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researching and communicating the diversity  
of resistance since 1967: Studienkreis Deutscher 

Widerstand 1933‑1945

Thomas Altmeyer

The history of the Studienkreis Deutscher Widerstand 1933‑19451 is inex-
tricably linked to post-war german history. The Studienkreis’ founding in 
1967 was a response to the omissions in the historical confrontation with 
National socialism and the marginalisation of the political left in West 
germany in the 1950s and 1960s. during the era of chancellor Konrad 
adenauer, german politics were strongly anti-communist. by govern-
mental decree, the so-called “adenauer-Erlass” in 1950, members of two 
right-wing and eleven left-wing organisations were suspended from state 
services. among them were the communist Party of germany (Kommu‑
nistische Partei Deutschlands – KPd) and all their related suborganisations 
as well as the association of Persecutees of the Nazi regime (Vereinigung 
der Verfolgten des Nazi‑Regime – vvN), an organisation founded in 1947 
by victims of Nazi persecution.2 In 1956 the KPd was banned altogether.

The founding of the Studienkreis was also an answer to the deficiencies 
of the early research on resistance. Most researchers of the time concen-
trated on military resistance and the 20 July 1944 plot to assassinate Hit-
ler, churches’ opposition and resistance and the group of student resistance 
known as White rose (Weiße Rose). The broad research field of resistance 
from the labour movement, especially pertaining to communist organisa-
tions, was scarcely noticed in academic research in the Federal republic of 
germany (Frg).3

1 The full name of the Studienkreis Deutscher Widerstand 1933‑1945 is Studienkreis zur Erforschung 
und Vermittlung der Geschichte des deutschen Widerstandes 1933‑1945 e.V. The English transla-
tion is “study group for research and communication of the History of the german resistance 
1933-1945”.

2 In 1971, the vvN added the league of antifascists (Bund der Antifaschisten – bda) to the organi-
sation and changed the acronym to vvN-bda. 

3 The situation was quite different in the german democratic republic (gdr), where communist 
resistance was emphasised while other areas of resistance were neglected.
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last but not least, the Studienkreis’ founding was a reaction to polit-
ical developments in the early and mid-1960s with the strengthening of 
right-wing extremism in the Frg. In the second half of the 1960s, the Na‑
tionaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands (NPd)4 was a part of seven federal 
state parliaments. The experiences of resistance and the history of resist-
ance were seen as a basis for a democratic society in germany. When Max 
oppenheimer, one of the founders of the Studienkreis, wrote about the two 
main founders, Joachim Heydorn and Wolfgang abendroth, he empha-
sised that:

both came from the resistance and knew from their own experience 
about the brutality of the Nazi dictatorship: both were concerned 
about the re-emergence of fascist activities and propaganda in the 
Federal republic. both saw the main tasks in the analysis of fascist 
rule and its causes as well as in the research of workers’ resistance 
in order to develop antifascist counterstrategies on the basis of this 
knowledge. The studienkreis plans its work in their spirit, which 
should help to preserve the intellectual and moral values of the re-
sistance struggle, make them known to the public and pass on its 
militant tradition to the younger generation in particular.5

Therefore defending democracy is seen as one legacy of resistance. In 
the words of Joseph c. rossaint, a former catholic resistance fighter, at the 
founding conference in 1967: “resistance itself was a school in which many 
things were learned and can be learned. It opens up the realisation that the 
conscious step into history means a choice, a choice in which one must 
accept the consequences. It was not a comfortable thought, but a struggle 
[...].”6

4 The Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands, literally translated as the National democratic 
Party of germany, was an extremist right-wing party founded in 1964. 

5 Max oppenheimer, “antifaschismus und demokratisches Identitätsbewusstsein”, informationen 27 
(März 1988), 10.

6 J. c. rossaint, “sinn und Wert der vermittlung der geschichte des Widerstandes”, in Deutscher 
Widerstand 1933‑1945. Aspekte der Forschung und Darstellung im Schulbuch, ed. Edgar Weick (Hei-
delberg: verlag lambert schneider, 1967), 15.
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Organisational and structural development

The Studienkreis Deutscher Widerstand 1933‑1945 was founded in Febru-
ary 1967 by former resistance fighters, scientists and pedagogues. among 
them was the aforementioned university professor Wolfgang abendroth, 
the “partisan professor in the country of followers” (“Partisanen‑Professor 
im Land der Mitläufer”), as Jürgen Habermas once called him. abendroth, 
lawyer and political scientist, joined the dissident communist group Kom‑
munistische Partei‑Opposition (KPo) in 1928, and was involved in the Neu 
Beginnen resistance group (also known as the Miles group) after 1933. In 
1937, he was imprisoned with a four year sentence because of his work in 
the resistance. Then, in 1943, he was ordered to join the Penal battalion 
999 (Bewährungsbataillon 999) to fight as part of the german Wehrmacht 
in greece. once there, he deserted and joined the greek resistance and 
partisans.

other members of Studienkreis included Professor of Education Heinz 
Joachim Heydorn, who had been a member of the confessing Protestant 
church and deserter from the Wehrmacht in 1944 and Max oppenheimer, 
a Jewish socialist who emigrated to great britain through switzerland after 
a short internment in dachau concentration camp. There he was involved, 
until the end of the war, in the national group of german trade unionists 
in great britain.

