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Forced labour in the German Democratic Republic 1950-1990 

Prison work camps during the German Democratic Republic's Stalinist period 

After the end of the National Socialist dictatorship with its wars of aggression, 

enslavement of other nations and the mass extermination of human lives in concentration 

camps, the victorious Soviet occupiers not least also asserted their authority over East Germany 

with the establishment of so-called special camps. Their main purpose was the incarceration of 

any potential opponents of the system, which was deemed even more important than punishing 

National Socialists for their crimes. However, for the most part, the intended dispatch of 

convicts to forced labour camps in the Soviet Union did not actually happen. Due to their 

miserable diet, most of the prisoners were soon far too weak for this. 

The Soviet occupying forces helped the communist and socialist party alliance which 

later became known as the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED) to come into power in East 

Germany. The government of the newly established German Democratic Republic ("GDR") 

also systematically forced prisoners to work. However, I shall refrain from using the term forced 

labour in the context of the GDR penal system as it is generally used to describe the work 

performed by civilians from the countries in eastern Europe under National Socialist occupation 

before 1945 that were randomly snatched off the streets and deported without any kind of court 

trial. This does not in the least change the fact that the work performed by prisoners in the GDR 

was also forced labour and was sometimes performed in utterly dreadful conditions. Political 

prisoners were treated particularly badly. Due to time constraints, I will not be able to talk about 

the prison conditions in more detail later on. 

The ruling SED's Second Party Conference in July 1952 focused on "accelerating the 

construction of socialism". It stands for the GDR's comparatively short truly Stalinist period. 

During that time, fourteen prison work camps were designed to hold around 15,000 inmates,18 

almost 40 per cent of all prisoners in the GDR at the time, excluding East Berlin. Their labour 

18 The prisoners were to be allocated to the fourteen work camps as follows: Preschen 1,000, Rothenburg 1,000, 

Drewitz 500, Saßnitz 400 (women), St. Egedien 1,000, Zehdenick 300, Uckermünde 150, Collm/Böhlitz 300, 

Groß-Räschen 250, Fürstenberg 1,500, Volkstedt 950, Glowe 6,500, Bautzen 300, Coswig 200. Cf. central 

correctional services office quarterly report dated 15 April 1953; BA, DO 1/3737, [no pagination] 



was needed for major military and economic infrastructure projects, for example the 

construction of a huge naval port (on the island of Rügen) modelled on a Gulag. 

By the time of the People's Uprising on 17 June 1953, these camps had already been 

filled by more than a third. However, on the basis of the defensive government directives 

regarding the "new direction" which had been issued only a few days previously (11 June) and 

probably fuelled the mood that led to the uprising, the establishment of these camps "ceased" 

immediately.1920 The major projects mentioned earlier were no longer needed, and the new 

diminished level of internal repression ensured that the number of prisoners went down by more 

than a third, for the time being.21 The SED Central Committee decided that "in contrast to the 

Soviet Union's approach, the GDR's penal system should now implement the re-education of 

long-term prisoners in permanent correctional facilities" as their detention in mass prison work 

camps was no longer feasible "considering the current situation of a divided Germany".22 Such 

camps were apparently no longer deemed safe enough after the People's Uprising and in view 

of the relatively close proximity of the border with the West. In the post-Stalinist era, it was 

also hardly possible to establish a Gulag Archipelago in the heart of Europe unnoticed. 

Forced labour in the GDR from the second half of the 1950s onwards. 

Apart from the prisoners engaged in forced labour on the major projects mentioned 

earlier, most convicts were interned in classic permanent correctional facilities at the time, as 

well as in prison work camps (some of which had already existed for some time). Several waves 

of prisoners that had been taken over from the Soviets in 1950 and had been convicted by Soviet 

military tribunals were released from these between January 1954 and the summer of 1955. Due 

to the falling total number of prisoners, a forced labour system was now implemented for the 

first time. By late 1956, three out of four prisoners were already engaged in forced labour 

(78.7%).23 

They often had to rely on machinery and work in factories that had already been used 

by the Weimar Republic prison service. Although the overall prison conditions noticeably 

19 Cf. letter written by Karl Maron, the head of East Germany's police force (DVP), to the interior minister Stoph 

on 15 September 1953; BA, DO 1/11/1484, pages 310-318. See also Ingo 
20 Pfeiffer, Marinehafenprojekt am Volksaufstand gescheitert, in: Marineforum No. 12/1992, p. 437-438. 
21 Cf. Falco Werkentin, Politische Strafjustiz in der Ära Ulbricht, Berlin 1995, p. 405. 
22 Cf. central correctional services office memorandum dated 9 August 1954; BA, DO 1/11/1589, p.172. 
23 Cf. penal system administration's production department quarterly report IV/56 dated 15 January 1957; BA, DO 

1 11/1472, pp. 129-130. 



improved during those years, receiving food parcels was already made more difficult in August 

1955 as prisoners were expected to first resort to earning their food by working harder from 

now on. 

The idea was that hard labour would rehabilitate the prisoners. This approach was also 

considered acceptable by the general public at the time. The factories were even a favourite 

showpiece when western delegations (for example from the International Red Cross) were 

permitted to inspect GDR prisons at random intervals in the late 1950s; it would be very 

interesting for me to find out whether there are parallels here with other countries such as 

Albania or whether this was due merely to the GDR's special position at the interface between 

the systems. 

