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Introduction

In recent decades, new forms of  tourism con-
sumption have captivated not only the attention 
of  scholars but also the interests of  journalists 
and the general public. Mass tourism and its 
sand, sun and sea orientation of  the 1960s and 
1970s has given way to a more nuanced and 
fragmented tourism market, as special interest 
tourism, beginning in the 1980s, focused on 
travel interests of  tourists beyond the coastal 
regions of  the world (Weiler and Hall, 1992; 
Trauer, 2006). Catering to the specialized needs 
of  tourists, whether in terms of  desired experi-
ences or amenities needed when travelling, has 
led to a plethora of  research related to adjectival 
niche markets, such as ‘ecotourism’, ‘heritage 
tourism’, ‘adventure tourism’, ‘culinary tour-
ism’, ‘genealogical tourism’, ‘medical tourism’, 
‘agritourism’, ‘rural tourism’, and so forth. The 
concern of  this book is the interrelationships be-
tween ‘dark tourism’ and ‘pilgrimage’, the latter 
phenomenon sometimes subsumed under the 
term ‘religious tourism’.

Dark tourism can be defined as ‘the act of  
travel to sites associated with death, suffering 
and the seemingly macabre’ (Stone, 2006). 
However, there has been much discussion as 
to what exactly constitutes dark tourism; this, 

in part, because of  the fragmentation of  re-
search related to dark tourism, with different 
terms being created to highlight specialized 
conceptual and practical aspects of  this phe-
nomenon (Strange and Kempa, 2003; Hooper 
and Lennon, 2016), such as ‘thana tourism’, 
‘mourning tourism’, ‘grief  tourism’ and ‘pain 
tourism’. The problem with this conceptual 
fragmentation is that the impression made 
is that each term and its associated research 
seems to connote that they are different con-
cepts, when they are all studying, at root, the 
same thing. As such, this terminological frac-
turing has led to a dispersion of  knowledge re-
lated to the consumption of  death by tourists.

This fragmentation, however, does dem-
onstrate a growing interest, both theoretically 
and practically, in this section of  the tourism 
industry. This interest has come, in part, be-
cause of  the rise of  events that have harmed 
the functioning of  the tourism system at vari-
ous levels, ranging from terrorism to natu-
ral disasters (Sönmez et  al., 1999; Blake and 
Sinclair, 2003; Ritchie, 2009; Korstanje and 
Olsen, 2011). Although theories of  risk per-
ception focused on locating and eradicating 
potential dangers that threatened domestic 
and international tourism destinations, a rap-
idly globalizing world and the role of  the media 
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in sensationalizing these tragic events has 
made the work of  policymakers almost impos-
sible (Roehl and Fesenmaier, 1992; Floyd et al., 
2004; Reisinger and Mavondo, 2005; Kozak 
et  al., 2007; Lepp and Gibson, 2008; Tarlow, 
2014). The 9/11 attacks, in particular, made 
research related to risk- perception manage-
ment a pressing issue, and subsequent con-
cerns related to the intensification of  natural 
disasters and the crisis of  climate change only 
exacerbated the importance of  this research 
(Hall and Higham, 2005). In destinations 
where these types of  events occurred and re-
sulted in the loss of  life or livelihoods, some 
tourism marketers have used these events to 
promote forms of  morbid consumption under 
the guise of  dark tourism to help with econom-
ic and sociocultural revitalization (Korstanje 
and Ivanov, 2012).

This has also been the case regarding 
pilgrimage travel in the (post)modern era. 
Pilgrimage has, historically, been defined as 
‘a journey resulting from religious causes, ex-
ternally to a holy site, and internally for spir-
itual purposes and internal understanding’ 
(Barber, 1993, p. 1). While pilgrimages have 
existed, probably, from the beginning of  hu-
manity, pilgrimage is today generally viewed 
as a sub- niche of  the religious tourism market 
(Timothy and Olsen, 2006b), in part because 
pilgrims, for the most part, utilize the same 
transportation, accommodation and amenities 
infrastructure as tourists. Like dark tourism, 
religious tourism has also become a fragment-
ed area of  interest for academics, with terms 
like ‘pilgrimage tourism’, ‘faith tourism’, ‘spir-
itual tourism’ and ‘tourism pilgrimage’ (Olsen, 
2013) becoming widespread. However, un-
like the fragmentation of  dark tourism, where 
there is a deeper investigation into its various 
aspects, these terms are related to attempts to 
determine what exactly the boundaries of  this 
niche market should be for scholars. As noted 
below, while research into religious tourism 
is as old as dark tourism, the field of  religious 
tourism is not as deep theoretically. Pilgrimage 
studies, however, are more aligned with dark 
tourism research regarding focus and theo-
retical rigour (Albera and Eade, 2015, 2016; 
Coleman and Eade, 2018).

