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The town of Bukittingi in West Sumatra was a resort mainly for Dutch 
colonial inhabitants of Indonesia prior to the establishment of a 
republic. It is located in beautiful countryside, with spectacular 
mountain ranges in the middle distance and breathtaking valleys and 
lakes in close proximity. The town itself is constructed on a hilltop 
which commands views across the hills and valleys for miles around. 
Being close to the equator, it is hot and humid all year. By car or bus, 
the town is a drive of at least three hours' duration from the nearest 
airports of Padang or Medan. There is only one international hotel, 
managed by Novotel, and built in a joint venture with the Indonesian 
government which included a conference facility. There are several 
'backpacker' hotels and other accommodation in the town. Despite the 
problems of access, Bukittingi experiences tourism visits from the many 

, backpackers who find their way across Sumatra via service buses and 
from a number of conference and convention delegates who attend the 
recently-constructed conference centre. Alongside the scenery, unique 
Sumatran architecture and the celebrated local cuisine, the town offers 
two main visitor attractions. The first of these is the weekly market, a 
magnet for all tourists and many locals who are present on a Saturday. 
The second is the 'Lepong Japang' - a complex of tunnels constructed 
using slave labour during the occupation of the town by the Japanese 
in the Second World War. 

The Lepong Japang is located close to the centre of the town within 
a small area of urban parkland for which a modest entry fee is levied - 
mainly because of the spectacular views afforded from the park. The 
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practice of erecting a fence around a desirable or famous vista and 
charging an entry fee to those who wish to enjoy the scene is common 
in Sumatra. At the entry to the park there is a small wooden sign which 
simply announces the Lepong Japang in Bahasa (the language of 
Indonesia). N o  other announcement of the presence, significance or 
availability of the tunnel is evident anywhere in Bukittingi. 

The tunnels are reached via a rough and uneven path which leads to 
the main entrance where a number of 'guides' sit awaiting business. There 
is a small charge to enter the tunnels and, for a larger payment, one of 
the guides will accompany visitors. Upon payment, these guides give 
their version of the history of the tunnels, in Bahasa, illustrating this by 
running their fingers along an elementary coloured and relief map of the 
maze of tunnels cut into the wall-face of the entrance. Thereafter, visitors 
follow the guide into the tunnels via an immediate drop of more than 
120 steep stairs cut into the rock. Lighting is poor and the guide 
constantly warns the party to stay with him and not to wander into the 
many chambers opening to left and right which, he says, are unexplored 
and possibly dangerous. As he proceeds, he continues his commentary 
in Bahasa, showing where the Japanese military had its command post, 
billets, kitchens, etc. At one point, in the kitchens, he indicates a large 
hole in the floor which is, apparently, a sheer drop of several hundred 
feet into a subterranean river below. This, he tells us, was the means by 
which disposal of the casualties of tunnel building was effected. His 
commentary suggests that the tunnelling process was kept secret from the 
town and that the labour was imported from elsewhere. Unsurprisingly, 
many died, and disposal without discovery by locals was a priority for 
the occupying army - hence the use of this hole. It is unclear how many 
people died in the construction of these tunnels as no records were kept. 
The 'official' figure, according to the guide, is 'hundreds of thousands'. 
Visitors can proceed in a round trip through the tunnels or be taken to 
the (formerly) secret back gate opening onto a narrow mountain road. 
Located at this back gate is an unkempt memorial to the victims of the 
Japanese occupation. 

There are no maps, guidebooks or souvenirs at  this stark and quite 
remote site. The only concession to interpretation other than the guides, 
who are effectively enterprising locals who see an opportunity to make 
a few rupiah from tourists, are four coin-in-the-slot machines deep in 
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the tunnel complex which deliver a short, deadpan recital of the tunnels 
in Bahasa. These tunnels at  Bukittingi are interesting as much for the 
atrocity which they portray as for the manner in which these events are 
offered and interpreted to visitors. 

