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In 1950, the leader of the German Democratic Republic (East Germany), Walter Ulbricht, 

began a policy of connecting foreign threats with domestic policy failures as if the two were the 

same, and as if he was not responsible for either. This absolved him of blame for those failures 

and allowed Ulbricht to define his internal enemies as agents of the western powers. He used the 

state's secret police force, known as the Stasi, to provide the information that supported his 

claims of western obstructionism and to intimidate his adversaries. This resulted in a 

politicization of intelligence whereby Stasi officers slanted information so that it conformed to 

Ulbricht's doctrine of western interference. Comparisons made of eyewitness' statements to the 

morale reports filed by Stasi agents show that there was a difference between how the East 

German worker felt and the way the Stasi portrayed their attitudes to the politburo. 

Consequently, prior to June 17, 1953, when labor strikes inspired a million East German citizens 

to rise up against Ulbricht's oppressive government, the politicization of Stasi intelligence caused 

information over labor unrest to be unreliable at a time of increasing risk to the regime. This 

study shows the extent of Ulbricht's politicization of Stasi intelligence and its effect on the June 

1953 uprising in the German Democratic Republic. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

On February 8, 1950, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) established the Ministry 

for State Security (Ministerium für Staatssicherheit, MfS) as an internal security and intelligence 

agency. Immediately following the defeat of Nazi Germany, lawlessness reached crisis levels as 

gangs of marauding former soldiers roamed freely. In 1946, the governing Soviet Military 

Administration of Germany (Sowjetische Militäradministration in Deutschland, SMAD) 

determined that the long-term security of eastern Germany depended on the creation of an 

effective communist party and the development of a security service. In 1946, because the pre-

war ranks of German communists had been decimated by the Nazi regime and Stalin’s purges, 

SMAD ordered the merger of the sector’s German Communist Party (KPD) and the Social 

Democrats (SPD) to form a single socialist party. The result was the Socialist Unity Party of 

Germany (SED) whose communist leaders used coercion and violence to guarantee the 

cooperation of non-communist members and the removal of political adversaries. The reliance 

on oppression for political ends meant that from the beginning the SED was dependent on the wit 

of its security forces to retain power. In 1948, SED leaders presented plans to their Soviet 

counterparts for an independent eastern German secret police force. That same year while on a 

trip to Moscow, First Secretary of the SED Walter Ulbricht personally spoke with Stalin about 

these plans. In May 1949, the K-5 (Kriminalkommissariat 5) became a main directory of the 

German Department of Interior (Deutsche Verwaltung des Innern, DVdI), whose Vice-President 

Erich Mielke was tasked with clandestinely forming a secret police force. Initially the primary 

mission of state security was the surveillance and elimination of all opponents to the SED. 
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Within a year, its agents detained over 25,000 people in former Nazi concentration camps.1 Now, 

four months after the founding of the GDR, the newly formed MfS recruited predominantly from 

the ranks of the K-5, which ensured a continuation of the cruelty and oppression for which these 

agents were notorious. Known as the Stasi, they were to safeguard the SED regime and its 

businesses, factories, and transportation systems against foreign and domestic enemy agents, 

saboteurs, and spies.2  

Between June 15 and 22, 1953, when discontent among East German workers culminated 

in a series of violent strikes and demonstrations against the SED regime, it looked like the Stasi 

had failed to protect the government and its economic assets. This uprising involved a million 

citizens of the GDR in more than seven-hundred communities who openly demanded political 

and economic change. Because the MfS gathered intelligence on the mood of the people in the 

form of morale and situation reports from all economic areas, such as the unions (MfS 

Department VI) and among the working classes (MfS Department III), the SED believed that 

Stasi agents were able to foresee and prevent a popular uprising. As a result, Ulbricht argued that 

the unrest was due to a failure of security not of socialism and held MfS Chief Wilhelm Zaisser 

responsible for the intelligence and security failures that led to the uprising.  

European governments have attempted to discern the opinions of the people for political 

purposes for centuries and is well established in German history. During the Seventeenth 

Century, the rise in the popularity of coffeehouses spread from England across Europe. Although 

King Charles II complained that these gathering points were where the disaffected met to spread 

lies, they were also important meeting places for social groups and businessmen, and settings 

                                                 
1 David Childs and Richard Popplewell, The Stasi: The East German Intelligence and Security Service (New York: 
New York University Press, 1996), 40. 
2 Karl Wilhelm Fricke, Die DDR Staatssicherheit (Cologne: Verlag Wissenschaft und Politik, 1989), 24.  
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where local officials could determine the attitudes of people on political issues, such as taxes. 

Similarly, in Germany, the Stammtisch, a guesthouse table reserved for regular customers, was a 

location where people commonly debated politics and philosophy. Here German officials 

clandestinely assessed public attitudes and the temperament of labor. During the Bismarckian 

era, the rise of socialism and the working classes heightened the interest of political and business 

leaders in the after-hours gatherings of workers. Beginning in 1892, Hamburg’s political police 

watched over hundreds of local pubs that catered to labor organizations. Between 1892 and 1914, 

these secret police filed twenty thousand handwritten morale reports on the activities of labor, 

social events, and Stammtisch politics.3  

In 1931, the NSDAP (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, known as the Nazi 

Party) formed the Ic-Service, also referred to as the PI (press and internal information service), 

which after the National Socialist’s power grab in 1933 became the Security Service 

(Sicherheitsdienst, SD). The SD’s Internal Intelligence Service leader, SS Gruppenführer Otto 

Ohlendorf, envisioned an organization that was in a position to serve as an open critic of 

leadership and a channel for the opinions of the people that provided an unvarnished view of all 

areas of life. Under the heading “General Morale and Situation” (allgemeine Stimmung und 

Lage), these reports recorded public responses to propaganda, military, political events, 

Chancellor Hitler’s speeches, and the economy.4 Like Hamburg’s political police, these reports 

                                                 
3 Richard J. Evans (Hg), Kneipengespräche im Kaiserreich: Stimmungsberichte der Hamburger Politischen Polizei 
1893-1914 (Hamburg: Redaktion Wolfgang Müller, 1989), 9-14. In 1892, Hamburg’s Police Commissioner 
explained that a morale report captures “statements of discontent with leaders ... activities concerning new agitators, 
the wants and wishes of the unions and their political connections, ... preparations for strikes ...”  
4 Heinz Boberach, Meldungen aus dem Reich (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1968), 7-10. In 1934, the 
Political Police Commission of Bavaria delineated the role of the SD from that of the Gestapo by asserting, “The SD 
monitors the enemies of the National Socialist ideas and stirs the struggle and resistance of the state’s police forces.” 
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excluded the names of those surveyed. By maintaining the anonymity of the people, agents 

believed that they improved the likelihood that an undistorted picture of society was achievable.  

