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traveling to places associated with death is not a new phenomenon. People have long been drawn, 
purposefully or otherwise, towards sites, attractions, and events linked in one way or another with 
death, suffering, violence, or disaster. war-related attractions, though diverse, are a subset of the 
totality of tourist sites associated with death and suffering. this article aims to assess how “dark” 
tourism may play a role in leveraging tourism in Palestine, which has largely relied on pilgrimage 
tourism in the past. this article investigates the potential for developing this form of tourism, since 
Palestine has been undergoing death, suffering, violence, or disaster through political tension and 
instability since 1948 and arguably for a generation earlier, but has not yet developed a strategy for 
tourism development that considers this type of tourism.
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Introduction

traveling to places associated with death is not a 
new phenomenon. People have long been drawn, 
purposefully or otherwise, towards sites, attractions 
and events linked in one way or another with death, 
suffering, violence, or disaster. examples of these 
types of tourist attractions include the sixth floor in 
the Book Depository, Dallas, texas (Foley & 
Lennon, 1996a), graveyards (Seaton, 2002), sites 
of the Jewish holocaust (Ashworth, 1996; Beech, 

2000), atrocities (Ashworth & hartmann, 2005), 
and prisons—past and present (Dann & Seaton, 
2001; Strange & Kempa, 2003; wilson, 2004).

this type of tourism is also a phenomenon that 
has become both widespread and diverse. Smith 
(1998) suggests that sites or destinations associated 
with war, for example, probably constitute “the 
largest single category of tourist attractions in the 
world” (p. 205). Some have argued that war-related 
attractions, though diverse, are a subset of the total-
ity of tourist sites associated with death and 
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suffering (Dann, 1998; Stone, 2006). examples of 
dark tourism are today visible and clear in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Palestine, and Israel (Kroitoru, 2008), 
although not all visits to sites related to war are vis-
ited with “dark” motives. Some dark tourism is 
motivated by historical interest and family links. It 
is tourism of a seemingly “dark” variety one that 
stands distinctly apart from its sea-sun-and-sand 
counterpart that has travelers heading to the middle 
east not only despite war and conflict but also at 
times because of it. witnessing the damage caused 
by an Israeli rocket in one of the hotels in 
Bethlehem, visiting the site of poison gas attacks in 
northern Iraq, and touring the bullet-ridden build-
ings of Beirut are just a sampling of the middle 
east’s debatably “dark” tourist attractions, places 
associated in some way with death, destruction, 
conflict, and war.

Pakistani, British, and other tour operators spe-
cializing in adventure tourism are increasingly 
including Afghanistan among their destinations. 
Recently, a single tour operator based in Kabul has 
also emerged. these tourists are limited to a few 
thousand each year, but in the short term this 
appears to be the most likely source of inbound 
travel for Afghanistan (euromonitor, as cited in 
tourism-Review.com, 2009). In the Bamiyan 
Valley, north of the Afghanistan capital Kabul, for 
example, a new tourism Information Center has 
been developed and the local authority is investing 
money to train tour guides in an effort to boost dark 
tourism in this part of the country.

the spatial context of this article is Palestine. 
the holy Land has always been an important desti-
nation for Christian, Jewish, and muslim pilgrims 
from all over the world. Go on pilgrimage to the 
holy Land; the nomenclature and definite article 
are notable, and its sites, especially Jerusalem, 
Bethlehem, and Nazareth, were visited as early as 
the 2nd century AD (Kolby, 1983). Pilgrimage and 
hospitality have been defining features of the econ-
omy and society of the holy Land and Palestine for 
2000 years (Collins-Kreiner, Kliot, mansfeld, & 
Sagi, 2005; Isaac, 2008). however, the Palestinian–
Israeli conflict has introduced Palestine to a reality 
of fluctuating political violence and countervio-
lence, tensions, and instability.

Relatively little attention has been paid in the 
academic literature on tourism development, to the 

difficulties, impediments, potential, and growth in 
Palestine. tourism in the middle east has been 
addressed generally (see, e.g., Daher, 2006; Kliot 
& Collins-Kreiner, 2003; mansfeld, 1999; wahab, 
2000) but work on Palestine has been the exception 
(see, e.g., Al-Rimmawi, 2003; Clarke, 2000; Isaac, 
2008, 2009, 2010a).

the overall aim of this article is to assess how 
dark tourism may play a role in providing a differ-
ent form of tourism as an “add on” to pilgrimage 
tourism, which is the existing dominant type of 
tourism to Palestine. this article investigates the 
potential for developing this form of tourism, since 
Palestine has experienced death, suffering, vio-
lence, or disaster through political tension and 
instability since 1948, and arguably for a genera-
tion earlier. yet, dark tourism but has not yet been 
developed in Palestine.

the trouble really began (although Zionism pre-
dates the First world war and Balfour declaration) 
during the British mandate and intensified after the 
1948 “Al-Nakba” meaning the “disaster,” “catas-
trophe,” or “cataclysm” (Cleavland, 2004).

Dark tourism

Foley and Lennon (1996a, 1996b) have long 
argued that there has been a significant growth in 
tourism associated with sites of death and disaster. 
they also coined the term “dark tourism,” which 
subsequently became the title of a book that remains 
the most widely cited study of this phenomenon. 
Although their work was not primarily focused 
upon the link between tourism and death, others 
have attempted to refine and illustrate the idea 
(Ashworth, 1996; Seaton, 2002).

Uzell (1989) argued for the “hot” interpretation 
of battle and conflict (interpretation that is an 
intense or passionate reaction to the site/event), 
whereas tunbridge and Ashworth (1996) following 
work on “dissonant heritage” extended an essential 
conceptual framework for the management of such 
sites. more recently, wight and Lennon (2007) 
examined selected interpretations at dark heritage 
sites in Lithuania, proposing that “moral complexi-
ties” guarantee that important eras of history remain 
absent and uninterpreted in the nations’ collective 
memorialization and celebration of its past. Simi- 
lar studies by muzanini, teo, and yeoh, (2007) 
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examine the interpretation of Singapore’s Fort 
Silso, which emerged as a product to cater to con-
temporary demands of visitors wishing to encoun-
ter sites of death and atrocity (Lennon & Foley, 
2000; Seaton, 1999).