It is clear from a number of sources that tourist interest in recent death, 
disaster and atrocity is a growing phenomenon in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first centuries and that theorists have both noticed and 
attempted to understand it. Rojek (1993a) in discussing what he calls 
'fatal attractions' offers the observations that such sites have become 
modern pilgrimage sites. John Urry (1990) discusses the nature of the 
Gestapo Museum in Berlin within the context of Foucault's 'gaze'. Using 
these as a starting point for our fieldwork, we have studied a number of 
sites (Foley and Lennon, 1995a, 1995b, 1996,1997), in the course of a 
fieldwork programme which has extended across the world. In labelling 
some of these phenomena as 'Dark Tourism' we intend to signify a 
fundamental shift in the way in which death, disaster and atrocity are 
being handled by those who offer associated tourism 'products'. In 
particular, we aim to show that 'dark tourism' is both a product of the 
circumstances of the late modern world and a significant influence upon 
these circumstances. Moreover, the politics, economics, sociologies and 
technologies of the contemporary world are as much important factors 
in the events upon which this dark tourism is focused as they are central 
to the selection and interpretation of sites and events which become 
tourism products. 

Several commentators view pilgrimage as one of the earliest forms 

, of tourism (Vellas and Becherel, 1995; Lickorish and Jenkins, 1997). 
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. Generally, it has been elements 
of those who attribute significance to the events who have comprised 
the pilgrims, who have visited either the site of the deed or the site of 
the burial or  both. Such acts of remembrance, sometimes acquiring 
greater significance a t  certain times of the year, are a feature of the 
memorialization of death, whether untimely or not, in many societies. 
In societies based upon Judaeo-Christian beliefs, the dead are often 
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buried in sites designated for this purpose and memorialized via a 
headstone, or more obtrusive device, above or around the point of 
burial. Whatever the religious and social significance of these practices, 
the outcome is to leave a 'permanent' site which those who wish can 
visit, knowing that the corpse of the individual to be remembered is 
close by. Practices associated with death and remembrance are highly 
ritualized in almost all societies where there is a belief system based 
upon the separation of body and soul and an afterlife or reincarnation, 
whether or not a 'final resting place' for the corporeal remains is 
designated. Sudnow (1967) and more recently Walter (1996) have 
pointed to the increasing 'industrialization' of death in the late twentieth 
century in some cultures where businesses associated with all aspects 
of a process that includes hardware, real estate and funeral or, even, 
cryogenic services have arisen, some global in their scope. 

Pilgrimage has a religious or, at least, mystical significance - sometimes 
mandatory as a requirement of religious adherence - which contains 
elements of both a personal physical as well as often a psychological 
journey for participants. Sometimes this can be associated with attaining 
social and/or economic standing and with a collective affirmation of 
values. Although by no means the earliest record of a pilgrimage, whether 
real or fictional, Geoffrey Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, themselves a 
product of an emergent new reprographical technology, arose from the 
journey of a group of people to the death site of Thomas Becket at 
Canterbury Cathedral. 

Tourism to battle sites, to the graves of the famous, the infamous 
and the merely affluent and to the locations of infamous deeds is by 
no means a phenomenon associated with the modern world (Seaton, 
1996). Visiting sites which could be said to be connected in some way 
to death (e.g. murder sites, death sites, battlefields, cemeteries, 
mausoleums, churchyards, the former homes of now-dead celebrities) 
is a significant part of tourist experiences in many societies. There is, 
however, little research available on the significance that such visits 
have to those who make them. It is not reasonable to simply assume 
that a death site which may be part of a comfort stop on a coach tour 
itinerary is any less significant for an individual than a trip undertaken 
to a remote or distant shrine. However, it is clear that one involves 
considerably more personal commitment, intention and inconvenience 
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than the other. Is it possible that some death sites have become 
the locations (or, even, excuses) for service industries supplying 
conveniently-spaced watering-holes, lavatories and retail outlets 
designed to intervene in the journeys made by visitors through our 
heritages and landscapes? 

The relative status of these death sites suggests that this proposition 
can, at most, only partly hold. The sites belonging to the Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission (CWGC) throughout Belgium and northern 
France, for example, appear both far less commercialized and far more 
politically significant than the Graceland home of Elvis Presley. Yet 
elements of both of these possess a resonance in popular culture which 
cannot be discerned within, say, the site of the Battle of Hastings - an 
event which was indubitably politically significant - located in a part of 
Kent which is well used to providing tourist services. 

