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Background Information

The GDR System of Forced Labour

People who were sentenced to prison in the GDR had to work for various GDR companies.
The authorities deliberately deployed the prisoners where the work was dangerous and po-
tentially harmful to health. Such workplaces were often in the chemical industry, steel
production and mining. In these areas, the GDR authorities had difficulties finding suffi-
cient personnel because civilian workers did not want to work in certain areas of these in-
dustries, even for higher wages.

Young people who had been sent to transit homes or the centres known as “youth work
yards” because of their behaviour also had to work. For all these groups, the “work quotas”,
l.e. the measured work performance, were set very high. At the same time, the companies
reduced occupational health and safety to a minimum and introduced a system of penal-
ties for refusing to work. In practice, this meant that prisoners in the Riesa steelworks, for
example, worked in a three-shift system and had to handle hot steel beams without pro-
tective clothing and wearing only simple woollen gloves. At other production sites, priso-
ners were not given respiratory masks even though they were exposed to carcinogenic
chrome dust.

Most of the prisoners were aware that the goods they were producing were intended for
export to the Federal Republic of Germany. The GDR was thus able to offer cameras, texti-
les, household appliances and much more at very low prices in the West. Even though
more detailed research on this chapter of inner-German trade is still necessary, it is
known that companies such as IKEA, Aldi, Otto and Quelle were involved on the West Ger-
man and Western European side.

The term “forced labour” is not consistently used for the work of prisoners in the GDR.
Some sources also speak of “forced prison labour” or “prison labour” and use “forced la-
bour” exclusively for the National Socialist era. As representatives of the victims, however,
we believe it is correct to speak of “forced labour” because the GDR used prison labour to
discipline political prisoners in particular, deliberately disregarded occupational health
and safety, introduced punishments for non-achievement of quotas or for refusing to

work, and used prisoners as cheap labour in dangerous workplaces.
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Module II: Forced Labour

Task 1:

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

What kind of work did the contemporary witness have to do?

What do we learn about working conditions and occupational health and safety?

What are the penalties for non-achievement of work quotas?
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Task 2:

Even in the Federal Republic of Germany today, most inmates in the federal
states’ prisons have to work. The hourly wage, which in most cases is
between €1.37 and €2.30, is considered by many to be too low.

A commentary in the german magazine SPIEGEL ONLINE in the year 2023
about the situation of prisoners:

www.spiegel.de/karriere/entlohnung-im-strafvollzug-arbeit-muss-sich-
lohnen-auch-im-knast-kommentar-a-6lelafcf-a166-477f-bfb0-16ad06ddca32

This article is also available as an automated english translation by Google.

Read through the article and compare the situation of political prisoners in
the GDR and prisoners today. Then discuss with the whole class to what
extent compulsory work in prisons is justifiable and how high the wage
should be.