A number of commentators have claimed that 
dark tourism attractions challenge the inherent 
order, rationality, and progress of modernity (Stone 
& Sharpley, 2008). Uriely (2005) argues that there 
are discernible new trends within tourism that can 
be regarded as indications of postmodernity. 
tourists are now more knowledgeable, critical, 
highly selective, highly segmented, and more dis-
cerning than they were, which has led to two conse-
quences for tourism sites. First, the experiential and 
the visual are favored, and secondly, there is an 
avoidance of historical interpretations in order to 
render such sites more universally appealing.

In the process, local specificities become 
“watered down” and the site begins to resemble 
other similar sites, thus corresponding to harvey’s 
(1995) argument about the paradox of postmoder-
nity “where places that seek to differentiate them-
selves [still] end up creating a kind of serial 
replication of homogeneity” (p. 8). Others (e.g., 
Poria & Ashworth, 2009) have considered that dark 
tourism is not a challenge to modernity but confir-
mation of it.

During the 1990s other terms (thanatourism, 
black spot tourism, and atrocity heritage) were 
coined to make sense of the packaging and con-
sumption of death as a tourist experience (Rojek, 
1993; Seaton, 1996; tunbridge & Ashworth, 1996). 
Blom (2000) also defines a “morbid tourism” as a 
tourism that “focuses on sudden death and which 
quickly attracts large numbers of people” (p. 32). 
Consequently, Stone and Sharpley (2008) note that 
dark tourism turned to be many-sided by several 
variables, which some of these include the imme-
diacy and spontaneity of “sensation” tourism to 
sites associated with death and disaster compared 
with premeditated and organized visits. there is 
also a distinction between sites and experiences 
that are purposefully constructed and that occur 
accidentally or incidentally (i.e., graveyards or 
roadsides memorials). Stone and Sharpley (2008) 
also point out that an interest in death may not be 
the only or most important reason for both the pro-
duction and consumption of such sites.

For Foley and Lennon (1996a), the term “dark 
tourism” relates primarily to “the presentation and 
consumption by visitors of real and comodified 
death and disaster sites.” Stone and Sharpley (2008, 
p. 574) commented on this definition by Foley and 
Lennon, reflecting Rojek’s (1993) position, that it 
is largely dependent on the ability of global com-
munication technology to instantly report items and 
subsequently repeat them ad infinitum. Conse-
quently, they conclude that attractions based on 
events that neither took place “within the memories 
of those still alive to validate them” (Lennon & 
Foley, 2000, p. 12) nor induce a sense of anxiety 
about modernity do not qualify to be dark tourism 
attractions. this seems, however, to betray a very 
naive view of fallible human memory as the sole 
means of validation.

In contrast, Seaton (1996) notes that dark tour-
ism has a long history stemming from what he 
claims to be a “thanatopic tradition” that dates back 
to the middle Ages, which intensified throughout 
the late 18th and early 19th century with visits to, 
for example, the battlefield of waterloo (Seaton, 
1999). he suggested that thanatourism was just the 
“travel dimension of thanatopsis,” defined as 
“travel to a location wholly, or partially, motivated 
by the desire for actual or symbolic encounters with 
death, particularly, but not exclusively, violent 
death” (Seaton, 1996, p. 240).

As a diverse and fragmented set of dark tourism 
suppliers exist, so equally diverse are the motives 
of tourists who visit and consume these products. 
the difficulty of attaching an all encompassing 
label to the enormous diversity of dark sites, attrac-
tions, and experiences, has been recognized by 
many scholars, who have attempted to classify dif-
ferent forms or intensities of dark tourism (see 
miles, 2002; Ryan & Kohli, 2006; Sharpley, 2005). 
however, the fundamental motivational issue 
remains largely unresolved. In other words, despite 
the variety of approaches to dark tourism in the lit-
erature, the question of why tourists seek for such 
dark sites has attracted some attention. It is nec-
essary, therefore, to have some understanding of 
tourist behavior with regards to dark tourism. 
Obviously, no analysis of dark tourism supply can 
be complete if tourist behavior and demand for the 
dark tourism product are not recognized. A variety 
of motives for dark tourism have been proposed in 
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the tourism literature (see Rojek, 1997; Seaton, 
1999; tarlow, 2005; wight & Lennon, 2002) and 
most extensively by Dann (1998), who suggests 
eight influences for dark tourism, including the fear 
of phantoms; the search for novelty; nostalgia; the 
celebration of crime or deviance; basic bloodlust; 
and, at a more practical level, “dicing with death,” 
undertaking journeys or “holiday in hell” that con-
front tourists or heighten their sense of humanity. 
however, Dann also recognizes that these classifi-
cations are largely descriptive and may be related 
to specific attractions, destinations, or activities 
rather than to individuals’ motivations. Nonetheless, 
much of the literature remains focused upon supply 
while the motivations for dark tourism have yet to 
be thoroughly investigated.

war, Political Instability, and tourism

the perception of safety and security is a major 
determinant in the travelers’ decision to visit a des-
tination (Beirman, 2003). mitchell and Vasso 
(1997) and Irvine and Anderson (2006) found that 
risk perception, rather than facts or actual risk cir-
cumstances, influences tourists’ behavior to avoid 
or cancel travel to a destination. Roehl and 
Fesenmaier (1992) argue, in general, that tourists 
make their travel decisions based on perceptions 
rather than reality.

