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Former campsite memorials are often faced with the question of how much people in 

surrounding areas knew about what was occurring. In multiple camps, such as Ravensbrück or 

Sachsenhausen, the actual campsite was in close proximity to the surrounding towns. In fact, 

it was often the case that inmates would march from train stations through the town itself to 

get to the actual camp, leaving little possibility for inhabitants to avoid seeing what was going 

on in their backyard.   

The former concentration camp of Sachsenhausen handles this issue in part of its 

permanent exhibit called “Die Stadt und das Lager Oranienburg und das KZ Sachsenhausen 

1936 - 1945”. Countering the long-held assumption that inhabitants of Oranienburg were 

ignorant about what was occurring, the exhibit asks what they knew about the concentration 

camp, how they behaved against inmates and the SS, and to what extent they participated in 

crimes. Without claiming to be able to sufficiently answer this question, the exhibit aims to 

stimulate discussions about the rooms of actions of ordinary citizens during the Nazi 

dictatorship. This paper aims to explore how the exhibition handles and defines the “gray 

area” between bystanders and perpetrators by asking how the exhibit defines the bystander, 

how Oranienburgers’ room for possible actions (“Handlungsspielraum”) is presented, and 

how their culpability is consequently assessed and presented.    

 In line with the Gedenkstätte Sachsenhausen’s decentralized exhibition concept, the 

permanent exhibit “Die Stadt und das Lager” is contained within former watchtower E. It 

consists of eight audiovisual presentations exploring different topics which attempt to 

illustrate the relationship between Oranienburg inhabitants and its adjacent concentration 

camp.  
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Generally speaking, the exhibit has difficulty creating the concept of a bystander. 

Comparable to the presentation of bystanders in the United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum, Sachsenhausen’s exhibit avoids using the term (possibly also related to the 

difficulty of finding an accurate German translation of the concept). At no point in the exhibit 

is the concept of a bystander defined, nor do the actions of Oranienburger citizens seem to fit 

the concept of the to a large extent passive bystander. The majority of testimony used in the 

exhibit portrays the Oranienburger citizen as acting positive and helpfully towards camp 

inmates. As the exhibit creators contend, this is due to the lack of sources and the subsequent 

reliance on witness testimonies. Not only were the majority of interviewed residents children 

in the years of 1936 to 1945, but they also understandably did not wish to bring up events that 

could reflect negatively on themselves or their community. However, one particular event that 

can be compared to depictions of the bystander commonly known in Holocaust studies, such 

as J.P. Himka’s “The Lviv Pogrom of 1941” (2011), stands out: a inhabitant recalls how in 

1939, inmates arrived at the town’s train station, surrounded by a crowd of generally passive, 

onlooking citizens.      

Against this generally positive skewed representation and similar lack of sources, the 

exhibit makers present the SS and their relationship to the Oranienburgers, especially 

emphasizing SS misbehavior. However, the exhibit cannot deny the fact that the SS was seen 

not as an outsider force, but was, for the most part, a welcome presence in the town. 

 The exhibit repeatedly emphasizes the knowledge on the part of the inhabitants of 

Oranienburg about not only the camp, but also the bad conditions in it and the treatment of the 

inmates (although they arguably were not aware of the full extent of the exterminatory 

conditions). Due to lack of sources, the exhibit is unable to present a nuanced image of the 

bystander, a problem which seems to be mirrored in other museum exhibitions such as in that 

of the USHMM. Being unable to feasibly define the bystander, which we can arguably say the 

majority of Oranienburgers can be classified as, the exhibit instead dodges the question and 

more broadly asks what spaces of action were possible for the inhabitants, precluding 

judgement. As the importance of the bystander in Holocaust history increases, one must ask 

whether museum culture should reflect this. Further research exploring the presentation of the 

bystander in other Holocaust exhibitions should be encouraged, which can lead to a more 

nuanced discussion on how the “bystander” should be represented.  

	


