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Dark tourism (or thanatourism) has emerged as one of the most dynamic
and controversial segments of the global tourism industry. In Latin America,
particularly in Colombia, Bolivia, and Mexico, this phenomenon intersects with
the legacy of drug tra�cking, producing a formof tourism that blends fascination
with violence, symbolic consumption, and digital mediation. This article aims to
identify the narratives that sustain the appeal of narco-tourism and to analyze
how these narratives are constructed, circulated, and legitimized through digital
platforms. The study adopts a qualitative methodological approach, combining
multimodal discourse analysis with digital ethnography, and focuses on user-
generated content from tourism platforms and social media. The findings
reveal the emergence of prototypical narratives that aestheticize drug lords
as transgressive heroes, while omitting the structural violence and illegality
underpinning their histories. These narratives are not only reproduced by tourists
but also amplified by tourism operators and tolerated by state institutions,
contributing to the normalization of narco-culture as a legitimate formof cultural
consumption. The article concludes by reflecting on the ethical and political
implications of this trend, and calls for a critical rethinking of tourism practices
in contexts marked by violence and historical trauma.
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1 Introduction

Humans’ instinct is movement. Movement was usually reserved for sports, education,

and entertainment and now it is argued to also be reflected in tourism. Crossing national

and cultural borders has been normal since antique times when humans were nomads.

Travelers are part of history, variations in climate, and wars. Moreover, the sense of survival

was the main trigger for several forced migrations around the world. However, when

technological improvements in communication and transportation began to peak since

the Industrial Revolution, traveling was transformed from forced migration to leisure

activities, and a source of inspiration (Morillo, 2011) to emulate urban planification

models, as well as social and cultural mobility models.

Accordingly, tourism became an income source for the inhabitants of emblematic

places, and it also enhance goods and services sector through a variety of offers as of the

visitor’s purchasing capacity. In several countries, hotels, restaurants, transportation, and
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cultural activities depend on tourist flows. Being an accessible

activity for a large part of the population, it contributes trillions

of dollars to the world economy and moves more than 1.5 billion

people each year (World Tourism Organization [UNWTO], 2020).

Thereby, as mentioned by Mochón (2008), tourism is and will

be a sector in constant expansion, thanks to globalization, new

technologies, and new destinations.

In this framework, innovation has pushed new touristic

experiences. To fulfill customer expectations, the sector must adapt

and offer diverse choices, evenmore, after the COVID-19 pandemic

in 2020 (United Nations [UN], 2020). Thus, destinations and

tourism type are categories defined depending on motivations and

interests of the client, or as Heitmann (2011) names it, their state

of desire.

In this regard, the World Tourism Organization [UNWTO]

(2019) has recognized this diversification and has established

different types of tourism such as cultural, gastronomic, business,

health, nature, wellness, sportive and eco-tourism. Nevertheless,

in this classification is not taken in consideration the tourism

related to illicit drug consumption and the myth of drug-trafficking

economy (Narcoturismo) (Bingöl, 2021); and associated with

the morbid curiosity generated by violence, death, or gruesome

experiences -Thanatourism or Dark Tourism- (Van Broeck and

López, 2018; Khaydarova and Isheryakova, 2022).

It should be noted that the fascination for violence and illegality

is not a new phenomenon, nor exclusive from contemporary

society. In the past, there was no lack of audience in the Roman

Coliseum during the spectacles performed by gladiators, in the

House of Correction in Victorian Britain, or in the execution sites

in France or in Tyburn village (also known as Tyburn tree), located

on the outskirts of London. Those are just a few examples of how

flagellation was exposed.

Nowadays, media, social networks and advertising have become

the public square for death exposure. For instance, morbid curiosity

and macabre interest have triggered the collapse in the number

of spectators for live streaming of public executions in the

United States (Evans, 2017). In Latin-American’s case (specially

Mexico and Colombia), the interest for a kind of tourism that

moves from the violence experience -Thanatourism- to the emotion

of emblematizing the adventures of drug traffickers in the territories

where they have had influence and hold their economic power

-Narcotourism- (Delgadillo, 2017).

Despite the critics from drug trafficking victims and the

touristic restrictions to the offering of that kind of services, the

increasing of this practice has been inevitable (Naef and Guilland,

2019), and it ends up being duplicated by digital platforms where

the narco-tours are highly recommended and making echo to its

mythic narrative.

Although narco-tourism is formally prohibited in countries like

Mexico, its persistence in informal circuits reveals a deeper socio-

cultural phenomenon. Far from disappearing, these tours have

adapted to legal restrictions by disguising themselves as historical,

cultural, or even folkloric experiences. This dynamic reflects not

only the limitations of state regulation but also the symbolic power

of narco-narratives in shaping tourist imaginaries. As Navarrete

(2020) argues, the tourism industry inMexico has learned to coexist

with the presence of organized crime, generating new forms of

demand even in hostile environments. Therefore, this study does

not limit itself to the analysis of official touristic offerings, but

rather explores how digital platforms and user-generated content

contribute to the normalization (and even celebration) of narco-

related experiences across Colombia, Bolivia, and Mexico. This

approach invites a broader reflection on the role of tourism in the

construction of memory, legitimacy, and cultural consumption in

post-violence societies.

While Colombia and Mexico have traditionally dominated the

discourse on narco-tourism due to their historical association with

major drug cartels, the inclusion of Bolivia in this study offers a

necessary comparative lens. Bolivia’s case, though not centered on

the glorification of drug lords, reveals how ancestral and spiritual

narratives surrounding coca leaves are also being commodified

within the tourism industry. This contrast allows for a broader

understanding of how narco-related imaginaries are constructed

and consumed across different cultural contexts. By juxtaposing

these three countries, the study aims to explore not only the

diversity of narco-tourism narratives but also the mechanisms

through which violence, legality, and heritage are negotiated in the

tourist experience.

Therefore, this paper aims to identify how thanatourism and

dark tourism have derived in the spread of narco-tourism in

Colombia and Mexico. This phenomenon has been driven by the

tourists’ experiences that turn viral through digital platforms, in

which the effects of violence to standardize an apology narrative

of illegality is ignored. Consequently, this narrative allows illegal

practices to be considered as a risky but legitimate way of achieving

economic prestige and social rising.

