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WHAT IS TOURISM?

WHO OR WHAT IS A TOURIST?

HOW MIGHT TOURISM AND 
TRAVEL, TOURISTS AND 

TRAVELLERS DIFFER?



DEAN MACCANELL 

b. 1940; Professor Emeritus, University of California Davis

Key works:

• ‘Staged Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space 
in Tourist Settings,’ American Journal of Sociology 79:3 
(November 1973), pp. 589-603.

• The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (1976)

• Empty Meeting Grounds: The Tourist Papers (1992)

• The Ethics of Sightseeing (2011)



TOURISM OR TRAVEL?

“The term ‘tourist’ is increasingly used as a derisive 
label for someone who seems content with his 
obviously inauthentic experiences.”

- Dean MacCannell, 'Staged Authenticity' in The Tourist: A New Theory of the 
Leisure Class (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999 [1976]), p. 94.



TOURISM OR TRAVEL?

“The traveller was active. Now he became
passive. Instead of an athletic exercise,
travel became a spectator sport. This
change can be described in a word. It was
the decline of the traveller and the rise of the
tourist.”

- Daniel Boorstin, The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-
Events in America (New York: Vintage Books, 1992 

[1961]), pp. 84–85



‘EVERYBODY HATES A TOURIST’

Classic formulation:

‘“They are tourists, 
I am not.”’

- David Brown, ‘Genuine fakes,’ in The Tourist 
Image: Myths and Myth Making in Tourism ed. By 

Tom Selwyn (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 
1996): 33–47.



• Dean MacCannell, 'Staged Authenticity' in The Tourist: A New Theory of the 
Leisure Class (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999 [1976]), pp. 91–108.

“ … None of the accounts in my collection support Boorstin's
contention that tourists want superficial, contrived
experiences. Rather, tourists demand authenticity just as
Boorstin does.”

MacCannell, p. 104 

DEAN MACCANELL 



• What might ‘authenticity’ mean in a tourism and/or 
heritage situation?

• MacCannell coined the term ‘staged authenticity’ to 
interpret tourism sites. How might you interpret this phrase? 
And why might it be important to heritage sites?

AUTHENTICITY



THINKING THROUGH ‘DARK TOURISM’

• What do you understand by the phrase ‘dark 
tourism’?

• What types of practices, places, institutions and 
phenomena might ‘dark tourism’ encompass? 
Which might you be familiar with?

• How does ‘dark tourism’ relate to ‘heritage’?









‘NEGATIVE SIGHTSEEING’

Dean 
MacCannell, 
The Tourist: A 
New Theory of 
the Leisure 
Class (Berkeley
: University of 
California 
Press, 1999 
[1976]), p. 40.



‘BLACK SPOTS’ AND ‘FATAL ATTRACTIONS’

Chris Rojek, Ways of Escape: Modern 
Transformations in Leisure and Travel (1993)

• Interest in catastrophes – Rojek cites Lockerbie 
bombing

• Interest in celebrity graves and sites of deaths



‘BLACK SPOTS’ AND ‘FATAL ATTRACTIONS’



‘BLACK SPOTS’ AND ‘FATAL ATTRACTIONS’

Chris Rojek, Ways of Escape: Modern 
Transformations in Leisure and Travel (1993)



JOHN LENNON AND MALCOLM 
FOLEY, DARK TOURISM: THE 

ATTRACTION OF DEATH AND DISASTER 
(1996)



•How ‘new’ is dark tourism?

•What contributed to the (apparent) emergence of 
interest in dark tourism in the late 20th century?

•What makes dark tourism a product of late 
modernity/postmodernity?



‘MEMORY BOOM’

One of the most surprising cultural and 
political phenomena of [the late C20] 
[w]as … the emergence of memory 
as a key cultural and political concern 
in Western societies, a turning toward 
the past that stands in stark contrast to 
the privileging of the future so 
characteristic of earlier decades of 
20th-century modernity … Since the 
1980s, it seems, the focus has shifted 
from present futures to present pasts.”

- Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and 
the Politics of Memory (Stanford, California: Stanford 

University Press, 2003), p. 11.