The starting point for the Studienkreis was a conference on history text-
books and the presentation of resistance in germany after World War II. 
Here the gaps in the representation of the resistance became clear. one of 
the most central deficits was the insufficient representation of the resistance 
of the labour movement in West german textbooks.7

7 Edgar Weick, “die Widerspiegelung des Widerstandes gegen den Nationalsozialismus in den 
schulbüchern”, in Deutscher Widerstand 1933‑1945, ed. Weick, 123-136. For an overview of the 
development of the scientific research about german resistance see: Johannes tuchel, “verges-
sen, verdrängt, ignoriert – Überlegungen zur rezeptionsgeschichte des Widerstandes gegen den 
Nationalsozialismus im Nachkriegsdeutschland”, in Der vergessene Widerstand. Zur Realgeschichte 
und Wahrnehmung des Kampfes gegen die NS‑Diktatur. Dachauer Symposium zur Zeitgeschichte Βd. 
5, ed. Johannes tuchel (göttingen: Wallstein, 2005), 7-35; gerd r. ueberschär, “von der Einzeltat 
des 20. Juli 1944 zur ‘volksopposition’? stationen und Wege der westdeutschen Historiographie 
nach 1945”, in Der 20. Juli 1944. Bewertung und Rezeption des deutschen Widerstandes gegen das 
NS‑Regime, ed. gerd r. ueberschär (Köln: bund-verlag 1994), 101-125; Wolfgang Wippermann, 
“geschichtspolitik und Widerstand”, in Der aufrechte Gang. Antifaschistischen Widerstand neu be‑
denken, verstehen, weitergeben. Reader zur Tagung vom 28.11.1998 in Frankfurt a.M., ed. studien-
kreis deutscher Widerstand 1933-1945 (Frankfurt: 1998), 1-12; Thomas altmeyer, “Widerstand 
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The Studienkreis was therefore established to research and convey the 
social and political extent of the resistance movement. The work was also 
done to give the german resistance more appreciation in post-war West 
germany. a look at surveys of these times shows that only 43 percent of 
men and 38 percent of women had a positive view of the “Men of July 20” 
in 1951. In 1956, an overwhelming majority of the population rejected the 
idea of naming a school after claus schenk graf von stauffenberg or carl 
Friedrich goerdeler. In the following decades the proportion of positive 
assessments towards the conspirators of 20 July 1944 changed only margin-
ally. It was not until 2004 that a representative survey of the german pop-
ulation showed a predominantly positive assessment of the 20 July plot.8 
Former resistance fighters were often seen as traitors. additionally, such 
resistors confronted the narratives of many germans who said that they 
didn’t know about the crimes or could not do anything about them.

In the first years, the work focused especially on giving a broad space 
for resistance from the workers’ movement. The first travelling exhibition 
on antifascist resistance was established in 1971 and had its première in the 
Paulskirche of Frankfurt, the place of the first all-german democratic parlia-
ment in 1848. The exhibition was a collaboration between the Studienkreis, 
the vvN and two other organisations. afterwards it was shown in many 
West german cities. The exhibit’s opening had 20.000 visitors, and 34.000 
visitors came to the exhibition when it was shown in dachau near Munich 
during the 1972 summer olympic games. The exhibition gave broad at-
tention to the resistance of the workers’ movement, for example, the illegal 
activities of trade unionists between 1934-1936. resistance groups and net-
works like the schulze-boysen-Harnack-group, also called red orchestra 
(Rote Kapelle), the communist resistance group around robert uhrig in 
berlin or the lechleiter group in Mannheim were portrayed as well as the 
resistance group around Herbert baum in which young communists and 
Jews were active. However, other aspects such as religious resistance, the 
White rose resistance group or the 20 July plot were also important parts 
of the exhibition.

gegen das Ns-regime. stand und Perspektiven der Forschung”, in Widerstand gegen den Nation‑
alsozialismus. Perspektiven der Vermittlung, ed. studienkreis deutscher Widerstand 1933-1945 
(Frankfurt: vas, 2007), 24-42.

8 Johannes tuchel, “Zwischen diffamierung und anerkennung: Zum umgang mit dem 20. Juli 1944 
in der frühen bundesrepublik”, APuZ 27 (2014): 23.
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This exhibition was followed by numerous other travelling exhibi-
tions. topics included the resistance of young people, women, unionists or 
children and their drawings and poems in Theresienstadt, or Nazi terror 
against children.