Understanding narcotourism is not merely an academic

curiosity, it is a pressing necessity in the face of a growing global

phenomenon that blurs the boundaries between entertainment,

historical memory, and the normalization of criminal economies.

As this form of tourism proliferates through digital platforms and

audiovisual narratives, it reshapes public perceptions of violence,

legitimacy, and social mobility, particularly in Latin American

contexts where drug trafficking has left deep social scars. The

fascination with narco figures like Pablo Escobar or El Chapo

is not only a matter of morbid interest but a reflection of how

commodified narratives can reframe illegality as a path to prestige.

This research seeks to interrogate the mechanisms through which

such narratives are constructed, circulated, and consumed, and to

ask: how do digital platforms contribute to the legitimization of

narcotourism as a form of dark tourism? Who benefits from this

narrative, and who is silenced by it? By addressing these questions,

the study contributes to a broader understanding of how tourism,

media, and memory intersect in the production of contemporary

cultural imaginaries, and why this matters for societies grappling

with the legacies of violence.

2 Literature review

Thanatourism and dark tourism are relatively new concepts

although the types of activities they imply are not new. Getting

to know and visiting places where there was any act of violence

has always been interesting (Adriaensen, 2015; Light, 2017). The
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tanatoptic tradition is based on death contemplation and is dated

to the Middle Ages (Seaton, 1996). Several academics highlighted a

strong relationship between tourism and tragic-related places due

to sensorial effects (Rojek, 1993 as cited in Light, 2017). Their

discussion opened a new trend to build concepts on touristic

interests that were unknown then.

Thanatourism was first mentioned in 1996 in the International
Journal of Heritage Studies by Seaton and the concept of dark

tourism was firstly introduced by Lennon and Foley (Light,

2017; Seaton, 2009). Since then, touristic practices related to

death, violence, and disaster have been categorized as a type of

tourism (Seaton, 2009). Both concepts entail “[traveling] 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) and “the presentation and

consumption (by visitors) of real and commodified death and

disaster sites” (Foley and Lennon, 1996, p. 198).

Nevertheless, initially, thanatourism and dark tourism were

conceptualized differently. The former was focused on heritage

tourism, defined as visiting places that represent historical events,

ruins of ancient civilizations or paradigmatic character’s graves

(Garrod and Fyall, 2000).

In this light, tourists were thought to have a two-fold

motivation to select some places where tragic events had happened,

i.e., 1) heritage, as the coalification of universal culture knowledge

and 2) entertainment, as the visitors simulate to be witnesses of

historical facts trough souvenirs and photographs.

The dark tourism (Light, 2017) consisted of visiting dark places

or black spots (Rojek, 1993 as cited in Light, 2017), like visiting

cemeteries, concentration camps, or places related to any type of

violent or accidental events outside of official history or excluded

from the offers of tourism agencies.

These differences became less relevant (Light, 2017) since

both concepts have a place in common: the market of death.

This, mainly because with its understated charm and enigmatic

places usually excluded from traditional conceptions of pleasure

travel (Hartmann et al., 2018) and the fascination for prohibited

territories but secure enough for visitors, due to the local

communities’ role as tour guides (Adriaensen, 2015; Martini and

Buda, 2018).

As Stone (2006) mentions, thanatourism is the dirty little secret

of the tourism industry, even when it is intended to hide the

excuse of needing a narrative for those places with low attendance

of foreign visitors (Mionel, 2019). Its popularity sparked ethical

debates around the economic benefits collected from death and

violence (Light, 2017), to the detriment of the construction of

historical memory, the respect to the victims, the sanction to the

victimizers and the prevention of natural disasters.

The commodification of death and violence within dark

tourism has generated significant ethical debates, particularly

regarding the commercialization of suffering and the potential

trivialization of historical trauma. As Stone (2025) explains, the

transformation of sites of death into tourist attractions—whether

through museums, themed tours, or memorials—raises complex

questions about how societies remember the dead and represent

difficult heritage. In the case of narcotourism, these concerns

are amplified by the glamorization of criminal figures and the

omission of victims’ voices. The conversion of violent histories

into consumable experiences often results in a form of cultural

kitsch that prioritizes spectacle over substance, and entertainment

over education.

These ethical tensions have also influenced how dark tourism

is performed and marketed. While some initiatives attempt

to reframe these experiences through heritage-based narratives

that promote critical reflection, others continue to exploit

emotional stimulation and sensationalism for commercial gain.

As Stone and Grebenar (2022) argue, the blurred line between

commemoration and commodification is particularly visible in

digital platforms, where user-generated content can either reinforce

or challenge dominant narratives. Thus, the ethical dimension is

not peripheral but central to understanding how dark tourism,

and specifically narcotourism, functions within contemporary

visitor economies.

As interest in dark tourism has grown, new and increasingly

complex experiences have emerged that reflect evolving tourist

motivations and cultural sensibilities. Thanatourism, a subcategory

of dark tourism, offers multiple layers of engagement and a

diverse range of products that appeal to visitors seeking emotional

intensity, historical immersion, or transgressive encounters (Stone,

2006; Wright, 2018, as cited in Martini and Buda, 2018). Among

these emerging forms, narco-tourism has gained prominence as

a particularly controversial variant. It not only capitalizes on

the fascination with death and violence but also intersects with

narratives of power, illegality, and social mobility (Adriaensen,

2015; Flores and Sánchez, 2018; Bendaña, 2019; Hunt, 2021).

This expansion of dark tourism’s scope reflects a broader shift

in the cultural geography of tourism, where sites associated with

criminality and trauma are reimagined as spaces of leisure and

spectacle. As Bideci (2020, p. 24) notes, “the scope of places covered

by dark tourism has therefore expanded beyond religious rituals,

traditions, myths, ancient cities, graveyards, places of worship,

sanctuaries, war and disasters.” Narco-tourism exemplifies

this shift by transforming the legacy of drug trafficking into a

consumable experience, often mediated through digital platforms

and audiovisual narratives. This transformation challenges

traditional boundaries between education and entertainment,

memory and marketing, and invites critical reflection on the

ethical and cultural implications of tourism in spaces marked

by violence.

The narco phenomenon has strengthened during the 21st

century, replacing other moralized narratives that used to cause

fascination such as the holocaust, magic rituals, and nuclear

accidents.Narco tours are spectacles opening newmarkets, offering

an authentic experience of violence around a persistent and actual

problem, drug trafficking (Adriaensen, 2015). At first, narco-

tourism was understood as the type of tourism where people could

acquire, consume, transport, and learn about the manufacture

of drugs, mainly marijuana, cocaine, and heroin (Hunt, 2021).

