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1. Introduction 
 
The management of Tourism KwaZulu-Natal have decided to issue occasional 
papers to the tourism trade on the core findings of its research and other projects. 
The purpose of these papers is to stimulate more debate regarding the findings or 
progress of such projects as well as to ensure wider awareness of key research 
findings. 
 
The purpose of this paper is to provide an introduction to Dark Tourism. It will look at 
recent research done on this concept and provide examples of what Dark Tourism is 
considered to be both internationally and locally. 
 
You can download an electronic version of this paper at 
http://www.kzn.org.za/invest/darktourism.pdf. Please note that you will need an 
Adobe Acrobat reader to do so. These readers can be downloaded free of charge at 
http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.html. An MSWord version can 
also be downloaded at http://kzn.org.za/invest/darktourism.doc. 
 
 
2. Background 
 
Dark Tourism is a recently coined term (Lennon:2000) used to describe a specific 
area of tourism that focuses on tragic events. It may be concerned with places or 
periods in time where tragic events have taken place. Many of these events have 
been the focus of historical research and political interest. Some of these events 
have also been included in the cultural and heritage tourism sector.  
 
Dark Tourism is not solving a murder mystery on the Orient Express. Neither is it an 
attraction specifically created for this market. Dark tourism is based on historic and 
cultural attractions. 
 
 
3. New Academic Interest 
 
In recent years there have been studies directed towards the packaging and 
marketing of sites of tragedy. Academics have noticed that sites of this nature have 
become frequent stops on a travel itinerary. Some have denounced tourism as an 
inappropriate or even immoral vehicle for the presentation of human suffering and 
troubling events. However, other scholars have called for more attention to be paid to 
the authorial intentions and authenticating devices at work on heritage sites. These 
sites may lead to commodification and trivialization, but they do not preclude the 
presentation of individual or unique stories of injustice or suffering.  
 

http://www.kzn.org.za/invest/darktourism.pdf
http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.html
http://kzn.org.za/invest/darktourism.doc


 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Dark Tourism. What is it? – Occasional Paper No. 24 
 

 
 
 

2

A book by John Lennon and Malcolm Foley, Dark Tourism: The Attraction of Death 
and Disaster, suggests that Dark Tourism is a 20th century, westernized 
phenomenon. However, it has been pointed out that people’s attraction to tragedy 
and paying their respects to martyrs and heroes, is a global activity that dates well 
before the 20th century. It is not only the commodification of events or places of death 
and tragedy that define them as part of dark tourism.  
 
 
3. International Sites 
 
International examples of places that are included in what is considered Dark 
Tourism, are Alcatraz (a prison island off the coast of California), the Roman 
catacombs, the Coliseum in Rome or the German gas chambers. These have been 
respectable tourism sites for many years. A “Schindler's List” tour triggered the 
research because “it was such peculiar set-up”, said Professor Lennon. The film 
director, Steven Spielberg, was not allowed to film in Auschwitz, so a replica was 
built which, because it was more accessible than the actual site of the concentration 
camp, became popular with tourists. Former sites of imprisonment, punishment and 
assassination have also become areas of tourist interest. They have been turned into 
museums or have become part of routes. Sites of the holocaust are also major tourist 
attractions. Some of these sites had no intention of becoming tourist attractions, but 
the demand created by films has led to them becoming tourist attractions. 
In the USA it is common for the deaths of public figures to be commercially 
commemorated. Places of interest, for example, are the places where John F. 
Kennedy and Abraham Lincoln were assassinated, and the site of the World Trade 
Centre disaster, which draws people from all over the globe. These places are set up  
as memorials to those who died or suffered there. However, because of the curiosity 
of people, these sites have become part of tours or must-visit places. 
 
