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Abstract  6 

This study presents a netnographic discourse analysis of social media content generated 7 

around three high profile European Holocaust heritage sites: Ann Frank’s House in 8 

Amsterdam, The Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum in Poland, and the Jewish 9 

Museum in Berlin, Germany. It identifies four salient discourses under the headings of 10 

Holocaust heritage as social memory, reactions to Holocaust heritage, obligation and ritual, 11 

and transgressive visitor behaviour which frame the values, existential anxieties, emotions, 12 

priorities and expectations of visitors. The findings will be of interest to stakeholders involved 13 

in the planning and management of Holocaust heritage since they provide unique access to 14 

a synthesis of unmediated visitor feedback on European Holocaust heritage experiences.   15 

 16 

1. Introduction  17 

 18 

This article combines the methodological principles of netnographic research with a post-19 

structuralist discursive analytic to critique User Generated Content (UGC) on the social 20 

media sites of three high profile European Holocaust tourism attractions. In doing so, it 21 

harnesses the potential of such data to provide insight into visitor views, experiences and 22 

interpretations of European Holocaust heritage. UGC was extensively captured and 23 

catalogued from the official Facebook and Trip Advisor websites of Anne Frank’s House in 24 

Amsterdam, the Netherlands, the Memorial Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland, and the 25 

Jewish Museum in Berlin, Germany. The logic behind the selection of these sites reflects 26 

their representativeness of European Holocaust heritage and their popularity in terms of the 27 

annual volume of visitors that they receive. Each is an example of the type of European 28 

Holocaust tourism discussed by authors such as Cole (1999) who examined contemporary 29 

perceptions of the Holocaust ‘industry’ and Beech (2000) who was amongst the first authors 30 

to note the moral and management challenges of the idea of Holocaust tourism. Such sites, 31 

as noted by Ashworth (2010), and Lennon and Foley (1999) are challenging to manage, 32 

since their role is to interpret history to those that associate with both the victims and 33 

perpetrators of atrocity. As touristic spaces, they have a particular role in shaping the 34 

collective identity of the global Jewish community (Podoshen and Hunt, 2011). They are also 35 
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the only European Holocaust tourism sites to feature amongst the top ten most visited dark 36 

tourism sites in the world (darktourism.com, 2017).  37 

 38 

The rationale for the study has its genesis in four antecedents. Firstly, it is motivated by the 39 

increasingly active role of social media as an information source for travel and tourism 40 

(Xiang and Gretzel, 2010). Social media sites play a key role in travel planning and the 41 

purchase decision-making processes (Fotis et al, 2011). Second, a detailed search of 42 

published literature reveals that there is scope to build on existing research by carrying out 43 

an in depth exploration of social media as a cultural resource that provides insights into the 44 

consumption of genocide tourism. In this sense, the research builds on Podoshen’s (2016) 45 

work, which examines the discursive trajectories of meaning making amongst Jewish 46 

Holocaust tourists to atrocity heritage sites. In an environment of what he refers to as 47 

renewed global antisemitism, this paper responds to an opportunity to take a closer look at 48 

how visitors, as a broader community engage with, and make sense of atrocity heritage in 49 

the rarefied setting of social media. Third is the overwhelming attention that European 50 

Holocaust attractions, and particularly Nazi death camp heritage sites such as Auschwitz 51 

have received in the academic literature, and in the spheres of popular cultural that focus 52 

upon Holocaust. Fourth, the paper takes orientation from previous commitments to studying 53 

tourism consumption discourses, such as Siengenthaler’s (2002) analysis of Hiroshima and 54 

Nagasaki in Japanese guidebooks, and Cole’s (1999) observations about the role of visitor 55 

testimonials in relation to European Holocaust sites as windows into understanding visitor 56 

interpretations of Holocaust. The article leads with a discussion of Holocaust tourism in 57 

Europe before exploring the role of social media as a space in which experiences become 58 

overtly recorded and discussed.  59 

 60 

The methodological framework is informed by Foucault’s concept of material repeatability 61 

(Foucault, 1969) in order to approach social media sites as spaces that produce and 62 

maintain specific objects of discourse. This philosophical position was combined with the 63 

principles associated with netnography, a naturalistic research method to access online 64 

communities to understand tourist experiences and reflections. The findings identify four 65 

salient discourses around European Holocaust heritage comprising of Holocaust heritage as 66 

social memory, Holocaust reactions, obligation and ritual and transgressive visitor behaviour. 67 

The analysis provides insight into the values, existential anxieties, emotions, priorities and 68 

expectations of visitors to three of Europe’s most high profile Holocaust heritage sites based 69 

upon free access to unmediated reflective narrative. The findings will be useful reference 70 

points for stakeholders involved in the planning, design and management of European 71 

Holocaust heritage sites who want to understand more about their visitors.  72 
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2. Literature Review  73 

 74 

2.1 Holocaust Heritage in Europe  75 

 76 

Since around the time of the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1991, public interest in the Holocaust 77 

has spiked around Europe, and many European counties have come to confront the more 78 

inconvenient aspects of their Second World War histories through film, literature and tourism 79 

(Podoshen, 2016; Banke, 2005). Podoshen and Hunt (2011) suggest that the twin catalysts 80 

behind the rise of tourism to European Holocaust sites have been the collapse of Soviet-81 

endorsed governments in Eastern Europe in the early 1990s, and a concurrent resurgence 82 

in the Jewish search for roots. Holocaust heritage sites have become must-see attractions 83 

that are increasingly profiled through the marketing efforts of National Tourism Organisations 84 

such as the Polish Tourist Organisation and its promotion of the UNESCO status Auschwitz-85 

Birkenau site alongside Ghetto tours of Warsaw and Krakow. The Destination Marketing 86 

Organisation Amsterdam Marketing features Anne Frank’s House as part of the I-87 

Amsterdam collaborative marketing initiative. Such sites have grown in popularity as a 88 

consequence of a spike in Holocaust commercialisation which began in the late 1990s (Cole, 89 

1999) when Holocaust came into sharper focus in the public culture through theatre, 90 

television and fiction as well as non-fiction literature. Amongst the more recognisable cultural 91 

signifiers of Holocaust figures that have come to dominate these popular cultural settings are 92 

Anne Frank, Oskar Schindler and Adolf Eichmann. The tourism spaces that have come to 93 

signify Holocaust include Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland, Yad Vashem in Israel and, as a 94 

consequence of the exporting of Holocaust out of Europe, the United States Holocaust 95 

Memorial Museum in Washington DC. 96 

 97 

These characters and spaces, for Cole (1999) represent a Holocaust cultural ‘industry’ which 98 

and they can be traced to the arrival of Holocaust onto the centre-stage of Western public 99 

culture in the 1990s (Partee Allar, 2013). The release and critical acclaim of such popular 100 

films as Schindler’s List (1993), and Roman Polanski’s Academy award winning biographical 101 

drama The Pianist (2002) coincided with the emergence of ‘Schindler tours’, and a spike in 102 

visitor numbers to Auschwitz-Birkenau Visitor Centre (established in 1947) which welcomed 103 

a record-breaking 2,053,000 people in 2016 (Auschwitz.org, 2017). Holocaust tourism now 104 

operates as a large-scale enterprise, fuelled by a growth in budget airline routes across 105 

regional destinations. Holocaust concentration camps in particular are amongst the more 106 

popular types of visitor attractions, and it was Beech (2000) who first debated the unique 107 

challenge in attempting to define these spaces as tourist attractions, linking visits to 108 

concentration camps with the broader concept of dark tourism; now a firmly established 109 
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trope within the academic literature. Indeed, dark tourism has come to serve as an all-110 

encompassing term for any tourism site associated with death and disaster, and analyses 111 

tend to focus on heritage sites where tragedy and historically noteworthy death has occurred 112 

(Tarlow, 2005). Such sites, by definition interpret real or commoditised death and disaster 113 

and it has been argued that the motivations of visitors who pay to consume them as 114 

experiences are complex. Amongst these motivations are the pursuit of historical knowledge 115 

(Seaton, 1996) and the undertaking of pilgrimages to feel a connection to loved ones or 116 

famous figures at sites of internment (Chang, 2014). Indeed, the motives of visitors to dark 117 

tourism sites have been a particular area of focus in the literature. For example, Podoshen 118 