THANA(O)TOURISM

A.V. Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark: From Thanatopsis 
to Thanatourism,’ International Journal of Heritage 
Studies 2:4 (1996): 234–244

“This inquiry seeks to establish the philosophical and historical
roots of the mentalité through which the publicly shocking
and repugnant may be experienced as a source of private
pleasure - and may achieve the status of a tourist attraction.”

- Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark,’ pp. 234-235



THANATOPSIS

• a contemplation of death

“In this paper [thanatopsis] will be interpreted more broadly to 
mean … the stimuli by which such contemplations are generated 
and the forms contemplative response such stimuli tend to 
produce … includ[ing] all the signifying forms of representation, 
symbolisation and material evidence by which ideas of death are 
communicated to an individual in time a space within a given 
society.”

- Can you think of example of ‘thanatoptic’ symbols and 
practices?



THANATOS
• mythological figure personifying death, the son of 

Nyx or Night

Thanatos as a winged and 

sword-girt youth. Sculptured 

marble column drum from the 

Temple of Artemis at Ephesos, 
c. 325–300 BC.



THANATOPSIS

“From the Middle Ages to well into the 19th
century thanatopsis was not just aided, but
encouraged and induced. by the multiplicity of
symbol representations and material objects
which kept death at the forefront individual
awareness. The rich had private artefacts - death's
heads, hour glasses, death masks, and effigies
which constantly reminded them of the hour their
passing to come. John Donne, actually slept with
a coffin in his room.

“Thanatopsis was promoted to the poor by
the church which stage-manage representations
of death as a subject of public art and popular
culture signifying practices which included church
paintings and carvings, monument tableaux,
morality plays, displays and sermons”

John Donne (1572–1631) posing in 

his burial shroud before his death. 

Engraving for 1632 edition of Death’s 

Duel, Donne’s last sermon



THANATOPSIS

“One of the most widespread
Thanatoptic displays in European
culture in the late Middle Ages was
the Dance of Death. This was the
symbolic depiction of Death as a
terrifying. partly-fleshed skeleton
carrying off people from all walks of
life. It was depicted in books,
broadsheets and tableaux, on
medals, on the wall ceilings and
pews of churches. on bridges and
even danced in churchyards.”

La Danse macabre, by Guy Marchant (1485)

http://www.dodedans.com/Eparis-1485.htm


“Many Thanatoptic presentations often
involved travel. Thanatopsis was a major
element in pilgrimages made to the sites of
martyrdom or internment of saints where
pilgrims viewed shrines to the de and
brought back mementoes, relics and
ampullae - vessels which contain such
thanatoptic talismans as oil or nails from the
Cross and earth from tombs of martyrs.

“Pilgrimage was the highest form of
thanatopsis since involved physical presence
at a setting of death, rather than its symbol
contemplation in books and images. So
highly was it valued that the rich left money
in their wills so that, after their death, others
could make pilgrimages their behalf, to holy
places of thanatoptic importance.”

THANATOPSIS



SEATON’S TYPOLOGY OF THANATOURISM

a)Travel to witness public enactments of death (e.g.
Christian martyrdoms in Rome, public hangings)

b)Travel to see the sites of mass or individual deaths, 
after they have occurred – mass death sites 
(Auschwitz, Culloden, the Colosseum), sites of 
individual deaths (the book depository in Dallas 
from which Kennedy was assassinated), haunts of 
famous murderers and serial killers are other 
examples (e.g. Jack the Ripper tours)



SEATON’S TYPOLOGY OF THANATOURISM

c)Travel  to  internment  sites  of  and  memorials  to  
the  dead – graveyards, catacombs,  crypts,  war  
memorials, and cenotaphs. 

d)Travel to view the material evidence, or symbolic 
representations of death locations unconnected 
with their occurrence (e.g. museums, Madame 
Tussaud's)

e)Travel for re-enactments or simulation of death 
(e.g. battle re-enactments, murder mystery 
weekends, Passion Plays)



• How many of Seaton’s criteria apply to Holocaust 
concentration camps?

SEATON’S TYPOLOGY OF 
THANATOURISM



PART 2: DIFFICULT HERITAGE AND 
THE HOLOCAUST



DIFFICULT HERITAGE
This book … looks at what I 
call ‘difficult heritage’ –
that is, a past that is 
recognised as meaningful 
in the present but that is 
also contested and 
awkward for public 
reconciliation with a 
positive, self-affirming 
contemporary identity. 