In 1977, an archive and a library were opened in Frankfurt to make 
information about the german resistance accessible for anyone who was 
interested. The initial material came from the vvN and other organisations 
of persecuted or camp communities. visitors can find numerous docu-
ments of the antifascist resistance such as leaflets, newspapers, camouflage 
writings, stickers and flyers, as well as memoirs and interviews. documents 
of persecution as well as compensation files, lists of graves, documents 
from associations of former prisoners and the establishment of memorials 
are also collected in the archive. a special part of the archival stock are 
bequests from former resistance fighters and objects from the resistance 
movement and the persecuted, including handicrafts from the women’s 
concentration camps Moringen, lichtenburg and ravensbrück, as well as 
the Waldheim prison. an important part of the collection are the files of 
the Süddeutsche Ärzte‑ und Sanitätshilfe (sÄs), created by the Centrale San‑
itaire Suisse (css) in order to provide medical and humanitarian support 
for resistance fighters and victims of Nazi persecution after 1945.9 These 
files concern 5.000 resistance fighters, victims of persecution and their rel-
atives who can be researched.10

With the establishment of the archive, the informationen magazine was 
founded and published. In the beginning, it was more or less a printed 
newsletter. The aim of this project was again to make resistance more pub-
licly known, in addition to raising awareness of the Studienkreis through 
its archive and research. over the years, the character of the magazine has 
changed. It has become a scientific newspaper, with a very diverse range of 
topics and authors.11

9 The css, a long-existing swiss organisation, created the sÄs to provide medical care to victims and 
their families. These organisations’ names can be translated literally as the swiss Medical centre 
(css) and south german doctors and Medical Help (sÄs).

10 Hermann unterhinninghofen, “‘die verfolgten von gestern sind die Erbauer der Zukunft.’ Zur hu-
manitären Hilfe der centrale sanitaire suisse für Ns-opfer”, informationen 62 (November 2005): 
5-13.

11 authors include the staff of the universities and memorial sites as well as teachers, students and 
young academics, local researchers and in earlier times, former resistance fighters. The vari-
ety of topics can be seen here: http://widerstand-1933-1945.de/shop/?swoof=1&product_cat=-
zeitschrift-informationen. 

http://widerstand-1933-1945.de/shop/?swoof=1&product_cat=zeitschrift-informationen
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a large-scale project of visualising traces of resistance, persecution 
and remembrance for different federal states on a local level, even in small 
towns and villages, started in the 1980s and ended in 2003. The Studien‑
kreis added and documented commemorative plaques and streets named 
after resistance-fighters or a victim of the Nazi era in the federal states 
of baden-Württemberg, bremen, Hesse, lower saxony, saarland, schle-
swig-Holstein and Thuringia. The books printed in this project also show 
places without any commemorative signs such as places where resistance 
fighters lived or met or where the persecution took place. This was possible 
by our own research, as well as with the help of local researchers or local 
history associations and communal archives.12

a follow-up to this project was the creation of a website about memorial 
sites elsewhere in Europe.13 The initiative for this project came from Studi‑
enkreis volunteers, who realised that information about the crimes of the 
german occupation is almost non-existent in german travel guides. They 
started visiting small local resistance museums during their holidays in It-
aly and France (later the project expanded to other countries), searching 
for commemorative plaques and memorial sites. Many of the Studienkreis 
volunteers at the core of this project are now close to or over 80 years old, so 
it is unclear if and how this project can be continued. For the future a new 
team and new findings are needed.

besides these projects, Studienkreis’ everyday reality consists of librar-
ian and archival activities, answering scientific questions, giving lectures 
or being part of discussion events, giving workshops, city tours and many 
other activities.

looking at the history of the Studienkreis, one can see that the organisa-
tion is currently going through a process of institutionalisation, profession-
alisation and historicization, like all memorial sites do.14 The Studienkreis 
started as an association with 18 members. Now there are more than 200 

12 For example: studienkreis deutscher Widerstand ed., Heimatgeschichtlicher Wegweiser zu Stätten 
des Widerstandes und der Verfolgung 1933 – 1945. Thüringen (Frankfurt: vas 2003).

13 The website www.gedenkorte-europa.eu provides information about memorial sites in France, It-
aly, greece, lithuania and Poland. It also has short biographies of resistance fighters and informa-
tion about the german occupation and the resistance movements of these countries.

14 about the history of memorial sites in germany see for example: Habbo Knoch, Geschichte in 
Gedenkstätten. Theorie – Praxis – Berufsfelder (tübingen: Narr Francke attempto verlag, 2020); 
Thomas lutz, “Zwischen vermittlungsanspruch und emotionaler Wahrnehmung. die gestaltung 
neuer dauerausstellungen in gedenkstätten für Ns-opfer in deutschland und deren bildung-
sanspruch” (Phd diss., technische universität berlin, 2009).

https://www.gedenkorte-europa.eu/
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members, 30 of whom joined in the last three years. The committee board 
has evolved since the Studienkreis’ founding. In the beginning, former re-
sistance fighters played a major role, but they never made up more than 
one third of the board committee. today, a diverse group of people serve as 
board members: unionists, pedagogues, scientists and curators. In the past, 
descendants of resistance fighters were also part of the committee, but at 
present, there are no descendants serving on the board. some are members 
of the association.

