reasons. Firstly, dark tourism research located in 

the fourth moment considers as a central theme the diverse and complex dimensions 

of people and place. Indeed, Goodson and Phillimore (2004:38) note that ósome of the 

key debates central to the fourth and fifth moments have formed the focus of a 

number of discussions, with key considerations including the social construction of 

tourism space, place, reality and knowledge; the conceptualisation of the óselfô in 

tourism; and issues of subjectivity and embodimentô.  

 

Secondly, this research conceptualises dark tourism as relationships and interaction, 

and through this conceptualisation critically examines the relationship between the 

Self and the Other (or subject / object dichotomy) that has been commonly applied to 

tourism research. Consequently, a possibility arises to reconceptualise tourism 

relationships and tourist experiences, including those who visit and those who are 

visited (Goodson & Phillimore, 2004). Therefore, it is suggested that dark tourism 

research in the fourth moment is better understood as it lends itself to the perspective 

of the both the visitor and the visited. Finally, whilst the third (blurred genres) 

moment provides more attention to methodological, epistemological and ontological 

issues than do the first or second moments, the fourth moment attends to issues that 



revolve around participantsô voices, including their personal and intellectual 

biographies (Goodson & Phillimore, 2004). Therefore, the fourth moment makes 

room for researcher reflexivity as a legitimate way of creating knowledge. Moreover, 

reflexivity is defined as more than a self-indulgent practice, but rather it relates to the 

researcherôs óability to look and reflect inwards upon themselves as researchers, and 

outwards upon those that they research (original emphasis ï Tribe, 2005:6). This 

raises broader notions of epistemology and ontology, as now considered.  

 

6.1.3  Epistemological and Ontological Considerations 

Epistemology is concerned with the nature of knowledge and deals with óhow we 

know what we areô (Crotty, 1998:8). This integrative study adopts a constructivist-

interpretive epistemology. Constructivist or constructionist epistemologies are based 

upon the fundamental belief that óhuman beings do not find or discover knowledge so 

much as we construct or make itô (Schwandt, 2000:197). Indeed, constructionism 

challenges objectivist epistemologies in its rejection of the idea that there exists an 

objective truth waiting to be discovered. Consequently, knowing is not passive and 

humans do not simply reflect or mirror what occurs around them: they filter what 

occurs through their collective understandings of the world and the practices that are a 

consequence of this understanding (Schwandt, 2000). Similarly, Crang (2003:494) 

advocates that the constructionist agenda view ópeople discursively creating their 

worldsô.  

 

In contrast to positivist epistemologies which were utilised in much of the qualitative 

research that occurred in the first (traditional) and second (modernist) moments, 

ótruthô of constructionism reflects an epistemology of the third (blurred genres) 

moment. It proposes that ótruthô is produced and unveiled through interpretive 

practices. It is here that óknowledge of what others are doing and saying always 

depends upon some background or context of other meanings, beliefs, values, 

practices and so forthô (Schwandt, 2000:201). In short, constructionist perspectives 

adopted by this study assert that knowledge imposes a subjectivist epistemology that 

is based upon co-created understandings ï that is, between researcher and respondent 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Indeed, all research findings approximate the truth at a 

particular moment in time (Middleton, 2010). Thus, the approximations in this study 



represent an accurate appraisal and analysis for those tourists set in diverse, yet 

related, sites, sights and their desired cognitions.  

 

Matters of ontology relate to questions of seeing, experiencing, meaning, being and 

identity. In essence, ontological considerations óhelp determine or designate the nature 

of the knowable (or otherwise, the nature of reality in terms of concerns of being, 

becoming and meaning, etc)ô (original emphasis and parenthesis ï Hollinshead, 

2004a:75). Therefore, constructionism is ontologically relativist and does not operate 

within the confines of a singular reality ï it also assumes that research occurs in the 

natural world, thus is naturalistic (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Hollinshead (2004a:77) 

argues that ontological relativism seeks to óunderstand the identities of, the meaning 

attributed by and the experiences of different populations, against a background of 

competing perspectives of life and the world, within the setting being investigatedô. 

Consequently, this relativism is seen as critical to what differentiates constructivism 

from other paradigms ï for instance, positivism, post-positivism, and critical theory 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994).   

 

According to Hollinshead (2004a), ontological reflections are particularly significant 

in tourism research because tourism, by its nature and processes, implicates 

interactions between individuals and places. His review of ontological matters in 

tourism, drawing upon the work of Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1992), suggested tourism 

research is limited by its inability to embrace the óontological madeness of placesô 

(original emphasis ï Hollinshead, 2004a:66). Hollinshead goes on to suggest that this 

limitation has had significant consequences for tourism scholarship given that tourism 

is the quintessential óplace-makerô. With this in mind, challenging the idea of 

objective knowledge can facilitate researcher capacity to ótry and understand the 

contextual realities and subjective meanings that shape peopleôs interactions with their 

worldô (Samdahl, 1998:126). Hence, such epistemological and ontological 

considerations make it possible to view the original contribution to knowledge by this 

study, as having being filtered through the researchersô own experiences, as well as 

being co-created with research respondents. 

 

Furthermore, Ley (1988) reflected upon the nature of people and place, and the 

construction of meaning, and advocated the epistemological and ontological 



requirement to grant it more respect because of it complexity. He called upon 

researchers to interpret the complex relations between people and places with a 

methodology of engagement: one that involves informal dialogue as well as formal 

documentation. Thus, it within a commitment to understanding the manifestations of 

this complexity, and how it works in dark tourism places, that the study adopted a 

constructionist epistemology and ontology.  

 

 

6.2 Research Design        

Research designs are blueprints that connect researchers to research philosophies, 

strategies and methods for collecting and analysing empirical data. Consequently, the 

research design comprises the óskills, assumptions, and practices that the researcher 

employs as he or she moves paradigm to the empirical worldô (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2000:22). This research uses a comparative multi-method case study design. Put 

simply, the study utilises a research design that entails a range of identical methods to 

compare and contrast multiple cases ï as revealed shortly. Thus, the design embodies 

the logic of comparison, whereby the implication is a better social understanding of 

dark tourism and life and death relationships.   

 

Hollinshead (2004b) stresses that óa gapô is clearly evident between the positivist and 

interpretative traditions. He suggests that this could be addressed through the 

enablement of a deliberately designed integrative multi-method research approach. 

Thus, it is in this ógapô that the study is firmly located in seeking to overcome the 

profound yet perennial problem of seeking to appraise human subjectivity. Therefore, 

this research design seeks to elucidate upon subjective understandings that emerge 

from an exploration between specific physical environmental locations of (dark) 

tourists and the emotional responses those settings may evoke. However, as 

Middleton (2010) notes, human subjectivity continues to embody a composite 

process. In other words, human subjectivity both constructs and assimilates a series of 

sensory and intrinsic perspectives that occur in response to the extrinsic surroundings 

and the temporal situations they depict. Consequently, as revealed shortly, this study 

deliberately implemented a research design that embraced a specific range of 

compatible and complimentary techniques through a progressive and sequential 

manner within a variety of case study environments.   



 

Stake (2000) refers to the case study as an established research tool that is used for 

theory building as opposed to theory testing (Merriam, 1998; Kitchin & Tate, 2000). 

The case study is used to gain in-depth understanding of a situation (Merriam, 1998; 

Stake, 2000), and is particularly appropriate for the study of events, roles and 

relationships, including specific encounters (Kitchin & Tate, 2000). Hence, case 

studies focus upon meaning and relationships (Veal, 2006; Merriam, 1998) and are 

both a process of inquiry and a product of that inquiry (Yin, 1994; Stake, 2000). 

Merriam (1998) suggests case studies should be focused on processes, context, and 

discovery rather than outcomes, specific variables, and confirmation. Additionally, as 

óbounded systemsô, case studies possess three key dimensions; 

¶ firstly, case studies are particularistic ï that is, they focus upon a particular 

event or phenomenon; 

¶ secondly, case studies are descriptive whereby the end result is a so-called 

óthickô and órichô description of the phenomenon; 

¶ and finally, case studies are heuristic in the sense they illuminate 

understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. 

 

Whilst there is no singular pertinent research modality to tourism research (Ritchie et 

al., 2005), the case study is particularly suited to this inductive research due to the 

flexibility not evident in many other alternative research modes  (Jennings, 2001). 

However, case studies have been broadly criticised as speculative, unreliable and too 

specific to be replicated or applied generally (Beeton, 2005). It has also been argued 

that case studies tend to reflect the bias of the researcher. Indeed, Hoaglin et al (1982) 

suggest that the value system of the researcher tends to influence the presentation of 

the facts as well as analysis. They go on to suggest that the usefulness of a case study 

can be also be influenced by the value system of the reader, who ótends to remember 

results that support his/her values, rejecting the others that do not fit as neatlyô 

(Beeton, 2005:39). Nevertheless, whilst the possibility of bias in the case studies is 

recognised, bias is not restricted to a case study design (Bryman, 2004). Even so, 

ócriticisms of case studies are valid and cannot simply be passed off as mere historical 

or etymological aberrationsô (Beeton, 2005:39). Indeed, according to Yin (1994: xiii), 

óinvestigators who do case studies are regarded as having deviated from their 



academic disciplines, their investigations as having insufficient precision (that is, 

quantification), objectivity and rigour... [Yet] case studies continue to be used 

extensivelyô. Beeton (2005) suggests this continued use of case studies is due to the 

inherent development of the human psyche. In other words, the case study is a process 

that provides instant recognition and understanding, as people ólearn from analysing 

and processing our observations of the world around us, from both direct and 

vicarious experienceô (Beeton, 2005:39). 

 

Therefore, in recent years a number of scholars have argued for a greater use of case 

study research that includes the investigation of more than one case (Bryman, 2004). 

The key argument being is that multi-case study research improves theory building. 

As Yin (1994) suggests, by comparing two or more cases, the researcher is in a better 

position to establish the circumstances in which theory will or will not hold. Indeed, 

the comparison may itself suggest concepts that are relevant to an emerging theory 

(Bryman, 2004). Consequently, the guiding principle to the studyôs research design is 

the ability to allow the distinguishing characteristics of the selected case studies to act 

as a springboard for theoretical reflections about contrasting (or similar) findings.  

 

6.2.1 Case Study Selection  

Case studies allow for research flexibility and acknowledge the iterative process at 

work in qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The researcher can make 

changes to the research design based on the need to take advantage of changing 

opportunities and to adjust theoretical or practical concerns as they occur (Yin, 1994). 

Hence, a criteria was established to select the case studies for this research. 

Specifically, the conceptual framework outlined earlier in the thesis, that is ï The 

Dark Tourism Spectrum taxonomy ï guided the selection of particular cases. Of 

course, obvious practical constraints, such as travel funding and time, played a role in 

the selection, but the guiding principal was to select the case sites according to the 

parameters set out in The Dark Tourism Spectrum. In other words, in order to provide 

a contrasting but interrelated set of empirical exemplars of dark tourism and 

thanatological relationships, case sites were selected according to their perceived level 

of ódarknessô as suggested by the typological model. Thus, a fundamental 

consideration of the juxtaposition of various potential case sites of death and suffering 

against potential case sites associated with death suffering was undertaken. 



Originally, seven case studies which represented the óseven dark suppliersô of The 

Dark Tourism Spectrum ï as outlined earlier in this thesis, was considered. However, 

due to reasons of potential overlap between prospective types of sites (e.g. dark 

exhibitions and dark conflict sites or dark shrines and dark resting places), as well as 

issues of researcher access and financial costs, a range of case sites was filtered to 

four representations of dark tourism.  

 

The case sites chosen were Auschwitz-Birkenau, Ground Zero, Body Worlds 

exhibitions, and the Dungeon visitor attractions. The case sites were perceived to 

range from lightest dark tourism to darkest dark tourism, according to the strictures 

set out by the Spectrum model. However, the specific criterion used to select the case 

studies was not only informed by parameters set out by The Dark Tourism Spectrum, 

but also those sites which are familiar and which (re)present death and dying. In short, 

case sites were chosen for not only their familiarly within the broader dark tourism 

literature and media, but also because they represented specific dimensions of death ï 

especially, sites of death and sites associated with death. Hence, Auschwitz-Birkenau 

and Ground Zero as sites of death were chosen to represent the darker periphery of 

The Dark Tourism Spectrum, whilst Body Worlds and the Dungeons as sites 

associated with death were chosen to represent ólighterô dark tourism. Other case sites 

were considered; including the Killing Fields in Cambodia, Stirling Jail, Bodmin 

Gaol, Glasgow Necropolis, and Lancaster Castle. However, because of either 

financial costs or sites that did not satisfy the broad familiarly criterion meant that 

case site selection was undertaken within a deliberate framework of financial costs to 

travel, access to the actual site, familiarly of the site, and specific dimensions as set 

out in The Dark Tourism Spectrum.  Whilst the context of each respective case study 

is discussed later, Figure 8 illustrates how the case sites are perceived or óplottedô 

against The Dark Tourism Spectrum typology. Meanwhile, Table 5 shows details of 

research site visits and the duration spent undertaking research activities. Table 5 also 

provides, where applicable, details of prior exploratory site visits. The purpose of the 

exploratory visits was to aid familiarisation of on-site issues specific to this study. 

Consequently, each exploratory visit provided a basis to consider research methods 

and to refine research issues/questions.  
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Figure 8: Case studies óplottedô against The Dark Tourism Spectrum conceptual framework  
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Case Study Location Date of Exploratory 
Visit 

Date of 
Research Visit 

Research Visit 
Duration (Hours) 

 

WTC Tribute Visitor 
Centre (at Ground 
Zero) 
 

New York, USA Feb 2008
*
 17/02/09 ς 

23/02/09 
24 

Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum & 
Memorial 
 

hǏǿƛťŎƛƳΣ 
Poland 

n/a 
**

 15/03/09 ς 
20/03/09 

29 

Body Worlds O2 Arena, 
London 

Apr 2008
***  

(MOSI, Manchester) 
 

20/04/09 ς 
22/04/09 

18 

London Dungeon London Dec 2008
****

 
(York Dungeon) 
 

22/04/09 ς 
25/04/09 

12 

*
Exploratory visit to Ground Zero, New York 

**
Due to prohibited costs, no exploratory visit was undertaken to Auschwitz-Birkenau (though 

additional hours were spent on site during the actual research visit). 
***

Exploratory visit to Body Worlds exhibition at Museum of Science & Industry (MOSI), Manchester, 

UK. 
****

Exploratory visit to York Dungeons as part of Stone (2009c) research. 

 

Table 5: Case Study Sites: Visit Dates and Duration of Research Activity 

 

 

6.3 Research Methods  

Methods are instruments and techniques used for data collection. Denzin and Lincoln 

(2000:3) refer to research methods within integrative designs as óa set of interpretive, 

material practices that make the world visibleô. Consequently, with methods that seek 

to represent the world, óthe researcher can study things in their natural settings [and] 

attempt to make sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people 

bring to themô (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000:3). Hence, the researcher is the primary 

instrument for data collection in case study research whereby an integrative multi-

method research strategy can be utilised (Merriam, 1998). The principal methods used 

for this study were a purposeful integration of covert participation observations, semi-

structured interviews, and survey questionnaires. Additionally, supplementary 

research instruments included a focus group for the Dungeons case study, and a diary 

account of a companion who accompanied the Auschwitz-Birkenau field visit(s). 

Originally, the focus group was to feature as a key method for the study; however, 

access issues to participants and the cost of organising focus groups across the entire 

case study range proved insurmountable. Nevertheless, a focus group was included in 

the Dungeon case study design because earlier published work relating to this thesis 



(Stone, 2009c) lent well to the research objectives of this specific study. Therefore, to 

augment this study, findings from the focus group were both pertinent and relevant. 

Equally, the opportunity to incorporate a diary account of a companion who 

accompanied the researcher to Auschwitz-Birkenau was taken. Again, whilst not an 

integral component of the other case study designs, the unique opportunity to gather 

óthickô and órichô data from such a valuable source was captured. As Sarsby (1984:96) 

aptly notes: 

Every field situation is different and initial luck in meeting good informants, 

being in the right place at the right time and striking the right note in 

relationships may be just as important as skill in technique. Indeed, many 

successful episodes in the field do come about through good luck as much as 

through sophisticated planning, and many unsuccessful episodes are due as 

much to bad luck as to bad judgement.  

 

Ultimately, the design of empirical methods was in two progressive and sequential 

component stages and applied to each case study. The first stage constituted an 

ethnographic design which comprised covert participation observations and semi-

structured interviews (with the additional focus group and diary account as discussed 

above). The second stage of the empirical research was a survey design that sought to 

illuminate findings from the first stage ethnographic research. The second stage 

comprised questionnaires, which were distributed both at the actual case sites, as well 

as through an online mechanism. The rationale and criteria for each method, including 

sampling strategies, as well as particular advantages and disadvantages are discussed 

in the next sections, but, in the meanwhile, Figure 9 schematically illustrates the 

methods and their relationship within the overall research design and subsequent 

analysis.   

 

As discussed earlier in Section 6.1.2, the integrative nature of a mixed-method 

approach utilised in this study was to address different aspects of the research aim, in 

order that a fuller picture be developed and which may be regarded as 

complementary. However, as Wollney (2009:87) points out, óbecause competing 

claims for the justification of mixed methods studies currently abound in the 

literature, some of which are highly contestable, this [complementary aspect] is an 

important pointô.  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: A Schematic of Empirical Methods and Research Design 
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Hence, according to Johnson and Turner (2003), in what they called the fundamental 

principle of mixed research, researchers should collect multiple data using different 

strategies, approaches, and methods in such a way that the resulting mixture or 

combination is likely to result in complementary strengths and non-overlapping 

weaknesses. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004:18) also suggest that óeffective use of 

this principle is a major source of justification for mixed methods research because 

the product will be superior to monomethod studiesô. They go on to propose that 

mixed method research is a óresearch paradigm whose time has comeô (2004:14). 

Sells, Smith and Sprenkle (1995:203) also advocate this potential superiority of 

integrative qualitative and quantitative research methods and suggest that they óbuild 

upon each other and offer information that neither one alone could provideô.  

 

Consequently, Yin (2006) suggests that integrative mixed method research embraces 

much more than the traditional dichotomy between qualitative and quantitative 

research. As discussed in Section 6.3, this dichotomous perspective disguises the 

reality that there can be different mixes or combinations of methods (Yin, 2006).  

However, Yin outlines criteria for integrative research, and notes it is critical that 

mixed methods should be within a single study with a defined research question. In 

particular, he suggests that for integration, the following five procedures should be 

addressed, either separately or in tandem with each other: 

¶ Research question 

¶ Units of analysis 

¶ Samples for study 

¶ Instrumentation and data collection methods 

¶ Analytic strategies 

 

Firstly therefore, and applying Yinôs framework, the range of methods used within 

this study related to a single research question ï in this case, within a thanatological 

context, what fundamental interrelationships exist between visitors and sites that offer 

a (re)presentation of death, disaster or the seemingly macabre? All methods used 

within this study addressed this question in a purposeful, sequential and 

complementary manner. In other words, the study was construed as a single study but, 

within a multiple case study design that addressed a specific research question.  



Secondly, óevery study has an implicit if not explicit unit of analysis [which] holds a 

study togetherô (Yin, 2006:43). However, as Yin also notes, óthe challenge in using 

mixed methods arises because different methods inherently favour different units of 

analysis ï leading to another threat to the integrity of a single studyô (2006:43). 

However, to mitigate any threat to this studyôs integrity, the research consistently 

maintained a point of reference as a óunitô of analysis. Put another way, the research 

makes persistent reference to death and dying and its relationship with touristic 

consumption as a unit of analysis. Subsequently, ósuch persistent reference to this unit 

of analysis created the needed integrative force to blend all of the methods into a 

single studyô (Yin, 2006:43).  

 

Thirdly, sampling procedures need to be considered carefully in maintaining a single 

study. Whilst sampling techniques are discussed in more detail shortly, the principle 

adopted within this integrative study was for the samples of each method to be nested 

within that of the other (Yin, 2006). In short, ófieldwork samples may be nested 

within survey samplesô (Yin, 2006:44). Thus, and notwithstanding the online survey 

sample, on-site survey samples were nested within interview samples, whereby for the 

purposes of convenience and to help maintain the notion of a single study, various 

respondents were both interviewed and surveyed. However, as Yin (2006) points out, 

the nesting arrangement is an ideal when using mixed methods, although in practice it 

is not always achievable. Hence, for this reason, particular limitations are recognised 

within this study (see Section 9.5.1).  

 

Fourthly, as mixed method research use an array of different data collection 

instruments, which in turn, can ócontain directly analogous variables, if not actual 

itemsô, [then] the more that the items overlap or complement each other; the more that 

the mixed methods can be part of a single studyô (Yin, 2006:44). Thus, the data 

collection methods used in this study were deliberately designed to create directly 

comparable items, although by design they also had many non-overlapping items. 

This, in turn, added to the richness of data within the confines of this study.  

 

Finally, analytic integration within a mixed method approach, which can be the most 

problematic, relies on determining a counterpart relationship between the differing 

method analyses. As Yin (2006:45) states: 



...the goal is not to force the mixed methods into the exact same analytic routines. 

Rather, the goal is to design and carry out what might be ócounterpartô analyses. 

Such analyses should be formulated in directly analogous fashion, although they 

may use entirely different methodological techniques. 

 

Thus, whilst specific analytic techniques are discussed in more detail shortly, the 

overriding principle for this study was to formulate analogous counterpart 

relationships within and between the analyses and respective methods, and to offer an 

interconnected narrative that addressed the research question within the confines of a 

single study. As Bryman (2007) notes, it is the conjunction of interpreting mixed 

method data with writing a narrative which is crucial in any integrative research 

method approach.    

 

6.3.1 (Covert) Participant Observations 

The terms participant observation and ethnography are often used interchangeably 

and thus are very difficult to define (Bryman, 2004). Both draw attention to the fact 

that the observer/ethnographer is immersed within an environmental setting for a 

period, and observes interactions and behaviours, listens to what is said in 

conversations ï both between others and with the researcher ï and asks questions. 

Additionally, ethnography may simultaneously refer to both a method of research, 

including participant observations and the written product of the research. Indeed, 

óóethnographyô frequently denotes a research process and the written outcome of the 

researchô (Bryman, 2004:292). Thus, for clarity, this study adopts the term 

ethnography/ethnographic to mean both the actual research method of participant 

observations and ótalking/listeningô with research respondents (that is, through 

interviews and the focus group as well as through diarist discourse) and, the 

subsequent writing-up of the research findings. This latter point is discussed in more 

detail later.  

 

Meanwhile, participant observation is an ethnographic method used to seek 

understandings of place and context of everyday life (Hay, 2000). Indeed, it is a 

particularly effective method for researchers who intend to collect data that arrives 

from local perspectives, through community involvement, or by recurrent contact with 

people and relatively unstructured social interactions (Hay, 2000). Thus, this study 



adopted the covert role of participant observation within an open/public 

environmental setting. Participant observations served two essential functions. Firstly, 

they informed the research process and design and, in particular; 

¶ facilitated access to the research participants and informed the general 

interview selection; 

¶ facilitated dialogue between research participants and researcher (see Belsky, 

2004); 

¶ assisted with the formulation of interview questions and follow-up questions 

whilst conducting interviews. 

 

Secondly, by directly, and covertly, experiencing the activities under observation ï 

what Scott and Usher (1999) identify as ódirect experiential valueô ï participant 

observation provided opportunities to gain insights into actions of visitors whilst they 

consumed/experienced particular dark tourism products. Hence, participant 

observations were used inductively to build or guide explanations on the behaviour of 

people within dark tourism environments. Table 6 shows the duration of time spent on 

participant observations at respective case sites, as well as specific activities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Case Study  Participant Observational Activities 
 

WTC Tribute Visitor 
Centre (at Ground 
Zero) 
 

- Observed visitors in and around Ground Zero and Lower 
Manhattan; 

- Observed visitors at the Centre (both inside and immediately 
outside); 

- Observed staff/tour guide interactions with visitors; 
- Observed visitor interactions with each other and with the actual 

site; 
- aŀŘŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ formal interpretations on 

offer at the Centre; 
- Made notes of visitors actions and interactions; 
- Took a range of photographs of site and visitors; 
- [ƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ όŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜƭȅύ ǘƻ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ 

relevant to research objectives; 
- Made specific notes from the visitor comment book(s) 

 

Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum & 
Memorial 
 

- Observed visitors in and around Auschwitz and Birkenau; 
- Observed visitors at both Auschwitz and Birkenau (both inside the 

perimeters of the site and within the immediate vicinity); 
- Observed staff/tour guide interactions with visitors; 
- Observed visitor interactions with each other and with the actual 

sites; 
- aŀŘŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 

offer at sites; 
- Made notes of visitors actions and interactions; 
- Took a range of photographs of site and visitors; 
- [ƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ όŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜƭȅύ ǘƻ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ 

relevant to research objectives; 
- Made specific notes from the visitor comment book as well as 

evident visitor graffiti.  
 

 

Table 6: Participant Observation Activities 

  



Case Study  Participant Observational Activities 
 

Body Worlds 
 

- Observed visitors in and around the Body Worlds exhibition and 
the general O2 Arena vicinity; 

- Observed visitors at the exhibition (both inside and immediately 
outside); 

- Observed staff interactions with visitors; 
- Observed visitor interactions with each other and with the actual 

site; 
- aŀŘŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 

offer at the exhibition; 
- Made notes of visitors actions and interactions; 
- Took a range of photographs of site and visitors; 
- [ƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ όŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜƭȅύ ǘƻ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ 

relevant to research objectives; 
 

London Dungeon 
 

- Undertook the Dungeon tour on three separate occasions; 
- Observed visitors within the Dungeon attraction; 
- Observed staff/actors interactions with visitors; 
- Observed visitor interactions with each other and with the actual 

site; 
- aŀŘŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 

offer at the attraction; 
- Made notes of visitors actions and interactions; 
- Took a range of exterior photographs of site and visitors; 
- [ƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ όŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜƭȅύ ǘƻ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ 

relevant to research objectives; 
 

 

Table 6 Contôd: Participant Observation Activities 

 

Observations were óunstructuredô and ónaturalisticô (Veal, 2006) as the researcher, 

posing as a visitor, was immersed within the case sites and gazed not only upon the 

gazer but also consumed the touristic interpretations on offer. Consequently, there are 

few systematic guidelines for participant observation given that every observed 

situation is relative and unique (Hay, 2000). Indeed, óthe strict application of rules has 

less to do with the approach than does the researcherôs high capacity for introspection 

with respect to his or her relationship to what is to be (and is being) researchedô (Hay, 

2000:109). However, given the diversity of insights gleaned from observations, and 

the classification of field notes offered by Lofland and Lofland (1995) and Sanjek 

(1990), the following process of recording was adopted: 

¶ Mental notes ï particularly useful when it was considered inappropriate to be 

seen taking written notes. Examples of this were in the gas chambers at 

Auschwitz or in the WTC Tribute Visitor Centre gallery areas. 



¶ Jotted Notes (or Scratch Notes) ï brief notes were taken in small notebooks in 

order to ójog the memoryô about events that were written up fully later. 

Lofland and Lofland (1195:90) suggest scratch notes as being made up of 

ólittle phrases, quotes, key words, and the likeô. Scratch notes were considered 

more appropriate (and discrete) than digital voice recorders to record initial 

feelings and ideas. Additionally, photographs were taken at respective sites 

(within the confines of tourist photography), to aid memory and subsequent 

analysis.  

¶ Full Field Notes ï these were comprehensive annotations, taken both from 

mental and scratch notes, which served the purpose as the main data source for 

the participant observations. Field notes strategically written up at periodic 

intervals throughout the observations (either in cafes, on benches, in the car, or 

just somewhere that offered privacy and discretion), were then filtered and 

augmented to full field notes at the end of every óobservational dayô. The full 

field notes also made comments about emergent themes, as well as offering 

direction for subsequent interview questions and probing.  

 

6.3.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews are methods that seek to understand key informants in 

complex social and cultural situations (Hay, 2000). More importantly, semi-structured 

interviews allow flexibility to change the wording and sequence of questions once the 

interview has been initiated (Hay, 2000; Kitchin and Tate, 2000). Consequently, óthe 

interviewer has much greater freedom to explore specific avenues of enquiry, and 

logical gaps within data can be anticipated and closed (Kitchin and Tate, 2000:214). 

Indeed, new lines of enquiry that emerged out of the interview process were pursued, 

and interviews often evolved into conversations, which points to Kvaleôs (1996) claim 

that interviews often transpire as óco-authored narrativesô. In essence, interviews were 

characterised óby the interplay of interviewee and interviewer in the interview 

processô and included an appreciation for the intervieweeôs statement as óa joint social 

creationô (Kvale, 1996:183). Thus, it was within this context of narrative conception 

and flexibility that the interviews were conducted. A brief interview guide, the 

purpose of which was to augment and probe further the issues revealed by participant 

observations, was created for each respective site (Appendix 1). Indeed, each 



subsequent field visit, as outlined earlier in Figure 23, allowed a grounding of key 

issues and themes to emerge.  

 

As the types of questions asked in qualitative research are highly variable (Bryman, 

2004), the researcher adopted the framework offered by Kvale (1996), whereby 

interviews included a specific combination of introducing questions, follow-up 

questions, probing questions, specifying questions, direct questions, indirect 

questions, and interpreting questions. Thus, the essential objective of the interviews, 

within the context of specific visitor experiences, was to discover and reveal 

respondent values, beliefs, behaviour, insights, encounters and emotions of 

consuming dark tourism. Interview selection was conducted using a purposeful 

sampling strategy. Such sampling óis essentially strategic and entails an attempt to 

establish a good correspondence between research question and samplingô (Bryman, 

2004:333). In other words, the researcher sampled individuals on the basis of wanting 

to interview people who were considered relevant to the research. Indeed, a specific 

and purposeful criteria was adopted for interview selection. Firstly, respondents had 

to be over the age of sixteen ï given the emotive nature of the subject, and the fact 

that the study is essentially about the óadult relationshipô with death and dying. 

Secondly, respondents could not have any direct relationship with any of the deceased 

that may have perished at respective case sites. This was particularly relevant to 

Auschwitz-Birkenau and Ground Zero. Indeed, this corresponded with the overall 

research aim of discovering visitor relationships with dark tourism ï rather than 

family members or of loved ones. Finally, interview respondents were only 

approached if they were not visibly upset by their respective dark tourism experience. 

Whilst the general goal was to achieve a balanced cross-section between age and 

gender of respondents, as well as an international profile, due to the nature and subject 

of the research, and the willingness of respondents, sampling occurred within the 

confines of convenience rather any specific quota-based approach. Table 7 illustrates 

the number of interviews at respective case sites, as well as the geographical profile of 

respondents.   

  



Case Study Gender Interviewee Country of Origin Total 
Interviews 

 

Interview % 

London Dungeon  
 
 

Male 
 

5 UK (4), USA (1),  
Ireland (1), France (1), Germany 
(1),  
Australia (1), New Zealand (1), 
China (1) 
      

11 17% 

Female 
 

6 

Body Worlds Male 
 

8 UK (12), USA (3), France (1),  
Poland (1) 

17 27% 

Female 
 

9 

WTC Tribute Visitor 
Centre (at Ground 
Zero) 
 

Male 
 

4 UK (5), USA (4), France (1),  
Australia (1), Ireland (2), Finland 
(1), Canada (1), Chile (1) 

16 25% 

Female 
 

12 

Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum & 
Memorial 
 

Male 
 

8 UK (4), USA (6),  
Czech Republic (2),  
Australia (2), Canada (1),  
Latvia (1), New Zealand (1), 
Poland (1), Holland (1),  
Austria (1) 
 

20 31% 

Female 
 

12 

Total Interviews 
 

Male 
 

25 UK (25),  
USA (14),  
Australia (4),  
Ireland (3),  
France (3),  
Czech Republic (2) 
New Zealand (2),  
Poland (2),  
Finland (2),  
Canada (2),  
Germany (1),  
Chile (1),  
Latvia (1),  
Holland (1),  
Austria (1),  
 

64 100% 

Female 
 

39 

 
Table 7: Number, Gender and Geographic Profile of Interviewees 

 

Interviews were conducted óin situô of the immediate vicinity of the case site, either 

on the street (Dungeons, Ground Zero) or in sheltered spots adjoining the site, such as 

a cafe (Auschwitz) or inside the O2 Arena (Body Worlds). An initial brief explanation 

of the research project was given to interviewees with informed consent as to 

publication of responses was attained. As part of the consent process, anonymity was 

guaranteed whereby a respondent number and/or gender and country of origin would 

identify published responses. It should be noted, however, that the order of 

respondent/interviewee numbering within the analysis does not necessarily relate to 



the actual order of interviews conducted (see Chapter 7). Rather, a 

respondent/interviewee numbering system was created to simplify, code and expedite 

the analytic process. Additionally, to capture ónot just what people say but also in the 

way that they say itô (original emphasis ï Bryman, 2004:329), the plan was to audio-

record all interviews. However, it became very apparent early on in the empirical 

process that many respondents did not feel comfortable being recorded talking about 

death, dying or their dark tourism experiences. Many simply refused at each of the 

sites ï especially in London and New York ï to proceed once the notion of audio 

recording was suggested. Indeed, Bryman (2004:330) points out that óthe use of a 

recorder may disconcert respondents, who may become self-conscious or alarmed at 

the prospect of their words being preservedô. Consequently, in order to overcome an 

obvious resistance barrier to the conduct of interviews, the decision was taken to 

deliberately keep interviews very brief in order to transcribe conversations by hand, in 

note form, and which recorded the essence of the point being made. Importantly, 

therefore, interview quotes that appear in subsequent analyses are an interpretation of 

the interview exchange, and though accurate, are not a facsimile of the actual 

conversation.       