Preliminary Insights

One of  the first scholars to study dark tourism 
was Rojek (1993), who coined the term ‘black 
spots’ to refer to places of  morbid consumption 
oriented towards memorializing disasters, catas-
trophes and tragic events of  mass destruction. 
Rojek’s work paved the way for the study of  dark 
tourism. While Foley and Lennon (1996) ex-
plored the assassination of  John F. Kennedy and 
Dann (1998) explored this new tourism niche 
market, it was with the release of  Lennon and 
Foley’s (2000) seminal book Dark Tourism that 
academic interest in travel to death- related sites 
began to grow sharply. In the case of  religious 
tourism and pilgrimage, while the number of  
people travelling to religious sites has been esti-
mated to be between 300 and 600 million a year 
(Jackowski, 2000; McKelvie, 2005; Timothy, 
2011, p. 387; World Tourism Organization, 
2011, p. xiii), it was not until the publication 
of  Vukonić’s (1996) book Tourism and Religion 
and subsequent books on the topic that scholars 
took interest in this small but growing tourism 
niche market (e.g. Badone and Roseman, 2004; 
Timothy and Olsen, 2006a).

According to Lennon and Foley (2000,  
p. 3), dark tourism, pilgrimage and heritage are 
conceptually and historically linked:

Several commentators view pilgrimage as one of  
the earliest forms of  tourism....This pilgrimage is 
often (but not only) associated with the death of  
individuals or groups, mainly in circumstances 
which are associated with the violent and the 
untimely. Equally, these deaths tend to have 
a religious or ideological significance which 
transcends the event itself  to provide meaning to 
a group of  people.

There is strong archaeological evidence 
that shows how dark tourism and pilgrimage 
were historically intertwined (Lennon and Foley, 
2000). Indeed, people in premodern ages were 
accustomed to death, as they were confronted by 
it daily – they believed in deity, an afterlife and 
had intimate relationships with their deceased 
ancestors. As such, religion was intertwined 
with cultural norms and values (Ariès, 1975).

However, in a modern and postmodern 
western context, medical understanding of  the 
human body and breakthroughs in expanding 
life expectancy has undermined the influence 
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of  religiosity on society, as this medical reason-
ing has altered the ontology between humans 
and their place in the world. In addition, the 
secularization ‘thesis’ or ‘paradigm’ holds that 
with globalization came the ‘extension of  sci-
ence, technology, market rationality and as-
sociated organizational principles’ (McDonald, 
2012, p. 1769), which, combined with ‘the 
global extension of  the capitalist industrial 
complex, and with its rural- urban migration 
patterns and emphasis on production, ration-
alization, democratization, neoliberal market 
logics, the minimization of  the power of  the 
state, the deterritorialization and deregulation 
of  labour, and individualization within mod-
ern societies’ (Olsen, forthcoming), would lead 
to the decline of  the authority of  religion as a 
‘public good’.

While religion offered a mediatory role 
between life and death, MacCannell (1976) 
argues that tourism is one of  the things that 
now subverts religion in a quest to find authen-
ticity, and subverts the alienation that comes 
with postmodern life. This is done through 
looking at and seeking reality in other time 
periods and the lives of  ‘others’. Ultimately, 
however, MacCannell argues that this quest 
for authenticity only serves to reaffirm the 
tourist’s own alienation; that the tourist is ‘an 
early postmodern figure, alienated but seeking 
fulfilment in their own alienation – nomadic, 
placeless, a kind of  subjectivity without spirit, 
a "dead subject”’ (p. xvi). This process of  secu-
larization has not only divided the sacred from 
the profane in western societies but has also ig-
nited a renewed emphasis on the preservation 
and conservation of  heritage.

In this context, Stone (2005) argues that 
dark tourism represents an attempt by people to 
understand their own lives and deaths through 
engaging with the lives and, more importantly, 
deaths of  others. If  anything, visitors often feel a 
sort of  empathy with the suffering ‘other’, which 
helps in interpreting their own lives. As such, 
dark tourism can be seen at some levels as an 
all- encompassing and mediating institution and 
a form of  heritage in a secularized culture where 
death is no longer feared or at the forefront of  
people’s minds (Stone and Sharpley, 2008; Stone, 
2012, 2013). Indeed, dark tourism can serve as a 
catalyst to deal with the feelings of  pain and loss 
that come with death, particularly tragic death, 

particularly when viewed as a form of  heritage. 
Heritage tourism, unlike other forms of  tourism, 
opens the doors for the (re)articulation of  new 
experiences, discourses and sensations through 
the (re)interpretation of  past events and histo-
ries. This can apply to spaces of  mass death and 
mourning, such as Alcatraz and Robben Island 
(Strange and Kempa, 2003). It can also apply to 
religious pilgrimage, where people seek authentic 
religious experiences through travel to religious 
heritage sites to interact with relics of  saints or 
with other holy objects and engage with aesthetic 
spaces that allow for reflection and a potential en-
counter with the sacred (Bremer, 2004; Belhassen 
et al., 2008; Andriotis, 2009).