Following the vvN’s organisational connection with the league of 
antifascists in 1971, in 1974, the Studienkreis also formulated the goal of 
attracting young progressive antifascists, be they historians, educators, po-
litical scientists, work councillors, trade union functionaries or youth func-
tionaries. at the same time, the Studienkreis’ aim was to go beyond just 
the research of the persecuted associations and camp communities. The 
above-mentioned development process was therefore deliberately initiated 
by the founding generation.15

unlike classic resistance museums or memorial sites, the Studienkreis is 
a hybrid structure. on the one hand, it is an association with a mixed mem-
bership of descendants, scientists, students, unionists, political activists and 
people who think that it is important to support an organisation to spread 
the knowledge about antifascist resistance in Nazi germany. Studienkreis’ 
meaning – study circle – is a good example of this: People of different ages 
and professions come together to do projects on history, education and re-
membrance. as part of the association, members can develop or join forces 
to collaborate on projects. The curating team for an exhibition is for in-
stance usually a mixture of employees, project staff and volunteers. another 
example for this kind of work is a research project on women who were 
deported from Frankfurt to ravensbrück women’s concentration camp. In 
this case, five female volunteers, the Studienkreis’ former director among 
them, researched documents in different archives and published their find-
ings in a book.16

15 archive of the studienkreis/Studienkreis Deutscher Widerstand 1933‑1945/Dokumentationsarchiv 
des deutschen Widerstandes, Max oppenheimer, vorlage zur tätigkeit des studienkreis zur Er-
forschung und vermittlung der geschichte des deutschen Widerstandes 1933-1945, 5 June 1974, 
vereinsunterlagen (no archival number).

16 studienkreis deutscher Widerstand 1933-1945 ed., Frankfurt am Main – FrauenKZ Ravensbrück – 
Lebensspuren verfolgter Frauen (bad Homburg: vas, 2009).
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on the other hand, the Studienkreis is a memorial site not tied to a spe-
cial historical landmark. It is also an archive aiming to research and support 
research from others, as well as an educational organisation with exhibi-
tions and varying pedagogical offers.

as a membership-based organisation it is unsurprising that some de-
bates and conflicts have occurred throughout the years. some conflicts 
were with members of the political left concerning the Studienkreis’ work. 
For example, members of the board committee decided to leave the associ-
ation because of debates about the Prague spring in 1968 or the gulf War 
in the early 1990s.17

an existential crisis occurred at the end of the gdr in 1990. This was 
a consequence of the crisis of the vvN-bda.18 at the time, the vvN-bda 
was the most important financier of the Studienkreis’ work. It received funds 
from the gdr through the german communist Party (Deutsche Kommu‑
nistische Partei – dKP). as a result of the end of financial support from the 
vvN-bda, the Studienkreis had to clarify if and how the work could be 
continued. Even closing the archive and transferring the documents and 
archival materials to another archive or memorial site was an option.

a new start was made. a new board committee was elected and the 
city of Frankfurt’s cultural department could be won as a financial spon-
sor. Nonetheless, the Studienkreis’ existence was still in jeopardy. Funding 
was cut from 110.000 deutschmarks to 60.000 deutschmarks with plans to 
reduce it again to half of this amount. Protests prevented this from hap-
pening. again, proposals to give the archive documents to other archives 
like the Frankfurt city archive were still debated.19 luckily, the Studienkreis’ 
existence could be secured, albeit with a current municipal institutional 
funding of just under 25.000 euros for research on resistance.20

17 ludger Fittkau, “50 Jahre ‘studienkreis deutscher Widerstand’. Ziviler ungehorsam als teil der 
bürgerkultur”, Deutschlandfunk, 16 February 2017, https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/50-jahre-stu-
dienkreis-deutscher-widerstand-ziviler-100.html. all internet sources were last accessed on 1 
March 2024.

18 Karl Kropotnik, “deutsche Kommunisten stoßen vvN in die Pleite”, TAZ, Die Tageszeitung, 7 de-
cember 1989, https://taz.de/deutsche-Kommunisten-stossen-vvN-in-die-Pleite/!1788649/. For 
the bda, see footnote 2 above. 

19 “vergessene opfer der diktatur. studienkreis in Finanznot”, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 20 
November 1997; studienkreis Widerstand, “begräbnis letzter Klasse”, Frankfurter Rundschau, 28 
February 1996; “Kein geld mehr für den Widerstand”, Frankfurter Neue Presse, 28 November 1996.