Under the SED regime, however, the purpose of morale reports changed from being an 

anonymous critique of the government to becoming a tool of oppression. In 1950, Ulbricht began 

blaming his domestic policy failures on western obstructionism. This allowed Ulbricht to absolve 

himself of responsibility for his policy failures and to identify his internal enemies as agents of 

the western powers. To do this, the Stasi provided Ulbricht with the information that supported 

his claim of western interference and they went after his internal enemies. Consequently, Stasi 

morale reports recorded the names of those secretly surveyed in order to identify regime 

opponents for arrest. The use of a political policy to direct information gathering, according to 

former Deputy Director of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and Chairman of the 

National Intelligence Council (NIC) John Gannon, is the politicization of intelligence. In theory, 

it is the willful distortion of information to satisfy the demands of intelligence bosses and policy 

makers. It involves the conscious act of a leader to embellish or omit information for political or 

policy reasons.5 According to the former Director of the CIA Allen Dulles, the politicization of 

intelligence is the “most serious occupational hazard … in the intelligence field.”6 Gregory 

Treverton, who worked for the first Senate Select Committee on Intelligence and handled Europe 

for the National Security Council (NSC), explains that politicization by means of direct pressure 

is force from senior policy officials on intelligence officers to come to particular conclusions, 

usually those that agree with the official’s policies or policy preferences.7 In Ulbricht’s case, he 

                                                 
5 John Gannon, “Managing Analysis in the Information Age,” Roger George and James Bruce, Analyzing 
Intelligence: Origins, Obstacles, and Innovations (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2008), 221-222. 
6 Allen W. Dulles, The Craft of Intelligence (New Delhi, India: Manas Publications, 2013), 44-45. 
7 Gregory Treverton, Intelligence for an Age of Terror (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 174-174. 
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used direct pressure on Stasi officers to have their intelligence show that western obstructionists 

were behind East Germany’s economic and labor problems.  

In 1953, increasing Cold War tensions gave Ulbricht reason to be concerned about 

western obstructionism. On March 5, 1953, a few weeks after President Dwight D. Eisenhower 

took the oath of office, Joseph Stalin, the leader of the Soviet Union, died. Two weeks later, 

Eisenhower began Operation Upshot-Knothole, which was a series of atomic weapons tests that 

lasted until June 4 and included the first ever firing of an atomic cannon. Because these tests 

occurred at a time of political uncertainty in the Soviet Union, the SED regime regarded them as 

a threat. Furthermore, the U.S. was secretly backing western opposition groups to Ulbricht’s 

regime that operated within the GDR, such as the Inquiry Commission of Liberal Jurists 

(Untersuchungsausschuß Feiheitlicher Juristen, UFJ), the Struggle Against Inhumanity 

(Kampfgruppe gegen Unmeschlichkeit, KgU), and the Only-Trade-Unionism Opposition 

Movement (Nurgewerkschaftlich Opposition, NGO).8 However, it was the inefficiencies of 

economic planning by an oppressive socialist dictatorship, which caused the regime’s domestic 

policy failures, not Cold War saber rattling and western propagandists.  

This thesis examines Stasi reports on the opinions and attitudes of East German workers 

in the years leading up to and during the June 1953 uprising. To determine if Ulbricht’s 

politicization of the MfS created the intelligence failures that he claimed caused the uprising, this 

thesis compares Stasi morale and situation reports to the eyewitness statements of workers and 

asks a number of questions. What were the concerns of East Germans in the spring of 1953 and 

did the Stasi accurately describe how they felt? What was the relationship between the SED and 

                                                 
8 Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States 1952-1954, Vol VII, Part 2 Germany and Austria 
(Washington: United States Printing Office, 1988), Document 719. 
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the MfS and were Stasi reports politically influenced? How did the regime use the intelligence 

that they received? Did Stasi intelligence failures cause the June 17, 1953 uprising?  

To answer these questions, this paper uses Stasi intelligence reports from the “Federal 

Commission for the Documents of the State Security Service of the former German Democratic 

Republic” (Der Bundesbeauftragte für die Unterlagen des Staatssicherheitsdienstes der 

ehemaligen Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, BStU) in Berlin, Germany and the eyewitness 

accounts of East German workers. Chapter 1 critics the weaknesses of these sources like 

handwritten documents and the effects of fading memories. It also discusses the methodology of 

monographs on the June 1953 uprising and reviews the historiography since the opening of the 

Stasi archives in 1990. Chapter 2 begins with the origins of the Stasi and the MfS’s relationship 

with the SED, and gives details of Ulbricht’s domestic policy failures in the spring of 1953. 

Chapter 3 defines Ulbricht’s political doctrine and establishes the origins of his politicization of 

Stasi intelligence. To determine if inaccurate intelligence caused the 1953 uprising, Stasi morale 

reports from before and during the uprising on the mood of factory and construction workers and 

miners are compared to these workers’ eyewitness accounts. Additionally, during the first weeks 

of June 1953, the politburo held several special sessions in which they discussed their 

intelligence problems. Chapter 4 looks at the politburo protocols of these deliberations and the 

changes enacted by SED regime leaders because of the uprising.  
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CHAPTER 2 

SOURCE REVIEW 

 Past attempts by historians to label the uprising as either an anti-Stalinist worker’s revolt, 

an anti-communist people’s uprising, or a western fascist putsch each attested to how deeply 

fragmented East German society was in the years prior to the uprising. Irrespective of the label 

historians attribute to June 17, 1953, the source of this disunity was Ulbricht’s oppressive regime 

and domestic policy failures, which caused the living standards in all social sectors to decline 

without the prospect of regime change or economic improvement. Ulbricht’s use of the Stasi for 

the surveillance and elimination of political opponents is established in the historiography. 

Missing from the historiography of the Stasi 1950-53 is Ulbricht’s politicization of intelligence. 

This is because, monographs on the uprising use a methodology of characterization, which sums 

up the political and economic causes of the unrest as a preface to analyzing other aspects of June 

17, such as the struggle of East Germans for freedom and liberty. Examples of this methodology 

are German historians’ Karl Wilhelm Fricke and Roger Engelmann’s 2003 book Der ‘Tag X’ 

und die Staatssicherheit and Ulrich Mählert’s 2003 book Der 17. Juni 1953. Each offer a 

contextual chapter on the GDR prior to the uprising, respectively “The Characterization of June 

17 as ‘Day-X’” and “Dimensions of an Uprising.”1 Though published more than a decade after 

the opening of the Stasi archives, neither of these chapters use Stasi source documents; and, 

while each are concerned with the oppressions of the SED regime, there are few details about the 

Stasi. In 2011, although Jen Gieseke’s Der Stasi (originally published in 2001 as Der Mielke-

                                                 
1 Karl Wilhelm Fricke and Roger Engelmann, Der ‘Tag X’ und die Staatssicherheit: 17. Juni 1953 – Reaktionen und 
Konsequenzen im DDR-Machtapparat (Bremen: Edition Temmen, 2003), 19; Ulrich Mählert, Der 17. Juni 1953: 
Ein Aufstand für Einheit, Recht und Freiheit (Bonn: Verlag J.H. Dietz, 2003), 7. 
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Konzern) has a pre-uprising narrative on the evolution of the MfS, there is no information on 

Stasi intelligence at the time.  