In examining the major themes studied in 
the dark tourism literature, Light (2017) notes 
six areas of  research interest regarding dark 
tourism: definitions and typologies of  dark tour-
ism; ethical debates; the political functions of  
dark tourism; the nature of  dark tourism de-
mand; the management of  dark tourism sites; 
and methodological discussions. In the context 
of  religious tourism, there have been recent at-
tempts to summarize the academic literature 
pertaining to this topic (e.g. Durán- Sánchez 
et al., 2018, 2019; Rashid, 2018). While these 
state- of- the- art articles are woefully incomplete, 
some of  the themes the authors identify as aris-
ing from this research include supply- side ty-
pologizing; religious motivations; differentiating 
pilgrimage and pilgrims from tourism and tour-
ists; marketing religious heritage sites catering 
to religious and spiritual needs in the tourism in-
dustry; and studying the intersections between 
religious tourism, wellness tourism and spir-
itual tourism. And within pilgrimage studies, re-
search themes have included anti- structure (i.e. 
communitas and liminality) and ritual symbols; 
pilgrimage processes and institutions; sacred 
and profane boundaries; religious diasporas; the 
politics of  pilgrimage; and the universalization 
of  anglophone pilgrimage research (Albera and 
Eade, 2015).

Below, the authors discuss some of  the 
interconnections between dark tourism and 
pilgrimage/religious travel within the follow-
ing four themes: dark tourism as heritage; 
dark tourism and pilgrimage as a form of  re-
silience; dark tourism and pilgrimage as a me-
diator between the self  and death; and critical  
approaches to dark tourism and pilgrimage.
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Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage as 
Heritage

Both dark tourism and pilgrimage can be seen 
through the lens of  history as travel to dark 
places related to death and in search of  meaning 
(Seaton, 2002; Timothy and Boyd, 2006; Stone 
and Sharpley, 2008; Biran et al., 2011; Collins- 
Kreiner, 2010, 2016; White and Frew, 2013; 
Hooper and Lennon, 2016). Historically, pil-
grimages were performed in hostile landscapes 
where dangers and threats to life were ever- 
present. As noted above, death was a constant 
concern for people living in the premodern era, 
and pilgrimage to the tombs of  saints and to the 
Holy Land were viewed as necessary, for those 
who could afford them, to cause divine power to 
operate in their lives (Stone and Sharpley, 2008; 
Hartmann, 2014). However, the process of  sec-
ularization has, in many ways, undermined the 
influence of  religion, transforming the sacred 
experience into a commoditized product. Today, 
while religious pilgrimages still exist, and indeed 
thrive, from a tourism perspective, religious her-
itage is the touchstone of  western civilization. 
As Stone and Sharpley (2008, p. 580) note:

While the negation of  religion and an increased 
belief  in science may have provided people 
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…leaving individuals 
vulnerable to feelings of  isolation, especially 
when contemplating death and an end to life 
projects. Hence, that the ‘secularization 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 also’….

In consonance with the above- mentioned 
assertion, researchers of  dark tourism and 
pilgrimage as heritage consider the lines of  
thought in Table 1.1.

Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage as a 
Mechanism of Resilience

In view of  recent natural disasters, terrorist at-
tacks and urgent discussions regarding climate 
change, some tourism specialists and policy-
makers are worried about the future viability 

of  tourism. Though the term ‘resilience’ refers 
to the ability, strength and skill of  a person or 
group to overcome or recover from adversity, the 
term was not adopted by tourism scholars un-
til Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans and the 
earthquake off  the coast of  Sri Lanka devastated 
countries in the south- east Asian region (Haigh 
and Amaratunga, 2010; Haigh and Sutton, 
2012; Miller et al., 2017). Dark tourism capital-
izes on these types of  disasters and accelerates 
post- disaster recovery processes, which range 
from the arrival of  new foreign investors and 
tourists, whose money boosts the local economy, 
to officials who invest in this dark heritage for 
political purposes (Korstanje and Ivanov, 2012). 
All of  this helps with the process of  rebuilding 
and rebranding local communities, particularly 
in emerging economies that are, for the most 
part, isolated from the economic benefits of  
tourism (Seraphin and Butler, 2013; Séraphin 
et al., 2017, 2018).

