An analysis of the Netflix Documentary “Dark Tourist”

In the 2018 documentary series "Dark Tourist" available on Netflix, journalist and host David Farrier investigates the global phenomenon of dark tourism, first coined by Lennon and Foley (1996). The reason this documentary was chosen for this analysis is due to the fact that it is the first extensively viewed documentary available internationally on streaming services to bring the ideas of dark heritage and dark tourism to the forefront of public consumption. One of the main themes from the series is that, whether or not they are conscious of it, people are attracted to dark tourism and the darker sides of life. The documentary's major goals were to inform viewers and help them comprehend why people are drawn to places associated with death and disaster. Dark tourism can give people the satisfaction through a sense of voyeurism; being able to observe places of disasters without participating directly with the acts. Excluding dark tourist experiences that directly put themselves in harms way, such as nuclear tourism (Alalade, 2022) and visiting active war zones. 
There are also different levels of dark tourism that exist on a scale from light to darkest (Stone, 2006). There is more of a likelihood people associating events that happened in recent memory as dark tourism rather than events that have happened earlier in history (Lennon and Foley, 2004). Ferrier interviews people in a very direct and confronting manner, but he also possesses the typical biases of someone raised in western culture. For instance, he struggles to accept death when confronted with animal slaughter in Africa and mummified remains in Indonesia. The documentary itself is also controversial with a many of the companies and local government depicted in the show having to make public statements, some even threatening legal action. Even Farrier himself struggled with the aftermath of filming the documentary, as is evidenced by an article from the New Zealand Herald, “Postcards from the Edge: How Dark Tourist ruined David Farrier's life” (Puschmann, 2018). In the article he describes how ever since filming he is now terrified at the thought of dying.
Nuclear Disaster Tourism
Nuclear disaster is one of the notable themes in dark tourism as Chernobyl is the flagship example most people associate with this type of disaster. In Tomioka and the Polygon, outlined below as nuclear affected territories, one of the major ethical academic debates relating to dark tourism is the necessary conversation regarding the interpretation of issues arising in these areas (Wyatt, 2019). In order to present the site in an acceptable manner, information can be missed out, major issues can be circumnavigated and therefore avoided by the spokesperson relaying allegedly accurate information, thereby misinterpreting, and misrepresenting the situation (Wang et al, 2021).
The town of Tomioka was one of the major towns that was evacuated after the Fukushima nuclear disaster in 2011 (Shukman, 2011). During the filming of the documentary the government had recently taken some very specific initiatives to try and get people to move back into the area. The first one presented is that the ‘exclusion zone’ was renamed to the ‘difficult to return to zone’. On April 1st of 2023 the Japanese government lifted the evacuation order on the town (Robinson, 2023). The opinion that Farrier communicates to the viewers is that the government is severely downplaying how bad the radiation levels in the area are and that point is confirmed later on in the episode when the tour ends abruptly when the Geiger counter goes up to more than 50 times over the recommended safe dose of radiation.
The bus tour also visits one of the seaside towns that was completely levelled by the consequent tsunami. The only thing left after all of the buildings where destroyed are the gravestones. The shorts in this part of the show echo the videos taken on the day of the disaster by the locals. In this area the film crew sardonically note members of the tour taking selfies and pictures of each other while saying “the nuclear power plant just exploded, your face should explode (look shocked) too”. Another member of the tour explained to the person and why what they said was disrespectful and that they should stop treating it like a game; which has the tendency to happen in dark heritage sites as people often separate themselves from the place they are visiting. After the filming of this episode The Hollywood Reporter reports that the local government of Fukushima is considering legal action over the town’s appearance in the episode (Blair, 2018). The reason for this is because of the readings shown on the Geiger counters which they were seeking to suppress. 
The polygon is located in the northeast of Kazakhstan and is the most affected area by atomic bombing on the globe, with over 456 nuclear devices being detonated in the area, often forming large craters in the ground. Ferrier swims in one of the craters, as the water on the surface of the lakes is relatively safe for swimming. The crew also meet some local fishermen and they share some fish together. In the news article written by the New Zealand Herald, this was a decision that Farrier came to regret (Puschmann, 2018). The reasons he regretted swimming in the lake was because it was the second time during filming that he knowingly exposed himself to higher amounts of radiation. 
A government approved tour guide was assigned to the crew to accompany them. The reason for this was stewardship of the information being relayed in the documentary and control over any information about the ongoing effects of the nuclear fallout deemed problematic. It is evident that the tour guide is avoiding telling the truth, especially about the medical consequences. To explore the genuine affects of the fallout, a doctor was interviewed who had worked with mothers and children who were affected by radiation. He takes the crew to see the repercussions first hand in an orphanage for children and who had birth defects due to the radiation. This is an effective way of conveying how devastating events like this are, especially the generational effects that we as viewers do not normally see. 
The Fascination with Infamous Killers and Killings
People are fascinated in serial killers; the more gruesome the cases are the more people are interested. When an interest turns into an obsession and when victims are pardoned or believed to have done no wrong, the outcome can be dangerous. While many people denounce murderers' behaviour, they still desire to learn more about the unsettling specifics.
Jeffery Dahmer is one of American most notorious serial killers and cannibals and despite this fact many women seem to be drawn to him (Higgs, 2012). The Cream City Cannibal Tour was taken by Ferrier in the company of a long time Jeffery Dahmer fan Natalie. Before the tour Ferrier talked to the organisers to try and understand why people are so obsessed with serial killers, specifically Dahmer. The organisers emphasised that they could sympathise and emphasise with him and his past. They said that even though Dahmer was known to be gay, women naturally want to "fix" men who have complex issues because they adore "bad boys," and he was the epitome of a "bad boy.". These tours are almost always consisting of other women and has been known to be used for bachelorette parties. At the entrance of the bar that Dahmer used for picking up his victims, dowsing rods were used to try and connect and talk with his spirit, which Natalie and Ferrier both agree was “tacky” and in incredibly poor taste. 
[bookmark: _Hlk135829420]One of the reasons so many people are attracted to the thought of serial killers, and Dahmer specifically, could be because they have a specific female orientated paraphilia called ‘Hybristophilia’ (Matuszak, 2019). Hybristophilia is describes as someone having a sexual interest in who has committed crimes and could be a common cause around the mainly female craze surround true crime (Higgs, 2012). 
The assignation of former president John F Kennedy is one of the most notable killings of the 20th century. This section of the documentary was interesting as Ferrier interviewed two very different tour guides, who told two completely different versions of what happened that day in 1963. One of the tour guides, Robin, is an eccentric man who takes people for long tours and describes the assassination as being perpetrated by an alliance between CIA and the mafia with multiple shooters, who were all involved with his killing. Ricardo, the other tour guide interviewed, has much shorter tours and he tells the true story of what happened. They also have different approaches to how the tours are conducted. Robin’s tours are very traditional, and he drives around in the same kind of car the JFK would have that day. While Ricardo has a more modern approach to the tours and offers a VR bus tour. They do not like each other especially since they both consider themselves as historians and describe one another as tourist traps; but they both think of their job as entertainment.