 These historians’ approach to the uprising is, in part, due to the overwhelming number of 

reports that Stasi agents filed during the June 17 uprising, which forced the MfS to create a 

centralized information command. This office later became ZAIG (Zentrale Auswertungs und 

Informationsgruppe), the central analytical department of the MfS, which prepared summarized 

intelligence reports (initially daily, later bi-weekly) for the ZK and politburo. This means that 

after June 16, 1953, historians have larger amounts of Stasi files than before the uprising as well 

as the MfS’s ZAIG reports. This thesis’ approach is to use pre-uprising MfS files to show how 

Ulbricht’s policies politicized Stasi intelligence on the mood of workers and affected the June 

1953 uprising. By connecting a specific politburo policy to intelligence on workers, this 

methodology allows a closer investigation into the content and use of Stasi intelligence prior to 

the uprising and contributes new information for future research on the Stasi.  

This paper is based on archival documents obtained in Berlin, Germany during 2015 and 

2016 from the holdings of the MfS’s Second General Asset Depository (Archivbestand 2: 

Allgemeine Sachablage des Ministerium für Staatssicherheit der DDR) at the BStU. The Second 

General Asset Depository was the archival collection of MfS Department XII – Records and 

Statistics, founded September 20, 1950. According to MfS Directive XII, all Stasi departments 

were to submit their closed operational files concerning conspiracies and threats to the state to 

Department XII for archiving and analysis. In October 1989, after the collapse of the SED 

regime, the MfS began a systematic campaign to destroy all of its files. However, in January 

1990 a Berlin citizen’s movement (Bürgerbewegung) intervened to end the destruction. In doing 

so, it secured the 490 serial meters of files held in the Second General Asset Depository without 
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signs of physical destruction or alteration.2 Included are 2.5 serial meters of Stasi morale reports 

specifically related to the June 1953 uprising. Additionally, the BStU has published a multi-

volume set of books titled Die DDR im Blick der Stasi.3 Each book examines a specific year in 

the history of the GDR as seen through the files of the MfS. The volume for 1953 begins on June 

17 and includes an analysis of the documents by German historian Roger Engelmann and BStU 

researcher Daniela Münkel. A good secondary source on the Berlin citizen’s movement and the 

end of the Stasi is Edward Peterson’s 2002 book The Secret Police and the Revolution.4  

Because the files of MfS Department XII were the working papers of Stasi agents, the 

contents are from a variety sources, such as informants and union functionaries and could have 

several addressees. In addition to SfS Zaisser, members of the Central Committee (ZK), 

particularly the politburo, had access to these documents and regularly requested additional 

clarification and investigation. Therefore, files missing headings, addressees and signatures are 

the result of internal requests by ministers for additional details.5 In the years prior to the 

uprising, the MfS was poorly equipped and ran by inexperienced officers, who were under the 

supervision of the Soviet Ministry for State Security (MGB). Consequently, there are many 

handwritten reports that contain misspellings and grammatical errors. Additionally, in instances 

                                                 
2 Dagmar Unverhau, Findbuch zum ‘Archivbestand 2: Allgemeine Sachablage des Ministeriums für Staatssicherheit 
der DDR (Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2001), 1-6; David Gill and Ulrich Schröter, Das Ministerium für Staatssicherheit: 
Anatomie des Mielke-Imperiums (Berlin: Rowohlt, 1991), 177-180. The East German citizen movements of 1990 
involved hundreds of cities across eastern Germany. 
3 Die DDR im Blick der Stasi: Die geheimen Berichte an die SED-Führung, 1953 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 2013). 
4 Edward N. Peterson, The Secret Police and the Revolution: The Fall of the German Democratic Republic 
(Westport Connecticut: Praeger Publishers, 2002). 
5 Unverhau, Findbuch zum ‘Archivbestand 2, 2-14. 
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of heightened Soviet interest, such as western spies, the MGB took over Stasi activities, which 

explains the fragmented condition of MfS files prior to the uprising.6  

To determine if the Stasi accurately reported the mood of workers to the politburo this 

paper uses the eyewitness accounts of East German workers. A weakness of this approach is the 

fact that memory is fallible. Because people retain information for future recollection, news 

reports about an event can affect memory, or if the information is stored for a long time the 

natural process of forgetting can degrade its recall. Eyewitnesses also tailor their retelling of 

events to their listeners, which causes personal biases to distort their recall. However, eyewitness 

accounts can reliably confirm that an event happened, provide a sequence of events and serve as 

a means of determining if something bad occurred or not. Furthermore, statements obtained soon 

after an event are more reliable than those provided decades later.7  

Because of these limitations, this thesis corroborates multiple sources of eyewitnesses’ 

accounts of the uprising with the established historiography. It uses workers’ statements from the 

MfS’s protocols of factory meetings, such as the Berlin Brake Works, along with the account of 

a construction worker published in German historian Rainer Hildebrandt’s 1955 book The 

Explosion. Also cited are the 1999 compilations of eyewitnesses from German historians Ursula 

Bruns’ Zeitzeugen zum 17. Juni 1953 and Sigrid Grabner’s Potsdam 1945-1989: Zwischen 

Anpassung und Aufbegehren. An important contribution to this paper was Deutschlandfunk news 

editor Peter Lange and research advisor for “The Foundation for the Examination of the 

Dictatorship in East Germany” (Stiftung zur Aufarbeitung des SED-Diktatur) Sabina Roß’s 2003 

                                                 
6 Roger Engelmann, “Diener zweier Herren,” Siegfried Suckut und Walter Süβ, Staatspartei und Staatssicherheit: 
Zum Verhältnis von SED und MfS (Berlin: Christoph Links Verlag, 1970), 52-53. 
7 Laura Engelhardt, “The Problem with Eyewitness Testimony,” Stanford Journal of Legal Studies Vol. 1:1 (Dec 
1999), 25-29. 
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book 17. Juli 1953 – Zeitzeugen berichten. In a nationwide search of Germany, Lange and Roß 

invited East German survivors of the uprising to share their stories. The result was 480 

respondents, whose anecdotes included diary entries and private letters from before the uprising. 

The authors selected 340 texts for their book and a contemporary history radio series, which 

included fifty interviews supported by the original Radio in the American Sector (Rundfunk im 

amerikanischen Sektor, RIAS) and Berlin Rundfunk broadcasts. Like Lange and Roß’ approach, 

this thesis uses historical facts to support the eyewitness’ accounts, diary entries, and letters 

about the uprising in order to minimize the effects of memory’s fallibility.  

Secondary material on the Stasi and the 1953 uprising is substantial. Renewed interest 

after the opening of MfS archives in 1991 led to the publication of numerous books and journal 

articles, in both German and English, which influenced the field. The writings of German 

historians such as Karl Wilhelm Fricke, Jens Gieseke, Armin Mitter and Stefan Wolle provide 

comprehensive discussions of the MfS and their relationship to society, the SED regime, and the 

1953 uprising. Two practical works on the Stasi and the uprising are Ulrich Mählert’s Der 17. 