Some have argued that, through its presentation, whether real or 
fictional, id popular culture, death has become a commodity for 
consumption in a global communications market (Palmer, 1993). These 
arguments have often proceeded from the idea that the rituals 
surrounding death in 'ordinary' circumstances in Western cultures have 
somehow become 'privatized', i.e. that they have ceased to be a matter 
for public shows of grief among whole communities but, rather, 
mourning and observance of death rituals have become a matter for 
immediate families and friends of the deceased or, more likely, the 
relatives of the deceased. Clearly, a number of social variables have 
contributed to this change in the way that death is handled: presumably 
the greater longevity of populations, the geographical fragmentation 
of families, the growth in the number of cremations compared to 
burials, the increase in payments of death benefits by insurance 
companies, multi-culturalism and the practices of undertakers and 
others involved in catering for funeral ceremony, all will have had their 
effects. However, it can also be argued that via news media and popular 
televized fiction, many face the issues of death on a regular, perhaps 
daily, basis. It is disputed whether these kinds of experiences can be 
considered to accurately reflect the emotions and traumas of sudden 
or unexpected death but it is, nevertheless, likely that most viewers of 
television, readers of fiction and cinema-goers will have had an experi- 
ence of death via replication. In the case of global news media, deaths 
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across the entire planet can be consumed in the living rooms of the 
Western world. Some of these deaths may stimulate responses such as 
'Live Aid' while others, such as those illustrated via reconnaissance 
footage shown during the Gulf War, may seem remote and 'unreal' - 
amounting to 'collateral damage' in the words of contemporary press 
conferences. These multiple 'real' deaths are underscored by the 'real' 
deaths of single, sometimes iconic, individuals whose lives of celebrity 
have become part of the media landscape inhabited by many. The 
deaths of these individuals offer opportunities for media presentation 
of the events, circumstances and minutiae of the death itself, complete 
with theories, eye-witness testimony, speculations and 'expert' analysis 
as part of the package. Events as diverse in place and time as the 
assassination of John Kennedy and the death of Diana, Princess of 
Wales, provide the touchstones for this form of media commodity. 
Finally, televised and cinematic presentations put characters in tragic, 
deadly or dangerous circumstances - either as 'real' individuals (e.g. 
the characters in the film Schindler's List) or as fictionalized characters 
operating within the context of 'real' events (e.g. the characters in the 
film Titanic). These deaths and disasters, too, are consumed precisely 
for the danger in which characters are placed and in which some are 
expected to die. 

It is argued that it is unreasonable to separate the viewing public 
which assimilates these media commodities and those who seek tourism 
experiences. No demographic point is being made here, it is simply 
argued to be axiomatic that the vast majority of those consuming 
tourism experiences will be familiar with many of these global media 
events. It is more difficult to ascertain the impact of these commodified 
deaths upon the psychology of individuals, but it seems at least 
reasonable to expect that any tourism product designed around such 
an event will at least enjoy the benefit of 'familiarity'. This 'familiarity' 
is not present at Bukittingi, for example. While, on the one hand, the 
events of the Japanese occupation appear to have led to multiple deaths 
and must surely rate as crimes against humanity, on the other, these 
events are little known outwith the immediate area and have certainly 
not formed the backdrop to a film, book or television drama. In short, 
they have not been commodified for Western media consumption. 
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Tourism in the modern world 

Tourism as a form of educative enterprise is strongly associated with the 
key principles of modernity (Burkart and Medlik, 1981; Cooper et al., 
1993). Grounded in the 'grand tour' of Europe as undertaken by the rich 
and powerful of the late seventeenth century and popularized in the 
excursions of Thomas Cook in the mid-nineteenth century, moving to 
another place, or from place to place, for the purposes of leisure in the 
Aristotelian sense, an educative pursuit (Parker, 1976) or for the purposes 
of recreation (offsetting the effects of industrial and urban squalor) is 
principally an issue of personal development and improvement. These 
improvements came, not surprisingly, in the wake of marketing efforts 
by industrial corporations (e.g. Thomas Cook) and the infrastructural 
developments associated with industrialization across (mainly) Europe 
and the USA. . 