Controversial themes
Dark tourism is rife with controversial subjects because those who are interested in it get an adrenaline rush from experiencing taboo things and in the process, being made to feel uncomfortable. The line between education and shock value is blurred when controversial topics are touched on. If done the right way people will be educated but also made to front historical events in a way that is still respectful. If done in a wrong way, it will be seen as in poor taste and could end up being an ethical problem (Garlick, 2022).
Littlewood Jail is described as the most controversial museum in the world (and is filled from ceiling to floor with controversial items. One of the first things shown is a statue of a young back boy with a noose around their neck inside of a room with possibly hundreds of items that relate to anti-black propaganda and symbols of oppression. An interesting way that the owner chooses to exhibit items relating to black oppression such as Golliwogs, are being played with by KKK members. The rational used by the owner to explain why he would set it out this way is because he is aware of the fact KKK members would hate the fact it is depicted that way. There is also a section of the museum dedicated to Nazis and specifically a Nazi concentration camp room that contains dioramas depicting Nazi’s killing, torturing, and raping Jewish people. The room also includes a lamp made from human skin. The question to raise when displaying items like these are the ethical implications of owning and buying something of that nature. The owner made it clear throughout the episode that he will not disclose who he buys or tests items through. Which also makes the audience question weather some of the items in the museum are genuine.

‘Dark’ heritage 
When using the term dark in the title what I am referring to what is considered “dark” to western society could be considered completely normal in another culture (Stone, 2009 and Walter, 2009). This section also relates less to the tourist aspect of the show but goes into detail about practices from other counties that seem macabre. 
The Torajan people have a very specific and elaborate funeral ritual practice in which the process of ‘dying’ can last for years after the actual death of the person. The stage after death the dead body would lay inside their family homes until burial for possibly years until the family could raise enough money for the funeral (Tarigan, 2022). During the waiting period they are not considered dead they are just considered resting. The person that Ferrier observed have their burial had been resting for 2 years inside the family’s home. When the body was officially buried, they would then once a year practice a ritual called Ma’Nene were the corpse of a loved one is brought out of their tomb and cleaned, groomed and a new set of clothes are put on them (Mahmuddin, 2017).
When the body of the family member was officially dead and buried in the tomb there will a ritual in the memory of their life which consists of a feast where many animals are slaughtered (Waterson, 1993). Ferrier finds the situation conservable confronting and could not watch all the animals being sacrificed. People who grew up in a western society are distanced from death as a normal part of life as it is seen as something no one should talk about and is very much medicalised. So, it is understandable why he would react this way.
The documentary is intriguing in and of itself and does offer an intriguing new method to consume dark tourist material. Although the documentary is sometimes presented in an informal, and sometimes humorous way, it nonetheless has a great deal of instructional value. The team travels to several locations that have nothing to do with dark tourism, such as the robot-run Huis Ten Bosch theme park hotel in Japan and meetings with Afrikaner nationalists who are preparing for an impending race war. Numerous additional subjects, such as Colombia's narco tourism and Japan's Aokigahara suicide forest, are also left out of this article due to restrictions. One lesson to be learned from seeing the documentary is that in order to prevent the tragic moments from the past from becoming normalised, people occasionally need to be shocked by it in an unexpected manner. It is naive to assume that everyone will have the same perspective on dark tourism, and some individuals may be very horrified by something that another person finds to be typical.
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