Juni 1953 and Torsten Diedrich’s Waffen gegen das Volk. In English, though there are fewer 

works specifically on the 1953 uprising, David Childs and Richard Popplewell’s The Stasi: The 

East German Intelligence and Security Service is a broad monograph on the Stasi.8 In addition, 

Christoph Links Publishing has produced a series of books on the MfS from a group of German 

historians that offers compilations and analysis of Stasi files. Although these works are thorough 

and provide keen insights into the structure and purpose of the Stasi, their broad scope on the use 

                                                 
8 Ulrich Mählert, Der 17. Juni 1953; Torsten Diedrich, Waffen gegen das Volk: Der 17. Juni 1953 in der DDR 
(Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 2003); David Childs and Richard Popplewell, The Stasi: The East German 
Intelligence and Security Service (New York: New York University Press, 1996). In English, also see John O. 
Koehler, Stasi: The untold story of the East German Secret Police (Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, 1999).  
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of intelligence during one of the most significant events in GDR history indicates that additional 

archival analysis is required. 

Research since 1990 shows that beginning in May 1951, MfS Department VI (Abwehr im 

Staatsapparat, in Parteien und Massenorganizationen) composed morale reports on a regular 

basis based on postal controls. This was the initial step in a network of surveillance intended to 

maintain a “clear picture” of the mood of the citizenry and various political and economic 

interests.9 Fricke and Engelmann described these reports as rudimentary and explained that they 

did not generate enough information for universal surveillance.10 In 1952, as the economic 

conditions in the GDR continued to decline, SED leaders became concerned over the increasing 

public restlessness and resistance. In response, the regime instituted new reporting mandates that, 

in addition to requiring monthly MfS reports on the mood of workers, called for bi-monthly 

reports from universities on emigration, misconduct, and anti-regime statements by students, 

faculty and teachers.11  

In January 1953, MfS Chief Zaisser tasked long time communist Joseph Gutsche with 

establishing an information office. The purpose of Gutsche’s office was to provide the ZK 

ministers with unrestricted access to all MfS documents and files. However, Engelmann 

explained that a reconstruction of what Gutsche’s bureau was originally doing is difficult due to 

the underdeveloped condition of the system prior to the uprising and because his role was 

                                                 
9 Engelmann, “Einleitung,” Die DDR im Blick der Stasi, Die geheimen Berichte an die SED-Führung, 1953 
(Göttingen, Germany: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 50. 
10 Fricke and Engelmann, Der ‘Tag X’ und die Staatssicherheit, 159, 179.  
11 “Protokoll über die auβerordentliche Personalleitersitzung am 10. Marz 1953 in unserem Staatssekretariat” Berlin, 
March 11, 1953, Der Bundesbeauftragte für die Unterlagen des Staatssicherheitsdienstes der ehemaligen Deutschen 
Demokratischen Republik (here after BStU), Ministerium für Staatssicherheit (here after MfS), Allgemeine 
Sachablage (here after AS) 2487/76 Band (here after Bd) 1, 317. 
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initially to supplement the current system on an ad hoc basis.12 Equally difficult to explain is 

Gutsche’s extemporized assignment at a time when regime leaders, particularly Ulbricht, 

recognized the need for reporting and intelligence improvements.  

On June 11, 1953, SED officials instructed Party leaders and company managers to 

discuss the New Course (a Soviet mandated correction of GDR political and economic policies) 

with workers and submit an accurate description of their mood to the MfS.13 The need to request 

accurate information indicates that SED leaders distrusted the quality of their intelligence. This 

thesis will show that this uncertainty was because the politburo used direct pressure to force the 

Stasi to slant intelligence so that it backed the regime’s political doctrine. The politburo’s 

politicization of intelligence before the uprising caused Stasi information to be unreliable at a 

time when there was a heightened need for trustworthy data. For these reasons, a likely 

consequence of the politicization of intelligence in the spring of 1953 was that the Stasi told the 

politburo what it wanted to hear instead of how the workers actually felt.  

Beginning with the June uprising, Gutsche consolidated all reporting under a central 

information command. Continuous reporting directly to this new information department began 

on the morning of June 17, 1953. These daily information reports, submitted to regional 

administration by 06:00, formed the basis for a 10:00 central manuscript for the 

Staatssekretariat. These documents, which included findings from phone taps and foreign press 

releases, were a run-on of facts, rumors and statements, which contained orthographic and 

grammatical mistakes and came in the form of hastily constructed statements and forty-to-fifty 

page “Informationen.” Although Gutsche’s office required daily reporting, some information was 

                                                 
12 Engelmann, “Einleitung,” Die DDR im Blick der Stasi, 55. 
13 Mitter and Wolle, Untergang auf Raten, 64. 
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several days old and the contents included redundancy, in other instances copied from previous 

reports, which suggests that Stasi intelligence was not always current. Though these daily reports 

had no coherent message, such as summaries and analyses’, they did focus on specific places and 

events that allowed the gathering of diverse sources into a single situation report that reproduced 

large quantities of opinions often cited word-for-word.14  

The overwhelming number of reports submitted by Stasi agents in the days following the 

uprising forced Gutsche to implement a new numerical system for logging daily reports. This 

change began with the MfS’s Berlin headquarters and filtered down to the regional and district 

stations, with additional modifications over the following months. Gutsche’s June 23, 1953 

numbering protocol began with the fifth report, dated June 29, 1953 titled Information. Reports 

one through four were subsequently numbered.15  

On July 23, the MfS ceased to operate as an independent secretariat under the guidance of 

the ZK and became a Staatssekretariat under the Interior Ministry (Ministerium des Innern). 

Furthermore, Zaisser’s intelligence failures resulted in his dismissal and replacement by Ernst 

Wollweber as Chief of State Security. German historians Mitter and Wolle explain that the ZK 

concluded that Zaisser’s lack of leadership isolated Party leaders and weakened their control. 

Therefore, ill-informed Party officials and regional administrations were unaware of the situation 

in their factories and among the working classes at the time of the uprising. According to Fricke, 

however, Zaisser’s own words indicted him. The MfS, Zaisser explained, was in a position to 

discover and study adversaries and at the right moment make arrests. He boasted that at the 

                                                 
14 Engelmann, “Einleitung,” Die DDR im Blick der Stasi, 23, 51-55; MfS, “Bericht über die Ereignisse in Berlin und 
in der Republik am 17. Juni 1953 bis 19.30 Uhr” (Berlin: June 17, 1953), BStU, MfS, SdM 249, 267-281. 
15 Engelmann, “Einleitung,” Die DDR im Blick der Stasi, 23. 
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crucial moment the Stasi could liquidate an enemy. His failure to fulfill this commitment in June 

1953 led to his dismissal.16  

There was a great deal of dissatisfaction over the quality of intelligence reports, 

particularly the stringing together of discussions that led to no conclusions.17 SED leaders 

claimed that the MfS’s lack of leadership, faulty internal communications, and poor information 

allowed labor unrest to culminate in uprising. However, historian Gary Bruce contends that the 

MfS was neither responsible for nor capable of foreseeing the uprising.18 Internally, the 

information collected and processed by the MfS was not an end in itself. Stasi intelligence was a 

decision-making tool. Regardless if used for the agency’s own operational purposes or as 

propaganda by its Press Service (Pressedienst), it needed additional evaluation. According to 

Fricke, the amassing and cataloging of data in MfS headquarters’ depositories, such as 