Defining elements of 'modern' tourism have included ideas of 
universalism, classification and the liberal democratic state. The wealth 
and freedom to travel and the education to benefit from the experience 
are facets of late industrialism which arose in the context of universal 
suffrage, the spread of education and the onset of a tourism industry 
which encompassed aspects of travel, accommodation and attractions. 
In some of its earliest explicit support for the tourism industries of 
Europe, the EEC (as was) expressed it as a matter of mutual cultural 
exchange leading to common understandings and making war less likely 
in the future (Wilson and Van der Dussen, 1993; Waites, 1993). These 
cultural exchanges were equally likely to take place at a Mediterranean 
resort or in the Louvre. In this sense all tourism is cultural tourism 
(Richards, 1995) as it is virtually impossible to travel to another culture 
without experiencing some of its effects and products. The growth 
of tourism to Europe and, subsequently, to the USA has arisen 
simultaneously with a growth in travel opportunities and global 
communications. As we have visited other places, we have come to know 
more about the day-to-day life of these and other nations. Equally, it has 
become more likely that media organizations will have a correspondent 
in many nation-states and major cities and that some of these destinations 
will be more likely to see economic benefits from allowing studios to 
make films on location. If a diplomatic, political, economic or 
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technological crisis develops in any part of the world, it is likely that it 
will make it onto the Western news media with 'live' pictures within a 
matter of hours. 

The technologies which have combined to make this collapsing of 
time and space in news reporting possible have been wrought in the 
outcomes of the project of modernity and have been conceived largely 
within living memory. Critical elements of the ability to experience 
news from abroad have included the ability to take and process 
photographs, the ability to transfer these and associated text to another 
place, the ability to record sound and cinematic motion (Lumikre 
brothers, 1896), the invention of radio and television and the launching 
of communications satellites. In attempting to locate the concept of 
'dark tourism' in a temporal context, it is clear to us that our interest 
does not extend beyond the congruence of at  least some of these 
inventions. Although there were many photographs and front-line 
reports returned from the Crimean and the American Civil Wars, for 
example, it is clear that the events of these conflicts were relatively 
divorced from the day-to-day lives of all but those directly affected. In 
part, this was due to the nature of these conflicts themselves. A more 
likely candidate, and one from 'living memory' for the earliest event 
which could stimulate 'dark tourism' is the First World War, both due 
to the way in which all households in all of the countries involved were 
affected and due to the way in which the conflict was reported and the 
way in which (what purported to be) 'live' film from the Battle of the 
Somme, and other battles, was shown in British cinemas. The First 
World Warmgraphically demonstrated the consequences of modernity 
to populations using the technology of modernity to achieve its effect. 
One slightly earlier event, the sinking of RMS Titanic in 1912, offers 
similar analytical possibilities (Deuchar, 1996) and this has been 
(relatively arbitrarily) selected as the chronological starting point for 
'dark tourism'. The Titanic is particularly apt not only because of the 
questions its sinking raised about technological 'progress' but also 
because it receded into relative obscurity until the 1958 film A Night 
to Remember, revisited awareness of some of the social circumstances 
of 1912 and the issue of how close the possibility of rescue had been. 
Similar revisits to the First World War had harnessed another motif of 
modernity, critical reflection, to propound the message about the savage 

and brutalizing effects of war; films such as All Quiet on the Western 
Front, Gallipoli, Johnny Got His Gun and, more recently, The Trench. 
Thus, these films purported to be, if not educative, then at  least to 
inform and to warn. If they did not revise accounts of the war, they 
offered the possibility that accounts of it which might not be the 
'official' version were possible and they offered a view that attempted 
to encourage future generations to consider armed conflict as a 
dangerous political route. In essence, these have been warnings about 
the consequences of planned death, often (but not always) on an 
industrial scale and scope (e.g. the Jewish Holocaust, the 'Killing Fields' 
of Cambodia) and derived from 'rational' principles. They have 
included scepticism of corporate politics and the (so-called) military- 
industrial complex. 