Through time, additional tourist activities have been added and

tourists have begun to be captivated by the places where the

most famous drug trafficking capos as Pablo Escobar and Chapo
Guzman lived (Sánchez, 2020). Thus, the expected experience,

adrenaline, and emotion associated with violence and drug

trafficking (Delgadillo, 2017) led to an extended conceptualization
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of narco-tourism by researchers in several sectors (economic,

social, cultural, etc.).

Hunt (2021) describes six distinct forms of activities

related to narco-tourism: consumption-oriented, production-

oriented, acquisition-oriented, dark heritage, narcotrafficker, and

appropriation and cultural assimilation of drug trafficking gestures,

rituals, and symbols.

In short, there are numerous forms of narco-tourism,

this activity nowadays is no longer exclusively based on the

consumption and purchase of illicit drugs, instead, it is related to

the emotion and excitement of being in the same places where

leaders of drug traffic execute their operations while defying state

institutions and under threats or complicity of society.

Unlike concentration camps or thanalogical rituals -result of

ancient traditions and cultures-, narco-tourism is practiced in a

complex scenario where legality and violent conditions imposed by

criminal organizations, are faced. Motivation is not the goal, it is

living an experience related to iconic characters related to violence,

criminal hunting, and death. There is a generalized infatuation with

visiting places far from an ethical and moral compass (Edwards,
2000 as cited in Stone, 2006). As stated by Stephens (2007 as cited

in Korstanje and Ivanov, 2012), different modalities attached to

thanatourism grant “the privilege to scape.” In other words, people

have the license to be in contact with odd traditions and out-of-

ordinary situations. Tourists have the permission to experience

events that are completely new to their understanding, being alien

to the original environment (Thurnell-Read, 2011).

In narco-tourism, that scape has been catalyzed by the capacity

of illegal actors to influence public sphere from a present that

preserves missing Capos legacy and the cartels fighting for their

survival. The narco-narrative is global through the moralization

process, making it a credible option to commercialize (Antezana,

2015; Naef, 2017; Karam, 2019).

[T]he ability of drug traffickers, is [. . . ] manipulate

discourses and social relations, altering the values (Penglase,

2010) and legitimizing their action within society, whether by

coercion or persuasion. What the experts have analyzed is that

the use of violence is legitimized itself as a form of construction

of [. . . ] identity values. (Yanes and Valdés, 2019, p. 55)

In the context of narco-tourism, the notion of a “moralization

process” refers not to a coherent ethical condemnation

accompanied by structural interventions, but rather to a

discursive mechanism through which political and social

elites publicly repudiate drug-related tourism while simultaneously

avoiding the implementation of concrete public policies to

address its normalization. This process results in a paradox:

narco-tourism is symbolically rejected in the public sphere, yet

tolerated—and even negotiated with—in the private domain. As

a result, the phenomenon becomes naturalized through everyday

practices and digital narratives that legitimize it as a form of

entertainment or cultural curiosity, rather than a symptom of

deeper structural violence.

This dynamic reflects broader patterns of moral ambivalence

and political inaction that characterize the legitimization of drug

economies in Latin America. As Grisaffi (2022) shows in his

ethnographic study of coca production in Bolivia, state actors often

oscillate between condemnation and accommodation, producing

a fragmented governance model in which illicit practices are

simultaneously criminalized and integrated into local economies

and identities. Similarly, Patteson (2021) argues that narcoculture

operates through a “dialectics of intoxication,” where cultural

products simultaneously critique and reproduce the allure of

drug economies. This ambivalence enables a form of symbolic

control that moralizes drug-related practices without disrupting

the structural conditions that sustain them, thereby reinforcing

the normalization of narco-violence and its aestheticization in

popular culture.

Social representation designed by the media has shaped what

is known as narco culture (i.e., soup operas, TV series, and films).

This dynamic has spread into a globalized story that causes enough

curiosity in tourist to motivate them to visit the places shown in

audiovisual productions. Narco-tour offers are complemented with

narrative represented in elements like music, outfits, haciendas,

and cars, among others. Those are examples of the physical and

emotional personification of the narco (Escobedo and Suárez,

2019). Mexico and Colombia are themain settings of such a culture.

In Mexico, Mazatlán City and Culiacan (Sinaloa) are regions

related to drug trafficking where tours echo the sensationalism

caused by violence and death (Adriaensen, 2015). In Sinaloa,

there is an iconography of drug trafficking and a widely known

production of music such as narcocorridos (Flores and Sánchez,

2018).

Similarly, Mazatlán City is where one of the most important

capos, Ramón Arellano Félix, died. It also has the most luxurious

houses of Chapo Guzmán and it was where his capture occurred.

Several means of transportation offer the narco tour around the

city (e.g., taxis, auriga, and pulmonías, among others). Socially

speaking, both places have a profound level of acceptance of the

narco culture, which is surprising (Flores, 2007; Escobedo and

Suárez, 2019), considering the long-standing exposure of these

communities to narco-violence, repression, and social trauma. One

might expect such experiences to foster rejection or resistance;

however, the opposite seems to occur. The normalization—and

even celebration—of narco figures and narratives appears to be

driven by the symbolic and economic capital they bring to local

tourism circuits. As Caicedo (2023) argues, narco-tourism in

Colombia has transformed violent histories into commodified

experiences, where the figure of the drug lord becomes a cultural

icon and a tourist attraction, rather than a symbol of suffering

or injustice. This process reflects a broader social assimilation of

narcoculture, where violence is aestheticized and integrated into

everyday life through tourism, media, and local narratives.

In Colombia, “narco-tourism seems to be concentrated in

Medellin, with pilgrimage to Pablo Escobar’s grave” (Adriaensen,

2015, p. 140). Colombian narco tours revolve around this iconic

character from the place where he was born to the place he is buried.

Pablo Escobar is a global icon and is still considered a local hero. His

image has been romanticized up to the point that there is a whole

industry around it: souvenirs, t-shirts, keychains, glasses, and any

kind of other gadgets are highly successful (Santamaría and Flores,

2015).

