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Abstract
This paper explores the intersection of cultural sociology, heritage management, and 
national identity through an analysis of visitor-generated Instagram posts at Robben 
Island Museum in post-Apartheid South Africa. Drawing on a dataset of 500 Insta-
gram posts by South African visitors, it examines how digital cultural objects cre-
ated by tourists reframe the museum’s curated narrative of resilience and reconcilia-
tion. Employing theoretical frameworks of cultural trauma and cultural entropy, this 
study investigates how embodied experiences at the museum are transformed into 
visual and textual artifacts that contest, amplify, or reimagine its intended message. 
While the museum positions itself as a symbol of democratic triumph, visitor posts 
reveal divergent, recurated interpretations, ranging from reflections on Apartheid’s 
brutality to aesthetic appreciations of the island’s natural beauty. Furthermore, this 
research has broader implications for heritage sites globally, including those with 
contested histories, where digital platforms similarly mediate diverse visitor per-
spectives. By analyzing these digital artifacts, this research highlights the multivo-
cality of public memory and the need for inclusive, participatory approaches to her-
itage management in post-conflict societies.

Keywords Cultural trauma · Heritage management · Digital memory · Instagram · 
Cultural objects · Post-Apartheid South Africa

Introduction

State-led heritage initiatives play a pivotal role in shaping collective narratives of 
national identity, particularly in post-conflict societies. These initiatives aim to foster 
unity, resilience, and reconciliation by transforming sites of historical significance 
into spaces of collective memory. The Robben Island Museum, a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site and former Apartheid-era prison, epitomizes South Africa’s efforts 
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to confront its traumatic history while advancing a vision of post-Apartheid unity. 
Once synonymous with isolation and oppression, Robben Island has become a foun-
dational cultural object imbued with symbolic meanings. These meanings are tied to 
its association with figures like Nelson Mandela and Ahmed Kathrada, who cham-
pioned the preservation of the site as a testament to “the triumph of the human spirit 
against the forces of evil” rather than allowing it to succumb to commercial redevel-
opment pressures (Director Odendaal 1999; Committee Chair Kathrada et al. 1999). 
This transformation reflects broader processes of heritage management aimed at 
producing and disseminating collective memories that align with national identity-
building goals.

Through its curated exhibits, guided tours, and memorial spaces, the Robben 
Island Museum seeks to convey a narrative of resilience, reconciliation, and demo-
cratic triumph. It occupies a dual role: as a monument to the enduring strength of the 
human spirit and as a memorial to the injustices and trauma of Apartheid. This dual 
purpose complicates its role as a cultural object, creating tensions between the site’s 
past, present, and future meanings. These tensions are particularly evident in South 
Africa’s ongoing reconciliation efforts, where collective memory remains deeply 
entangled with histories of racial exclusion, economic inequality, and social divi-
sion. As Wendy Griswold (1987a, p. 4) conceptualizes, cultural objects are “shared 
significance embodied in form,” and Robben Island’s transformation into a national 
heritage site underscores the complexities of embedding such shared significance 
within spaces that simultaneously commemorate suffering and celebrate resilience.

However, heritage narratives are not static. The meanings of cultural objects 
evolve as they interact with diverse audiences, whose interpretations are shaped by 
their personal identities, historical contexts, and sociopolitical positions. Nowhere is 
this dynamic more evident than in the participatory digital age, where platforms like 
Instagram have emerged as powerful spaces for memory-making and meaning nego-
tiation. Visitors to Robben Island do not merely absorb the museum’s curated narra-
tive; they actively engage with it, reinterpret it, and share their experiences in digital 
form. Through photographs, captions, and hashtags, visitors create digital cultural 
objects that mediate between their embodied experiences of the site and broader 
public discourses about memory and identity. These reinterpretations often diverge 
from the state’s intended narrative, reflecting what McDonnell (2016) describes as 
“cultural entropy.” Cultural entropy refers to the process by which the coherence of 
a cultural object’s intended meaning unravels as it is reinterpreted, adapted, or con-
tested by diverse audiences. In the case of Robben Island, this manifests in how visi-
tors use Instagram to highlight themes such as resilience, oppression, or aesthetic 
beauty—often complicating or reframing the museum’s narrative.

This paper explores the digital afterlives of Robben Island’s cultural narrative 
by analyzing 500 Instagram posts geotagged at the site and created by South Afri-
can visitors. These posts, comprising photographs and captions, serve as cultural 
objects that illuminate the interplay between state-sponsored heritage narratives and 
user-generated reinterpretations. By treating these posts as sites of cultural produc-
tion, the study investigates how visitors engage with the museum’s message of unity 
and reconciliation, negotiating its significance in light of their individual and col-
lective identities. Specifically, this analysis examines three dimensions of memory 
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production: (1) the museum as a curated physical space promoting post-Apartheid 
narratives of unity and resilience (Kathrada et al. 1999; Strange and Kempa 2003), 
(2) visitor engagement as a performative act of embodied memory-making and digi-
tal cultural production (MacCannell 1973; Spillman and Conway 2007), and (3) Ins-
tagram as a platform where state-sponsored narratives are contested, amplified, or 
reframed by the affordances of digital curation (McDonnell 2016; Griswold 1987a).

The theoretical foundation of this study draws on key concepts from cultural soci-
ology, particularly Alexander et al.’s (2004) work on cultural trauma and collective 
identity. Alexander posits that collective suffering becomes integrated into a shared 
identity through symbolic representation and public meaning-making. Robben 
Island exemplifies this process, as its state-curated narrative seeks to transform the 
trauma of Apartheid into a story of resilience, democratic triumph, and reconcilia-
tion. However, as McDonnell’s concept of cultural entropy illustrates, these narra-
tives are fragile and subject to fragmentation as they circulate in participatory digital 
spaces. Instagram posts, as modern cultural objects, exemplify this dynamic, func-
tioning as both extensions and reinterpretations of the museum’s intended message. 
This study also incorporates Spillman and Conway’s (2007) framework on embod-
ied versus textual memory, emphasizing how visitors’ physical encounters with the 
site—walking through prison cells, observing artifacts, and participating in guided 
tours—shape the meanings they inscribe in their digital representations. By bridging 
embodied memory and digital curation, the study highlights how Instagram posts 
mediate between the personal and the collective, the physical and the symbolic, and 
the past and the present.

As South Africa continues to grapple with the enduring legacies of Apartheid, 
the Robben Island Museum operates at the nexus of collective memory and cultural 
trauma. Its significance lies not only in its role as a site of remembrance but also 
in its ability to foster dialogue about the complexities of national unity in a deeply 
divided society. Yet, as this paper argues, the images and captions shared by visi-
tors do more than extend the museum’s narrative into digital spaces. They compli-
cate it, revealing a diversity of interpretations shaped by race, history, and identity. 
For example, some visitors use Instagram to emphasize themes of resilience and tri-
umph, aligning with the museum’s narrative of reconciliation. Others foreground the 
physical and emotional weight of Apartheid’s legacy, using their posts to critique 
contemporary social and economic inequalities. Still others aestheticize the island’s 
natural landscapes, creating cultural objects that detach the site from its historical 
significance. These divergent interpretations underscore the need to understand 
heritage sites not as static repositories of meaning but as dynamic cultural objects 
shaped by continuous interaction, negotiation, and reinterpretation.

By analyzing how visitor-generated Instagram posts mediate and reframe the cul-
tural narrative of Robben Island, this paper contributes to broader discussions about 
the role of digital platforms in reshaping public memory and heritage management. 
In an era where digital technologies increasingly mediate our interactions with his-
tory, this study underscores the importance of embracing participatory approaches 
to memory-making. Recognizing visitors as active producers of cultural objects 
offers valuable insights into how national narratives are experienced, contested, and 
transformed in practice. Through this lens, Robben Island emerges not only as a site 
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of historical significance but also as a living cultural object that continues to evolve 
in response to the performances and interpretations of its visitors.

Apartheid and the curation of Robben Island as a narrative symbol 
of hope

Apartheid policies systematically oppressed people of color in South Africa for 
nearly half a century. While the formal introduction of Apartheid began in 1948, its 
roots extend back to the arrival of the first White settlers, beginning with Jan Van 
Riebeck’s landing at what would become Cape Town in 1652, and the British colo-
nial policies, such as the Glen Grey Act of 1894. The term “Apartheid,” meaning 
“separateness” in Afrikaans, described a system that imposed strict racial divisions 
across all areas of life. After the National Party’s election in 1948, laws like the 
Group Areas Act and Population Registration Act (1950) further institutionalized 
racial discrimination. Non-White South Africans were systematically excluded from 
land ownership outside the Bantustans—economically disadvantaged territories 
created under Apartheid to confine and segregate Black communities—and denied 
access to skilled jobs, educational opportunities, and political representation (Good-
man 2009; Marback 2012; Teeger 2015). As Seidman (2006) explains, racial classi-
fication dictated where individuals could live, study, work, and marry. The system’s 
architects aimed to enforce racial hierarchy, with leaders like H. F. Verwoerd declar-
ing that “natives will be taught from childhood that equality with Europeans is not 
for them” (Christie 1986:12).