Department XII or later the VHS-Card system (Vorverdichtungs-, Hinweis- und Suchkartei), 

were for decisions limited to conducting security checks, propaganda, or initiating an action.19 

Declaring an uprising as imminent or identifying the need for a political course change required 

analysis by the ZK or politburo. Nonetheless, did Stasi intelligence contain the kinds of 

information Ulbricht, Zaisser and the other politburo members could have used to determine if 

an uprising was looming? Childs and Popplewell argue that the problem was not a matter of 

                                                 
16 Armin Mitter and Stefan Wolle, Untergang auf Raten (Munich: C. Bertelmann Verlag, 1993), 144; Karl Wilhelm 
Fricke, Die DDR Staatssicherheit (Cologne: Verlag Wissenschaft und Politik, 1989), 29. 
17 Mario Frank, Walter Ulbricht (Berlin: Berliner Taschenbuch Verlags, 2003), 32-33; Die DDR im Blick der Stasi 
1953: Die geheimen Berichte an die SED-Führung (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 52-53. 
18 Gary Bruce, “The Prelude to Nationwide Surviellance in East Germany: Stasi Operations and Threat Perceptions, 
1945-1953,” Journal of Cold War Studies 5, no. 2 (Spring 2003): 4. 
19 Karl Wilhelm Fricke, MfS intern: Macht, Strukturen, Auflösung der DDR-Staatssicherheit (Köln: Verlag 
Wissenschaft und Politik, 1991), 50-51. 
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intelligence, but of SED leadership’s failure to process and comprehend raw data.20 This 

suggests that prior to June’s labor strikes there was sufficient information to indicate an 

impending uprising.  

 

                                                 
20 Childs and Popplewell, The Stasi, 54. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE STASI 

Origins of the Stasi 

 In 1946, with post-war Germany divided into four occupation zones, eastern Germany 

fell under Soviet control. Soviet leadership established the DVdI, which served as a center for 

political policing in the Soviet Occupation Zone (Sowjetische Besatzungszone, SBZ). Concerned 

that an armed German police force would be a revolutionary threat, the MGB formed the K-5 

within the DVdI as a provincial extension of their own security operation. Under Soviet 

supervision, K-5 bureaus at the state (Land) and district (Kreis) levels became a secret police 

force that pursued criminals, enforced denazification, and eliminated resistance to socialism in 

the SBZ. In October 1949, after the founding of the GDR, the “Main Directory for Protection of 

the People’s Economy” (Hauptverwaltung zum Schutze der Wirtschaft und der demokratischen 

Ordnung) replaced the K-5. Four months later, this directory became the MfS, the primary 

intelligence service and internal security agency of the GDR, under the direction of the 

politburo.1  

 Headquartered in East Berlin, the MfS controlled security operations in each of the 

GDR’s five states, East Berlin (Verwaltung Groß-Berlin) and Wismut (operated out of Erfurt to 

safeguard Soviet uranium mines). On July 23, 1952, the SED introduced a new administrative 

structure that replaced the five state governments with fourteen regional administrations 

(Bezirksverwaltung) in addition to East Berlin and Wismut (sixteen regional offices). Just as 

with the former state governments, accompanying each of the new regional organizations were 

MfS administrations whose leaders reported directly to the Secretary of State Security. 

                                                 
1 Jens Gieseke, Die Stasi 1945-1990 (Pößneck: Pantheon Verlag, 2011), 40 and 45. 



18 

 Each regional MfS bureau supervised numerous district offices (Kreisverwaltung). In 

March 1953, there were 192 district stations and subordinate departments. Some of these offices 

were in economically critical locations, such as in Jena home of the Zeiss Optics Works and the 

Technischen Universität in Dresden. District offices were the principle operational units for 

counterintelligence operations, the safekeeping of national economic interests, and territorial 

security. At this level, Stasi agents conducted the initial evaluation and analysis of intelligence 

and determined what was operationally significant. The intelligence gathered from these offices 

was also used for mass media propaganda. For example, in the spring of 1953 Ulbricht ordered 

MfS Chief Zaisser to have Stasi agents spy on Zeiss-Optics officials in Jena. After making 

several arrests, Ulbricht used this intelligence to publish articles in state run newspapers, which 

showed how the destructive work of western agents had harmed the GDR’s economy.2  

 In 1952, an insufficient number of agents and limited resources forced the agency to 

establish operational priorities (Schwerpunktprinzip) based on state, economic or general 

interests. Economic assets, particularly factories, were a traditional priority for Stasi agents. 

District level offices assigned to manufacturing facilities, such as the Wismut uranium mines, 

worked with Factory Party Organizations, the Free German Trade Union Federation (Freier 

Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, FDGB) and SED Party functionaries on shop floors. The 

intensity of surveillance in industrial centers like Potsdam, East Berlin, and Halle/S (Halle an der 

Saale), when combined with overlapping areas of observation, such as community informants 

and postal control, though never universal, was substantial.3  

                                                 
2 “An den Minister für Staatssicherheit Genossen Wilhelm Zaisser” Tgb. Nr. 9/53, Berlin, February 19, 1953, BStU, 
MfS, AS 151/56 Bd. 10, 22. 
3 Halle/S (Halle an der Saale) here after shortened to Halle. 
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 For regime leaders the MfS was the primary source of public information about popular 

attitudes. Because politburo members and key government leaders lived and shopped at their 

isolated Wandlitz compound outside Berlin, the MfS functioned as a surrogate that delivered 

reports over the situation in key economic areas, public events and the attitudes of the people. 

The FDGB and Party functionaries submitted comparable reports often with similar information. 

Unlike these organizations, the MfS through its varied intelligence sources was in a position to 

deliver information from diverse areas including the economy, state, Party and union offices, 

which meant that omissions, embellishments (Schönfärberei) and inaccuracies were risky. 

Because MfS officers were under pressure to report successes, they cautiously avoided analysis 

that offered conclusions or criticism of SED policies or directives. Though harshly criticized for 

the low quality of intelligence prior to the uprising, Stasi intelligence avoided upsetting political 

leaders, such as Zaisser and Ulbricht, by being inconclusive. This led to standardized reporting 

that delivered data as supplementary or parallel information to the existing pool of intelligence.4  

 During the 1950s, the MfS was a servant of two masters: the SED and the Soviet Union. 