Any conflict where people are dying means defi-
nitely a negative impact on the local tourism busi-
nesses, although it depends on who is dying. the 
perception of a personal threat to the visitor is cru-
cial. tourists freely visit poor countries where peo-
ple may be routinely dying of hunger and disease as 
long as they do not perceive it as a threat. however, 
not many tourists wish to travel to countries at war. 
No matter that most of Israel/Palestine was a safe 
destination during the Gaza invasion in December 
2008 by Israel—travelers naturally thought twice 
before deciding to visit the region. however, it 
depends if the tourist thinks there is a risk to them-
selves. Other people dying are probably not a prob-
lem. take the example of tourism to Florida, which 
seems unaffected by a particularly high rate of vio-
lent crime in the local community (milman & Bach, 
1999; Schiebler, Crofts, & hollinger, 1996).

the Gaza invasion by Israel along with the 
global economic crisis will probably have a negative 

effect on tourism in Israel as well as in Palestine. 
Also, the travel trade in Jordan and egypt is likely 
to suffer from the clash, although it is not directly 
participating. this raises an interesting point about 
how tourists assess risk areas. Greater familiarity, 
and probably proximity, the more localized the risk 
area and the more distant or unfamiliar, the wider 
the definition of the risk area. It is clear that politi-
cal instability influences the flows of tourism to the 
countries that are directly involved in the conflict. 
Nevertheless, political instability and its resultant 
negative image have no deference for international 
boundaries. even when conflicts are entirely 
restricted within one or two countries, like Palestine 
and Israel, the effects are much more far-reaching. 
mansfeld (1996) suggests that the Arab–Israeli 
wars obviously have caused a decline in tourism in 
Israel and Palestine, and other Arab neighbors. On 
a global level, for example, the Gulf war of 1991 
was blamed for a slow growth of international 
arrivals in places as far away as Southeast Asia and 
Australia. On a smaller scale, conflicts and political 
instability in one country often negatively influ-
ence tourism in contiguous countries. Richter 
(1992) pointed out that political instability in one 
country may affect tourism in another country, 
even when the conflict does not actually spill across 
the border. Disturbances in one region (such as 
Palestine and Israel) can make the entire region 
appear unstable (middle east). For example, 
Croatia continued to feel the negative effects of the 
ongoing war in neighboring Bosnia–herzegovina 
long after its war had ended. According to Panic-
Kombol (1996, p. 21), the war in Bosnia has gener-
ated deep negative connotations among potential 
tourists that Croatia is a dangerous tourist destina-
tion. mansfeld (1996) asserts that this is in large 
part a result of the role of the media in covering 
these events. much of what journalists report is 
exaggerated and fails to differentiate international 
problems from national ones as well perhaps as the 
potential tourist’s poor knowledge of geography.

According to Urry (1990, p. 1), at least part of 
the tourist experience consists of gazing upon “a set 
of different scenes, of landscapes or townscapes, 
which are out of the ordinary. when tourists ‘go 
away,’ they look at the environment with interest 
and curiosity” (p. 1) the interest is motivated by 
the difference between what the tourist sees and 
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experiences while away and what the tourist used 
to see and experience in their every day routine life 
back home. Urry (1990) expressed this as “a lim-
ited breaking with established routines and prac-
tices of everyday life . . . allowing one’s senses to 
engage with a set of stimuli that contrast with the 
everyday and the mundane” (p. 1). however, this is 
only half the story. tourists may seek the familiar 
and the unfamiliar. the important question is: how 
can these two be reconciled? Is it a search for the 
unfamiliar within the security of the familiar and 
the acceptable dimensions of each condition. In any 
case, research has shown that violence and political 
instability may have severe impacts on tourism 
(hall, 1994; Sönmez, 1998). Roehl’s (1995) exami-
nation of the aftermath of the 1989 tiananmen 
Square incident found that the event severely 
reduced foreign tourist arrivals in China for a cou-
ple of years because it interrupted growth from a 
number of key markets, such as Japan, the US, and 
western europe. Several border regions have 
always been plagued with disagreements, disputes, 
and political sensitivity—troubles that can indeed 
function as major hurdles to tourism. tourism, in 
common with many other service industries, is 
responsive (timothy, 2001). tourists want to feel 
safe while traveling abroad, and if their security is 
under consideration, fewer people will travel, or 
they choose alternative, safer destinations. this is 
again a half-truth as people want to feel both safe 
and unsafe. this is the fair-ground or dangerous 
sport situation, where the thrill comes from a dan-
ger that is constrained.

hall and O’Sullivan (1996) explained that

political instability described as a situation in 
which conditions and mechanisms of governance 
and rule are challenged as to their political legiti-
macy by elements operating from outside of the 
normal operations of the political system. when 
challenge occurs from within a political system 
and the system is able to adopt and change to meet 
demands on it, it can be said to be stable. when 
forces for change are unable to be satisfied from 
within a political system and then use such nonle-
gitimate activities as protest, violence, or even 
civil war to seek change, then a political system 
can be described as being unstable. (p. 106)

Obviously, there are degrees of political instability.
In addition, political instability describes the 

condition of a country where a government “has 

been toppled, or is controlled by factions following 
a coup, or where basic functional prerequisites for 
social-order control and maintenance are unstable 
and periodically disrupted” (Cook, 1990, p. 14). 
Richter and waugh (1986) assert that “tourism may 
turn down sharply when political conditions 
become unsettled. Fewer tourists will travel and/or 
choose safer destinations” (p. 231). Present exam-
ples of highly publicized political conflicts include 
the 1991 disintegration of yugoslavia and the ensu-
ing war in Bosnia–herzegovina; racial, ethnic, reli-
gious conflicts in Burundi, India, Pakistan, Rwanda, 
Somalia, and South Africa; student unrest in China 
and North Korea; and the ongoing Palestinian–
Israeli conflict in the middle east.

Political instability and violence are not neces-
sary related. there has been enormous political 
instability in Belgium and Italy or in France 1948–
1959, in the sense of no stable government. there 
was, however, little or no violence. equally, vio-
lence can exist within very stable governments, 
such as Apartheid South Africa. Political conflict 
and unrest may have a huge impact and threatening 
both the safety of specific countries and entire 
regions in the middle east (hall & O’Sullivan, 
1996; Sönmez, 1998; wieviorka, 1994). Never the-
less, the real subject here is personal safety.