Even though central governments have tried to surpass the

narco era and build new social representations, in Colombia no

efforts have been made to formally ban narco-tourism. As for

Mexico, although narco-tourism is regulated, it has not been

effective. But in general, a narrative is maintained to demonize
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narco tours as illegal and a cause of moral decay (Giraldo et al.,

2014).

However widespread and hegemonic the condemnation

of the illegal drug trade, Sinaloans live the schizophrenic

glamorization of the activity that local culture and media

industries promote. Popular culture is determined by people’s

everyday life, and people of Sinaloa or Medellin talk about

symbols of the narcos’ violence as elements that constitute their

daily life (Naef, 2017, p. 489).

In Medellin, narco tours are known and public. In fact, travel

agencies create narco tour packages. In contrast, in Mazatlán, these

activities are performed in secrecy by taxi drivers and tour guides.

Still, their popularity attracts both national and international

tourists (Flores and Sánchez, 2018).

Thanatourism is the result of an economic development

strategy as it increases the economic activity of these countries.

Consequently, narco-tourism can be understood as an alternative

touristic activity that dynamizes the local economy (González-Díaz

et al., 2020). At the same time, it can be used as a type of heritage

tourism instead of worshiping the narco lifestyle, by controlling the
narrative exposed and by avoiding the apologetic trend (Hartmann

et al., 2018).

In this regard, there are civil organizations dedicated to do

pedagogy addressed to the effects of allowing and celebration of

narco-lifestyle and they invite tourists to activities unrelated to

Latin-American gangsters. Good intentions seem to be insufficient

to control the hegemonic narrative focused on narco-tourism as

an appealing label, dedicated to engaging tourists once they get

rid of daily worries and enter a state of leisure and entertainment

(Fontan, 2013). It turns out to be more interesting that this type

of questions doesn’t extend to public debate since the increasing

of foreign visitors to cities scarred by violence (Sinaloa, Medellín),

is interpreted as a reborn opportunity and the possibility of

showing a positive side. Questioning this statement also entails

being questioned by stigmatization.

Narco-tourism, as a subcategory of dark tourism, exemplifies

the commodification of violence and death under the guise of

cultural experience. While dark tourism traditionally engages with

sites of tragedy to foster reflection or remembrance, narco-tourism

often bypasses these ethical imperatives, transforming criminal

legacies into consumable spectacles. As Speakman (2025) argues,

the prioritization of spectacle over education in dark tourism

sites across Mexico has led to the marginalization of deeper

historical meanings and the exclusion of local voices. In the case

of narco-tourism, this dynamic is exacerbated by the glamorization

of drug lords and the trivialization of the suffering they caused. The

result is a form of tourism that not only aestheticizes violence but

also risks normalizing it through repetition and entertainment.

The persistence of apologetic narratives in narco-tourism is

not accidental; it is sustained by a complex interplay of state

permissiveness, social complicity, and tourist disconnection from

local histories. As Scott and Duncan (2015) suggest, symbolic

interactionism offers a valuable lens to understand how tourists

construct meaning through encounters with places, symbols,

and narratives—often in ways that escape or subvert formal

policy frameworks. This perspective challenges the reduction of

narco-tourism to a matter of regulation or criminalization, and

instead invites us to interrogate the symbolic economies and

affective investments that sustain it. Tourists, far from being passive

consumers, actively negotiate their roles and justifications, often

through emotional and moral ambivalence. This disconnection

from historical accountability reinforces a cycle of cultural amnesia,

where the past is consumed but not critically understood.

These findings underscore the need for a more robust

theoretical and methodological agenda in the study of narco-

tourism. While current research has mapped its emergence and

cultural logics, there remains a significant gap in understanding

the affective and ethical dimensions of tourist engagement.

Zakaras (2018) reminds us that complicity in systemic injustice

(whether through action or omission) demands a form of

ethical participation that is often absent in the tourist gaze.

Future studies should prioritize qualitative methodologies, such

as narrative inquiry, ethnographic immersion, and affective

mapping, to explore the motivations, justifications, and silences

that shape tourist behavior. Such an approach would help avoid

the formalism of public policy responses and instead open space

for critical inquiry into the symbolic negotiations, emotional

economies, and cultural contradictions that define narco-tourism

as a global practice.

In summary, the ingrained discourse of thanatourism is the

rationalization of the dreadfulness achieved. Narco-tourism, as an

expression of thanatourism, is a historical record of a particular

moment of time and its social problems. The central objective

must be the monitoring and regulatory mechanisms to ensure

that the narratives presented to tourists are accurate and represent

the historical reality (heritage) separated from commodification,

entertainment, and showbusiness.

3 Methodology

Fascination with narcoculture and the fascination for drug

culture is represented in the geographical spaces where a logistical

and cultural chain of secrets and complicities originates. Curiosity

about the narco world has popularized worldwide thanks to

narco-stories such as Narcos broadcast on streaming platforms

such as Netflix. Nowadays, narcos are no longer perceived as

sources of illegality and fear, which normalizes narco-tourism

in Latin America for both national and international visitors.

Tourists validate the visited places by commenting in face-to-

face conversations or on the internet. Hence, tourists become

prosumers. Through tourism, people can exploit their morbid

fascination with death and violence. In this panorama, this research

analyzed whether narco-tourism has become a new form of dark

tourism. In doing so, it employed a mixed research approach

and a multimodal analysis technique. The corpus was obtained

from a documentary review of information from Colombia, Bolivia

and Mexico.

Colombia and Mexico are considered the traditional

destinations of narco-tourism (Flores, 2007; Adriaensen, 2015;

Naef, 2017; Escobedo and Suárez, 2019) due to their close

relationship with the greatest drug traffickers in history, which

offers visitors an intimate and personal experience. On the other

hand, Bolivia was included not only for being a central place in

the production and distribution of cocaine but also because of the

symbolic role of coca leaves in society. Coca leaves are deemed
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TABLE 1 Digital platforms reviewed.

Name Web
page

APP Lodging Guided
tours/excursions

Airbnb X X X X

Civitatis X X X

Get Your Guide X X X

Pabloescobartour.co X X

TripAdvisor X X X X

Viator X X X

YouTube X X

Source: Prepared by the authors.

TABLE 2 Boolean equations in Spanish.

Colombia Tour narcotráfico Colombia. Tour Pablo Escobar. Visita a lugares

de Pablo Escobar.

México Tour narcotráfico México, Visita a casa de narcos.