 

6.3.3 Focus Group 

The focus group is óa popular method to examine ways in which people in 

conjunction with one another construe the general topics in which the researcher is 

interestedô (Bryman, 2004:347). Whilst the focus group method, as discussed earlier, 

was only utilised for the Dungeon case study, it proved particularly useful in an 

exploratory sense. In other words, the focus group as a supplementary method not 

only allowed a better understanding of some key research issues, but it also aided the 

development of subsequent research methods. Indeed, whilst the findings cannot be 

generalised, the inherent óretrospective introspectionô (after Bloor et al., 2001) of the 

focus group illuminated valuable insights into relationships between (lighter) dark 

tourism and contemporary perspectives of death and morality. On December 8, 2008, 

a focus group was conducted which sought to develop a deeper understanding of 

consumer experiences/perceptions of dark tourism, within the specific context of the 

Dungeon visitor attractions. The focus group, facilitated by the researcher and audio-

recorded to a MP3 file, was carried out at the University of Central Lancashire, with 



eight participants drawn from the universityôs undergraduate community. The criteria 

for participants to take part was: 

¶ To have visited at least one Dungeon visitor attraction as a customer, either in 

the UK or Europe, within the preceding two years; 

¶ To be eighteen years of age or over;   

The focus group lasted one hour and a transcription of the conversations was made to 

not only to aid analysis, but also to provide synthesis with other findings  ï 

particularly from interviews at the London Dungeon visitor attraction. 

 

6.3.4 Diary Account 

As highlighted earlier, an opportunity presented itself during the field visit to 

Auschwitz-Birkenau for a diarist to keep an account of his ódark touristô experiences. 

Thus, within the confines of a ófree text diaryô (Corti, 1993), Mr Keith Myerscough ï 

a sports history academic in his early fifties (Myerscough, 2009) ï accompanied the 

researcher on his field visit to Poland. Myerscough rigorously maintained a diary as a 

method of empirical data collection, with a purpose to record rich and thick 

descriptive accounts of specific experiences, emotions and feelings. Thus, a 

researcher-driven diary (Elliott, 1997) was kept for the whole duration of the trip, 

which recorded accounts of feelings pre-visit, during the visit(s) and post-visit. A 

criteria was established for Myerscough, namely; 

¶ explicit instructions were provided as the nature and purpose of the diary; 

¶ a diary entry had to be recorded within two hours of any visit to Auschwitz-

Birkenau ï (Myerscough made three separate visits to the camps); 

¶ diary accounts should be recorded in rhetorical prose rather than simply 

indicating the amount of time spent on different kinds of activity.   

 

6.3.5 Questionnaires 

The second stage of the empirical process comprised social survey research. The 

purpose was to provide synthesis to first stage ethnographic methods, thus 

complementing the integrative research design and to augment the findings, whilst 

addressing the overall research aim. In short, the survey was used as a progressive 

instrument to supplement data from the extrinsic first stage of the research, that is ï an 

environmental appraisal through ethnographic methods ï to the second stage, which 



was intrinsic and sought to ascertain how people felt. A survey is defined óas an 

inquiry which involves the collection of systematic data across a sample of casesô 

(Marsh, 1982: 9). Thus, for the purpose of this study, a survey refers to an 

investigation where: 

¶ systematic measurements are made over the series of cases which, in turn, 

yields data; 

¶ variables within the collected data are analysed to see if they show any 

discernible patterns; 

¶ the subject matter is social ï that is, the survey seeks to measure individual 

thanatological relationships but, may have broader implications for society.  

 

A self-completion questionnaire was the principle research instrument of the social 

survey ï an example of which can be found in Appendix 2. Questionnaires are 

considered economical in the sense that they can provide a considerable amount of 

research data for a relatively low cost of materials, money and time (Bryman, 2004). 

Additionally, the development of questionnaires to supply standardised data (Ritchie 

et al., 2005) was an important consideration for this multiple case study design and 

integrative research, where respondents across the four case sites were asked the 

same, or very similar, questions. Importantly, the questionnaire was designed to elicit 

responses that would locate specific dark tourism experiences against a broader social 

and cultural context of death, dying and grief. In other words, the aim of the survey 

was to reveal dark tourism experiences within the thanatological condition of society. 

In particular, the design of the questionnaire sought to not only gauge site-specific 

experiences, but also to reveal the extent of respondent perceptions that surround 

commemoration, grief, and religion, as well as issues of morbidity and mortality. The 

questionnaire, which was purposefully designed to be replicated across all case sites ï 

with only minor adjustments to questions and potential responses ï included an 

adaption of the well established Revised Collett-Lester Fear of Death Scale (Question 

30a to 30r of the survey ï see Appendix 2; Collett & Lester, 1969; Lester, 2007). The 

purpose of using the scale was to measure the general level of death anxiety amongst 

respondents and to provide a broad context when examining dark tourism experiences 

and notions of mortality. In short, as informed by the earlier theoretical analysis in 

Chapter Five, a Giddensian perspective suggests that individuals have a pervasive 



anxiety of mortality due to a sequestration of death paradigm. In turn, this anxiety 

manifests itself as dread, whereby personal levels of ontological security are affected. 

Crucially, however, the Revised Collett-Lester Fear of Death Scale adapted for this 

study does not correlate specific dark tourism experiences and anxiety with a 

particular site ïthat is, suggest a causal relationship of the dark tourism experience 

with death anxiety ï but rather provides a general context of mortality and dread in 

which those experiences are consumed. Of course, future research could address the 

extent of how and why specific dark tourism experiences may heighten anxiety of 

death, or even assuage any sense of dread (see also Section 9.2.2).  

 

The questionnaire utilises the Likert scale of measurement, which consequently 

allows for a pre-coding of responses and subsequent ease of analysis. A pilot test of 

the questionnaire was carried out on February 2, 2009, with a convenience sample of 

twenty-three final year undergraduate students at the University of Central 

Lancashire. To ensure respondents had órecentness of experienceô of dark tourism, the 

pilot sample had all visited a dark tourism site (Ground Zero) within the preceding 

twelve months. Face validity (Bryman, 2004) of the questionnaire was also sought 

from the researcherôs supervisory team. Consequently, appropriate alterations were 

made to the questionnaire to minimise issues of question bias, misapprehension, or 

cultural misunderstanding (Oppenheim, 1992). 

 

The survey research comprised a dual sampling strategy. The first stage of the survey 

involved the distribution of a paper questionnaire by the researcher to respondents at 

the actual case site, through a convenience technique (Bryman, 2004). This approach 

deliberately sought to optimise upon a high completion rate, limited only by the 

number of questionnaires distributed or those willing to complete them. Each 

respondent who gave an interview also completed a questionnaire. This augmented 

the ónesting sampling techniqueô discussed in Section 6.3, which in turn, helped 

maintain the integrative design of the research. However, in order to expand the 

overall sample size, and to aid the validity of findings, a second sampling stage was 

initiated. Questionnaires were electronically converted and distributed via a dedicated 

website. Specifically, questionnaires for each case site were replicated using the 

Bristol Online Survey (BOS) service, a dedicated survey software package designed 

and hosted by Bristol University with access under licence to the University of 



Central Lancashire. The online sampling strategy combined both purposeful and 

snowball techniques to aid methodological rigour (Bryman, 2004), and the survey was 

both hyperlinked and promoted via www.dark-tourism.org.uk, a dedicated Facebook 

page as well as various academic JISCmail list servs. Similar to the criteria set for 

interviews, a specific criteria for survey completion was set, whereby respondents had 

to be sixteen years or over and have no direct relationship with any of the deceased at 

the case sites. Crucially, however, and to address an issue from the pilot survey as 

discussed earlier, online respondents had to have órecentness of experienceô of dark 

tourism. This was in order to ensure online respondents could recall the óemotional 

stimuliô of their respective dark tourism encounter, but without the dilution of 

emotion or reflection caused by óchronological distanceô. This notion of chronological 

distance is important for two key reasons. Firstly, as on-site survey respondents had 

immediate emotions and reflections from their respective dark tourism experience, 

these emotions and reflections could arguably be perceived as órawô and more 

susceptible to so-called óemotional skewô. Secondly, online respondent had to 

remember how they felt during and after their dark tourism experience, and to be able 

to recall sufficiently that emotional experience for the purpose of this survey.  

 

Hence, an important issue that arose from the pilot survey, whereby the criteria was 

for respondents to have visited a particular dark tourism site within the preceding two 

years, it became apparent that the time scale was too distant. In short, pilot 

respondents suggested they did not have enough órecentness of experienceô in order to 

fully extract the emotional stimuli they had felt during their respective dark tourism 

experiences. Thus, in order to address this issue for online respondents, the 

óchronological distanceô between completion of the questionnaire and actual 

experience at any of the four case sites was set at six months. It was considered that 

the six-month window criterion to be adequately short enough for respondents to be 

able to recall any emotional stimuli of respective dark tourism experiences, whilst 

long enough to be able to capture a reasonably sized sample. Specific limitations and 

implications of recentness of experience are discussed further in Section 9.2.1. 

Meanwhile, however, the research purposefully sought to address the recentness of 

experience issue and, to moderate any potential emotional skew between on-site and 

online populations through a deliberate criteria of ensuring online respondents had 

dark tourism experiences within a sufficient óchronological windowô. Of course, it is 

http://www.dark-tourism.org.uk/


recognised that on-site and online survey populations were not the same in terms of 

replicating exactly the level of emotional stimuli caused by the recentness of 

experience, (though the two populations are considered similar ï see Section 8.0). 

Quite simply, it would have been extremely difficult to do so, and for the purposes of 

this research, is unnecessary. In other words, the research aim was to appraise dark 

tourism consumption and its relationship with the thanatological condition of society. 

Consequently, the survey analysis reveals in Chapter Eight a moderated narrative 

between those who had immediate familiarity of dark tourism and those who relied on 

recall of their experiences (but, within an intentional six-month window). However, as 

a cautionary note, whilst sampling criteria could be enforced by on-site distribution 

(that is, by the researcher), completion by óeligible respondentsô of the online version 

could not be controlled. Therefore, a chi-square test to determine the extent of 

similarity between on-site and online populations was carried out. The test suggested 

there was no statistical significance between the distribution of on-site and online 

populations (Section 8.0 and Appendix 3).      

 

Consequently, all data capture instruments remain subjective to the co-operation and 

participation of respondents. Arguably, within a written narrative analysis, as revealed 

shortly, those who voluntarily wish to share them best express the intrinsic views and 

values of people. Individuals across the global population, who demonstrate an active 

interest in dark tourism and its associated components, must reflect directly and 

indirectly a deeper knowledge and insight to the topic under scrutiny. Indeed, some 

would refer to this form of data capture as enhancing expert cognition and its derived 

meanings (Middleton, 2010).    

 

Despite potential bias of academics or students dominating the online sampling 

population, follow-up emails were periodically sent to the distribution lists to promote 

completion of the survey, as well as specifically requesting recipients forward (or 

snowball) the email and questionnaire hyperlink to potential respondents. 

Additionally, in an attempt to increase response rates, the researcher offered potential 

participants an opportunity to enter a prize draw to receive a copy of the DVD Dark 

Tourism: Turning Points of History. The online questionnaire was open for 

completion during April 9, 2009, until May 22, 2009. Sample sizes for both on-site 



and online survey are shown in Table 8, whilst Table 9 summarises the guiding 

principles adopted for this survey research.   

 

Case Study Number of 
Respondents 

(On-Site) 
 

Number of 
Respondents 

(Online) 

Total No of 
Respondents 

% of Total 
Respondents 

The London Dungeon  (DA) 
 

46 43 nDA = 89 21% 

Body Worlds Exhibition 
(BW) 
 

42 48 nBW = 90 22% 

Tribute WTC Visitor Centre 
(Ground Zero) (GZ) 
 

49 52 nGZ = 101 24% 

Auschwitz-Birkenau (AB) 
 

58 81 nAB = 139 33% 

Total Sample(s)  
 

195 224 n = 419 100% 

 

Table 8: On-site and online survey sample sizes 

  



Guiding Principle Comment 

Cost of Administration - questionnaires were distributed on-site during field visits 
whilst the researcher also undertook ethnographic research, 
thus incurring no additional costs; 

- questionnaires were distributed online through University 
funded software. 
 

Speed of Administration - questionnaires were quickly distributed on-site in person and 
collected with ease; 

- online distribution allowed speedy distribution of 
questionnaires to large potential samples. 
 

(Non-Probability) 
Sampling Strategy  

- on-site questionnaires used a convenience sampling 
technique, whereby the sampling population were present 
during field visits at specific sites (that is, the sampling frame); 

- purposeful and snowballing sampling strategies were used for 
online questionnaires, which utilised specific sampling frames 
(email distribution lists and hyperlinked websites) that 
represented larger sampling populations. 

 

Issues of Bias - both on-site and online questionnaires were self-completed, 
thus reducing interviewer bias and variability; 

- question design attempted to minimise  issues of bias and 
cultural misunderstandings, through face validity and pilot 
testing. 
  

Response Rate - on-site questionnaires had a guaranteed response rate limited 
only to the number of distributed surveys; 

- follow up emails and website announcements were used to 
increase online questionnaire completion; 

- a free prize draw was incorporated in an attempt to bolster 
online response rates; 

- online questionnaire design incorporated optional responses, 
which in turn allowed progression to other parts of the survey, 
thus allowing a greater overall response rate. 
 

 

Table 9: Guiding principles for survey design 

 

 

6.4 Research Analysis   

Interpretive analysis embodies an iterative process, involving both inductive and 

deductive logics. Analytical processes can move from description to explanation, as 

well as from explanation to description. Thus, analytical activities undertaken within 

this research hinged upon the constant (grounded) interaction between research design 

and data collection (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). Consequently, analysis is not 

separate from other features of the research process ï including writing. Richardson 

(1990, 1994) suggests writing up social research is a óway of knowingô as well as a 

method of discovery and analysis. Meanwhile, Coffey and Atkinson (1996:109) claim 



that writing óactually deepens our level of analytic endeavourô. Similarly, Parker 

(2004:163) proposes that academic writing is an intrinsic part of the analytical 

process: one that involves óthe construction of a narrative that presents persuasive 

themes and story lines, argues influences, connections and outcomes, and develops 

wider implications for the discipline in which the study is situatedô. Therefore, this 

study deliberately utilises rhetorical strategies in the writing style ï that is, rhetoric 

that is designed to convince and persuade ï and is apparent not only in the case study 

ethnographies, but also in survey interpretations. Consequently, the aim is for óthe 

conventions of text and rhetoric to be among the ways in which reality is constructedô 

(Atkinson, 1990:2), and for writing to be cathartic that involves a journey of 

discovery and meaning.     

 

Specifically, however, the research employed analytic strategies that extracted key 

research findings in a methodical and disciplined manner. The first stage of the 

empirical research, which comprised participant observations and interviews (as well 

as the focus group and diary account), employed the strategy of narrative analysis. 

Whilst computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), such as 

NVivo, were considered,  because of the relatively small data set and the lack of 

universal agreement about the utility of CAQDAS (Hesse-Biber, 1995; Weaver and 

Atkinson, 1995; Catterall and Maclaran, 1997; Fielding and Lee, 1998), the coding 

and narrative flow of field notes, transcriptions and the diary account was manually 

undertaken to ensure órich and thickô description (Bryman, 2004).  

 

Thus, narrative analysis was employed to aid the comprehension of interpretive 

processes involved within the qualitative context. This approach allowed for the 

revelation of narrative structures imbued within respondentsô meaning-making 

processes, as well as the identification of narrative devices employed by individuals in 

recounting their dark tourism experiences (after Polkinghorne, 1995). The analysis 

commenced with a prolonged review of observational field notes, interview and focus 

group transcripts, and the diary account, with the goal of gaining an understanding of 

overall meanings while concurrently preserving a holistic image of dark tourism 

consumption (after Hall, 2004). This stage entailed identifying narrative structures 

that aided respondents in making sense of their experiences and, it also enabled the 

documentation of recurrent elements. In other words, all the transcripts  and notes 



were iteratively reviewed from numerous horizontal passes, which required not only 

(re)reading the documents from beginning to end, but also the assembling of 

narratives by themes (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). Therefore, the coding procedure 

described by Miles and Huberman (1994) was employed to identify emergent themes. 

Within the theme identification process, words, phrases, sentences, or paragraphs that 

were affiliated with the same theme were clustered together, facilitating the 

classification of the theme. Thus, via a thorough review and coding process, key 

emergent themes were identified, and a rhetorical interpretation offered.  

 

The second stage of the empirical process comprised survey research. In order to 

determine the extent of relationship between dark tourism and the contemplation of 

mortality, as well as determining the level of death anxiety amongst respondents, 

electronic interpretation was undertaken. Computer software such as SPSS was 

considered and discounted. As Ryan (2010) notes, óessentially the best tool you have 

is your own ability and awareness of the data collection process ï the software 

packages provide a tool ï not a strait jacketô. Therefore, for ease of use and access, 

EXCEL software was chosen as a mechanism to collate survey data, as well as to 

analyse and present the data. The use of software to present data included frequency 

analysis as well as diagram and chart displays, which aimed to build a ópictureô of 

dark tourism experiences and relationships within the broader thanatological 

condition of society. 

 

  

6.5 Research Determinants, Conduct and Ethical Considerations  

Both the third and fourth moments in research history emerged from challenges made 

to positivism (Denzil & Lincoln, 1994; 2000). For positivism, research 

trustworthiness hinges upon criteria of internal and external validity, reliability, and 

objectivity, and subsequently locates the concept of triangulation at the centre of 

trustworthiness issues.  

Thus, this research, which adopts a constructivist paradigm, attends to issues of 

trustworthiness primarily from the requirements of the third (blurred genres) moment 

and, in doing so, utilises the tools made available to qualitative researchers operating 

in the post-positivist moment. Post-positivists such as Decrop (2004) assert that 

positivist expectations of triangulation assume a ófixed-pointô, and affect how, and 



even if, a multiple range of interpretations can be sought and investigated. Hence, for 

Janesick (2000) removing the expectation that there is one correct interpretation 

necessitates that validity has more to do with description, interpretation and 

explanation. Furthermore, Decrop (2004) refers to trustworthiness in the third moment 

by drawing upon the work of Lincoln and Gubaôs (1985) criteria-based typology for 

trustworthiness in qualitative research. In particular, their typology is formulated from 

a re-assessment of validity, generalizability, and reliability. In turn, they suggest four 

reformulated criteria which parallel an equivalent criterion in quantitative research 

(see also Guba and Lincoln, 1989; Crang, 2002); 

¶ credibility or truthfulness (which parallels internal validity); 

¶ transferability (which parallels external validity); 

¶ dependability (which parallels reliability); 

¶ and, confirmability (which parallels objectivity). 

 

This reformulated approach to trustworthiness hints at Kvaleôs (1996:231) concept of 

a ómoderate postmodernismô, whereby the rejection of an objective universal truth 

opens up the possibility of óspecific local, personal, and community forms of truth, 

with a focus on daily life and local narrativeô. Thus, drawing upon suggestions by 

Silverman (2006) that combining methods and comparing and contrasting data 

contributes to data credibility, this study used a triangulated multi-method strategy 

within a research design that required constant interaction between analysis and 

findings. This grounded interaction led to opportunities that confirmed, supported, or 

challenged insights, and opened up new analytical avenues. Additionally, in 

addressing canons of good research, the submission of research findings extrapolated 

from this study has resulted in numerous peer-reviewed articles and other 

publications. Arguably, therefore, in terms of credibility, this provides confirmation 

that the researcher has understood the social world and, therein, specific relationships 

of dark tourism.  

 

Transferability is achieved through óreferential adequacy involving the provision of 

contextual information that supports data analysis and interpretationô (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985:160). In other words, this study adopts what Geertz (1973) called thick 

description ï that is, rich and rhetorical accounts of the details of an investigation. 



Consequently, Guba and Lincoln (1994) argue that a thick description provides others 

with what they refer to as a database for making judgements about the possible 

transferability of findings to other milieu. Meanwhile, dependability as a parallel to 

reliability in quantitative research relies upon notions of auditing raw data. However, 

as Bryman (2004:275) notes, óauditing has not become a popular approach to 

enhancing the dependability of qualitative researchô. Nevertheless, through the 

certification of the supervision process of this study together with related publications, 

dependability may be validated. Finally, confirmability is concerned with ensuring 

that, while órecognising that complete objectivity is impossible in social research, the 

researcher can be shown to have acted in good faithô (Bryman, 2004:276). In short, 

the researcher has not overtly or manifestly allowed personal values or theoretical 

inclinations to sway the conduct of the research and the findings derived from it. 

 

Considering both the research design and the evocative nature of the research subject, 

ethical considerations were a key feature of this study. The empirical design was 

submitted to the University of Central Lancashireôs Research Ethics Committee 

within the Faculty of Management in June 2008. Whilst the method of covert 

participant observations was initially queried, mainly around the notion of informed 

consent, the research was granted approval. This was on the basis that participants 

would not be harmed, that their privacy would not be invaded ï as the research was 

conducted in an open/public setting, and obvious deception was not involved. 

Generally, however, the researcher abided by the BSA Statement of Ethical Practice 

which advocates researchers need óto anticipate, and to guard against, consequences 

for research participants which can be predicted to be harmful [and] to consider 

carefully the possibility that the research experience may be a disturbing oneô. This 

latter point became a guiding principle in the ethical conduct of this study, which 

involved both a great deal of candour, respect, and sensitivity.    

 

 

6.6 Chapter Six Summary  

The next chapter begins the task of analysing and interpreting empirical findings that 

resulted from the methods outlined. Firstly, however, Table 10 summarises the 

research methodology. 

 



 

 

Research Philosophy  Inductive / Phenomenological 
 

Research Approach Grounded Theory Principles 
 

Research Strategy Qualitative  
 

Research Epistemology  Constructivism  
 

Research Ontology Interpretive / Ontological Relativism 
 

Research Design Multi-Method Case Study  
 

Research Methods Integrative Methods: 
 
Stage One ς Ethnographic Research  

- Covert Participant Observations 
- Semi-Structured Interviews (Purposeful Sampling) 
- (Focus Group) 
- (Diary Account) 

 
Stage Two ς Survey Research 

- On-site Questionnaires (Convenience Sampling) 
- Online Questionnaires (Purposeful & Snowballing 

Sampling) 
 

Research Analysis  Stage One ς Narrative Analysis 
 
Stage Two ς Electronic Interpretation & Narrative Analysis 
 

 

Table 10: Research Methodology Summary 
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The Dungeon Visitor Attractions  
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Body Worlds Exhibitions  
(London, UK) 

 

 

Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, Ground Zero  
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7.0  Empirical Illustrations: an introduction to the case studies  

The etymological lineage of the term óempiricalô can be traced back to the Greek 

word ŮɛˊŮɘɟɘůɛɧɠ, the Latin translation of which is experientia, from which we derive 

the word experience. Thus, the thesis is now concerned with the construction of 

potential meanings from dark tourism experiences. This chapter reveals the intricate 

relationships between the thanatological condition of society and contemporary 

touristic (re)presentations of death, dying and the dead. Moreover, it empirically 

illustrates these potential relationships within the confines of four interrelated, but 

distinct case studies. In short, the thesis presents data from primary sources and builds 

a thanatological narrative around the following contexts:     

¶ Case Study One ï The Dungeon Visitor Attractions (located in York and 

London); 

¶ Case Study Two ï Body Worlds Exhibition (held at the O2 Arena, London); 

¶ Case Study Three ï Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero (in Lower 

Manhattan,  New York); 

¶ Case Study Four ï Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial & Museum (located in 

OŜwiňcim, Poland). 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the case studies, including a general 

background and context, and to outline the ethnographies. The chapter concludes by 

formulating a mapping process, which charts and amalgamates emergent themes and 

concepts. The composition of this chapter and its relationship with the remainder of 

the thesis is illustrated in Figure 10.  

 

This thesis adopts a phenomenological philosophy and inductive approach, which in 

pragmatic terms means the studyôs observational research occurs in a ónaturalistic and 

less manipulated and controlled environment with the data recorded and analysed 

using more open-ended and less formal techniquesô (Brotherton, 2008: 126). Thus, 

closely associated with the term óethnographyô, the research presented in this chapter 

is concerned with naturalistic enquiry that has the purpose of being able to depict and 

comprehend a particular social entity from the perspective of its inhabitants. In other 

words, the research(er) within a variety of case study environments attempts to 

develop an empathy with participants, and to view the dark tourism environment 



through their eyes rather than trying to impose interpretations of outsiders on them. 

Consequently, Brotherton (2008: 127) suggests an óethnographic approach contends 

that it is only possible to understand the reality of a situation by looking at the ways 

the participants construct and give meaning to that reality for themselvesô. It is to each 

case study that the thesis now turns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Structure of empirical analysis and its relationship with the study 
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7.1  The Dungeon Visitor Attractions - óDark vs. Lightô 

Stone (2009c) has already commenced the task of aligning dark tourism consumption 

with broader thanatological meaning. Indeed, he outlined an exploratory empirical 

study of what he termed a ólighter sideô of dark tourism, and its potential role in the 

psychosocial life-world of consumers. More specifically, within the context of the 

Dungeon Visitor Attraction in York, England he identified three substantive themes 

that emerged as a result of consuming commercialised representations of death and 

suffering. These themes revolved around consumer expectations and performative 

experiences, moral dimensions and psychosocial connections, and mortality and 

relevancy to life-worlds. Thus, the purpose of this section is to augment these initial 

findings and reveal subsequent empirical work that essentially focuses upon 

thanatological aspects of the Dungeon attraction experience and its consumption.  

 

As discussed throughout this thesis, much of the dark tourism literature has, to date, 

focused upon sites that offer a representation of death and disaster that, in turn, may 

have had a profound moral bearing upon both individual and collective consciousness. 

Consequently, dark tourism that offers a greater perceived sense of ódarknessô has 

been increasingly scrutinized within the literature. More specifically, sites which 

generate moral discourse (and panic), possess greater political and commemorative 

dimensions, and are perceived as being historically selective in their representation, 

dominate the research literature. That said, however, official tourism marketing 

campaigns are progressively exploiting the commercial aspects of tragic history. 

Indeed, a recent online poll commissioned by the Czech Tourist Board sought to 

discover, and thus promote, the ótop ten darkest places of interestô within the Czech 

Republic (emphasis added - Ġindel§ßov§, 2008). It is suggested, therefore, that those 

visitor sites which fall towards the ódarkerô periphery of the Dark Tourism Spectrum 

model, a typology which locates dark tourism within a conceptual ódarkest-lightestô 

framework as discussed earlier, have received most attention in terms of critical 

analysis and commentary (Stone, 2006). For instance, specific manifestations of 

darkest dark tourism, such as the (re)packaging of genocide for tourist consumption, 

have been investigated by Simic (2008) who provides a feminist narrative of the 

advent of ógenocide tourismô in Bosnia and Herzegovina (also see Beech, 2009). 

Meanwhile, Cole (1999) discusses the historical perils of selling the Holocaust (also 

Mintz, 2001; Weissman, 2004), whilst Keil (2005) examines Holocaust sites and the 



crossing of boundaries between conceptual domains of pilgrimage, commemoration 

and pleasure seeking (also Staines, 2002). Similarly, those darker sites which revolve 

around tragic accidents or intentional killing and which subsequently provoke 

dialogue with regard to commemorative politics and aesthetics, or private grieving in 

public place, have also received a significant amount of attention. For example, the 

death of Princess Diana in 1997, an event which appeared to inaugurate now familiar 

acts of private mourning in public spaces (see Walter, 2007), generated discourse 

which centred on ódark shrinesô (after Stone, 2006). Moreover, Merrin (1999) 

highlighted media involvement in both creating and perpetuating dark perceptions of 

temporary memorial shrines for contemporary consumption. Likewise, as revealed 

later in this chapter, memorial sites such as Ground Zero, the site of mass murder and 

carnage, and the commodification of tragedy post 9/11 most notably for political 

advantage and the management of collective memory, has been well documented 

(Bubriski, 2002; Heller, 2005; Simpson, 2006). Thus, whilst ódarkest/darkerô tourism 

appears to have received an increasing amount of academic attention, the lighter 

forms of dark tourism ï that is, those commercial visitor sites and attractions which 

recreate and commodify death, suffering and the macabre, and which are 

entertainment-centric ï have received limited attention within the (dark) tourism 

literature. Therefore, the purpose of this section is to outline a case study of a lighter 

form of dark tourism, namely The Dungeon visitor attractions which operate in the 

UK and Europe. In so doing, the thesis not only addresses a significant gap in the 

literature in terms of lighter dark tourism, but also places dark tourism entertainment 

within a framework of thanatology and psychosocial relevance to an individualôs own 

life-world.  

 

Stone (2006), in his classification of dark tourism, set the parameters for sites and 

attractions that offer a marketable reconstruction of death, suffering or the macabre. In 

particular, his conceptual taxonomy suggests that ólighterô shades of dark tourism do 

indeed exist, and are dependent upon defining ódark product featuresô. These revolve 

around the perceived intensity of politicization and commemoration, as well as 

temporal and spatial aspects of the ódeath/disasterô site. In short, lighter forms of dark 

tourism are those commercial visitor attractions which trade on (re)created and 

(re)presented death and suffering, and are subsequently referred to as óDark Fun 

Factoriesô (Stone, 2006). Specifically: 



A Dark Fun Factory alludes to those visitor sites, attractions and tours which 

predominately have an entertainment focus and commercial ethic, and which 

present real or fictional death and macabre events. Indeed, these types of 

products possess a high degree of tourism infrastructure, are purposeful and are 

in essence ófun-centricôô (Stone, 2006: 152).  

 

The lighter side of dark tourism and so-called Dark Fun Factories that operate within 

this micro-niche (Novelli, 2005) have been scrutinised under various guises. For 

example, Inglis and Holmes (2003) consider the commodification of the supernatural 

and its role in constructing touristic landscapes. In particular, they observe the 

recreation of ghosts and other paranormal entities within a Scottish context and, 

specifically, they reveal shifting relationships between ghosts/haunted spaces and the 

development of ódark fun factoryô mechanisms to stimulate the wider tourism 

industry. They go on to highlight the rise of óGhost Walkô tours in Edinburgh, where 

history and the supernatural meet and where óthe threat of the phantom has been 

turned into a promise, and the fear of the spectral has been transformed into funô 

(Inglis and Holmes, 2003: 57 ï original emphasis; also see Gentry, 2007; Scotland 

Now, 2006; Mercat Tours, 2009). Similarly, Bristow and Newman (2004) explore 

lighter forms of dark tourism, subsequently termed by these authors as ófright 

tourismô. They suggest, albeit rather simplistically, how the ostensible notion of fright 

tourism óis a natural extension of risk recreationô (2004:220). They go on to compare 

both the commercialization of the Witch Trials of 1692 in Salem, Massachusetts, with 

the allegorical fictional incarnation of Count Dracula of Transylvania, Romania, and 

their respective economic and developmental roles within the mainstream tourism 

sector.  

 

Examples of Edinburghôs Ghost Walk tours, the Salem Witches attractions and 

Dracula tourism are specific to geographical locations and may possess inherent 

cultural identity issues for those locations and populations (Light, 2007). More 

generally, however, lighter dark tourism occurs when narratives of fear and the taboo 

is extracted and packaged up as fun, amusement and entertainment and, ultimately, 

exploited for mercantile advantage. Consequently, the conception of fear within 

tourism promotional strategy, whereby notions of the sinister and the macabre are 

utilised to entice visitors, is an increasingly integral component of (dark) tourism 

marketing. Indeed, Neill (2001: 817) in his reflections on employing fear in the 



promotional strategies of three urban centres, namely Belfast, Detroit and Berlin, 

suggests that ófear is an inescapable dimension of the modern urban experienceô. In 

short, excitement and a promise of adventure is offered to visitors to tourism 

destinations, in addition to disorientation and trepidation but also the possibility of 

discovering novelty. It is to these factors of excitement, novelty and trepidation that 

this section now turns within the context of a specific Dark Fun Factory, namely The 

Dungeon visitor attractions. Firstly, however, a brief outline of The Dungeon 

attraction establishes the context for subsequent discussion of the research.  

 

7.1.1 A Dark Fun Factory: The Dungeon Visitor Attraction Context 

The Dungeon visitor attractions are commercial organisations that operate within the 

mainstream tourist attraction sector, and are part of the Merlin Entertainments Group 

based in England, the second largest visitor attraction operator in the world (after 

Disney). Merlin Entertainments has fifty-eight visitor attractions in twelve countries 

across fourteen brands; served almost thirty-three million customers in 2007; employs 

up to thirteen thousand staff in peak season; and manages iconic UK leisure brands 

including The London Eye, Sealife Centres, Madame Tussauds, Warwick Castle, 

Legoland, and the Alton Towers Resort (Merlin Entertainments, 2009b). The 

Dungeon visitor attractions are located in London, York, Edinburgh, Amsterdam and 

Hamburg, where óeach Dungeon offers a horror fest linked to their location ï 

highlighting the local historyôs horrible bitsô (Merlin Entertainments, 2009c; also 

Tables 11 & 12). Indeed, as part of the Dungeonsô marketing literature, consumers are 

forewarned in the visitor booklet, entitled óItôs a Bloody Guideô, of the trepidations 

that form part of the experience: 

You are about to embark upon a journey that will take you through some of the 

darkest, bloodiest and most frightening times in history! On your journey you 

will wit ness some of historyôs most notorious and dangerous serial killers at 

work. You will hear the screams of the tormented, tortured souls, as 

unspeakable cruelty is committed. Smell the foul stench of death all around you, 

as plague-ravaged bodies are left in the street to rot and fester. Feel your way 

into the darkness as you try to escape the twists and turns of the underground 

labyrinth. Taste the fear, feel your hear pounding and your adrenaline pumping 

as you venture into your final journey on one of our terrifying ridesé All this 

and more awaits you as you enter the Dungeonsé will you escape? (The 

Dungeons, 2008).  

