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The early twenty-first century has been characterized as the era of the ‘globalization’ of Holocaust 
memory (Levy and Sznaider 2006), in which the act of remembering the crimes of National Socialism, 
and particularly its attempt to murder the entire Jewish population of Europe, has attained the status 
of a moral touchstone that underpins the commitment of democratic societies to human rights. What 
Anna Cento Bull and Hans Lauge Hansen (2016: 391) define as ‘cosmopolitan memory’ emphasises an 
exclusive focus on remembering the suffering of the victims of historical injustice, and 
paradigmatically the suffering of Holocaust victims, as a pre-requisite of the future global dominance 
of these values. 

The importance assigned to such remembrance produces, however, an anxiety around the quality of 
engagement with the memory of National Socialism among generations who live at an increasing 
historical distance from its horrors. Memorial museums at former sites of atrocity such as 
concentration camps increasingly take on the role of providing material testimony to the crimes of 
Nazism, yet are also integrated into the leisure economy as sites of ‘dark tourism’ (Stone 2013). This 
leads to the expression of concern among commentators that the consumption of these sites in the 
context of a touristic experience may undermine their capacity to achieve the ethical goal ascribed to 
them, namely to allow visitors to encounter evidence of the suffering of the victims and, through 
empathy with that suffering, understand the importance of democratic values and human rights. 

In my analysis of Sergei Loznitsa’s Austerlitz (2016) and Rex Bloomstein’s KZ (2006), I will seek to 
understand what documentary film can contribute to the debate over the relationship between 
tourism and post-witnessing (Popescu 2016) at concentration camp memorials, exploring the formal 
choices of the two directors and the consequences of those choices in terms of the films’ ability to 
productively engage in the debate over concentration camp memorial tourism today. 

I will argue that Loznitsa’s film, with its preference for an observational mode of documentary (Nicols 
1991: 38-44) tends to present tourists at the Sachsenhausen and Dachau concentration camp 
memorials as hedonic consumers of commodified images, yet fails to create a space for a potentially 
more complex and differentiated engagement with visitor motivations and responses. By contrast, 
Bloomstein’s decision to adopt an ‘interactive’ approach (Nicols 1991: 44-56) allows for the creation 
of dialogic moments, in which the filmmaker is able to reveal the multiple ways in which visitors move 
beyond their initial emotional response to the Mauthausen concentration camp memorial and engage 
in collective meaning-making. Bloomstein’s approach therefore has the potential to sensitise 
researchers and the general public to the complexities of ‘affective-discursive practices’ (Wetherell 
2012) that are an important element of post-witnessing at heritage sites (Smith and Campbell 2015; 
Munroe 2017). However, paying attention to these complexities also leads to a challenge to the 
dominance of a ‘cosmopolitan’ narrative that links the act of bearing witness at concentration camp 
memorials with democracy and human rights.  
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