Bolivia Tour coca Bolivia. Ritual/Celebración hoja de Coca Pachamama.

Source: Prepared by the authors.

healing, sedative, and used in ceremonial activities, maintaining

a behavior of strings attached to its ancestor (Bingöl, 2021). The

coca leaf is understood by Bolivians as a gift from the Pachamama

(Mother Earth).

Although Colombia and Mexico were selected as primary case

studies due to their direct association with narco-violence and

the legacy of figures like Pablo Escobar and Chapo Guzmán,

Bolivia was included as a comparative case to examine how

symbolic elements of drug culture, particularly the ritual and

medicinal use of coca leaves, are integrated into tourism narratives.

This comparative approach allows for the identification of both

convergences and divergences in the construction of narco-tourism

across different sociopolitical and cultural landscapes. The data

collected from Bolivia were analyzed using the same multimodal

discourse framework, enabling a consistent methodological lens

while acknowledging the distinct nature of the Bolivian context.

Violence and danger are not exclusively the main aspects to

highlight in narco-tourism. Also, spiritual, and traditionalmedicine

is important. Therefore, it is necessary to analyze the type of

touristic activities supplied in these countries to include diverse

archetypical narratives embedded in narco-tourism. A wide range

of opinions was found on the internet. To limit the corpus, some

digital platforms were selected to cover enough sources related to

tourism, as well as a diverse sample of activities and tourist plans

(Table 1).

To find activities related to narco-tourism on these platforms,

Boolean equations by country in Spanish were used (see Table 2).

Prototypical narratives of consumers of tourism plans and

activities related to narco-tourism have induced moral validation

for this type of tourism. That is the main reason why the analysis

included comments and opinions found in discussion forums

of online platforms for booking tourist activities. On YouTube,

records of videos posted by people attending tourist activities were

selected, particularly. In addition, videos that had at least 1,000

reproductions were chosen because YouTube considered this a

threshold for monetization.

Following Balderas Reyes (2017), the methodological

orientation of this research is fundamentally qualitative, the

comments and opinions of the users found on each digital

platform, which were classified by relevance, were triangulated

with quantitative data such as rankings, scores, and the number of

visitors. The primary objective was not to quantify user behavior

or statistically model patterns, but rather to interpret the symbolic

and discursive constructions that emerge in digital environments

related to narco-tourism. Quantitative indicators such as rankings,

scores, and number of visitors were not analyzed per se, but

rather used as instrumental criteria to identify the most visible

and socially validated content within digital platforms. These

metrics served as a filter to select the most relevant narratives

for qualitative interpretation, ensuring that the corpus reflected

the most influential and widely consumed representations of

narco-tourism. Therefore, the reference to a mixed-methods

approach should be understood as a methodological strategy for

corpus construction, not as a dual analytical framework.

The internet has changed communication dynamics because

the communicative phenomena are nowadays centered on the

network (i.e., net) (Pardo, 2008). Social media, blogs, and other

digital spaces made room for sharing personal opinions and

transmitting ideas more freely. In this sense, parallel frameworks

and interpretations of reality are built using digital platforms,

as they are considered current spaces widely used to exchange

public opinion:

The proliferation of the internet fosters the use of this

media to collect data and to perform analysis of different

social emerging phenomena, online as well as offline. In the

beginning, known as the first and second age of internet studies,

research was focused on describing its uses, sociodemographic

characteristics of users and their online interactions. Nowadays,

in the third age, the focus has been on what the net fosters

on everyday lives of users, the ties and sharing of online

communities and the exploration of new modes of social

relations that the internet is fostering (Wellman, 2004 as cited

in Rocco, 2010, p. 69, own translation).

It is for this reason that the net has become a tool for

researchers. Pérez et al. (2015) affirm that this new digital context,

as a source of expression, provides the framework to understand

peoples’ behavior (at the micro level), as well as social relations

(at the macro level). In the blink of an eye, internet users have

the ability, by using a computer or any digital device, to value

or comment about almost any topic. Likewise, information travels

double way and so there is an opportunity to receive replies or

feedback to his/her comments (Moya and Majó, 2017).

In this train of thought, a digital register was selected

to collect and analyze information and narrative expressions

that are not formally archived. Information circulates in the

virtual environment and provides vision and prospective takes on

physical and social realities. Furthermore, working within a digital

environment where the comments and opinions analyzed combine

different semiotic systems (text and emojis), the multimodal

method was chosen for collecting information. This is because it
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is the best choice when data has multiple records and displays

interpretive frameworks that embody rules andmake sense of social

action (Pardo, 2008).

Data collection was conducted through non-participant digital

ethnography, using direct observation of user-generated content

on platforms such as YouTube, TripAdvisor, Airbnb, Viator, and

Civitatis. An observation guide (see Table 3) was employed to

systematically identify discursive patterns, symbolic legitimations,

and affective expressions related to narco-tourism. This guide

was applied not only to user comments but also to the

promotional language and marketing strategies embedded in

tour descriptions, video titles, and platform metadata. The

selection of records prioritized entries with high levels of

engagement (measured through views, likes, and comments)

between 2014 and 2021. The resulting corpus consisted of 82

multimodal entries, which were analyzed through a qualitative

multimodal discourse analysis framework. This approach enabled

the interpretation of both verbal and typographic modes, allowing

for a nuanced understanding of how narco-tourism is legitimized

and aestheticized in digital narratives.

For the tabulation and analysis of the corpus under a

multimodal method, it was identified that the mode corresponds

to a “verbal” and “typographic” expression that differs from a

mathematical or graphic system (Pardo, 2008, cited by Cárcamo,

2018). This allowed us to identify keywords, context, prototypical

words, and sociocultural expressions. Under the typographic mode,

style was analyzed as it fosters transmission and builds meaning. In

a second approach to the registry, actors, discourses, and strategies

were classified.

TABLE 3 Observation guide.

Item Yes/No

Admiration or fascination with the narcomodel or coca leaves

rituals has been identified.

The comment/opinion/story has the intention to include others in

the touristic activities.

The relation of these touristic activities with memorialization and

forgiveness (heritage) is avoided.

Drug dealers‘ and drug lords’ lifestyle is highlighted in the

comment/opinion/story.

Source: Prepared by the authors.