 

 



 

 
Name of Exhibit, Show or 
Ride 

Marketing Description 

Boat Ride to Hell Are you afraid of the dark? Are you petrified of drowning? Do you hate 
the feeling of falling backwards? Face your fears with the Traitor, Boat 
Ride to Hell at The London Dungeon! 
 

Extremis: Drop Ride to 
Doom 

You have been tried and sentenced, now you must accept your fate and 
let the hangman guide you to the end. A final rush of adrenaline as you 
plummet into the dark depths to embrace your doom! 
 

Great Fire of London The Great Fire of London rampaged through the city of London turning 
everything in its wake to cinders. Travel back to 1666 and experience the 
burning reality of the fire that left 200, 000 people destitute. 
 

Jack the Ripper The 1880's were a dangerous time for women to walk alone in London. 
A prolific killer frequented the dark alleys and quiet streets, preying on 
London's prostitutes. 
 

Labyrinth of the Lost One way in....but is there a way out? Experience the Labyrinth of the 
Lost at the London Dungeon. 
 

Sweeney Todd In need of a hair cut? Like it or not you're going to have one....Sweeney 
Todd style and there's always a pie if you're feeling hungry! 
 

The Great Plague  1665, London is riddled with disease, thousands are dying in agony. 
Disgusting, gruesome boils, cries of panic and pain and shouts of "bring 
out the dead" fill the air. 
 

 

Table 11: Types of Exhibits, Shows and Rides at The London Dungeon visitor attraction with                 

marketing descriptions (Source: The Dungeons, 2008) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
Name of Exhibit, Show or 
Ride 

Marketing Description 

Dick Turpin Discover the true story behind the world's most famous highwayman, 
Dick Turpin, at The York Dungeon. Find out why the infamy of this 
daring criminal has lasted almost 300 years. 
 

Ghosts of York Afraid of Ghosts? You will be when you enter the Ghosts of York 
experience. A sense of malice and danger builds in the darkness around 
you before a pale, translucent figure suddenly appears! 
 

Yorvik The Vikings had in their ranks warriors known as Bezerkers, the most 
crazed and feared fighters whose frenzied nature in battle was thought 
to be drug-induced. Learn the terrifying story of the Vikings at The York 
Dungeon. 
 

Guy Fawkes Remember, remember the 5th of November; gunpowder, treason and 
plot! Follow the explosive story of Guy Fawkes, from the traitorous 
plotting of his accomplices to destroy king and parliament through to 
the relentless torture after his capture. 
 

Implements of Torture A mischievous torturer will put the fun back into pain! Stretching your 
imagination with some back-breaking interactive torture treatments! 
You may just laugh till your head falls off! 
 

Judgement of Sinners This 17th century judge knows exactly what you've been up to, the 
court isn't impressed and the punishments will be harsh! You could be 
left to languish in the rat infested Dungeon or be given a gruesomely 
fun task to perform... 
 

Labyrinth of the Lost 
Roman Legion 

Enter the Labyrinth of the Lost at your peril! Buried beneath York 
Minster, discover the ancient fortress of Roman York and Emperor 
Constantine. 
 

The Black Death The York Dungeon is host for the return of the most devastating and 
horrifying disease Europe has ever seen. The plague wiped out over 24 
million people, almost half Europe's population at the time!! 
 

 

Table 12: Types of Exhibits, Shows and Rides at The York Dungeon visitor attraction with                      

marketing descriptions (Source: The Dungeons, 2008) 

 

 

The Dungeon product concept is built upon instilling a sense of fear, trepidation, 

novelty and excitement into the customer experience. Revolving around the 

ógruesome pastô, The Dungeons combine live actors, shows, rides and special effects 

to bring life to the dead as visitors move from exhibit to exhibit through well-designed 

rooms, each displaying a specific period of óhorrific historyô, whilst, at the end of the 

tour, they exit into a customary gift store. Subjects that may once have been 



considered taboo within a museology/attraction environment, such as torture, 

execution, witchcraft or death, are now packaged up in The Dungeons through an 

amalgamation of kitsch artistic commodity and playful mirth (see Plates 9 ï 12). 

Nevertheless, a fundamental feature of The Dungeon concept is the ability to tap into 

visitor emotions (see Best, 2007), with the sense of shock, horror and revulsion and to 

create a safe congregant space where unsafe ideas of the taboo may be inspected close 

up through a morbid gaze (after Urry, 2002; also see Cameron, 2003; Gurian, 2006). 

Indeed, in The Dungeonsô own visitor survey, customers are invited to judge personal 

óterror levelsô at the end of their visit, rating their overall óscare factorô on a scale 

from being terrified to slightly nervous to not being scared at all (The Dungeons, 

2009). These issues of terror and perceptions of death as customers consume The 

Dungeon experience is now explored in the context of two specific attractions, 

namely, The York Dungeon and The London Dungeon. 

 

 



 

Plate 9: Dungeon exhibit illustrating torture by bleeding (Source: The Dungeons, 2008) 

 

 

Plate 10: Dungeon exhibit showing a medieval torture method whereby a caged rat is placed on a 

prisonerôs abdomen and hot coal is placed on top of the cage; the only way for the rat to escape the hot 

coal is to knar through the victimôs stomach (Source: The Dungeons, 2008) 

 

 

 
 

Plate 11: Visitor waiting to be impaled as ópart of the horror showô by real life female actor at  



The London Dungeon (Source: The Dungeons, 2008) 

 

 

Plate 12: Torture method exhibit at the Dungeon Visitor Attractions (Source: The Dungeons, 2008) 
 

The York Dungeon and its more famous sister attraction, The London Dungeon, are 

touristic examples of how death, suffering and the macabre have been packaged up 

for contemporary consumption. Whilst both sites share similar attributes in terms of 

their overall business model, each attraction is embedded within its locality as the 

product design seeks to maximize its locational (dark) history. Thus, it is perhaps 

worth highlighting, briefly, the context in which these two visitor attractions operate. 

 

York is a walled city located in northern England and is a major tourist destination. 

The city, with its rich history spanning almost 2,000 years, originated in Roman times 

under the name of Eboracum and became associated with influential historical figures 

such as Constantine the Great. In 866, the Vikings captured the city and renamed it 

Jórvík. In later years, York became a centre for Christianity and, in particular, for the 

group of churches which comprise the Anglican Communion. The gothic York 

Minister, one of the largest cathedrals in Europe and itself a major tourist attraction, is 

the seat of the Archbishop of York, the second-highest office in the Church of 

England. Thus, York remains ecclesiastically important, representing one of the two 

provinces of the Church of England (the other being Canterbury in the south-east of 



the country). The York Dungeon (Plate 13) is situated in a converted warehouse-style 

building close to the River Ouse in the city of York, and is an approximately ten-

minute walk from the religiously emblematic York Minister. It is here where the 

juxtaposition of religion and the commercialization of the supernatural and 

malevolence are most prominent. Whilst the York Minister trades on its awe-inspiring 

architecture and the promise of redemption and salvation through religious and moral 

conduct, the York Dungeon trades on its technology and creativity to represent pain, 

malice and immorality for contemporary consumption. To illustrate this disjuncture, 

and by way of provocation, Webster (2006: 5), after her visit to a Dungeon attraction, 

states: 

éit is not the study or reenactment of the gruesome histories that I object to, 

it is the glorification of evil. If we say weôre followers of Christ, why do we 

choose to amuse ourselves with Satanôs triumphs?ô 

 

 

 

Plate 13: Visitors queuing outside The York Dungeon, York, UK.  
 

Whilst the York Dungeon operates within a localised context of religious importance 

and prominence, the London Dungeon, the flagship and original of the Dungeon 

attractions, operates within a much more cosmopolitan arena. Its website welcomes 

potential visitors with the salutation: óTransport yourself back to the darkest moments 

in the capital's history within the deep depths of the London Dungeonô (London 



Dungeon, 2009). Opened in 1976 as a museum of óhorrible historyô, the London 

Dungeon evolved into an actor-led interactive visitor experience. Located in Tooley 

Street, Southwark, near to London Bridge railway station, the attraction is built into 

railway arches with trains running over the top of the actual visitor attraction (Plate 

14). Consequently, the rumble of trains overhead can be heard inside the London 

Dungeon and, arguably, unintentionally adds to the heighten sense of macabre 

atmosphere.    

 

 
 

Plate 14: The London Dungeon, London, UK. (Source: Powerlab, 2010) 
 

Whilst the two Dungeon attractions may be distinct in terms of geographical location, 

they are very similar in terms of representing macabre subjects for contemporary 

consumption. Thus, for this reason, both the York and London Dungeon are utilised 

as interchangeable examples of ólighter dark tourism, and it to the ethnographic 

research of the Dungeons that the subsequent section now turns. 

 

 

7.2 The Dungeon Visitor Attractions Ethnography ï óRecreating Deathô    



In relation to the research aim, a number of significant issues emerged from the 

ethnographic fieldwork at the (York and London) Dungeon visitor attractions. 

Consequently, the ethnographic data provided discernible data clusters about the 

relationship of death to its touristic representation within contemporary society. These 

have been translated into broad subject themes with a corresponding narrative. Table 

13 outlines the ethnographic subject themes for the Dungeon visitor attractions. 

 

 

The Dungeon 

Visitor 

Attraction 

Data Theme Title 

1. Consumer Expectations vs. Consumer Experiences 

2. Death Designs 

3. Perpetuation of Death Narratives 

4. Ethical Dimensions and Psychosocial Connections 

5. Mortality and Relevancy to Life-Worlds 

 

Table 13: The Dungeon Visitor Attraction ï Ethnographic Data Themes  

 

7.2.1 Consumer Expectations vs. Consumer Experiences  

The ethnographic data intimated an evident disjunction between consumersô 

expectations prior to the visit and their actual experience of the Dungeon attraction. 

For example, one female visitor remarked: 

Having not read anything about the tour we assumed that we were visiting a 

museumé we expected a theatrical set up and for the exhibits to be of a gory 

nature, but we also anticipated an educative/informative visit ï historically 

relevant to York and relating to crime and punishmenté Had we known what 

we were going to, we would have definitely given it a misséWe were not 

expecting what we got! The York Dungeon is entertainment and uses Yorkôs 

history to scare visitorsô silly (DA Interviewee 1: Interviews, 2008a). 

 

The issue of visitors not fully realising or appreciating what the Dungeon 

product/experience entailed was also confirmed by Dungeon staff who suggested óa 

lot of customers come in thinking it is a museum, and soon discover it is notô (DA 

Interviewee 2: Interviews, 2008b). However, that said, a male interviewee at the 

London Dungeon who had visited the attraction at a time when the tourist site was 

initially a museum of óhorrible historyô, as noted earlier, commented upon the change 

of emphasis: 



I visited some 20 years ago and recall it being interesting with historical facts 

and exhibitions, showing the visitor the hardships of old London. I visited again 

today for that reason, thinking it would be the same. But it has changed 

drastically and is now awful and embarrassing. There is no historical emphasis; 

itôs like a panto performed by a bunch of trainee actors who are trying to be 

funny and are not witty or entertaining at all. If people like Pop Idol, then they 

will like thisé. I wish the London Dungeon would revert back to its former 

historically interesting self (DA Interviewee 3: Interviews, 2009a).    

 

The reference to Pop Idol, a television programme depicting the rise (and fall) of pop 

music hopefuls, has often been criticised for ódumbing downô contemporary television 

output. It is apparent from the interview response that a perception exists between the 

seemingly superficial Pop Idol television show and kitsch representations of (dark) 

history. In turn, the attraction is viewed, perhaps, as trivial and inconsequential. 

Consequently, a female interviewee, who had also visited in the London Dungeon 

attraction in the 1980ôs said:  

Iôve visited the Dungeon before its remodel, and had always enjoyed myself. 

However, today, Iôve found this once interesting, witty, and chilling torture 

museum to have become a dumbed down theme park museum of sorts. There 

are no more exhibits about different tortures (DA Interviewee 4: Interviews, 

2009a).    

 

A male interviewee was more forthright in his response when asked about his 

(historical) experience:    

Itôs pretty much a load of bollocks really, isnôt it? The truth is, if you have any 

interest in the historical facts they [the Dungeon] mention, youôd probably 

already know most of what they tell you, and yawn your way through it. Maybe 

Iôve just watched too many video nasties to stay awake for this. I just donôt 

think it was worth paying for, and I personally would have been much more 

content with what some people would undoubtedly consider a more boring 

approach ï more talk, less cheap tacky attempts to thrill or whatever. I guess 

Iôm just more at home walking around actual historical sites hearing calm, 

relaxed people talking seriously about what went down in the place (DA 

Interviewee 5: Interviews, 2009a).    

   

Accurate and appropriate portrayals of tragic and macabre periods of history the 

attraction seeks to represent, to some at least, are important in visitorsô prior 

expectations. Indeed, during an observation at the London Dungeon, a female 

customer was overheard as saying, óit [the experience] is moving too quickly and 

there is barely anything to read on the wallsô (Obs, 2009a). She appears to make clear 

her disdain and disappointment based upon prior expectations of the live-actor 



element, in addition to ópacksô of customers who are guided, at times very quickly, 

from one exhibit to another. An interviewee later suggested: 

I was expecting a kind of theme park where you can choose which rides and 

exhibits to goé however, it turns out that the Dungeon is just one big attraction 

that goes through in a linear fashionô (DA Respondent 6: Interviews, 2009a).  

 

Another interviewee who playfully suggests óthe whole experience was shuffle, 

shuffle, waité overacting, shrieking, shuffle, shuffle, wait...ô (DA Interviewee 7: 

Interviews, 2009a), perhaps indicates the ólinearô design of the attraction, the acting 

skills of the staff, as well as the lack of time and space to actually ótake inô or 

contemplate the historically death-related representations on offer. The interviewee 

also notes this lack of time or space to contemplate or even ólearnô about macabre 

historical events. She states: 

The entrance was pitch black which nearly put me off right from the start and 

then you are herded in and shoved at great speed from one sketch to another 

without any time to look or ask questionsé there were no exhibits to look at 

and no information to read on your way. The small amount there is to read is 

unreadable because itôs so darkô (DA Interviewee 7: Interviews, 2009a).   

 

The seemingly traditional ómuseumô expectations of visitors, in terms of seeking to 

contemplate or understand (tragic) history, appear to be at odds with actual 

experiences. As a male interviewee noted: 

You donôt really learn a thing from a historical point of view which was 

disappointing not only for us but I should imagine for those who have perhaps 

travelled from other countries. London has so much historyé. I thought it 

would be an interesting and scary tour of what it would have been like back in 

the day. Instead, we were herded through room to room in a massive group and 

shown various scenarios acted out by people relating to deaths and murders by 

Jack the Ripper and Sweeny Todd (DA Interviewee 8: Interviews, 2009a).   

 

Indeed, the exhibitôs interactiveness, especially by the live actors, ensures the 

distinction between traditional museology and a tourist attraction is apparent early in 

the tour. For instance, one of the first exhibits/shows at the York Dungeon is an actor 

portraying a barber surgeon: a medical practitioner common throughout Europe up 

until the early 19
th
 century. With exaggerated comical gestures and an embellished 

bloodied costume and make-up, the actor attempts to illustrate the perils of 

experimental anatomy in days-gone-by (Obs, 2008). With a plastic cadaver on his 

óoperating tableô, the actor humorously wrenches rubber intestines and a synthetic 

heart from his silent prop, as the visitor, now part of a shocked if not enthralled 



audience, gazes upon this morbid show. In an attempt to add relevance to the present-

day, the actor holds up a jar of leeches, used extensively in pre-modern clinical 

bloodletting, and delights in informing the audience that leeches are making 

resurgence within 21
st
 century medicinal practice. The final act involves the actor 

choosing someone from the audience to conduct an óexperimentô. With nervous 

laughter, a chosen visitor is taken behind a partition curtain and, with the lights 

dimmed to create a silhouette, the audience watches on as the visitor/victim sits upon 

a stool and the actor surgeon holds a hammer above his head. As the hammer falls 

(with sound effects) and the lights go out, seemingly bludgeoning the óvictimô to 

death, the rest of the audience gasp and are told to leave the room and to continue 

their tour. Of course, the visitor who volunteered to be part of the experiment soon 

rejoins the tour party, and his Dungeon experience continues (Obs, 2008).  

 

Whilst consumer expectations of the actual Dungeon product may be fragmented, 

perhaps due to a marketing mismatch, there was almost universal agreement from the 

focus group that the Dungeon concept was fun, comical and indeed clever, but yet 

artificial and kitsch and built around fear and fantasy (Focus Group, 2008). In 

particular, one focus group respondent suggested óthe Dungeon did not have any soul; 

it was fake and emptyô (Respondent 1: Focus Group, 2008).  

 

This is despite the claim from Merlin Entertainments that óas you delve into the 

darkest chapters of our grim and bloody past, recreated in its dreadful detail, 

remember: everything you experience really happenedô (emphasis added - Merlin 

Entertainments, 2009a). With indications of historical ambiguity in the Dungeonôs 

representations of the past, one respondent suggested her initial perceptions to the 

Dungeon óbrandô was similar to that of óDungeon and Dragonsô, a fantasy adventure 

role-playing game first devised in the 1970s and subsequently the subject of television 

programmes and film animations. The respondent went on to note that, whilst she 

associated dragons as unreal, she also associated the Dungeon (visitor attraction) in a 

similar vein (Focus Group, 2008). Similarly, other respondents suggested the 

óDungeonô name was misleading as it implied a premise of crime and punishment, yet 

the actual attraction staged themes that went beyond penal codes and justice and 

included exhibits/shows depicting Hell, disease, anatomy, the supernatural, and death 

(Respondents 2, 5 & 8: Focus Group, 2008). Another respondent, who again was 



confused, initially, about what to expect of the Dungeon attraction stated, óessentially 

you have to pay your money to find out what is at the Dungeonô (Respondent 3: Focus 

Group, 2008). Of course, what visitors inevitably discover is that death is an intrinsic 

feature of the product design. 

 

7.2.2 Death Designs 

Death Designs as a perceptible theme from the ethnographic data refers to how the 

Dungeon product concept has been purposefully designed to instil a heightened sense 

of morbidity into the consumer experience. Whilst this may appear to be unsurprising, 

especially considering the rather morose marketing and promotional style of the 

Dungeons, as highlighted earlier, it does bring to the fore, perhaps, the issue of how a 

particular space is created to intensify notions of mortality. Though crucially, the 

visitor is allowed to symbolically ólive through and escape deathô. Paradoxically, 

however, whilst death is inherent within the product design, as revealed shortly, 

because the space has been (socially) sanctioned as an entertainment place, confirmed 

by the animated screams and laughter of fellow customers, perceptions of death are 

negated and diluted, and made palatable by humour and mocking. A female 

interviewee (in her late twenties / early thirties) noted the communitas and childhood 

regression of her experience: 

You donôt expect laughter from such a scary attraction, although I think laughter 

is a good way to deal with being frightenedé my friends and I were running 

around screaming like children and we are not teenagers. We got [referring to 

her friends] totally wrapped up in the experience ï I think the darkness helps ï 

and you can forget to act like a grown-up for a while (DA Interviewee 9: 

Interviews, 2009a).  

 

The ódeath designô of the Dungeon product concept is readily apparent from first 

entering the site. Indeed, covert participant observations carried out at the London 

Dungeon were on two consecutive warm and sunny days, and upon entering the 

attraction the visitor is immediately greeted by a very dark and cold (air conditioned) 

space (Obs, 2009a). The contrast with the bright sunlight outside ensures a certain 

amount of disorientation, as customers literally feel their way into the attraction (and 

sometimes tripping over) as their vision adjusts to the gloomy light. One young 

female interviewee recounts her experience at the entrance and the impact upon her 

elderly relative who had accompanied her:  



Iôve visited today with my 69 year-old Grandpa. When we got here, we were 

surprised because we thought there would be a ticket office in a lightened room 

at the entrance, but instead we had to walk through into another room that was 

pitch-black. I could just about make out a walkway around a part in the middle 

of the room that was chained off, so I started to walk around towards what 

looked like where we could buy our tickets, following the chain with difficulty. 

My old Grandpa, however, couldnôt see anything because his eyes hadnôt 

adjusted to the darkness after being in the bright sunlight. He made out some 

figures up ahead, and headed towards them ï and tripped over the low chain and 

fell headfirst into the rocks and earth and gravestones behind the barrier. He was 

completely upside down and his legs were flailing ï I was so shocked!! 

[original emphasis of tone]é I managed to pull him back up and back into the 

light outside, which is when we saw all the blood and black dirt all over his 

hands and legs ï he could have died (DA Interviewee 10: Interviews, 2009a).  

 

Combined with this sensory assault and, as in the example above, an unfortunate and 

unintentional physical óambushô, the visitor is received with piped music of religious 

(Gregorian) chanting, creating an almost hypnotic atmosphere punctuated only by 

screams and bouts of laugher from customers who are already inside the attraction. 

Whilst chanting forms part of many religious rituals, diverse spiritual traditions 

consider the chant as a route to spiritual development. However, within this (dark 

tourism) environment at least, the chant allows individuals to make a psychosocial 

connection between religion and its intrinsic rituals surrounding death. By way of 

illustration, an American male customer who appeared in his mid-thirties, whilst 

waiting in the queue to pay admission to the attraction, made a causal comment to his 

female partner that the [en]chanting music always reminded him of monasteries, 

funerals and someone dying. He then jokingly quipped that he would like the music 

played at his own funeral (Obs, 2009a). Additionally, a female interviewee from New 

Zealand commented that the Dungeon atmosphere reminded her of an experience at 

the óCorn Evilô attraction near Auckland, a horror visitor attraction set within a maize 

field, which is populated by actors dressed as ghouls, ghosts and zombies. She states: 

We had to run for our lives that night; it was terrifying. I really thought I was 

going to die at one point when I tripped over in the field and this zombie bloke 

was chasing meé I know it was silly and all make-believe, but when I was in 

there with my boyfriend it was really horribleé I really wanted to leave, but my 

boyfriend kept laughing [at me] (DA Interviewee 9: Interviews, 2009a).  

 

Here she makes a cognitive connection between the Dungeons with a previous 

experience that clearly had an unsettling influence upon her. Indeed, her recall of the 

Corn Evil experience and her perceptions of the Dungeon design create a reminder of 



fear and demise. Design of death is further enhanced within the actual exhibit 

representations and actor portrayals. For instance, once inside the London Dungeon 

attraction, the first exhibit/show illustrates The Great (bubonic) Plague (later known 

as the Black Death), a disease which blighted Europe in the Middle Ages. As visitors 

walk through a mock-up medieval street, a rather unrealistic and kitsch looking 

mannequin dummy, dressed in rags with boils, sores on its face and forearms, lurches 

forward, and seemingly sneezes. A spray of fine water mist projects towards visitors 

from the mannequin, as the actor-guide shouts to customers to avoid the sneeze and 

therefore ócatching the Plague and your deathô (Obs, 2009a). Of course, fleas spread 

bubonic plague, rather than bodily fluids such as those found in sneezing. 

Nevertheless, the (inaccurate) design of the product ensures that visitors actively 

avoid been ótouched by the sneezeô, thereby symbolically, perhaps, avoiding catching 

their óown deathô. 

 

This interactiveness of the ódeath designô is also in evidence within other 

exhibits/shows at the London Dungeon. For example, the Sweeny Todd show, where 

visitors are told to sit in their own óbarber chairô, are taken through an audio chronicle 

of the óDemon Barber of Fleet Streetô, where Todd murdered male victims under the 

guise of offering them a shave. Individual barber chairs possessing audio speakers at 

ear level allow visitors to perceive Sweeny Todd to be situated behind them. 

Subsequently, with the story of Todd reaching the point where he is actually about to 

commit murder, a small soft protrusion is projected from the chair into the side of the 

visitorsô neck, simulating an actual knife or other object upon the skin (Obs, 2009a). 

With a climax of light and audio effects, in addition to the óknife replicationô, the 

barber chair tips forward at forty-five degrees, throwing visitors forward and 

emblematically casting óyour corpseô into the cellar below (Obs, 2009a). Again, it is 

this design of death and the explicit play upon all the senses that allows the visitor to 

experience, in a mischievous form at least, a pseudo moment of mortality. Hence, the 

purposeful design of death allows individuals to experience virtual-mortality, to be 

frightened of it, to consider it, but ultimately, to escape. Consequently, one female 

interviewee suggests: 

That Sweeny Todd show was the worsté it was kinda sick really, especially 

when that thing touched your neck and the voice of Todd behind you and the 

chair going forward, I really felt, just for a moment, that I was a goner. Stupid 



really, I know, but it does make you think, doesnôt it? (DA Interviewee 7: 

Interviews, 2009a). 

 

Perhaps the unequivocal illustration of how death is designed into the visitor 

experience at the London Dungeon is Extremis: Drop Ride to Doom, a theme park 

style ride that replicates the act of hanging as a means of execution. Located at the 

end of the Dungeon experience, it provides a finale for visitors who at this point, for 

some at least, appeared weary and tired after almost ninety minutes of fatality-

inspired entertainment (Obs, 2009a). The ride in which visitors are placed into 

individual seats and secured by an overhead locking bracket, similar to those used on 

fairground roller-coasters, ascends to approximately twenty-five feet.  At the top is a 

mock courtroom complete with mannequin judges, hangman, execution scaffolding 

and real rope nooses. The male actor-guide in the room, in a seeming delighted tone, 

informs visitors that some sixty countries still use hanging today. He goes on to say 

that in almost every case, the neck is broken at once and death is virtually 

instantaneous. Similarly, the Dungeon guide book states: 

Embark upon your last journey on the brand new Extremis: Drop Ride to 

Doom! At the mercy of the hangman, you are at the very point of death and the 

end is drawing nearé Taste the fear, feel the adrenaline pump and your heart 

shoot into your throat as you drop, screaming into the darkness below (London 

Dungeon, 2009). 

 

As pseudo judges pass sentence upon visitors, the room plunges into pitch darkness 

and the ride very quickly drops to the ground ï visitors scream and fall and the act of 

hanging is simulated. Again, the visitor escapes an ersatz death but leaves, perhaps, 

with a sense of morbid curiosity satisfied and with narratives of death firmly 

entrenched. Indeed, perpetuated narratives of mortality moments are captured for 

posterity as visitors are provided with a tourist photograph opportunity of them 

óofficially hangingô. As an interviewee noted, óthe drop ride was good fun and 

produces the funniest photo EVER!ô (DA Interviewee 11: Interviews, 2009a ï 

original emphasis of tone).  

 

7.2.3 Perpetuation of Death Narratives 

A third theme to emerge from the Dungeon ethnography was one of perpetuation of 

death narratives through the (repeated) reconstruction of morbid tales of killing ï an 

illustration of Rojekôs (1993) postmodern repetition of óBlack Spotsô ï as discussed 



earlier. Specifically, at the London Dungeon attraction, the Jack the Ripper 

exhibit/show is a key part of the overall Dungeon visitor experience. The attraction 

tells the infamous Victorian murder episode not only from a perspective of what 

actually happened, but also a fictional account of what happened afterwards, in 

addition to allowing the visitor an opportunity to consider the ótrue identityô of the 

Ripper. As visitors are led into the Jack the Ripper exhibit/show, they pass a female 

mannequin dressed as an apparent Victorian prostitute, lying on her back with her 

throat cut, her legs spread open and her dress pulled up, clearly representing a sexual 

attack victim. It is here where customers became quiet, their laughter fading and the 

atmosphere more subdued as they gazed upon this (recreated) victim of abuse (Obs, 

2009a). Inside the Jack the Ripper exhibit is a large room with replicated buildings 

from Mitre Square, a location in London where Jack the Ripper murdered Catherine 

Eddowes (also known as Mary Ann Kelly) on 30
th
 September 1888. Integral to the 

exhibit are photographs of the murdered female victims, such as the mortuary images 

of Catherine Eddowes in Plate 15, which eerily flicker against light boxes 

camouflaged as windows. A female actor begins to exaggerate a gory tale of óorrible 

murderô by Jack the Ripper, and the horrific manner in which he killed his female 

victims. Consequently, it is this combination of real-life imagery of the dead with 

pseudo representations and kitschified depictions of the act of killing that allows death 

narratives of the unfortunate murdered woman to be perpetuated. One interviewee 

noted this mixture of real-life photographs with, what he called a tacky and funny 

story of Jack the Ripper. He goes on to say, óI didnôt think it was right of them [i.e. 

the Dungeons] to show real pictures of the dead women, but I supposed you have too 

to get the story of Jack across to peopleô (DA Interviewee 8: Interviews, 2009a). 

 

In short, formulated touristic narratives around unsolved deaths are told and retold to 

entice contemporary visitors with intrigue, mystery, and ultimately, the gruesome 

reality of killing. Arguably, the London Dungeon representation of Jack the Ripper 

ensures the female victims can never be slain, ontologically at least, as their identities 

live on through semiotic representations, which are then consumed as contemporary 

entertainment.  

 



 

 

Plate 15: Mortuary photographs of Catherine Eddowes as shown at The London Dungeon 

 

Another illustration of how death and narratives of (particular) deaths are perpetuated 

by touristic representations at the London Dungeon is the exhibit/show that depicts 

life in the east end of London immediately after the series of Ripper murders. After 

leaving the Mitre Square replica, visitors are guided into another room, this time made 

up to epitomize a public house called The Ten Bells located in the east end of London 

during the 1890ôs. Inside, a female actor is dressed as a barmaid who conveys a story 

of how the óladies of Whitechapelô are still terrified of the Ripper committing even 

more murders (Obs, 2009a). This tale of fictional fear meeting factual death 

embellished with narratives of other murders in the area, tells how Jack the Ripper 

who was still at large, could have committed these crimes. To aggrandize the account 

even further, the spectre of fear which would undoubtedly have existed in the 

community at the time after the murders is interwoven with the paranormal, as 

depictions of poltergeist activity in the public house add to the óscare factorô. As lights 

flicker with ghostly movements of objects in the bar, the show climaxes with the 

room plunging into darkness. A male actor, dressed in a swirling black cloak and top 

hat, a recognisable popular cultural depiction of óJackô, bursts into the room (and very 

quickly out again), lunges a knife (prop) towards a nearby visitor in a metaphorical 

stabbing motion. Again, it is suggested that not only has the contemporary visitor, in 

figurative terms at least, ócheated and escapedô an incarnation of the murderous Jack 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:EDDOWES-MORTUARY2.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/9/95/Catherine_Eddowes.jpg


the Ripper, but also the narrative of death that surrounds this historical event is kept 

alive. Thus, death is perpetuated by (dark) touristic representations of the act of 

killing, ready to be óenjoyedô and consumed by future generations.  

 

Consequently, there is no sense of memorialisation of the murdered female victims, 

nor is there any evidence of acknowledgement to the prostitutes as real woman of a 

real community. Instead, the dead women at the London Dungeon are utilised as 

contemporary props to tell an old story of unsolved killing, which itself has been 

perpetuated by (re)presentations of real life facts embellished by popular culture 

myth-making. The London Dungeon as a (light) dark tourism attraction serves only to 

augment this perpetuation of a death narrative and, as a result, is devoid of any real 

sense of commemoration, which to some at least, may raise issues of ethics and moral 

judgements.      

 

7.2.4 Ethical Dimensions and Psychosocial Connections  

Ethical and moral dimensions of the Dungeon experience were another major theme 

of this ethnographic study. When questioned about their personal involvement in the 

Dungeon experience, many focus group respondents likened themselves to other 

visitors at the attraction and were non-judgmental about the ethical stance of fellow 

tourists. A respondent suggested, óyou canôt judge someone, because you are in the 

same place as them ï making a judgement on them is like making a judgement on 

yourselfô (Respondent 4: Focus Group, 2008). Similarly, respondents empathised with 

other tourists and another respondent stated, óI see myself as within a pack of tourists 

moving around. I donôt look down on them, as Iôm one of themô (Respondent 6: 

Focus Group, 2008). 

 

Therefore, it appears, perhaps understandably, that visitors do not wish to be seen as 

partaking in a ómorally suspectô tourist activity and are, perhaps, altruistic in their 

views of the ethical codes of others. However, more fundamental is the suggestion 

that visitors to the Dungeon attraction are utilising the space and its contents 

moralistically and, consequently, making judgements about moral codes and 

standards within their own life-worlds. Indeed, one respondent suggested that 

punishment, torture methods from the past, and recreated at the Dungeon ócan be 

accepted more, because that was the way it was; it was part and parcel of the pastô 



(Respondent 7: Focus Group, 2008). However, the respondent went on to clarify that 

past methods of punishment óhad no political inference, unlike what happened at 

Auschwitz, therefore it makes it [the Dungeon] more morally acceptableô 

(Respondent 7: Focus Group, 2008). Here, a comparison is made with an episode of 

human history that still haunts contemporary imagination. Consequently, the 

respondent makes a psychosocial connection between what he gazed upon in terms of 

represented past torture at the Dungeon and Holocaust torture that is more recent and 

viewed as politically and racially motivated. In particular, the implication is that the 

gruesome past represented by the Dungeon is deemed as (morally) acceptable 

because that is how society was perceived to operate and, thus, considered as the 

norm. However, it becomes (morally) unacceptable when political dimensions are 

added and, in this case, the respondent compares óimmoral punishmentô at Auschwitz 

with ómoral punishmentô from a past penal system that is perceived as collective and 

thus socially sanctioned. As a result, the Dungeon attraction may act as a 

contemporary space to reflect and interpret moral concerns, especially by those 

embodied visitors/respondents engaged with the Dungeonôs representation of torture, 

pain and suffering and, who seemingly make moral connections with recent tragic 

history and its (political) commemoration.  