At the same time, religion can also help with 
this resilience. Religion helps people to come to 
terms with evil and the natural world in which 
they live, as they work through the questions of  
why things occur and how to overcome them. 
Also, people exhibit more religiosity in the af-
termath of  natural disasters or terrorist attacks 
(Bentzen, 2015), with a corresponding increase 
of  pilgrimages to religious heritage sites as peo-
ple seek comfort and strength to cope. In cases 
where these disasters or tragedies occur, many 
religious organizations help with disaster recov-
ery in terms of  providing for the material needs 
of  those affected (MHum et al., 2011; Rivera and 
Nickels, 2014). In addition, faith- based organi-
zations will organize ‘short- term missions’ or 
‘working vacations’ (Priest and Priest, 2008) or 
religious volunteers from the surrounding area 
to help with the recovery and resilience of  the 
impacted places. In doing so, the spirituality of  
those who travel long distances to volunteer in-
creases (Mustonen, 2006; Zahra, 2006).

Comparisons between dark tourism and pil-
grimage as a mechanism of  resilience and eco-
nomic progress after a disaster or tragedy can be 
seen in Table 1.2.

Even if  dark tourism and volunteer tour-
ism by faith- based organizations help affected 
communities to cope with loss and bring the 
best out of  people, including fostering empathy 
and co- operation in overwhelming moments, 
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these approaches do not necessarily help to 
prevent the same disasters from occurring in 
the future. Part of  the issue is the difficulty 
locals have in imposing their views and ideas 
on how to mitigate future events when the 
politicians intervene directly. If  the real causes 
of  the disaster or tragedy are not acknowl-
edged, the probability of  a repeat event is high 
(Korstanje and Ivanov, 2012).

Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage as 
Mediating between the Self and 

Death

Fundamental to life is death. Death is inevitable, 
regardless of  medical advances or social status. 
Because of  this, humans have long meditated 
on the meaning of  death. Meditation on death, 
called thanatopsis, was first introduced in a poem 

Table 1.1.  Dark tourism and pilgrimage/religious tourism as heritage.

Dark tourism Pilgrimage

1. Through the consumption of heritage, visitors 
learn about hidden realities which remained 
repressed or covered in history (Biran et al., 2011; 
Biran and Poria, 2012; Kidron, 2013; Raine, 2013; 
Miles, 2014).

1. Pilgrimages and other such visits to religious 
heritage sites can be contested in terms of 
ownership and meaning, which can reveal 
hidden histories of religious groups depending 
on how these sites are interpreted (Coleman and 
Elsner, 1995; Eade and Sallnow, 2000; Olsen and 
Timothy, 2002).

2. Sometimes there is a dissonance between the 
message survivors want to transmit and political 
officials (Hartmann, 2014; Sather- Wagstaff, 2016).

2. There can be a disconnect between local 
residents, believers, government officials, tourism 
marketers and promoters, and sacred site 
managers regarding how a religious heritage site 
should be represented (Shackley, 2001; Olsen, 
2003, 2006).

3. Heritage often offers ethical and moral lessons 
to visitors, which can be shared through the 
development and preservation of dark sites (Dann 
and Seaton, 2013).

3. Religious heritage sites are used by religious 
groups as pedagogical sites to proselytize, share 
beliefs and maintain religious heritage and culture 
identities (Olsen, 2012a, b).

4. The motivations and experiences of dark tourists 
are of vital importance to understanding this 
phenomenon. Methodologically speaking, studies 
have utilized empirical data and sources in the 
form of questionnaires, interviews and statistical  
datasets (e.g. Podoshen, 2013; Isaac and Çakmak, 
2014).

4. Researchers of pilgrimage and religious tourism 
have also investigated the motivations and 
experiences of these types of tourists using similar 
data collection methods. Scholars in this area have 
also taken geographical, non- representational 
and phenomenological- hermeneutic approaches 
to understanding the motivations of pilgrims and 
religious tourists (Olsen, 2013, 2017; Albera and 
Eade, 2015; Enongene and Griffin, 2019).

5. Visitors to these types of sites look for authentic 
experiences that lead them to engage with tragic 
pasts (Sather- Wagstaff, 2016; Biran et al., 2011).

5. Religious heritage sites are used by religious 
groups as pedagogical tools to create an 
authentic ‘sense of place’ to allow for meditation 
and to encourage reflection (Shackley, 2001, 2002; 
Olsen, 2012a, b).

6. Dark tourism follows a pedagogic structure, 
explaining to visitors the context of disasters and 
tragic events in order to avoided future disasters 
(Cohen, 2011; Korstanje, 2011).

6. Religious heritage sites, and indeed tourism 
itself, are used by religious groups as pedagogical 
tools to teach doctrine and beliefs, to encourage 
religious and/or spiritual experience within visitors 
for proselytizing, outreach or pastoral care reasons 
and to help them understand and cope with life’s 
problems (Cohen, 1998; Olsen, 2011, Olsen, 
2012a, b, Olsen, 2016).
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penned by the American poet W.C. Bryant in a 
poem of  the same name (Bryant, 1915). He ar-
gued that life and death are two sides of  the same 
coin, that humans are a part of  nature, and 
since everyone who has ever lived has returned 
to the earth, all people will one day enter into the 
happy, dream- like state of  death.