The 1994 democratic elections marked the end of Apartheid, ushering in a new 
national narrative of unity and reconciliation. Led by Black intellectuals and for-
mer political prisoners from Robben Island, the African National Congress (ANC) 
promoted a vision of a “Rainbow Nation,” celebrated during the post-Apartheid 
years and especially during national events like the 1995 Rugby World Cup and 
2010 FIFA World Cup (Baines 1998; Goodman 2009; Smith 2010; Rannstad 2010). 
Central to this reconciliation was the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which 
offered amnesty to individuals who confessed to crimes committed during Apart-
heid (Goodman 2009). Yet, the legacy of Apartheid endures, reflected in spatial and 
social inequalities that continue to influence racial identities. Cultural trauma (Alex-
ander et al. 2004) and the ongoing struggles of historically oppressed groups remain 
embedded in South Africa’s collective memory, underscoring the nation’s enduring 
journey toward healing and unity.

Robben Island Museum: from incarceration to liberation

Central to my argument is the assertion that the Robben Island Museum’s 
intended message to visitors is one of national unity and reconciliation, both 
when it was established and in its present-day function. I support this claim 
with evidence from official museum documents, accounts from former political 
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prisoners and post-Apartheid national leaders, the physical space of the museum, 
UNESCO World Heritage Site archives, press releases, and the island’s portrayal 
in popular culture.

Politicians and former political prisoners championed the establishment of Rob-
ben Island Museum as one of two flagship initiatives, alongside the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission (TRC), to promote democratic values in the new South 
Africa (Deegan 2001; Tutu 2000; Rioufol 1999). The museum’s mission aligns with 
its aim to offer an accurate account of the injustices experienced by prisoners, while 
inspiring hope for a democratic future. The UNESCO application submitted by the 
South African government in 1997 begins with: “Robben Island—from incarcera-
tion to liberation. From the punishment of the human body to the freedom of the 
spirit.” The application further states:

Throughout documented history, Robben Island has been associated with 
banishment, suffering, and the subjugation of the human spirit... What has 
transformed it and bestowed a uniqueness differing from other similar places 
of imprisonment has been the miracle of triumph of the human spirit over 
such conditions, leading onto the rebirth of a nation in terms of freedom and 
democracy.
-UNESCO, Nomination File for Robben Island Museum

The World Heritage Committee’s justification for Robben Island’s inscription 
emphasized the triumph of democracy and freedom over oppression. Specifically, 
Criterion (iii) noted that “The buildings of Robben Island bear eloquent witness to 
its somber history,” while Criterion (vi) affirmed that the island and its prison “sym-
bolize the triumph of the human spirit, of freedom, and of democracy over oppres-
sion” (UNESCO 1999a, 1999b:11). The committee celebrated Robben Island as a 
symbol of national reconciliation, with many members expressing emotion and con-
gratulating South Africa for proposing this site, which they noted “symbolizes the 
fight against oppression, the victory of democracy, as well as the process of national 
reconciliation” (UNESCO 1999a, 1999b).

The museum’s physical space embodies its narrative of triumph, structured to 
emphasize the journey of South African heroes from incarceration to liberation. 
Tours culminate in a courtyard with 4-meter-high murals depicting struggle icons 
and liberation heroes, visually conveying the theme of hope and triumph over adver-
sity (Strange and Kempa 2003; Welch 2015). This message is reinforced by the 
mural’s progression from “repression,” through “release,” to “resurrection,” under-
lined by the phrase: “Freedom cannot be manacled.” Contemporary museum docu-
ments (2007–2021) affirm this vision, stating a commitment to “preserve and pro-
mote Robben Island as an inspirational national treasure and World Heritage Site 
that symbolizes the triumph of the human spirit over extreme adversity and injus-
tice.” Press releases from 2015 to 2020, including the 2020 Heritage Day statement, 
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similarly underscore the museum’s role in celebrating the “living heritage” of 
guides who are former political prisoners. RIM spokesperson Morongoa Ramaboa 
described these guides as “our living human treasures,” highlighting their invaluable 
contributions to democracy and heritage.1

Robben Island’s symbolic power has been further cemented by global events. 
After spending eighteen years on the island as a political prisoner before becoming 
South Africa’s first democratically elected president, Nelson Mandela returned to 
light the “flame for freedom” on New Year’s Eve 1999. Mandela declared: “There 
are good men and women around the world that will always keep that flame burn-
ing… It symbolizes that the freedom flame can never be put down by anybody” 
(BBC 2000). Additionally, the island gained renewed attention in popular culture 
through 2009 film Invictus, in which Morgan Freeman playing Mandela recited Wil-
liam Ernest Henley’s poem (1888), focusing on the theme of the indomitable human 
spirit (Eastwood and Lorenz 2009). And, former U.S. President Barack Obama, dur-
ing his 2013 visit, expressed gratitude in Mandela’s former prison cell, saying, “The 
world is grateful for the heroes of Robben Island, who remind us that no shackles or 
cells can match the strength of the human spirit.”

While the museum aims to communicate a cohesive narrative of hope and rec-
onciliation, visitors’ interpretations often fragment this message when shared on 
platforms like Instagram, where the intended nuances can be diluted or lost. As 
the Chair of the Future of Robben Island Committee emphasized, the island should 
not stand as a “monument to our hardship and suffering” but as a symbol of South 
Africa’s democratic ideals (Kathrada interview, 1999). Robben Island’s dual iden-
tity—as both a place of natural beauty and profound historical significance—creates 
interpretive challenges for visitors. In the digital realm, particularly on Instagram, 
this duality complicates how meaning is conveyed, with the original narrative poten-
tially simplified, reframed, or even distorted. Serena Nanda (2004) describes vis-
its to Robben Island as “pilgrimages,” while Shearing and Kempa (2004) highlight 
its role in South African nation-building. However, limited research has focused on 
how visitors interpret and share their experiences on social media, where the nar-
rative’s nuances can easily be altered.This project examines how visitors recurate 
the museum’s intended narrative as an institutionalized cultural space and assesses 
whether this narrative is faithfully represented in the images and captions shared 
online.

In summary, Robben Island Museum is intended to represent the triumph of the 
human spirit and the hope for national unity, rooted in a painful history. With its 
symbolic weight underscored by global recognition, Robben Island remains a signif-
icant site for post-A reconciliation. However, as visitors engage with and share their 
experiences—particularly on digital platforms—the museum’s narrative of hope and 
unity is often refracted into diverse themes.

1 These documents are on the Robben Island Museum Website (2020, 2024).
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Cultural objects as products of the tourist gaze

This paper adopts a sociological perspective to analyze tourism and the navigation 
of culturally and nationally significant spaces. Wendy Griswold emphasizes the 
importance of taking meaning seriously in sociology, arguing that cultural analysis 
begins at the point where individuals interact with a cultural object (Griswold 1987a, 
b). Following this approach, I examine the tourist experience of historically situated 
spaces, and the cultural objects tourists produce through these interactions. Gris-
wold defines a cultural object as “shared significance embodied in form” (Griswold 
1987a, p. 5; 1987a, p. 4; 2012: 11). These objects are constituted by both mean-
ing and material, binding significance to a material form that is engaged through 
people’s sensory perceptions. According to Griswold (1987a) and Zubrzycki (2017), 
cultural objects are ‘shared significance embodied in form’ and function as tangible 
representations of abstract ideas, influencing processes like socialization, marketing, 
and propaganda. In this study, I apply Griswold’s definition of cultural objects to 
Instagram posts created by South African visitors at Robben Island, treating these 
digital artifacts as modern cultural objects that capture personal and collective inter-
pretations of the museum space.

Almost all contemporary societies have undertaken state-led efforts to foster a 
sense of shared identity, particularly in post-conflict periods (Alexander et al. 2004; 
Giesen 1998; Spillman 1997; Ringmar 1996). Additionally, many states have shaped 
national identities in contrast to perceived “others” or external threats, constructing 
unity in opposition (Jacobs 2003; Ku 1999; Chan 1999). The significance of cultural 
objects extends to memorials and monuments, as highlighted by Doss (2012) and 
Simko et al. (2022). These scholars stress the importance of examining how people 
feel about and react to memorials, particularly how these reactions shift over time 
and in different national contexts. Such studies underscore the evolving nature of 
public memory and the role of cultural objects in shaping and reflecting national 
identity.