 

Another illustration of this emotional engagement with the Dungeon as a morally 

informative space is reactions to the level of (recreated) punishment meted out in 

relation to the crime. Certainly, within the torture chambers at the York Dungeon, 

some visitors flinched when they saw metal instruments designed intentionally to 

exact pain and death (Obs, 2008). During one observation, a female customer looked 

visibly sickened as an actor in the torture chamber demonstrated the óClawô, a torture 

implement also known as the ungula or the óSpanish Spiderô, the primary purpose of 

which was to inflict wounds to limbs, and in particular, used to mutilate the breasts of 

women (Obs, 2008). With this in mind, the focus group went on to suggest that 

present-day society would not accept punishment methods as represented by the 

Dungeon because ówe live in a better timeô and ówe have been taught to accept that 

the law is rightô (Respondent 1: Focus Group, 2008). Crucially, though, whilst focus 

group respondents recognized the evolution of society (for the better) and appreciated 

the nature of penal justice today, there were concerns that society could regress to 

methods of punishment as represented in the Dungeon torture chambers (Respondents 



3, 5 ,7 & 8: Focus Group, 2008). Indeed, a respondent cited the allegation of torture 

by American military forces at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba, where alleged terrorist 

suspects are still incarcerated, as a contemporary example of modern-day torture 

(Respondent 5: Focus Group, 2008; also Leung, 2005; AFX News, 2005). Again, 

respondents appear to make a psychosocial connection between their ómorbid gazeô at 

the Dungeon and an aspect of the Other, in this case alleged torture employed at 

Guantanamo Bay, which is deemed relevant to their own individual and collective 

life-world. In particular, respondents appear to fear the ethics of punishment methods 

employed in the past being resurrected to deal with modern-day crime, and thus 

influencing (negatively) on intrinsically held morals and standards. 

 

7.2.5 Mortality and Relevancy to Life-Worlds 

The issue of relevancy, especially with regard to mortality and its association to an 

individualôs life-world was a final major theme from this ethnography. Specifically, 

the exhibit at York Dungeon which depicted the Black Death (as noted earlier), a 

plague spread by rats carrying the bacillus now identified as Yersinia pestis and which 

blighted much of Europe during the Middle Ages, was singled out by respondents as 

an event which generated most empathy. The Black Death exhibit portrays scenes of 

terror, loss of life, bereavement and graphic illustrations of the effects of bubonic 

plague on realistic life-sized mannequin models in medieval environments (Obs, 

2008). Indeed, promotional material for the exhibit places the visitor within a 

recreated Plague environment: 

You are there, amid the horroré you could try drastic remedies ï filling your 

house with smoke; smearing yourself with your own excrement; or even 

sucking the pus from the boils on the dead and dying. Fear grips you. Are you 

already infected? In desperation you seek out a Plague Doctor. Like some huge 

crow in his full-length cloak, thick goggles and a beak stuffed with spices and 

herbs, he is almost as terrifying as the disease itself. The wait is a nightmare. 

Death is everywhere. Will the Plague Doctor pronounce you the latest victim? 

(The Dungeons, 2008).  

 

Focus group respondents stated they consciously thought of the actual victims of the 

plague, albeit briefly, and their own life position during their Dungeon experience 

(Respondents 2, 4 ,5  7 & 8: Focus Group, 2008). Subsequently, a respondent noted 

how she constructed meanings of randomness and indiscrimination of the Plague and 

the arbitrary manner in which the disease killed óordinaryô people. This respondent in 



particular, who was of Irish descent, linked her tourist experience of the Black Death 

at the Dungeon with that of the consequences of the Irish Famine of the 1840ôs, which 

she also perceived as another type of óplagueô and which, seemingly at random, 

affected the ordinary population. The respondent went on to suggest that, had she 

lived in these particular periods of history, she herself perhaps would have succumbed 

to a similar fate illustrated by the Dungeon (Respondent 2: Focus Group, 2008). 

Again, in terms of relevancy to life-worlds, the respondent made a psychosocial 

connection between the Dungeon exhibit and her own socio-cultural environment. 

Importantly, however, this respondent viewed the death of Plague victims as unfair, 

causing óinnocent people to die who have not done anything wrongô (Respondent 2: 

Focus Group, 2008), and empathized more with this exhibit as it óde-sequesters deathô 

and tapped into her consciousness of mortality, innocence and relevancy. 

 

Interestingly, though, respondents suggested that, whilst the Black Death exhibit may 

make them consider their own mortality, especially within the context of óordinariness 

of victimhoodô, other displays, such as the Dick Turpin exhibit at the York Dungeon, 

did not. Indeed, Dick Turpin, the infamous horse-stealer and highwayman of 18
th
 

century England who has since become a óconcoction of fiction, folklore and 

borrowed gloryô (The Dungeons, 2008), was executed at The Mount, on the 

Knavesmire, near Yorkôs famous racecourse. The York Dungeon, in its representation 

of Turpinôs execution, now permits visitors to experience pseudo capital punishment, 

similar to the Extremis Drop Ride at the London Dungeon highlighted earlier. In a 

large dark room, illuminated only by a dimly lit image of Turpinôs hanging scaffold 

and noose and by the faint yet comforting glow of mandatory fire-exit signs, 

instructed visitors sit in silence on pew-like benches. As an actor performs the role of 

Thomas Hadfield, Turpinôs hangman, the óvoiceô of Turpinôs ghost booms out 

through audio speakers and the audience are subjected to Turpinôs angry ranting as he 

famously launches himself off the scaffolding to his death. At the precise moment of 

execution, and with accompanying sound effects, the benches upon which the visitors 

are seated jolt and launch forward at forty-five degrees, symbolically allowing the 

visitor to experience Turpinôs hanging (Obs, 2008). However, focus group 

respondents suggest exhibits that feature particular criminal personalities who were 

prosecuted for misdemeanours, were not relevant to their own life-world and, 

consequently, they did not empathize as much for their demise (Respondents 2, 6, & 



8: Focus Group, 2008). Here, they make a distinction between innocent and ordinary 

people, as depicted in the Black Death exhibits, and the guilty and extraordinary 

ómythicalô characters such as Dick Turpin. In doing so, the implication is that levels 

of ómortality contemplationô vary substantially according to visitor psychosocial 

perceptions of relevancy, empathy and virtuousness.  

 

 

7.3 Summary of Ethnographic Research ï The Dungeon Visitor Attractions 

The Dungeon visitor attractions recreate death, dying and suffering as a commodity, 

which individuals consume as a contemporary tourist experience. Hence, a number of 

significant themes emerged from the ethnographic research at the attractions, 

represented by both the London and York Dungeons. Indeed, through a combination 

of covert participant observations, interviews, and a focus group, five perceptible 

themes were extracted from the data and subsequent interpretations were outlined 

with regard to each theme. These themes revolved around how death has been 

purposefully recreated within the spatial design of the Dungeon attractions, and how 

emotionally engaged visitors consume the space and construct meaning which not 

only focuses upon entertainment, but also upon historical interpretations of death and 

psychosocial connections with broader concepts of both morality and mortality. 

 

To summarise emergent themes and to expedite the process of mapping similar 

themes across other case studies, Table 14 outlines a definitional statement of each 

ethnographic theme for the Dungeon visitor attractions. Themes are defined to 

succinctly capture the essence of discussions above, and are coded appropriately. The 

mapping process across all case study ethnographies is revealed later. In the 

meantime, the study now turns to the second case study of Body Worlds and The 

Mirror of Time exhibition. 

 

 

 

 

Case Study Theme 
Code 

Theme Title Theme Definition 

The Dungeon 
Visitor 

DA1 Consumer 
Expectations 

Ψ! ŘƛǎƧǳƴŎǘǳǊŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ 
they actually experience at the Dungeon Attractions, 



Attractions 
(DA) 

vs. Consumer 
Experiences 
 

especially with regard to the (re)presentation of historical 
ŘŜŀǘƘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΩΦ  
 

DA2 Death Designs 
 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘion of death designed to instil 
a sense of mortality, which visitors playfully consume 
όŀƴŘ ŜǎŎŀǇŜύΩΦ  
 

DA3 Perpetuation 
of Death 
Narratives 
 

ΨwŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǇƛŎǘ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘΣ 
subsequently perpetuate a kitschified narrative of 
ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ ŘŜŀǘƘǎΩΦ 
 

DA4 Ethical 
Dimensions & 
Psychosocial 
Connections  
 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŘŜŀǘƘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ōȅ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ 
engaged visitors to make ethical judgments and 
psychosocial connections which are deemed relevant to 
individual life-ǿƻǊƭŘǎΩΦ 
 

DA5 Mortality and 
Relevancy to 
Life-Worlds 
 

Ψ!ƴ association of the represented death of ordinary 
hǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƳƻǊǘŀƭƛǘȅΩΦ  
 

 

Table 14: Ethnographic Themes for the Dungeon Visitor Attractions: 

Definitional Statements and Theme Codes 

  



7.4 The Body Worlds Exhibition - óFrom Plastination to Fascinationô  

The Body Worlds exhibition as an example to contextualise potential thanatological 

relationships between death, the dead and touristic consumption has already been 

discussed, albeit briefly, in this thesis. Hence, the purpose of this section is to 

introduce the Body Worlds exhibition generally, and in particular, the Body Worlds 

exhibition at the O2 arena in London as an empirical case study.  

 

With over twenty five million visitors to date, the Body Worlds exhibition (or 

Körperwelten in German) is the worldôs most popular touring attraction (Fox News, 

2008). The exhibition utilises real human corpses and organs displayed in a variety of 

poses that depict anatomical intricacies of the human body, disease or specific causes 

of biological death. Using a process to preserve corpses called plastination ï as 

discussed earlier, polymer chemistry is used to replace water in human cells with 

plastic material, which makes it possible to lend rigidity to soft body parts (including 

individual muscles and organs such as the lungs, or even single nerve tissue). 

Consequently, whole bodies of both humans and animals can be inherently stabilized 

and posed standing upright ï a feature that was formerly restricted to skeletons.    

 

Although first exhibited in Japan in 1995 at the National Science Museum in Tokyo 

as part of a centenary celebration for the Japanese Anatomical Society, Body Worldsô 

first commercial exhibition was in Mannheim, Germany, at the Museum for 

Technology and Labour and held during the winter of 1997/98. The initial exposition 

in Mannheim attracted almost 780,000 visitors and even stayed open twenty-four 

hours a day towards the end of its four-month viewing to accommodate consumer 

demand (Kritz, 2007). A combination of flouting social conventions, enthusiastic 

acceptance by some parts of the public, media and medical practitioners, and a 

vehement rejection by similar groups of people in perhaps equal measure are 

particular traits of this exhibition. Indeed, forceful condemnations by religious 

organisations and an often highly charged and emotional ómoral conversationô about 

the merits and rationale of displaying real human corpses has been conducted 

throughout the (European) media, as well as in internet chat-rooms, blogs and forums. 

Interestingly though, during a Body Worlds tour of Asia, including an exhibition in 

2002 in Seoul, South Korea, there was apparently óno public criticism whatsoever, 



and to the contrary, the exhibition in Asia was even officially supported by science 

and education departmentsô (Whalley, 2007: 27). 

 

The official aim of the exhibition, óto inform visitors and to open up the opportunity 

particularly to medical laymen to better understand their body and its functionô, 

places emphasis upon health education whereby the exhibitionôs official marketing 

endorses a message of the ónaturalness of our bodies and recognition of the 

individuality and anatomical beauty insideô (Body Worlds, 2009). However, 

subsequent treatment of human corpses, which are voluntarily donated by the 

deceased (similar to an organ donation programme) through a scheme set up and run 

by the Institute for Plastination, an organisation located in Germany and created by 

Professor Gunther von Hagens, the inventor of the exhibits, has attracted a great deal 

of controversy. Much of this controversy is focused on the origins of donated 

cadavers, many of them allegedly of executed prisoners from China and Kyrgystan 

(Jacobs, 2005; Blackler, 2008), in addition to von Hagensô apparent refusal for the 

public to access donation documentation (Jeffries, 2002). Moreover, the technique of 

plastination, pioneered by von Hagens in the 1970ôs at the Institute for Anatomy and 

Cellular Biology at the University of Heidelberg to preserve corpses, has also 

attracted controversy. Because of the plastination technique, von Hagens has been 

likened to a modern-day Frankenstein or to Burke and Hare, grave robbers and 

murderers whom supplied corpses for medical dissection in Edinburgh in the late 

1820ôs. Even more controversially, von Hagens has been compared, unfairly, to Josef 

Mengele, a Nazi doctor also known as the óAngel of Deathô, who inflicted terrible 

pain, suffering, and death, especially to twin children, during his experiments at 

Auschwitz during the Holocaust (Blackler, 2008).  

 

However, von Hagens, who has performed public autopsies for live television as well 

as crucifying a plasinated corpse on a British television programme to illustrate the 

death of Christ (Wilson, 2006), is quoted as saying óit is an honour to cause this 

controversyô (Jefferies, 2002: 2); an acknowledgment and a commercial recognition, 

perhaps, of the appeal controversy can bring to an exhibition such as this. He goes on 

justify the exhibition as ódemystifying the post mortem examinationô and likened the 

medical profession to ómedieval priests who would not allow ordinary people to read 

the Bibleô (von Hagens cited in CNN.com, 2009). Consequently, because of 



continuing controversy in his home country of Germany, Gunther von Hagens is 

based largely in China where he holds a guest Professorship at the Dalian Medical 

University. It is here where óPlastination Cityô, as von Hagens has entitled it, is 

located and where actual plastination of corpses occurs (Whalley, 2007). In 2000, von 

Hagens established the Institute for Plastination at Dalian Medical University, a 

private venture that has generated over £50 million and employs approximately 200 

people (Whalley, 2007; Jefferies, 2002).  

 

Despite particular criticisms that focus upon the origin of the cadavers, the process of 

plastination, and Gunther von Hagens himself, means that controversy surrounds the 

portrayal of cadavers within the Body Worlds exhibitions. Human corpses, as well as 

animal cadavers arranged in órecognisableô poses and situations, are given 

decipherable titles, including The Horseman, a rider with his skull chopped in two and 

his body flayed to show the underlying musculature. Consequently, as Jeffries (2002: 

1) notes óthe Horseman sits with his brain in one hand and a whip in the other, astride 

the posed and flayed cadaver of a horse, frozen forever in its leapô (Plate 16).  

 

 

 

Plate 16: The Horseman Exhibit, Body Worlds (Source: Life in the Fast Lane, 2009) 

http://www.lifeinthefastlane.ca/wp-content/uploads/2008/07/body_worlds_36.jpg


Other exhibit poses include cadavers posturing as sportsmen (Plate 17), a couple 

dancing, a parent and child walking (Plate 18), and corpses with skin left on or with 

intricate blood vessels revealed (Plate 19). A particular criticism has not only been 

levied at the artistic positioning of the cadavers, but also at the seemingly gender 

inequality between corpses. Specifically, Davidson (2009) notes the dominant 

masculinity of the cadaver exhibits, whilst Stern (2003) accuses Body Worlds of 

perpetuating conservative gender representations. Furthermore, Stern suggests male 

cadaver plastinates, or what Body Worlds refer to, in neutral terms, as óanatomical 

specimensô (Body Worlds, 2009), are presented in óheroic manlyô situations. These 

include exhibits such the aforementioned Horseman, but also other ómasculine and 

intellectual exhibits poses such as The Chess Player, The Muscleman and his 

Skeleton, The Fencer, The Runner or The Footballer. As Berkowitz (2006) rather 

starkly suggests to potential visitors, óbe prepared to see a lot of penises; most of the 

full -body plastinates are male!ô  

 

 

 

Plate 17: Male cadavers posing as a footballer (left) and basket ball player (right).  

(Source: Life in the Fast Lane, 2009) 
 

http://en.timeturk.com/gallery.php?id=60&no=3


 

 

Plate 18: Cadaver couple adopting a ódanceô position (left); óparentô and (dead) young child in walking 

position (right) (Source: Life in the Fast Lane, 2009) 

 

 

 

 

Plate 19: Cadaver with skin left on and real eyes (left); 

 and corpse with blood vessels (right) at Body Worlds (Source: Life in the Fast Lane, 2009) 

 

Meanwhile, Stern points out that female cadaver plastinates are portrayed in terms of 

beauty, passivity or reproduction, such as the Reclining Pregnant Woman (see Figure 

17 in Section 5.0), a cadaver whose womb is exposed to show her (dead) unborn child 

and in a ópose taken straight from pornographic clich®ô (Stern, 2003:1). Furthermore, 

Body Worlds opened an exhibition in Berlin in May 2009 that shows plasinated 

http://www.lifeinthefastlane.ca/wp-content/uploads/2008/07/body_worlds_23sfw.gif
http://www.lifeinthefastlane.ca/wp-content/uploads/2008/07/body_worlds_34sfw.gif
http://www.lifeinthefastlane.ca/wp-content/uploads/2008/07/body_worlds_22sfw.gif


cadavers having sexual intercourse (Playboy, 2009; CNN.com, 2009; also Plate 20). 

von Hagens has defended the exhibition, which he plans to bring to London, by 

suggesting the óexhibit combines the two greatest taboos of sex and death and is a 

lesson in biology [and] is not meant to be sexually stimulatingô (von Hagens, cited in 

Connolly, 2009: 1). However, the exhibition has attracted protests from a cross-party 

group of politicians as well as church representatives, both in Germany and the UK, 

and they have called for the exhibits to be withdrawn, suggesting it was pornographic 

and an insult to the dead (Connolly, 2009).  

 

 

 

Plate 20: Male and female cadavers posed having sexual intercourse (Source: CNN.cm, 2009) 

 

Generally, though, von Hagensô philosophy of Body Worlds appears to derive from 

notions of how contemporary society addresses the issue of not only death, but how 

people may view their own life (and living) in the face of inevitable mortality through 

an anatomical, if not clinical, gaze. Indeed, von Hagens states:  

I want to bring the life back to anatomy. I am making the dead lifeful again. 

This exhibition is a place where the dead and the living mix. Yes, some of the 

specimens are difficult to look at. To see a mutilated body is hard because we 

have fears about our own integrity. We have a deep-rooted anxiety about when 



we see the body opened up because in this way we have feelings about 

ourselves (Gunther von Hagens cited in Jefferies, 2002: 1). 

 

However, despite the controversies that surround this (dark) exhibition, the success of 

Body Worlds has given rise to several copycat exhibitions that feature plasinated 

cadavers. Most notably, attractions such as BODIES Revealed and BODIES: The 

Exhibition, organised by the public traded US company, Premier Exhibitions Inc, 

replicate the technique and style of von Hagensô Body Worlds, but unlike von 

Hagens, Premier Exhibitions Inc do not have a body donation programme. Instead, 

óunclaimed cadaversô are utilised and Premier Exhibitions Inc admit they are unable 

óto demonstrate the circumstances that led to the death of the individuals [and are] 

unable to establish that these people consented to their remains being used in this 

mannerô (Stone, 2007). Nevertheless, Body Worlds, as the original exhibition of real 

human bodies, continues to exhibit across the world. In particular, the exhibition has 

been a key attraction at the O2 arena in London during 2008 and 2009, and it is to this 

that the next section turns.       

 

7.4.1 A Dark Exhibition: Body Worlds Context 

Body Worlds and The Mirror of Time exhibition, held from 24
th
 October 2008 to 23

rd
 

August 2009 at The O2 óBubbleô arena on the Greenwich peninsula in London, is von 

Hagensô first London exhibition since 2003, which the Atlantis Gallery in Brick Lane 

held. Classified as a óDark Exhibitionô by Stone (2006: 153), Body Worlds and The 

Mirror of Time exhibition is defined as:  

An exhibition which essentially blends the product design to reflect education 

and potential learning opportunities. With a Dark Fun Factory offering a 

commercial and more entertainment based product, Dark Exhibitions offer 

products which revolve around death, suffering or the macabre with an often 

commemorative, educational or reflective message.  

 

The Body Worlds and The Mirror of Time exhibition features over two hundred real 

plasinated human corpses, including whole-body plastinates, individual human 

organs, organ configurations, and transparent body slices. The exhibition also hosts 

the worldôs first plasinated giraffe. Body Worlds and The Mirror of Time has a 

dedicated focus upon health, well-being and the ageing process. In particular, the 

exhibition aims to illustrate how the human body develops through time; at its most 

radiant and as it changes, matures and finally dies. The exhibition, through the use of 



displaying plasinated corpses, and formal partnerships with health organisations such 

as Heart UK, The British Lung Foundation or the British Red Cross, attempts to 

induce the visitor into sustainable lifestyle choices, and in doing so, portrays the 

anatomy of the dead in order to influence not only lives, but also actual living. Indeed, 

Gunther von Hagens, in a newspaper interview, sums up well the exhibition 

philosophy and rationale, as well particular consequences for individual mortality:  

The older I get, the more I realize that death is normal and that it is life that is 

exceptional. I hope this [Mirror of Time] exhibition will encourage people to 

strive to live with inspiration every day throughout their livesé. This exhibition 

is all about the cycle of life, from the spark of conception, to the development of 

a mature body, and it goes through to elderly people. It shows the whole 

spectrum of life. It shows how we develop and we age. We realise how our 

lifestyle entrances our organs, our body, and in this way, our capability in life, 

our length of life and how we feel. People will learn about the importance of 

their bodies. They will learn how fragile and strenghthful the body is. They will 

learn that they have to take care of their bodies, and eat less excessive food and 

smoke less, and refrain from drugs. It gives a strong message, it is a life-

changing experience, and only the real is able to change our habits. [It helps 

visitors to] understand deathé. Mortality is scary, but this exhibition is not 

scary. People are only scared when they hear about it, but not when they see it. 

When you understand death, you will live a healthier life and worship your life 

(Gunther von Hagens cited in The Telegraph, 2008: 1-2). 

 

However, during the period before and immediately after the opening of The Mirror 

of Time exhibition in London, both von Hagens and Body Worlds attracted somewhat 

customary media commentary. As one British newspaper pointed out:  

[Gunther von Hagens] is part shaman and part showman; at once an anatomical 

scientist bent on shaking up a western society that he regards as living in denial 

of its corporeality and of death, and a PT Barnum basking in the media hoopla 

of his British reception, aware that part of the appeal of Body Worlds is the 

same as that which drew our ancestors to public executions and freak shows 

(The Telegraph, 2008).  

 

The study now turns to the ethnographic findings at Body Worlds.  

 

 

7.5 The Body Worlds Exhibition  Ethnography ï óReal Deathô   

The Body Worlds and The Mirror of Time exhibition, as a visitor experience, is 

undoubtedly educational ï if not macabre ï  in the sense that the exhibits allow the 

contemporary visitor to gaze not only upon the (real) dead, but also to get up close 

and personal to causes of death. Thus, ethnographic research at Body Worlds and The 



Mirror of Time exhibition at the O2 arena in London revealed a number of significant 

issues relevant to this study. As with the earlier ethnography at the Dungeons, the 

ethnographic data for the Body Worlds exhibition offered discernible data clusters. 

These have been translated into broad subject themes and, from which a narrative is 

offered. Table 15 outlines these subject themes. 

 

 

Body Worlds: 

The Original 

Exhibition of 

Real Human 

Bodies 

Data Theme Title 

1. Marketing the Macabre 

2. Promoting Life Narratives 

3. Life / Death Reflections 

4. Moral Conversations: Art of Dying vs. Death Education 

 

Table 15: Body Worlds: The Original Exhibition of Real Human Bodies ï Ethnographic Data Themes  

 

7.5.1 Marketing the Macabre 

Marketing the Macabre, as a distinguishable theme from the ethnographic data, refers 

to how the exhibition commercially perceived and how it is generally presented to the 

broader market, especially in relation to how the dead and their image are promoted 

for mercantile advantage. Hence, whilst Gunther von Hagens may purport an 

educational rationale for his Body Worlds exhibitions, as well as declaring an 

interpretive philosophy that appears to be grounded in traditional and conservative 

museology practice, his Mirror of Time exhibition in London evidently adopts 

commercial practices that are typically found with mainstream tourism. As the 

exhibition is co-organised and managed by AEI and AEG, two leading international 

entertainment and events organisations, David Campbell, Chief Executive of AEG 

Europe states: 

The Body Worlds series has always intrigued and proved irresistible to the 

public. This new seminal exhibition from Gunther von Hagens will no doubt 

become one of London's must see attractions and will appeal to anyone 

interested in how their body works (Body Worlds 2009a; also AEG, 2009).  

 

Similarly, John Norman, president of AEI, referring to a previous exhibition held at 

The O2 arena pronounced:  



The bar has been set with the success of the Tutankhamen exhibition and we 

searched far and wide to make the next exhibition at The O2 as compelling and 

universal. We believe Body Worlds and The Mirror of Time will be London's 

next blockbuster exhibition (Body Worlds 2009a; also AEI, 2009).  

 

Consequently, the commercial machinery of the exhibition, especially in terms of 

marketing and promotion, is evident to the visitor early in their event experience. For 

instance, the London underground railway or Tube station at Greenwich which is 

adjacent to The O2 arena and serves the exhibition as a primary mode of public 

transport, is garlanded with Body Worlds promotional material, depicting images of 

plastinated corpses and the words óTickets on Sale Nowô. In particular, the passenger 

ticket barriers which separate the Tube station concourse from the public space 

outside, where passengers must enter through by pushing small ósaloon typeô doors to 

reach the railway platforms, have been (re)decorated with images of Body Worlds 

cadavers (Obs, 2009b). Most travellers, as they push their way through the barriers, 

appear oblivious to the fact they are symbolically ótouching the deadô. However, a 

female commuter appeared angry at the marketing style of Body Worlds, and states: 

Itôs disgusting. I work over in Canary Wharf and use this tube station 

[Greenwich] all the time. Since the end of the summer last year [2008], they 

have put these horrible pictures of dead people up all over the bloody place. Itôs 

like a horror movie. I absolutely hate it! [original emphasis of tone]é and 

because you have to go through these barriers to get to the Tube, itôs like 

walking through the dead. That doesnôt seem right to meé itôs just obscene the 

way they use dead guys and pictures of their corpses to make a quick profit 

(BW Interviewee 1: Interviews, 2009b). 

 

Other evidence of this ómarketing the macabreô is evident within the actual O2 arena 

itself, where the public space inside the arena is designed to reflect a street with 

restaurants and other retail establishments. As visitors enter the street space, 

directional instructions to Body Worlds on lamppost style signs depict plasinated 

human carcasses, pointing the way for visitors to the exhibition hall, through a myriad 

of restaurants and other leisure space (Obs, 2009b). It is here that the dead, perhaps, 

begin to occupy the space of the living, as the deceased, or at least images or the 

deceased, perform functional tasks as they guide the living (visitors) to their 

temporary resting place.  

 

Another example of how the macabre is marketed and the dead commercially utilised 

is the formal marketing alliance between von Hagens Body Worlds exhibition and the 



Slug and Lettuce restaurant chain (Obs, 2009b). Located at The O2 arena itself, and 

with other restaurant locations throughout London, the Slug and Lettuce offers its 

customers a 15% discount off its menu prices if customers have visited the Body 

Worlds exhibition. Meanwhile, Body Worlds appear even more generous and offer 

Slug and Lettuce customers 25% off its exhibition admission charge, if customers 

present their ódrinks/meal receiptô. Of course, it may appear unsurprising that such 

reciprocal commercial partnerships exist, especially considering the inherent 

commercial focus of both AEG and AEI. However, with promotional vouchers and 

restaurant menus depicting images of plasinated corpses, whilst simultaneously 

offering a product that sustains life, that is, food and drink, it becomes evident that 

images of death have been designed explicitly, though perhaps with implicit meaning, 

as a backdrop to everyday living and activity. Asked what he thought of images of 

dead people used in menu promotions, a male customer outside the Slug and Lettuce 

restaurant suggested: 

Yeah, I had never really thought about it, but my girlfriend brought up the 

subject just now about it in there [Slug & Lettuce restaurant], and said - have 

you noticed all the dead people pictures around here? Youôve got Body Worlds 

stuff all over the place, on the Tube as we came in, on them lamppost things, on 

the menus in there, and on the massive posters outsideé, and there are people 

down there giving out little Body Worlds vouchers ï money off things - and that 

has a picture of the dead guy oné I guess Iôm cool with it, because that is when 

I expect from somewhere like this, but when my girlfriend says theyôre real 

people, dead like, it does make you wonder ï itôs a bit creepy really (BW 

Interviewee 2: Interviews, 2009b).  

 

Whilst the Body Worlds dead cohabit the living world with visitors, in an ocular form 

at least, individuals are, perhaps, unaware of the deeper meaning of commercially 

illustrating the dead until they begin to ponder their own mortality or reminded of 

what the marketing image actually consists of. Essentially, however, marketing 

images of plastinated corpses are not readily apparent as the actual dead. Instead, the 

dead appear camouflaged in anatomically acceptable layers of plastic; post-

modernistically altered from their real appearance, and used as promotional 

photographs to entice the living in all their post-mortem glory.  

 

7.5.2 Promoting Life Narratives 

Promoting Life Narratives as a perceptible theme from the ethnographic data refers to 

how Body Worlds promotes life by displaying the dead. The exhibition conveys a 



discourse of healthy living to individuals on how they might potentially extend their 

lives biologically as well as fulfilling them ontologically. Indeed, as previously 

discussed, von Hagens has explicitly stated that the exhibition is intended to promote 

the cycle of life, from birth to death, and in doing so, to create an awareness amongst 

visitors of how a wholesome lifestyle can be beneficial. Interestingly though, whilst 

religion and religious places may manipulate a message of spirituality to promote 

óhealthy livingô; Body Worlds employs a space to promote a message of sound 

physical health, which consequently, according to the exhibition at least, promotes 

spiritual well-being. However, although Body Worlds uses plastinated cadavers to 

illustrate physical health, or indeed, lack of it, the exhibition also utilises philosophy 

to promote a narrative of a meaningful life and living (Obs, 2009b). With 

philosophical quotations by the likes of Kant, Ameil, and Plato that accompany the 

displayed corpses, strategically positioned within the overall textual interpretation of 

the exhibition, the visitor is greeted with not only a sense of visual awe of the 

cadavers, but also a sense of philosophical wonderment (Obs, 2009b). Accordingly, 

this exhibition takes on a reverend perspective and a more conservative stance, 

propelling the exhibition back to its museological origins and away from the touristic 

connotations that seemingly surround Body Worlds as a commercial entity. Indeed, 

by way of illustration, a philosophical statement by the Swiss philosopher, Henri 

Ameil, about the psychological nature and difficulties of aging is displayed 

prominently next to a plastinated corpse that has been posed as a chess player, a 

deliberate reference, perhaps, to how aging is about not only physical degeneration, 

but also intellectual insight (Plate 21): 

To know how to grow old is the master work of wisdom, and one of the most 

difficult chapters in the art of living (Henri Ameil, 1821-1881: quoted in Body 

Worlds and The Mirror of Time Exhibition - Obs, 2009b).  

 

Other philosophical narratives displayed at the exhibition that focus upon the health of 

the body (and mind) include a statement by the Lebanese American artist, Khalil 

Gibran: 

Your body is the harp of the soul, and it is yours to bring forth sweet music 

from it or confused sounds (Khalil Gibran, 1883-1931: quoted in Body Worlds 

and The Mirror of Time Exhibition - Obs, 2009b).  



 
 

Plate 21: Visitors examining a chess playing cadaver at the Body Worlds Exhibition 

 

This promotion of health and life, through a combination of reverence and 

philosophical statements, together with displayed human corpses and organs, aims to 

encourage the visitor to consider sustainable and healthy living. For instance, in the 

Gibran statement above, he refers to a musicological analogy as the body as a harp of 

the soul playing sweet music or confused sounds. Put another way, the physical 

(body) as the manifestation of the spiritual (soul) requires appropriate living to 

provide good health (sweet music), because otherwise confused sounds (bad health) 

will ensue. Of course, this interpretive technique of utilising philosophy to enhance a 

life narrative within the visitor experience appears not to take into account intellectual 

capacities of individual visitors. As one male visitor after visiting the exhibition 

pointed out:  

To be really honest, I quite liked looking at the dead guys and all the different 

organ parts - you know the plastic people, and the hearts and diseased lungs and 

that ï but all that stuff on the walls [referring to the philosophical statements], I 

didnôt really get (BW Interviewee 3: Interviews, 2009b).  

 

Another male visitor also noted the issue of philosophical information to promote the 

aims of the exhibition, óI didnôt really like ité too much information for me ï I like 

people with clothesô (BW Interviewee 4: Interviews, 2009b).  

 



Nevertheless, the use of philosophy is a prominent feature of the exhibitionsô 

interpretation strategy. Similarly, the use of images and photographs, in addition to 

plastinated corpses and human organs and tissue, are used to illustrate ill health. In 

particular, the exhibit about blindness and the degeneration of eyesight uses real 

human eyeballs, dissected and displayed in glass cases to show the intricacies of both 

healthy and diseased eyes. Augmenting the interpretation of this exhibit is a story of 

artists, in particular Claude Monet and Edgar Degas, who both suffered eyesight and 

cataract problems in real life. The narrative here is what the artists actually saw of the 

subjects they were painting and how their failing eyesight may have affected their 

style of painting. The exhibit goes on to display copies of their original work, 

specifically the Woman Dying Hair by Degas and The Japanese Bridge at Givery by 

Monet, but also the exhibit shows technologically altered copies of the paintings of 

what the artist may have actually seen (Obs, 2009). In addition, an accompanying 

philosophical statement by Plato: ï óThe spiritual eyesight improves as the physical 

eyesight declinesô perhaps indicates that whilst the physicality of vision will 

undoubtedly decline over the duration of life, the ontological aspects of living, with 

age, can be enhanced. Conversely, this particular exhibit is meant for visitors to learn 

not only about clinical aspects of human vision, but also to promote the need for 

health in general. This was made evident by a male visitor who was seemingly 

reminded of his personal circumstances and was overheard in the exhibition quietly 

saying to his female partner ï ñI must go to the opticians!ò (Obs, 2009b).       