DIFFICULT HERITAGE AND THE 
HOLOCAUST

• What makes the Holocaust particularly ‘difficult’ heritage?

• What interpretive challenges might be associated with 
efforts to represent the Holocaust at heritage institutions? 



“In 1944, the Nazis blew up the gas chambers and

crematoria at Auschwitz, but the ruins remain … the

Warsaw ghetto, after the famous insurrection in the spring

of 1943, was razed to the ground, but thanks to the

superhuman efforts of a number of fighter-historians who

made certain in that rubble, often many metres deeps, or

smuggled beyond the wall, testimony survived, other

historians could rediscover, how day by day, the ghetto

lived and dies. All the archives in the Lagers* were burned

during the last days of the war, and that was truly an

irremediable loss, so that even today there is discussion

as to whether the victims were four, six, or eight million.”
- Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved (London: Abacus, 1988), p.2

*Lager = “konzentrationslager” (concentration camp)  

Primo Levi 

(1919–1987)



NIKOLAUS WACHSMANN, 'LIVED EXPERIENCE AND THE 
HOLOCAUST: SPACES, SENSES AND EMOTIONS IN 

AUSCHWITZ,’ JOURNAL OF THE BRITISH ACADEMY, 9 
(JANUARY 2021): 27–58.

• How does Wachsmann explain the complexities of 
experience at Auschwitz?



Two key approaches have predominated in writing and thinking 

about the Holocaust:

REALIST vs ANTIREALIST“The 

banality 

of evil”
(Hannah 

Arendt)

“Auschwitz 

cannot be 

explained 

nor 

realised”
(Elie Wiesel)



Two key approaches have predominated in writing and thinking 

about the Holocaust:

REALIST vs ANTIREALIST “To write 

poetry 

after 

Auschwitz 

is 

barbaric”
(Theodor 

Adorno)

“The 

banality 

of evil”
(Hannah 

Arendt)



These map onto some of the debates surrounding Holocaust 

cinema:

REALIST vs ANTIREALIST



REALIST vs ANTIREALIST

“[The Holocaust is] unique in that it erects a

ring of fire around itself, a borderline that

cannot be crossed because there is a certain

ultimate degree of horror that cannot be

transmitted. To claim it is possible to do so is to

be guilty of the most serious transgression.”

- Claude Lanzmann (1925–2018), ‘Holocauste, la representation 

impossible,’ Le Monde, 3 March 1994; translated as ‘Why Spielberg Has 

Distorted the Truth," Guardian Weekly, 3 April 1994. Cited by Miriam 

Bratu Hansen, ‘Schindler's List Is Not Shoah: The Second Commandment, 

Popular Modernism, and Public Memory,’ Critical Inquiry 22:2 (Winter, 

1996), p. 301.



CRITIQUES OF HOLOCAUST ‘INDUSTRY’



‘AUSCHWITZ-LAND’



MEMORIALS AND MUSEUMS

See: James E. Young, 'Memorials and Museums' in The 
Oxford Handbook of Holocaust Studies, ed. by Peter 
Hayes and John K. Roth (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010).

• When did efforts to establish museums and memorials 
to the Holocaust begin?



EARLY MUSEUMS AND MEMORIALS

• Extraordinary Soviet State Commission for the Investigation of the Crimes of 
the German-Fascist Aggressors, est. 1942

- Mandated preservation of camps

- Mandated collection of evidence from camps

• Majdanek State Museum est. autumn 1944 after liberation of camp in July

• Auschwitz State Museum est. April 1946



MEMORIALS AND MUSEUMS

Young 'Memorials and Museums’

• What are some of the key features of Holocaust museums and memorials? 
What are they like? 

• Have you ever been to a Holocaust museum/memorial or a former 
concentration/extermination camp? If so, what were your impressions and 
memories?



MEMORIALS AND MUSEUMS

Young 'Memorials and Museums’

• What have been some of the influential factors on how the Holocaust has 
been remembered in the following national contexts:

- Poland

- United States

- Israel

- Britain

- Germany?