If film has offered alternative, revised or more 'realistic' accounts of 
news events (e.g. JFK; Apocalypse Now; Sboah) throughout the twentieth 
century, then the events themselves have (apparently) come closer to us 
in space and time. In this sense, experiencing immediate news events, or 
critical reflection upon recent cataclysmic events, at, or near, home brings 
populations to the intersection between the global and the local. Can it 
be surprising that, when the opportunity presents itself to validate that 
global-local connection that so many decide to visit the sites of these 
deaths and disasters? Where tourism destinations encompass such 
'celebrated' sites, should it be surprising that national and regional 
tourism bodies, voluntary groups and commercial businesses see 
opportunities to pursue their objectives? 

For many of these organizations, a dilemma must be the extent to 
which a chronological distance can be effected between the event for 
which the site may be celebrated and the present. Of course, there are 
guides available to 'the most dangerous places on earth' and reports 
abound of those who visit these places during the moments of death, 
disaster and depravity - those in the vanguard of 'dark tourism'. But 
this is not mass tourism and it is not of much interest to those with 
economic, political or social aims. For these bodies, opportunities come 
later when the infrastructure has been repaired and when investment 
(often inward) is secured. Under these circumstances, a former 
concentration camp, battle site, assassination or killing site or the 
location of a disaster becomes a tourism resource to be exploited like 
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any other. However, sensitivities abound and, although these may differ 
across cultures, there appears to be a certain 'global' format which 
accommodates mass tourism from the 'West'. It appears to be 
acceptable to visit death sites immediately following the events 
themselves to 'show respect' for the dead and to mourn. For example, 
the Oklahoma City bombing, the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, in 
a Paris underpass, and the massacre of schoolchildren in Dunblane, 
Scotland, brought spontaneous and public shows of grief and 
expressions of compassion at the sites themselves, often in the form of 
floral tributes. Thereafter, for some time it seems that it is unseemly to 
offer any kind of attempt to interpret events at the site itself - 
particularly if this involves what can be construed as 'exploitation'. It 
is likely that memorials will be erected and that these may be visited 
by those on a dedicated pilgrimage, those who are passing through and 
by the merely curious. What takes longer to be acceptable is any form 
of interpretation of the events - anything which could be said to be a 
touristic 'experience', however that experience may be intended. Yet, 
there appears to be a point at which this becomes acceptable. Examples 
of horrific events which are well embedded in mass consciousness 
through popular culture and media and which now are offered as part 
of cultural tourism experiences include several concentration camps in 
Poland and Germany, many of the battle sites of the First World War, 
Hiroshima, Pearl Harbor, sites of battles of the Vietnam War, the bridge 
over the River Kwai, the site of the massacre of civil rights marchers 
in Selma, Alabama, and Changi Gaol in Singapore. Individual deaths 
of political figures (e.g. John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King), figures 
from popular culture (e.g. Elvis Presley, Marilyn Monroe, James Dean, 
River Phoenix), the victims of serial killers (e.g. Sharon Tate) and the 
sites of 'symbolic' deaths (e.g. Altamont Racetrack, California) all form 
parts of the tourism infrastructure in their respective locations. 

Further problems arise when a cultural and/or touristic experience is 
offered at a site which has no direct connection with a 'dark' event, but 
seeks to exploit it for political, social or economic aims. A site such as 
the US Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC, with over 2.5 
million visitors per annum has no direct spatial link with the Jewish 
Holocaust. Impressive though it undoubtedly is in its interpretation of 
events, its link is via the Jewish trust which conceived and funded it. 
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Similar problems arise of course for many museums which purport to 
interpret war and other such events. The various sites of the Imperial 
War Museum in the UK include a battle-cruiser permanently anchored 
in the Thames, a wartime airfield, the underground offices of Churchill's 
War Cabinet, but also a large museum in a former Victorian lunatic 
asylum. This museum contains much of the hardware of wars in the 
twentieth century with which Britain has been associated (with the 
notable exception of the 'troubles' in Northern Ireland, during our visit). 
It also contains two replicated environments - 'The Trench Experience', 
a presentation of conditions in a First World War trench on the Western 
Front, and the 'Blitz Experience', a presentation of conditions during the 
bombing of London during the Second World War, including the 
simulation of a bombing raid experienced from within an 'Anderson 
shelter'. Interesting though these are, especially for those studying these 
events in the UK schools National Curriculum, they can be said to both 
replicate and commodify the events which they seek to interpret. 