 

Similarly, the notion of visitors learning from explicit promotion of life narratives is 

indicated by a female interviewee who recognised the exhibition as part of a broader 

pedagogical apparatus, and compared the collective consternation over ecological 

concerns as opposed to concern for the health of individuals. She states: 

This [exhibition] is a really good learning tool that we can share with this 

generation and the nexté these are real people, real muscles, bones, organs that 

really exist inside all of us, and most of us make no effort to take care of our 

fragile bodiesé so perhaps this [exhibition] will kick people into doing just 

thaté preserving our health as opposed to the environment, which all that 

people seem ever to go on about nowadays (BW Interviewee 5: Interviews, 

2009b).  

 

Whilst idealistic and artistic promotion of life narratives is evident within the 

exhibition, consequently allowing learning to take place and (personal) meaning to be 



constructed, other more rational endorsements of healthy living are apparent. In 

particular, the formal sponsor partnerships between Body Worlds and The Mirror of 

Time exhibition and national health organisations, such as Heart UK and Diabetes 

UK, promote healthy living in a pragmatic manner. In particular, an exhibit depicts 

individual specimens of both a healthy and diseased human heart, as well as 

displaying a whole plastinated corpse with a diseased heart. An internet portal placed 

next to the exhibit encourages visitors to access online tutorials about the heart, as 

well as to donate to relevant health organisations (Obs, 2009b). Ironically, though, at 

the time of observations, an óout of orderô sign was on the internet portal, denying 

visitors that day the opportunity to make additional learning connections (Obs, 

2009b). Nevertheless, other Body Worlds exhibits that formalised life narratives with 

external health organisations include the British Lung Foundation. For instance, an 

exhibit of a plasinated corpse with a blackened diseased cancerous lung, evidently 

resulting from smoking tobacco, is compared with a healthy (deceased) lung from a 

non-smoker (Obs, 2009b). Again, the overall message is one of informed choice, but 

strong encouragement of the exhibit title óDitch that Pack, Kick the Habitô sponsored, 

incidentally, by the British Lung Foundation, clearly directs the visitor towards a 

smoking-free lifestyle. By way of illustrating visitor engagement with the exhibition, 

a female visitor, who appeared in her late forties, was witnessed staring intently at the 

plasinated corpse with cancerous lungs. She muttered quietly to herself ï óIôm 

definitely giving upô ï a reference, most probably, to her own habits and an apparent 

desire to relinquish smoking which, perhaps, is based upon her personal reflective 

experience at Body Worlds (Obs, 2009b). 

 

7.5.3 Death / Life Reflections 

Reflections upon life and death, particularly the nature of living and its inherent 

interrelationship with the inevitably of mortality, was a third major distinguishable 

theme from the Body Worlds ethnographic data. Closely related to the theme of 

Promoting Life Narratives, as discussed above, the theme of Death / Life Reflections 

was discernible by the notion of how the exhibition seemingly compels visitors to 

reflect upon their own particular life and, perhaps more importantly, their own life-

end. This apparent obligatory attempt to provide a reflective space is, conceivably, a 

deliberate intention by von Hagens who accordingly entitled his exhibition óThe 

Mirror  of Timeô. Thus, the duration of life and the onset of mortality are viewed 



through a reflective gaze. Consequently, the visitor, immediately upon entering the 

exhibition, is greeted by a quiet and dark exhibitory space, with walls and ceiling 

decorated in black (Obs, 2009b). Strategically positioned spotlights illuminate 

individual exhibits and certified interpretation boards and signage, ensuring visitors 

are directed to exhibits where they may commence their reflective experience. Indeed, 

a female visitor, whilst seemingly recognizing and appreciating the official aim of the 

Body Worlds exhibition stated: 

I was [emotionally] moved much more than I thought I would be, and I feel 

quite queasy now, especially after reflecting on what Iôve seené. But I 

supposed that is what the exhibition is all about, so I donôt think it is totally 

negative (BW Interviewee 6: Interviews, 2009b). 

 

Similarly, another female interviewee in her mid/late twenties suggested her 

exhibitory experience and the persuasive nature of the exhibits would have a lasting 

effect, especially when it came to reflections on her own mortality: 

Itôs a really compelling exhibit, and it may well change how I think about 

things, especially about my own death ï which is a bit creepy, I knowé Iôll 

certainly be thinking about this for a long time (BW Interviewee 7: Interviews, 

2009b).   

 

The reflective process of mortality commences very early in the visitor experience. At 

the beginning of the exhibition, visitors encounter a series of computer-generated 

images of a boy/man and a girl/woman morphing from their youth to maturity to old 

age and, eventually, to their demise (Obs, 2009b). Consequently, the visitor is 

summarily transported to a consciousness of mortality, whereby individuals consume 

death of the Other, not only through displayed plasinated human corpses, but also 

through images of the dead. For instance, the óEmerging Skeletonô, an exhibit of a 

plasinated male corpse seemingly emerging from his own skin and posed above a 

faux grave, with an associated interpretation board entitled óWhen the Heart Wonôt 

Go Onô, illustrates the moment of biological death (Obs, 2009b). Moreover, separate 

photographs of a gravestone, a marker of the dead, and a dead (old) woman in an open 

coffin, accompany this exhibit, graphically implying that life will inevitably come to a 

natural conclusion. As a male interviewee pointed out: 

I think I walked around the exhibition with my mouth wide open. I couldnôt 

believe some of the stuffé. Itôs made me really ponder my own mortality (BW 

Interviewee 3: Interviews, 2009b). 

 



A key feature of the exhibition verifies this apparent ópondering of mortalityô. 

Particularly, the strategic placement of a single large mirror near to the exhibition 

exit, against an empty uncluttered black wall, with a spotlight illuminating it, coerces 

the visitor to gaze into the Mirror and upon themselves and reflect, perhaps, on what 

the exhibition had to offer, namely narratives of both (healthy) living and subsequent 

dying (Obs, 2009b). It is here, at the óMirrorô, that visitors have a mortality moment 

opportunity to consider, however briefly, their own personal circumstances. Indeed, a 

female visitor in her mid-sixties commented to herself as she approached the Mirror ï 

ñWhatôs that?ò She then looked into the Mirror for two or three seconds, and further 

commented to herself ï ñUrrh, No!ò Of course, this could demonstrate her apparent 

discomfort at looking at herself. On the other hand, at a more fundamental level, it 

could demonstrate how she may have already considered her health (and mortality) 

within the exhibition space. Consequently, the Mirror as a device to enhance the 

mortal gaze was, conceivably, too cognitively difficult to generate a direct 

contemplative sentiment (Obs, 2009b). 

 

Speculation aside, an elderly male interviewee did comment specifically upon his 

Mirror experience and his own notions of mortality: 

I donôt what it was, but when I came to that big mirror at the end, and with the 

spotlight shining on it; it seemed to me that the spotlight was actually shining on 

me personally. When I looked into the mirror, I did think Oh My God, I donôt 

have that long [he laughs at this point]é but it does make you think, doesnôt it? 

(BW Interviewee 8: Interviews, 2009b).     

 

Supporting this idea of óthe reflexive gazeô (Urry, 2002), research by Leiberich et al 

(2006) with a sampling population of 1,078 visitors, examined the emotional reactions 

of individuals at the 2003 Body Worlds exposition in Munich. They reported 40.6% 

of visitors were led to reflect upon their own mortality because of their Body Worlds 

experience. Additionally, 42.6% of visitors were resolved to pursue healthier 

lifestyles (Leiberich et al., 2006). Considering this apparent self-reflection may occur 

both during, but especially after ówalking through the deadô, contemplating notions of 

individual health and mortality, or put more simply, considering the reality of both 

life and death is largely generated by an engagement with real human corpses and 

their anatomical dissection. Of course, this raises issues of the extent of mortality 

contemplation from such dark tourism spaces. This fundamental point is explored in 



more detail later in the thesis, especially in relation to individual death anxiety and the 

wider thanatological condition of society. 

 

Whilst individuals reflect upon their own life/death at Body Worlds, they also appear 

to reflect on the death of Others. Put another way, visitors contemplate the mortality 

of those who either have had a direct or indirect relationship with them. Notably, 

visitors to the exhibition, who essentially take a self-guided tour through a temporary 

resting place of the dead, were witnessed speaking in hushed tones with their partners, 

friends, and fellow customers. In particular, three female visitors in their late-

fifties/early sixties, whilst gazing upon the óEmerging Skeletonô exhibit, talked quietly 

about a male relative who had recently passed on (Obs, 2009b). In particular, these 

visitors chatted amongst themselves about their relative who had died of a heart 

attack, and the causes of that cardiac arrest, and for these visitors at least, the 

exhibition illuminated a particular sad period of their lives upon which they appeared 

to reflect. Thus, it is here where the living seem to reconnect with the ósignificant 

deadô, as unidentified public cadavers permit a prompting of memories of those who 

had gone before and for tales of identifiable dead friends and relatives to be 

(privately) conveyed. However, it appeared that the exhibition not only stimulated a 

reflection of death (and lives) of those close to the visitor, but also provoked a 

consciousness of trauma and death that was much more remote. For instance, two 

female visitors in their thirties, whilst examining the óFoetusô exhibit, where glass jars 

of preserved pre-term babies are stored and displayed (Plate 22), recounted to each 

other a story which had made media headlines (at the time) of a pregnant woman with 

twins who had collapsed in a hospital toilet and subsequently died (Obs, 2009b).  

Although the twin babies survived, the dead mother never saw her offspring (see 

Nugent, 2009). Hence, apparent is the triangulated psychosocial connections between 

the Foetus exhibit, the recent media portrayal of a tragic death (and birth), and evident 

empathy with a media reported trauma. This triangulation is triggered not only by the 

capacity of Body Worlds to project narratives of both life and death, but also by the 

visitorsô apparent ability to absorb the experience and construct particular (personal) 

meanings with regard to mortality.   

         



 

 

Plate 22: Visitor examining a preserved foetus in a jar at the Body Worlds Exhibition 

 

However, whilst death/life reflections are perceptible within the visitor experience, 

whether through a philosophical acceptance of inevitable demise, regardless of 

lifestyle, or a conscious contemplative effort to follow healthy patterns of living as 

dictated by the exhibition, for example, stopping smoking, eating a balanced diet, or 

more physical exercise, some visitors appear to take a more pragmatic perspective. 

For instance, two elderly female visitors with London accents, whilst viewing a 

dissected plasinated cadaver who had suffered from obesity in life and, which was 

sliced open to show fat levels around his or her body, began to chat quietly to one 

another about their own diets (Obs, 2009b). Whilst gazing upon the effects of obesity, 

and reading an interpretation board entitled óBattle the Radicalsô, a description of 

various óbad chemicalsô that are present in food, one of the elderly females 

commented to the other, óyou canôt go through life without something happening to 

us; Iôm still going eat me chocolate and crispsô (Obs, 2009b).  

 



However, perhaps the ultimate reflective device employed by Body Worlds is at the 

very end of the visitor experience. As individuals leave the exhibition, a member of 

staff presents a óLife Certificateô to departing visitors, tangible evidence which is 

designed to record a personal commitment to ólive a purposeful life in longevityô (Life 

Certificate, 2009). Consequently, the aim of certificating visitors seems to be a clear 

inducement of individuals to reflect further upon their life and healthy living and, in 

doing so, to help avoid the early onset of mortality. As von Hagens himself purports 

in a final philosophical proclamation on an interpretation board at the exhibition exit, 

(though curiously, it is placed on a wall directly opposite the exit door and where 

most visitors appear not to see it) (Obs, 2009b), which states:  

The presentation of the pure physical reminds visitors to Body Worlds of the 

intangible and the unfathomable. The plasinated post-mortal body illuminates 

the soul by its very absence. Plastination transforms the body, an object of 

individual mourning into an object of reverence, enlightenment and 

appreciation. I hope for Body Worlds to be a place of enlightenment and 

contemplation, even of philosophical and religious self-recognition, and open to 

interpretation regardless of the background and philosophy of life of the viewer 

(Body Worlds and The Mirror of Time Exhibition in Obs, 2009b). 

 

Of course, the nature of interpretation perceived by the visitor/viewer appears to rest 

upon whether Body Worlds is a presentation of cleverly constructed and preserved 

anatomical specimens, designed to represent and educate clinical death (and healthy 

lives), or whether the exhibition is essentially a kitsch artistic attempt to display a 

macabre flair and pastiche to a paying public. This apparent disjunction between art 

and education, and the consequent moral conversations it seemingly generates, that is 

the focus of the next ethnographic theme. 

 

7.5.4 Moral Conversations: Art of Dying vs. Death Education 

The final evident theme, which emerged from the Body Worlds ethnographic data, 

revolved around two seemingly discordant perceptions, which in turn, generated 

moral conversations about the exhibition specifically, but also about wider concerns 

more generally. Some respondents viewed the exhibition as an artistic endeavour that 

was designed to show off human and animal corpses in all their post-mortem 

grandeur. However, in contrast, some perceived the exhibition as an educational 

mechanism that had been designed pedagogically to enhance learning of both life and 

death through the display of anatomical specimens. Whilst von Hagens positions 



himself as a óRe-discovererô of the Renaissance anatomical artistic movement, the 

actuality of his exhibition is somewhat more nebulous (Obs, 2009b). In other words, it 

seems that reflective learning (education) especially that which focuses upon healthy 

living and eventual dying, is indeed apparent from the exhibition. Thus, in turn, the 

stated goal of the exhibition as a device to enhance learning and to promote 

understanding of the human body is achieved. That said, however, the nature of how 

the exhibition is actually staged creates disjuncture and a subsequent suspicion 

amongst some visitors as to the overall (real) rationale and purpose of the exhibition. 

As a male interviewee suggests: 

Hagensôs configurations [referring to the poses and styles of plasinated corpses] 

are nothing confounding ï they are simply inelegant displays of dead human 

bodies. In my opinion, they are neither artistic nor challenging, but merely 

clichéd presentations with no awareness of their surroundings and effect. If 

Hagen wants to call it art, then fine ï but I think we all need to be a little savvier 

to his motivations (BW Interviewee 9: Interviews, 2009b). 

 

For this visitor, at least, the exhibition was not art, nor indeed a challenging 

educational experience, as it was ostensibly too staged, kitsch and inauthentic. The 

reference to óclich®d presentationsô and ó[un]confounding configurationsô indicates, 

perhaps, perceptions of passé touristic representations of the dead, which are out of 

place with their environment and surroundings. Similarly, a female interviewee also 

noted the exhibitionôs overall milieu and subsequently called into question issues of 

taste and decently, particularly those that resonated from the (artistic) presentation of 

the plasinated corpses: 

[This exhibition] is simply a circus display ï nothing more. If this person 

[referring to von Hagens] wants to declare it art, that is really silly. Posing 

corpses in hats, or playing basketball or chess, or any of the other life-like 

situations seems to me like a serial killer staging or posing a corpse after the 

crime (BW Interviewee 10: Interviews, 2009b).  

 

Consequently, issues surrounding the exhibition motivations and, specifically those of 

the exhibitionôs founder, ï Gunther von Hagens, are apparent. In particular, a more 

critical response is required to von Hagensô rationale of simply displaying anatomical 

specimens to educate laypeople. Most notably, issues of profit taking and financial 

imperatives and the perceived relationship with either art or education appeared to 

concern some visitors. As a male interviewee suggested, óthe very high price for 

tickets makes this [exhibition] seem more about profit than either art or educationô 



(BW Interviewee 9: Interviews 2009b). Similarly, another male interviewee also 

noted the perceived mercantile aspects of the exhibition by stating, óI do feel a little 

uneasy with the thought of human corpses being on display for the sake of art and 

more importantly for financial gainô (BW Interviewee 11: Interviews, 2009b).  

 

However, considering the exhibition is fundamentally a commercial venture, as 

suggested in Marketing the Macabre theme earlier, appropriate monetary returns for 

the event organisers and Gunther von Hagens himself is an undoubted and 

unsurprising objective. However, the contention appears to be visitorsô perceptions of 

the apparent commercial exploitation of the dead. To some at least, this creates a 

disjunction within an individualsô view of why the exhibition exists: whether to 

entertain through artistic endeavour, to educate through anatomical enterprise, or 

simply to generate revenue through a commercial venture. The veracity of the 

situation, of course, may be a combination of all three factors; that is ï entertainment 

through art, as well as education through anatomical displays, located within a 

commercial framework ï consequently creating a contemporary form of 

óedutainmentô through dead people. However, as a female interviewee notes: 

I find the motives behind this exhibition more troubling than the exhibits 

themselvesé. From what Iôve seen today, the bodies themselves appear to be 

made of plastic ï so why use real bodies in the first place ï unless part of the 

motive was to shock people and sell more tickets in the process? (BW 

Interviewee 12: Interviews, 2009b).  

 

The implication here, of course, is the potential conflict of utilising real human bodies 

against employing pseudo techniques that may achieve the same or similar effect. 

However, as another female interviewee suggests, óregardless of poor taste, the moral 

dilemmas and so oné there is something quite telling about plasinated human beingsô 

(BW Interviewee 10: Interviews, 2009b).   

 

Hence, despite apparent suspicions that seem to focus upon the exhibition motives 

and especially those which appear to centre on the commercialisation and financial 

exploitation of the dead, it is, perhaps, the prospect of satisfying a curiosity of 

examining the (real) dead close up and, within a socially sanctioned space, that drives 

an element of visitor demand. For instance, during the observations, several groups of 

people, both male and female, and probably within the ages of late teens to early 



twenties, were witnessed drawing the plasinated corpses. Evidently, these were 

college or university students from either an artistic persuasion or medical 

background learning more about anatomy (Obs, 2009b). For these individuals, the 

exhibition seemed to represent an opportunity to get up close to the dead, and rather 

than capturing the moment through an otherwise obligatory tourist photograph or 

student textbook, they instead sketch the cadavers, first hand, for personal and 

professional reasons. As a female visitor in her teens, and one those who drew the 

exhibits, states:  

I plan on becoming a medical illustrator, which combines both art and science ï 

two subjects Iôm really passionate abouté so I guess Iôm pretty biased towards 

this exhibition. I know there has been some hoo harr about it, but I see the 

exhibits as artwork as well as anatomical toolsé. I do understand why Body 

Worlds may be seen as gruesome and distasteful. Youôre viewing your own 

kind stripped away and just put on display, like in a shop; but he [referring to 

Gunther von Hagens] has done it as best as he could, I think, and it quite 

aesthetic reallyé. Personally, Iôm really pleased for this collection, because it 

useful for my planned careeré I can draw from life-like preserved figures 

instead of faded specimens, which Iôm used to, which have been damaged over 

time due to oxygen contact (BW Interviewee 13: Interviews, 2009b). 

 

Interestingly, for this visitor at least, the human corpses are referred to as ólife-like 

preserved figuresô or ófaded specimensô, established terminology within the parlance 

of anatomy, and she goes on to recognise the educational value of the exhibition: 

My teacher bought a DVD of the exhibits and showed it in my anatomy class. 

The DVD was good and I learnt a lot from it, but to actually see these fantastic 

displays magnifies their educational value (BW Interviewee 14: Interviews, 

2009b). 

 

A female life-drawing aficionado also recognised the educational value of the 

exhibition and, although she seemingly welcomed the artistic merits of the exhibits, 

she lamented allowing children into the exhibition: 

As a life-drawing enthusiast I find this [exhibition] very appealing, as text book 

illustrations do very little for the imaginationé but, I canôt help think that this 

exhibition should not allow children in. Our societyôs media exposure of death 

and murder can only have a detrimental impact on the minds of children, and 

without proper education into the subject of human anatomy, I donôt think that 

this so-called art exhibition [referring to Body Worlds] is anything other than 

deeply disturbing for childrené this [exhibition] should be treated as an 

educational exhibit and not a shoc-art that makes sensation of death (BW 

Interviewee 15: Interviews, 2009b).  

 



It is here where moral conversations are generated by the disjuncture between the 

exhibition as art (of dying) and the exhibition as an education (of death). In other 

words, individuals who are embodied by their exhibitory experience (of the dead) 

often discuss the morality of Body Worlds through a lens of artistic skill and/or 

pedagogy, and which involves them being emotionally attached to a particular 

viewpoint. Thus, for the aforementioned visitor, the seemingly ambiguous nature of 

the exhibitionsô official aims is at a discord between her own enthusiasm for life-

drawing and appreciation of the value and appeal of the exhibits, and that of her views 

of children being allowed into the exhibitory space to inspect the dead (though, she 

did not specify children ages). Moreover, the ethical dimensions of Body Worlds 

appear not to be restricted to whether children are allowed in or not, or indeed, how 

the human corpses are posed. Indeed, some visitors appear to be well acquainted with 

debates surrounding the origin of cadavers, as highlighted earlier in the thesis, and are 

no doubt influenced by media commentary of the exhibition more generally. As a 

female visitor suggested, óI did read in the [news] paper that the bodies are from 

Chinese criminals who were put to death. Sounds creepy to meéô (BW Interviewee 

16: Interviews, 2009b).  

 

Certainly during observations, this perception of plasinated corpses as óforeignersô, 

Chinese or otherwise, was evidenced by comments made by two elderly female 

visitors whilst they gazed upon a plasinated cadaver. Their conversation was recorded 

as: 

      ñYou got to remember these were once real peopleò stated one elderly visitor. 

ñYesò replied the other elderly visitor. ñI think they were all foreigners you 

knowò.  

ñWhy is that then?ò replied her friend. 

ñBecause you can tell by the expression on their facesò said the old woman, 

(Obs, 2009b). 

 

Of course, anatomically at least, no inference is given to the colour or creed of the 

cadavers. Thus, a demonstration of ignorance on the part of these two elderly visitors 

is evident and, whilst the irony of their views is pronounced, an important point is 

nevertheless made. In short, (moral) suspicions are connected to the supply of people 

who have seemingly voluntarily donated their bodies, whether for art and/or 

education, and the perception of visitors who question the voluntary body donation 

scheme. As a male visitor pointed out: 



Iôm pretty sure the main controversy about this show is where Hagens exactly 

gets his bodies from. I think the whole body donation thing is a bit suspect. He 

[von Hagens] claims donations are documented, but I know he never shares this 

documentation (BW Interviewee 17: Interviews, 2009b).   

 

Again, visitors appear to be engaged cognitively and emotionally in their (dark) 

exhibitory experience. Notably, visitors at the end of the exhibition are invited to 

record their views and experiences in a dedicated óCustomer Commentô book. Whilst 

the researcher was not allowed to access the book and systematically analyse 

comments made (but, see Walter, 2004), it is nevertheless suggested from 

rudimentary observations that a significant number of customer comments related to 

individualsô perceptions of exhibition ethics (Obs, 2009b). Hence, the exhibition 

permits moral conversations to be stimulated about a range of ethical issues, which 

seemingly focus on around the issue of death and the (commercial) showing of the 

dead. These issues may perturb the individual and undoubtedly have resonance with 

other people. Of course, this study does not seek to reconcile those ethical differences, 

or indeed, pronounce some kind of ethical code. Rather, the ethnographic data at the 

Body Worlds and The Mirror of Time exhibition has revealed the exhibitory space 

and its contents as a potential contemporary place for individual visitors to challenge, 

reaffirm, or to alter moralistic viewpoints about the subject that they are consuming. 

In doing so, visitors focus upon the exhibition and the exhibited dead from a variety 

of (ethical) angles, including but not limited to art, education, origin of bodies and 

body parts, and the commercial endeavours of displaying such human bodies.   

 

 

7.6 Summary of Ethnographic Research ï The Body Worlds Exhibition 

Body Worlds highlights death and dying; the (real) dead are packaged up and sold as 

an exhibitory experience. Hence, a number of significant themes emerged from the 

ethnographic research at the exhibition, represented by the Mirror of Time event in 

London. Indeed, through a combination of covert participant observations and 

interviews, four perceptible themes were extracted from the data and subsequent 

interpretations were outlined with regard to each theme. These themes address how 

the dead cohabit a world with the living through their continued plasinated existence, 

and how human corpses are used artistically as well as educationally to convey 

(commercial) discourses of healthy living. Consequently, emergent themes focussed 



upon how the exhibition place acts as a reflective space and how visitor experiences 

are inextricably connected with mortality reflections. Accordingly, a topic of morality 

emerged with evidence of moral conversations that were generated around broader 

notions of death (and life), but also included how the utilisation of the dead as artistic 

props or as pedagogical tools raise ethical tensions.    

 

In order to expedite the theme mapping process across other case studies, and to 

summarise the Body Worlds ethnography, Table 16 defines and codes emergent 

themes. The next section now turns to the third case study of the WTC Tribute Visitor 

Centre at Ground Zero, New York.  

 

Case Study Theme 
Code 

Theme Title Theme Definition 

The Body 
Worlds 
Exhibition 
(BW) 

BW1 Marketing the 
Macabre 
 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
promoting images of plasinated corpses to achieve 
ƳŜǊŎŀƴǘƛƭŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΩΦ  
  

BW2 Promoting Life 
Narratives 
 

Ψ9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ 
dead that convey biological life extension as well as 
enhancement of ontological living by the adoption of 
ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜǎΩΦ  
 

BW3 Death / Life 
Reflections 
 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ 
visitors which subsequently provides for a meditative 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƛƴƎΩΦ  
 

BW4 Moral 
Conversations: 
Art of Dying vs. 
Death Education 

Ψ!ƴ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅing the dead as 
ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊ ƻǊ ŀǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎΩΦ  
 

 

Table 16: Ethnographic Themes for the Body Worlds Exhibition: 

Definitional Statements and Theme Codes 

 

  



7.7 The Tribute WTC Visitor Centre  ï óGround Zeroô  

On the morning of September 11, 2001, the World Trade Centre (WTC) located in 

Lower Manhattan, New York, an extensive skyscraper office complex integral to the 

United States financial services industry and, often referred to as the Twin Towers, 

was attacked and destroyed by Islamic fundamentalists using hijacked aircraft. With 

four commercial airliners en route to San Francisco and Los Angeles departing from 

airports in Boston, Newark and Washington D.C., nineteen terrorist hijackers took 

control of the aeroplanes soon after takeoff with the intention of crashing the aircraft 

into the World Trade Centre in New York, and the Pentagon building in Virginia ï 

headquarters of the US military. There is also speculation that the White House ï 

home and office of the US President, or the United States Capitol building ï seat of 

the US Congress and legislature of the federal government of the United States of 

America were also targets, though these were never attacked. The first aircraft, 

American Airlines Flight 11 crashed into the World Trade Centreôs North Tower at 

8.46am, followed by United Airlines Flight 175 that hit the South Tower at 9.03am 

(Plate 23). At 9.37am, American Airlines Flight 77 hit the Pentagon building, whilst 

at 10.03am, a fourth airliner, United Airlines Flight 93, probably en route to 

Washington D.C., crashed into a field near Shanksville in Pennsylvania after 

passengers engaged in an fatal altercation with the hijackers. Collectively, these 

events are known as 9/11 ï the date on which the attack took place and which refers 

to the American calendaring system.      

 

 



 

    

Plate 23: United Airlines Flight 175 about to hit the South Tower (2 WTC) at 9.03am on September 

11, 2001. The North Tower (1 WTC) is already on fire after being hit by American Airlines Flight 11 at 

8.46am. (Photo: Daily Mail, 2009)  

 

In total, three buildings in the World Trade Centre complex collapsed on 9/11 due to 

structural failure, caused by intense heat of resultant fires of the crashed airliners. The 

South Tower (2 WTC) collapsed at 9.59am, after burning for 56 minutes caused by 

the impact of United Airlines Flight 175, whilst the North Tower (1 WTC) fell at 

10.28am after burning for 102 minutes (Plate 24). Additionally, when the North 

Tower collapsed, debris damaged a smaller adjacent skyscraper, 7 World Trade 



Centre (7 WTC), causing its structural integrity to be compromised and that building 

collapsed later in the day at 5.20pm. Because of the airliners crashing and subsequent 

failure of the skyscraper buildings, 2,751 people died at the World Trade Centre, 

including 411 emergency personnel. The New York Fire Department suffered the 

majority of uniformed losses, with 341 fire fighters killed. An additional 146 people 

died instantly when the two planes crashed into the towers, including eight children 

aged between two years and eleven years. The average age of those killed in New 

York on 9/11 was forty years old (Beveridge, 2002).    

 

Immortalized by film-makers and photographers, the twin towers of the World Trade 

Centre had dominated the Manhattan skyline since the early 1970ôs. Officially opened 

in 1973 as part of a skyscraper complex of office buildings in New Yorkôs financial 

district and an extensive retail centre including an underground shopping mall and, at 

the time, the worldôs tallest buildings at 1,368 and 1,362 feet respectively, the towers 

soon became pivotal in New York Cityôs iconography. As Glanz and Lipton (2003: 

234) point out: 

The twins had become one of New York Cityôs most popular postcards. It was 

not just CNN that featured the towers. Almost every time movie and television 

directors need an embellishment shot [original emphasis] of New York, it was to 

the Twin Towers that they turnedé these steel boxes, in all their severity and 

grandeur, had become a shorthand symbol for New York.  

 

Consequently, in addition to a tragic loss of human life, the events of 9/11 also 

confirmed a detrimental semiotic loss of the Twin Towers, for not only New York as 

a city, but for the wider country of America. However, the attack on the World Trade 

Centre on 9/11 was not the first assault on the buildings. On 26 February 1993, a 

terrorist car bomb exploded in the underground car park beneath the World Trade 

Centreôs North Tower, killing six people and injuring over a thousand. Ironically, a 

broker, Bruce Pomper who worked in the World Trade Centre complex described the 

1993 attack ólike an airplane had hit the buildingô (Pomper quoted in BBC, 2009). In 

1995, a granite memorial fountain honouring the dead victims was unveiled and 

located on the Austin J.Tobin Plaza, directly above the site of the explosion. Along 

with the names of the six victims, the memorial inscription read: 

On February 26, 1993, a bomb set by terrorists exploded below this site. This 

horrible act of violence killed innocent people, injured thousands, and made 

victims of us all.  



 

The memorial fountain was later destroyed in the 2001 attacks. 

 

 

Plate 24: The South Tower (2 WTC) collapsing at 9.59am on September 11, 2001.  

The North Tower (1 WTC) on the right of the photograph collapses later at 10.28am.  



(Photo - Top: 9/11Review, 2009; Photo ï Bottom: BBC, 2006)  

Arguably, though, of all the images of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, it 

was the catastrophic structural failing of the Twin Tower skyscrapers and their 

resultant collapse, transmitted instantaneously and repeated ad infinitum through 

television and internet media, which ensured the event became indelibly imprinted 

into the collective consciousness. Conceivably, however, if the World Trade Centre 

towers had remained standing and the fires been extinguished, with a much-reduced 

loss of life, especially amongst emergency personnel, the (Western) cultural reaction 

to 9/11 and the American political/military response may well have been different. 

Notwithstanding this point, the attack on the Twin Towers, as symbols of a (Western) 

capitalist system and as icons of the United Stateôs hegemonic power, up until the 

buildings fell, meant that Americaôs hegemony, or at least its hegemonic image, was 

wounded. Crucially though, and speculation aside, the buildings did fail and the 

televised spectacle of the massive Twin Towers, constructed and maintained from 

modern techniques, collapsing into dust amounted no less to a mortal wounding of the 

hegemonic image of the United States of America. Hence, within a very short period 

of time of the buildings collapsing, creating a perception that America was under 

attack (Sturken, 2004), the term óGround Zeroô was extracted from history and 

appropriated by the media as a term to describe the former World Trade Centre as a 

site of devastation and (attempted) annihilation (see Tomasky, 2003). Of course, the 

term óGround Zeroô has its origins inextricably linked to the destructive power of 

nuclear bombs and their point of denotation. Nevertheless, the term has now entered a 

contemporary lexicon to mean destruction and the mortal wounding of (American) 

pride and innocence.  

 

However, the term óGround Zeroô also conveys the idea of a starting point ï a blank 

canvas ï  which allows a rebuilding of not only the physical buildings, but also a 

restructuring of local, national and global narratives. As Kaplan (2003: 56) notes, ówe 

often use ground zero colloquially to convey the sense of starting from scratch, a 

clean slate, the bottom line,ô a meaning she goes on to suggest óresonates with the 

often-heard claim that the world was radically altered by 9/11ô. Similarly, Sturken 

suggests the notion of Ground Zero as a blank slate enables a set of narratives about 

September 11 to be formulated ï óboth the narrative that the site of Lower Manhattan 



is the symbolic centre of that event and the narrative that September 11 was a moment 

in which the United States lost its innocenceô (2004: 311).   

Thus, in the years since 2001, Ground Zero in Lower Manhattan has become a 

(building) site of destruction and reconstruction (Plate 25), with immense emotional 

and political investments attached. In turn, this has resulted in a highly contestable 

space. Indeed, it is has become a place inscribed with numerous meanings and roles ï 

as a neighbourhood of New York, as a commercial district of Lower Manhattan, and 

as a site of national and international memory and mourning. Hence, Ground Zero is a 

complex space, multi-layered with diverse political agendas and intertwined with 

notions of grief and memorialisation. Ground Zero is a spatial configuration (and 

opportunity) in the midst of one of the worldôs busiest and most densely populated 

urban metropolises. At the local level, there is contestation on how to maximize the 

space in a compact urban environment, especially in relation to commercial interests 

and urban design. Nationally, Ground Zero and its inherent meaning is important in 

projecting and affirming national identity, certainly within the global context of 

exporting revitalized hegemonic images of the United States of America. Crucially, 

however, since 2001, Ground Zero has evolved into a place where tensions in the 

practice of memory and mourning have become apparent, especially in relation to the 

aesthetics and touristic consumption of (temporary) memorial shrines, and it to this 

latter point that the next section turns. 