Political stability or instability influences tour-
ists’ real and perceived safety, and their image of a 
destination (hall & O’Sullivan, 1996). evidence 
from around the world reveals and demonstrates 
that conditions of safety and security are necessary 
for tourism to flourish (Pizam, tarlow, & Bloom, 
1997; Sönmez, 1998), and security anxiety, either 
from war, conflict, or civil unrest, may have highly 
destructive impacts on volatile tourism.

without a doubt, the impact of political instabil-
ity, violence, bloodshed, and war on tourism is a 
well-investigated area (Gartner & Shen, 1992; hall, 
1994; mansfeld & Kliot, 1996; mihalic, 1996; 
Pitts, 1996; Richter, 1980; Schwartz, 1991; Scott, 
1988; Sharpley & Sharpley, 1995; Smith, 1996; 
teye, 1988).

the hypothesis that tourists and visitors are sen-
sible and logical consumers, who move through the 
decision-making process by balancing utilities 
against costs, supposes that risks connected with 
political instability, war, conflict, and violence at a 
certain place or a destination will result in changing 
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the destination image as being unsafe to safe. this 
hypothesis is supported and maintained by the work 
of many authors and writers (Aziz, 1995; enders & 
Sandler, 1991; enders, Sandler & Parise, 1992; Gu 
& martin, 1992; mansfeld, 1996; wahab, 1995).

But the essential question here is whether unsta-
ble politics or war zone locations can be, one way 
or another, an impetus rather than an obstacle to 
visiting a given destination. hall and O’Sullivan 
(1996) argued that “at sites where political unrest is 
something of the past then such places may possess 
a ‘curiosity’ factor, whereby visitors are fascinated 
in seeing a place they may have seen or read about 
during a period of political turbulence, which is 
now not dangerous and safe to visit” (p. 118). 
however, contrary to hall and O’Sullivan, there 
has long been tourism to destinations of current 
conflict. there are several examples of places that 
support this statement. In early 1990s Time 
Magazine described an “explosion of tourism” to 
the then troubled Belfast:

So great is the demand that Sinn Fein, the Irish 
Republican Army’s political wing, keeps running 
out of its “freedom map” of west Belfast, which 
pinpoints the cemetery where hunger striker 
Bobby Sands is buried, British army observation 
posts, and the “Peace Line” a concrete barricade 
separating the city’s Catholic and Protestant dis-
tricts. tourists who follow the route can watch 
young boys from both sides of the wall catapult 
rocks at their unseen neighbors. (“holidays in 
hell,” 1993, p. 50)

It seems that tourists are willing to pay in order to 
be taken into “war zones” to unstable and possibly 
dangerous places and to be shown things that are 
not propagated by the media (where media and 
communications are seen to be one-sided or lacking 
balance) that trigger their curiosity and provide 
them with a unique experience.

Going on a tour in a given destination organized 
by official or unofficial representatives of one of 
the aggressors, tourists are, in effect, a “captive 
audience.” they are told and shown things that 
their hosts have carefully selected in order to fur-
ther their political goals. Once tourists go home, the 
tourists may spread around a certain political 
agenda to their relatives and friends. Although cir-
cumstances differ significantly, tourism emerges as 
a political tool. During the early 1970s, the very 

encouragement of tourism to the Philippines was 
the government’s way of legitimizing martial law 
and presenting it as a necessary tool in making the 
country a safe and pleasant destination. thus, tour-
ism became an important component of the coun-
try’s domestic policy (Richter, 1980, pp. 355–356).

tourism also became a political tool in tibet, but 
of a different sort. the declaration of martial law in 
march 1989 in Lhasa interrupted the nationalist 
unrest that began in 1987. tibet’s fledging tourism 
industry suffered a severe blow as a result of mar-
tial law; however, the most noteworthy effect of the 
unrest was the formation of a secret network of 
tourists who gathered information on human rights 
problems in order to carry the tibetans’ message to 
the rest of the world. Schwartz (1991, p. 599), who 
spent a total of 8 months in Lhasa where he col-
lected information as a participant-observer, pro-
vides a fascinating and informative “insider’s” 
view of the change in the nature of the tourists, 
which he calls the “politicization of the role of trav-
eler” (p. 599). During the unrest, journalists were 
not allowed to enter the country and tourists became 
the only source of information about the turmoil in 
tibet. tourists both witnessed and photographed 
demonstrations in which civilians were shot and 
killed by police. these events clearly demonstrate 
that the opportunity to witness events in another 
country—afforded by tourism—can be utilized as a 
political tool involving information gathering and 
communication of political activities on behalf of 
those trapped and brutalized by it. It is conceivable 
elsewhere in countries such as Zimbabwe, Burma, 
and recently Iran.

Finally (although there are many more cases), 
Pitts (1996) refers to the “conflict or war tourist” 
(p. 221), coming to mexico at a time of a sharp 
decline in domestic and international tourism in the 
wake of the 1994 armed rebellion against the 
mexican government in the southern state of 
Chiapas. “Just like drivers on the interstate stretch-
ing their necks trying to get a glimpse of ‘what hap-
pened’ at a wreck scene, these individuals wanted 
to be a part of the action” (p. 221), and to “enjoy the 
thrill of political violence” (p. 224). however, these 
onlookers certainly do not want to be a part of the 
action; they want to view the results of the action, 
which is absolutely not the same. the mexican 
tourism industry adapted quickly to this trend. 
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mihalic (1996) quotes a mexican tourist brochure 
that promises that “if you are lucky, you may be 
able to see the (Zapatista) rebels” (p. 234).

Geopolitical history of Palestine

Palestine is situated on the crossroads between 
three continents: europe, Africa, and Asia. It is 
well thought-out the cradle of civilizations and a 
site of the world’s three religions (Alavi & yasin, 
2000). table 1 provides a summary of the geopo-
litical history of Palestine since 1917.