(2013) used mixed methods to profile visitation to black metal festivals, and found that the 119 

salient motives were simulation, and a desire to reconcile comparisons between imagined 120 

landscapes and topographical reality. Stone and Sharpley (2008) presented a sociology of 121 

death to suggest that dark tourism experiences are consumed as a means of confronting 122 

culturally sequestered ideas about death and dying.  123 

 124 

The motives of the Jewish diaspora, including the descendants of Holocaust victims have 125 

been examined in detail in specific terms of Holocaust tourism (Kidron, 2013; Podoshen and 126 

Hunt, 2011). Kidron (2013) studied the motivations and experiences of Israeli descendants 127 

of Holocaust survivors who embark upon tourism visits to heritage sites associated with 128 

Holocaust with their survivor relatives. Her work highlights the centrality of heritage tourism 129 

as a ritual that involves cultural, familiar and collective legacy, and she suggests that 130 

Holocaust tourism shares many of the traits of genealogical tourism including visits to, for 131 

example, the homes of Holocaust-victim relatives. An interesting counterview emerges out of 132 

Podoshen and Hunt’s (2011) research into global Jewish citizens and Holocaust tourism. 133 

Their findings suggest that Holocaust tourism can be a space in which to articulate 134 

animosity, but they also argue that some Jewish tourists avoid visits to Holocaust tourism 135 

sites because of the absence of ‘Jewish life’ in the environs. Wollaston (2006) proposes four 136 

cultural and societal roles for Holocaust heritage sites, suggesting they simultaneously 137 

satisfy roles as sites of mass tourism, memorials to the dead, vehicles of historical exposition 138 

and educational organisations that exist to communicate the lessons of Holocaust. These 139 

arguments resonate with the well-documented concept of heritage dissonance (Tunbridge 140 

and Ashworth, 1996). Fundamental to the concept of the dissonance argument is the idea 141 

that the management of atrocity heritage is a particularly complex challenge that must 142 

recognise the diversity of the various cultural, ethnic and religious backgrounds of tourists 143 

who visit including various victim groups, the families of perpetrators and witnesses and 144 

observers of atrocity. Victim-dissonance is addressed in the context of European Holocaust 145 

tourism by Lennon and Smith (2004) who offer an analysis of contrasting visitor 146 



5 
 

interpretation approaches at Terezin and Lety; two Nazi concentration camp sites in the 147 

Czech Republic with similar histories as sites in which Jewish and other prisoners were 148 

imprisoned and persecuted by the Nazis. Paradoxically, however, the former has evolved as 149 

a visitor attraction that exclusively articulates Jewish victimhood, whilst the latter interprets 150 

Roma and Sinti victimhood.  151 

 152 

Wight (2016) extends the reach of this critique to Lithuania and notes that some heritage 153 

operations, such as 9th Fort; a site of internment for Jewish Holocaust victims tend to lean 154 

heavily on narratives of ethnic Lithuanian genocide at the hands of the Soviets, perhaps as a 155 

means of achieving parity and “…manufacturing the semblance that the Holocaust and 156 

suffering of the Jews are similar to or equal to the suffering of the Lithuanians under Soviet 157 

occupation” (Ahrad, 2012:1). The challenge for iconic European Holocaust tourism heritage 158 

sites such as these Lithuanian sites and the more culturally iconic sites such as Auschwitz is 159 

to acknowledge and respond to the often-complex motives and expectations of a range of 160 

visitor types that seek to legitimate their identity through tourism. However, the observation 161 

that not all visitor motives are complex when it comes to genocide tourism provides an 162 

interesting rejoinder to this argument. Ashworth (2010) for example seeks answers to the 163 

origins of Holocaust tourism and calls into question the enabling conditions that have given 164 

rise to atrocity as a tourism attraction in Europe. He suggests that product uniqueness, 165 

empathy, and the sheer entertainment value of the unusual may be amongst the key 166 

motivations of ‘Holocaust tourists’. The fact that so many of these sites are now included 167 

amongst the shortlist of must-see attractions is, in itself, perhaps reason enough to want to 168 

visit. Visitor motivations are central to understanding the consumption of Holocaust heritage 169 

(Lennon and Foley, 1999) and can help researchers understand the cultural returns on 170 

Holocaust tourism experiences. Efforts to access Holocaust tourism visitor narratives 171 

through primary research have been made in the past, yet social media as a broad unit of 172 

analysis in this context remains relatively undisturbed, as discussed below.  173 

 174 

2.2 Experiential Reflections on Heritage Experiences   175 

 176 

What is particularly interesting about Holocaust tourism in the context of this paper is the role 177 

of visitor feedback and narrative records of views, experiences and understandings of 178 

European Holocaust tourism sites. Visitor books, although featured in almost all museums 179 

are rarely consulted as data sources to inform research into heritage at a general level, and 180 

dark tourism more specifically (MacDonald, 2005). Yet such resources and their various 181 

online equivalents including blogs, forums, social media sites, podcasts, vlogs, photo sharing 182 

communities and virtual realities represent an indispensable space for the accumulation of 183 
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rich qualitative data, which is ripe for narrative analysis, particularly using discourse 184 

analytical methods. Visitor feedback media are the primary means through which heritage 185 

attractions and museums can access their audiences. Such sources are useful for heritage 186 

researchers to consult, particularly where there is an interest in critiquing various styles of 187 

entry and ways in which visitors talk about exhibition media and types of display. They are 188 

particularly valuable units of analysis where the aim is to understand how exhibitions are 189 

made sense of through the lens of personal experience (Op Cit: 119). The comprehension of 190 

visitor perceptions of heritage settings is recognised as a particularly challenging task 191 

(Miglietta and Boero, 2012) that must consider how exhibited ideas are perceived, why 192 

heritage sites are visited, and what the various expectations and perceptions of visitors are 193 

following an exhibitory experience. As Silverman (1995) notes, humans have in common a 194 

fundamental need to express meaning by retelling experience in the form of stories to 195 

others, or through the ritual of creating some form of formal or informal record.  Amongst the 196 

more typical methods of measuring formal visitor interpretations of heritage are 197 

questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, telephone and online surveys and participant 198 

observation, all of which involve varying degrees of mediation (Binks and Uzzel, 1994, cited 199 

in Miglietta and Boero, 2012).  200 

 201 

What is particularly valuable about visitor books and their online equivalents is that these 202 

formats are un-mediated, and thus informal, and they consequently provide a free indication 203 

of perceptions (Alexander, 2000). They are reflective, interactive rhetorical devices that 204 

gather the thoughts, perceptions and feelings of visitors who are exposed to exhibitory 205 

environments (Hooper-Greenhill et al, 2001). In this sense, they can be understood as 206 

interactive and integral extensions of the exhibitions themselves, and they merit 207 

consideration in any in-depth study of exhibition discourses. Visitor guest books, particularly 208 

in the context of heritage sites that interpret genocide have been described as repositories of 209 

“…some of the humblest, yet most dangerous outlets for anonymous writing in public 210 

places… some signatures have the literary quality of a drunken phone call, while others 211 

contain eloquence worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize” (Morris, 2011:4). Their content is 212 

therefore far from predictable, and they capture a range of perceptions and viewpoints from 213 

a variety of anonymous voices.  214 

 215 

2.3 Social media and User Generated Content  216 

 217 

Far less predictable, and certainly far less subject to regulation or outright censorship are the 218 

kinds of experiential reflections on tourism and heritage encounters that continue to amass 219 

on social media platforms. Social media are perhaps the most easily and overtly accessible 220 
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examples of public discourse in contemporary culture, and the User Generated Content 221 

(UGC) that is their lifeblood provides social scientific researchers with a rich and varied data 222 

set at a time when even successful commercial research organisations struggle to obtain 223 

data from consumers (InSites Consulting, 2012). Tourism is an information-intense business, 224 

and it is perhaps because of this fact that technological innovations have facilitated rapid 225 

growth in the distribution and accessibility of travel and tourism data and information (Xiang 226 

and Gretzel, 2010). Continued growth in the usage of social media has led to the 227 

overwhelming popularity of online user reviews of tourism experiences (Akehurst, 2009). 228 