 



 

 

Plate 25: Two views of Ground Zero as a building site in Lower Manhattan, New York  

Left photo - view is facing north-east: Right photo ï aerial view is facing north 

(Photos: BBC, 2006)  

 

 

7.7.1  A Dark Shrine: The Tribute WTC Visitor Centre Context 

The Tribute WTC Visitor Centre is located at 120 Liberty Street, in Lower 

Manhattan, New York and is directly opposite the south side of Ground Zero (Plate 

26). Integral, spatially as least, to the actual Ground Zero site, the Tribute WTC 

Visitor Centre has become a focal point for visitors to consume the tragedy of 9/11 

(also Plate 26). Classified as a óDark Shrineô by Stone (2006: 155), the Tribute WTC 

Visitor Centre is defined as: 

A site which essentially ótradesô on the act of remembrance and respect for the 

recently deceased. Hence, Dark Shrines are often constructed, formally or 

javascript:CenteredWindow('/cda/popup_image.php?image_id=15021&slideshow_speed=120','popup',800,750)


informally, very close to the site of death and within a very short time period of 

the death occurring.   

 

 

 

 
 

 

Plate 26: Map of the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre in relation to Ground Zero (top left): 

Exterior/entrance of the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre (top right). Visitors on the viewing platform (7 

WTC) overlooking the Ground Zero site, New York, (bottom). (Map Source:Tribute WTC, 2009c)  

http://www.mapquest.com/maps/map.adp?searchtype=address&country=US&addtohistory=&searchtab=home&formtype=address&popflag=0&latitude=&longitude=&name=&phone=&level=&cat=&address=120+Liberty+Street&city=new+York&state=nY&zipcode=10006


A project of the September 11 Families Association, a non-profit organisation 

originating from a collective of relatives who directly suffered bereavement as a result 

of either the 1993 or 2001 terrorist attacks, the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre works in 

collaboration with the National September 11
 
Memorial and Museum. This is the 

private organisation responsible for oversight of the official memorial design, as well 

as fundraising and managing the Memorial and Museum which is currently being 

built at the Ground Zero site and is due to open in 2012. Thus, the Tribute WTC 

Visitor Centre is a temporary project, accommodated in the former Liberty Deli, a 

small delicatessen that served meals to rescuers on 9/11, often by celebrities, and later 

became a recovery distribution point for equipment such as gloves, socks, respirators, 

eye drops, and tools (Tribute WTC, 2009a).  

 

The Centre is adjacent to the New York Fire Departmentôs óLadder 10ô firehouse, 

which sent the first wave of fire fighters to the World Trade Centre on September 11. 

The Centre also organises guided walking tours around the perimeter of Ground Zero, 

culminating in a dedicated viewing platform area providing visitors with a panoramic 

view of the building site (Figure 54). The Tribute WTC Visitor Centre is a mixture of 

gallery space and multi-media displays, depicting the events leading up to, during and 

after 9/11 (Table 17).  

 

Charging an adult donation/admission entrance fee of $10 to the exhibition (at the 

time of writing), and in March 2009 welcomed its one-millionth visitor since its 

opening in 2006 (Furnari, 2009), the mission statement of the Tribute WTC Visitor 

Centre states: 

The Tribute WTC Visitor Centre was created by the September 11th Familiesô 

Association to share the personal stories of victims, survivors, rescue and 

recovery workers, volunteers, and residents of Lower Manhattan. By engaging 

visitors in the authentic experiences of those most affected by the events of 

9/11, the exhibits convey multiple perspectives of courage, loss, heroism and 

grief.  These personal experiences put a human face on the overwhelming 

events that shocked the city, the nation and the world. The Centre increases 

understanding of the humanity and community that was both lost and found. 

Throughout the Centre, interactive exhibits, personal greeters from the 

September 11th community and an environment for reflection, involves visitors 

in appreciating the scope and impact of the disaster as well as the enormous 

outpouring of compassion in response to that loss (Tribute WTC, 2009b). 

 

 



Gallery Title Brief Description  

Gallery One 
Experience the memory of the lively community 
that was lost 
 

Examines the World Trade Centre pre-9/11 
attack, including retail, residential and 
commercial communities of Lower Manhattan.  

Gallery Two 
Journey through the events of September 11, 
2001 
 

Outlines a timeline of the events leading up to 
the attacks on the World Trade Centre, including 
depicting the actual attacks themselves.  
 

Gallery Three 
Rescue and Recovery 

Highlights the initial rescue efforts by the 
uniformed services on 9/11, as well as 
subsequent recovery operations post-9/11. 
LƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ ΨaƛǎǎƛƴƎ tŜǊǎƻƴΩ ŦƭȅŜǊǎ 
which friends and family posted in the area in an 
attempt to locate victims in the aftermath. 
 

Gallery Four 
Tribute 

Exhibits symbolic objects of victims donated by 
family members, as well as photographs of the 
dead and a multi-media projection of the names 
of the deceased. 
  

Gallery Five 
Voices of Promise 

Dedicated space for visitors to enter into a 
dialogue with the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, 
with an opportunity to write thoughts and 
opinions onto postcards. Additional gallery space 
promotes narratives of tolerance and generosity, 
as well as highlighting experiences of people who 
were present in Lower Manhattan on 9/11. 
 

 

Table 17: Description of the five permanent galleries that comprise the  

Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero. 
 

The study now turns to the ethnographic findings at Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at 

Ground Zero.  

 

  



7.8 Tribute WTC Visitor Centre and Ground Zero Ethnography ï óReality 

Deathô  

The Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, as a visitor experience is undoubtedly emotional, 

especially with regard to how the exhibitory space inside the visitor centre interplays 

with the spatial site of Ground Zero itself. The visitor is granted an opportunity to 

access a ótraumascapeô where thousands of people lost their lives, and to walk within 

(or, at least around) a place where thousands of human bodies essentially turned to 

dust in the crushing effect of the collapsing Twin Towers. Thus, a number of 

significant themes, relevant to this study, emerged from the ethnographic fieldwork at 

the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero.  

 

As with earlier ethnographies at the Dungeons and Body Worlds, analysis of the 

ethnographic data from the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre and Ground Zero provided 

discernible data clusters. These have been translated into broad subject themes (Table 

18), and it is from these themes that a narrative is constructed.  

 

 

Tribute WTC 

Visitor Centre 

and Ground 

Zero 

Data Theme Title 

1. Spatial Scale and a Meditation of Mortality  

2. Semiotics: Signs of Life (through Death) 

3. Consuming Death and Disaster: Ethical Codes 
 

 

Table 18: The Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero ï Ethnographic Data Themes  

 

7.8.1 Spatial Scale and a Meditation of Mortality  

Despite the fact Ground Zero is a location of mass murder, the physical site and its 

proximate area is a collection of analogous commercial buildings, or buildings under 

construction, which serve (or, at least will serve) as integral components of a broader 

service sector economy. Arguably, therefore, Ground Zero as a space is slowly 

evolving from a space of tragedy and destruction that is occupied by mourners, into a 

place of trade and construction that will be (re)occupied by merchants. Presently 

however, a multitude of people coexist at Ground Zero, all with differing reasons for 

consuming and occupying the space at any particular time. Moreover, these disparate 

groups all intermingle with one another within the geographical confines of Lower 



Manhattan ï shoppers, tourists, office staff, relatives of the 9/11 deceased, emergency 

workers, street vendors, vagrants, commuters, and so on. Yet, this is a space designed 

not only for the living but also, as a site of homicide, a place of commemoration. 

Thus, it is not only a space of death but also, a place for the living.    

 

Hence, an evident theme to emerge from the ethnographic fieldwork data at the 

Tribute WTC Visitor Centre related to how space, particularly the spatial scale of the 

Ground Zero site, appeared to act as a place of mediation between the dead of the past 

and the living of the present. Evidence emerged about how visitors triangulate their 

experiences between what they had previously heard, seen or read through media 

narratives of 9/11, with the sense of scale, and ófeel for the placeô at the actual Ground 

Zero site. Additionally, emotional engagement at the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre 

allowed individuals to extract particular interpretations and construct subsequent 

meanings. As a French male interviewee states: 

Weôve come to the Twin Towers, and really we didnôt expect the site to be so 

bigé its massiveé. it looked much smaller on TVé [However] Its not until 

you get here [referring to the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre) that you get a feel 

for the placeé. Its an extraordinary feeling, we went on the audio tour around 

Ground Zero, and listening to that and those recollections of that fateful day and 

the days that followed, you really get a sense of the sheer scale of the 

devastation and the amount of people killed that dayé. Iôve found the whole 

experience deeply moving (GZ Interviewee 1: Interviews, 2009c). 

 

It could be argued that the site appears physically large, not only because of the 

spatially deceptive images of the site on television and in photographs, but also 

because of the compact design of New York City generally. In particular, urban 

planners have maximised the geography of Manhattan Island to include as many 

skyscrapers and other buildings as possible within any given space. This provides 

individuals, especially those visitors who are not from New York, a perception of an 

overwhelming sense of óstructural dominanceô (Obs, 2009c). Hence, once the visitor 

enters the Ground Zero landscape, which is a large fenced-off building site (at 

present), the sense of scale in such a built-up and urbanised space is much more 

pronounced, than perhaps it might otherwise be in more open-planned urban 

environment. As an Australian female interviewee (a member of a group of four 

females) states: 

Weôre on a 5 day shopping trip, and we must admit we havenôt visit this place 

on purpose [referring to Ground Zero] ï we were actually going to Century 21 



[a large retail department store on the east side of the Ground Zero site], but we 

walked out of the subway station and this vast space in the middle of the other 

skyscrapers just hits youé itôs a very chilling and surreal experience (GZ 

Interviewee 2: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

Whilst there is a notion of serendipity of the visit to Ground Zero for this individual 

(and her friends), perhaps caused by the spatial influence of the site, an American 

female interviewee suggested the (dead) space had to be formalised and built upon for 

the visitor: 

Iôve not been down here since last year [2008], and I heard on the radio the 

other day that site is still basically a big hole in the ground. I know as a New 

Yorker that the authorities are pressing forward to see the construction 

completed as quickly as possibleé I know it looks a big mess at the moment, 

but a place has to be built for the millions of us who want to see it and where 

those poor guys were murdered (GZ Interviewee 3: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

It is here where the spatial junction of life and death becomes evident, where a locale 

such as Ground Zero, and its array of contested narratives, may arbitrate between 

those who survived 9/11, or least witnessed the events unfold, and those who perished 

in the attacks. Consequently, the construction of a place for the untimely, but 

significant dead, or in any case a place to remember their fate, must follow destruction 

(or mass killing) of the living. Arguably, therefore, Ground Zero as a space is as much 

about mediation, contemplation and reflection for life, as it is about remembering and 

commemorating the dead. Consequently, a British female interviewee suggests: 

Itôs impossible to come here and not feel overwhelmed ï both by the place and 

the actual size of it. My entire family fought back the urge to just stand in there 

[referring to the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre] and sob as we read the names and 

looked at the photographs and all those little personal items of the victimsé 

weôve come out here [outside the centre and across from Ground Zero] and took 

turns to peek through the holes in the fence at the construction siteéweôve also 

been peeking inside the fire station doors [referring to Ladder 10 Fire House 

adjacent to the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre] and looking at the memorials 

inside the fire stationé then we walked around and looked at the bronze mural 

on the wall and all the names and photos of the firemen who diedé got to say, 

we leave New York on Friday [20 Feb 2009] with an eternal imprint on 

ourselvesé itôs a really sad place, and itôs made me think what I would have 

done if I was stuck up there [referring to the Twin Tower buildings] (GZ 

Interviewee 4: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

Of course, it is suggested that ópeekingô inside the perimeter of the construction site or 

the fire station is simply a way of attempting to access the space and comprehend 

what was before, what is now and, what will follow. Conceivably though, the Ground 



Zero space for this individual and her attempt to access it intercedes with her 

reflective account of what she would have done if she had been faced with a similar 

fate as those trapped in the Twin Towers on 9/11. It is here where her spatial 

experience of Ground Zero arbitrates in her own life reflections, in her own sadness of 

the event, and her pondering of a hypothetical mortality moment, that is ï if she had 

been in the World Trade Centre on 9/11.      

 

An Irish male interviewee who notes narratives of sacrality being attached to the 

Ground Zero space also indicates this reflective theme, generated by spatial awareness 

and locational authenticity of the Ground Zero site. He goes on to state: 

Itôs really interesting being hereé its certainly worth a look just to see how 

horrible 9/11 really was, and the centre [referring to the Tribute WTC Visitor 

Centre] really put things into context for meé. but out here [Ground Zero] I 

canôt believe how many buildings are still under renovation. I guess if people 

are interested in seeing the site, then they better hurry, because I imagine this 

place will soon be full of skyscrapers againé. Our guide said that they are not 

re-building on top of the World Trade Centre ground directly since its now 

sacred ground (GZ Interviewee 5: Interviews, 2009c). 

 

Whilst contestability of the redesign of Ground Zero has often been protracted, 

especially during the planning stages in 2003 and 2004 (see Jacobs, 2008), the so-

called footprints of the former Twin Towers ï that is, the actual ground space that the 

buildings occupied, have taken on extra significance. Indeed, the September 11 

Families Association campaigned for the actual footprint space not to be 

commercially developed, because to them this constituted a gravesite and thus sacred 

ground. Consequently, as part of the official WTC Memorial óReflecting Absenceô, 

which is due to partially open by September 11, 2011 and open fully by mid-2013, the 

footprints of the buildings will be filled with water.  The planned memorial will create 

a symbolic and reflective mediating space (both cognitively and actual ï through the 

water in the pools), where individuals may reconcile the events of 9/11 within their 

own psychosocial life-world, and where the dead, or at least memorisation of the dead 

is played out at the interface of everyday living and general commerce. (Plate 27). 

Importantly, however, it is the notion of sacrality of space that allows, for some at 

least, the process of arbitration between the dead and the living, which in a pragmatic 

sense, amounts to contemplation of relationships between past violence and hope(s) 

for a peaceful and secure future (Obs, 2009c). Presently however, there appears to be 



a sense of frustration amongst some visitors whereby restricted access to Ground Zero 

and a desire to óget up close and personalô to the actual site of death (i.e. the building 

footprints) are mitigating any potential mediating effects. As a female Finnish 

interviewee suggested: 

Weôve come here [Ground Zero] expecting to see the imprint area of the Twin 

Towers, but didnôt realise that the entire area would be fenced offé its pretty 

difficul t to see anything through the fences [that surround the perimeter of the 

building site]é this is such a historic and hallowed place and we really havenôt 

experienced the impact of the site, which is a bit disappointingé I think it will 

be better to visit the site again when theyôve completed the building worké. 

and will be more suitable to pay your respects when itôs completed (GZ 

Interviewee 6: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

 
 

Plate 27: Artist rendering of the completed new WTC site: (clockwise from top) the Freedom 

Tower (SOM, 2011), 7 WTC (SOM, 2006), Tower 2 (Foster + Partners, 2012), 

Tower 3 (Richard Rogers Partnership, 2011), and Tower 4 (Fumihiko Maki, 2011). 

The buildings frame the 9/11 memorial, which utilizes the footprints o f the 

original Twin Tower buildings. Source: (Jacobs, 2008)  
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Thus, perceptions of the space as a óhallowed placeô and subsequent notions of 

sacrality are again apparent. Yet, also evident are frustrations at the current state of 

the (building) project and disenchantment amongst some visitors of being denied 

access to the actual ótraumascapeô, that is ï the actual site of destruction, the point of 

collapse ï the ótrueô ground zero (Obs, 2009c). As a Canadian male interviewee 

noted: 

I know we canôt get to the actual site, but to be honest, this is close enough for 

meé I think weôll return when the Freedom Tower is completed and see the 

water featuresé but, today itôs been great being here just to soak up the sadness 

of the whole place and reflect on what happenedé its really put my life into 

perspective (GZ Interviewee 7: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

Hence, the spatial aspect of Ground Zero does provide a contemporary mediating 

place to contemplate and reflect upon how people were killed, why they died, and 

what their deaths may mean ï both individually and collectively. Ultimately however, 

the present condition of Ground Zero, both as a physical place of construction, but 

also and perhaps more importantly, as a psychosocial space with attached emotional 

and contested political narratives, is a site of mediation between the dead and the 

living. However, it is a site currently in flux through its emergent restitution, both as a 

mercantile place for the living, but also as a memory space for the dead.   

 

7.8.2 Semiotics: Signs of Life (through Death) 

The issue of various emotional, cultural, and political narratives invested in 9/11 as an 

historic event, both individually and collectively, together with a great deal of 

available ósignageô of the atrocity, either through written texts, audio accounts or 

visual images, ensures a particular semiology of Ground Zero. Thus, an evident theme 

emerged from the ethnographic data that focused on how individuals seemingly both 

provide and are provided with óemotional markersô in order to utilise a site of death. 

In short, individuals consume Ground Zero and its inherent symbolism to construct 

meanings of past death in an attempt to comprehend present life and future living. 

Closely related to the theme of Ground Zero as a mediating space between the dead 

and living, the theme of semiotics indicates how individuals reflect upon official signs 

and interpretations of death and tragedy. In particular, these interpretations have 

largely have been formalised by the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, and what is 

important for this study is how individuals translate their visitor experience of the 



macabre and mass-mortality into a meaning of life and consequences for their own 

particular life-projects. 

For instance, an exhibit at the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre which depicts heroism and 

courage, especially from the emergency services who attended the 9/11 attacks, also 

narrates tales of gallantry from ordinary civilians who were caught up in the events. 

Specifically, in Gallery 2, which takes the visitor through a óTimelineô of 9/11 events, 

visitors are encouraged to learn of evidence of how ordinary people helped and 

supported one another in an extraordinary situation (Plate 28).  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Plate 28: Part of the Timeline exhibit with quotations and photographs illustrating how people helped 

one another during the 9/11 crisis. (Source: Tribute WTC, 2009d) 

 



Consequently, the Visitor Centre presents emotional markers to the individual through 

its representation of tragedy, and an opportunity for individuals to become embodied 

by narratives of valour and intrepidness, especially when faced with adversity and 

death. This, in turn, is meant to inspire (or, indeed, does inspire) the Other into a state 

of munificence. Consequently, a female interviewee who lived in New York notes 

acts of benevolence from the general public: 

My husband is a fire-fighter and attended 9/11, and my son has just graduated 

from the fire academy here in New Yorké so for me, this place is very 

emotional. My whole family and I were down here last anniversaryé and all 

day people kept coming up and thanking my husband for being a fire-fighteré 

the people of New York City are wonderfulé they come up on the street or in 

the subway while he [her husband] was in his uniform and wanted to shake his 

handé I think this place [Tribute WTC Visitor Centre] is such an important 

reminder, and Iôm glad we can come and recoveré itôs important to have a 

place set up to pay tribute to all the lives lost and never forget (GZ Interviewee 

8: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

Hence, as integral components in the construction of paying tribute, images and 

memorabilia of the Fire Department of New York (FDNY) are strategically displayed 

within the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre to invoke a sense of bravery and boldness of 

those who confronted death and disaster (Obs, 2009c). Whilst visitors do undoubtedly 

want to pay respect to the uniformed emergency services, there are indications that 

images of the disaster and subsequent narratives of heroism are manipulated to 

provoke (national) pride and a sense of duty (Obs, 2009c). Particularly, the 

photograph of three FDNY firefighters raising the USA flag on rubble at Ground Zero 

in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, which quickly became emblematic of US Marines 

planting the USA flag on Mount Suribachi in Iwo Jima in 1945 after defeating the 

Japanese (Plate 29), is displayed prominently within the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre. 

Consequently, the iconic image which has become metaphorical of a contemporary 

stoic American spirit plays a central role in (re)constructing official representations of 

(national) grief, hope and recovery from acts of terrorist atrocity and murder.   

 



 
 

Plate 29: Photo (left) of US Marines planting the USA flag on Mount Suribachi at Iwo Jima in 1945. 

Photo (right) of three FDNY firefighters raising the USA Flag in the aftermath of the 9/11 at Ground 

Zero. (Source: Tribute WTC, 2009d) 

 

It is here, encapsulating in celluloid the moment when óordinary heroesô reclaim 

Ground Zero by planting a flagstaff, a ritual often reserved for marking the capture of 

enemy terrain and where triumph or, at least the notion of a future victory, is 

signified. Thus, the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre describes narratives and displays 

symbols, through various artefacts, videos and photographs, and overall, recites tales 

of a group rescue effort on 9/11. However, the emphasis of American military might 

is transferred to the ócommon manô (to a large extent, the fire-fighter) who works in 

concert with his neighbours and where óvictoryô will ultimately prevail (Obs, 2009c). 

As an American female interviewee stated after her visitor experience: 

éthe presentation [referring to the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre] did a 

beautiful job of telling the story of 9/11 through its videos, photos, the 

recovered articles and all those personal storiesé. I really feel sorrow for all the 

families who lost loved ones and for the rescue guys who had to endure such 

horrific conditions to do their jobé I tell you, Iôll sleep more soundly in my bed 

tonight knowing those guys [referring to the emergency services] are out 

thereé (GZ Interviewee 9: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

As well as providing emotional markers of those who survived the events, which are 

essentially an assimilation of real-life (heroic) stories of people who faced death, or 

had to deal with the dead, the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre also offers signage of the 

actual dead. Specifically, the centre displays hundreds of actual óMissing Personô 



posters and flyers that relatives and friends spontaneously put up around the Ground 

Zero site in the immediate aftermath of the attacks, in an attempt to locate missing 

individuals (Obs, 2009c; see Plate 30). Indeed, Gallery 3 illustrates a montage of 

amateur flyers, clearly compiled in haste, all with various photographs of the victims 

and where they were last seen or worked together with a contact telephone number. 

The visitor is essentially not only provided with symbolic signs of hope (of finding 

the missing), but also óreal signsô of anguish from loved ones and friends whose 

purpose in originally displaying the flyers was to help locate missing people (Obs, 

2009c). Invariably, however, many of the missing person flyers, which now have 

morphed into a collective epitaph, allow the visitor to gaze paradoxically upon despair 

and desperation, yet also hope and optimism of those who sought those missing.  

 

 
 

Plate 30: Missing Person Flyers displayed in Gallery Three at the 

Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, New York. 

 

However, it is in Gallery 4 which is simply entitled óTributeô, where the stark 

realisation that many of those who are depicted in the missing person flyers are in fact 

dead. The Gallery comprises a wall that is inscribed with names of thousands of 

people who were killed on 9/11 (as well as those killed in the earlier attacks on the 

World Trade Centre in 1993). Additionally, a roll call of victimsô names, ages and 

occupations is scrolled on a large video screen on a continuous four and a half hour 



loop, paying a perpetual tribute to the victims (Obs, 2009c). Piped music is also 

played quietly in the background which creates a reverend atmosphere, and with 

tissue boxes strategically placed around the Gallery space, the visitor/viewer is 

essentially óemotionally invigilatedô into sentimental reflection of those who died 

(Plate 31). 

 

 
 

Plate 31: óTributeô (Gallery Four) with tissue boxes at the 

Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, New York. 

 

However, perhaps the most striking feature of the Gallery is the hundreds of 

photographs and personal items of the victims, donated by their families, and 

displayed against two walls. The photographs portray the dead in routine day-to-day 

activities and ordinary situations. For example, there are images of a father playing 

ball with his son, a young woman in her graduation gowns, a family on holiday on a 

beach, or a grandmother posing next to a Christmas tree (Obs, 2009c). Additionally, 

tangible items belonging to the victims, such as baseball gloves, football shirts, and 

other personal trinkets, add to a sense of loss. Perhaps one of the most poignant 

ómarkersô displayed in the Gallery is a small hand-made heart-shape card which had 

been designed and coloured in with crayons by a pre-school boy named Kevin Hagg 

(Obs, 2009c). His father, Gary Hagg, aged 36, was Vice President for Marsh and 

McLennan, a US based professional services and insurance brokerage company, 



located in the North Tower of the World Trade Centre. Marsh and McLennan offices 

suffered a direct hit when American Airlines Flight 11 crashed into the building. Gary 

Hagg was killed instantly. The emotive message on the card from his young son 

simply reads: 

 

ñTo Daddy,  

I hope you are having a great time in heaven. 

I Love You. 

Love 

Kevinò 

 

It is perhaps this sense of ordinariness of the victims, that is, ordinary people in 

ordinary situations but who faced an extraordinary event, and of victimhood and 

innocence, that provokes sentiment in the viewer. Whilst the majority of visitors 

viewed the Tribute Galley in a solemn and respectful silence, there were visitors who 

were crying, some openly, whilst they looked at photographs and read personal 

messages, although whether these particular individuals had a relationship with the 

deceased were not clear (Obs, 2009c). Nevertheless, whilst emotional responses from 

a diverse range of people will invariably be different, the representation of the 

(ordinary, but significant) dead, in this particular exhibit at least, does seemingly 

provoke some reflection of mortality, as well as personal reactions and responses to 

life circumstances. As a female British interviewee pointed out: 

This place [referring to the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre] is both heart-warming 

and heartbreaking at the same timeé itôs very informative and seeing all the 

visual stuff of debris, memorabilia and photographs of the many people who 

passed away made me appreciate more the Ground Zero site, and I must admit 

of my own familyé. But those missing person flyers and pictures of those who 

died with the names did it for meé I couldnôt look at the missing person flyers 

on the walls for some reason. It was too hard for me and brought tears to my 

eyes. I had to turn away. To see that many people die was too hardé I kept 

thinking of what I would have done if my husband went missing - would I put a 

flyer up? I donôt know, but it makes you wonder, which perhaps is the hardest 

part of ité (GZ Interviewee 10: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

Similarly, another female interviewee (from Chile) suggested her visitor experience 

reminded her of the death of her father, who had not been killed on 9/11, but simply 

died of natural causes. She goes on to state, óthe whole thing just reminded me of my 

father; I donôt know why, but looking at the people who died, I just kept seeing his 

faceô (GZ Interviewee 11: Interviews, 2009c).  



 

Official interpretation provides ósignsô of the deceased, which signifies a broader 

reflection for individualsô own personal circumstances. Indeed, visitors imagine 

themselves in the same or similar situations as those óordinaryô people who have died, 

or reflect upon mortality within their own psychosocial world. Consequently, visitors 

are given an opportunity to express their own views and concerns (about the death 

event). As discussed earlier in the thesis, as way of contextualising the morality of 

dark tourism, Gallery Five in the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre provides an official 

space to record visitorsô own ósignageô in the form of individual comment cards. In 

turn, these postcards have come to represent a kind of ómoral markerô (Obs, 2009c). 

Specifically, once the visitor leaves Gallery 4 and its portraits of the dead, they 

descend downstairs to Gallery 5 through a plethora of origami paper chains, donated 

by Japan as symbols of healing and peace. Hence, Gallery 5 ï entitled óVoices of 

Promiseô ï is valorised by the origami chains and their inherent symbolism and, 

consequently, the space is óofficially opened upô to promote peace and understanding. 

Thus, whilst the dead are left behind in the Galleries upstairs, the living descend 

downstairs to begin the act of communication of moral tales about 9/11 atrocity and 

its consequences.  

 

Moreover, once inside Gallery 5, visitors are invited to read a collection of postcards 

left by other visitors that briefly provide an indication of views and opinions (Obs, 

2009c). To continue the ómoral conversationô, individuals are invited to write down 

their own views, to express how they feel and, ultimately, to leave personal moral 

markers for other visitors to read. Indeed, since 2006, 72,000 cards in 46 languages 

from 118 countries have been left at the centre (Obs, 2009c). Approximately 200 of 

these cards are displayed on a wall against an official message of tolerance and peace. 

It is here that moral conversations are not only sanctioned, but are encouraged as the 

living attempt to come to terms with life through death (and the dead). As a result, 

personal messages litter the Gallery space signifying and anticipating a better future.  

 

During observations, an opportunity presented itself to undertake a rudimentary 

content analysis of fifty individual comment cards, located in a file in Gallery 5. Out 

of the fifty-card sample, all written in English, eleven keywords were extracted 

against a simple criterion that a single same word had to appear more than five times, 



in order to confer a greater sense of validity through its repetition. The frequency of 

these keywords, as they appeared within the sample of comment cards is illustrated in 

Figure 11, whilst Figure 12 shows the percentage of keywords utilised.   

 

 

 

Figure 11: Graph showing the frequency of times a keyword appeared on visitor comment cards  

at the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre (n = 50). 
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Figure 12: Graph showing the percentage a keyword appeared on visitor comment cards  

at the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre (n= 50). 
 

Of course, this content analysis is limited in its design, simply due the opportune 

discovery of the comment cards during covert participant observations, and the fact 

that the cards were bundled and presented in a file for public viewing, thus providing 

ease of access. Hence, the researcher only had concealed scrutiny of them for a very 

limited period. Despite these limitations, the results do indicate a majority of 

comments are positivistic in nature. In particular, words such as óhopeô (82%), ópeaceô 

(74%) and óloveô (54%), used in a visitor centre which showcases the murders of 

thousands of people, suggest visitors are constructing meaning of mortality that 

focuses not on the actual death itself, but on life, and upon future aspirations of both 

individual and collective harmony. Of course, visitor comments illustrate a great deal 

of ósadnessô (72%), but óangerô (30%) as a corresponding feeling is less pronounced. 

Additionally, comments that commemorate the dead through the word órememberô 

(80%) offer a paying of respect to the deceased and their families. However, the term 

órememberô also suggests, perhaps, the notion of remembering events pre-tragedy and 

post-tragedy, subsequently informing cultural and political responses of not only how 

to deal with the atrocity but, importantly, for the atrocity not to occur again. 

Significantly, however, and certainly within this theme of semiotics, are the positive 

words that are written on visitor comment cards which provide ósignageô for other 

visitors, consequently allowing a conveying of messages that signify broader concepts 

of peace, hope and understanding. Future research should perhaps focus upon whether 

any of the visitor comment cards are vetted or censored by the Tribute WTC Visitor 

Centre. Even so, what is apparent is the Centreôs interpretative philosophy of 

communication, commemoration and education of (tragic) death, where individual 

visitors play an engaging role through emotional embodiment with official 

representations of 9/11. This ensures that dead (victims) provide signs for the living 

(visitors), which, in turn, allows for aspirations of hope, peace and tolerance.  

 

7.8.3 Consuming Death and Disaster: Ethical Codes 

The theme of Consuming Death and Disaster: Ethical Codes emerged from the 

ethnographic fieldwork as a discernible data cluster and centred upon perceptions of 

ethics and moral codes of Others. Notably, it became evident that individual people 



had concerns about the perceived behaviour of other people, particularly when that 

behaviour was framed within the context of respectability for the dead. Undoubtedly, 

whilst different people from different cultures pay homage to the dead in different 

ways, because a notion of sacrality has been attached to Ground Zero, consuming this 

disaster (site) in the public gaze seems to be fraught with ethical dilemmas ï for some 

at least. A key dilemma appears, from observing the behaviour of various visitors and 

speaking with them about their experiences and concerns, to converge on how people 

perceive interactions of Others with the site and the type of (appropriate) behaviour 

displayed.  

 

Additionally, some visitors appear concerned with the apparent ótouristificationô 

process at Ground Zero, and how this may, perceptually at least, impact upon 

conceptions of memory and regard for the deceased (Obs, 2009c). In other words, 

moral concerns revolved around perceptions of the Other and their ethical code(s), 

that is ï how individuals were perceived by different people to behave at the site, both 

in terms of their specific actions and general interactions. Furthermore, individual 

visitors appear to apply a set of inherent (moral) principles to the commercialisation 

of the site, most notably those principles that seemed to focus upon tragic death being 

exploited for profit. As a British female visitor (who was accompanied with by a male 

partner) pointed out: 

Weôve come down here and must admit we are truly disgusted with what we 

have seené the whole area around here seems to be home to hordes of people 

selling twin tower pictures, tee shirts, statutes, flag and trinketsé And, I really 

dislike the conspiracy theory wackos giving speeches on how this was an inside 

job!! [original emphasis of tone]é. There is also an old tramp playing a version 

of the Battle Hymn of The Republic on his flute with his case open for tipsé 

and then there is that huge sign stating óOpening 2012ô ï I never thought New 

York would have allowed this cemetery to be disrespected after 9/11 (GZ 

Interviewee 12: Interviews, 2009c; also Plate 32).  

  



 

  

 

 

Plate 32: Photo (top left): Man selling photographs of the World Trade Centre at the 

PATH (subway) Station ï Ground Zero (including images of the Twin Towers 

collapsing ï Obs, 2009c). Photo (top right): Man playing flute for money at the 

PATH (subway) Station ï Ground Zero (he has photocopies of a picture of the 

collapsing Twin Towers in his hand and near to his open flute case and visitors are 

invited to take one in exchange for a monetary tip ï Obs, 2009c). Photo (bottom): 

man in blue cap (circled) at Ground Zero who was ópreachingô to visitors how 9/11 

was a conspiracy of the US government (Obs, 2009c).  
 