Two cultural objects at the center of this analysis are Robben Island Museum and 
the Instagram photos shared by those who visit the space itself. These objects con-
vey meaning to those who encounter them and reflect public reception to a spatially 
curated experience intended to promote national solidarity and triumph. However, 
it is not always clear whether visitors internalize or share the museum’s intended 
narrative. Much of the literature on Robben Island has focused on its role as an edu-
cational institution, yet there has been limited investigation into how visitors actu-
ally experience and share their time there (Marback 2012; Strange and Kempa 2003; 
Welch 2015). While post-tour surveys have been conducted, these often prioritize 
visitor satisfaction and experience over a deeper exploration of how the museum’s 
message is absorbed and disseminated (Phaswana-Mafuya and Haydam 2005). This 
study, however, introduces an alternative methodological approach that focuses on 
the digital artifacts visitors create—Instagram posts—to analyze how the museum’s 
narrative is interpreted, recontextualized, and shared.

While my primary focus is on the cultural objects created by visitors—the Ins-
tagram posts—it is crucial to recognize that these objects emerge from an embod-
ied, corporeally situated experience of the museum space. I engage with Spillman 
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and Conway’s (2007) framework of embodied memory, which considers how bod-
ily experience shapes interactions with cultural objects. Spillman and Conway’s 
(2007) exploration of embodied versus textual memory provides a valuable frame-
work for understanding how visitors to sites of cultural trauma, such as the Robben 
Island Museum, produce and share memories. Their study of the collective memory 
of Bloody Sunday emphasizes that social memory involves both physical, sensory 
experiences and interpretive, discursive practices. They argue that embodied mem-
ory—felt and enacted within the body—is a powerful site of collective memory, 
often capturing historical trauma and identity in ways that textual memory alone 
cannot. However, they strongly emphasize that embodied memories are inevitably 
intertwined with and influenced by textual forms, such as narratives, symbols, and 
representations. This duality of memory as both embodied and textual allows for a 
deeper understanding of how spaces like Robben Island are experienced and reinter-
preted by visitors, who bring their personal histories and perspectives into dialogue 
with state-curated narratives of unity and reconciliation. The study highlights the 
importance of embodied memory in commemorative practices but notes its limi-
tations when isolated from textual and organizational dimensions. I advocate for a 
nuanced approach to understand the dynamic relationship between embodied expe-
riences and cultural representations in collective memory.

By positioning tourists as co-creators of these memory spaces, Spillman and 
Conway’s framework illuminates the multivocal and contested meanings that 
emerge in national heritage sites like Robben Island. I engage with their work by 
investigating how the experiences of White and non-White visitors to Robben Island 
differ, as reflected in the cultural objects they choose to share after their tours. This 
approach acknowledges both the embodied, sensory experiences of visitors and the 
interpretive nature of memory as mediated by cultural objects, reinforcing Spillman 
and Conway’s emphasis on the intertwined nature of embodied and textual mem-
ory. Spillman and Conway (2007, p. 81) emphasize that bodily memories are always 
inscribed, organized, and symbolized, cautioning against a strict separation between 
embodied and textual memory (Connerton 1989; Stoller 1994). Despite these limita-
tions, embodiment plays a vital role in our understanding of collective memory, par-
ticularly in situations where narratives are communicated through embodied experi-
ences, as Frank (1991, p. 81) and Collins (2004) suggest.

In this context, I analyze the Instagram posts as cultural objects shaped by the 
embodied experience of the tourist-photographer, rather than focusing solely on 
embodiment itself. This perspective underscores that the images are both products 
of and reflections on the tourist’s corporeal interaction with Robben Island. I draw 
attention to how cultural objects, like photographs, are shaped by the embodied 
position from which they are captured. Nonhumans, including objects and technolo-
gies, play active roles in shaping social interactions, identities, and meaning-making. 
Recent work demonstrates how nonhumans mediate group affiliations (Jerolmack 
and Tavory 2014), co-create social dynamics (Cerulo 2009), and guide interpreta-
tion through materiality and spatial positioning (Griswold et al. 2013). The corpore-
ally situated experience of the tourist-photographer shapes both their interpretation 
of the cultural object encountered (Robben Island Museum), and the cultural object 
they, in turn, produce (the Instagram post). These self-produced objects emerge 
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from interactions with specific places, facilitated through various technologies, one 
of which is Instagram. Therefore, this study frames the Instagram posts not as mere 
records of a visit but as dynamic cultural objects that embody the visitor’s interpre-
tive engagement with the space.

The act of photographing and sharing images on Instagram transforms these 
physical interactions into a digital presence, extending the embodied experience 
beyond the initial visit. Through photography, tourists transform the physical act of 
visiting Robben Island into a curated visual account of their experience, capturing 
moments that reflect their personal interpretations and emotional responses to the 
site. When visitors upload these images to Instagram, they participate in a digital 
recuration of the embodied experience, transforming it into a publicly shared cul-
tural object that others can engage with, interpret, and recontextualize. This digi-
tal sharing represents an interaction between human and non-human entities, in line 
with a growing body of literature that focuses on human–object interactions (Cerulo 
2009). Each shared image, thus, is not merely a static representation of the museum 
space; it is a new cultural object shaped by the initial embodied experience but 
evolving through layers of interpretation and interaction in the digital realm. In this 
way, the Instagram posts function as secondary “galleries” that enable further inter-
pretation and engagement beyond the physical museum environment.

Dark tourism, memory, monuments, and memorials

Dark tourism, defined as travel to sites associated with death, suffering, or incarcera-
tion, provides a framework for understanding the visitor experience at Robben Island 
(Foley and Lennon 1996, 2000). As a former prison where anti-Apartheid leaders 
like Nelson Mandela were held, Robben Island fits within this category, drawing 
tourists interested in confronting a painful historical reality. The island embodies 
both resilience and suffering, presenting a unique intersection of memory, trauma, 
and national identity. Visitors are often drawn to Robben Island not only to witness a 
site of past oppression but also to engage with the narrative of overcoming adversity, 
making it a powerful example of dark tourism within the context of post-Apartheid 
reconciliation (Strange and Kempa 2003). By examining how visitors interpret and 
share their experiences of this space through digital posts, this study connects the 
themes of resilience and remembrance central to dark tourism with the ongoing for-
mation of national identity.

Alexander et al. (2004) deepens this understanding by emphasizing how societies 
reconstruct their identities through the processing of collective suffering. Alexander 
argues that cultural trauma arises not from the event itself but from the collective 
meaning-making that transforms an experience into a shared cultural narrative. In 
the case of Robben Island, its transformation from a site of Apartheid’s brutality 
into a symbol of resilience and unity aligns with Alexander’s framework. The nar-
rative constructed by the museum curators and the digital storytelling of visitors 
both contribute to embedding Robben Island into South Africa’s collective identity, 
positioning it as a site where trauma is remembered, reconciled, and repurposed for 
national healing.
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The visual component of a tourist destination is central to any sightseer’s experi-
ence. Museums curate spaces and, in doing so, wield visual power to emphasize 
core messages about their exhibits (Urry 1990; Urry and Larsen 2011; Strange and 
Kempa 2003). However, curating an island as a monument to new beginnings, like 
Robben Island, presents unique challenges. Danto (1983) distinguishes between two 
types of commemoration: monuments and memorials. Monuments embody myths 
of beginning, aiming to celebrate heroes, triumphs, and victories, while memorials 
focus on commemorating ends. Robben Island’s founders aim to curate a monumen-
tal experience, but the physical and historical landscape complicates this task. As 
Zubrzycki (2011, 2013) emphasizes, analyzing the creation and dissolution of visual 
and material cultures provides valuable insights into the conflicts surrounding and 
shifts in a nation’s political ideologies.

Stone (2006, p.146) positions dark tourism experiences along a “fluid and 
dynamic spectrum of intensity.” The growing literature addresses interpretation 
(Lennon 2001), selective commemoration (Lennon 2009; Wight and Lennon 2007), 
and intersects with death studies (Mitchell and Lennon 2007). Robben Island, as 
a dark tourism site, serves as a platform where collective trauma is mediated and 
reinterpreted, resonating with Alexander’s (2004) notion of collective identity being 
constructed and reconstructed through narratives of past suffering. This project inte-
grates dark tourism insights with nation-building efforts, exploring how the cultural 
objects created by visitors, such as Instagram posts, serve to navigate and sometimes 
reinterpret the intended narratives of resilience and unity at Robben Island.