Known as the “Shield and Sword” of the Party, the MfS’s overriding objective was to safeguard 

the construction of a socialist state in the GDR. As a result, the MGB placed advisors at all 

operational levels within the agency. In 1952, according to Berlin’s MGB Chief General Major 

Kawerznew, Soviet advisors received unrestricted access to all MfS administrative levels. They 

also approved and assisted in Stasi actions, arrests and cadre selection. In the early 1950s, 

although there was a reduction in the number of Soviet advisors at the district level, at MfS 

                                                 
4 Gieseke, Die Stasi 1945-1990, 151-152. 
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headquarters in Berlin there was at least one in each department and a chief MGB advisor 

supervising the head of MfS regional offices.5  

 Similarly, the SED built a parallel Party system within the MfS. The purpose of these 

Party functionaries was to ensure the correct political and ideological attitudes of Stasi agents 

and assert Party control over all intelligence and security matters. The First Secretary of each 

Regional Party Organization (Bezirksparteiorganisation) answered to the Regional Party Control 

Commission (Bezirkpartei Kontrolkommission), which represented the highest instance of SED 

leadership within the MfS. Below the regional level, each District Party Organization 

(Kreisparteiorganisation) and District Party Control Commission likewise mirrored higher levels 

of Stasi operations.6  

 In November 1952, MfS Directive 21 called for the increased use of informants 

(Inoffizieller Mitarbeiter, IM) and other clandestine sources. This was the first document issued 

concerning the use of IMs and their role as the “most important weapon of the MfS” in the 

struggle against the enemies of the GDR.7 Though the use of informant networks provided Stasi 

agents with an abundance of information, particularly about the attitudes of the people, the use of 

intimidation to force cooperation and the poor selection of informers yielded a great deal of 

hearsay, rumors and other types of unreliable information.  

Particularly difficult was the Stasi’s surveillance of labor. In April 1953, the MfS’s 

Rostock office only had two active informants, one less than in February.8 In Potsdam between 

                                                 
5 Roger Engelmann, “Diener zweier Herren,” Siegfried Suckut und Walter Süβ, Staatspartei und Staatssicherheit: 
Zum Verhältnis von SED und MfS (Berlin: Christoph Links Verlag, 1970), 51-53; Childs and Popplewell, 49. 
6 Schulman, Parteierziehung in der Geheimpolizei, 51-52. 
7 Fricke, MfS intern, 39-40.  
8 “Monatsbericht der Abteilung VI der Bezirksverwaltung Rostock Referat III,” MfS Tgb Nr. VI/3824/53, Rostock, 
April 16, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 227/56, Bd. 2, 23; “Monatsbericht der Abteilung VI der Bezirksverwaltung 
Rostock,” Tgb.Nr.VI/153/53, Rostock, February 2, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 227/56, Bd. 2, 26 and 28. 
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March and May, the number of informants grew from seven to thirteen. The Potsdam office also 

reported the addition of four “conspirative” residents (local people who informed on activities in 

their neighborhood).9 Yet, in Potsdam, the number of workers, according to Stasi reports, 

increased from 227,000 to 250,000, which meant that by April there were more than 19,000 

workers per informant.10 In 1953, the MfS’s network of IMs numbered about 30,000, many of 

which were paper informants – those who appeared only on paper (Karteileichen).11  

 

Origins of the Uprising 

 At the Second Party Conference of the SED in July 1952, Ulbricht announced new 

economic plans that demanded the expeditious construction of socialism by means of further 

state incorporation of factories, increased collectivization of agriculture, militarization, and in 

December of that year a better coordination of intelligence.12 The conference, however, was 

more about the repression of its citizenry than the economic advancement of the state. In the 

following months, the regime passed laws, such as the “Law for the Protection of State Property” 

(Gesetz zum Schutz des Volkseigentums), which increased Stasi surveillance of labor and the 

dispossession of farmers. Under its provisions within four months, there were 2,391 proceedings 

against 3,500 individuals and the regime dispossessed 6,500 farmers. The result was that in 1952 

                                                 
9 “Berichterstattung,” Potsdam, March 11, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 227/56, Bd. 6, 4; “Monatliche Berichterstattung für 
den Monat April für das Objekt FDGB,” Potsdam, May 11, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 227/56, Bd. 6, 7; 
“Berichterstattung,” MfS Tgb.Nr.VI/3686/53, Potsdam, April 10, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 227/56, Bd. 6, 10. 
10 “Bericht,” Berlin, July 3, 1953, BStU, MfS, BV Berlin XVIII 10327, 86-90. 
11 Roger Engelmann and Ilko-Sascha Kowalczuk, Volkserhebung gegen den SED-Staat: Eine Bestandaufnahme zum 
17. Juni 1953 (Göttingen,: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005), 155. 
12 Jens Schöne, Volksaufstand: Der 17. Juni 1953 in Berlin und der DDR (Berlin: Berlin Story Verlag, 2013), 29-31; 
“Direktive des Sekretariats des ZK zur Erweiterung und Verbesserung der Partei-Information,” Berlin, December 4, 
1952, Protokolle des Politbüros des Zentralkomitees der Socialistischen Einheitspartei Deutschlands (hereafter 
Protokolle des Politbüros), Nr. 216/52, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/J IV 2/3/345.  
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and 1953 the SED doubled the number of those imprisoned from 31,000 to 66,000 and forty 

percent of the large farmers (Großbauern) emigrated to the west abandoning 22,773 farms and 

leaving over 750,000 hectares (one hectare is about 2.47 acres) of productive land fallow. This 

caused severe food shortages and sporadic food riots in major industrial centers such as Leipzig, 

Dresden, Halle, and Suhl.13  

 In the spring of 1953, consumer despair reached new depths when the rationing of 

textiles and footwear ended. Though the SED lowered the state’s Trade Organization 

(Handelsorganization, HO) prices for these items by as much as twenty percent, the new HO 

rates were still fifty percent above the former ration-card prices. The regime also raised ration 

prices for meat and eggs fifteen percent, the price of honey substitute and jam forty percent and 

workers’ travel tickets seventy-five percent. These measures, intended to reduce demand and to 

relieve the state budget, caused the cost of living of all income groups to rise. Other means of 

relieving the state budget included increasing income taxes on merchants, excluding the self-

employed from health and social insurance, increasing work quotas (work norms) ten percent 

and denying ration-cards to East German workers and their dependents who worked in West 

Berlin.14  

In April, after the election of new union leaders, the regime instituted additional plan 

adjustments, which called for reductions in the import of food and consumer items. This 

triggered more shortages, a decline in quality, and price increases for sugar, vegetables, fruits, 

                                                 
13 Schöne, Volksaufstand, 33; Mählert, Der 17. Juni 1953, 13; Gary Bruce, Resistance with the People: Repression 
and Resistance in Eastern Germany 1945-1955 (New York: Rowan & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 169; Jeffrey 
Kopstein, “Chipping away at the State,” World Politics 48:3 (April 1996), 411; Gregory Witkowski, “Peasant’s 
Revolt? Re-evaluating the 17 June Uprising in East Germany,” The German History Society 24, no. 2 (March 4, 
2006): 250. 
14 Andre Steiner, The Plans that Failed: An Economic History of the GDR (New York: Bergham Books, 2010), 44-
59. 



23 

potatoes, rice, butter, lard and oil. Higher prices caused ration-cards to run out by mid-month, 

which forced workers to purchase food at exorbitant prices from the HOs or on the black market 

for the remainder of the month. Complicating matters, the regime instructed the Minister of 

Commerce not to relieve deficiencies in consumer goods by drawing from state reserves or 

increasing imports.15 Moreover, these reforms specifically targeted labor by reducing medical 

benefits, using vacation for health reasons, and ending transportation compensation for workers. 