Whilst official signs from the New York authorities are displayed around the Ground 

Zero site, warning visitors not to purchase from illegal street vendors, visitors appear 



to have their own ethical codes on the commercialisation of death. Indeed, as a French 

female interviewee stated: 

I had mixed emotions coming down here to Ground Zero ï and I know I 

shouldnôt call it Ground Zero, as some New Yorkers donôt like the term 

apparentlyé but I remember seeing the awful events unfold on TV back home 

in France, so I thought it was only right to come down and pay my respects to 

those who lost their lives on that tragic dayé when I came down here this 

morning, it was really quiet with only a few people around and Iôve been 

wandering around by myself just thinking and getting a bit emotional; but now 

its packed with all these guys selling things and getting in your face. Itôs really 

disgusting, but I guess thatôs what you get in America ï everything is for sale, 

including death, but I think itôs really sad to see (GZ Interviewee 13: Interviews, 

2009c). 

 

Whilst this individual acknowledges the capitalist nature of American society, a 

British female interviewee also suggests her Ground Zero experience was emotional, 

but the notion of commodifying the 9/11 tragedy compounded her overall feelings: 

é itôs been an intensely moving experience and very emotionalé I wanted 

to cry when I read and heard about all the storiesé I must admit I feel heart-

broken, crushed and empty after coming out of there [referring to the Tribute 

WTC Visitor Centre]; but what is really upsetting me at the moment is all these 

street vendors trying to sell you things, like tee shirts and little trinkets with the 

Twin Towers on and photographs of the Towers falling downé I really find 

that rather strange ï you know, people died when those buildings collapsed, 

their bodies were in the dust, and they [referring to the street vendors] are really 

selling pictures of dead people as they fell to the ground and were killed. If 

people want to have postcards and photographs like that, then itôs sické (GZ 

Interviewee 14: Interviews, 2009c). 

 

It is here where a disjunction is evident of how individuals, in their consumption of 

the site, respond to notions of official and unofficial ómemory managementô of the 

dead. Whilst the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre may be deemed official in managing 

and projecting particular narratives of the atrocity, unofficial narratives which have 

not been formally sanctioned or vetted by the authorities include the many street 

vendors who, simply perpetuate the event through retailing stark photographs and 

kitsch trinkets and clothing which have been given an unendorsed ó9/11 brandô. 

Hence, the authorised version of 9/11 is packaged up and implicitly sold for (mass) 

consumption via the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre ï the centre charges a $10 

(donation) for adults, whilst groups, senior citizens and military personnel are given 

discounts. However, those who explicitly charge for an unauthorised version of the 

atrocity ï the street vendors and souvenir sellers, are castigated by some visitors, as 



well as the authorities themselves, for being exploitative and unethical. Importantly, 

however, within the confines of this study, it is not whether the practice of selling 

unauthorised photographs and tourist trinkets of 9/11 is morally appropriate, it is the 

fact that these souvenirs are sold and, indeed bought by many visitors at Ground Zero 

(Obs, 2009c). Moreover, it is the amount of ómoral conversationô generated by the 

practice that is key, especially from visitors and their perceptions of ethical conduct of 

Others at a site of death and disaster.  

 

These moral conversations also appear to centre on how Others conduct themselves 

during their óconsumptionô of Ground Zero. Particularly, the issue of taking 

photographs, an ostensible mandatory practice undertaken by tourists all over the 

world, was single out as inappropriate and, indeed, offensive to some visitors, as 

individuals reconcile their own ethical code on how to consume a visitor death site. 

As an Irish male interviewee noted: 

There is nothing much to see beyond the fence ï itôs just a building site; yet it 

seems that all tourists around here want to do is to take picturesé Personally, I 

just donôt think itôs right doing that as this is where the remains of peopleôs 

bodies have evaporatedé. People should come here to pay their respects, not to 

take pictures or treat it like a tourist attraction (GZ Interviewee 15: Interviews, 

2009c).   

 

Similarly, an American female interviewee suggested that not only was the act of 

taking photographs offensive, but also how the photographs were actually taken. She 

notes, ómy teenage son was offended that some tourists were smiling in the photos 

they were taking of the siteô (GZ Interviewee 9: Interviews, 2009c).   

 

Conversely, a British female interviewee who had visited New York with her female 

companion as part of a shopping trip stated they had purposely not visited Ground 

Zero until the final day of their vacation. She states: 

Weôve been here for six days and we fly back this afternoon, but wanted to 

come down here [Ground Zero] on the last day to pay our respects and to say 

that we have been. To be honest, weôve left it to the last day so as not to spoil 

our holidayé but weôve taken a few shots [reference to photographs]é (GZ 

Interviewee 16: Interviews, 2009c).  

 

The issue of respect for the dead at Ground Zero, or at least Western constructs of 

respect and how visitors capture their own moment of deference in a photographic 



gaze is, undoubtedly, a complex issue and beyond the scope of this study. However, 

what is important is how (some) visitors perceive Others and the taking of 

photographs in a space where narratives of sacrality are becoming apparent. 

Consequently, Ground Zero as a place is beginning to assume quasi-religious 

nuances, whereby moral tales are (re)told and where a morality of a mass death event 

is being constructed and consumed in an almost simultaneous instance. Of course, 

whilst a multitude of socio-cultural factors and inherent moral relativism will 

determine an individualsô own ethical stance, the notion of taking photographs at a 

recent site of death does perturb some individuals, yet there is also tacit recognition 

that taking photographs may not be appropriate by the photographers themselves. For 

instance, an American female interviewee justified her own photograph (taking): 

Weôve come to Ground Zero, not to view it as a tourist attraction, but to try and 

make sense of the impact it has had on my country, the people of New York and 

people right across the worldé. We have taken some photos, which I know 

some people donôt approve of, but we didnôt take them in a freak show kind of 

way ï we just took them as reminders of what humans can do to each other. 

People shouldnôt judge others that take photographs because photos donôt have 

to be just about the good times or celebrationsé you get photos in newspapers 

and magazines of war and poverty or abuse, so by taking our own photos, itôs 

very similar ï  I can remember the effects of terrorismé (GZ Interviewee 3: 

Interviews, 2009c).      

 

However, whatever the reason for taking photographs, whether it is for posterity or a 

kind of respectful memento, what is apparent is that the touristic act of photography at 

Ground Zero is creating a culture of celebrity (of death). In particular, this celebrity 

culture revolves around those emergency services who were directly involved in 9/11, 

and the military personnel who played a role (and continue to play a role) in the 

political aftermath. For example, during observations, the Ladder 10 Fire House, 

adjacent to the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre, answered an emergency call. Almost 

instantly, visitors to Ground Zero on Liberty Street gathered outside the Fire House 

and began to take photographs as the fire engine left the building (Obs, 2009c). As 

two fire-fighters posed for photographs and informed visitors of their own rescue 

deeds on 9/11, both through narrating particular accounts, but also by showing visitors 

dedicated scrapbooks of photographs and personal items of dead colleagues; a sense 

of the celebrity descended upon the place. Indeed, visitors competed with one another 

to have their photograph taken with the (hero) fire-fighters (Obs, 2009c; also Plate 

33).  



 

 

 
 

Plate 33: Photo (top left): Visitors crowd outside Ladder 10 Fire House. Photo (top right): Visitors 

pose with Firefighter (John) who had attended 9/11. Photo (bottom): Shrine inside Ladder 10 Fire 

House which FDNY has constructed to commemorate Firefighter victims of 9/11. 

 

Similarly, when a cortège of American navy cadets in full uniform arrived at Ground 

Zero in order to ritually perform their own deference to the dead, tourists immediately 



turned their cameras on the actual military, who themselves began to take 

photographs of the site (Obs, 2009c; also Plate 34). 

 

 
 

Plate 34: Visitors mingle with American Navy Cadets under scaffolding at Ground Zero (Firefighter 

bronze mural ï Ladder 10 Fire House). 

 

Thus, in the absence of an official memorial, or at least in a memorial space that is 

currently under construction, real-life fire-fighters and the military become 

impromptu touristic symbols of the connection between Ground Zero as a place of 

death and Ground Zero as a tourism space to be consumed. These symbols in turn are 

captured in moments of photographic posterity, but it is this very act of tourist 

photography, together with perceptions of appropriate behaviour, that raises broader 

notions of how both moralities are constructed and mortality consumed within a 

contemporary visitor site of mass death. 

 

7.9 Summary  of Ethnographic Research ï Tribute WTC Visitor Centre and 

Ground Zero 

The Tribute WTC Visitor Centre commemorates recent atrocity that played out as 

óreality deathô on television screens throughout the world during the attacks on 9/11. 

Consequently, contemporary visitors now consume a ótraumascapeô at the site of 

Ground Zero. A number of significant themes emerged from the ethnographic 

research at Ground Zero in New York. Indeed, through a combination of covert 

participant observations and interviews, three perceptible themes were extracted from 



the data and subsequent interpretations were outlined with regard to each theme. 

These themes centred upon how spatial dimensions of Ground Zero and its formal 

representation to visitors at the temporary Tribute WTC Visitor Centre ensure the site 

remains a space of death as well as a place for the dead. Thus, it is suggested that 

Ground Zero acts a place of mediation between the dead of the past and the present 

living, with consequent notions of sacrality attached to a contested political space. 

Additionally, individual visitors emotionally engage with authorised as well as 

unauthorised narratives of Ground Zero, and as such, both consume and augment the 

semiotics of tragic death and an attack upon a hegemonic power. The final theme 

suggested tensions within the visitor experience at Ground Zero with regard to the 

perceived conduct of other individuals, especially when that behaviour was framed 

within a context of respect for the dead. Consequently, moral conversations were not 

only generated around ethical conduct of Others, but also centred upon the ethics of 

official and unofficial ómemory managementô of the tragedy.   

 

To summarise emergent themes from Ground Zero and to expedite the theme 

mapping process with other case studies, Table 19 outlines and code definitional 

statements of each theme for the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero. 

Themes are defined to reveal the essence of discussions above. The thesis now turns 

to the final case study of Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and Memorial in Poland. 

  



 Case Study Theme 
Code 

Theme Title Theme Definition 

The Tribute 
WTC Visitor 
Centre at 
Ground Zero 
(GZ) 
 

GZ1 Spatial Scale 
and a 
Meditation of 
Mortality  
 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ǎŀŎǊŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŦ DǊƻǳƴŘ ½ŜǊƻ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 
emergent restitution as a place of mediation between 
5ŜŀŘ hǘƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ [ƛǾƛƴƎ {ŜƭŦΩΦ  
 

GZ2 Semiotics: 
Signs of Life 
(through 
Death) 
 

Ψ{ŜƳƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ DǊƻǳƴŘ Zero which individuals consume to 
construct meanings of past death in order to 
ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΩΦ 
  

GZ3 Consuming 
Death and 
Disaster: 
Ethical Codes 
 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 
interactions of Others and commemoration of the dead, 
which generates moral conversations about the memory 
ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƎƛŎ ŘŜŀǘƘΩΦ 
 

 

Table 19: Ethnographic Themes for the Tribute WTC Visitor Centre at Ground Zero: 

Definitional Statements and Theme Codes 
 



7.10 Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum ï óA Residence of Deathô 

The Holocaust and its touristic representation is an oft-cited example of dark tourism. 

Indeed, earlier discussions have helped contextualize dark tourism by highlighting 

tourist visits to former Nazi death camps. Hence, the purpose of this section is to 

further introduce the Holocaust within the broader context of ógenocide tourismô 

(Beech, 2009), whilst also introducing Auschwitz-Birkenau as a specific visitor site 

and a case study for this thesis. That said however, this study does not seek to explore 

ideological origins of the Holocaust or to examine its perpetuators or consequences 

in-depth. Nevertheless, it is prudent to offer a brief historical account of the event, 

especially considering how the Holocaust is (re)presented for tourist consumption.    

 

The Holocaust was an institutionalised state sponsored attempt by the Nazi regime in 

Germany (1933-1945) and their collaborators to exterminate the Jewish race during 

World War Two (1939-1945). The etymology of the term holocaust originally derived 

from the Greek word holókauston, meaning óa whole (holos) burnt (kaustos) 

sacrificial offering to a godô. The Latin form ï holocaustum ï was first used with 

specific reference to a massacre of Jews by the chroniclers Roger of Howden and 

Richard of Devizes in the 1190s (Schama, 2000). For hundreds of years, the word 

holocaust was used within English to denote massive sacrifices and great slaughters 

or massacres, and more recently, as a term to denote mass death during a nuclear war. 

During World War Two, the term was used to describe Nazi atrocities regardless of 

whether the victims were Jews or non-Jews. Since the 1960s however, the term 

Holocaust (capitalized) has come to be used by scholars and the media to refer 

exclusively to the genocide of Jews (Niewyk, 2000). Additionally, the biblical word 

Shoah (also spelled Sho'ah and Shoa), meaning ócalamityô, has become the standard 

Hebrew term for the Holocaust (Yad Vashem, 2009).  

 

The Nazi Party, led by Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany in January 1933, and 

held the belief that Germans were óracially superiorô to Jews, who they deemed 

óinferiorô. Consequently, the Nazis perceived the Jewish race as an alien threat to the 

so-called Germanic (or Aryan) racial community. Whilst the persecution (and killing) 

of Jews was carried out in the years leading up to the outbreak of World War II, it was 

not until 1942 that the systematic planning of Endlösung der Judenfrage ï óThe Final 

Solution of the Jewish Questionô ï was conceived, which some argue was the 



beginning of the Holocaust (see Hilberg, 2003). On January 20, 1942, Reinhard 

Heydrich, Chief of the Security Police and Security Service, chaired a secret 

conference in Berlin-Wannsee, which became known as the Wannsee Conference. It 

was here that high officials from Hitlerôs Third Reich planned the logistics and 

coordination of the killing of up to eleven million European Jews. In reality, however, 

the extermination of the Jewish population had already begun. Deportations of Jews 

to ghettos in occupied Poland had been underway since 1940, and mass murder 

operations (by shooting) had commenced in the western part of the Soviet Union soon 

after Germany attacked the country in the summer of 1941. Gas had already been 

used to execute people in the Chelmno and Auschwitz concentration camps, whilst 

forced slave labour and subsequent starvation had already killed many thousands. 

However, the Wannsee Conference set out and approved a set of protocols to 

procedurally ócombô all of occupied Europe (and parts of Europe the Nazi planned to 

conquer, including Britain) in order to apprehend, record and ultimately murder all 

Jews. The Wannsee Conference ultimately indicated that no Jewish community on 

European territory should be spared. Essentially, the bureaucratic systems and 

logistical power of the Nazisô ensured the systematic murder and genocide of a race of 

people, which one Holocaust scholar later referred to Germany as a ógenocidal Stateô 

(Berenbaum, 2006).   

 

Thus, during the era of the Holocaust, which ended in 1945 at the close of World War 

II, Nazi authorities targeted not only Jews, but other groups of people because of their 

perceived racial inferiority, including the Roma and Sinti (Gypsies), the disabled, and 

some of the Slavic peoples (including Poles, Russians, and others). Other groups were 

also persecuted on political, ideological, and behavioural grounds, among them 

Communists, Socialists, Jehovah's Witnesses, and homosexuals. The total number of 

murdered holocaust victims has been approximated at between eleven million and 

seventeen million, including those of Soviet civilian deaths, whilst almost six million 

Jews perished during the Shoah. 

 

Consequently, as the Holocaust still pervades a collective consciousness, signifying 

human acts of inhumanity, visitors are now invited to ósightsee in the mansions of the 

[Holocaust] deadô (Keil, 2005) and to consume an óatrocity experienceô (Stone, 2005). 

Hence, visits to places associated with the Holocaust have often been labelled, 



perhaps unhelpfully, as óHolocaust tourismô (Ashworth, 2002; Schwabe, 2005) or 

óShoah tourismô (Dery, 1999; Cohen, 2009). In turn, this raises profound issues of 

how the atrocity is memorialized ï that is, how to best to commemorate the dead, but 

also how to maintain the atrocity for contemporary consumption. Thus, nowhere are 

the Holocaust dead more commemorated or represented for consumption than at 

Auschwitz-Birkenau. Indeed, whilst the Holocaust represents catastrophe, it is the 

death camp of Auschwitz-Birkenau, perhaps more than any other site, which 

represents the Holocaust ï both historically for the scale of atrocities committed there, 

but also symbolically for the way it still haunts contemporary imagination (Gilbert, 

1986; Keil, 2005).  

 

7.10.1 A Dark Camp of Genocide: Auschwitz-Birkenau Context 

Following the invasion of Poland in September 1939, Nazi Germany annexed a small 

industrial town called OŜwiňcim in southern Poland, approximately 70 km south-west 

of Krakow, the cultural capital of Poland. The town was immediately designated the 

Germanic name of Auschwitz ï a term which would become synonymous with terror, 

oppression and death. On the outskirts of OŜwiňcim were original buildings that 

formed part of a pre-war Polish Army barracks, as well as serving as Austro-

Hungarian barracks for migrant workers (Charlesworth, 1994). It was within this 

building complex of twenty-two brick barracks that Auschwitz I ï the base camp ï 

was set up in 1940 and served as an administrative centre for the whole of the 

Auschwitz camp complex. Whilst the camp complex expanded significantly in spatial 

terms, Auschwitz I was initially planned as a concentration camp, similar to those 

which had been operating throughout Germany in the 1930ôs, and where slow 

extermination through forced labour and extreme conditions was the underlying 

rationale for their existence (Gilbert, 1986). Polish political prisoners were the first to 

be sent to Auschwitz I, where they and other prisoners were used as slave labour or 

for medical experiments (including woman and children), including the testing of gas 

as a method for execution. Indeed, the testing of Zyklon B, a highly lethal cyanide-

based pesticide, as a method of extermination paved the way for the construction of a 

dedicated execution gas chamber and crematorium at Auschwitz I, which was 

converted from an air raid shelter for the SS guards. The gas chamber at Auschwitz I 

operated from 1941 to 1942, during which time some 60,000 people were murdered; 

it was then later converted to a munitions store. The gas chamber and crematorium at 



Auschwitz I was destroyed by the SS as the Soviet army approached the camp and 

liberated the area in January 1945, but later reconstructed after the war using original 

building materials and blueprints, which had remained on site. Consequently, this 

reconstructed gas chamber and crematorium forms part of the present-day visitor 

experience to Auschwitz.  

 

In October 1941, building work commenced three kilometres away from Auschwitz I 

at Auschwitz II ï also referred to as Birkenau (the German translation of the Polish 

word Brzezinka, meaning birch tree), a small rural village near to the camp which was 

largely destroyed by the Germans but, subsequently rebuilt after the war (Figure 13). 

Both camps, Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II, were located within the Auschwitz 

Intereessengebiet ï a forty square kilometre óInterest Zoneô that was under the direct 

control of the SS garrisons and camp commandant. Within the zone, forty sub-camps 

were set up, the largest of which was Auschwitz III at Buna-Monowitz, which served 

the nearby giant IG Farben chemical works with slave labour. Birkenau opened as a 

branch of the Auschwitz complex in March 1942 and essentially became a ófactory of 

deathô. The purpose of Birkenau was both as a concentration camp and as an 

extermination centre, the latter being a pragmatic response to The Final Solution as 

explicitly formulated at the Wannsee Conference. Hence, Birkenau and other 

components of the Auschwitz complex augmented the functions of concentration 

camps like Mauthausen or Dachau with those of direct extermination centres like 

Treblinka or BeğŨec. In essence, it represented a new category of a Nazi death camp, 

intended to carry out the economic policies and exterminationist tasks of the Nazi 

state simultaneously and in the most efficient manner possible. Thus Birkenau, like 

the whole Auschwitz complex, combined two functions in a single place and time. 

Firstly, as a concentration camp, that is, a place where various categories of prisoners 

were slowly exterminated because of deliberately created conditions that made long-

term survival impossible. Moreover, secondly, as a direct extermination centre, where 

Jews, above all, were exterminated, although other categories of victims were also 

murdered on a smaller scale. Prisoners registered in the concentration camp died 

mainly of starvation whilst the direct extermination centre used large dedicated gas 

chambers for systematic killing. In total, 1.4 million people were murdered at 

Auschwitz-Birkenau, ninety per cent of them Jews (Auschwitz-Birkenau, 2009). 

 



 

 

Figure 13: Map showing the geography between Auschwitz I, Auschwitz II (Birkenau) and Auschwitz 

III (Monwitz). Source: (isurvived.org, 2009) 
 

Perhaps it is objectionable to describe or think of Auschwitz as simply an item on a 

tourist itinerary, or as a location for sightseeing or mass visitation. Yet, since the 

camps were liberated in 1945 and, subsequently, established as the Auschwitz State 

Museum in 1947 by a Polish Act of Parliament, in addition to the awarding of 

UNESCO World Heritage Status in 1979, the site(s) attracted 1.3 million visitors in 

2009 (Auschwitz-Birkenau, 2009). Ironically, the main architect of the Holocaust, 

Heinrich Himmler, visualised Auschwitz after the war as a place of tranquillity as 

well as a centre of economic production (based upon slave labour). He even had plans 

drawn up by the Nazi architect and Auschwitz planner Dr Hans Strosberg to show 

hotels to accommodate tourists to the ónew Auschwitzô (see Gutman & Berenbaum, 

1998; also Plate 35).  

 

http://isurvived.org/Frameset4References-3/-Auschwitz-Complex.html


 

 

Plate 35: The envisioned plaza (Ringplatz) in Auschwitz. View of the market place and city hall. 

In addition to a new plaza, the new Auschwitz was to have, among other things, an athletic stadium, 

numerous schools, playgrounds, and even hotels along the Sola River to draw tourists. It was, in 

Stosberg's words, going to turn Auschwitz into óa true cultural landscapeô. Source: (Stosberg Plans, 

2009) 

 

Presently however, Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and Memorial is divided 

between Auschwitz I (Plate 36) and Auschwitz II at Birkenau (Plate 37) where buses 

ferry visitors every twenty minutes between the two sites. Even though the site is 

open to visitors all year round, the buses only operate between April 15 and Oct 31, 

meaning that the two sites are essentially ódisconnectedô, in visitor terms at least, for a 

considerable period of the year. Classified as a óDark Camp of Genocideô by Stone 

(2006: 157) Auschwitz-Birkenau as a visitor site is defined as: 

A place which has genocide, atrocity and catastrophe as the main thanatological 

themeé [and] with a product design revolving around education and 

commemoration, and unlike Dark Exhibitions, are located at the actual site of 

the death-event, Dark Camps of Genocide tell the terrible tales of human 

suffering and infliction and have a high degree of political ideology attached to 

them.  

 

Conseuently, Auschwitz I utilises each of the former barrack blocks that have been 

converted to accommodate various exhibits and museum administration facilities. 

Additionally, the former barracks include a cinema, toilets, a café, a fast food unit, a 



small bureau de change and post office, as well as a shop selling postcards, books, 

posters, candles, handkerchiefs, and camera film, amongst other items. However, at 

Birkenau, the site has largely been left as it was found at the time of liberation, when 

the Nazis attempted to destroy the camp to hide evidence of the atrocities committed 

there. Nonetheless, customary visitor toilets have been installed within the main 

gatehouse, often referred to as the óDeath Gateô, and visitors can access the top of the 

watchtower, providing a panoramic view of the entire camp that has generally 

remained untouched. However, some of the wooden barracks, which were used to 

house hundreds of prisoners, have been reconstructed and maintained, as over the 

decades the elements have taken a toll on these simple wooden structures. 

Additionally, a large concrete memorial to the victims of the Holocaust has been 

erected close to the ruins of the gas chambers and crematoria, which the Nazis blew 

up in 1945. 

 

    

 

Plate 36: Visitor taking picture of interpretation board near to infamous camp entrance gate with the 

inscription óArbeit Macht Freiô (work makes one free). Visitors in the background are also taking 

photographs. The gate inscription was stolen in December 2009, but has since been recovered 

(see Boyes, 2009) 

 



Whilst many tourists visit other tourism sites in Poland (Keil, 2005), it is undeniable 

that Auschwitz is explicitly marketed as a place to visit within the wider destination 

area of Krakow (e.g. AAA Krakow Tours, 2009). Notably, Auschwitz is often 

promoted as a site to visit with another UNESCO World Heritage Site ï the Salt 

Mines in Wieliczka, an approximately two hour drive south from Krakow and one of 

Europeôs oldest functioning mining complexes (see Auschwitz Tours, 2009). 

Additionally, the city of Krakow, a tourism destination in its own right, and which is 

often used as a touring base for people visiting Auschwitz, especially since the arrival 

of low-cost airlines to two nearby airports, has important medieval architecture, a 

royal castle and museums, and one of the largest plazas in Europe. Importantly, tours 

to Krakowôs former Jewish Quarter of Kazimierz, which featured in Steven 

Spielbergôs use of locality in the film Schindlerôs List ï a story of industrialist Oskar 

Schindler who saved Jews from inevitable execution at Auschwitz by employing them 

in his enamel factory, have become increasing popular and even referred by some as 

óSchindler Tourismô (Ashworth, 2003). Ultimately, however, visitors to Krakow not 

only have the option to take in the cultural aspects of the city, or to visit industrial 

heritage centres such as the Salt Mines, but also have the opportunity to visit a 

(grave)site of the greatest mass murder in history. The study now turns to the final 

ethnography.  

 

 



   

 

 

Plate 37: Photo (left): Visitor car park opposite Birkenauôs óDeath Gateô.  

Photo (right): óInstruction Signageô to tourists on gates at Birkenau 

  

 

7.11 Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and Memorial Ethnography ï 

óManufactured Deathô  

Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and Memorial (hereafter referred to as 

Auschwitz-Birkenau) as a visitor experience is undoubtedly poignant. This is 

particularly the case with regard to how the two separate camps of Auschwitz I and 

Auschwitz II (Birkenau) counter one another in terms of reconstructing the apparatus 



of Holocaust death and how the level of visitorsô pre-conditioning of the Holocaust 

interplays with the spatial experience of the site(s). Ultimately, as with the Ground 

Zero case, the visitor is granted an opportunity to access a ótraumascapeô where 

hundreds of thousands of people lost their lives through deliberate killing and 

systematic murder. Essentially, visitors are invited to sightsee in the one of largest 

cemeteries in the world.  

 

As with earlier ethnographies, a number of significant themes relevant to this study 

emerged at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Table 20 delineates these themes, and an interpretive 

narrative is now offered to each theme. 

 

 

Auschwitz -

Birkenau             

State Museum 

& Memorial 

Data Theme Title 

1. Death (Pre)conditioning 

2. Constructing a Narrative of Death (and Moral Tales) 

3. Mortality: Personal Connections, Reflections & Associations 

 

Table 20: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and Memorial ï Ethnographic Data Themes  

 

7.11.1 Death (Pre)conditioning  

The ethnographic data intimated notions of pre-conditioning accompanied consuming 

the Holocaust and its dead at Auschwitz-Birkenau. In other words, visitors appear to 

bring with them, consciously or sub-consciously, a particular iconography of place 

that goes on to narrate and inform personal experiences. In short, the familiarity of the 

Holocaust within the mindset of visitors, often through media-induced images of 

Holocaust events and stories, is significant to how death and suffering at Auschwitz-

Birkenau is ultimately consumed. As a Dutch female interviewee pointed out: 

I have been wanting to come to Auschwitz for most of my life since reading 

many Holocaust books growing up and watching World War Two 

documentariesé. everyone should know what to expect before they visit 

Auschwitz... (AB Interviewee 1: Interviews, 2009d) 

 

Of course, this óexpectationô is grounded in a series of visual and narrative 

transformations that frame and, thus, condition subsequent visitor experiences to 

óreal-lifeô Holocaust death sites. Put another way, the pre-conditioning effect of how 



the Holocaust is represented in both historical accounts and popular culture will 

influence how the physical site of Auschwitz-Birkenau is encountered. Consequently, 

the Holocaust and its iconic apparatus of death at Auschwitz-Birkenau have become 

firmly entrenched within the collective consciousness. Particularly, historical 

instruction of the Holocaust on educational curriculums ï the large number of 

students at Auschwitz-Birkenau is perhaps testament to this (Obs, 2009d) ï in 

addition to popular portrayals of Auschwitz-Birkenau is fundamental in building an 

indelible iconography. Visitors appear to consume these portrayals prior to their visit, 

which include depictions of Nazi atrocities in television documentaries, novels and 

other literature and, of course, cinematic representations. Indeed, Steven Spielbergôs 

movie Schindlerôs List (Spielberg, 1993), together with a whole genre of Holocaust 

inspired films, including, but not limited, to Life is Beautiful (Benigni, 1997), The 

Pianist (Polanski, 2002), Fateless (Koltai, 2005), The Boy in the Striped Pajamas 

(Herman, 2008) and the television production Conspiracy (Pierson, 2001), 

communicate to a contemporary generation Holocaust events which otherwise might 

be too austere or painful. As such, a (banal) familiarly with Holocaust emblems is the 

result. As a Czech female interviewee pointed out, óbeing here [at Auschwitz-

Birkenau] is like being in the movies; I recognised many of the buildingséô (AB 

Interviewee 2: Interviews, 2009d).  

 

Even so, whilst the Holocaust may be seen as increasingly prosaic, perhaps as a 

consequence of continuous repetition of World War II television documentaries, for 

example on the History Channel, or the use of Holocaust stories to project a 

óHollywoodisedô version of events that in turn allow for a particular conditioning of 

consumers, the actual being at Auschwitz-Birkenau does appear to strike accord for 

visitors. Indeed, an American male interviewee states: 

Iôve seen many television documentaries about the Holocaust, Iôve read plenty 

of books on the subject, but there are nothing compared to the feeling Iôve had 

today seeing the gas chamber and crematoria, the prison cells, the rooms full of 

hair and spectacles, and the rooms where children were killed and the execution 

yard (AB Interviewee 3: Interviews, 2009d). 

 

Similarly, another American male interviewee also notes the distinction between what 

he has witnessed on television with regard to the Holocaust and correlates it with his 

visitor experience at Auschwitz-Birkenau: 



é the enormity of it ï you know, the death and suffering ï really hits you 

smack between the eyes, especially at Birkenau. It is truly gruesome in the 

extreme and is something that I shall never forget. What has really hit me was 

the mass of human hair on display, which when you see that on TV, you just 

donôt get the sense of scale or an appreciation of the texture or the different 

colours of the hairé. To me, that was almost like seeing a dead personé (AB 

Interviewee 4: Interviews, 2009d). 

 

Interestingly, the human hair on display at Auschwitz I (Figure 47), now over sixty 

years old, is decaying almost beyond conservation, and a debate is currently underway 

as to whether to replace the hair with ófreshô human hair to continue to illustrate the 

scale of atrocities (Stone, 2006b). Conversely, some of the human hair that is on 

display contains residues of Zyklon B, the poison gas used to execute victims, thus 

indicating the hair was shaved off after the victim died (Obs, 2009d). Notwithstanding 

the issue over the state of decay, it is the fact that the hair not only belonged to men, 

woman and children who were murdered, but also the fact human remains are 

exhibited and thus symbolically representing death and dying (through inhumane acts) 

to all those who gaze upon it. Other ómarkers of death and dyingô, which collectively 

provide symbols of the Holocaust dead, include exhibits of large numbers of everyday 

personal items belonging to Holocaust victims, including shoes, spectacles, prosthetic 

limbs and suitcases (see Plates 38 and Plate 39).    

 

 

 

Plate 38: Visitor with audio guide gazing upon exhibited human hair of Holocaust victims at 

Auschwitz I. The hair was shaved from victims and sold to industry for uses such as insulation 



or making mattresses. The hair on display was found by the Soviet army after they liberated 

the camp in 1945.  (Photo: Haines, 2009).  

 

 

 
 

Plate 39: Visitor looking at a collection of confiscated suitcases with inscribed names  

and addresses of victims. Victims brought with them personal items, in suitcases, after being 

told by their Nazi captors that they were going to Auschwitz to óworkô.  
 

These items, which in themselves represent ordinariness of the victims, form part of a 

collective iconography of death that is portrayed in history television documentaries 

and books, and subsequently consumed and validated by visitors at Auschwitz-

Birkenau. Of course, these symbols of Holocaust death and suffering are not restricted 

to Auschwitz-Birkenau. Indeed, images of victimsô hair or suitcases, and other 

personal items, including photographs of emaciated victims, have been reproduced 

and repeated in Holocaust exhibitions throughout the world. However, the actual 

Auschwitz-Birkenau site itself appears to form part of the ultimate Holocaust visitor 

experience, as a Canadian female interviewee goes on to suggest: 

Weôve brought our 14 year-old daughter to see the site [Auschwitz-Birkenau] at 

her request after she has been studying the Holocaust at school; we have already 

done the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam so this [visit experience] has taken 

everything up a gearé (AB Interviewee 5: Interviews, 2009d). 

 

Hence, the level of pre-conditioning for Holocaust death appears to be structured not 

only around particular events and artefacts as projected through historical and media 



interpretations, but also evident is a hierarchical framework of (Holocaust) death, 

often based upon other visitor experiences at separate but related óHolocaust tourist 

sitesô. Furthermore, a Czech male interviewee suggests: 

Iôve always wanted to come here to Auschwitz but I wasnôt sure how I would 

react to seeing the place in real life. Iôve seen and heard so much on television 

and in books and in the movies, but Iôm really glad Iôve cameé. Iôve been to 

other concentration camps, including the one at Mauthausen, but it is Auschwitz 

that has done it for meé I think itôs just the sheer scale of the place, seeing the 

place on television and in pictures and then seeing the place for realé itôs been 

an unbelievable experience ï to be in a place where so many innocent people 

needlessly lost their lives in such a horrible wayé (AB Interviewee 6: 

Interviews, 2009d).  

 

Reconciling an iconography of Holocaust death with real-life experiences of actual 

space, as well as recognising the importance of death places as part of collective 

tragedy was also noted by a fellow companion ï Mr Keith Myerscough (hereafter, 

Myerscough, 2009), who accompanied the researcher on his field visit(s) to 

Auschwitz-Birkenau during March 2009. Keeping a written diary to record his 

feelings and opinions of his óHolocaust experienceô, Myerscough (2009) notes the 

potential for a óGrand Dark Tourô: 

Now hereôs a though! Visiting one site of evil is not enough and you can talk to 

those sharing the experience all you like but, it counts for very little simply 

because it is done in isolation. There needs to be a Grand Dark Tour of 

examples of evil in order to fully understand manôs predilection and propensity 

for inflicting suffering upon other members of our species. 