Tourists, driven by a search for authenticity, navigate these curated spaces to 
experience something beyond their everyday lives. MacCannell (1973), draw-
ing on Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical model, argues that tourists seek authentic-
ity through “front” and “back” stage experiences. MacCannell suggests that while 
tourists are aware of staged exhibitions, they yearn to witness what they perceive as 
the “backstage”—the real, authentic life behind the facade. It is in these intimate, 
participatory spaces that tourists find true authenticity, often captured through pho-
tography. For tourists, photographing and sharing images from Robben Island can 
serve as a form of authentic engagement with its history, allowing them to partici-
pate in a personal, yet publicly shared, experience of the site’s themes. By analyzing 
Instagram uploads from Robben Island, this study examines how tourists negotiate 
authenticity and the “tourist gaze,” providing insights into how personal and collec-
tive memory are mediated through digital representations

Methods

This study leverages Instagram to analyze South African tourist perspectives 
on Robben Island Museum (RIM). With over a billion users worldwide, Insta-
gram has become an essential platform for visual sociology, providing publicly 
shared photos and captions that reflect subjective experiences in culturally sig-
nificant spaces (Araujo et  al. 2014; Gibbs et  al. 2015; Hochman and Schwartz 
2012). By examining user-generated content associated with the geo-tag “#Rob-
benIslandMuseum” and hashtag “#RobbenIslandMuseum,” this research seeks 
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to understand how visitors visually and textually engage with the museum’s 
narratives. I conduct a visual content analysis that includes four steps: (1) find-
ing images, (2) creating coding categories, (3) coding images, and (4) analyz-
ing results (Rose 2016). This framework was systematically applied to Instagram 
posts, combining visual and textual elements to form a comprehensive under-
standing of tourists’ engagement with RIM through user-generated content.

Data collection and sampling

The dataset was collected during a previous project conducted in the fall of 2017, 
before Instagram introduced multi-image uploads per post, which allowed for a 
streamlined analysis of single images. The initial sample included 100 images, 
expanded to 500 to assess coding saturation. Images were selected systematically 
using a prime-number sequence to ensure randomness. User profiles allowed a 
systematic approach to select South African accounts, and code for the race of the 
uploader—I expand upon this in an upcoming section. Posts unrelated to Robben 
Island, such as promotional content or images violating park regulations, were 
excluded to ensure the analysis focused solely on visitor-generated content.

The primary coding categories were designed to assess tourists’ focus within 
the images and captions, incorporating Barthes’ (1964) concept of the linguis-
tic message as an anchor that shapes the interpretation of the visual. Categories 
included landscape (e.g., Table Mountain), prison infrastructure, and other dark 
tourism elements, such as barbed wire. Captions were analyzed for their orienta-
tion toward triumphalist or dark narratives, allowing for the classification of posts 
as either aligning with or diverging from the museum’s intended messaging. In 
cases where the visual and textual elements diverged (e.g., an image of natural 
beauty accompanied by a text emphasizing loss and suffering), both components 
were factored into the overall coding process. A more detailed account of catego-
rizing each image and the coded element within each post is provided in Table 1.

Coding categories

To code images and captions, a simple yes/no methodology was used to assess 
the presence of specific characteristics. Table  1 outlines the specific categories 
used for coding prior to the post being further categorized in relation to the muse-
um’s official narrative. This was the initial coding strategy that I applied to all 
500 images ensuring a consistent account of the post’s image content and textual 
captions.

The following four categories emerged after the binary coding process. They 
were used to categorize each post based on the alignment of visual and textual ele-
ments with the museum’s intended narratives or alternative perspectives. Here is a 
detailed account of my coding procedures for each image and how they fit into one 
of the four following categories:



 M. Coetzee 

Table 1  Coding categories

Characteristic Coded for the presence of

Race of Instagrammer
 White A record of White Instagram Uploaders
 Non-White A record of Non-White Instagram Uploaders

Elements of dark tourism
 Dark tourism Coding of uploaded images and captions:

1. Images with a focus on specific prison infrastruc-
ture - Mandela’s cell which is coded independently 
in 46664

2. Captions specifically mentioned suffering, futility 
and/or purposelessness. Robustness Check: senti-
ment analysis is negative.

*Images can have both dark elements and align with 
the museum narrative; this is the museum’s objec-
tive: triumph despite the dark

 Past focus Captions explicitly mentioned the past, Apartheid era 
or historical events, etc.

 Mandela’s cell “46664” Image of Nelson Mandela’s Cell
 Prison bars, cell, prison corridor Visual image features these specific elements
 Barbed wire Visual image features these specific elements
 Prison entrance Visual image of the entrance to the Prison
 Tour guide – former political prisoner 1. Images show a group tour guide

2. Captions that reference a tour guide
 Time Mandela spent in prison – eighteen years Mentioned the exact number of years Mandela spent 

on the island
Landscape or natural beauty
 Landscape – table mountain Image was centered on Table Mountain
 Landscape – framed framed within the Robben Island UNESCO-desig-

nated frame
Triumph narrative – Robben Island as a monument
 Nelson Mandela 1. An image of Nelson Mandela

2. A caption that references Nelson Mandela
 Freedom/democracy/hope/triumph Any Caption or image that championed the official 

narrative of triumph. Overcoming Apartheid, 
freedom, hope, a productive future were all coded 
for under this category. Robustness check: sentiment 
analysis of the captions is positive.

 Future of South Africa Captions that explicitly referenced the future of South 
Africa – and were positive. Robustness check: senti-
ment analysis of the captions is positive.

 People/person in photo Any people present in the photo – marked yes/no. The 
number of people was recorded

 Smile Marked whether people smiled in the photos they 
were in

 Average likes The number of likes each image received was 
recorded – these can be further analyzed to indicate 
what images are best received

*codes are not mutually exclusive given the interplay between text and image
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Resonant: aligned with hope or triumph narrative

Definition: Posts that echo or reinforce the museum’s intended themes of hope, 
resilience, and triumph over adversity, aligning closely with RIM’s curated 
narrative.

Criteria: Captions and imagery that emphasize positive aspects, using lan-
guage related to hope, freedom, resilience, triumph, or democratic ideals. Visual 
elements, such as images of Mandela’s cell or prison bars, were included in this 
category only when accompanied by supportive textual framing.

Examples: A post of Mandela’s cell with the caption, “From this cell to free-
dom—a symbol of resilience and hope,” was categorized as Resonant because of 
its positive framing and resonance with the intended narrative of the museum.

Process: Posts were reviewed for keywords and language that aligned with 
themes of hope, freedom, or resilience. Visual elements alone were not deemed 
sufficient for categorization without supportive textual content.

Reframed: two types of reframing dark reflection or aesthetic appreciation

a. Dark reflection 
Definition: Posts that emphasize the darker aspects of Robben Island’s history, 
focusing on themes of suffering, oppression, or injustice without reference to 
resilience or hope.
 Criteria: Captions focused on suffering, hardship, injustice, or confinement, 
particularly when these themes were not balanced by references to resilience 
or hope. Visual elements such as prison cells, bars, and isolation were only 
included in this category when the text was consistent with a focus on hard-
ship. 
Examples: A post with an image of Mandela’s cell captioned “Nelson Mandela 
suffered for eighteen years in this cell” was categorized Dark Reflection due to 
its emphasis on unjust suffering.
 Process: Posts were examined for words and phrases that underscored the 
hardships of imprisonment. Posts that lacked any hopeful elements were cat-
egorized as Dark Reflection to capture their alternative framing.
b. Aesthetic appreciation 
Definition: Posts that primarily focus on the natural or scenic beauty of Rob-
ben Island, emphasizing landscape or aesthetic qualities without engagement 
with its historical or thematic significance.
 Criteria: Visual content that highlights the island’s natural environment, such 
as views of the coastline, Table Mountain, or wildlife. Captions in this cat-
egory centered on landscape appreciation, with no reference to historical sig-
nificance or themes of hope, resilience, or suffering. 
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Examples: A post of Robben Island’s coastline captioned, “Breathtaking scen-
ery,” was categorized as Aesthetic Appreciation due to its exclusive focus on 
the aesthetic. 
Process: Posts were examined to ensure the content highlighted landscape or nat-
ural elements without historical references. Posts focused solely on visual beauty 
were placed in this category.

Ambivalent: mixed or ambiguous theme

Definition: Posts where the theme remains unclear due to ambiguous or neutral lan-
guage, or because the visual and textual elements do not clearly convey a specific 
narrative of hope or oppression.

Criteria: Ambiguous captions, such as “Nelson Mandela spent eighteen years in 
this cell,” which may imply multiple interpretations including both oppression and 
resilience. Posts in this category typically included visual content related to impris-
onment without clear thematic framing in the caption.

Examples: A post of Mandela’s cell with the caption, “Nelson Mandela’s cell,” 
was categorized as Ambivalent because the theme could not be reliably interpreted 
without further context.

Process: Posts with ambiguous language or neutral statements were evaluated 
and placed in the Ambivalent category to recognize their interpretive openness. This 
category acknowledges posts that defy clear classification.