The museum at Majdanek 

POLAND



• Tortoise 
sculpture, 
Majdanek

POLAND



POLAND: 
AUSCHWITZ



POLAND: AUSCHWITZ



POLAND: 
AUSCHWITZ





MEMORY IN THE FEDERAL REPUBLIC OF 
GERMANY (WEST GERMANY)

• Trustees for the Monument of Atonement in the Concentration Camp at 
Dachau



MEMORY IN THE GERMAN DEMOCRATIC 
REPUBLIC (EAST GERMANY)

• Memorial at Buchenwald



UNIFIED GERMANY

• Memorial to Murdered 
Jews of Europe, Berlin



ISRAEL

• “From Destruction to Redemption”



MARCH OF THE LIVING



UNITED STATES

United States 

Holocaust 

Memorial 

Museum, 

Washington DC



BRITAIN



COUNTER-MONUMENTS

James E. Young, 'Memorials and Museums' in The Oxford Handbook of 
Holocaust Studies, ed. by Peter Hayes and John K. Roth (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010).

• Young uses the phrase ‘counter-monument’ to encapsulate a particular 
approach to Holocaust commemoration. What do you understand by this 
term? What examples does Young cite? Can you think of other instances 
where the phrase might be applicable?



COUNTER-MONUMENTS

… brazen, painfully self‐conscious memorial spaces conceived to challenge 
the very premises of their being. Contemporary German memory‐artists are 
heirs to a double‐edged postwar legacy: a deep distrust of monumental forms 
in light of their systematic exploitation by the Nazis and a profound desire to 
use memory to distinguish their generation from that of the killers. In these 
artists' eyes, the didactic logic of monuments—their demagogical rigidity and 
certainty of history—continues to recall too closely traits associated with 
fascism itself.



MONUMENT AGAINST FASCISM, HARBURG



HOLOCAUST TOURISM

Daniel Reynolds, 'Consumers or Witnesses? Holocaust 
Tourists and the Problem of Authenticity,' Journal of 
Consumer Culture, 6:2 (2016), pp. 334-353

• What are some of the key issues Reynolds discusses in 
relation to Holocaust tourism?

• In what ways do ‘authenticity’ and ‘inauthenticity’ 
manifest themselves in relation to Holocaust tourism



HOLOCAUST TOURISM

Daniel Reynolds, 'Consumers or Witnesses? Holocaust Tourists and the Problem 
of Authenticity,' Journal of Consumer Culture, 6:2 (2016), pp. 334-353

Framing questions

• What is distinct about Holocaust tourism, particularly in comparison to other 
forms of travel to sites of calamity?

• What kind of engagement with the Holocaust does tourism make possible? 

• Does tourism preserve, distort, or even undermine the goal of remembering 
the Holocaust, formulated in the oft-repeated imperative, ‘‘never forget?’’

• Does Holocaust tourism have any value in preventing future genocides? 



HOLOCAUST TOURISM

Daniel Reynolds, 'Consumers or Witnesses?’

• What answers does Reynolds proffer in relation to the framing questions his 
article poses? And (more importantly) what do you think about them?



HOLOCAUST TOURISM

Daniel Reynolds, 'Consumers or Witnesses?’

Framing questions

• Are Holocaust tourists best described in terms of consumption, that is, as 
purchasers in a market that promises an authentic experience of historical 
trauma, only to offer instead an inauthentic facsimile that tourists naively 
accept?

• Does the commodification of  sites through the sale of guided tours, 
bookshop offerings, refreshments, and souvenirs eliminate any possibility of a 
meaningful encounter with the Holocaust as historical event? 

• Are Holocaust tourists no better than macabre thrill-seekers? 



HOLOCAUST TOURISM

Daniel Reynolds, 'Consumers or Witnesses?’

Framing questions

• Alternatively, might we consider Holocaust tourists as active producers of 
collective memory, historical knowledge, and ethical reflection, who are 
able to distinguish between the authentic and inauthentic dimensions of 
their experiences?

• What is the relationship between those who see themselves as pilgrims rather 
than tourists? 

• Are these competing characterizations of Holocaust tourism as crass 
consumers versus reverent pilgrims mutually exclusive, or do they intersect?