April’s measures combined resulted in a thirty percent reduction in pay for the workforce.16 

 To improve the declining economic conditions in the GDR, the Soviets demanded a new 

approach. On June 11, 1953, state media outlets published the SED regime’s “New Course,” 

which extended credit to farmers and merchants, improved food supplies, allowed farmers to 

return to their lands, and permitted the release of prisoners. Because it failed to reduce work 

quotas, widespread discontent among labor resulted in work stoppages beginning on Friday June 

12. By the following Monday, labor unrest and strikes had spread throughout East Berlin and its 

adjacent industrial centers, such as Potsdam. According to Stasi intelligence reports from June 

13, East Germans viewed the New Course as a declaration of the SED’s political bankruptcy. 

The admission of mistakes by an oppressive regime caused hundreds of thousands of East 

Germans to demand political and economic changes.17 

                                                 
15 Torsten Diedrich, Waffen gegen das Volk, 40-41; Ilko Sascha Kowalczuk, 17. Juni 1953 – Volksaufstand in der 
DDR: Ursachen – Abläufe – Folgen (Bremen: Edition Temmen, 2003), 107. 
16 Wolfgang Eckelmann, Hans-Hermann Hertle, and Rainer Weinert, FDGB Intern: Innenansichten einer 
Massorganisation der SED (Berlin: Treptower Verlagshaus, 1990), 21.  
17 Kowalczuk, 17. Juni 1953 – Volksaufstand in der DDR, 102. 
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CHAPTER 4 

STASI INTELLIGENCE 1950-1953 

 A governing principle of the GDR was Democratic Centralization, which meant that 

although lower levels of government elected the higher levels, they were subject to direction 

from above. The Volkskammer (People’s Chamber) was constitutionally the highest level of 

government. The National Front, which was a combination of all political parties (SED, CDU, 

LDPD, NDPD and DBD) and mass organizations, such as the unions, provided the candidates to 

the People’s Chamber. The SED maintained a majority in the People’s Chamber from 1949 until 

1989 by filling the leadership positions of the mass organizations with loyal SED party members. 

In doing so, it held a de facto majority over the other political parties, which allowed the SED to 

retain its position of power. SED leaders used intimidation and violence to force the cooperation 

of party members and National Front candidates. In July 1950, Ulbricht declared that it was of 

“crucial importance that the committees of the National Front … under the banner of a unified 

struggle for a peace-loving, democratic and independent Germany, unite the classes of people.”1 

Ulbricht’s banner of unity was a matter of intimidation with the single-mindedness of remaining 

in power. This required a loyal and obedient security and intelligence agency. Beginning with the 

founding of the MfS, the agency’s principal mission was to safeguard the regime against its 

enemies. However, what particularly concerned SED leaders was that despite Soviet training 

there were few competent intelligence officers in the Stasi’s ranks and a low level of 

commitment by Stasi agents to the regime.2  

                                                 
1 Walter Ulbricht, Zur sozialistischen Entwicklung der Volkswirtschaft seit 1945 (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1960), 359-
360. 
2 Childs and Popplewell, The Stasi, 48.  
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 To make sure that the MfS fulfilled its mandate, the politburo placed the agency under its 

direction and appointed one of its members, Wilhelm Zaisser, to lead it. This began a process of 

politicizing Stasi intelligence so that it fit the regime’s idea of a struggle against western agents 

and saboteurs. Founded on the notion of military confrontation with the west, the GDR could not 

survive in an environment of reconciliation. Obviously, it made no sense to have two Germanys 

at peace with each other; therefore, any rapprochement with the Federal Republic of Germany 

(West Germany, FRG) moved the GDR closer to reunification under western terms. Moreover, 

economic decline and oppression contradicted the SED’s claims of prosperity and peace and 

undermined the legitimacy of the regime. For these reasons, Ulbricht had to show that western 

agents and not the regime were the cause of the GDR’s economic problems and the need for 

Stasi watchfulness.  

 Ulbricht’s plan was to link foreign threats to domestic policy failures as if the two were 

the same, and as if he was not responsible for either. This cleared him of blame for those failures, 

and allowed Ulbricht to define his internal enemies as western agents. “The enemy through 

various methods of sabotage” Ulbricht explained in 1950, “want to disrupt the successful 

development of the German Democratic Republic.”3 He declared that, “The depravity of the 

enemy forces in West Germany … have only one thought: destroy, destroy.” As a result, “we 

have to control strictly all factories … [and] the staff in the factories must identify enemy 

activity.”4 According to Ulbricht, this “required that they support the work of the state’s security 

organizations.”5 He also described how American, British and French agents worked with the 

FRG and that “[t]he danger of provocation can only be confronted through the timely destruction 

                                                 
3 Ulbricht, Zur sozialistischen Entwicklung der Volkswirtschaft seit 1945, 347-349. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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of Anglo-American agents.”6 SED and MfS leaders did not waver from this doctrine, because the 

“enemy” influence of the competing western capitalist systems was so politically repulsive that 

even loyal regime members often fell under suspicion of being western agents. Therefore, any 

deviation from this narrative immediately made one an enemy.7  

 Ulbricht’s doctrine began taking form in the course of the 1950-51 spy trials when Stasi 

morale reports showed people questioning the constitutionality of the death sentence, the GDR’s 

sovereignty and its rapport with SMAD. Then in 1952, following the Second Party Conference 

of the SED, the regime enacted a series of laws which called for an increase in the Stasi’s 

surveillance of labor in order to expose those western agents wrecking the economy. That same 

year on December 4, 1952, a politburo directive for expanding and improving the contents of 

Party information instructed all offices, which included MfS district and regional bureaus, to 

submit reports on their “political situation.” This involved reporting to the ZK all occurrences of 

enemy activity that obstructed economic progress.8 The product of this directive was that it 

standardized Stasi intelligence so that it linked all forms of labor restlessness, such as emigration 

and smear letters, to the interference of western “agents” and “saboteurs.”  

 

1950-1951 Spy Trials 

 The abduction and imprisonment of thousands of East Germans, who disappeared into 

Soviet GULAGs or the Stasi camp systems, led to widespread accusations of a lack of judicial 

                                                 
6 Ulbricht, Zur sozialistischen Entwicklung der Volkswirtschaft seit 1945, 347-349. 
7 Jens Gieseke, “Staatssicherheit und Gesellschaft – Plädoyer für einen Brückenschlag,” Jens Gieseke, 
Staatssicherheit und Gesellschaft: Studien zum Herrschaftsalltag in der DDR (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and 
Ruprecht, 2007), 8. 
8 “Direktive des Sekretariats des ZK zur Erweiterung und Verbesserung der Partei-Information,” Berlin, December 
4, 1952, Protokolle des Politbüros, Nr. 216/52, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/J IV 2/3/345. 
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openness and administrative excesses. A witness, Jürgen Köhler of Potsdam, explained that on 

March 28, 1950 MGB and Stasi agents arrested his parents who were members of the CDU 

(Christian Democratic Union). After the state “plundered” the contents of their home, the agents 

explained that the possessions of “reactionaries” belonged to the people. It was 1959 before 

Jürgen learned of his parent’s execution at the Butyrka prison in Moscow in the spring of 1951. 