20 The funding of the memorial site is separated from this. unfortunately, the federal state of Hesse 
does not provide sufficient funding for memorial sites. There are just two memorial sites pertaining 
to the Nazi era which are institutionally funded and not just by short-term funds for projects.

https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/50-jahre-studienkreis-deutscher-widerstand-ziviler-100.html
https://taz.de/Deutsche%E2%80%91Kommunisten%E2%80%91stossen%E2%80%91VVN%E2%80%91in%E2%80%91die%E2%80%91Pleite/!1788649/
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New beginnings and growth

reunification in 1990 led to an important development in germany. two 
different perceptions of resistance came together, each selective but at the 
same time related to one another: a main focus on conservative resistance 
in Western germany, and on communist resistance in Eastern germany. 
In this process, it was important that the german resistance Memorial 
(Gedenkstätte Deutscher Widerstand) in berlin, located where the 20 July 
plot was organised, defended an inclusive and pluralistic concept of resist-
ance, even in the face of strong political opposition. It was stipulated, for 
instance, that communist resistance must be part of the permanent exhi-
bition. according to the former director Peter steinbach, the story of re-
sistance must be told in its plurality, even if the political goals and motives 
are alien to oneself. Furthermore, the crimes of National socialism must be 
clearly named.21

at the same time, one can see that the Studienkreis has expanded into 
new fields of research. This is presumably because of new members in the 
association and in particular in the board committee, as well as the discov-
ery of new research topics. originally, the representation of resistance’s so-
cial and political aspects specifically meant the representation of resistance 
from the labour movement. but since the 1980s, resistance from women 
and women in prison and concentration camps have also been important 
research topics. several exhibitions have been developed. These range from 
the first travelling exhibition in 1984, “sisters do not forget us!” (Schwest‑
ern, vergesst nicht: Frauen im Konzentrationslager Moringen, Lichtenburg, 
Ravensbrück 1933‑1945), to Nichts war vergeblich. Frauen im Widerstand 
gegen den Nationalsozialismus (Nothing was in vain: resistance of women 
against Nazi germany) a book about Frankfurt women imprisoned in the 
concentration camp of ravensbrück, guided city walks or lecture events.

another good indicator for how Studienkreis became more open to dif-
ferent topics are the different editions of the informationen magazine. These 
editions explored topics such as: Jewish resistance in Europe (1991), sinti and 
roma (1993), “forgotten” victims (1996), and Wehrmacht soldiers between 
refusal and resistance (1997). besides topics directly linked to resistance, the 
editions also take a look at topics like perpetratorship or the Nazi Euthanasia 

21 Peter steinbach, Widerstand gegen den Nationalsozialismus in der zeitgeschichtlichen Auseinander‑
setzung (berlin: gedenkstätte deutscher Widerstand, 1995), 52.
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Program, on movies, arts, photos and exhibitions, or they have a regional 
focus within Europe (e.g. Poland, the benelux countries or the balkans).

another indicator of change was the work group researching “excluded 
victims”, based in the Studienkreis archives from between 1998 and 2006. 
representatives from the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the “Euthanasia” victims, the 
sinti and roma communities, and others collaborated on the project to-
gether.

over the past decade, one can observe that educational work has taken 
on a larger role in the Studienkreis’ projects. In 2010, materials for histori-
cal-political education became an important element of the informationen 
magazine. This is demonstrated by the rising requests for guided city walks, 
workshops or talks with survivors, by schools, groups of unionists and 
adults. additionally, the Studienkreis was given the task of developing the 
Geschichtsort Adlerwerke: Fabrik, Zwangsarbeit, Konzentrationslager me-
morial site.22 since its opening in March 2022, the association has become 
more visible in Frankfurt’s society and beyond.

A new memorial site

With the conception and implementation of the Geschichtsort Adlerwerke, 
the Studienkreis has had to fundamentally change how it works. The memo-
rial and educational site opened on 25 March 2022 and is dedicated to the 
“Katzbach” concentration subcamp in Frankfurt’s Adlerwerke and the topic 
of forced labour in Frankfurt.23

22 The English translation of the memorial site’s name is: Historic Memorial site adlerwerke: Factory, 
Forced labor, concentration camp. For more details about the memorial see the next chapter.

23 andrea rudorff, Katzbach – Das KZ in der Stadt. Zwangsarbeit in den Adlerwerken. Frankfurt am 
Main 1944/45 (göttingen: Wallstein, 2021); Ernst Kaiser and Michael Knorn, “Wir lebten und 
schliefen zwischen den Toten”. Rüstungsproduktion, Zwangsarbeit und Vernichtung in den Frank‑
furter Adlerwerken. (Frankfurt: campus verlag, 1998). about the curators ideas for the memorial 
site: Thomas altmeyer and gottfried Kößler, “geschichtsort adlerwerke: Fabrik, Zwangsarbeit, 
Konzentrationslager”, Gedenkstättenrundbrief 207 (7/2022): 22-32. “Katzbach” is a camouflage 
name given to the concentration camp. It was usual to give camouflage names to subcamps with 
armaments projects. The name Katzbach was a reference to the 1813 battle of Katzbach, when the 
silesian army under gebhard leberecht von blucher’s command defeated the Napoleonic troops. 
The phrase “He’s going at it like blucher at the Katzbach!” was regarded as a paraphrase for an ener-
getic and determined approach to the implementation projects of any kind. The camouflage name 
“Katzbach” appears for the first time one day before the arrival of the first prisoners. see rudorff, 
Katzbach, 60-61.
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Why did this memorial site become part of the Studienkreis’ work? after 
a long period in which demands from civil society for a memorial site at the 
former concentration camp went in vain, the situation changed beginning 
in 2016. a new support association for a memorial site was founded to bring 
different people and associations together. at the same time, a new deputy 
Mayor in charge of culture and science in the city of Frankfurt was elected, 
opening a new window of opportunity. New scientific research was funded 
by the city of Frankfurt and the Studienkreis was asked to develop the new 
exhibition in cooperation with the supporting association. Experiences in 
creating exhibitions and the work of the Studienkreis’ scientific director in 
another memorial site as well as his pedagogical experiences were all argu-
ments for this decision to be made. another reason was the Studienkreis’ 
collaborative and participative nature. The city of Frankfurt wished for the 
memorial site to be a part of civil society, which the Studienkreis association 
could offer. Therefore the memorial site is partially funded by the city of 
Frankfurt but is not an integral part of the municipal museum landscape.