Palestine in transition

Since the Peace Accord in 1991 between Israel 
and Palestine in madrid and the establishment of 
the Palestinian National Authority in 1993, a num-
ber of necessary steps were carried out to encour-
age and support tourism. One of them was the 
establishment of the Palestinian ministry of 
tourism and Antiquities. the tourism sector has 
always been a leading sector in the Palestinian 
economy and a crucial income generating industry 
accounting for 15.2% of GDP in 2004, and a job 
generator either through direct employment in the 

tourism field or indirect employment in other 
related fields accounting for 19.9% in 2004 
(UNCtAD, 2005, as cited in Zoughbi-Janineh, 
2009). however, despite the essential part that pil-
grimage has played in the tourism industry in 
Palestine, most of money earned in the holy Land 
finds its way into the Israeli economy. therefore, it 
is very important to stress the importance of the 
Palestinian tourism industry and propose solutions 
for its reactivation and further development.

the Christian sacred sites in Palestine are located 
in Bethlehem, Jericho, and east Jerusalem. 
Bethlehem is located 10 km south of Jerusalem. 
Christian sites in Bethlehem are the Basilica and 
Grotto of the Nativity, which are sacred for 
Catholics, Orthodox, and Armenians, and all have 
ownership rights in the church. In addition, sacred 
sites in Bethlehem include the Church of St. 
Catherine, St. Jerome Church, milk Grotto, and the 
pilgrimage site of Shepherds’ Field. Bethlehem is 
the only important pilgrimage site ruled by the 
Palestinian National Authority (Kliot & Collins-
Kreiner, 2003).

the Biblical name for Jericho “city of palm 
trees” (Ariha in Arabic) indicates the striking 

table 1
Geopolitical history of Palestine 1917–: Key Dates and events

1917 Great Britain, during the First world war, issues the Balfour Declaration, promising a Jewish national home in 
  Palestine, with respect for the rights of non-Jewish Palestinians. 

1922 After the Ottoman empire is defeated in world war I, the League of Nations confirms British mandates over Iraq and 
 Palestine. transjordan is separated from the Palestine mandate and becomes an autonomous kingdom. 

1936 Palestinian Arabs demand a halt to Jewish immigration and a ban on land sales to Jews. British soldiers endeavor to 
 assert control, but violence continues. Great Britain supported a policy in favor of Zionism against indigenous 
 Palestinians Arabs who, although representing 90% of the population in 1920s, were simply referred as the 
 “non-Jewish community.” the Peel Commission recommends partition of Palestine between Arabs and Jews.

1939 Britain announces severe restrictions in Jewish immigration and land purchases in Palestine. Violence erupted from 
 Jewish militants. 

1947 November 29th the UN General Assembly approved a Resolution 181. the Jewish state was awarded 56.5% of the 
 territory of Palestine and the Arab state 42.9%. the Zionist policies were victorious. they launched a movement of 
 terror known by the code name “Plan C” (in hebrew “tochnit Gimmel”). Attacks against the Palestinian people 
 become frequent but were mounted by British troops.

1948 A large-scale offensive was launched by the Zionist under Plan D in April 1948 throughout Palestine. the Zionist 
 war was accompanied by the systematic ethnic cleansing of Palestinian towns and villages. the British mandate 
 over Palestine terminates. By the times of the declaration of the establishment of the State of Israel, some 350,000 
 Palestinians had become refugees, followed by 500,000 additional refugees in the following months. Arab armies 
 attack and Israel prevails. what had been Palestine was divided into three parts: Israel; areas annexed by the 
 Kingdom of Jordan; and the Gaza strip, ruled by egypt.

1967 egypt blockades the Straits of tiran, and Arab forces make threatening moves. Israel launches preemptive attacks on 
 Jordan, Syria, Iraq, and Jordan. the whole of historic Palestine fell into the Jewish hands; Israel occupies the west 
 Bank, Gaza, the Sinai, and the Golan heights. 

1987 On December 1987, the first Palestinian uprising (Intifada) erupted.

Sources: Carter (2006); Isaac and Platenkamp (2010).
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contrast the oasis makes to the surrounding desert; 
luxuriant greenery and fragrant flowers flourish 
here; its subtropical climate makes it an extraordi-
nary garden, ideal for winter vacation, when 
wealthy families from Jerusalem, Ramallah, and 
Bethlehem come to enjoy the warmth. Situated on 
the west bank of the Jordan valley, 8 km north of 
the Dead Sea, Jericho owes its fertility to cool, 
abundant springs. Dating back more than 10,000 
years, Jericho is the oldest city and the oldest con-
tinuously inhabited site in the world. Its walls and 
towers were built 4,000 years before the pyramids 
of egypt. Some of the world’s most important his-
torical sites are concentrated in a 15-km2 area, in 
and around the city. there are at least four different 
historical Jerichos: Ancient Jericho, “tel al- 
Sultan,” hellenistic-Roman Jericho herod’s winter 
Palace “tulul Abu al-Alaieq,” Byzantine-moslem 
Jericho, and modern Jericho. Another interesting 
site is the monastery of the Qurantul (the Forty). 
the monastery, perched on the side of temptation, 
offers a stunning panorama of the Dead Sea, Jordan 
Valley, and Jericho. tradition has it that this moun-
tain was where Jesus fasted for 40 days and was 
tempted by the devil. hisham’s Palace, in the heart 
of hunting and farmland, was one of the most 
impressive country residences of the Omayyad 
period, so archaeologists call it “the Versailles of 
the middle east” (Alternative tourism Group 
[AtG], 2008).

the political instability of the holy Land, the 
Palestinian–Israeli conflict, and the eruption of the 
second uprising in October 2000 (in Arabic, 
Al-Aqsa Intifada), in particular, have resulted in an 
absolute decline in tourist flows traveling to the 
holy Land. tourists and pilgrims alike are reluc-
tant to travel to places that often appear on tV 
screens or in the newspapers as arenas for violent 
conflicts. even devout Christians are reluctant to 
visit destinations as unstable as Israel and Palestine. 
there is no doubt that the political tensions in the 
holy Land between Israelis and Palestinians all 
have a very negative impact on would-be pilgrims. 
Also, the description of the pilgrimage destinations 
as being overcrowded added to the negative image 
of the holy Land. For many religious Catholics 
there was the safe alternative of a pilgrimage trip to 
Rome or Lourdes, and the holy Land could be 

avoided (Collins-Kreiner et al., 2005). But are these 
really alternatives?