4 Results

The analysis of mode (verbal and typographical) revealed that

tourists express fascination and admiration for sites in Colombia

and Mexico, which are perceived as spaces of danger, action,

and morbid curiosity. In contrast, Bolivia tends to elicit a more

spiritual and ancestral narrative, particularly around the cultural

significance of coca leaves.

The analysis revealed that while Colombia and Mexico exhibit

a fascination with narco figures and their violent legacies, Bolivia

presents a more nuanced narrative centered on ancestral practices

and the symbolic value of coca leaves. However, even in Bolivia, the

commodification of these practices for tourist consumption reflects

a subtle form of narco-cultural integration. This comparative

insight underscores how narco-tourism is not a monolithic

phenomenon but rather a spectrum of experiences shaped by local

histories, cultural values, and market dynamics. The Bolivian case,

therefore, serves as a counterpoint that enriches the understanding

of how narco-related tourism can manifest beyond the glorification

of criminal figures.

This phenomenon is not only due to morbid interest in

their opulent lifestyle related to violence and to the fact that

they have become the object of worship and appreciation. Here

narco-tourism takes on a dark heritage characterization because

it combines “the narco-heritage of places with a history of drug

trafficking and the dark tourism associated with drug-related

bloodshed and violence” (Hunt, 2021, p. 6).

In the comments, Pablo Escobar is referred to as El Patrón [The

boss] or as El Capo de Capos [The Head of the Heads] (Figure 1).

In Mexico, reverence is given to Chapo Guzmán and Rafael Caro

Quintero, the founders of the Guadalajara Carte (Figure 2). In

Bolivia, there is no reverence toward narcos, but there is increasing

interest in coca leaves (Figure 3). These are considered sacred

due to their spiritual and medicinal properties and are highly

valued and counted as cultural assets (Figure 4). The traditional and

cultural use of sacred plants is a practice that is also regarded as

drug tourism (Bingöl, 2021).

This paper’s objective does not refer to the Bolivian case of

study, however, it allows to observe an example of a type of tourism

that intents to contrast the Colombian and Mexican experience

with dark tourism. Therefore, Bolivian ancestral tourism is

substantiated on the medical and gastronomic qualities of coke

leaves. Nevertheless, the idealization of this kind of tourism is not

consistent with the data regarding Bolivia’s key role in the supply

FIGURE 1

Sample of a registry on TripAdvisor (Colombia). Source: Authors’ elaboration-Tripadvisor information. Translation: The best experience (on Pablo
Escobar’s Museum). Thanks for the tour and for showing the real story about the boss of bosses, head of heads.
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FIGURE 2

Sample of two registries on YouTube (Colombia). Source: Authors’ elaboration-Youtube information. Exhibit A. Juan Durán. [Head of heads and
having all the money in the world he was very humble. Just by looking his tomb, you understand it]. Exhibit B. Fabián Izquierdo. [RIP Pablo Emilio
Escobar Gaviria (The Boss) hail to Medallo [Medellin] hail to Colombia].

FIGURE 3

Sample of two registries on YouTube (Mexico). Source: Authors’ elaboration-Youtube information. Exhibit A. Maricela Ramos. [Of course, he is the
best in the world!!! And I want him in Mexico! I want him free, in his motherland, where he is admired and respected! Proudly made in Mexico].
Exhibit B. Lucas Leon. [My respect. That was the house of Caro Quintero].

chain of raw materials for cocaine production (Raynolds, 2000); or

the use of its territory as the beginning of the route selected by Pablo

Escobar or Klaus Barbie for the distribution of the drug, allowing

them the control of over 90% of the transportation of cocaine. As

a matter of fact, spiritual and medical interest for coke leaves is not

completely genuine, mainly because of the profitability and wealth

increase of landowners dedicated to the supply of raw materials for

drugs cartels (Malamud-Goti, 2021).

Prototypical sentences as well as sociocultural expressions are

used in several comments and opinions. Besides, style resources

such as the apostrophe are figures that transmit affective factors; in

the apostrophe’s case, it is a vehement expression toward a person

or object, and in the case of the narratives presented, they are

intended to express admiration and respect for the narcos and

their adventures. The desire of tourists to visit sites, attractions,

and exhibits brings them closer to the narco world and enhances

the dark side of tourist plans (Khaydarova and Isheryakova, 2022).

In this sense, drug tourism is a new form of dark tourism that

transgresses the fascination with the history of the place (and the

pain of the victims or those affected) and transforms it into a

morbid experience (Seaton, 1996). Furthermore, interest in narco-

tourism is reinforced by the perceived acceptance of other social

actors on digital platforms (Flores, 2007; Escobedo and Suárez,

2019; Villatoro, 2012). Consequently, narco-tourism is outside the

illegal space and is normalized and seen as a valid space for

entertainment and fun.

FIGURE 4

Sample of two registries on YouTube (Bolivia). Authors’
elaboration-Tripadvisor information. Exhibit A. Luizpablo Brites.
[That culture class was amazing!!!]. Exhibit B. Juan Cardozo. [I’ve
never seen a ritual like that! INTERESTING!].

As stated in the methodology, the results are presented in the

classification of actors, discourses, and strategies. Those categories

contribute, through digital platforms, to the standardization of a

specific narrative: the illegality as a risky but legitimate way of

achieving economic prestige and social rising.

4.1 Actors

Two possible types of actors were identified, the first ones

being agencies and tourism enterprises that promote plans and
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FIGURE 5

Tourist recommendations (pabloescobartour.co). Source: YouTube Channel Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria 1993.

activities to possible clients. These actors construct a certain kind of

narrative in promotional videos and on their reservation webpages.

They seek to create curiosity about their services, and therefore,

the strategy is to recommend to their users some activities. For

instance, pabloescobartour.co is a highly visited agency on YouTube
and suggests plans and activities from tourists themselves. Their

YouTube channel is called: Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria 1993, as
shown in Figure 5.

Mainly these actors use web pages and online reservations

to advertise their services. However, while this only occurs in

the case of Bolivia and Colombia, in Mexico selling touristic

packages related to drug trafficking is prohibited. The Mexican

government has formally eliminated this type of tourism although

unsuccessfully (Flores and Sánchez, 2018). In Sinaloa, narco tours

are widely known and popular. Their promotion is surviving due

to inhabitants that work as tour guides. Even though results in

terms of official travel and touristic platforms are zero, it is an

activity that is reluctant to disappear. Informal activities mentioned

before, grow roots on the territories due to the comments of tourists

on digital platforms and by sharing their experiences, they create

discussions regarding news of Capos and stablish similarities and

differences between narcoseries and narconovelas. For instance, in
2008, when Edgar Guzmán López died (son of Chapo Guzmán)

(Medrano, 2020) or back in 2016, when Chapo Guzmán was

captured the interested on visiting these places spiked (Infobae,

2016), and in turn, the community of users dedicated to providing

historical data on the character and offering recommendations to

make the tourist experience fruitful was boosted.