In just 15 months, a small team set about to build a new memorial site. 
two initial considerations were taken in establishing the memorial. First, 
the exhibition was to tell the historical site’s story, in particular the history 
of the concentration camp at the Adlerwerke factory as well as forced labour 
in Frankfurt. second, the exhibition was to create a space for school groups 
and other visitors to work and debate in.

The Adlerwerke factory was a traditional Frankfurt company and an im-
portant employer. The company made industrial history as the producer 
of the first german low-profile bicycles with pneumatic tires and the first 
typewriters in germany. In the early 1900s, the company started produc-
ing motorcycles and automobiles as well. The Adlerwerke benefitted from 
National socialist policies, becoming part of the armaments production 
and profited from the “aryanization” of land from four companies owned 
by Jewish entrepreneurs. during World War II, the Adlerwerke was closely 
involved in the Nazi dictatorship’s armaments industry. They mainly pro-
duced half-track vehicles, engines and vehicle parts for the Wehrmacht. 
When the shortage of labour became more and more pressing because of 
the war, the factory management attempted to continue production by ex-
ploiting forced labourers. From 1941 onwards, civilian forced labourers and 
prisoners of war had to work in the factory. However, their numbers were 
not enough to meet production demands. In august 1944, the Katzbach 
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concentration camp was set up on the factory premises. on 22 august 
1944, the first 200 concentration camp prisoners arrived from buchenwald 
concentration camp. later, viktor Heitlinger, the labour deployment engi-
neer at Adlerwerke, went to the dachau concentration camp to select 1.000 
concentration camp prisoners for Frankfurt.

a total of 1.616 concentration camp prisoners worked for the Adlerw‑
erke. The majority of these men came from Poland; others came from the 
soviet union, germany, austria, Yugoslavia, France and czechoslovakia. 
one third of the prisoners died in Frankfurt, while others lost their lives 
after being transferred to other concentration camps or on the death march 
to buchenwald.

on the one hand, the memorial site is linked to European resistance: 
85 percent of the prisoners were arrested during the Warsaw uprising in 
august 1944 and were then deported to Frankfurt via buchenwald and 
dachau concentration camps. on the other hand, the site’s central story is 
that of the german society in which the camp was situated, or, what was 
called the Volksgemeinschaft24 in Nazi terminology. The memorial site asks 
questions such as what is the history of exploitation, denouncement, tor-
ture, or looking away? When was support extended, even if it was just giv-
ing some food, cigarettes and so on? The memorial site focuses on these 
questions and the lack of remembrance of the existence of a concentration 
camp in Frankfurt over the past decades.

The exhibition mainly consists of documents. These documents include 
transport lists and documents from the arolsen archives which provide 
historical framing for the areas of forced labour and the “Katzbach” con-
centration camp in the exhibition. The exhibition contains photos, draw-
ings, documents and explanatory texts. The exhibition space is bright and 
open. This is intended to counteract the heavy topics on victims and forced 
labour related to the “Katzbach” concentration camp’s brutal history.

The exhibition space’s openness reflects the emphasis placed on not 
overwhelming visitors. This was formulated as a pedagogical guideline in 
the beutelsbach consensus.25 Instead, the exhibition aims to invite visi-

24 Volksgemeinschaft can either be translated as “People’s community”, “National community, or “ra-
cial community”.

25 based on a conference in the city of beutelsbach in 1976, the beutelsbach consensus gathers peda-
gogical guidelines which became the foundation for civic education in germany. Markus gloe and 
tonio oeftering, “der beutelsbacher Konsens”, Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 17 February 
2022, https://www.bpb.de/lernen/inklusiv-politisch-bilden/505269/der-beutelsbacher-konsens/.

https://www.bpb.de/lernen/inklusiv%E2%80%91politisch%E2%80%91bilden/505269/der%E2%80%91beutelsbacher%E2%80%91konsens/
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tors to participate in learning and discussing these topics. That is why the 
exhibition has a large workshop area for groups as well as with a small the-
matic library and archive boxes with opportunities for individual in-depth 
study.