There is a Cadillac tour along the route taken by President Kennedy through Dallas, 
with a recorded soundtrack of clapping and cheering until, outside the school book 
depository, shots ring out and the car speeds tourists to the hospital. Professor 
Lennon visited the sixth-floor museum inside the depository on Elm Street. "The 
marketing director told me that they weren't going to do anything tacky. When I 
reached the gift shop, they were selling mugs emblazoned with cross-hair gunsights,” 
said professor Lennon.  
 
Lennon said that he was interested in finding a link between these 'fatal attractions' 
and looking at the way tourism commodifies tragedy.  
 
 
4. Domestic Sites 
 
South Africa and KwaZulu-Natal have many sites that fall into this category even if 
they are not yet specifically marketed as such. These sites have instead been 
marketed as part of the culture and heritage of the region.  
 
Examples are Robben Island, the Castle in Cape Town, Battlefield sites, burial sites 
of Zulu kings, the spot where the Prince Imperial died during the Anglo-Zulu War and 
the Voortrekker Monument.  
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Robben Island is most famous as a maximum security prison during the apartheid 
era. However the history of Robben Island goes back further than the first occupation 
of the Cape by colonists. Robben Island over the centuries has housed political and 
civil prisoners, lepers, exiles, people that were quarantined and also naval and army 
training bases.  
 
The Castle was the centre of the slave trade in Cape Town. This was where slaves 
were sold, bought and imprisoned.  
 
The Battlefields around South Africa include the frontier wars of the Eastern Cape, 
the South African war and the Anglo-Zulu war. Memorials and gravesites have 
marked these battlefields. 
 
The Prince Imperial, Louis Napoleon, was killed while on a visit to KwaZulu-Natal, 
during the Anglo-Zulu war. A memorial has been placed at the site where he was 
killed.  
 
 
5. Ethical Issues 
 
Dark tourism sites present governments and other authorities with moral and ethical 
dilemmas, where recent tragic history often confronts the dynamic of commercial 
development and exploitation. These dilemmas include depicting and managing the 
often-contentious past. Commemoration of events and practices can also be 
manipulated for political reasons. There is also a need to consider the families and 
communities who have been affected by the tragic events that form part of tour 
routes. There is a fine line between the commodification of such sites and the 
preservation of these sites as memorials. Whose responsibility is it to ensure that this 
line is not crossed? In ecotourism, there are conservation organisations whose 
responsibility it is. In the cultural and heritage sector there are organisations such as 
AMAFA which concern themselves with such ethical and practical matters. However, 
their main focus is on the preservation of heritage sites and not to police their 
commodification.  
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
There is also a need to keep the integrity of the site and visitor numbers constant to 
ensure the economic viability of the site. This is a fine balance that needs to be 
struck between these objectives. 
Tourist guides play an important role in this process. As they are in contact with 
tourists, they can ensure that tourists ‘respect’ the sanctity of these sites as well as 
portray the sites and events, sensitively themselves. Tourist guides will need to 
educate tourists about their conduct at certain sites, so as to not offend host 
communities. It may be beneficial to used locally trained guides at specific sites as 
guides will be more inclined to respect the sensitivity of the site. 
 
Developers also play a role in the design and marketing of the site. Communities that 
host these sites need to be consulted in the process of developing the site. The 
developers should ensure that the design does not create an image, atmosphere or 
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message of a Disneyland-type attraction. This would encourage tourists, through no 
fault of their own, to respond in ways that may be offensive to host communities.  
 
Dark Tourism seems to be an area of interest for academic purpose rather than a 
niche area that would attract tourists. The marketing of an attraction as a Dark 
attraction would send mixed signals to tourists. The term Dark Tourism does not give 
one a sense of excitement about the attraction. Not enough research has been done 
to determine the market for this type of tourism. Therefore, it would be beneficial to 
continue to market attractions that fall into this category, as part of the Battlefields or 
cultural and heritage tourism attractions. 
 
 
 
 

o0o 
 
Please forward any comments regarding this paper to: 
Wayne Tifflin 
Researcher 
wayne@zulu.org.za 
Fax: (031) 301 1763 
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