The second type of actors is tourists and visitors. Visitors

are different from tourists as their activity does not include an

overnight stay (The Global Statistics, 2025). In this group, internet

users were also included because they observe and consume

information targeting tourists and visitors. In this sense, the second

type of actors is not only considered consumers of activities

shown on the internet but also prosumers through comments

and opinions.

Through YouTube, tourists and visitors share their perceptions

of certain activities and document the process. Some of these posts

are shared through personal channels as well as used by audiovisual

producers. Usually, this type of actors does not belong to any

type of organization related to type one. In their narratives, it is

usual to find personal experiences as well as their own opinion

that in some ways are socially shared (Van Dijk, 2006). Several

people then feel engaged in viewing and commenting on those

real-life experiences.

Actors are not geographically limited since narco-tourism has

expanded worldwide. Legitimization of this type of tourism comes

from a great number of actors and several registries as well. A

more in-depth analysis of YouTube revealed that most of the

users that share their experiences are between 20–40 years old

(The Global Statistics, 2025).

4.2 Discourses and strategies

Each actor uses discourse and a strategy to spawn a result.

Touristic agencies manipulate to create sales of their services,

and tourists and visitors recommend others to go or live an

experience. In both cases, narratives foster the normalization

of narco-tourism in society through opinions and comments

that combine personal and social beliefs. This is the reason

why this sort of tourism is understood and accepted by others

(Van Dijk, 2006).

In a sense, commodification is a driving factor in tourism,

and this is the main reason why narco-tourism information is

portrayed on web pages and online guided tour reservations.

To exemplify this description the following excerpts are

brought up:
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FIGURE 6

Example of opinions in TripAdvisor (Colombia). Source: Prepared by the authors. Exhibit A. Lydia P. [Wonderful to enjoy the ORIGINAL tour of Pablo
Escobar in Medellin, besides we were very well treated by our guide, Matías Escobar]. Exhibit B. Leandro R. [The original tour of Pablo Escobar told by
the people that were with him. Everyone was very nice. Roman came to look for us, he was always with Roberto Escobar. In the car, we were already
starting with stories and real answers about his past. Inside the Museum, you can see the other reality. I totally recommend this tour].

FIGURE 7

Examples of Opinions in Airbnb (Colombia). Source: Authors’
elaboration-AIRBNB information.

Get to know the profile of the historical Pablo Escobar

Gaviria from the first source, to enjoy this as a great experience,

open your mind and heart, free yourself from prejudice and

allow a great message to come into your life so that it impacts

your environment. The history that is already written, was lived

in the flesh by Pablo Escobar and his family and that is what you

will know directly. In the museum lie personal items of Pablo,

through which his great passions are revealed (Tripadvisor, n.d.

– Museum Pablo Escobar).

Discover the fascinating story of Pablo Escobar, a

notorious drug dealer worshiped as one of the most famous

characters in Colombia, in a historical visit that lasts 4 h around

the city. Go inside the history of the famous criminal while you

visit three historical places closely related to his life and death:

Monaco building, the house where he was killed and his tomb.

Get to know the complex cocaine operations and the several

opinions about a man both declared as a hero, Robin Hood’s

style, and a despicable villain (Viator, n.d. sic – Pablo Escobar

Tour in Medellin).

Coca leaves have been used by Andean natives by

generations in ceremonies, rituals, and as traditional medicine.

Get to know the history of this plant in this guided visit through

the Coca Museum (Civitatis, n.d., sic – Visita guiada por el

Museo de la Coca).

On the other side, tourists and visitors recommend plans and

visits that they had experienced. Their discourses revolve around

the narrative of their experience in a double way (Figures 6, 7).

First, they advise others, and second, they state their opinion about

the topic. This last aspect is seen as an opportunity to express

themselves not only through words but also by means of images

shared on digital platforms (Hütt, 2011).
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FIGURE 8

Examples of comments about Pablo Escobar (YouTube). Source: Authors’ elaboration-Yotube information. Exhibit A. [I loved the video, and I would
love to visit Colombia and the museum to see the whole story about Pablo Escobar. I saw the TV series El Patron and I loved it so much. Greeting to
Medellin from Spain].

FIGURE 9

Examples of Comments about the Museum Enervantes de la Sedena in Mexico (Narco Museum) – YouTube. Source: Authors’ elaboration-Yotube
information. Translation: [The only thing I envy is the firearms collection not because they belonged to narcos or were used to kill, but because they
are amazing. I cannot imagine anyone that does not want to see them exhibited like that at home and use them occasionally for shooting].

FIGURE 10

Examples of Comments about Rituals in Bolivia (YouTube). Source: Authors’ elaboration-Yotube information. Exhibit A. [Very beautiful! I miss Latin
America! I hope to be back soon]. Exhibit B. [Wonderful, I learn a bunch of things. It is very nice to get to know di�erent cultures. How interesting it is
to see traditions that lasted through ages].

The comments highlight not only the fascination with narco-

tourism but also introduce the tours as learning experiences that

allow visitors and tourists to dig deeper into history. People contend

that it is an opportunity to clarify unknown aspects of narcos’
life. This is a central characteristic of thanatourism, i.e., getting

into direct contact with places that represent important events in

history. Somewhat, there is a link between memory and respect

toward victims of those events (Hartmann et al., 2018; Van, 2018).

Internet users are attracted by audiovisual content provided by

tourists and express their motivation to engage in narco-tourism

in the future (Figure 8). General discourse about narco-tourism is

camouflaged and normalized because of the recommendations of

other people (Figure 9). In other words, it is seen as an ordinary

activity that presents emotion due to the closeness to death and

violence (Figure 10).