In the context of  dark tourism, this theme 
of  meditating on death was first introduced into 
the dark tourism literature by Seaton (1996) and 
is generally used to view dark tourists as trying 
to understand and anticipate their own death 
through the death of  ‘others’ (Stone, 2013); 
that death can be made cathartic through the 
lens of  alterity. Indeed, throughout human his-
tory, people from all cultures have travelled to 
view and understand death. However, as Stone 
(2012) notes, dark tourism is not about death it-
self, but rather about presenting representations 
about death. Dark tourism, then, thematizes cer-
tain kinds of  death, particularly those that are 
very hard for people to accept. This includes the 
violent and sudden deaths of  those who were 
not ready to die. These traumatic events not only 
shock communities but also have long- lasting 
effects in the social imaginary. Through dark 
tourism, communities try to domesticate death 
and give visitors and themselves an opportunity 
to understand their own finitude and find mean-
ing through memorialization and commemora-
tion through the death of  others (Stone, 2012). 
At the same time, this leads to death becoming 
commoditized as a form of  entertainment or 

spectacle. Hence, Stone (2006) developed a dark 
tourism spectrum that ranges from the darkest 
types of  dark tourism attractions – sites that 
have locational authenticity, an educational 
and commemorative orientation and are not de-
signed to be tourist attractions – to the lightest 
types that use the theme of  death and tragedy 
to provide inauthentic ludic and ‘edutainment’ 
types of  experiences and activities.

Religion deals with the ‘contemplation 
of  death’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1967) and 
can reduce ‘death anxiety’ and frustration for 
people who have fears regarding death and life 
after death (Nelson and Cantrell, 1980). As 
Olsen and Guelke (2004) note, most people go 
through periods of  uncertainty and seek an-
swers to fundamental questions related to the 
purpose of  life through religion. Many of  these 
questions include, ‘What is the purpose of  
my life?’ and, ‘What will happen when I die?'. 
People in all cultures have therefore attempted 
to adapt to death in different ways, particu-
larly through religion and the development of  
narratives and rituals, to help cope with their 
inevitable demise (Chidester, 2002). As a part 
of  this contemplation of  death, death is mate-
rially manifested in many cultural landscapes 
throughout the world, including cemeteries, 
funeral homes, war memorials and gothic- style 
cathedrals. Religious sites, in particular, serve 
as places where rituals, beliefs and images re-
lated to death are most plainly manifested and 
as places of  conscious contemplation of  death 

Table 1.2.  A comparison of dark tourism and pilgrimage/religious tourism as forms of resilience.

Dark tourism Pilgrimage

1. Disasters seem to affect poorer destinations 
disproportionately – at least in terms of mitigating 
and recovering from disasters – leaving thousands 
of people without assistance. Since climate change 
is far from being reversed, developed nations 
should help underdeveloped ones.

1. Many religious organizations respond to 
disasters in less- developed nations, particularly 
global faiths that emphasize self- sufficiency 
and community service. This transfer of money, 
goods and services represents a transfer of 
wealth to these nations.

2. Tourism can help accelerate recovery through 
receipts from dark tourists.

2. Volunteer tourism, including faith- based 
organizations, can also accelerate recovery 
through donations and in- kind labour.

3. Although post- disaster recoveries alter neither 
the past nor the material asymmetries between the 
rich global north and the poorer global south, dark 
tourism can help mitigate the negative effects of 
tragedies and disasters.

3. Religious volunteer tourism, which can be 
viewed as a type of pilgrimage or life- altering 
experience (Mustonen, 2006; Zahra, 2006), also 
helps to mitigate the negative effects of tragedies 
and disasters.
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and participation in death- related ceremo-
nies. As such, over the centuries people have 
engaged in pilgrimages to these sacred sites to 
mourn those who have died, to pray for the sal-
vation of  their souls and to increase their faith 
in their belief  systems regarding theologies of  
death.

Comparisons between dark tourism and pil-
grimage as mediators between life and death can 
be seen in Table 1.3.

Critical Turns in Dark Tourism and 
Pilgrimage Studies

In recent decades there have been several ‘turns’ 
in the academic world. For example, the ‘cul-
tural turn’ in the social sciences refers to making 
culture a focus within contemporary academic 
debates (e.g. Chaney, 2002), while the ‘spatial 

turn’ refers to making space and place a focus 
(e.g. Warf  and Arias, 2008). Other turns include 
the ‘biographical turn’, the ‘material turn’, the 
‘mobilities turn’ and the ‘vernacular turn’.