Binary classification

The binary classification was developed to simplify the analysis of Instagram posts 
by dividing them into two distinct categories: Aligned and Non-Aligned. Posts cate-
gorized as Aligned were those explicitly reflecting the museum’s intended narrative, 
focusing on themes such as hope, resilience, and the triumph of democracy, rep-
resented by the “Resonant - Triumph Narrative” theme. Posts categorized as Non-
Aligned included those falling under “Reframed - Dark Reflection,” which empha-
sizes Apartheid-era oppression, and “Reframed - Aesthetic Appreciation,” which 
prioritizes the site’s natural beauty over its historical significance. Posts labeled 
as “Ambivalent” were excluded from the binary classification to ensure the focus 
remained on clear thematic engagements. This classification allowed for a high-level 
comparison of visitor alignment with the museum’s intended narrative, while pre-
serving insights from the original thematic categories.

Race and the tourist gaze

A secondary focus of the analysis was the race of Instagram users, broadly cate-
gorized into White and Non-White groups. This binary distinction reflects the his-
torically privileged versus systematically oppressed populations in South Africa, 
although it is recognized that racial identity in the country is complex and multi-
faceted. To infer race and South African nationality, I reviewed additional images 



Recurating Robben Island: cultural objects, digital memory,…

from users’ profiles and used linguistic cues such as names and language patterns 
in captions, distinguishing between native South African languages (e.g., Bantu 
languages) and Germanic languages like English and Afrikaans. I also relied on 
the geographic location of the majority of images created by posters as a proxy for 
nationality. Although this coding strategy is imperfect, it draws on South Africa’s 
entrenched racial classifications, mirroring the way race functions as an embodied 
and socialized experience in the country.

This approach aligns with Omi and Winant’s (1994, p. 105–106) perspective 
on race as a socially constructed marker of inequality. They observe that “one of 
the first things we note when we meet someone (apart from sex) is their race … it 
becomes our common sense understanding of the world.” This underscores race’s 
role in shaping tourists’ engagement with and interpretation of spaces like Robben 
Island, with perceptions of identity likely influencing individual experiences of its 
narrative. It also highlights the importance of researchers acknowledging race and 
finding ways to incorporate it into visual methods. Although not definitive, this cat-
egorization allows for exploration of how racialized perspectives may color the tour-
ist gaze on RIM.2

Analytical approach

The coding process was conducted in two stages. First, an initial sample of 100 
images was analyzed to identify emerging trends and ensure coding saturation. 
Then, the full dataset of 500 images was analyzed to confirm these patterns. Images 
were initially sorted into four categories, which were later grouped into two broad 
classifications for parts of the analysis: posts that aligned with the museum’s trium-
phalist messaging and those that did not. The four original categories were retained 
for more detailed analysis. Posts that reinterpreted the museum’s intended message 
by focusing on themes of oppression or aesthetic appreciation were coded separately 
to capture alternative meanings attributed to the site. Additionally, sentiment analy-
sis software was used to validate the emotional tone of captions. Captions associated 
with dark themes were expected to show negative sentiment, while those reflecting 

2 Additional work in sociology, race, and qualitative methodology: The use and acknowledgement of 
racial presentation is widespread in sociology and this research follows best practices in social research. 
Scholars such as Saperstein and Penner (2012), Waters (1999), Lacy (2004), Morris and Perry (2017) all 
acknowledge racial perceptions and Eberhardt (2005) notes racially profiling someone to be an automatic 
cognitive process. In a prominent research paper, Wouters and Walgrave (2017) use visual experimental 
designs that utilize visually “diverse” representations of people in their investigation of how protests per-
suade political representatives. Qualitative researchers writing ethnographies, in-depth interviews, and 
within focus groups racially code their subjects. In Small and Calarco’s (2022) book on evaluating quali-
tative research, they explicitly use examples of ethnographic work being better when researchers include 
descriptions of subject’s race among various other characteristics. Visual methodologies can account for 
a valid account of a subject’s perceived race—as understood within their social structure and social con-
text if they have been socialized, or fully immersed, into the specific culture. As the primary investigator 
I was socialized and educated in South Africa exclusively for 20 years before moving abroad and con-
tinue to return to conduct research. In addition, I have formal language training in English, Afrikaans, 
and Zulu—three out of four of the most spoken languages in South Africa. The racial coding is no doubt 
imperfect and potentially accounts for instances when the race code is not in line with the subject’s race. 
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triumphalist themes were expected to show positive sentiment. This served as a 
robustness check to ensure consistency in the manual coding process. My research 
is distinct in its use of visitor-generated digital content to analyze public interpreta-
tions. Unlike previous studies, which primarily relied on observational or interview-
based methods (Strange and Kempa 2003; Welch 2015), this study leverages Insta-
gram as a platform for examining real-time, self-curated representations of the site. 
This approach not only provides a broader, more immediate view of visitor interpre-
tations but also allows for the identification of alternative themes, such as oppression 
or aesthetic appreciation, that emerge organically in digital spaces (see Table 2).

Findings

The simple binary coded analysis of 500 Instagram posts geotagged at Robben 
Island highlights the limited presence of the museum’s intended themes of hope and 
triumph. Coding saturation was achieved with an initial analysis of 100 images, and 
consistent patterns were observed across the full 500-image dataset. To provide bal-
anced insights, the images were analyzed by racial identity, with White visitors rep-
resenting 63.6% of the sample and Non-White visitors 36.4%. This approach allows 
for distinctions in how visitors from different backgrounds interpret and share their 
experiences, with further analysis planned to explore these variations in depth. The 
table below presents the breakdown of the initial binary coding analysis, indicating 
the presence of specific features in each Instagram post (see Table 3).

From binary coding table to categorization

This part of the analysis evaluates the extent to which Instagram posts geotagged at 
Robben Island Museum align with the museum’s intended narrative. The data con-
sist of 500 Instagram posts categorized into one of four themes—Resonant - Tri-
umph Narrative, Reframed - Dark Reflection, Reframed - Aesthetic Appreciation, 
and Ambivalent—with an additional binary classification contrasting Aligned versus 
Non-Aligned posts. The museum’s official narrative falls under the Resonant - Tri-
umph Narrative theme, emphasizing post-Apartheid unity, national reconciliation, 
and the triumph of democracy over oppression. However, as the data demonstrate, a 
majority of visitor-generated posts deviate from this intended message.

Four categories breakdown

The classification of Instagram posts, displayed on the left in Fig. 1, illustrates the 
distribution of visitor engagement across the four classifications. Each post was 
categorized by evaluating both textual and visual elements, capturing how visitors 
interact with and interpret the Robben Island Museum experience:

However, given the above practices and considerations, the perceived race of subjects is robust and fol-
lows the best practices of sociological research.

Footnote 2 (continued)
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Table 2  Summary of category criteria

Four categories museum alignment Criteria

Resonant: triumph narrative Text and images explicitly referencing resilience, hope, freedom, or 
triumph.

Reframed: dark reflection Text and images emphasizing suffering, injustice, or confinement 
without any hopeful elements.

Reframed: aesthetic appreciation Focuses on scenic or natural aspects of the island without reference 
to history, hope, or suffering.

Ambivalent Lacks clear alignment due to neutral or ambiguous language and/or 
visual; theme cannot be determined without further context.

Binary alignment
 Aligned Resonant: Triumph Narrative + No Ambivalent
 Non-aligned Reframed: Dark Reflection + Reframed: Aesthetic Appreciation + 

No Ambivalent

Table 3  Coded results of instagram uploads geotagged Robben Island

*Percentages may not sum due to the possibility of multiple coding in each image as categorization of 
images and text are not mutually exclusive

Characteristic N=100 (%)* N=500 (%)*

Race of Instagrammer (N=500)
 White 67 (67) 318 (63.6)
 Non-White 33 (33) 182 (36.4)

Elements of dark tourism
 Dark tourism focus 51 (51) 273 (54.6)
 Past focus 49 (49) 273 (54.6)
 Mandela’s cell – 46664 28 (28) 102 (20.4)
 Prison bars, cell, prison corridor 38 (38) 195 (39)
 Barbed wire 9 (9) 65 (13)
 Prison entrance 11 (11) 50 (10)
 Tour guide – former political prisoner 15 (15) 48 (9.6)
 Time Mandela spent in prison – eighteen years 19 (19) 93 (18.6)

Landscape or natural beauty
 Landscape – table mountain 48 (48) 249 (49.8)
 Landscape – framed 20 (20) 112 (22.4)

Triumph narrative
 Nelson Mandela 49 (49) 200 (40)
 Freedom/democracy/hope/triumph 22 (22) 82 (16.4)
 Future of South Africa 18 (18) 70 (14)

People
 Person in photo 41 (41) 130 (26)
 Smile 20 (20) 89 (17.8)

Average likes (57.49) (49.9)
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1. Resonant - triumph narrative (23.6%)
 These posts align with the museum’s intended themes of resilience, democracy, 
and unity, often referencing ideas like “freedom” and “triumph” and featuring 
symbols such as Mandela’s cell. However, this category accounts for only about a 
quarter of the dataset, showing limited adoption of the museum’s narrative.
2. Reframed - dark reflection (28.2%)
 This category focuses on themes of suffering and oppression, with captions high-
lighting Apartheid-era hardships, particularly those faced by Nelson Mandela. 
Posts in this category engage with the darker aspects of Robben Island’s history 
but omit connections to hope or reconciliation.
3. Reframed - aesthetic appreciation (42.0%)
 The majority of posts emphasize the island’s scenic beauty, such as views of 
Table Mountain and sunsets, over its historical or cultural significance. This trend 
suggests that many visitors approach Robben Island as a tourist destination rather 
than a memorial site.
4. Ambivalent (6.2%)
 A small subset of posts feature neutral or vague language, such as brief mentions 
of “Nelson Mandela’s cell” without further context. These posts lack clear the-
matic alignment, representing a minimal but distinct category.

