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The aim of the SED was to control life within GDR society down to the smallest details.
People were expected to subordinate themselves to the community as ‘socialist persona-
lities’ and take on the role prescribed by the party. There was no discussion about political
decisions, dissenting opinions were unwelcome and in many cases criminalised. In this
sense, the GDR's judicial system was not an independent authority. Rather, the courts
were the extended arm of the SED and, in addition to prosecuting common criminal of-
fences and civil disputes (e.g. divorces), were also supposed to prosecute politically unde-
sirable behaviour by citizens. To do this, they used special sections of the penal code. For
example, §96 (‘high treason’), §97 (‘espionage’), §98 (‘unlawful collection of intelli-
gence’), §100 (‘connections hostile to the state’) and several other paragraphs made any
contact abroad a potential criminal offence. Paragraph §213 (‘Unlawful border crossing’)
in turn meant that attempts to escape from the GDR were punishable and §220 (‘Public
degradation of state order’) meant that criticism of public order could also result in a pri-
son sentence.

The term ‘political prisoners’ was not used officially in the GDR and all convicts were label-
led criminals. However, behind the scenes, a separation did take place. In political cases,
for example, the Ministry for State Security (‘Stasi’), rather than the police, usually took
over the investigations. After conviction, prisoners had to serve their sentences in the
same prisons. However, political prisoners were systematically treated worse than crimi-
nals.

It is estimated that around 200,000 to 250,000 political prisoners served sentences in the
GDR between 1949 and 1989. The Federal Republic of Germany bought over 33,000 of these
prisoners from the GDR, thus enabling them to leave for the West. This trade is known as a
‘ransoming’ (prisoner buy-out).
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Section 99 Treasonable transmission of information

(1) Any person who, to the detriment of the interests of the German Democratic Republic, passes on, collects
for or makes available to the bodies or persons referred to in section 97 information not subject to secrecy
shall be liable to a custodial sentence of two to twelve years.

(2) To prepare or attempt to do so are punishable.

Section 213 Illegal border crossing

(1) Any person who unlawfully crosses the state border of the German Democratic Republic or violates provi-
sions on temporary residence in the German Democratic Republic or transit through the German Democra-
tic Republic shall be liable to a custodial sentence not exceeding two years or to a suspended sentence, a
prison sentence or a fine.

(2) Any person who, as a citizen of the German Democratic Republic, unlawfully fails to return to the German
Democratic Republic or fails to return in due time or violates state regulations concerning his or her stay
abroad shall also be punished.

(3) In serious cases, the offender shall be liable to a custodial sentence of between one and eight years. A
serious case exists in particular if
1. the offence endangers the life or health of people;
2. the offence is committed while carrying weapons or using dangerous materials or methods;
3. the offence is carried out with particular intensity;
4. the offence is committed by forgery of documents (section 240), false certification (section 242) or by mi-
suse of documents or by exploiting a hiding place;
5. the offence is committed together with others;
6. the offender has already been punished for unlawfully crossing the border.

Section 214 Impairment of state or social activity

(1) Anyone who impairs the activities of state organs through violence or threats, or shows disregard for the
law in a manner that jeopardises public order, or incites disregard for the law, shall be punished with a cu-
stodial sentence not exceeding three years or with a suspended sentence, imprisonment, a fine or public
censure.

(2) Anyone who assaults or threatens to assault citizens because of their state or social activities or becau-
se of their defence of public order and security shall also be punished.

(3) Anyone who commits an offence under paragraphs 1 or 2 together with others shall be liable to a custodi-
al sentence of up to five years.’

(4) To prepare or attempt to do so are punishable.

Extracts from the penal code of the GDR (1979)



Forced Labour
in the GDR

Section 219 Unlawful contact (1979 version)

(1) Anyone who associates with organizations, institutions or persons whose aim is to carry out activities di-
rected against the state order of the German Democratic Republic, knowing of such aims or activities, shall
be liable to a custodial sentence not exceeding five years, a suspended sentence or a monetary penalty.