Usually, narco-tourism is part of the actual dynamics. This

kind of tourism has grown exponentially due to the interest

and business opportunities it sparkles. In Colombia, Bolivia, and

Mexico, economic structures have been implemented to support

this new supply of dark tourism, which keeps it alive and growing

(Khaydarova and Isheryakova, 2022). Analysis of the registries

collected indicated that it is neither a topic that creates fear nor

censorship but admiration and amusement. It is a phenomenon

that keeps growing thanks to media, and this will continue being

so until new historical events, shaped by violence and death,

take their place as happened to the Nazi genocide and the

concentration camps.

5 Discussion

Thanatourism has created comments that flow between

attraction and dazzle by morbid interest and criticism for being an

activity that showcases touristic plans against moral conduct. Even

Frontiers in Political Science 11 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2025.1601301
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Guerrero-Sierra et al. 10.3389/fpos.2025.1601301

though the debate between acceptance and rejection is still relevant,

there is an increasing number of people interested in the topic.

Thus, it is not a kind of tourism that will cease being attractive in

the short run. The approach it offers to violence and death, although

scary in the beginning, also causes curiosity from a distance.

Narco-tourism is one of the current representations of

thanatourism. It comes from the thanatotic tradition. Admiration

for violence is not exclusive to the narco world, through narcotours
and narco-stories. Fascination with the forbidden has long been

established as a business strategy by several tourist agencies and

enterprises. T-shirts, keychains, and any type of memorabilia of a

drug dealer, a writer, or a politician is an expression of this.

Countries like Mexico and Colombia have been key to shifting

the ethical and moral boundaries between the illegal and legal

worlds. These countries are linked to major drug lords and will be

hard pressed to displace this narrative as long as interest in drug

tourism continues to grow. Bolivia is also classified as a hub for

this sort of tourism even though the focus there is on the spiritual

and cultural aspects of the coca leaves. It is not enough to visit the

jail where Pablo Escobar walked out and fleed or the house where

Chapo Guzmán was captured, but it is also highly appealing to

be close to the cosmic vision of the Pachamama by the means of

worshiping the plant that has caused so many political debates.

The inclusion of Bolivia as a comparative case highlights

the importance of examining narco-tourism not only through

the lens of violence and criminality but also through cultural

symbolism and heritage. While Colombia and Mexico reflect

a more explicit fascination with narco figures, Bolivia’s case

reveals how even spiritual and ancestral narratives can be

co-opted into the broader economy of dark tourism. This

comparison invites a critical reflection on the ethical implications

of commodifying cultural practices and histories, particularly in

contexts marked by structural violence. It also emphasizes the need

for tourism narratives that foster critical memory and avoid the

romanticization or trivialization of complex social realities.

With more and more people showing engagement in these

activities, narco-tourism has been normalized. To include any topic

in the public debate, or any type of activity, it needs to be collectively

recognized. This was the main reason to build a corpus for this

research and to analyze the prototypical narratives shown by public

opinion. This analysis was carried out using the Internet as the

main area of exchange and debate in a society that seeks tourism

experiences other than those oriented by heritage, or that link

novel experiences from thanatourism and dark tourism. Thus,

narcotourism is offered as an alternative that proliferates thanks

to audiovisual fictions and the role of communities of users who

portray their travel experience on digital platforms.

Although some institutions, e.g., UNWTO and the

Government of Mexico, endeavor to fight against the attraction

claimed by narco-tourism, based on the consequences of deep

social issues such as drug consumption and millions of victims,

it is part of reality. Narco-tourism is considered a space for

entertainment and leisure, and as Van Broeck and López (2018)

manifested, it is impossible to look at it as an illegal activity. It is

part of the history of countries like Bolivia, Colombia, and Mexico,

and it is not possible to hide it. However, it could be used to

contribute to social change if it takes part in heritage tourism.

The persistence of narco-tourism, even in contexts where it

is formally banned, underscores the urgent need to rethink how

societies engage with violent pasts through tourism. Rather than

suppressing these narratives, a more constructive path may lie in

their transformation into spaces of critical memory. As Munawar

and Plets (2025) suggest, heritage tourism in post-conflict settings

can serve as a platform for respectful remembrance, provided

it avoids the commodification or glorification of trauma. In

this sense, tourism platforms and agencies must assume ethical

responsibility by establishing content guidelines that balance

freedom of expression with historical awareness. Recognizing the

socio-political contexts in which narco-tourism emerges is not only

a matter of accuracy, but of justice, especially for communities

that continue to bear the scars of drug-related violence. Turning

these narratives into tools for education and reflection, rather

than spectacle, is a necessary step toward a more responsible and

transformative tourism practice.

The findings of this study reveal a pressing need to rethink

the governance, production, and consumption of narco-tourism,

beyond simplistic binaries of legality and illegality. The persistence

and normalization of these practices, particularly through digital

platforms, demand a more nuanced regulatory approach: one that

does not merely prohibit, but critically engages with the cultural,

economic, and symbolic dimensions of this form of tourism.

Local governments, tourism boards, and digital intermediaries

must assume a proactive role, not only in shaping ethical

frameworks that recognize the historical weight of narco-violence,

but also in preventing its trivialization or commodification. This

involves, among other things, the development of heritage-based

narratives that foster critical memory; the implementation of

content moderation policies that contextualize user-generated

material; and the promotion of pedagogical tourism experiences

that foreground the voices of victims and communities affected

by drug-related conflict. In short, narco-tourism governance must

move from reactive censorship to anticipatory cultural stewardship,

one that is ethically grounded, historically informed, and

socially accountable.

This research opens the door to a broader (and still largely

undefined) research agenda on narco-tourism. While this study

has focused on the discursive and symbolic dimensions of tourist

narratives, future inquiries must delve deeper into the subjective

experiences of visitors themselves. A qualitative, ethnographic

approach, centered on in-depth interviews, affective mapping,

and narrative inquiry, could illuminate the motivations, emotions,

and moral negotiations that underpin the fascination with narco-

related spaces. Such an approach would not only enrich our

understanding of tourist subjectivities, but also challenge the

assumption that all forms of engagement with narco-culture

are inherently apologetic or voyeuristic. Moreover, comparative

studies across different geopolitical contexts, especially those

with post-conflict legacies, could help identify how narco-

tourism intersects with broader processes of memory-making,

cultural commodification, and digital mediation. In this sense,

the field is still in its formative stage: the development

of robust methodological instruments is not only desirable,

but necessary, if we are to grasp the full complexity of

this phenomenon.
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