This distribution highlights the tendency of visitors to engage more with reframed 
accounts rather than the museum’s intended triumphalist message.

Binary classification breakdown

To simplify the analysis, a binary classification was developed, grouping posts into 
two categories: Aligned (those reflecting the museum’s intended narrative) and Non-
Aligned (those deviating from it). As illustrated on the right in Fig. 1, Aligned posts 
exclusively comprise the “Resonant - Triumph Narrative” category, while Non-
Aligned posts include both “Reframed - Dark Reflection” and “Reframed - Aesthetic 
Appreciation.” Ambivalent posts were excluded from this breakdown to ensure clar-
ity and avoid misrepresentation due to their interpretive openness.

Fig. 1  Comparison of four categories and binary breakdown of museum alignment
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Aligned (25.2%)
A quarter of posts reflect the museum’s intended themes of hope, resilience, and tri-
umph over Apartheid oppression. This limited alignment underscores the challenges 
in conveying the museum’s narrative of post-Apartheid unity and reconciliation.
Non-aligned (74.8%)
The majority of posts focus on either the darker historical aspects of Robben 
Island or its aesthetic appeal, with minimal reference to the museum’s intended 
themes. This highlights visitors’ preference for personal interpretations or aes-
thetic engagement over the institutional narrative.

This binary classification underscores a significant gap between the museum’s 
narrative intent and visitor engagement, with the vast majority of posts reflecting 
alternative perspectives or interests.

Extending the analysis by race

This second stage of the analysis examines how racial identities influence visitors’ 
engagement with Robben Island Museum as documented through 500 geotagged 
Instagram posts. By breaking down thematic engagement into two levels—detailed 
thematic categories and a simplified binary classification—this analysis reveals sig-
nificant racial differences in how the museum is experienced and represented. The 
findings demonstrate varied cultural and historical interpretations among White and 
Non-White visitors, reflecting the complexities of memory and identity.

Thematic engagement across four categories by race

Figure 2 presents the distribution of Instagram posts across four thematic catego-
ries—Resonant - Triumph Narrative, Reframed - Dark Reflection, Reframed - Aes-
thetic Appreciation, and Ambivalent—with a further breakdown by race. The results 
highlight how visitors engage with the museum space in nuanced ways:

1. Resonant - triumph narrative
 Posts in this category align with the museum’s intended narrative, emphasizing 
hope, resilience, and triumph. White visitors contributed 21.6% of posts, while 
Non-White visitors represented a slightly higher proportion at 27.1%. These posts 
often referenced iconic elements, such as Nelson Mandela’s cell, and used cap-
tions celebrating resilience and democratic ideals.
2. Reframed - dark reflection 
 Posts in this category focused on the suffering and oppression associated with 
Apartheid, without invoking hope or resilience. Non-White visitors contributed 
34.8% of posts in this category, compared to 24.5% by White visitors. This sug-
gests that Non-White visitors more frequently interpret Robben Island as a site of 
somber historical reflection.
3. Reframed - aesthetic appreciation
 This category captures posts centered on the natural beauty of Robben Island, 
often detached from its historical significance. White visitors dominated this cat-
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egory, contributing 47.6% of posts, compared to 32.0% from Non-White visitors. 
These findings suggest that White visitors more often frame Robben Island as a 
picturesque landscape, reflecting an aesthetic, rather than historical, focus.
4. Ambivalent
 Representing ambiguous or neutral posts with no clear thematic focus, this cat-
egory had low representation. White visitors contributed 6.3% of posts, compared 
to 6.1% by Non-White visitors, showing minimal engagement with ambiguous 
interpretations across both groups.

Chi‑square test: four categories by race

To evaluate whether these differences were statistically significant, a chi-square test 
was conducted. The null hypothesis posited that thematic engagement is independ-
ent of race. The test yielded a chi-square statistic of 9.03 (p = 0.029), leading to 
a rejection of the null hypothesis. These results indicate a statistically significant 
difference across the four categories by race (χ2 = 9.03, p < 0.05). The findings 
underscore distinct thematic lenses through which White and Non-White visitors 
engage with the museum, revealing varied interpretations of its cultural and histori-
cal meanings.

Binary classification breakdown by  race To streamline the analysis, posts were 
grouped into two overarching categories by race: Aligned (posts that reflect the muse-
um’s intended narrative of resilience and triumph) and Non-Aligned (posts that devi-
ate from this narrative). The Aligned category includes posts exclusively categorized 
under “Resonant - Triumph Narrative,” while the Non-Aligned category encompasses 
posts identified as “Reframed - Dark Reflection” and “Reframed - Aesthetic Appreci-
ation.” Posts classified as “Ambivalent” were excluded from this analysis to maintain 
clarity and avoid overinterpretation of their neutrality.

Fig. 2  Comparison of four categories and binary breakdown of museum alignment by race
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Aligned Posts (24.4%):
White visitors: 23.1% of posts aligned with the museum’s intended themes of 
hope, resilience, and triumph over oppression.
Non-White visitors: 28.8% of posts aligned with these themes.
These findings suggest that Non-White visitors are slightly more likely to align 
their posts with the museum’s narrative of unity and reconciliation.

Non-Aligned Posts (75.6%):
Non-Aligned posts represent the majority of posts across both racial groups, 
reflecting diverse interpretations of the museum’s significance:
White visitors: 76.9% of posts were non-aligned. Of these:

• 33.9% emphasized Reframed - Dark Reflection, focusing on themes of 
suffering and oppression.

• 66.1% emphasized Reframed - Aesthetic Appreciation, prioritizing the 
island’s natural beauty over its historical narrative.

Non-White visitors: 71.2% of posts were non-aligned. Of these:

• 52.1% emphasized Reframed - Dark Reflection, centering on Apartheid’s 
legacies of hardship.

• 47.9% emphasized Reframed - Aesthetic Appreciation, highlighting the 
site’s aesthetic appeal without historical focus.

This binary classification underscores a notable divide between the museum’s 
narrative intent and how visitors engage with the space. While a minority of posts 
align with the institution’s themes of triumph and reconciliation, the majority reveal 
alternative perspectives, either focusing on Robben Island’s aesthetic qualities or its 
historical oppression. This trend highlights the diverse ways in which visitors rein-
terpret heritage narratives through their own lenses, shaped by identity, memory, 
and personal priorities.

Chi‑square test: binary classification by race

A chi-square test assessed whether binary alignment is independent of race. The 
results showed a chi-square statistic of 3.04 (p = 0.081), indicating no statistically 
significant difference (χ2 = 3.04, p > 0.05). While the binary analysis reveals no 
major racial differences, the detailed four-category framework highlights meaning-
ful distinctions in thematic engagement, emphasizing the value of nuanced analysis 
in uncovering diverse patterns of cultural interpretation.

Caption analysis by race

Below is a summary of the four categories with example captions, organized 
by race. This overview captures how White and Non-White visitors express their 
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engagement with Robben Island on social media, reflecting differences in focus and 
emphasis across categories. These are the text captions that help curate the cultural 
objects shared by visitors on Instagram:

A. Resonant - triumph narrative
   Non-White visitors: Captions from Non-White visitors often emphasize pride, 

resilience, and a personal connection to the themes of freedom and hope that 
Robben Island represents.

• Examples:

  “As I walked the grounds and saw the prison cells, I felt both sorrow 
and pride.” 

  “11 Feb 1990; 28 years ago, Madiba walked free after 27 years of 
imprisonment. A moment of triumph and resilience.”

  White visitors: White visitors in this category tend to focus on admiration for 
Nelson Mandela and respect for the struggle against Apartheid, often highlighting 
Mandela’s legacy as a symbol of hope.

• Examples:

  “We couldn’t leave Cape Town without visiting Robben Island. A 
place of deep history and resilience.” 

  “Tribute to those who fought for freedom.”

B. Reframed - dark reflection 
  Non-White visitors: Non-White visitors frequently highlight the hardships 

and injustices experienced on the island, connecting them to broader themes of 
oppression and remembrance.

• Examples:

  “Tour of Robben Island yesterday. That tour guide was a former pris-
oner. The stories of hardship are haunting.” 

  “Inhumanity - mourning for all who suffered here.”