the outbreak of the second Palestinian uprising 
Intifada introduced Palestine to a reality of spo-
radic political violence, tension, and instability. 
the impact of the crisis was felt immediately as 
visitors to Palestine decreased by almost 90%; in 
2002, arrivals to Palestine were at a record low of 
only 8,045 visitors (down from 843,718 visitors in 
2000) (Khoury, 2008). these statistics suggest that 
a new tourist phenomenon has emerged whereby 
certain tourists and visitors come to Palestine in 
order to show their solidarity and support for each 
of the violent sides residing in it (see Brin, 2006; 
Isaac, 2010a).

Pilgrimage tourism

Pilgrimage is a well-known phenomenon in reli-
gion and culture and it exists in all the main reli-
gious of the world: Buddhism, hinduism, Islam, 
Judaism, and Christianity. Pilgrimage is defined as 
“a journey resulting from religious causes, exter-
nally to a holy site, and internally for spiritual pur-
poses and internal understanding” (Barber, 1993, p. 
1). Pilgrimage, whether traditional and religious or 
modern and secular, is experiencing resurgence 
around the world and long-established shrines still 
act as magnets for those in search of spiritual goals 
(Digance, 2003). Discussion of the pilgrimage met-
aphor has produced many intriguing debates in 
tourism but too few discussions on the pilgrimage 
itself (Attix, 2002; Cohen, 1979; Graburn, 1989; 
Vukonić, 1996).

A typical pilgrim-tourist spends 9 to 10 days in 
the holy Land and an average itinerary includes 4 
to 5 days in Jerusalem (including visits to 
Bethlehem, Jericho, and the Dead sea) and 3 or 4 
days in northern Israel, where the focus is on 
Nazareth, the Sea of Galilee, and other sites 
(Israel, ministry of tourism, 2003). Specific sites 
are visited depending on the religious denomina-
tion of the pilgrims as different churches have 
their own sacred sites. Christian pilgrimage is not 
a unified phenomenon (Fleischer, 2000). there 
are differences between the Protestants and the 
Catholics in their needs and therefore in their 
behavior (Bowman, 1991). these differences are 
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manifested in different tourist activities, motiva-
tions, and expectations.

As an indication of this increase in pilgrimage 
tourism, the Israeli tourism ministry reported 
that between January and July 2008 visitors to 
Israel increased by 40% over 1.7 million visitors 
compared with same period in 2007. A total 
260,000 people visited Israel in July alone (tours 
in english, 2008).

Apart from for the above statistics, alas there are 
no readily obtainable hard data concerning the 
number of tourists visiting the Palestine. Israel does 
not carry out such statistics. Such statistics are hard 
to collect in the first place for the reason that there 
are no Palestinian Border controls at the check-
points into major Palestinian cities, and of course 
the Israeli government controls Ben Gurion airport 
(tel Aviv) and the borders with egypt and Jordan.

Nowadays, Palestine’s tourism industry is con-
trolled by Israel. Israel has a stranglehold on the 
flow of international tourists, starting from visa 
issuing, flights, lodging, to Israeli guides and tours 
within the country. this has resulted in half empty 
hotels in major Palestinian cities while in Israel it 
has been difficult to make a reservation during the 
summer. It seems obvious that the situation will not 
improve unless the closures and checkpoints are 
lifted to allow free flow and movement of people 
between Israel and Palestine, and between cities in 
the west Bank (Al-Rimmawi, 2003).

the Dark tourism Potential in Palestine: 
the Separation wall

In the summer of 2002, the State of Israel 
approved construction of the Separation wall to 
separate the west Bank from Israel in order to pre-
vent the uncontrolled entry of Palestinians into 
Israel (Kliot & Charney, 2006). In most areas, the 
Separation wall comprises an electronic fence with 
dirt paths, barbed wire fences, and trenches on both 
sides, at an average of width of 60 m. In some areas, 
the Separation wall is 6 to 8 m high, twice the 
height of the Berlin wall. the Separation wall 
erases agricultural fields and houses and it is 759 
km (Aguirre, 2007; Applied Research Institute, 
2005) long—five times longer than the Berlin wall. 
A total of 38 villages and towns find themselves 

completely separated from their agricultural lands, 
unable to farm them. Some 50,000 Palestinians are 
trapped between the border and the Separation 
wall, facing alienation and impoverishment from 
their land and water, and eventual transfer (United 
Nations [UN], 2005).

In the north, the Separation wall not only seals 
the separation of Bethlehem from Jerusalem but 
prevents the urban growth of Bethlehem north-
wards. the western section of the Separation wall 
has devastated the governorate of Bethlehem. 
Approximately 64 km including some of the most 
fertile land in the governorate and nine Palestinian 
communities with approximately 21,000 residents 
have been isolated, encountering reduced access to 
Bethlehem city, the major services center for 
health, education, markets, and trade (B’tselem, 
2008; United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of humanitarian Affairs [UNOChA], 2009). Urban 
Bethlehem is surrounded by a combination of nine 
Israeli settlements, a stretch of the Separation wall, 
roads restricted to Israelis, and a multitude of 
checkpoints, earth mounds, and roadblocks. Approx-
imately 78 physical obstacles surround Bethlehem 
today (see, UNOChA, 2009).