Those that facilitate the generation of written or spoken narrative in particular are useful to 229 

social scientific researchers in pursuit of qualitative data.  230 

 231 

Particularly remarkable about UGC in the context of travel and tourism is its ability to 232 

influence others. Empirical research has demonstrated that traveller reviews have a 233 

significant impact on online sales (Ye et al, 2011) and traveller review ratings have 234 

demonstrably boosted online bookings by some 5% in Chinese markets. However, research 235 

by Cox et al (2009) suggests that such sites are approached as ancillary resources that play 236 

a secondary role to authoritative sources of information such as government funded tourism 237 

bodies including National Tourism Organisations. Nonetheless, these platforms are valued 238 

by travellers and are approached as trusted intermediaries that offer rankings, league tables 239 

and qualitative reflections (Jeacle and Carter, 2011).  TripAdvisor, foursquare, yelp and 240 

Google+local represent high profile examples of tourism-specific social media spaces that 241 

empower consumers to exchange information, opinions and recommendations in relation 242 

to destinations, tourism experiences and services (Akehurst, 2009). The power of such 243 

media is clear, given that around half of all smartphone owners across the world are 244 

comfortable researching, booking and planning their trips to new travel destinations using 245 

a mobile device (Techradar, 2018). It has been established in the literature that the 246 

primary role of social media platforms specific to tourism activity is to facilitate appraisals 247 

of products and experiences (see Zeng and Gerritsen, 2014). Amongst the motives for 248 

sharing experiences on social media are a variety of perceived personal and community 249 

related benefits, and the amassing of social capital (Munar and Jacobsen, 2014). Mkono 250 

and Tribe (2016), however suggest that such research rarely looks beyond the role and 251 

nature of social media to focus upon the experiences and behaviours of social media users 252 

in their cyberspace interactions.  253 

 254 

Light (2017) summarises the wide range of methodological approaches that have been 255 

deployed in various disciplines to examine dark tourism. Notably, the methods used, 256 

particularly by tourism scholars have been overwhelmingly qualitative in scope, and have 257 
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involved primary research and analytical approaches such as interpretive accounts of 258 

experiences and stakeholder interviews. Secondary sources, including website content and 259 

visitor books are identified amongst the sources that have been analysed, although the 260 

methodological nature of these analyses are not identified, and there is no specific mention 261 

of social media as a unit of analysis, or of critical discourse analysis as a guiding 262 

methodological approach. Following Light’s observations, discourse analysis, including 263 

social media content analysis was undertaken by Podoshen, (2016) who applied 264 

assemblage theory to analyse how tourists engage with atrocity heritage tourism. In doing 265 

so, Podoshen challenged the idea that Holocaust sites produce fixed meanings. He applied 266 

a systematic approach to content analysis to expose the fluidity of meaning that is ascribed 267 

to Holocaust sites within diasporic communities. This paper develops upon these findings by 268 

exploring meaning making within the wider tourism community setting of social media to 269 

identify and discuss further salient discourses that circulate in communities with an interest 270 

in Holocaust. In particular, it responds to Podoshen’s (2016:14) call for further research in 271 

this area so that “…more specific or unique trajectories can be examined among Holocaust 272 

tourists.”  273 

Such a gap in knowledge creates an opportunity to study social media sites as spaces in 274 

which discourses of, and about Holocaust are produced and maintained as a rarefied, fluid 275 

field of knowledge. This is particularly the case given that existing research into heritage 276 

visitor narratives has predominantly been achieved through primary research involving 277 

interactions with visitors in social scientific data-gathering settings including interviews, focus 278 

groups and surveys (see for example Jansen-Verbeke and Rekom, 1996 and Marty, 2007) 279 

and also research into analogue records of visitor feedback of the type discussed above 280 

(MacDonald, 2005). Less obvious in the published literature are studies of visitor narratives 281 

that accumulate around the web and social media platforms, particularly in the context of 282 

genocide heritage experiences. It is to this gap in the literature that the current paper attends 283 

using a netnographic approach informed by Foucauldian reasoning.  284 

 285 

3. Methodology 286 

The challenges associated with gathering data from respondents where the research topic or 287 

setting can be considered sensitive can be overcome through the adoption of passive 288 

netnographic research (Langer and Beckman, 2005).  Such an approach provides a 289 

naturalistic method to access online communities in order to make observations about tourist 290 

experiences and reflections (Podoshen, 2013). Netnography is a flexible interpretive 291 

research methodology (Kozinets, 2015) that optimises ethnographic research techniques to 292 

analyse virtual communities and the social interactions that take place within these (Ahuja 293 
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and Alavi, 2018, Toledano, 2017). Free access to such vast volumes of accumulated and 294 

archived social interactions means that the practice of ethnography and indeed of social 295 

scientific research has completely changed (Kozinets, 2017). Research can be carried out 296 

both actively through participation in communities, or passively based on monitoring online 297 

community activities. With particular reference to the latter approach, the challenges 298 

associated with gathering data from respondents where the research topic or setting can be 299 

considered sensitive can be overcome through the adoption of passive netnographic 300 

research (Langer and Beckman, 2005).  This approach provides a naturalistic method to 301 

access online communities in order to make observations about tourist experiences and 302 

reflections (Podoshen, 2013).  303 

 304 

Using netnographic research, the researcher is released from the obligation to attend a 305 

physical space to conduct observations and is free to explore the variety of social 306 

interactions that take place in virtual communities. The data itself, in the context of social 307 

media is User Generated Content (UGC), and the research strategy often involves taking 308 

field notes and screenshots (Mkono and Markwell, 2014). Netnography has its roots in 309 

ethnography; a research methodology that focuses on studying a culture-sharing group 310 

(Kulavaz-Onal and Vasquez, 2013) to identify common beliefs, values and behaviours 311 

amongst members. Netnography extends the contextual reach of ethnography into “…new 312 

temperospatial cultural coordinates that are mediated by contemporary networked 313 

communications” (Kozinets, 2017:4).  314 

 315 

Netnography tends to be undertaken as a component of a broader triangulated or mixed 316 

methodological strategy in tourism research, yet there is nothing to suggest that it cannot be 317 

deployed as an autonomous methodological endeavour. The extent to which it can be 318 

effective on its own depends on the research question, goals and requisite sources of data 319 

(Mkono and Markwell, 2014).  In the case of this research, a netnographic strategy using a 320 

Foucauldian discursive analytic was applied to interrogate social media touristic perceptions 321 

of European Holocaust heritage sites. Specifically, the principle of material repeatability from 322 

Foucault’s methodological treatise Archaeology of Knowledge (Foucault, 1969) was applied 323 

to critique the essentialist ways in which objects of knowledge come to be known as 324 

inevitable or natural (Hollinshead, 1999) in social media settings. In particular, the concept of 325 

repeatable materiality was instrumental in identifying the “regularities and rules of formation” 326 

(O’ Donnell and Spires, 2012: 2) within the data to identify the discourses presented in the 327 

findings section. Nicholl’s (2009) interpretation of Foucauldian reasoning was applied to 328 

engage with a plurality of texts and source materials with the aim of identifying thematic 329 

continuities. Data were accessed in a candid and inclusive way, without the need to plan 330 
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how to access participants in the field within the confines of negotiated physical site access. 331 

Previous examples of netnographic research that have been applied to tourism research 332 

contexts include Podoshen’s (2013) study of black metal tourism under the debatably 333 

incongruous category of ‘dark tourism’ and Podoshen and Hunt’s (2011) study into the 334 

interactions of global Jewish citizens with Eastern European Holocaust themed heritage 335 

sites. Liyanage (2015) carried out an active ‘micro-netnography’ on 15 visitors to Dachau 336 

concentration camp in Germany to explore the psychological impact of such visits, and 337 

Upton et al (2017) analysed travel blogs to explore perceptions of battlefield tourism sites 338 

amongst visitors to Vietnam. The current research offers a fresh take on netnography by 339 

analysing visitor motivations and interpretations in relation to three high profile Holocaust 340 

tourism sites in Europe. It also represents a departure from the types of research methods 341 

that are most typically associated with netnography which are those that belong to the 342 

positivist category of content analysis which fetishises counts of words and patterns in 343 

speech usage achieved through analytical strategies such as coding and thematic analysis 344 