  White visitors: White visitors in the Dark Reflection category also reflect on 
the injustices of Apartheid but often with a more historical or observational tone, 
focusing on the somber aspects of the prison experience.

• Examples:

  “A sobering visit to Mandela’s cell. It’s a powerful reminder of the 
injustices of Apartheid that must never be forgotten.” 

  “Hard to believe that people endured this place. Robben Island is a 
dark chapter in history, one that should never repeat.”
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C. Reframed - aesthetic appreciation
  Non-White visitors: Non-White visitors in this category often note the beauty 

of the island’s natural scenery while acknowledging its historical significance, 
creating a juxtaposition between the island’s painful past and its peaceful present.

• Examples:

  “The contrast of natural beauty with such a painful history is strik-
ing.” 

  “A place of both history and breathtaking views.”

  White visitors: White visitors are more likely to focus on the scenic beauty 
itself, often mentioning sunsets, landscapes, and views without as much reference 
to the historical context.

• Examples:

  “At Robben Island, world heritage site, during sunset. The view is 
breathtaking.”

   “Stunning views of Cape Town and a riveting and emotional history 
lesson at Robben Island.”

D. Ambivalent
  Non-White visitors: Ambivalent captions from Non-White visitors tend to 

express a mix of reflection and neutrality, often mentioning Nelson Mandela’s 
cell or prison corridors without a clear positive or negative framing.

• Examples:

  “Mandela’s cell. A place with so much history. Words can’t describe 
the feeling.”

   “Eighteen years spent here. Reflecting on how far we’ve come and 
what’s left to achieve.”

  White visitors: White visitors in this category often reflect a general sense of 
awe or contemplation, with brief statements that are open to multiple interpreta-
tions.

• Examples:

  “Walking through these halls is a surreal experience. So much to 
think about.”

   “A quiet moment in Mandela’s cell. Just… wow.”

The findings suggest that Non-White visitors often interpret Robben Island 
through a deeply personal and collective lens, emphasizing resilience, oppression, 
and remembrance tied to their identity and heritage. Their captions reflect active 
engagement with both the historical and symbolic aspects of the site, showcasing 
a connection to the struggles and triumphs associated with Apartheid. In contrast, 
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White visitors tend to adopt a more observational approach, focusing on historical 
suffering or the island’s scenic qualities, with less emphasis on personal or collec-
tive memory. Their captions highlight historical reflection or admiration for the site’s 
aesthetic appeal but demonstrate limited engagement with its symbolic significance.

This interpretive plurality at Robben Island underscores how personal and collec-
tive histories shape visitor engagement with heritage sites. These differences high-
light the need for a more nuanced approach to heritage management that embraces 
diverse reinterpretations of historical messages, fostering an inclusive understanding 
of the site’s cultural and historical importance.

Discussion

This study reveals that Robben Island Museum, a UNESCO World Heritage site and 
symbol of South Africa’s post-Apartheid nation-building, elicits varied engagement 
with its intended narrative of triumph, resilience, and unity.

Narrative entropy: from narrative coherence to fragmented themes

Visitors’ interactions, as mediated through Instagram, demonstrate fragmented 
and multifaceted interpretations that reflect a complex interplay of personal identi-
ties, social histories, and the affordances of digital platforms. Employing McDon-
nell’s (2016) concept of cultural entropy, which describes how the intended mean-
ings and uses of cultural objects fracture into alternative meanings, new practices, 
failed interactions, and blatant disregard, the findings reveal how the museum’s 
state-sponsored message is reshaped within the digital space. This entropy, evident 
in the Instagram posts, shifts Robben Island from a unified narrative of reconcilia-
tion to a spectrum of individual interpretations. This entropic process is particularly 
pronounced among South African tourists, whose Instagram posts reveal the ways 
in which local and national historical narratives are reinterpreted in digital spaces. 
Such reinterpretations highlight the museum’s transformation through digital recu-
ration, where visitors contribute new layers of meaning, diverging from the original 
narrative’s intent.

Alexander’s framework of cultural trauma emphasizes how collective suffering 
becomes embedded in a group’s identity through the construction of shared narra-
tives. Alexander et al. (2004) argues that for trauma to become cultural, it requires 
symbolic representation, institutional endorsement, and public acceptance. In the 
case of Robben Island Museum, the state-curated narrative seeks to transform the 
trauma of Apartheid into a story of resilience and reconciliation, positioning the site 
as a symbolic locus of national healing.

However, as McDonnell’s (2016) concept of cultural entropy suggests, once these 
symbolic narratives enter the public domain they are subject to reinterpretation and 
fragmentation. Instagram posts documenting visits to Robben Island exemplify this 
process, as users curate and disseminate their own cultural objects, reframing the 
museum’s narrative into themes that align with individual and group identities. For 
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instance, Non-White visitors’ posts often evoke embodied and textual memories that 
reflect lived experiences of Apartheid’s lingering inequalities, resonating with Alex-
ander’s notion that cultural trauma involves ongoing negotiation of past injustices 
within a contemporary framework. Conversely, White visitors’ posts frequently aes-
theticize the site or adopt a distanced, observational stance, demonstrating a diver-
gence from collective trauma narratives into more individualized or depoliticized 
engagements.

This interplay underscores how digital platforms function as sites, where cultural 
trauma narratives are contested, reshaped, and mediated. Instagram, as a participa-
tory digital space, democratizes memory-making but also disperses the coherence of 
state-sponsored cultural objects, allowing for “recuration.” By integrating cultural 
trauma with the mechanics of digital curation, we can better understand the multivo-
cality of heritage sites like Robben Island and the sociological implications of their 
digital afterlives.

McDonnell’s framework of cultural entropy is particularly useful for understand-
ing “entropic recuration,” how Robben Island’s narrative fractures when mediated 
through Instagram. While the museum curates its exhibits to promote resilience and 
reconciliation, visitor-generated Instagram posts demonstrate how these messages 
evolve and diversify as they interact with broader audiences. For instance, many 
posts highlight the island’s natural beauty—its coastlines, sunsets, or wildlife—
without referencing its historical significance. Such aestheticization reflects Insta-
gram’s visual culture but also represents a dilution of the museum’s intended narra-
tive. Other posts reinterpret the site through the lens of personal histories, political 
reflections, or even contemporary struggles, creating alternative narratives that chal-
lenge the state-curated message. This entropic process underscores the limitations of 
heritage institutions in controlling the meanings of their cultural objects once they 
enter digital spheres.

The role of embodied and collective memory in dark tourism

Unlike conventional dark tourism sites focused solely on reflection upon trauma 
and suffering, Robben Island holds a dual narrative of historical hardship and post-
Apartheid resilience. Guided tours, led by former political prisoners, emphasize 
embodied memory, urging visitors to physically and emotionally engage with the 
site’s historical artifacts and spaces, such as Mandela’s cell, in an effort to embody 
and witness the past. For South African visitors, these embodied experiences are 
deeply shaped by personal and collective connections to the history of Apartheid, 
with Non-White tourists often emphasizing resilience and lived historical ties. Spill-
man and Conway’s (2007) theoretical framework on embodied memory elucidates 
how physical presence in a space can create unique, sensory-based memories that 
differ from textual memories. Visitors to Robben Island, especially in spaces imbued 
with intense historical symbolism, experience a profound, bodily engagement that 
impacts how they later document and interpret the site through digital media. How-
ever, these embodied experiences are represented differently along racial lines, dem-
onstrating varied interpretations of the same historical space.
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The study results show that photographs of key physical features, such as prison 
cells and the limestone quarry, often serve as conduits for embodied memory, 
reflecting the emotional and sensory engagement visitors experience during their 
tours. Captions accompanying these images often articulate visitors’ physical 
responses to these spaces—descriptions of their emotional heaviness or reflections 
on the significance of standing in spaces inhabited by anti-Apartheid heroes. For 
Non-White visitors, these captions frequently highlight themes of resilience, con-
necting the physical space to broader narratives of resistance and triumph. White 
visitors, by contrast, often focus on the oppressive atmosphere of the site, with cap-
tions that emphasize its starkness or its role as a symbol of human suffering, align-
ing more closely with traditional dark tourism narratives.

Racialized patterns of engagement and the digital tourist gaze

The digital platform of Instagram introduces a complex layer to the ways visitors 
interpret and share their experiences at Robben Island. By allowing users to recurate 
their own visual and textual narratives, Instagram enables visitors to create digital 
cultural objects that both preserve and transform the memory of the site. The cul-
tural entropy framework explains how Instagram posts allow individuals to reshape 
the museum’s narrative, as these user-generated posts, ranging from reflective to 
aesthetic, represent personalized reinterpretations that dilute the museum’s control 
over its own story. The concept of cultural power (Mohr et al. 2020) is also applica-
ble, suggesting that an object’s power is not solely in its intended meaning but in the 
meanings attributed to it through public interaction and reinterpretation. On Insta-
gram, visitors frequently recurate the museum’s narrative, producing interpretations 
that extend and challenge the official narrative.