(2) The following shall also be punished

1. any person who, as a citizen of the German Democratic Republic, disseminates or causes to be dissemina-
ted abroad news which is likely to harm the interests of the German Democratic Republic, or makes or cau-
ses to be made recordings for this purpose;

2. anyone who, in circumvention of legal provisions, hands over or causes to be handed over to organisati-
ons, institutions or persons abroad, writings, manuscripts or other materials which are likely to harm the in-
terests of the German Democratic Republic.

(3) In the case of paragraph 2, number 2, the attempt shall be punishable.

Section 220 Public Disparagement

(1) Anyone who publicly disparages the state order or state organs, institutions or social organizations or
their activities or measures shall be liable to a custodial sentence not exceeding three years or to a suspen-
ded sentence, imprisonment, a fine or public censure.

(2) Likewise, anyone who distributes or otherwise makes available to others writings, objects or symbols
that are likely to impair state or public order, disrupt socialist coexistence or disparage the state or social
order shall be punished.

(3) Anyone who makes public statements of a fascist, racist, militaristic or revanchist nature or uses, disse-
minates or displays symbols of this nature will also be punished.

(4) Any person who, as a citizen of the German Democratic Republic, commits the act referred to in para-
graph 1 or 3 abroad shall be liable to a custodial sentence not exceeding five years, a suspended sentence or
a monetary penalty.”

Extracts from the penal code of the GDR (1979)
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Article 1

(1) Human dignity is inviolable. Respecting and protecting it is the duty of all state authority.

(…)

Article 2

(1) Everyone has the right to the free development of their personality, provided they do not infringe the
rights of others and do not violate the constitutional order or moral law.

(2) Everyone has the right to life and physical integrity. The freedom of the person is inviolable. These rights
may only be interfered with on the basis of a law.

Article 3

(1) All people are equal before the law.

(2) Men and women have equal rights. (...)

(3) No one may be disadvantaged or favoured because of their gender, origin, race, language, homeland and
origin, faith, religious or political views. No one may be disadvantaged because of their disability.

Article 4

(1) Freedom of faith, freedom of conscience and freedom of religious and philosophical belief are inviolable.

(2) The undisturbed practice of religion is guaranteed.

(...)

Article 5

(1) Everyone has the right to freely express and disseminate their opinion in speech, writing and pictures
and to inform themselves from generally accessible sources without hindrance. The freedom of the press
and the freedom of reporting by radio and film are guaranteed. There shall be no censorship.

(...)

Article 8

(1) All Germans have the right to assemble peacefully and without weapons without registration or permissi-
on.

Excerpt from the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany
The Basic Rights
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Article 10

(1) The secrecy of correspondence and the secrecy of post and telecommunications are inviolable.

(...)

Article 11

(1) All Germans enjoy freedom of movement throughout Germany.

(...)

Article 12

(1) All Germans have the right to freely choose their profession, workplace and place of education. The exerci-
se of an occupation may be regulated by law or on the basis of a law.

(2) No one may be forced to do any particular work, except within the framework of a traditional general pu-
blic service obligation that is the same for everyone.

(3) Forced labour is only permitted in the case of a court-ordered deprivation of liberty.

Article 13

(1) The home is inviolable.

(2) Searches may only be ordered by the judge or, in the event of imminent danger, by the other bodies provi-
ded for by law and only in the form prescribed therein.

Excerpt from the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany
The Basic Rights
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How does the eyewitness describe their childhood and youth in the GDR?

What exactly led to his/her arrest?

What do we learn about the prison conditions?

How did the eyewitness regain his/her freedom?

Which quote from the interview has particularly stuck in your group's mind?

Task 1:

Watch the interview for your group and note down key points for subsequent
discussion:

Module I: Political Detention
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Task 2:

Take the extract from the penal code of the GDR and find the paragraph that led to
the conviction of the contemporary witness.

Then take on the role of a citizen of the GDR who is loyal to the system and argue
why, from the point of view of the SED, the behaviour of the witness should be
classified as criminal.

Task 3:

Take the extract from the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany and work
out which of the basic rights listed here the GDR violated in the case of the
eyewitness.

Then explain why the people sentenced under these paragraphs in the GDR saw
themselves as political prisoners.