(Johnston, 2008). Such an analytical strategy lacks a critical edge and often approaches 345 

language as a pattern, rather than as a way of representing, and understanding knowledge 346 

creation in discrete community contexts.  A Foucauldian approach also brings to the 347 

research setting of social media particular analytical areas of focus, such as critical analyses 348 

of power and discipline, and the ability to observe how social media spaces impose 349 

behavioural patterns on participants, such as a perceived need to engage and to self-350 

disclose.    351 

 352 

3.1 Data: Shared narratives, Foucault and subjectivation   353 

 354 

This methodology takes orientation from Foucauldian reasoning in two ways. Firstly, online 355 

sharing is approached as a behaviour that resonates with panopticism and subjectivation. 356 

The second adaptation resides within the methods used to critique UGC on social media, not 357 

based on a positivist preoccupation with counting instances of words or phrases, but by 358 

applying the more rigorous and critical concept of repeatable materiality outlined in 359 

Foucault’s Archaeology of Knowledge. Repeatable materiality refers to the rules and 360 

practices that are built into institutional systems, which come to shape what is regarded as 361 

knowledge. The role of the discourse analyst is to examine such language practices to 362 

understand how what is said (the ‘fact’ in language) comes to be understood as ‘true’ 363 

knowledge in various settings. Viewed from a Foucauldian perspective, social media is more 364 

than just a mechanism that hosts the exchanging of information. It is also a vehicle for the 365 

formation of identity since it involves ‘subjectivation’ (Kelly, 2013). Subjectivity describes our 366 
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ability to shape our own conduct and personality, and this shaping process is itself what 367 

Foucault identifies as subjectivation. A Foucauldian approach to social media therefore 368 

focuses on the very process that underpins its value: sharing. The sharing of content 369 

reaches beyond the simple process of exchanging information. Indeed, when content is 370 

shared across social media services, this takes place transparently in the presence of 371 

others. The act of sharing is therefore a performance that shapes the logic and experience of 372 

the act itself. As such, there is a self-reflexive motive to sharing content on social media 373 

spaces such as Trip Advisor and Facebook. In the same way that actors are aware they are 374 

being watched by audiences, and they vary their behaviour for effect, sharing on social 375 

media involves selecting and framing content with the aim of performing for a particular 376 

crowd. Unless content is shared anonymously then what is shared becomes an existential 377 

marker of the self. For many, this compulsion to share emanates from an honest desire to 378 

inform tribes and communities, and this is where netnography as a methodology finds a 379 

natural place as a means to critique what is shared, where it is shared and how it is 380 

received.  381 

 382 

Data for this research were gathered between June 2017 and April 2019. An evolving text 383 

corpus compromising of social media posts from Trip Advisor and Facebook was accessed 384 

between these dates to identify salient social-mediatised discourses of Holocaust Heritage 385 

experiences. Given the sheer volume of narrative that qualified as relevant for this study, for 386 

example, there were some 13,404 TripAdvisor reviews of Auschwitz-Birkenau alone at the 387 

time of writing, it was necessary to identify a data saturation point. Rather than purely 388 

quantifying this point, (although approximately 1,700 Trip Advisor posts, and 1,000 389 

Facebook posts were accessed) the analytical strategy followed the key methodological 390 

propositions advanced by Nicholls (2009). His suggestion is that, in the case of critical 391 

discourse analysis, particularly with Foucault in mind it is useful to engage with a plurality of 392 

texts requiring patience, attention to detail and an accumulation of source material until 393 

further investigation cannot yield new findings.  Data reduction was achieved following 394 

Nichol’s ideas in relation to accumulating familiarity with source-data, and Namey et al’s 395 

(2008) design for data-driven content analysis. As such, entries were read closely and 396 

themes, trends and ideas became apparent over time to inform the analysis. Themes 397 

emerged from the analysis, rather than being fixed in advance, and in this sense a 398 

consensus across views was apparent. The point of data saturation was therefore reached 399 

across, rather than within cases (Strauss et al, 1998). The quotes that are provided in the 400 

analysis below are representative examples of the discourses that they are identified 401 

against. They are therefore provided to ‘prepare the way’ for analysis (Antaki et al, 2003), 402 



12 
 

but they do not, on their own represent analysis. Using Foucauldian reasoning, they can be 403 

considered statements, or basic units of discourse that belong to the wider discursive 404 

formation (Wight, 2016) that they are identified against.  405 

 406 

As with any discourse analysis, this research cannot be offered as something that is 407 

‘complete’ since it captures only a partial field of knowledge, bound to a specific temporal 408 

and spatial context. The discourses that are identified may be part of a more elusive 409 

positivity that could be identified through future research which examines other tourism 410 

encounters with Holocaust, through for example observations of tours and analyses of the 411 

contents of visitor books.  One of the major limitations to netnography is captured by 412 

Podoshen (2016) who notes that in technology mediated environments there is no way of 413 

guaranteeing the authenticity of content. Individuals can also exert a degree of control over 414 

their self-image and their anonymity. Indeed, since anonymity is a defining trait of the 415 

population, it is an un-segmented sample, and so it is not possible to refine the data into 416 

demographic and other descriptive categories.         417 

 418 

It has also been argued that any discourse analysis of social media should focus, not only on 419 

the text that is produced, but also on the processes that underlie the way in which it is created 420 

according to a set of fixed conventions (Bouvier and Machin, 2018). For example, in the case 421 

of Facebook, content is presented in a timeline format, so the ‘latest’ is of greater value, and 422 

content with the ‘most likes’ is seen as important. In the case of Trip Advisor, account holders 423 

are presented with a template interface for structuring reviews, and this necessitates the 424 

scoring of experiences and providing narrative and photographic feedback on the various 425 

component aspects of the holistic experience. The language that is accessed is thus very 426 

much integrated into forms of design, images, and data and so the social media platforms 427 

themselves come to shape the nature of content and discourse. The challenge of analysis was 428 

therefore to focus attention on the social dimension of social media, whilst bearing in mind the 429 

rules of engagement that are dictated by the technology. The discourses below were thus 430 

identified following an analysis of data for thematic regularity. The headings themselves 431 

describe these regularities.   432 

 433 

Where not obviously signposted, the heritage sites that are referenced in the excerpts are 434 

abbreviated as follows: 435 

 Jewish Museum, Berlin (JMB) 436 

 Memorial Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau (MMAB) 437 
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 Anne Frank House (AFH) 438 

A brief orientation to the three museums is provided in the table below.  439 

Table 1: Profile of the three Holocaust Museums that are the subject of social media reviews 440 
for this research 441 

 442 

Museum  Brief description  Visitor numbers  Source/s 

The Anne Frank 
House  

Ann Frank was a 
German born, Jewish 
Dutch girl whose diary 
of her family’s two-
year period of hiding 
during the German 
occupation of the 
Netherlands came to 
be recognised as a 
classic of war 
literature. The Anne 
Frank House which is 
the address where 
the family went into 
hiding was 
established in 1957 
and its mission is to 
create awareness of 
Anne Frank’s story 
across the world.   

1,300,000 in 2019  Ann Frank House 
(2020)  

Memorial and 
Museum Auschwitz 
Birkenau 

Former Nazi 
concentration and 
extermination camp; 
the largest of its kind. 
1.1 million men, 
women and children 
lost their lives at this 
site. Established as a 
museum in 1947.  

1.5 million in 2014, 
and over 44 million 
since 1947  

Auschwitz.org 
(2020)  

The Jewish Museum, 
Berlin  

Learning European 
museum designed by 
Daniel Liebskind with 
the aim of ‘making 
palpable’ German-
Jewish history. 
Serves as a place of 
active reflection on 
Jewish history and 
culture.  