 

Myerscough goes on to note his initial journey to Auschwitz-Birkenau and the actual 

approach to the site: 

Well, I can now tick this óexperience offô my mental list of things to do before I 

dieé The car journey to the site was not an easy one, both figuratively and 

physically. It was with a great deal of apprehension that I attempted to gird my 

loins for what my imagination thought was to come. Having taken a wrong turn 

we ended up at Auschwitz II and my worst fears were realised in seeing that 

icon of figures to be found in any serious history book or documentary film of 

the Nazis ófinal solutionô. Not wishing to visit this site before the first site, we 

turned around and headed off to seek Auschwitz I (Myerscough, 2009). 

 

Consequently, for Myerscough at least, the level of pre-conditioning and an imagined 

iconography caused him trepidation at the prospect of visiting Auschwitz-Birkenau. 

Thus, he was already óemotionally invigilatedô prior to consuming his óatrocity 

experienceô at the actual site. The icon of figures which Myerscough refers to are, of 



course, the emblematic watchtower, the archway entrance to Birkenau often referred 

to as  the óDeath Gateô and, the railway line upon which hundreds of thousands of 

people were transported to their deaths (Plate 40).    

 

 

 

Plate 40: Approach to the iconic óDeath Gateô, watchtower and railway at Auschwitz II.  

A visitor car park can seen in the top left of the photograph. 
 

Similarly, Myerscough goes on to record his first experience of seeing the iconic gate 

at Auschwitz I (Plate 41):   

The sight of that most infamous of all gates, and its motto proclaiming freedom 

through hard work for all those passing through was now the only way for them 

[original emphasis] to serve the Third Reich with their labours. At a distance the 

gate appeared to be benign, if it were not for the knowledge and understanding 

[original emphasis] I had brought with meé. (Myerscough, 2009).  

 



 
 

Plate 41: Litterbin for visitors in the foreground of photograph, whilst in the background is the iconic 

gate and barrier to the entrance of Auschwitz I. 

 

Evident again is the notion of pre-conditioning of a space that subsequently informs 

visitor experiences of a death place. The emphasis of meaning that Myerscough 

(2009) confers on such an icon, that is the gate, not only influences his overall visitor 

experience, but allows for a rupture (and validation) between his prior knowledge and 

understanding of the infamous gate semiotics and the actual gate itself, which to him, 

appeared benign ï from a distance at least. Thus, the suggestion is that individual 

iconographic perceptions of Auschwitz-Birkenau, as a place of Holocaust, augment 

the physical attachment of being on a site associated with mass suffering, regime 

advocated brutality and systematic killing. In turn, this may add to an inherent 

interpretation which is unique to individuals, but which is perhaps dependent upon 

personal levels of a (prior) óHolocaust knowledgeô. Ironically though, the iconic gate 

at Auschwitz I (Figure 48) is viewed by many as a liminal entry into a death space. 

However, once the present-day visitor has disembarked from their tour coaches or has 

parked their car, they are already within the original perimeter of the concentration 



camp. Indeed, the car park immediately adjacent to Auschwitz I and the brick 

building which accommodates the café, book store, post office, cinema, and so on, 

and where visitors initially enter and assemble to collect and pay for audio guides, is 

in fact the original building where prisoners were administered before they entered the 

camp proper. That is, through the iconic inscribed gate (Obs, 2009d). Thus, whilst 

victims of the Holocaust were processed in that actual building, tourists are now 

óprocessedô in the same building as they make their way to parts of the camp that 

appear familiar. Hence, without a recognisable iconography to draw upon to extract 

and construct meaning, this initial building which is a fundamental part of the original 

Auschwitz camp complex appears not to form an integral part of the contemporary 

Auschwitz I visitor experience. Yet, it was here that tens of thousands began their 

dying through starvation, slavery, torture, and ultimately, for many, execution.    

 

Whilst the media and popular culture has disseminated the Holocaust for decades, the 

perpetuation of Holocaust atrocity, or at least an attempt to locate the spatial site of 

Auschwitz-Birkenau into a historical and political context, continues with the actual 

visitor experience. Particularly, the small cinema within the camp complex shows a 

short film outlining the Holocaust and the role of concentration camps, including 

Auschwitz-Birkenau (Obs, 2009d). It is here where a Holocaust iconography is 

reinforced as visitors consume black and white movies of burned corpses, executions 

and images of horrendous medical experimentation. Whereas older generations of 

visitors are (re)introduced to Holocaust horrors during the cinema presentation, 

younger visitors, of which there are many at Auschwitz-Birkenau, are introduced to 

the horror for the first time, or at least initiated into a well maintained Holocaust 

iconography (Obs, 2009d). As a young French female interviewee (in her late teens) 

and as part of a student group states: 

I first watched the film [in the camp cinema] about the liberation of the camp 

and what they found, and what had been going oné it was a real eye openeré 

then I came out and stood in front of those infamous gates [as referred to above] 

and the place is hard to describe, the atmosphere, the buildings that stand all in 

lines but all have a gruesome story to tellé (AB Interviewee 7: Interviews, 

2009d).  

 

However, graphic images of the Holocaust are not consigned to the actual Auschwitz-

Birkenau site. Indeed, visitors are provided an opportunity to cognitively pre-



condition themselves with Holocaust death and suffering immediately prior to their 

physical arrival on site. An American male interviewee states: 

I booked our trip in advance on the internet and we were brought here [to 

Auschwitz I] from our hotel in Krakow by coach which took about an hour. On 

the way we watched a movie documentary on Auschwitz which was very 

interesting and extremely movingé it made the actual trip much more 

worthwhile and meaningful when I saw the gas chambers, the crematorium and 

the torture roomsé (AB Interviewee 8: Interviews, 2009d).  

 

Once again, augmentation of visitorsô interpretation of a Holocaust space is evident as 

visitors are emotionally invigilated before their óAuschwitz experienceô, either by 

consuming a prescribed Holocaust iconography immediately before their visit, or 

through a broader consumption of Holocaust images and narratives within popular 

culture. However, in addition to the physicality of the Auschwitz-Birkenau site 

providing tangible markers of an iconography which has been informed by historical 

narratives and visual depictions, there are other ómarkersô within the site of 

Auschwitz-Birkenau which also symbolise death (of Others), suffering and 

victimhood.  Notably, Orthodox Jews (identifiable by their distinctive Hasidic dress 

code, including black overcoats, hats and, in some cases, hairstyle) intermingle with 

other visitors of different cultures and creeds whilst they all collectively consume 

historical death (Obs, 2009d). However, the distinctiveness of the Orthodox Jews and 

their interactions with a place where their race was subject to a planned extermination, 

to a Western secular observer at least, provided a spectacle. For instance, an Orthodox 

Jewish male stood in the middle of Auschwitz I and began to read out (very loudly) a 

óprayerô in Hebrew, whilst his companion filmed the event (Obs, 2009d; Plate 42). 

Other (non-Jewish) visitors then began to gaze upon and photograph the prayer 

spectacle, as the Orthodox Jew (who was perhaps a Rabbi) seemingly called out to the 

dead, and the event quickly became an óattraction within an attractionô (Obs, 2009d).  

 



 

 

Plate 42: Jewish male (on left) reading aloud a prayer in Auschwitz I whilst his companion (on right) 

records the event on a video camera. Out of shot, are several non-Jewish visitors watching this 

unscripted event and taking photographs of the two men (Obs, 2009d). 
 

Similarly, at Birkenau, Orthodox Jews were witnessed laughing and performing star 

jumps and posing with their arms outspread in front of the infamous Death Gate, 

whilst they were photographed by fellow companions (Obs, 2009d; Plate 43). 

Whether the star jumps were symbolical gestures of the Star of David ï a generally 

recognisable emblem of Jewish identity ï remains unclear; yet evident again was a 

spectacle which provided a photo opportunity for other non-Jewish visitors as they 

captured on film behaviour which appeared strange and out of place. Conversely, non-

Jewish visitors cohabiting a place of death with Jewish visitors and gazing upon their 

actions allowed for respect to be generated, as well as a reminder of mortality for 

individuals who had suffered pervasive anti-Semitism and a unique attempt at 

annihilation. As a British female stated: 

Seeing all the Jewish people here reminds me of their plight, and that it must be 

really hard for them coming to a place like this. It also reminds me that it was 

them that suffered the mosté they [i.e. the Orthodox Jews] also kind of 

reminded me of all the dead people that were killed here (AB Interviewee 9: 

Interviews, 2009d).  

 



 
 

Plate 43: Jewish male facing the óDeath Gateô leaning backwards with his arms outstretched and head 

back whilst being photographed by a male companion. Earlier the Jewish male being photographed had 

been witnessed performing óstar jumpsô and laughing as he was encouraged by his other companions 

(Obs, 2009d). 

 

Yet, whilst the Orthodox Jews appear to constitute part of the sitesô iconography, the 

respect for the Jewish plight, as indicated by the interviewee above, is perhaps 

tempered by perceived behaviour of (some) Jewish visitors, especially by a particular 

group of Orthodox Jews at the time of observations. For instance, a tour group of 

Orthodox Jews, who had previously been seen in Auschwitz I only three kilometres 

away, were witnessed disembarking from their coach in the car park immediately 

opposite Birkenau, the site where over one and a half million people, mostly Jews, 

were murdered. Whilst public conveniences and washrooms for visitors are provided 



within the main watchtower building (and also at Auschwitz I), one particular 

Orthodox Jewish male was witnessed urinating outside the perimeter of Birkenau 

against a refuse skip which had been placed in the visitor car park (Obs, 2009; Plate 

44). Whilst his fellow companions appeared jovial about the situation, and indeed 

were witnessed laughing at the event as they walked toward the óDeath Gateô, a 

second Orthodox Jewish male joined his companion and he too urinated against this 

skip in full view of the death camp (Obs, 2009). Of course, to a Western secular 

observer, this type of behaviour from the Orthodox Jews not only appeared vulgar, 

simply for urinating in a public place, but also insolent and wholly disrespectful for 

urinating in a space where some many of their fellow race were transported to their 

deaths. Alternatively, of course, the act of urinating could be seen as indignation of 

Nazi oppression.   

  



 

 

 

 

Plate 44: Top photo: Jewish male urinating against a green skip. Bottom photo: The skip (circled) is 

opposite Birkenau and within the visitor car park. 

 

Myerscough (2009) goes on to record his views of this particular group of Orthodox 

Jews: 



My mind now wonders off into the surreal ï a coach load of Orthodox Jews 

makes it way around the camp [Auschwitz I] like a whirlwind that ignores all 

but the nailed down! It was if all other human beings did not exist in that they 

took pictures where and when they wanted, demanding that you got out of the 

way of the image they wished to capture for the folks back home. I found it 

really hard not to stare and even harder not to admonish them for their 

irreverence! But, is it not their memorial, is it not their right to behave as they 

see fit and am I the intruder into their heritage? Death may well mean different 

things to different people but surely it is the way that somebody dies that is 

important and here we have the systematic death of people whoôs only crime 

was not being a member of the Aryan Race.   

 

Whilst it is assumed that the Orthodox Jews were at Auschwitz-Birkenau as part of a 

pilgrimage event, perhaps promulgating a sense of óheredity victimhoodô and 

attempting to find a meaning of survival themselves in horrors borrowed from the 

Holocaust, the very iconography of Jews within the confines of Auschwitz-Birkenau 

provide, perhaps, other visitors with additional meaning of the atrocity. Of course, 

whilst a meaning of the suffering and scale of death may be unique to individuals, 

similarities of meaning do exist, especially when narratives of mortality are formally 

projected at Auschwitz, but where informal moral tales are constructed. It is to this 

point that the ethnography now turns. 

  

7.11.2 Constructing a Narrative of Death (and Moral Tales) 

Auschwitz-Birkenau as place of premeditated murder has undoubtedly evolved into a 

museological space, where memories of dead Others are consumed by contemporary 

visitors. Commemorative politics are pronounced at Auschwitz-Birkenau, propelled 

by dissonant heritage and cultural issues, and exasperated no doubt by funding 

concerns. However, in addition to contested management strategies concerning the 

siteôs environmental and structural maintenance, the fact that hundreds of thousands 

of individuals annually visit Auschwitz-Birkenau is testament not only to the 

cognitive space it occupies within the public consciousness, but also designates it as a 

place of (mass) tourist activity. Hence, a particular theme emerged from the 

ethnographic data that signified how touristification occurs at the site and how 

authorised narratives of death, torture and extreme suffering have been produced to 

inform visitors of Holocaust atrocities. However, perhaps more importantly, a 

significant issue also emerged of how Auschwitz-Birkenau as a tourist site 

commemorating an atrocity is limited in its formalised narration of reconciliation, 



racial tolerance, political harmony or messages of hope for the future. Instead, 

Auschwitz-Birkenau is a bleak despondent (re)construction of a Holocaust event, 

which is factual and precise, but offers little in the way of formally communicating 

optimism and anticipation for the future (Obs, 2009d). Thus, the underlying principle 

of the siteôs conservation ï óLest We Forgetô ï a notion that implies if individuals 

forget past atrocities, then similar atrocities may occur again in the future, is 

disjointed somewhat by the visitor experience at Auschwitz-Birkenau. In other words, 

whilst visitors to the site are instructed not to forget ï both the victims and the manner 

in which they suffered or died ï individuals seemingly have to formulate their own 

strategies on how to remember the immoral past in order to comprehend (and hope) 

for the moral future. As an Australian female interviewee who was accompanied by 

several companions states: 

Weôve walked around the whole site [Birkenau] and wish now we had left more 

time as the sheer size of the place is vast, although to be honest, Iôm not sure I 

could have coped for much longer. I managed to hold myself together until we 

got to the area where there is a lake and a wood [near to the gas chambers and 

crematoria]é I recall seeing a photograph in Auschwitz I of women and 

children standing in the wood, naked and in the snow ï waiting for their deaths 

at the gas chambers, without knowing it. I know the lake next to the crematoria 

is full of human ashé I felt myself sobbing uncontrollably and asking myself 

the question why?!! [original emphasis of tone] I just did not get why it really 

happened and still donôt... (AB Interviewee 10: Interviews, 2009d). 

 

Thus, whilst visitors consume death and dying, they are informed of Holocaust 

atrocities in factual terms by sometimes limited museology methods of interpretation 

which, as revealed shortly, leave the visitor isolated in the search for and construction 

of not only why mass mortality occurred, but also subsequent moral dimensions of 

such death. Firstly however, and to return to the issue of Auschwitz-Birkenau as a 

place of tourism, the site has not only developed infrastructure which caters for mass 

visitation, including retail, catering, and transport facilities and so forth, but the site 

also adopts attraction-style presentation. This includes scheduled tours led by a group 

leader with a scripted and well-rehearsed account of atrocities, as well as self-auditory 

guides that provide commentary to visitors as they wander around a space designed 

for death (Obs, 2009d). Indeed, Myerscough (2009) comments upon the initial visitor 

inauguration into Auschwitz I and its overall ósanitised feelô: 

The journey from the over-spill car park, the tatty tourist information centre, the 

crossing of the road, entry into a busy and bustling main car park that was in 

need of refurbishment; all had the effect of distracting me from what I was 



about to see and feel.... The journey from the car park to the entrance to the 

camp took me through a sort of sheep dip where I was plunged into a 

concoction that sanitised me and prepared me for an experience that could not 

be as dreadful as I had convinced myself it was going to be ï could it?  

 

The concoction, which Myerscough refers to, is, perhaps, evidence of the 

touristification of the site ï that is, the familiar infrastructure and facilities that 

accompany mainstream tourist attractions. Yet, it is this very familiarity of tourism 

that allows for a certain óemotional calmingô and sanitisation of the (death) subject, as 

personal iconographies of the Holocaust are validated and meaning is subsequently 

constructed. Hence, and perhaps controversially, Auschwitz-Birkenau as a site of 

death and suffering appears to a hybrid place of a traditional museum that projects a 

formal narrative of what happened and, a kitschified tourist attraction that not only 

caters to visitor needs but also tells a story of how it happened. As an American male 

interviewee pointed out: 

This is a difficult place to sum up, but Iôm glad Iôve visited; Auschwitz I has 

been kind of an attraction visit, whilst Birkenau has been much more 

reflective... [additionally] our trip has been made much more comfortable by the 

fact that weôve got a [coach] driver waiting for us when we are ready to leave 

and to take us directly back to the hotel... (AB Interviewee 11: Interviews, 

2009d). 

 

Whilst this individual notes the distinction between his ótouristyô visit to Auschwitz I 

and a more meditative experience at Birkenau, he also notes the modern conveniences 

of a well-managed tourist visit. Consequently, an Australian female interviewee 

cautions Auschwitz-Birkenau against seemingly inevitable touristification: 

The Auschwitz Museum has become one of the many stops on the tourist trail, 

and though I welcome the exposure the Museum gives to the Holocaust, it also 

risks the turning the worldôs largest cemetery into a theme park... I have a very 

strong interest and very strong feelings about the Holocaust, and I think 

everyone should come here ï at least once, but people should be prepared for 

crowds and those on a tourist day out (AB Interviewee 12: Interviews, 2009d). 

 

Indeed, further evidence of touristification and notions of ótourist excursionsô at 

Auschwitz-Birkenau within a broader recreational itinerary are made apparent by a 

British female interviewee, who states: 

Weôve only got two days in which to see, in our opinion, what are the most 

important locations in Krakow ï those were yesterday at the Salt Mines in 

Wieliczka and here today at Auschwitz. The experience at Wieliczka left us 

with feelings of amazement and awe at what the miners accomplished over 



hundreds of years and so far below ground. But here at Auschwitz, we just feel 

totally numb, with reactions of sadness, horror, disgust and sheer disbelief that 

humans could kill other humans in such a horrible way (AB Interviewee 13: 

Interviews, 2009d). 

   

Similarly, a British male interviewee suggested how Auschwitz-Birkenau was part of 

his overall visitor experience to the Krakow area, although for him the logistics of 

ótour bundlingô had pragmatic implications. He goes on to state at Birkenau: 

I must admit I did the Salt Mines-Auschwitz package as I got a good deal on the 

net... but I found the Salt Mines tour this morning dragged on a bit, meaning 

there was less time for Auschwitz, and there was no time for lunch and to eat in 

between the Salt Mines and here [Auschwitz]... a friend of mine tried to grab a 

quick burger at Auschwitz I but got reprimanded by some other visitors for 

being disrespectful for eating it ï yet they sold burgers!! [original emphasis of 

tone] (AB Interviewee 14: Interviews, 2009d).  

 

Indeed, catering outlets are provided at Auschwitz I (Plate 45), although it appears for 

this individual that óeating to liveô within a place where so many died through 

starvation raises ethical disquiet amongst some visitors. Of course, the catering 

industry is an integral component of the broader tourism sector, yet the rigours of 

undertaking all-day tours and a rudimentary necessity to eat illustrate apparent 

tensions of the touristification in a place that still haunts contemporary imagination.  

 

  



 

 
Plate 45: Fast food outlet immediately adjacent to Auschwitz I and 

within the overall perimeter of the former concentration camp. 

 

Further evidence of the touristification of Auschwitz-Birkenau, and a practice that 

irked some visitors was the taking of tourist photographs. As with the earlier case of 

Ground Zero, photography (and its relationship with touristification) in a place where 

individuals were systematically murdered may be considered inappropriate. Despite 

official warning notices forbidding photography within actual buildings at Auschwitz 

I, probably as an official attempt to instil a sense of reverence into the visitor 

experience and also as a formal sign of respect for the dead, the practice of tourist 

photography is widespread. This is not only within the general space of the camps, but 

also in the actual camp buildings (Obs, 2009d). Indeed, visitors were witnessed 

quietly jostling with one another to secure an opportune spot within the crematoria to 

take the óbest photographô of the ovens where tens of thousands of corpses were 

disposed (Obs, 2009d). Whilst some used the ovens as a photographic backdrop to 

pose against, a teenager was even witnessed reaching his arm out over the visitor 

cordon and placing his camera inside one of the crematorium ovens, whereby the 

subsequent flash illuminated the inside of the oven (Obs, 2009d; also Plate 46). A 

female interviewee from Austria commented upon this issue: 

...considering so many people were killed here [at Auschwitz] there are so 

many people here today who showed little or no respect for where they are... I 

saw people taking photographs of the ovens and in the execution yard, which I 



did chastise a few for doing so, but I gave up in the end due to the number of 

disrespectful people... but nothing that dozy or disrespectful tourists do can take 

away the absolute horror of this place (AB Interviewee 15: Interviews, 2009d). 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Plate 46: Visitors inside the (reconstructed) crematorium at Auschwitz I. Whilst there was a formal 

ban on taking photographs inside the gas chamber and crematorium, this was often flouted as visitors 

photographed the interior ï including the researcher in taking these photographs! (Obs, 2009d). 

 



Similarly, Myerscough (2009) records his feelings as he took photographs as he 

entered through the iconic gates at Auschwitz I: 

The gates were photographed and recorded in my memory for future recall to 

friends, family, and work colleagues. But, just before I enter the camp I get this 

strangest of feelings that convinces me that I must act in an óappropriate wayô 

[original emphasis] ï surely society expects this of me ï not a fucking bit of it! 

This is the 21
st
 Century, and travel does not broaden the mind it just empties 

your pockets. [Hence] The taking of the statutory photograph, attempting to 

capture that elusive moment in time...   

 

Thus, for Myerscough at least, the expectation that he and indeed others should 

behave according to particular social conventions is a key driver in his consumption 

of this death space. However, it appears that his social conventions become estranged 

by the notion of tourist photography, something that is further implied by his 

experience of the execution yard at Block 11: 

The infamous Block 11 brings the suffering of the inmates to my consciousness 

and leaves me distraught for a fleeting moment, to be interrupted by two 

Orthodox Jews who must have their photographs taken in the execution yard 

(Myerscough, 2009; also Plate 47).    

 

Block 11 is a building located on the perimeter of Auschwitz I and it was here that the 

main torture and killing centre within the camp was located. Additionally, it was 

within this building that Dr Josef Mengele performed his perverse medical 

experiments, whilst the adjacent courtyard, which Myerscough refers to, acted as a 

site of execution by shooting. Indeed, the execution wall inside the courtyard has been 

reconstructed and now serves as a shrine for visitors to pay respects (and to take 

photographs), and has subsequently become a ómust seeô item on the Auschwitz 

itinerary (Obs, 2009d; also Plate 47). Interestingly, the place most associated with 

inhumanity at Auschwitz I appears to be the most popular. As an Australian female 

interviewee pointed out with regard to her experience of Block 11:  

[our Tour Guide] said that the most ñpopularò exhibit in Auschwitz I was Block 

11. I find that truly shocking and unbelievable if it wasnôt for the fact that it was 

there in front of us ï visibly more people queued to get into Block 11 than any 

other exhibition (AB Interviewee 16: Interviews, 2009d). 

  



 

 

 

Plate 47: Top photo: It was within this yard that thousands of people were shot and murdered. A floral 

memorial has been constructed against the wall where people were executed. Block 11(on the right of 

the picture) was known as the óDeath Blockô where torture and medical experiments were carried out. 

Note the boarded up windows of Block 10 (left of the picture) ï the Nazi did this to protect the views 

and as not to óalarmô those incarcerated inside Block 10, which mainly housed woman prisoners.  

Bottom Photo: Visitor posing for photograph inside the execution yard. 
 



Whilst ethical tensions are apparent within the tourist experience, especially with 

regard to perceptions of appropriate conduct and behaviour in a place where so many 

people perished, for some visitors it is the actual presence of Others which 

compromise their visitor experience of Auschwitz-Birkenau. Indeed, a British male 

interviewee suggested the number of people at the site distracted him from his 

óHolocaust experienceô. He goes on to note: 

Iôve found Auschwitz a thoroughly haunting place ï everywhere you look is 

filled with death and despair ï but, I suggest that is less so when youôre 

surrounded by hoards of people, which left me with little time to properly see 

each block. Almost everyone seemed to arrive at about 10.30ish, probably in 

time to catch the English film [shown in the cinema] at 11 before they hit the 

camp proper... (AB Interviewee 14: Interviews, 2009d). 

   

Thus, tensions appear evident of not only how the actual tourism space of Auschwitz-

Birkenau is consumed, but also by the number of people publically consuming a 

private space of the dead at a given period. More fundamentally, however, the 

touristification process, including the mass tourism appeal of the site, has important 

implications upon individualsô construction of morality from a place of (mass) 

mortality. In short, ethical tensions are not only apparent from individual perceptions 

of appropriate visitor conduct, including but not limited to the act of tourist 

photography, but also from perceptions of Auschwitz-Birkenau as a tourism-led 

presentation of a (death) space against a museological representation of the (dying) 

place. In other words, (some) visitors consciously make a distinction between 

consuming Auschwitz-Birkenau as a tourist, signified by their undertaking of a 

dedicated group tour, with a desire to better comprehend and fully experience the site, 

both in a temporal and spatial sense. As a Canadian male interviewee suggests from 

his tour guide experience at Auschwitz-Birkenau:  

I found that the Guide hurried us. She explained a part of Auschwitz and then 

hurried us on before I had chance to read the boards of information relevant to 

that part. Basically, I just glanced through windows rather than standing there 

and taking in the surroundings... [and] because the place is so busy we were 

herded along like cattle by the Guide. I would like to come again, and if I do, I 

will definitely do it independently so I can walk around and take my time and 

absorb all the information (AB Interviewee 18: Interviews, 2009d).  

 

It is here that we return to the issue of how some individuals are left feeling frustrated 

and even isolated by their visitor experience of Auschwitz-Birkenau, especially when 

that experience is framed within a tourism context ï that is, by consuming the 



Holocaust through the presentational style of organised site tours. As Myerscough 

(2009) notes in his diary: 

Part of my frustration with the visits I have paid to the camps is in terms of me, 

personally wishing to be informed with the facts and thus, being able to see the 

bigger picture in an attempt to eventually answer the question, why? [But]... the 

camp gives you such a feeling of ordinariness and orderliness... the Blocks 

contain sanitised information and leaves me thinking that I may well have been 

sanitised myself with what ótheyô wish me to know, no more and no less... At 

times it was like being detective looking at and for the clues that were there but 

death and dying and the methods used can only be imaginedô.  

 

Consequently, a female interviewee from New Zealand also notes this frustration 

because of her tour experience: 

We had one [a Tour Guide] and he rushed through everything. We missed out 

Block 11 and when I questioned him about it, he wasnôt interested in providing 

a response. He rushed around everything and seemed to miss out the main parts. 

We went up to Birkenau as well, and that was also rushed ï less than a hour to 

do it was on the verge of disrespectful (AB Interviewee 19: Interviews, 2009d). 

 

Of course, Block 11 as highlighted earlier is an integral part of the Auschwitz story 

and for an individual to leave Auschwitz without fully comprehending the horrors 

committed within this building is perhaps a squandered opportunity of the Museumôs 

primary aim of not allowing people To Forget. Indeed, a female interviewee notes the 

lack of engagement from her tour experience: 

The main problem with our Guide is that he seemed to be moving at a relentless 

pace and I had no time to stop and look at anything I found particularly 

interesting... whilst the Tour Guide was informative, it was obvious he wanted 

to get us through the camp as quickly as possible and get on with the next 

group... Nobody should be fearful of what they will see on this visit; it is 

beyond belief of the killing that took place and it is very real, but I wish I had 

more time to look around (AB Interviewee 16: Interviews, 2009d).  

 

Similarly, a Polish male interviewee also noted the lack of time and space to 

comprehend fully the atrocity of the Holocaust when gazed through a tourism lens. 

Whilst this individual initially undertook a guided tour, he quickly became 

disenchanted with its style, pace and content and subsequently decided to ógo it 

aloneô: 

I was a bit dubious about going on a guided tour, but my wife insisted so we 

could learn about Auschwitz. But there were many other tours so it meant we 

had no space or time to see most of the exhibitions, and the Guide only took us 

into about a quarter of the museum barracks. In the end we left our Tour Guide 

and made our own way around the complex. I think this is not a theme park... 



this is a hard place and I think tour groups come with schedules to keep. I donôt 

think people can go in a group and be in contemplative state of mind. Many of 

the rooms are small and the tour groups just take over for a brief thirty-second 

stop. I think people need to stay and linger and sort out their thoughts and the 

memories will burn into the mind (AB Interviewee 20: Interviews, 2009d). 

 

Hence, whilst there is an apparent disjuncture between how Auschwitz-Birkenau is 

consumed, between formalised and often fractured tour group experiences or by 

independent scrutiny of the site, the overall level of moral meaning constructed by 

individuals consuming barbaric acts of torture and execution remains unclear. 

Arguably though, the (re)presentation of the Holocaust and Auschwitz-Birkenau as a 

place of cruelty and massacre is perhaps too austere; but only in the sense it does not 

allow a formal communicative space for visitors to gather, and from where to project 

and narrate how past tragedy may inform, teach and provide for a more propitious 

future (Obs, 2009d). Of course, it would be naive to suggest representations of 

genocide can be anything less than austere in its interpretation. Indeed, the Holocaust 

is not debateable, nor is the act of murderous death committed throughout that eraï 

but what is contestable is how contemporary visitors to Auschwitz-Birkenau as a 

tourist place consume that death and, subsequently, what potential role the site has to 

play in projecting a moral (and hopeful) message. Quite simply, issues are raised as 

whether Auschwitz-Birkenau as a tourist site should generally rely on projecting 

narratives of catastrophe that are dependant, to some extent, upon visitorsô validation 

of personal iconographies of the Holocaust, or instead, formally augment historical 

accounts of tragic death with explicit narratives of hope and reconciliation. For 

example, the exhibition at Auschwitz I, which depicts Nazi persecution against Poles 

and Polish Jews, is set within one of the former barrack blocks. Inside the exhibition 

are information boards which narrate in both text and black and white photographs 

atrocities committed against the Polish people during the Nazi occupation, in addition 

to depictions of maltreatment of the Poles by the Soviet óliberatorsô in 1945 (Obs, 

2009d). The exhibition is a bleak depressing representation of the affliction and 

murder against a particular race of people, which portrays death and suffering of men, 

women and children in stark and uncompromising text and images of hanging, torture, 

shooting, stabbing, rape, and starvation (Obs, 2009d). As the exhibition is framed 

within a 1939-1945 continuum of events, the information boards and exhibits are 

subsequently designed in a linear fashion; that is, the visitor must exit the exhibition 



in the same place as they enter. Thus, the defining image as the visitor leaves the 

exhibition space is how Nazi Germany began its persecution of Poland at the 

beginning of World War II and, in doing so, perpetuates a narrative of victimhood and 

atrocity of one group of people upon another (Obs, 2009d). There is no information 

available to visitors to illustrate what has occurred in Poland since the end of the War, 

including reconciliation between Germany and Poland, the collapse of the Polish 

communism political system, consequent trade agreements, cultural exchanges and 

military co-operation, in addition to both nations joining the European Union and 

Nato Alliance. Instead, the exhibition is a bleak ascetic representation of a dejected 

population, and the visitor is left pondering at the level of hope for the future (Obs, 

2009d). Consequently, an American male interviewee pointed out:  

What is the old saying ï ñAbandon all hope whoever shall enter hereò ï well I 

feel the same way!! Is there any hope for us? What a thoroughly depressing 

place... completely dreadful!! [original emphasis of tone] (AB Interviewee 8: 

Interviews, 2009d). 

 

What transpires because of this austere representation is a perceived lack of 

hopefulness for the future and a perpetuation of victimhood, of Semitic persecution, 

which in turn, propels a sense of frustration and anxiety amongst some visitors. 

Hence, as Auschwitz-Birkenau is a place of the dead, and remains so as it continues to 

project death, emotional and embodied visitors consume tragedy. Yet, not only do 

they have little or no formalised information as to how the tragedy has shaped post-

war events, especially within the context of reconciliation, but they have limited 

opportunities to record their own feelings and opinions of their óHolocaust 

experienceô at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Consequently, graffiti is scribed by visitors 

throughout the camp (Obs, 2009d: also Plate 48), particularly within the barracks at 

Birkenau as well as on walls at Auschwitz I entrance. In the main, the graffiti 

represents informal short moral commentaries and signs of hope, condolence as well 

as questions of ówhyô. Indeed, the graffiti is perhaps evidence of a pent-up demand to 

record and discharge emotion and opinion ï which in itself is perhaps becoming more 

widespread in an era of blogging, tweeting and the use of internet forums.  

 

 

 



 
 

Plate 48: Graffiti (of various languages) chipped out of the plaster by visitors inside a barrack that 

housed prisoners in Birkenau. Note the word óloveô (red arrow) which forms part of  

an (informal) moral commentary.  

 

That said however, the traditional method of recording visitor opinions in the form of 

visitor comment books, which often represent a mechanism for individuals to 

discharge their feelings and reflections, were lacking at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Indeed, 

only one such book appeared to be located in the entire Auschwitz I camp complex 

and no visitor comment books could be located at Birkenau (Obs, 2009d). 

Consequently, the (only) visitor comment book at Auschwitz I was located in Block 

13, an exhibition dedicated to the Roma and Sinti Gypsies. The display which 

appeared to attract fewer visitors than some of the other exhibitions, particularly the 

aforementioned Block 11 and execution yard, contained a range of visitor comments 

which reflect both negative commentaries of sadness, anger, and uncertainty, yet also 

contained positive narratives of gratitude, hope, peace and tolerance (Obs, 2009d; also 

see Table 21). 

 

 

 

Visitor Comments ς Auschwitz I 