Forced labour in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Twenty thousand prisoners were engaged in forced labour throughout the GDR in 1960; 

by 1975, this figure had almost doubled. The prison work camps were now renamed to 

"correctional facilities", although nothing actually changed in the nature of the respective 

institutions. Presumably, the slightly more bureaucratic sounding name was supposed to smack 

a little less of dictatorship. 

Roughly every second prisoner worked in the factories inside the prison grounds, the 

other half were usually carted to nearby "parent combines" outside of the prison walls. Around 

250 GDR combines and institutions cooperated with the prison service in this way and had a 

number of goods manufactured either in part or fully by prisoners. A couple of examples worth 

mentioning here is the printing of the SED youth movement's FDJ magazine "Frösi" (by 40 

prisoners) or the extension of Schönefeld Airport. 

Most of what these prisoners were forced to manufacture remained in the GDR or was 

exported to the countries behind the Iron Curtain. However, the GDR also increasingly 

maintained intensive trading relations with the Federal Republic of West Germany (FRG); the 

FRG encouraged this to prevent the already divided country from drifting even further apart. 

The inter-German trade therefore also included an increasing number of products 

manufactured by prisoners, for example ladies' tights that were sold under the brand names 

"Sayonara", "Amoretto" and "Petit Chat" by the West German retail chains Aldi, Hertie and 

Woolworth, which had these brands produced cheaply in the GDR and then sold them for a lot 



of money in the West. Around 150 female prisoners engaged in forced labour, including many 

political prisoners from the infamous women's prison Hoheneck, produced around 9 million 

pairs every year for the Esda Thalheim combine. Ultimately, the annual trade volume of all 

products manufactured with the aid of forced labour amounted to at least 200 million West 

German marks. 

However, furniture was also manufactured in the GDR and exported to the West; built 

to order both for Ikea and also its competitor Richard Karl Lämmerzahl, a major distributor 

who supplied Quelle, Neckermann, Möbel-Hess and many other renowned West German 

department store chains. In return for particularly cheap wholesale prices, he on his part 

financed the German Communist Party (DKP, the SED's ally) by placing orders with a printing 

house close to the party for printing jobs which he then paid a far higher rate than usual for. 

This laborious charade was necessary because officially, the SED was not permitted to own any 

assets in West Germany. 

The armchair revolutionary Lämmerzahl was wont to receive the directors of East 

German combines poolside at his own in-house swimming pool. Thus, he even managed to land 

a contract giving him the sole distribution rights for GDR-made furniture in the FRG shortly 

before Ikea entered the West German market. However, the GDR factories preferred to supply 

Ikea because this was the only way they could meet their government decreed export quotas. 

Ikea blithely ignored Lämmerzahl's monopoly, reasoning that the company hardly sold solid 

wood Biedermeier pieces but in fact contemporary pine furniture. This led to a fierce trade war 

between the two rivals Kamprad and Lämmerzahl over the next few years. Ultimately, Ikea 

won the day thanks to its expansionary market strategy. Most of the furniture hardware was 

probably manufactured by prisoners, although sometimes also entire sofas. 

However, prisoners also manufactured televisions, motorcycles and colour films (for 

Neckermann), cookers (for Quelle) as well as candles (for drugstore chain Schlecker) alongside 

"free" workers, as well as typewriters, copper wire, electric motors, combine harvesters, cast 

iron components, shoes, glass fibres, spindles and car headlights - all destined for export to the 

West. 

The role of the Ministry for State Security ("Stasi"). 

Especially the Stasi undertook every effort to keep the fact that (political) prisoners 

worked for western companies secret, vetting the supervisors and workers and always on the 



hunt for secret messages. However, as the checks were random, buyers in the West sometimes 

discovered such messages from GDR prisoners tucked away in between the tights they had 

ordered, for example, and informed the West German companies that had supplied them. 

The West German companies were also confronted with the fact that the goods they 

sold had been manufactured with the aid of forced labour by prisoners when former inmates 

who had been bought free by the West German government told them they had seen products 

on the department store shelves which they recognised as those they themselves had been forced 

to produce in prison in the GDR. Not least, the fact that this already became public knowledge 

before 1989 was also due to human rights organisations such as Amnesty International. 

Conclusion 

Using prisoners for forced labour was just another addition to the GDR's repertoire of 

political repression exercised against regime opponents and a means for additionally 

disciplining all prisoners. The GDR forced prisoners to work purely for economic reasons; only 

(foreign) policy considerations were even more important than the money saved in this way. 

Time and again, amnesties were granted, also in order to appease state visitors from western 

countries, despite the fact these amnesties had a devastating effect on the GDR economy. One 

particular paradox was that the SED state also forced its political prisoners to work and that 

bizarrely, it also sold the goods they produced to the "class enemy" West Germany. 

Of course, history knows no poetic justice, although it may sometimes bless us with a 

subsequent esprit de l'escalier. The situation after the 1987 amnesty, when even Halle youth 

prison couldn't supply enough workers, might be considered to have been precisely such a 

witticism. Not only soldiers but also ten full-time Stasi officers were drafted in to plug the gap. 

Between November 1987 and March 1988, the tool boxes were now manufactured by them, 

rather than by young prisoners. Essentially, they already met one of the demands of the Peaceful 

Revolution of 1989, albeit involuntarily: "Stasi into the factories!" 