Recently published academic studies tackle the 
geopolitical and security measures consequences of 
the Separation wall (Folman, 2004; Khamaisi, 2006; 
michael & Ramon, 2004; Soffer & Polack, 2003). 
Kimhi (2006) predicted possible future effects of the 
Separation wall on Jerusalem and its inhabitants, 
creating four theoretical options for how it could 
serve in the future as part of joint agreement for set-
ting the final borders. the report of the humanitarian 
and emergency Policy Group of the Local Aid 
Coordination Committee (2003) concentrated on the 
humanitarian implications of the Separation wall for 
Palestinian communities on the west Bank.

On July 9, 2004, the International Court of 
Justice, in the hague, gave its advisory opinion on 
the question of the legality of the Separation wall 
being built by Israel on Palestinian land and ordered 
it to be dismantled. the opinion was given pursuant 
to the request of the UN General Assembly of 
December 3, 2004. Nonetheless, Israel refuses to 
comply with this decision.

B’tselem (2008), the Israeli Information Center 
for human Rights in the Occupied territories, 



Delivered by Ingenta to: NHTV Breda University of Professional Education
IP: 194.171.178.174 On: Tue, 17 Oct 2017 12:40:20

Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this article
including the DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.

158 ISAAC AND AShwORth

states that as of December 2007, there are 99 per-
manent Israeli checkpoints throughout the west 
Bank. the UNOChA also lists the number of fly-
ing (surprise) checkpoints, which varied from an 
average of 69 a week in October 2007 to 141 a 
week in may 2007 (UNOChA, 2007). these fig-
ures in themselves demonstrate how arbitrary and 
unpredictable these barriers to movement are. 
these restrictions on movements, such as check-
points, closed roads, and closures enforced, must 
be seen in relation to the relative mobility that 
they create for Israeli settlers living illegally on 
Palestinian land:

Israeli settlements in the west Bank are dormitory 
suburbs, reliant on roads connecting them with the 
urban centers of Israel proper. So-called “bypass” 
roads were a feature of the Oslo accord. the Israeli 
government was allowed (with specially allocated 
American money) to construct a network of fast, 
wide security roads that bypass Arab towns and 
connect the settlements to Israel. the bypass 
roads, some still in the building would become a 
massive system of twenty-nine highways span-
ning four hundred and fifty kilometres which 
Palestinians cannot use. they allow four hundred 
thousand Jews living in land occupied in 1967 to 
have freedom of movement. About three million 
Palestinians are left locked into isolated enclaves. 
(weizman, 2002) 

there is an extensive body of literature investi-
gating the impact of political instability and war on 
tourism; however, there is a limited body of litera-
ture on the impact of political instability and war on 
the tourist’s perceived risk studies of the conse-
quent decision-making process when contemplat-
ing a travel destination (see, e.g., Lepp & Gibson, 
2003; Reisinger & mavondo, 2005; Sönmez, 1998; 
Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). the literature shows that 
gender is an important factor influencing travel and 
risk perceptions and tolerance (Carr, 2001). women 
are more concerned with travel risks than men (e.g., 
Lepp & Gibson, 2003; Reisinger & Crotts, 2010) 
and more vulnerable to risk than men (Gibson & 
Jordan, 1998a, 1998b). Similar gender-based dif-
ferences regarding risk-taking was suggested by 
Arch (1993, p. 4). It does not follow, however, that 
well-traveled, independent males are more likely to 
willingly seek dark or politically unstable destina-
tions than others.

Richter (1980, p. 330) explained that specific 
itineraries might be viewed as representing ideo-
logical values of the tourists and their political con-
victions and beliefs. It might be suggested that 
tourists who go on a holiday to a country that is 
experiencing war and political instability, a desti-
nation associated with death, suffering and vio-
lence, are themselves politically “natured.” they 
might support one side or another of the conflict, or 
might be intrigued by the very conflict—its origins, 
causes, and backgrounds, its current implications 
on local populations, and its presence in everyday 
life. tourists in this case are witnessing history in 
the making where danger is the central attraction, 
providing an edge to the tourism experience. this 
aspect may match also the so-called adventure tour-
ism. Adventure tourism has increased rapidly in 
recent years, becoming a major niche within the 
special interest tourism sector. It is also said to be 
the fastest growing outdoor tourism market seg-
ment, with an estimated annual growth of 15% 
(Buckly, 2007; Burak, 1998; Cater, 2005).

Analyzing the literature and a variety of features 
of “dark” tourism as well as the ongoing issues 
concerning the Separation wall, it could be con-
cluded that there is a wide range of motivations to 
visit the Separation wall in the west Bank, and in 
Bethlehem in particular. Notwithstanding the vari-
ety of angles on dark tourism in the literature (e.g., 
Bly, 2003; miles, 2002; Shapley, 2005; Stone, 
2006; Stone & Sharpley, 2008), the main inquiry of 
who are tourists who search for such dark sites and 
why they are attracted to them remains unresolved.

yet, as symbols of conflict and even in repre-
senting the restrictions of Palestinian’s lives, such 
sites can certainly be considered part of the dark 
tourism trend. “Dicing with death” is one way of 
illustrating this form of tourism, in which putting 
one’s self in a position of danger or risk—poten-
tially facing death—is part of the demand. From 
that viewpoint, war zone tours could be thought of 
as the latest in extreme sports (Sharpley, cited in 
Kroitoru, 2009).