The exhibition is designed to be flexible and interchangeable and strives 
to be participatory. New research findings will become part of the exhibi-
tion. Works from workshops with pupils and students or other history en-
thusiasts are also to be exhibited and included at the memorial site. For ex-
ample, in workshops, students are to research and write biographies of the 
forced labourers which will become a permanent part of the exhibition. vis-
itors are invited to rearrange the panels about the companies and locations 
of forced labour in the exhibition. The exhibition section on the “struggle 
for Work, compensation and remembrance” (Konflikte um Ar beit, Erin‑
nerung, Entschädigung) was also designed in a participatory manner with 
those who are or were involved in remembrance work in Frankfurt.

The media stations and interactive elements in the exhibition appeal to 
the visitors’ different senses. biographies can be heard or read and a large 
interactive map shows the locations of forced labour in Frankfurt. The ur-
ban environment is integrated into the educational offerings through dis-
trict tours and geocaches for school groups.

With the addition of the Geschichtsort Adlerwerke, a significant organ-
isational change has taken place for the Studienkreis. More employees and 
volunteers are now a part of our daily responsibilities. New projects have 
been started and are adding to the already existing ones, whether they are 
a database project on forced labour or new pedagogical offers. one of the 
projects focuses on the workers at the Adlerwerke factory. There are reports 
about leaflets circulating within the factory and donation collections for 
the spanish civil War as well as workers who were imprisoned. This new 
research will be added as a new guided city walk and collected in our learn-
ing boxes.

Additional exhibitions

Even though the Geschichtsort Adlerwerke needed a lot of attention the first 
year, the Studienkreis was able to present two new exhibitions to the public 
in 2023/2024. These exhibitions differ from previous ones. The first is about 
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scopes for action (Handlungsspielräume) from within the Frankfurt police 
department during the National socialist period.26 This exhibition looks 
at acts of resistance and (partly) dissident behaviour of police officers and 
came about by chance. The starting point was the research of a young his-
torian and her master’s thesis on resistance and dissident behaviour within 
the Frankfurt police.27 additionally, the president of the Frankfurt police 
contacted the Studienkreis upon being confronted with racist behaviour 
and right-wing activities within the police department. The Studienkreis 
was asked to give a city walk for police officers on the anti-Nazi resistance in 
Frankfurt. after a call for projects on resistance by police officers, the Studi‑
enkreis decided to develop an exhibition intended for the Frankfurt police.

The exhibition presents ten biographies of police officers and their (part-
ly) resistant actions during the Nazi era, contextualised within the broader 
picture of the police’s role as a criminal agency in the Nazi Party apparatus. 
The biographies are framed by an introduction panel titled “an Instrument 
of the unjust state” and a concluding panel titled “New beginnings and 
old comradeship”. It clearly states that the police as an institution and the 
vast majority of individual officers took part in the crimes of National so-
cialism. Each biographical text is accompanied with a context panel. on 
these panels, the history of the police in the Nazi state is traced from the 
Gleichschaltung – the Nazification of state and society after 1933 – through 
police participation in the deportations and mass shootings in the East, 
police service in the ghettos, to continuities in the police apparatus after 
1945. They illustrate police officers’ involvement in the crimes of National 
socialism, including officers who were also involved in acts of resistance or 
smaller points of nonconforming actions. The exhibition makes clear that 
all police officers who remained in service after 1933 were therefore also 
part of the instrument of terror – even if they sometimes said “no”.28

The second exhibition, which opened at the beginning of 2024, tries 
to bridge the gap between the Nazi era – which began on 30 January 1933 
– and the Weimar republic in the years before. The first thoughts for this 

26 Exhibition organised by: studienkreis deutscher Widerstand 1933-1945, Handlungsspielräume. 
Frankfurter Polizeibeamte im Nationalsozialismus, Frankfurt 2023.

27 lisa schrimpf, “Polizeibeamte! Vergeßt nicht”. Widerständiges und resistentes Verhalten Frankfurter 
Polizeibeamter im Nationalsozialismus (master’s thesis, Frankfurt: verlag für Polizeiwissenschaft, 
2022).

28 Nevertheless, there are some members in the association who doubt that the Studienkreis should 
deal with this topic. For others, it is seen as a good additional aspect to the work. 
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exhibition were formulated in a workshop in 2019. The starting point was 
the goal of making an exhibition in a different manner than the two previ-
ous ones. one guiding principle was the search for a new type of narration, 
rather than individual biographies. another goal was integrating more me-
dia stations within the exhibition, making the exhibition more interactive 
and participatory. overall, the aim was to encourage visitors to think and 
reflect upon the presented topics. The last goal was to create a new mode of 
displaying information for this travelling exhibition, rather than the stand-
ard roll-up banners. unlike other exhibitions, this one focuses on the time 
period prior to 1936.