Another turn is the ‘critical turn’. This 
focuses on academic research that leads to so-
cial change; that research should go beyond 
just identifying problems and provide real- 
world solutions that revolve around social 
justice, ‘reify[ing] historical social and power re-
lationships’, and humanizing research subjects 
(Ateljevic et al., 2007, pp. 3–5). As Ateljevic et al. 
(2007) suggest, to be labelled a critical theorist or 
scholar generally means an adherence to Marxist 
views of  how social processes work. Indeed, 
as Hobsbawm (1995) notes, economists have, 
historically, debated between two contrasting 
poles: capitalism and Marxism. While Marxism 
originally examined the original asymmetries 
in the means of  production and the cycle of  

Table 1.3.  A comparison of dark tourism and pilgrimage/religious tourism as mediating between the 
self and death.

Dark tourism Pilgrimage

1. Thanatopsis is a key factor of dark tourism 
because it allows for a catharsis of the self 
through interactions with the death of ‘others’ 
(Seaton, 1996; Stone, 2012; Buda and McIntosh, 
2013).

1. Religious theologies and cultural views of death 
are an important motivation for travel to sacred 
sites. In this case, the ‘other’ is the afterlife.

2. Dark tourism helps in interpreting death and 
domesticating the principle of contingency (Stone 
et al., 2018).

2. While no religious organization can predict 
what might happen in the future, it can provide a 
theological framework within which people can 
come to terms with death.

3. Dark tourism engages people with ‘the 
significant other’ (Hartmann, 2014; Ivanova and 
Light, 2018).

3. Religious pilgrimage brings people to places 
where the divine, or the mediator between life and 
death, is more accessible.

4. Dark tourism follows a typology that spans from 
the darkest to the lightest type of dark spaces. 
This is based on the degree of authenticity the site 
offers (Stone, 2006; Ivanova and Light, 2018).

4. Typologies of pilgrimage and religious tourism 
usually based on a sacred–secular continuum with 
sites having different gradients of sacrality from 
fully sacred to fully secular (Smith, 1992).

5. Phenomenology and other derived theoretical 
perspectives, such as psychoanalysis, are of 
importance in the construction of a dark tourism 
theoretical platform (Buda, 2015; Lennon, 2018).

5. Theology and phenomenology are generally the 
basis of understanding religious views of death.

6. For dark tourism studies to mature, new 
methodological approaches are needed to create 
new epistemologies of dark tourism (Stone et al., 
2018; Lennon, 2018; Light, 2017; Hanna et al., 
2018).

6. Within pilgrimage and religious tourism studies 
there is a great need to engage with both the 
ontological and epistemological realms to create 
frameworks to understand both phenomena, 
particularly in an era of virtual pilgrimage and 
religious travel (Alecu, 2010; Hill- Smith, 2011).
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accumulation of  capital, liberalism ideologically 
saw Marxism as a form of  authoritarianism that  
limited the agency of  people.

Marxism has not been widely used within 
critiques of  tourism, at least within a political 
economy or ecology perspective, until recently 
(e.g. Bianchi, 2009; Douglas, 2014). In addi-
tion to the role of  secularization in the decline 
of  religion in the public sphere, Marxism would 
suggest that ‘dark tourism’ is not an anthropo-
logical attempt to interpret life or a mechanism 
towards social cohesion – or as something more 
sophisticated than a romantic or nostalgic gaze 
(Bowman and Pezzullo, 2009) – but rather a 
continued attempt to maintain the long- time 
core–periphery relation between the north and 
south (Tzanelli, 2016). While tourism is fostered 
to promote peace and multicultural prosperity 
and understanding (D'Amore, 1988; Moufakkir 
and Kelly, 2010), tourism can also be viewed 
within a neo- colonialist framework (Korstanje, 
2016; Tzanelli, 2016) – where, in a world in 
which wealth and power is concentrated within 
the hands of  governments and a few wealthy 
individuals, dark tourism can be used as a se-
lective instrument of  indoctrination to natural-
ize the capitalist nature of  human exploitation 
(Korstanje, 2016).

While pilgrimage seems to be resistant to 
economic and political instability (Singh, 1998) 
and can also be seen as an instrument to pro-
mote peace and cross- cultural understanding 
(McIntosh and Harman, 2017), the focus on 
sacred places can lead to a lack of  engagement 
with local religious communities (Sizer, 1999). 
At the same time, pilgrimage can be used to pro-
mote stability in unstable regions of  the world 
and to resist colonial or governmental regimes 
and secular societal advances (e.g. Bax, 1996; 
Eade and Katić, 2014). More recently, scholars 
have moved away from a ‘poetical’ or ‘substan-
tial’ view of  sacred space – where the sacred 
suddenly bursts forth in a particular location –  
to a ‘political’ or ‘situational’ view, where the 
‘sacred’ or the ‘holy’ is not inherent in sacred 
space, but rather spaces are devoid of  meaning 
until some group or entity gives them mean-
ing (see Eade and Sallnow, 2000; Chidester 
and Linenthal, 1995; Kong, 2001; Olsen, 
forthcoming).