Results highlight the prevalence of posts focused on the natural beauty of Robben 
Island, often at the expense of the site’s historical narrative. These posts—featuring 
images of the coastline, wildlife, or sunset views—reflect Instagram’s visual culture, 
where aesthetic appeal often drives content creation. This phenomenon highlights a 
tension between the museum’s intended narrative and the affordances of the digital 
platform, which prioritizes visually engaging content. However, the racial dynamics 
in these posts remain significant. Non-White visitors were far more likely to incor-
porate captions that tied aesthetic images to the museum’s themes of resilience, ref-
erencing the strength required to transform the island from a place of suffering to 
one of national importance. These posts stand in contrast to White visitors’ more 
frequent depictions of the site as a historical backdrop rather than a living narrative 
of South Africa’s ongoing struggles with inequality and reconciliation.

The results also demonstrate how the captions accompanying these Instagram 
posts often serve as textual extensions of embodied memory. For example, cap-
tions referencing the weight of Apartheid history or the emotional impact of touring 
Mandela’s cell suggest that many visitors use Instagram as a platform to process 
and articulate their experiences. However, these captions reveal a divergence in how 
different groups frame their interpretations. Non-White visitors often integrate per-
sonal or familial connections to Apartheid history, framing their posts as part of a 
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collective memory of resilience. In contrast, White visitors’ captions often maintain 
a more distanced perspective, reflecting on the site’s significance as a historical les-
son rather than as a living narrative with contemporary relevance.

Heritage management and digital memory in post‑conflict societies

This study has significant implications for both heritage management and digital 
sociology, particularly in the context of post-conflict societies. Heritage sites, as 
argued by Alexander et al. (2004) and Giesen (1998), play a pivotal role in crafting 
national identity narratives, particularly in societies grappling with collective trauma 
and reconciliation. However, the findings of this study highlight the limitations of 
state-curated narratives in effectively promoting unity. The divergent interpretations 
observed in visitor-generated Instagram posts reveal the multiplicity of meanings 
attached to heritage sites, challenging the notion of a singular, cohesive narrative. 
This is especially relevant in post-conflict contexts, where state-led heritage sites 
often struggle to preserve their intended narratives against the backdrop of digital 
reinterpretations by diverse publics.

For example, Robben Island Museum’s effort to project a narrative of resilience 
and triumph is frequently undermined by visitors’ focus on themes of suffering or 
the site’s aesthetic qualities. This divergence underscores the need for heritage man-
agers to adopt more inclusive approaches that engage with the multivocality of visi-
tor interpretations. By analyzing and responding to visitor-generated content, herit-
age institutions can better understand how their narratives are received and adapted 
in digital spaces, creating opportunities for dialogue and collaboration. Digital plat-
forms provide a participatory medium through which public memory is actively 
reshaped, offering heritage managers a chance to connect with their audiences in 
more meaningful ways.

This study’s examination of Instagram posts as cultural artifacts also contributes 
to the field of digital sociology. By applying Griswold’s (1987a) concept of cultural 
objects as “shared significance embodied in form,” it illustrates how user-generated, 
recurated content on social media serves as both an extension and a reinterpretation 
of heritage narratives. Digital media challenges traditional views of heritage sites as 
static, authoritative spaces, instead emphasizing their fluid, performative, and par-
ticipatory dimensions. The analysis of 500 Instagram uploads, which collectively 
garnered 24,853 “likes,” demonstrates the reach and influence of digital cultural 
objects. On average, each user shared their narrative with nearly 50 individuals who 
actively engaged with the post, in addition to countless others who viewed it pas-
sively. These digital artifacts are central to how collective memory is reshaped in 
contemporary society, showing that the digital representation of heritage sites is as 
integral to public memory as the physical experience of visiting them.

Instagram posts that incorporate visual elements alongside reflective captions fur-
ther demonstrate how visitors engage with heritage narratives on digital platforms. 
Some posts amplify the museum’s intended message of resilience and unity, while 
others reshape it to reflect personal interpretations and priorities. These findings 
emphasize the interplay between embodied experiences and digital representations 
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in shaping public memory, suggesting that digital spaces are not merely secondary 
to physical heritage sites but are key arenas where memory, identity, and meaning 
are contested and renegotiated. By embracing the participatory nature of digital 
media, heritage institutions can foster a more inclusive approach to managing cul-
tural narratives in post-conflict societies.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates how South African tourists’ Instagram posts reinterpret and 
challenge the Robben Island Museum’s intended narrative of resilience and unity. 
The findings highlight the dynamic interaction between the museum’s curated mes-
sage and the diverse ways visitors engage with the site, mediated by race, personal 
identity, and the affordances of social media. Posts often diverge from the museum’s 
narrative, emphasizing themes of aesthetic appreciation or historical suffering. This 
multivocality reflects a broader entropic process, wherein digital platforms democ-
ratize memory-making, allowing alternative, recurated and sometimes conflicting 
accounts of the museum to flourish. Racialized dynamics further illuminate the 
complexity of collective memory in post-conflict contexts, with Non-White visi-
tors frequently framing their posts through personal and collective connections to 
Apartheid’s legacy, while White visitors often adopt a distanced or aestheticized 
perspective.

The implications of these findings extend beyond Robben Island, offering a 
framework for understanding how digital platforms mediate heritage narratives 
globally. Sites with contested histories face similar challenges in reconciling state-
curated narratives with the democratizing impact of digital media. For instance, the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial in Poland encounters reinterpretations of its solemn 
message through personal documentation, while the 9/11 Memorial in New York 
reflects narratives of national resilience alongside personal grief and political cri-
tique. Similarly, Cambodia’s Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum highlights the complexi-
ties of commemoration when viewed through the varied lenses of global tourists. 
The Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park in Japan, with its anti-nuclear message, sees 
digital reflections ranging from advocacy to personal loss, while Alcatraz Island 
in the United States blends narratives of incarceration with natural beauty, inviting 
diverse interpretations. These examples reinforce the centrality of social media in 
reshaping collective memory and cultural narratives, underscoring the potentially 
broad relevance of this study.

However, this research is inherently limited by its focus on Instagram posts, 
which capture only the cultural objects visitors choose to share publicly. The per-
formative nature of these posts may not fully represent visitors’ internal interpreta-
tions or embodied experiences of the site. As such, the analysis provides a mediated 
view of memory-making, leaving unexplored the private reflections and interactions 
that also shape engagement with heritage spaces.

Future research aims to address these limitations by examining the genres and 
trends of images taken on the island, providing a deeper understanding of visual 
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and narrative patterns. Additionally, qualitative approaches, such as interviews and 
ethnographic studies, could further investigate how visitors internalize and embody 
their experiences before translating them into digital artifacts. These efforts would 
expand on the findings of this study, providing a more comprehensive framework 
for understanding the interplay between embodied memory, digital representation, 
and heritage narratives. Exploring these dynamics can inform future strategies for 
heritage management that embrace multivocality and foster inclusive approaches to 
contested histories and their representation in the digital age.

Appendix

Table 4 presents the detailed coding results of Instagram posts geotagged at Robben 
Island, disaggregated by the race of the uploader. The table reports the percentage 
of posts by White and Non-White visitors that featured specific visual or textual ele-
ments, including references to dark tourism, landscape aesthetics, the triumph nar-
rative, and indicators of embodied experience. Percentages reflect the proportion 

Table 4  Coded results of Robben Island by race of uploaded

Percentages may not sum due to the possibility of multiple coding in each image
*Percentages are consistent across race groups where noted

Characteristic White N=318 (%)* Non-White 
N=182 
(%)*

Elements of dark tourism
 Dark tourism focus 153 (48.1) 119 (65.4)
 Past focus 154 (48.4) 118 (64.8)
 Mandela’s cell – 46664 64 (20.1)* 37 (20.3)*
 Prison bars, cell, prison corridor 114 (35.8) 80 (44)
 Barbed wire 35 (11) 29 (15.9)
 Prison entrance 26 (8.2) 23 (12.6)
 Tour guide – former political prisoner 25 (7.8) 22 (12.1)
 Time Mandela spent in prison – eighteen years 52 (16.4) 40 (22)

Landscape or natural beauty
 Landscape – table mountain 174 (54.7) 74 (40.7)
 Landscape – framed 72 (22.6)* 39 (21.4)*

Triumph narrative
 Nelson Mandela 115 (36.2) 84 (46.2)
 Freedom/democracy/hope/triumph 39 (12.3) 42 (23)
 Future of South Africa 33 (10.4) 36 (19.8)

People
 Person in photo 65 (20.1) 65 (35.7)
 Smile 44 (13.8) 44 (24.2)

Average likes 52 46
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of posts within each racial group that contained the coded characteristic. Note that 
images could be coded for multiple features simultaneously.
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