722,000 in 2016 Jmberlin (2020)  

 443 

 444 

 445 
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 446 

4. Research Results and Discussion  447 

 448 

4.1 Holocaust Heritage as Social Memory 449 

  450 

The range of assumptions, motives and expectations about the museums and heritage sites 451 

that are the subject of this research soon come into focus as discourses of contestation over 452 

the purpose and meaning of the sites. There is, in particular, abundant evidence of 453 

Tunbridge and Ashworth’s (1996) conceptual framework of heritage dissonance; the idea 454 

that various visitor groups, each carrying unique expectations attribute contrasting stories to 455 

heritage objects and spaces. Despite being recognised as a powerful means of celebrating 456 

shared identity and belonging, heritage also serves to disinherit and to divide, and to create 457 

ways of articulating differences with ‘others’ (Kisic, 2013). Heritage dissonance arises when 458 

various stakeholders attribute contested meanings and values to past events, which are 459 

encountered in heritage settings. In particular, contestation emerges around places, events, 460 

practices and people. To develop upon the latter of these categories of interpretation; 461 

people, the following social media excerpts are a reminder of the contrasting expectations of 462 

visitors anticipating a connection with the various ‘other’ victims of Auschwitz that are 463 

arguably less bound into the social memory of Auschwitz-Birkenau than Jewish victims. The 464 

site is, after all, a space that is possibly the most powerful cultural icon of Holocaust in the 465 

world. 466 

 467 

We specifically visited the memorial to the Roma and Sinti, whose persecution, though 468 

smaller in numbers is no less devastating that the genocide of the Jews (JMB)    469 

 470 

Well, no matter if you are protestant, catholic, Jewish, Buddhist or else it is worth to see 471 

as it is not only about the Jewish holocaust, it’s way beyond that. (JMB) 472 
 473 

The interesting aspect of Auschwitz is how it's seen and remembered by the Polish 474 

people themselves. The early information panels clearly tell you that the first 'victims' 475 

were ethnic Poles. (MMAB) 476 

 477 

Further evidence of dissonance in terms of practices and people takes the form of the 478 

polysemic character of cultural representation in heritage, particularly in terms of the Jewish 479 

Museum in Berlin; a site that clearly provokes a range of expectations amongst its visitors. In 480 

terms of social media narratives, some visitors had quite fixed expectations about the 481 

themes and narratives they expected to come across. For example, whilst there is nothing 482 
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inherently revealing in the title of the ‘Jewish Museum’ in Berlin that details the thematic 483 

focus of this collection, yet there is some anticipation that what one can expect to be 484 

presented with is a narrative of Jewish persecution and Holocaust. Where this likelihood was 485 

confirmed through experience, the accuracy and nature of what the museum is ‘telling’ 486 

visitors was called into question and judgements were typically shaped by preconceptions.  487 

 488 

We thought it would be about the history of the Jewish religion and their sad 489 

persecution, it wasn't (JMB) 490 

 491 

Very small section on the holocaust. Most of the museum is about Jewish history and 492 

culture (JMB) 493 

 494 

Personally, when we first walked in it was not what was expected, we felt it was more 495 

about the architect than the actual Jewish Heritage. (JMB) 496 

 497 

These narratives relate to what Kisic (2013) describes as a set of competing claims to 498 

understanding that are made in relation to heritage ‘realities’. Conflicting sets of beliefs, 499 

values and expectations of others are often central to these claims, and in the case of the 500 

heritage sites that are the subject of this research where visitors are presented with 501 

narratives that can be uncomfortable or traumatic to encounter, these values, beliefs and 502 

expectations emerge as reflections on the consequences of, and lessons from genocide. 503 

The thematic regularity to these values is an example of what Foucault terms the episteme, 504 

a space of knowledge within which competing theories and concepts exist to shape the 505 

conditions of knowledge in a defined era. The narratives reveal much about the nature of the 506 

present day social memory of Holocaust, at a time when populist politics and the rival of the 507 

legitimacy of extreme political opinions take pride of place in mass media discourses. 508 

Touristic social media in this sense represent a clear example of what Foucault calls 509 

discursive practice. This term describes a set of culturally specific rules for circulating 510 

different forms of knowledge in groups or communities. The rules come into focus during the 511 

course of analysis and the process of discourse analysis itself is required to identify them. 512 

One of the most noticeable rules in the context of the social media sites that are the subject 513 

of this analysis is that Holocaust is routinely deployed as a reference point to warn visitors of 514 

what humankind is capable of and must affect to avoid in future. Some examples are 515 

reproduced below: 516 

 517 

Very emotional site. A sombre reminder of times of man’s inhumanity. All people should 518 

see this to hope it never happens again. (MMAB) 519 
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 520 

A warning in the age of a resurgence of right wing, nationalist and fascist views. (AFH) 521 

 522 

...The entire history of Anne Frank unfolds before you and leaves you in total disbelief of 523 

what people are capable of.(AFH) 524 

 525 

4.2 To Speak or not to Speak: Reactions to Holocaust  526 

 527 

Saussure’s theory of the sign, comprising of the signifier; the pointing finger, the word or the 528 

image, and the signified; the concept or meaning indicated by the signifier, is relevant here in 529 

attempting to understand how visitors perceive European Holocaust collections and heritage 530 

sites. As Plokhotnyuk and Mitrofaneko (2018) note, expositions can, and must be perceived 531 

or ‘read’ to negotiate their content, and this reading becomes clearer the more the visitor is 532 

able to combine items, inscriptions and arrangements into a common sense order or image. 533 

Museum language operates according to a particular code, and visitors to museums must 534 

negotiate the objects they encounter to make sense of the main message. Given that the 535 

framing discourses of the museums and heritage sites that are the subject of this analysis 536 

are death, crime, totalitarian politics and tragedy, such thematic content is uniquely difficult 537 

to make sense of, and to speak of in social media reviews. There is, after all, a commonly 538 

held view that the Holocaust is something that is ‘unspeakable’ (Richardson, 2005). The 539 

reviews analysed routinely expose moral dilemmas and difficulties in finding the right words 540 

to describe the sites and frame experiences as evidenced in the sample of review narratives 541 

below.  542 

 543 

There really are no words to describe it (AFH))  544 

 545 

It’s hard to say you enjoyed a visit to Anne Frank House Museum. What happened is so 546 

harrowing; it’s not for us to enjoy (AFH) 547 

 548 

I’m still trying to process this place of unspeakable acts (MMAB)  549 

 550 

I expected to feel more sadness inside, more anger while walking throughout this 551 

camps. I was very sad and disappointed with myself for being almost unfeeling and 552 

drawn into this touristic theme park setting.......(MMAB) 553 

 554 

Visitors to European Holocaust sites who share their experiences on social media frequently 555 

position themselves between acknowledging the atrocities of the past and looking to the 556 
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future optimistically, framing the museum experience as a reference point in rejecting conflict 557 

and genocide. In many cases, the preservation of the physical building in which these 558 

experiences are undertaken are as important as the messages they convey. The following 559 

excerpts from reviews of Anne Frank’s House are provided as examples: 560 

 561 

Not just a place for sad reflection but also a place of inspiration and hope for the future.       562 

 563 

I think we all (sic) living in the modern world need this lesson of History to remember 564 

and keep our future safe from such terrible events. 565 

 566 

...This place is a must for people to visit to show the clear lessons that humans should 567 

take from our past.  568 

 569 

Memory in this sense is an active process in which the past is continuously renegotiated and 570 

re-interpreted at the level of the collective and the individual, not simply through the 571 

experiences of the present, but through the needs of the present (Smith, 2009). A number of 572 

the social media reviews that were analysed underscored the role of these ‘present needs’ 573 

which were typically articulated through a sense of anguish about the fact that atrocities are 574 

not consigned to the past, but are in fact a salient feature of present day society. The 575 

following excerpts, again from reviews of Anne Frank’s House are relevant: 576 

 577 

The visit is a must. It's a living memorial to a brave set of people and the horrors of the 578 

concentration camps and persecution of a religion must never be forgotten. Sadly this 579 

still goes on today in conflict and ironically in the name of some religions 580 

 581 

Thank god evil was stopped. If only more people today would remember the horrors. 582 

There are too many places in the world where genocide is still happening. 583 

 584 

Finally, as Goertz (1998:1) observes, the Holocaust tends to re-emerge in the public arena 585 

with each new generation as an unresolved memory. It occupies a liminal zone between 586 

history and memory, and between “…the past as an object of dispassionate study and the 587 

past as an affective part of personal and collective consciousness”. It is therefore as much a 588 

challenge for the heritage industry to create a cohesive historical narrative to make sense of 589 

Holocaust as it is for visitors to find the words to reflect on Holocaust heritage experiences.  590 

What is clear from analysing this, partial field of social media discourses of Holocaust 591 

heritage is its power to invoke emotion and memory as part of the heritage gaze. Far from 592 

imposing its own influences on the present, the past is understood and shaped through 593 
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subjective experience and the lens of what is happening ‘now’.  The following excerpts 594 

underscore the use of the present as a lens through which to view the events of the past 595 

which are interpreted, in this case, at the Memorial Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau: 596 