Comparisons between dark tourism and 
pilgrimage regarding critical turns in these re-
search fields can be seen in Table 1.4.

Chapter Contributions

The purpose of  this chapter, which represents 
Section 1 of  the book (‘Theories of  Dark Tourism 
and Pilgrimage’), has been to contextualize the 
relationships between dark tourism and pilgrim-
age. Both of  these phenomena have long histo-
ries and have been motivating factors for travel. 
Each of  these tourism niche markets has its own 
specialized literature, which seems fragmented 
and in need of  greater theoretical guidance and 
structure. At the same time, both dark tourism 
and pilgrimage are essential in the (post)modern 
world and play important pedagogical roles in 
the quest for authenticity and meaning in a sec-
ularized world. However, with rare exceptions 
(see Lennon and Foley, 2000; Collins- Kreiner, 
2016), little has been written regarding the in-
tersection between dark tourism and pilgrim-
age. This book attempts to rectify this situation 
and to serve as a jumping- off  point for future 
research in this area.

This volume is an eclectic multidisciplinary 
collection of  essays related to the interconnec-
tions between dark tourism and pilgrimage 
travel. Section 2 is entitled ‘Pilgrimage to Dark 
Tourism Sites’. In Chapter 2, Müjde Bideci briefly 
examines the evolution of  dark tourism and its 
ties with pilgrimage throughout human history. 
More particularly, Bideci focuses on how dark 
tourism sites and attractions have shifted from 
providing the opportunity for people to be ac-
tive observers of  death to being places dedicated 
to death. In Chapter 3, Nitasha Sharma looks 
at social constructions of  pilgrimage and dark 
tourism sites through examining death- related 
rituals in the city of  Varanasi, India. In doing 
so, Sharma investigates how tourists engage 
with and understand sacred spaces through 
examining ontological, phenomenological and 
structural- functional theoretical perspectives 
of  sacred space. In Chapter 4, Geraldine Anne 
Tan looks at dark tourism and pilgrimage in 
a Malaysian context with an emphasis on de-
termining whether dark tourism and pilgrim-
age tourism are the same phenomenon, while 
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in Chapter 5, Maximiliano Korstanje and Luke 
Howie examine how terrorism produces than-
atopsis and how the media is complicit in en-
couraging both pilgrimage- like travel to sites 
of  terrorism and the continuation of  terrorist 
practices.

In Chapter 6, Lea Kužnik and Boža 
Grafenauer look at the development of  dark 
tourism within a Slovenian context, with an 
emphasis on examining how university students 
understand the concept of  the dark tourism site 
evolved from a site of  tragedy and on their views 
related to dark tourism development in Slovenia; 
while in Chapter 7, Sonia Mileva wrestles with 
the social politics of  dark tourism development 
in Bulgaria and suggests that dark tourism is 
both a possibility and an impossiblity due to the 

fact that its post- World War II dark history is 
too fresh in the minds and hearts of  Bulgarians. 
In Chapter 8, Lidija Pliberšek, Nuša Basle and 
Sonja Lebe focus their attention on the role of  
cemeteries as dark tourism and pilgrimage des-
tinations; and in Chapter 9, Dane Munro looks 
at the culture of  death as found in the iconog-
raphy in the interior of  St John’s Co- Cathedral 
in Valletta, Malta, and suggests the addition of  
a new dark tourism ‘type’ to present dark tour-
ism typologies. In Chapter 10, Scott Esplin and 
Daniel Olsen examine the changing views of  the 
martyrdom site of  Joseph Smith, founder of  the 
Church of  Jesus Christ of  Latter- day Saints, in 
Carthage, Illinois, to show how the site evolved 
from a site of  tragedy to a site of  healing and 
religious co- operation. In Chapter 11, Alissa 

Table 1.4.  A comparison of dark tourism and pilgrimage and the critical turn in dark tourism and 
pilgrimage studies.

Dark tourism Pilgrimage

1. There are serious doubts that tourists feel 
empathy from the locals. Instead, these studies 
suggest the opposite – that tourists feel better 
about their life situations because of the suffering of 
‘others’ (Bowman and Pezzullo, 2009; Handayani, 
2018).

1. When pilgrims from developed nations travel 
to religious sites in less- developed countries, 
they tend to interact with sacred sites and rituals 
and forget to engage with the local adherent 
population (e.g. Sizer, 1999).

2. Dark tourism is about legitimating the status quo 
(Afanasiev and Afanasieva, 2018).

2. As Bremer (2004, pp. 4–5) notes, people travel 
to sacred places because they are deemed to 
be sacred. At the same time, the presence of 
pilgrims reinforces the special nature of a sacred 
place.

3. Some research reveals a connection between 
dark consumption and political instability promoted 
by European colonialism (Tzanelli, 2015, 2016). 
The narratives around dark tourism are consonant 
with those discourses forged during European 
colonization (Mowatt and Chancellor, 2011; Miles, 
2015).