thus, visitors to the Separation wall in Bethlehem 
may be considered a type of “dark” tourist. During 
a tour in Bethlehem, visitors are attracted to wit-
nessing the difficulties (Israeli checkpoints, bor-
ders, and walls), and stories of suffering of the 
Palestinian families. Visits are made to Palestinian 
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refugee camps (three refugee camps, in total) in 
Bethlehem where visitors are introduced to the 
existing conditions of refugees and discussions are 
also held on aspects of the “right of return,” the 
legitimacy, and recognition of the Palestinian exo-
dus in 1948 and 1967—also known as “Nakba” 
meaning the “disaster,” “catastrophe,” or “cata-
clysm” (Cleavland, 2004; personal communication 
with Kokaly, 2009). the “Nakba” refers to the 
mass destruction and depopulation of Palestine in 
1948, during the war that led to the founding of the 
state of Israel. During the “Nakba” about three 
quarters of a million Palestinian were forced to 
leave their homes and some 500 Palestinian locali-
ties were destroyed. Palestinians who were expelled 
during the “Nakba” have since grown to become 
the largest refugee population in the world accord-
ing to the UN. In addition, within Israel a quarter of 
a million Palestinians live as “internally displaced” 
refugees—citizens in their country but defined by 
law as “absentees” denied the right to their land, 
homes, and property (Carter, 2006; halper, 2008; 
Isaac & Platenkamp, 2010). the Separation wall 
impacts Palestinian life through the destruction of 
the social and spatial environment. the confisca-
tion of land, the destruction of visual perspective, 
the closure of enclaves, the denial of privacy, the 
destruction of landscape, and the systematic control 
of Palestinian places of memories and social mean-
ings can be described as acts of “spaciocide” and 
“urbicide” (massive destruction and disorganiza-
tion of spaces and cities) (Coward, 2007; Graham, 
2004; hanafi, 2009; weizman, 2007). If you ask 
Palestinians about these walls, they reflect that 
they are not the worst aspect of their situation, 
because the Israelis are constantly confiscating 
land on the inward side.

the Palestinian people were directly faced with 
horrifying consequences of the building of the 
Separation wall in Bethlehem. For example, the 
consequences for the family of Claire Anastas, a 
member of the Arab educational Institute in 
Bethlehem, were dreadful. her house was destined 
to be surrounded by the wall on three sides (Van 
teeffelen, 2007). the entrance to Bethlehem used 
to be one of the liveliest areas in Bethlehem with 
many shops, restaurants, souvenir shops, and night-
life. All these places are now forms of dark tourism 
in Palestine. the motives that tourists visiting these 

places associated with suffering have may be simi-
lar to those explained by Ashworth and hartman 
(2005) in relation to atrocities tourism, namely 
empathy, sympathy, and curiosity factors. the see-
it-for-yourself dynamic is unquestionably a draw-
card; academics such as Lennon and Sharpley say 
the trend related to an age-old, inherent interest in 
death and war. Some tourists want to lay a hand on 
the bullet holes, possibly feel the danger, and meet 
those battling warlords, all for themselves.

As Bowman (1992), referring not necessarily to 
visitors consuming dark tourism, noted: “the 
‘place’ tourists see is not simply a reified image of 
their expectations or a ‘real’ terrain, but is the result 
of a dialogue between tourists and those persons 
and institutions which mediate between the touris-
tic gaze and its object” (p 132).

Conclusions

this article has intended to provide new insights 
into the possibilities of dark tourism leveraging the 
Palestinian tourism industry. Relatively little atten-
tion has been paid in the academic literature to the 
tourism development, impediments or/and poten-
tial and growth in Palestine. For Palestine, a desti-
nation under occupation sealed off and isolated 
from the world and with on-going political instabil-
ity filled with conflicts and violence, paying atten-
tion to these relationships is needed more than ever.

In the face of increasing academic consideration 
paid to dark tourism, the analysis of it has, to date, 
adopted largely descriptive, narrowly defined per-
spectives whereas questions surrounding the con-
sumption side; “who visits and why” of dark and 
atrocities tourism experiences, remain largely unre-
solved. this article therefore, also provides some 
exploratory insights into the main motives of dark 
tourists that come to Palestine and in particular to 
sites connected with death and suffering.

Researchers have started to investigate both the 
supply and demand side of “dark tourism (e.g., 
Ashworth, 2003; Ashworth & hartmann, 2005; 
Bruner, 1996; Lennon & Foley, 2000; miles, 2002; 
Seaton, 1996, 2002; teye & timothy, 2004). 
Nonetheless, there is a prerequisite to understand-
ing issues of personal or social identity connected 
with visits to these places. the location of the for-
mer world trade Center in New york has become 
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an important tourist attraction that is redolent with 
deep meaning; the attack event of 2001 turned pro-
fane space into sacred space for Americans, creat-
ing a common sense of national identity (timothy 
& Boyd, 2006).

Questions may be asked about how dark tourism 
sites are supplied. Are they supplied for political rea-
sons, for the education of the new Palestinian gen-
erations, for economic growth, or all of the three? 
these answers indeed require more research and 
investigations by Palestinian academics and differ-
ent stakeholders involved in the tourism industry.

It is tourism of an apparently “dark” variety—
one that stands clearly separately from its three 
Ss—sun-sea-sand—counterparts, that has tourists 
heading to Palestine, not only despite war, and con-
flict but because of it. evidently, Palestine has the 
potential to attract tourists and it is clear from this 
article that Palestine has broadened its tourism base 
(probably informally), whether it is described as 
thanatourism or adventure tourism. Perhaps at best, 
the new form of tourism is short-lived, enabling 
Palestine to informally diversify its visitors and 
earn visitor dollars.

to conclude, tourism may be looked at as ways 
of bringing Palestinian society together and as to 
reinforce national identity and unity. Also, tourism 
can be seen as a tool to promote peace. Several 
researchers and scholars have examined the propo-
sition that tourism has some potential to reduce ten-
sions between divided countries (see, Butler & 
mao; S. S. Kim, Prideaux, & Prideaux, 2007; y. 
Kim & Crompton, 1990; waterman, 1987). two-
track diplomacy (y. Kim & Crompton, 1990) was 
explained in Isaac’s article (2010b) in the context 
of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and how it worked 
on both, government-to-government and people-to-
people relations.

this is exactly the time where Palestinian’s 
voices, now silent and silenced, need to be heard 
within the tourism discourses. Edward Saїd (1974), 
famous for his critical analysis of western represen-
tations of the Orient in literature and music, intro-
duced a topical debate on silenced voices. Silenced 
voices are voices that have been silenced or that 
are unable to express themselves. they are not 
observed in official, academic, or professional dis-
cussions. this is mostly due to the reality, of the 
predominant hegemonic power relations; they have 

been filtered out of the focus of interest in these 
discussions.
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