 597 

A place to be visited to ensure we realise what happened, and how lucky we are today 598 

to live in “our world” 599 

 600 

The incomprehensible suffering these people endured – unbelievable to acknowledge 601 

that similar atrocities still occur in this world today – the human race should be ashamed 602 

 603 

I believe anyone with a misunderstanding of what actually went on here should go, and 604 

then reflect on life today, and how lucky we are 605 

 606 

In some sense, the excerpts above give credence to previous observations by Stone (2012) 607 

and Podoshen et al (2015), that dark tourism experiences can ‘haunt’ visitors. Whereas 608 

these two studies suggest that the Holocaust is integrated into the collective memories and 609 

narratives of Jewish people in particular, this research suggests that many visitors, not just 610 

the diaspora share a collective consciousness in relation to Holocaust, and a sense of 611 

obligation to remember, and to use the experience as a visceral, life affirming opportunity.          612 

 613 

4.3 Obligation and ritual 614 

 615 

Obligation has been identified as a motivation linked to remembrance in genocide heritage 616 

both conceptually (see Bowman and Pezullo, 2010) and through primary research (Kang et 617 

al, 2012) but it has never been examined in these contexts using netnographic analysis. 618 

Whereas Kang et al. (2012) established that visitors to dark tourism sites are motivated by 619 

education, curiosity and a genealogically powered obligation to connect with tragic events in 620 

the past, this research finds that, in addition to these motives, the iconic place of Holocaust 621 

in public culture is often sufficient on its own to compel visitors towards heritage attractions. 622 

The excerpts below, taken from reviews of the Memorial Museum Auschwitz Birkenau are 623 

salient, and confirm the level of familiarity visitors have with the various recognisable sights 624 

and structures:  625 

 626 

Next stop is Auschwitz II. Birkenau. You go through the famous arched gate, and the 627 

size of the place takes your breath away.   628 

 629 
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Whilst in Birkenau, be sure to see the unmistakable gate, the ramps, the remains of the 630 

crematoria and the inside of the prisoners’ bunkers.  631 

 632 

We were taken in through the iconic ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ gate 633 

 634 

Many of the visitors that left reviews on the social media sites analysed make direct 635 

reference to having encountered Holocaust - including the Holocaust spaces that are the 636 

subject of their reviews - previously and elsewhere in the cultural realm, including in books, 637 

television and in film.  Direct reference is frequently made to these encounters in articulating 638 

the extent to which the tourist experience lives up to set of previously engendered 639 

expectations. For many, Holocaust heritage, as well as other popular cultural iterations of 640 

Holocaust ostensibly qualifies as an educational orientation to history. The following excerpts 641 

underscore the role of popular culture in shaping touristic obligation: 642 

 643 

...I have watched many films and read books on this subject, but still wasn't prepared for 644 

what we were to see. (MMAB) 645 

 646 

We've all seen Schindler's List, Life is Beautiful, and The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas. 647 

Most of us will have read the Diary of Anne Frank at school. It is not until you come here 648 

and see the sheer scale of the camps ( of many) that you realise the "efficiency" of 649 

Hitler’s Genocide Programme. (AFH) 650 

 651 

Auschwitz II (Birkenau) is the portion that is infamous in books and movies, where the 652 

train comes into the gate, and the fate of the prisoners was determined. (MMAB) 653 

 654 

It’s quite surreal, almost like a film, set, seeing what has become so familiar through 655 

documentaries and films (MMAB) 656 

 657 

 658 

Central to the discourse of obligation is a shared and powerful sense that visits to iconic 659 

Holocaust heritage sites are de rigueur, and that the ‘returns’ on visiting are linked to an 660 

opportunity to encounter real and iconic Holocaust objects as part of an authentic 661 

experience. The quotes below illuminate the centrality of, and indeed expectations regarding  662 

site authenticity. The third excerpt is interesting in the sense that ‘authenticity’ is measured in 663 

comparison to something quintessentially inauthentic; a Hollywood film : 664 

 665 

 666 
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Amazing tour and information, and they have really retained the original feel (AFH)  667 

 668 

Not at all what I expected. It was clean and tidy, with only one building feeling authentic 669 

(MMAB) 670 

 671 

I could not believe I was walking the same grounds displayed in movies, and various 672 

documentaries. It was raining outside that lead to an authentic feeling from Schindler’s 673 

List (MMAB)  674 

 675 

Visits to Holocaust heritage sites are also perceived by visitors as ritualistic, symbolic 676 

gestures that legitimate the events that are commemorated as the following excerpts 677 

suggest: 678 

 679 

Our group were hardly determined to visit this museum but were swayed by reviews. It 680 

almost felt like an obligation. (AFH) 681 

 682 

It's so important to learn about something so awful to prevent anything like this 683 

happening ever again, I felt obliged to visit  and see for myself the conditions people 684 

were placed in 685 

 686 

I had said before visiting Krakow that I wouldn't visit Auschwitz or Birkenau. However, 687 

after speaking to several people who had, I felt I should visit as a sign of respect. By not 688 

going I felt it's like saying it didn't happen (MMAB) 689 

 690 

To develop upon this idea of touristic ritual, Parekh (2019:100) offers a useful parallel to 691 

political obligation in noting “…moral and political capital cannot be built up once and for all, 692 

or left in the care of a few. It exists and is actualised in the thoughts and actions of its 693 

citizens… it is woven into the fabric of collective life”. The very practice of visiting an iconic 694 

Holocaust heritage site is, to some degree an enactment of political citizenship, which can 695 

simultaneously be a gesture of protest against injustices and a way of helping to maintain 696 

the integrity of public memory. Social media spaces, given their popularity are in a unique 697 

positon to cultivate authoritative ideas around what counts as ‘normal’ behaviour, and in this 698 

context, what ‘we’ ought to feel compelled to do, particularly when in the vicinity of iconic 699 

Holocaust heritage sites (i.e., visit them). These social media reflections remind us of our 700 

responsibilities, and direct our gaze towards requisite routes, itineraries and rituals. In this 701 

sense, they have the potential to influence behaviours, and to regulate ideas about why and 702 

how to consume Holocaust heritage. However, as the discourse of moral transgression 703 
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identifies below, visitors to Holocaust sites can engage in a seemingly virtuous and cathartic 704 

form of consumption whilst remaining completely entrenched in a range of irresponsible 705 

behaviours, both consciously and subconsciously. Nonetheless, the role of social media in 706 

driving a compulsion to visit Holocaust heritage sites resonates with Barnett and Land’s 707 

(2007:1069) assertion that the sense of duty to engage with such heritage is driven, not 708 

through ‘monological reflection on one’s own obligations, but by encounters with others’.     709 

 710 

Finally, the fact that obligation is such a powerful driving force behind the sheer volume of 711 

visits to the sites analysed is something that visitors are increasingly aware of, and often 712 

uncomfortable with. This observation strikes a chord with the idea of ‘overtourism’; a term 713 

that has come to describe the agitations between those advocating the right to travel, and 714 

residents and other communities with an interest in protecting environments from the 715 

damage of tourism (Butler and Dodds, 2019). The excerpts blow are illustrative of these 716 

tensions:  717 

 718 

If you had the chance to visit other concentration camps, do not go to Auschwitz. Since 719 

it's the most popular, it's overcrowded It's not Well organized, you need to book weeks 720 

in advance (MMAB) 721 

 722 

When we finally got in it was so overcrowded that you couldn’t move or walk to the next 723 

room. A lot of the time we were stood waiting to get into the next room. They let way too 724 

many people in at once (AFH) 725 

 726 

There was little time to pause and reflect as there were people behind you the whole 727 

way. (MMAB) 728 

 729 

The discourse of obligation therefore combines the discursive regularity of Holocaust as a 730 

powerful narrative within the wider public culture which serves as a ‘push’ factor, and 731 

recognition of the potential of the popularity of these sites to do damage to their longer-term 732 

wellbeing.   733 

 734 

4.4 Ethical Codes and Moral Transgression   735 

 736 

Tourism encounters are moral encounters, and morality in a tourism context is a socially 737 

constructed set of values shaped by the individual as much as by society (Pennycook, 738 

