

1











Assignment 2: The Mini Literature Review on “Critical Tourism”


Emma Leach
T00683129
TMGT 3050 – Research in Tourism
Instructor: Peter Larose


Due: October 24th















Introduction

Dark tourism is defined as travel to sites associated with death, tragedy, and suffering (Iliev, 2020). This review examines five academic articles that explore dark tourism through themes of commodification, dispossession and power dynamics, and motivations and emotional engagement. The objective is to understand how these topics are addressed in current literature and how they contribute to a more comprehensive knowledge of critical tourism, specifically focusing on dark tourism. 

Scope

The review is limited to English-language peer-reviewed articles published between 2017 and 2024 that focus on addressing critical perspectives on dark tourism. The articles collectively shed light on the motivations, experiences, and critical perspectives surrounding dark tourism and its linkages with postcolonial theory. This review excludes articles that focus on economics or leisure-based tourism, as the primary focus is on the critical implications of dark tourism. This analysis indicates that, while dark tourism has the ability to educate, it frequently commodifies suffering and reinforces historical power imbalances. The purpose of this review is to present an overview of current thinking in critical and dark tourism studies while also identifying opportunities for future research. 

Summary of Methods

This review utilizes an emic approach, concentrating on the perspectives and emotional experiences of tourists at dark tourism sites, as well as the ethical issues surrounding these spaces. By examining how tourists interact with the narratives of death and tragedy, the review emphasizes the importance of representation and the impact of commodification on how these histories are portrayed. The review is structured using thematic analysis, as outlined in Patton’s Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods (2002). This enables the investigation and exploration of the key themes, revealing both similarities and differences in how various authors address these themes across the literature. This method provides a more in-depth understanding of the complex dynamics that define dark tourism and its impact on general conceptions of history. 

Commodification 

The commodification of tragedy is a major concern in dark tourism literature, as researchers critically examine how sites of death and suffering are marketed and consumed. Iliev (2020) draws attention to how dark tourism sites are often commercialized, attracting tourists motivated by various experiences. As Iliev points out, “while tourists are in most cases motivated by a need for an educational experience, same have cultural” at dark tourism sites, where the commodification of death crosses with a variety of tourist motivations. Iliev cites Stone (2013), who claims that dark tourism “exposes diverse cultural experiences of death and dying in a single simple discourse… contemporary commodification of death and the dead.” This demonstrates how different cultural attitudes toward death are reduced to a consumable and manageable narrative for tourists. The minimization may mask the complexities of the cultural, historical, and moral aspects surrounding death. Similarly, Carrigan (2014) expands on this critique by emphasizing the postcolonial implications of commodification. He argues that dark tourism often perpetuates colonial power structures by simplifying and sanitizing complex cultural histories. Ultimately, this reduces diverse cultural and historical experiences into a single narrative for tourist consumption. He explains how “the commoditization of dark tourism sites often leads to different groups feeling their experiences have been distorted, displaced, or disinherited” (2019, 239). This effectively neutralizes the rich cultural contexts in which death and suffering are experienced. This commodification not only reinforces dominant historical narratives but also obscures the violence and exploitation inherent in many of these sites, particularly those related to colonial histories. 

Devine and Ojeda (2017) contribute to this discussion by introducing the concept of “spatial fetishism,” where tourism developers carve out destinations from lived landscapes, commodifying spaces, and the cultures within them. However, McClinchey and Dimanche (2024) offer a more optimistic view of dark tourism’s potential, arguing that it can move beyond the commodification of tragedy and instead serve as a platform for marginalized communities, specifically relating to the Canadian Indigenous peoples. They highlight that dark tourism sites, when managed thoughtfully, can “relay the history in a way that is appropriate and truthful for the community” (2024). Rather than commodifying Indigenous suffering, these sites can be transformed into places of healing. Tourists can engage with the truth of colonial violence and its lasting impacts, thus fostering a deeper understanding of these histories. 