The new exhibition looks at opposition to the right-wing national-
ist-ethnical movement, which had formed long before 1933. This oppo-
sition was initially directed against the emerging Nazi movement and af-
ter the NsdaP came to power, against its establishment as a dictatorship. 
The exhibition’s chapters are: “Weimar republic: a contested democracy” 
(Die Weimarer Republik: Eine umkämpfte Demokratie), “together! against 
the right” (Gemeinsam! Gegen Rechts), “Public! debate and Propaganda” 
(Öffentlich! Debatte und Propaganda), “secret! Hidden resistance” (Ge‑
heim! Widerstand im Verborgenen) and “Exile! Flight and resistance” (Exil! 
Flucht und Widerstand). They show how people opposed the Nazis in the 
crisis-ridden Weimar democracy and then under the conditions of the Nazi 
dictatorship. The exhibition also shows the role of the trade unions at the 
end of the Weimar republic, until trade unions were banned in May 1933, 
as well as the failed attempts to establish a united front within the political 
left against the Nazi dictatorship.

Conclusion

Without volunteer employees, the Studienkreis could not have accom-
plished all that it has. on the one hand, this is a result of limited financial 
resources, on the other hand it is an enrichment for the work it does. It en-
ables a democratic and participatory remembrance culture, with different 
ages, sexes, origins, levels of knowledge and professions working together. 
The volunteers are also advocates for the Studienkreis’ topics and goals.

at the same time, the complex structure of volunteer workers and paid 
staffers can be challenging. besides the many volunteers at Studienkreis, 



674

Thomas Altmeyer

the staff currently consists of one full-time and two part-time employees, 
plus many project staff at the memorial site and at the archive. That is why 
it is important to create enough space for conversation, explanation and 
supporting volunteers, trainees and guests regarding content and technical 
questions. The process is an ongoing dialogue and understanding within 
the team and the members about resistance: What do we understand when 
we talk about resistance? What meanings does resistance have today? The 
perspectives on resistance may differ between historians, students, politi-
cal activists, descendants, or unionists. People who were part of the 1968 
movement and who confronted their parents about their activities during 
the years 1933-1945 may see things differently than younger people with 
other scientific, political or social socialisation. For the former, discussing 
Nazi germany was an act of opposition in a society that did not want to 
talk about the past. They joined the fights of the survivors of Nazi terror to 
establish the first memorial sites in Frg. Now there are a large number of 
memorial sites, but as right-wing parties contest that consensus, it is im-
portant not to forget about the crimes committed in and by Nazi germany.

one aspect of this are web-talks, lectures and discussion events in which 
the Studienkreis gives space for perspectives of the descendants of resist-
ance fighters. These descendents tell their parents’ and grandparents’ sto-
ries and share how post-war german society has dealt with the legacy of 
the past and with the resistance movement and former resistance fighters.29 
one topic that often comes up in these talks is a feeling of being different 
from a broader society that consists mainly of bystanders and perpetrators 
and their descendants. a special sensitivity is conveyed and there is often 
a special relationship with people and families with a connection to resist-
ance or persecution.

another important challenge relates to financial questions. The insti-
tutional funding from the cultural department of the city of Frankfurt 
is modest, while institutional funding from the Hesse state government 
is completely lacking. In times of increasing costs for energy, wages and 
beyond, more and more time is needed to find funding for our work. at 
the moment, funding for new projects is possible. smaller projects with 
a budget under 5.000 euros are easier to fund than larger projects. some 
funding is more generous but has the disadvantage that the time between 

29 studienkreis deutscher Widerstand, Youtube channel, https://www.youtube.com/channel/uc-
9Q0P2lg9Kdb5HedQaFagoQ.

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC9Q0P2LG9Kdb5HedQaFagoQ
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authorization and project start and the prescribed project end is sometimes 
just around half a year.

With upcoming right-wing protests in germany and the rise of the Al‑
ternative für Deutschland (aFd) as a right-wing populist and extremist 
party in the past few years, the use of the term “resistance” has become 
more popular. demonstrators against measures taken to prevent the spread 
of covId-19, for instance, compared their situation to those of resistance 
fighters in Nazi germany. one major task of the Studienkreis’ work is to 
now clarify the differences between opposition and (even critical) demo-
cratic participation in democracies and resistance in a totalitarian dicta-
torship. one workshop in particular addresses this issue for students. Even 
the new exhibition about early resistance leads to questions about political 
engagement today, hoping to stop the rise of right-wing extremism in ger-
many. The exhibition as well as the sources in the archives provide materials 
to reflect on the question of why the engagement over 90 years ago did not 
stop the NsdaP. With this historical experience, maybe new conclusions 
for today can be drawn. In the words of Peter gingold (1916-2006), a ger-
man Jewish communist resistance fighter, who was engaged in the resist-
ance in Nazi germany, in the French resistance and the Italian resistance:

1933 would have been prevented if all Hitler’s opponents had created 
a united front. There was only one excuse for the fact that it didn’t 
come about for Hitler’s opponents of my parents’ generation: they 
had no experience of what fascism meant once it was in power. but 
today we all have this experience, today everyone must know what 
fascism means. For all future generations, there is no excuse if they 
do not prevent fascism.30

30 “Porträt Peter gingold”, trotz alledem! Ein Porträt des antifaschistischen Widestandes im rhe-
in-Main-gebiet, http://www.widerstand-portrait.de/portraits/peter-gingold.html.

http://www.widerstand-portrait.de/portraits/peter-gingold.html
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