1994). Caton (2012, cited in Mostafanezhad and Hannam, 2016) notes that morality 739 

describes the imaginative and discursive capacity for thinking about how things ought to be, 740 
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as opposed to describing how things are. This argument resonates powerfully with the social 741 

media reviews of Holocaust heritage that are the subject of this analysis. Many of these 742 

reviews betray a sense of moral outrage at the behaviour of ‘other’ individual tourists at 743 

these sites. There is a level of discomfort with the act of tourism itself taking place at sites 744 

which are regarded by many as sacred, and thus fundamentally incompatible with tourism, 745 

which is, after all and according to conventional wisdom an activity more commonly involving 746 

pleasant diversion to pleasant places. The excerpts below convey some of the moral panic 747 

surrounding the idea of tourism at Holocaust sites. Examples of both discomfort with tourism 748 

at Holocaust sites as a general principle, and with witness accounts of transgressive 749 

behaviour amongst individuals at these sites are provided:   750 

 751 

Why do busloads have to trundle out to an extermination camp? Yes, we need to 752 

remember the horror so that it does not happen again, but there is something very 753 

distasteful about a concentration camp…becoming a place of morbid fascination for the 754 

tourist's 'to do' list. (MMAB) 755 

 756 

Again, be prepared for a general lack of respect, for example we saw a family allowing 757 

their children to climb onto the train wagon transport parked on the track in 758 

remembrance.(MMAB) 759 

 760 

I would begin by suggesting that this not be a check list item on someone's tour list. Go 761 

to learn and reflect not to check a box. (AFH) 762 

 763 

In some cases, as the excerpt below illustrates the tastefulness of practices within the 764 

museums are a source of anxiety: 765 

 766 

I saw a little cup next to the till saying ‘tips to Disneyland’ – seriously?!?! (MMAB) 767 

 768 

It was a bit surreal having lunch at the Auschwitz café when you consider what you 769 

were about to see (MMAB) 770 

 771 
 772 

The issue of photography at Holocaust heritage sites across the world is gradually coming 773 

into focus in the literature, and the idea of taking selfies in particular has been cited as an 774 

example of morally transgressive behaviour (Dalziel, 2016). The selfie is an assemblage that 775 

connects, self, space, technology and social networks (Kedzior et al., 2016). Murray (2015) 776 

suggests that many see the selfie as a putatively shallow and narcissistic cultural obsession, 777 

and he suggests that these self-imaging strategies, particularly popular amongst young 778 
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women are treasured by younger generations as one of the most effective outlets for self-779 

determination. Selfies are already the objects of a politicised discourse (Gannon and 780 

Prothero, 2016) that create unrest, particularly around the putative objectification of women, 781 

yet the practice of selfies at Holocaust visitor attractions has created an entirely new level of 782 

moral panic, and the media has begun to take notice (see for example the Independent, 783 

2019).   784 

 785 

Perhaps not surprisingly, there are, within the accounts of Holocaust tourism experiences 786 

examined for this research opposing viewpoints in terms of what counts as tasteful 787 

photography. Capturing aesthetic photographs of objects (see the final two quotes below) is 788 

viewed in stark contrast to taking selfies (see the first two quotes below) which, as the 789 

excerpts below demonstrate is an act considered to be disturbing at best.   790 

 791 
Taking selfies at the site should not be allowed. We should be visiting this site to learn 792 

about what happened and remember those innocent victims who lost their lives. I could 793 

not believe my eyes when I saw some careless individuals talking selfies (MMAB) 794 

 795 

..Taking photos posing next to razor wire, selfies with victim's hair in the background, 796 

and even group shots in front of the crematoria had to be seen to be believed. The point 797 

of it all was clearly lost on some. (MMAB) 798 

 799 

I did take a large number of photographs at both sites, purely as a memory for myself, 800 

though I did take great care not to include anything that was personal to the victims 801 

(MMAB and AFH) 802 

 803 

...However, whilst we took numerous significant photos here (and all but about 3 places 804 

you are allowed to) neither of us took photos featuring each other (MMAB) 805 

 806 

The accounts above leave room for the possibility that inter-generational tensions exist when 807 

it comes to photography at Holocaust tourism sites. However, the assumption is that selfie-808 

taking is narcissistic and careless, given the context. Yet taking selfies is something that 809 

most of today’s younger generation are comfortable with (Op Cit) and may be a legitimate 810 

and natural means of forming a connection with the experience, which is, after all, a tourism 811 

experience. Indeed, Iqani and Schroeder (2015) note that, far from being a form of digital 812 

narcissism, the selfie is connected to concepts of authenticity, consumption and self-813 

expression. The selfie is a present day form of social currency, and the normalcy of selfies 814 

as disposable snapshots of everyday consumption is accentuated by their emergence in 815 
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every corner of social life, spanning from kitten pictures and banal domestic settings to 816 

funerals, and tourism, including tourism to Holocaust commemoration spaces. If we accept 817 

the proposition that the selfie is a normalised social currency, the act of taking a selfie inside, 818 

for example a crematorium at a Holocaust memorial site is not designed to offend at all. It 819 

simply reinforces the role of the selfie as a moment of agency and self-expression, and the 820 

argument that deviance exists in the eye of the beholder. Indeed, Kozinets et al.’s (2017)  821 

typology of museum selfies is useful for contextualising and explaining this behaviour. Of the 822 

types of museum selfies identified (art interactions, blending into art, mirror selfies, 823 

silly/clever selfies, contemplative selfies, and iconic selfies) the latter two are perhaps the 824 

most salient. Museums, including Holocaust memorials are stages for identity work and they 825 

create opportunities to use selfies in the pursuit of profound self-reflection and the 826 

communication of emotions and expression.   827 

 828 

5. Conclusion  829 

 830 

5.1 Theoretical Contributions  831 

 832 

This research contributes towards a clearer understanding of visitor perceptions of, and 833 

reactions to European Holocaust heritage in the context of social media reviews. It also 834 

proposes a hitherto untested approach to netnographic analysis, which is based on the 835 

methodological principles of Foucault’s material repeatability, achieved through an 836 

accumulation of familiarity with a discursive setting. The four organising discourses identified 837 

draw particular attention to the values, existential anxieties, emotions, priorities and 838 

expectations of visitors to these sites based upon free access to unmediated, albeit 839 

anonymous reflective narrative. In terms of values, and indeed expectations, the findings 840 

identify the role of Holocaust heritage in shaping a social memory that is influenced by 841 

conflicting sets of beliefs, values and expectations. Visitors to European Holocaust heritage 842 

sites carry with them a range of complex expectations, which are typically shaped by prior 843 

encounters with Holocaust from elsewhere in the cultural sphere. In this sense, they seek 844 

confirmation of earlier interfaces with cultural expressions of Holocaust in, for example, films, 845 

books and television programmes, and these encounters temper the ‘emotive intensity’ 846 

(Kidron, 2013) of the Holocaust memorial experience. Given the iconic status, certainly of 847 

two of the sites analysed (MMAB and AFH), and the sheer power of the Holocaust as a 848 

discursive formation in popular culture, many visitors have very fixed expectations about 849 

what a Holocaust heritage experience should entail. The extent to which these expectations 850 
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are confirmed shapes judgements about the overall value of, and cultural ‘returns’ on such 851 

an experience.  852 

 853 

In terms of existential anxiety, Holocaust heritage experiences are routinely contemplated 854 

through the lens of the present, and visitors use these experiences to articulate hopes for the 855 

future. Holocaust heritage, in this sense triggers an ‘active’ memory that engages the subject 856 

in self-reflection around present day politics and society. There are also anxieties in relation 857 

to how others behave at Holocaust heritage sites, and a putative, democratic code of ethics 858 

around what counts as morally acceptable tourist behaviour is gradually emerging and 859 

hardening within social-mediatised discourses of Holocaust heritage.  860 

 861 

In terms of emotions, unsurprisingly these experiences elicit great sadness and pensive 862 

reflection as well as empathy for the victims of Holocaust. What is certainly more surprising 863 

and unexpected is the strength of feeling articulated in relation to other visitors and their 864 

behaviours (for example, selfie-taking), and to the very idea of Holocaust, itself as a form of 865 

heritage. The latter is a troublesome proposition for many visitors. Selfies on the other hand 866 

remain problematic since they are regarded as a form of deviant behaviour, and yet they 867 

form part of the social currency of a generation that is used to sharing, regardless of the 868 

context. Future research is required on the topic of selfies to understand more about the 869 

profile, and particularly the age categories of visitors who specifically take offence to these.  870 