Dispossession and Power Dynamics

Another critical theme in dark tourism literature is the dispossession and power dynamics that often accompany tourism development, particularly in marginalized and postcolonial contexts. Devine and Ojeda (2017) discuss how tourism development frequently leads to the displacement of local communities highlighting that “dispossession entails a violent process of socio-spatial reconfiguration through which communities’ capacities to decide over their livelihoods and forms of life are limited.” This process often involves the appropriation of land and resources, where tourism developers and state officials carve out spaces for tourism, limiting local control and participation in decision-making. This theme of dispossession is central to understanding how dark tourism sites are developed and managed, often at the expense of local communities. Carrigan (2014) builds on this by exploring how postcolonial dark tourism highlights how power dynamics influence the representation of history. He argues that “a wide range of global travel practices is an arresting way of foregrounding the relationship between tourism, historical erasure and neocolonial power dynamics” (2014). This critique reveals how tourism can sustain dispossession by allowing outsiders to control colonial and violent histories with outsiders, while marginalizing those directly affected. Devine and Ojeda’s (2017) focus on dispossession complements Carrigan’s (2014) postcolonial critique, as both emphasize how dark tourism sites can reproduce historical injustices and economic inequalities, even as they aim to educate or commemorate. These statements call for a re-evaluation of how dark tourism is managed, suggesting that ethical tourism practices must involve a greater degree of local engagement and participation in the decision-making process.

Motivation and Emotional Engagement

The emotional and psychological impact of dark tourism is another key theme in the reviewed literature, with authors Iliev, Martinia, and Budab focusing on how visitors engage with sites of tragedy. Iliev (2020) notes that “there are other motives for visiting dark sites that are related to personal reasons, cultural and psychological aspects of the visitors.” He further explains how tourists visit dark tourism sites like historical battlefields to learn and understand what has happened in the site’s past (2020). This highlights the diverse factors that drive individuals to engage with dark tourism including education, historical interest, and personal and emotional motivations. Martinia and Budab (2018) introduce theories of affect to analyze how emotions shape the dark tourism experience and offer an important perspective on the nature of tourists’ emotional responses. They argue that “tourists in dark places make sense of their travels through overlapping, fluid, ever-changing relations of their bodies, emotions, affects, thoughts, social, cultural, and spatial interactions” (2018). This suggests that emotional engagement at dark tourism sites is not static but evolves through continuous interaction with the environment and the complex layers of meaning present at these sites. Moreover, they highlight that in the modern world, “mobility, digitalization, and social media make consumption of death and disaster events immediately accessible and unfiltered” (2018). This showcases that emotional engagement is not confined to the physical experience of the site but extends into the digital realm. Images and stories of tragedy also have a strong impact on dark tourism that can provoke intense emotional reactions. 

Conclusion

The literature on dark tourism reveals that while it has the potential to educate and foster reflection on difficult histories, it also risks commodifying suffering and perpetuating existing power imbalances. In examining the five articles on dark tourism, key themes of commodification, dispossession and power dynamics, and motivation and emotional engagement emerge as central to understanding the complexities of this sector. Authors like Iliev, Carrigan, Devine and Ojeda critique how dark tourism often commercializes death and simplifies complex histories for tourist consumption, reinforcing power imbalances and displacing local communities. On the other hand, McClinchey and Dimanche view dark tourism sites as places for healing. At the same time, the motives and emotional engagement discussed by Illiev, Martinia, and Budab, show how personal motives and affect shape the visitor experience. Together, these themes underscore the need for ethical management of dark tourism sites, ensuring local voices are heard and histories are represented accurately. 

Future research should explore how dark tourism can avoid commodifying tragedy while remaining educational, particularly by ensuring that local communities have control over how their histories are represented. Further examination of the emotional impacts of dark tourism, particularly in the digital age, could also offer valuable insights into how these sites shape public perceptions of history. Ethical management of dark tourism and the inclusion of marginalized perspectives will be essential to move forward.
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