3. Pilgrimage and sacred sites can be used 
as a vehicle for resistance against undesirable 
colonial or governmental regimes and secular 
advances (e.g. Bax, 1996; Eade and Katić, 
2014; Barnard, 2017). In fact, travel for religious 
reasons seems to increase where there is social 
unrest and disaster. This is why travel to religious 
heritage sites is seen as ‘recession- proof’ (Singh, 
1998).

4. Current methodologies need to move beyond 
phenomenology to truly understand the real 
motivations of dark tourists (Korstanje, 2016).

4. The same can be said of pilgrimage and 
religious tourism research.

5. The ‘critical turn’ sees heritage as a tool to 
crystallize political power, which seeks to impose its 
own narrative about history (Sather- Wagstaff, 2016).

5. Critical research on pilgrimage examines the 
issues of power, representation and identity 
regarding the ownership, maintenance and 
interpretation of sacred places (see Olsen, 2008). 
Discussion around sacred space therefore takes 
a more constructivist perspective with the view 
that sacred space is not inherent but is created 
by powerful groups (Olsen, forthcoming).
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Burger discusses the motivations and impulses 
that draw tourists to Aokigahara or the Suicide 
Forest in Japan and looks at issues related to in-
dividual intents to visit and cultural responses to 
this dark pilgrimage. Finally, in Chapter 12, Julie 
Hartley- Moore examines how leaders of  the 
Church of  Jesus Christ of  Latter- day Saints uti-
lize pioneer re- enactment and their dark history 
to develop collective and individual religious 
identities among adherents in different parts of  
the world.

In Section 3, entitled ‘Dark Tourism and 
Pilgrimage Experiences’, the focus is on the 
demand- side of  dark tourism and pilgrim-
age travel. In Chapter 13, Yachen Zhang, 
Alexandra Coghlan and Kathy Knox examine 
the experiences visitors have when visiting 
the Beichuan Earthquake Memorial in China 
through using the Multifaceted Model (Packer 
and Ballantyne, 2016), which examines dif-
ferent dimensions of  the tourist experience. 
Nigel Bond, Angela Carr and Donna Comtesse 
then look at the experiences of  indigenous 
and non- indigenous visitors to the Western 
Australian Museum in Perth, Australia, both 
connected with and authenticated by their ex-
periences of  the museum’s Aboriginal ‘Katta  
Djinoong’ exhibit.

The next series of  chapters in this sec-
tion deal with questions related to dark tour-
ism and pilgrimage in the context of  American 
civil rights and disadvantaged communities. 
In Chapter 15, Jodi Thesing- Ritter, Janna 
Caspersen, Nicholas Walkowiak, Jacie Jones 
and Cecelia Lewis present a longitudinal study 
looking at students from the University of  
Wisconsin–Eau Claire and their experiences 
of  participating in the Civil Rights Pilgrimage, 
which takes students to several civil rights loca-
tions. In a similar vein, in Chapter 16, Jennifer 

Hayes takes readers through a proposed civil 
rights literary pilgrimage with reference to 
the selected works of  Richard Wright; and 
in Chapter 17, Matthew Cook explores how 
museum professionals at the Smithsonian ad-
dress controversial events, such as the death 
of  Emmett Till, as part of  their missions to 
support communities at the local, regional 
and national levels. In Chapter 18, Katheryn 
Wright tells of  her personal dark pilgrimage 
to Kunta Kinteh Island in the Gambia and her 
impressions of  the site in the context of  Alex 
Haley’s Pulitzer Prize- winning Roots: The Saga 
of  an American Family. In Chapter 19, Danielle 
Johannesen examines the contested nature 
of  dark tourism and pilgrimage at the mass 
grave at Wounded Knee in South Dakota, com-
paring Oglala Lakota perceptions of  the site 
with tourist experiences to illustrate the chal-
lenges regarding how a massacre ‘ought’ to 
be remembered; while in Chapter 20, Joseph 
Donica rounds off  this section with an exami-
nation of  dark tourism and pilgrimage in The 
Bronx as they coalesce around hip hop, a mu-
sic genre that defines this New York borough, 
and how tourism operators and the media at-
tempt to theme The Bronx through hip hop 
and through a focus on a specific sliver of  the  
borough’s history.

In Chapter 21, Stephen Newton takes read-
ers on a personal autobiographical journey and 
discusses his pilgrimages to dark sites, arguing 
that how a person frames dark tourism events 
and their distance from these events can lead 
to different experiences. In Chapter 22, Peter 
Ward and Brian Hill close the volume by show-
ing how experience design frameworks, includ-
ing Provocation, the Four Realms of  Experience 
and the THEME Model, can enhance visitor  
experiences at Holocaust sites.
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