Our argument is that 'dark tourism' is an intimation of post-modernity. 
We do not seek to enter any philosophical debates over the use of this 
term but, rather, aim to recognize the significant aspects of 'post- 
modernity' which are broadly taken to represent its main features. If 
these features amount to late capitalism, or late modernity, then so be 
it. The critical features apparent in the phenomena are, first, that global 
communication technologies play a major part in creating the initial 
interest (especially in exploring the territory between the global and the 
local, thereby introducing a collapse of space and time); second, that the 
objects of dark tourism themselves appear to introduce anxiety and 
doubt about the project of modernity (e.g. the use of 'rational planning' 
and technological innovation to undertake the Jewish Holocaust, the 
industrial scale of death in several wars this century, the failure of 
'infallible' science and technology at the sinking of the Titanic, the impact 
upon liberal democracy of assassinations such as those of Kennedy or 
King, the contradictions apparent in the Cold War tensions and the 
resolution of these in the progress, rationality and associated so-called 
meta-narratives; third, the educative elements of sites are accompanied 
by elements of commodification and a commercial ethic which (whether 
explicit or implicit) accepts that visitation (whether purposive or 
incidental) is an opportunity to develop a tourism product. 
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Battle, and other, sites of events (broadly) prior to the start of the 
twentieth century continue to be the subject of visitor interest, as they 
have been over the centuries since the particular events which they hosted 
took place. We do not disagree that these sites are hosts to tourism, or 
even that films, novels and television do not stimulate interest in them 
(witness the increase in visits to sites of the Scottish Wars of Independence 
since the release of the film Braveheart, 1996) or that commodification 
and commercialization are not common. However, these do not qualify 
as 'dark tourism' within our analysis for two main reasons. First, there 
is the simple matter of chronological distance. These events did not take 
place within the memories of those still alive to validate them. Second, 
the events of ancient and medieval battles, etc., do not posit questions, 
or introduce anxiety and doubt about, modernity and its consequences. 
It is this particular element of the commodification of anxiety and doubt 
within interpretations offered and the design of the sites as both products 
and experiences (including merchandising and revenue generation) that 
introduces 'dark tourism'. 

C H A P T E R  T W O  

Instances of 

DarkTourism 

Changi Gaol in Singapore was the site of many atrocities perpetrated 
upon British and other Allied soldiers during the Second World War. It 
contained many prisoners who would be compelled to work on the so- 
called 'death railway' and the bridge over the River Kwai project. 
Presently, Changi continues its function as a gaol, serving the state of 
Singapore - its wartime function having been largely forgotten until 
pressure from groups of Allied war veterans and their families wishing 
to return to the site found little to commemorate the events of the 
Japanese occupation. This pressure resulted in the allocation of a small 
building (in fact, the former prison officers' social club) and the 
dedication of a small, open-air, wooden chapel upon a piece of land 
immediately adjoining the huge walls and gates of the current gaol. Under 
the watchtowers of Singapore's main prison, visitors can visit a small 
interpretative centre in the former social club and may pay their respects 
at the chapel. The chapel is interesting because of the vehemence of some 
of the messages left behind upon the notice board - this being the only 
site visited in the course of the fieldwork where such strong feelings of 
anger were witnessed, albeit in written form. Certainly intended as a 
place of peace, this chapel has become a focus for the strong feelings 
about some of the deeds of Imperial Japan during the Second World War 
and the failure of the British and other governments to secure what some 
see as an adequate apology or reparation for sufferings caused. The 
interpretation centre alongside the chapel offers contemporary drawings 
and accounts from former inmates as well as some interpretation of the 
events of the occupation of Singapore. Items on sale include some lurid 