 871 

When it comes to priorities, Holocaust heritage focuses the mind. Amongst the salient 872 

returns on a visit to a Holocaust heritage site, according to this research are existential self -873 

awareness and the urge to embrace life, an urgency to learn from the past, and a sense of 874 

obligation to remember the victims of Holocaust with a focus on the future. These findings 875 

have implications for the management of Holocaust visitor attractions since there is clearly a 876 

need to be aware of, and responsive to an emerging set of visitor expectations in relation to 877 

how to conduct oneself (and how not to) when visiting Holocaust heritage spaces. There is 878 

perhaps a need to (re)communicate a set of expectations to all visitors in terms of what is 879 

considered unacceptable behaviour, and a need to rethink what counts as tasteful 880 

photography. However, this must be balanced with clear recognition that photography, and 881 

the sharing of photographs is no longer just ancillary to the tourism experience, but is 882 

absolutely central to it.   883 

 884 

In terms of the focus on social media, and, methodologically, the innovative approach to 885 

netnography, the research confirms the extent of the changing virtual landscape of tourism, 886 

and in particular, the growth in participation in online communities where tourists overtly 887 
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review and reflect on heritage experiences. The continued popularity of social media 888 

legitimates the use of netnography as a rigorous and efficacious standalone methodology, 889 

and the adherence to Foucaldian thinking as part of this process provides a useful strategy 890 

to focus the researcher on content and criticality, rather than simply on patterns and the 891 

regularity of words and phrases. In applying a specific model of netnography, it is hoped that 892 

the paper will raise greater awareness of netnography as a methodology and that it will 893 

encourage others to confidently execute netnographic research in tourism research. The 894 

management of museums is about collecting, and responding to visitor feedback as an 895 

ongoing pursuit. Studies such as this, which distil large and complex archives of visitor 896 

feedback into discursive themes offer stakeholders involved in the management of 897 

Holocaust museums a refined data set that offers a window into what visitors think of the 898 

collections, as well as what anxieties they have about the thematic content, and the 899 

behaviours of other visitors.   900 

 901 

This paper therefore builds on existing research into Holocaust tourism in a number of ways. 902 

For example, previous research in this area has applied netnographic research to focus on 903 

the Jewish diaspora as a separate and segmented visitor type to analyse the reactions of 904 

this community to European Holocaust heritage (Podoshen and Hunt, (2011). This research 905 

develops upon earlier work by capturing some of the motivators and determinants of 906 

Holocaust tourism from within the wider, unsegmented communities of Holocaust heritage 907 

visitors that post to popular social media sites. In this sense, it removes the filters of market 908 

segmentation and ethno-religious identities to provide insight into the kind of reception that 909 

Holocaust heritage receives as shared public resource.                910 

 911 

It has been suggested that visits to Holocaust heritage sites are ritualistic (Podoshen, 2016) 912 

and are, for some, a means to legitimate and shape contemporary Jewish identity. Indeed, 913 

many diasporic organised tours incorporate religious obligations such as memorial services, 914 

the lighting of memorial candles and recitations of ‘the mourner’s prayer’: kaddish (Sion, 915 

2017) However, this research confirms the much wider role of obligation in the context of 916 

Holocaust heritage as a tourism experience that commands wider public appeal. Specifically, 917 

it suggests that the Holocaust museums that were the focus of analysis are fundamentally of 918 

interest to a wider community of tourists, beyond diasporic and other victim communities, 919 

since they signify such a powerfully iconic historical event, and one that is frequently 920 

encountered in other areas of the cultural sphere prior to visitation. In this sense, the 921 

research proposes that visits to Holocaust heritage sites are often driven by latent or implicit 922 

motives that have their roots in prior encounters with Holocaust, through for example film, 923 

theatre and literature. Holocaust tourism as a vehicle of self-representation and identity 924 



27 
 

formation, particularly for the Jewish diaspora (Podoshen and Hunt, 2011) is an argument 925 

that has been clearly made. However, when the filters of ethnic, national and religious 926 

identities are removed as is the case with this research it becomes clear that visitation is 927 

also driven by an obligation that has no specific link to identity formation. Rather, visits are 928 

motivated by responsible citizenship, and the need to legitimate such an evocative historical 929 

era that is so ingrained in the wider public imagination. The familiar marketing trope “Tourism 930 

is everyone’s business” finds traction in this context, as does the notion that tourism is a 931 

ritualistic behaviour which, through various authoritative texts, directs us to consume in 932 

particular and predictable ways.   933 

 934 

5.2 Managerial Implications  935 

 936 

Managers and stakeholders involved in the supply of Holocaust heritage will be interested in 937 

the synthesis of reflective narratives that this research presents since it provides a window 938 

into the expectations, as well as the reactions of visitors to three of the world’s most iconic 939 

examples of this type of heritage. There is clearly a need to be aware of, and responsive to 940 

an emerging set of visitor expectations in relation to how to conduct oneself (and how not to) 941 

when visiting Holocaust heritage spaces. There is perhaps a need to (re)communicate a set 942 

of expectations to all visitors in terms of what is considered unacceptable behaviour, 943 

particularly when it comes to photography. However, this must be balanced with clear 944 

recognition that photography, and the sharing of photographs is no longer just ancillary to 945 

the tourism experience, but is absolutely central to it. In addition, visitor reviews help tourism 946 

businesses evolve, and online reviews in particular offer managers a free insight into visitor 947 

expectations so that some thought can be given to how best to meet these. Given the 948 

profoundly emotive nature of Holocaust heritage, visitor reflections on social media can be 949 

particularly useful to the managers of such sites when it comes to planning interpretative 950 

strategies and the content of guided and non-guided tours.  951 

 952 

The study makes three key points as follows: 953 

 954 

 This research adds to knowledge in the domain of visitor interpretations of Holocaust 955 

heritage and identifies four salient discourses that draw attention to the values, 956 

existential anxieties, emotions, priorities and expectations of visitors.  957 

 In addition to the emotions that are typically identified in wider studies of dark tourism 958 

(sadness, empathy etc.) this study provides further evidence of moral panic in 959 

relation to the behaviours of ‘other’ tourists at Holocaust heritage sites, and it 960 
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identifies a number of anxieties in relation to the function of iconic Holocaust spaces 961 

as tourism attractions. It further identifies that such visits trigger an ‘active memory’ 962 

that sees visitors contemplate Holocaust through the lens of the present  963 

 The paper introduces new debate around the idea of selfies at Holocaust memorial 964 

sites. Despite the obvious offence that selfie-taking causes, this act has become an 965 

inextricable, normalised form of self-expression, particularly amongst the younger 966 

generation, and the popularity of selfies is not in decline. This paper identifies an 967 

opportunity for Holocaust memorial managers as well as visitors to debate selfie-968 

taking, and to consider the possibility that Holocaust memorial sites are, after all, 969 

museums and therefore stages for ‘self-identity work’ and profound self-reflection.      970 

 971 

5.3 Limitations and Further Research   972 

 973 

Whilst a study such as this cannot in itself capture the complete picture in terms of reviews 974 

of visits to European Holocaust heritage sites that are expressed freely on social media, it 975 

offers a useful analysis of a partial discursive field. Many thousands of relevant social media 976 

posts have been overlooked in the course of undertaking this research, yet the typical 977 

protocols associated with data saturation have been followed to ensure rigour. In this sense 978 

the study provides unique and new insights into how visitors react to Holocaust in heritage 979 

settings.   980 

 981 

The research provides the basis for future inquiries to extend the reach of netnographic 982 

discourse analysis to other social media spaces, and to other tourism research problems. It 983 

also invites further debate and research around selfies, and the particular opportunity to 984 

carry out descriptive research to arrive at a better understanding of the profile of visitors who 985 

are offended by this practice.  986 

 987 

The fact that social media provides free access to such a wealth of qualitative data should 988 

be embraced, particularly amongst discourse analysts who can access such an archive of 989 

information using netnography as a standalone method.  There is an opportunity for future 990 

research to test the observations about the obligations of unsegmented visitors to Holocaust 991 

tourism heritage sites on other research samples using a range of methods.  992 
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