CASE STUDY 1: TEENAGERS AT 
AUSCHWTITZ  

Alasdair Richardson, 'Site-Seeing: Reflections on Visiting the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum with Teenagers,' Holocaust Studies, 27:1 (2021): 77-90.

• Richardson focuses on the activities of the Holocaust Educational Trust’s 
Lessons from Auschwitz project. What does the project entail and who is it 
targeted at?

• What types of experiences does Richardson suggest teenage visitors have at 
Auschwitz, and how do they reflect on them?



CASE STUDY 1: TEENAGERS AT 
AUSCHWTITZ  

Richardson suggests the following are some of his key issues for educators to reflect on 
when taking teenagers to Auschwitz. Do you have any thoughts on them? How do 
you interpret them?

• Young people’s motivations for visiting the authentic site, the personal histories they 
bring with them, and the influence both might have on their learning experiences.

• The extent to which young people are aware of the site as a post-historical space. It 
is not the site as was, but the site as is and this is an important distinction to make 
clear to them as they visit.

• The role of the survivor in individualising the whole, and how young people can be 
enabled to connect with the individual narrative within the wider event through their 
engagement with testimony. 



CASE STUDY 1: TEENAGERS AT 
AUSCHWTITZ  

Richardson suggests the following are some of his key issues for educators to 
reflect on when taking teenagers to Auschwitz. Do you have any thoughts on 
them? How do you interpret them?

• Young people’s connections with sites as mediated spaces (through guides, 
displays, objects, etc.), and how young people understand, interpret and 
contextualise these mediations within their developing world view.

• The emotional needs and responses of young people within site spaces, and 
the role that emotion plays in their understanding and interactions with the 
sites.



CASE STUDY 2: 
SELFIES  AT AUSCHWTITZ  

Maria Zalewska, 'Selfies 
from Auschwitz: Rethinking 

the Relationship between 

Spaces of Memory and 

Places of Commemoration 

in the Digital Age,' Studies 

in Russian, Eurasian and 

Central European New 

Media (digitalicons.org)18 

(2017): 95–116



• What are some of the ethical considerations surrounding taking photographs 
– and in particular selfies – at Auschwitz-Birkenau? Are these unique or might 
they apply to other ‘dark tourism’ and/or heritage tourism sites?

• Should one take selfies at Auschwitz?

• What critiques and responses has the practice of taking selfies met with on 
social media and other contexts?

CASE STUDY 2: 
SELFIES  AT AUSCHWITZ  



RESPONSES



Shahak Shapira, ‘Yolocaust’ 
images: https://yolocaust.de/

https://yolocaust.de/


• What conclusions does Zalewska draw regarding the Auschwitz Memorial 
Museum’s own use of social media?

See: https://www.facebook.com/auschwitzmemorial/; 
https://twitter.com/AuschwitzMuseum; 
https://www.instagram.com/auschwitzmemorial/

CASE STUDY 2: 
SELFIES  AT AUSCHWITZ  

https://www.facebook.com/auschwitzmemorial/
https://twitter.com/AuschwitzMuseum
https://www.instagram.com/auschwitzmemorial/


Note left by Auschwitz memorial museum's official 
account under an original image on the author’s 
Instagram page: 

‘Thank you for visiting the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial 
and sharing the image. We hope that your journey 
through the authentic site of the former German Nazi 
concentration and extermination camp was not only 
a valuable history lesson, but also a significant personal 
experience. Share your story with others. See also our 
virtual visit: panorama.auschwitz.org. Auschwitz is an 
extremely important place where we learn what 
hatred, antisemitism and contempt for a fellow man 
and his rights resulted in decades ago. Auschwitz is a 
place where we can reflect on our individual and 
collective responsibility. We have a duty to remember 
not only to commemorate the victims. Memory can 
help us resist new gusts of populism, different slogans of 
propaganda, various ideologies and attitudes of 
insensitivity in the future. We all share the responsibility 
for a better world. You can also do something to make 
it better. Thank you for your remembrance.’



• What are some of the key challenges regarding Holocaust commemoration 
in the 2020s?

• What pros and cons might be associated with the use of social media in 
Holocaust commemoration?