According to neighbors of the Köhler’s, another CDU member, Ludwig Baues, died in the 

course of an interrogation during a “secret session” at the MGB’s Potsdam Lindenstraße station.9  

 Events like these contradicted the SED’s promises of peace, democracy and freedom, and 

were a source of resentment towards the Soviet Union. “When people disappear,” Köhler 

explained, “it turns opinions against the SU (Soviet Union).”10 On November 22, 1950, in order 

to slow emigration by demonstrating judicial openness, the SED regime published an article in 

the state run newspapers Neues Deutschland, Berliner Zeitung and Neue Zeit, which described 

the Soviet conviction of eight East Germans accused of spying for America. Afterwards, Stasi 

agents gathered public opinions on how people reacted to the brief article.  

Although the people believed it was good that they were coming out of the “era of 

secretiveness,”11 an unintended consequence of these reports was the revelation of a general 

belief that the SED was a despotic regime under Soviet control. For instance, article ten of the 

GDR’s constitution prohibited extradition to a foreign state. However, Soviet Military Tribunals 

(SMT) routinely incarcerated East Germans in GULAG labor camps. According to a Stasi 

                                                 
9 Sigrid Grabner, Hendrick Röder and Thomas Wernicke, “Mein Vater war schlohweiβ: Rekonstruktion eines 
politischen Mordes,” Potsdam 1945-1989: Zwischen Anpassung und Aufbegehren (Berlin: Arno Brynda, 1999), 23-
26. 
10 Ibid. 
11 “Artikel im ‘Neuen Deutschland’ vom 22.11.50 ‘Verurteilung amerkanischer Spione,’” Berlin, November 23, 
1950, BStU, MfS, AS 5/54, 21.  
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morale report, a leader of the Thuringian Justice Department pointed out that the constitution of 

the GDR forbids handing over Germans to the occupation forces.12 A member of the CDU asked 

if “a military tribunal of the Soviet occupation forces had the authority to impose such a sentence 

on a citizen of the GDR.”13 As a result, November’s trials reinforced the belief that “people are 

still being abducted by the Soviet authorities” and the sentencing showed that the “[GDR] 

administration is not completely in German hands and that the Soviet Control Commission 

(SKK) actually exercises more control.”14 In Potsdam, a driver for the city’s government stated, 

“I don’t believe that judgement by a Soviet military tribunal makes a good impression on our 

people.”15  

November’s morale reports also revealed a “lack of understanding” among East Germans 

about their situation.16 Though West Germany’s constitution abolished the death penalty, East 

Germany’s did not. This caused some confusion among regime officials, such as Max Reimann, 

who stated, “The judgement is unjust and too hard” and wrongly said that “[t]he death sentence 

has been abolished.”17 Furthermore, East German citizens erroneously believed that the founding 

of the GDR ended the Soviet occupation and placed the administration of their state in the hands 

of German officials. “We are no longer occupied,” declared an interviewee, “therefore there 

                                                 
12 “Stimmen über das Urteil gegen die acht amerkanischen Spione,” Weimar, November 27, 1950, BStU, MfS, AS 
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cannot be a military tribunal.”18 A worker in Potsdam stated, “I don’t agree with these affairs 

being taken out of the hands of our justice system.” He explained that “[i]t was made known with 

the founding of our republic that the Soviet occupation forces transferred all administrative 

functions, which in my view includes our justice. I thought we had a sovereign government.”19 

Another in Potsdam commented, “SMAD at the … founding of the GDR transferred all 

administrative functions to our government.”20 A worker at a printing shop exclaimed, “I had to 

ask myself … why we have German judges? Why are these people not placed before them? 

Germans belong before German judges and not a [Soviet] military tribunal.”21 The general 

outlook of the people was that it does not make a “good impression that a Soviet military tribunal 

sits in judgement over our people …. I’m of the opinion that all citizens of our GDR should be 

judged by a German magistrate.” By taking the trial out of the hands of the German authorities, 

many believed that “[t]he sovereignty of our government is … placed in a questionable light.” 

There were public calls for a “clarification [of the] jurisdiction of our judges.”22  

Additionally, in a report submitted to Erich Mielke at MfS headquarters Berlin-

Lichtenberg, the city’s police commissioner listed several opinions that questioned the 

trustworthiness of the trial and the confessions of those sentenced. A member of the CDU stated 

that he “doubted the confessions.”23 A citizen claimed that “if you or I were accused of the same, 

we would also be found guilty … they confessed because they [were drugged] (Giftspritzen).” In 

Berlin-Weissensee a retiree stated, “It’s all just theatre,” while another supposed that “[t]hey 
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were declared spies because they were not decent people.”24 This shows that the regime’s use of 

oppression undermined the legitimacy of its judicial system. As a result, the SED’s effort to 

show judicial openness provoked public responses that caught government officials off-guard.  

These Stasi reports established that there was a belief among East Germans that SMAD 

was violating the sovereignty of the GDR (extradition, military tribunals, occupation) and that 

many wrongly thought that Soviet occupation and the death sentence had ended. Though there 

was disagreement concerning the use of the death sentence, many East Germans viewed the 

Soviet sentencing of Germans as unjust and symbolic of the control exercised by SMAD over an 

oppressive SED state.  

To correct the political misunderstandings among the people and clarify matters with 

SMAD, the regime repeated this process twice between December 1950 and January 1951, yet 

with different results based on far fewer reports. November’s trial yielded 178 pages of morale 

reports. In contrast, there were only seventy-four pages for December’s trial, also of East 

Germans accused of spying for America; and, for January’s trial of East Germans accused of 

spying for the British, there were only twenty-three pages.  

Although November’s trial made clear that there was public discontent over Soviet 

occupation, the use of military tribunals, extradition and Soviet control of their government, 

December’s intelligence reports began with mostly favorable opinions and no comments about 

sovereignty. A good example is the MfS’s Weimar district office, which submitted public 

opinion reports over both SMT trials of East Germans accused of spying for America. The share 

of negative opinions was 17-18% for each trial. A Stasi report submitted on November 27 for the 
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first trial of American spies, began with SED member Reimann’s comment that the judgement 

was unjust and that the death sentence had ended.25 “In what way can a simple employee like the 

one in the article engage in espionage?” asked another interviewee; “the death sentence is too 

extreme.”26 The tone was different for the next trial. On December 20, the first several 

statements submitted by the same Weimar office formed a structured narrative. An argument 

against the death sentence was followed by, “you have to wonder why the Russians are handling 

this case ... [it] probably has to do with a particularly egregious instance.” And “[t]he handling of 

this judgement by a Soviet military judge reflects the current international tensions … when they 

start sentencing spies to death, then war usually isn’t far away.”27 It went on to reason that 

“Everything in the world has to come to an end … we just have to be patient and wait. It won’t 

be much longer.” Moreover, it proclaimed that “judgement by a military tribunal of the Soviet 

occupation forces in Germany … [is] completely satisfactory.”28 Additional Stasi reports from 

Weimar stated that, “The judgement can’t be hard enough, these people tried to disrupt our 

reconstruction and that of the Soviet Union,” and “I believe the judgement is very just.”29  

Because November’s action was the first of its kind for the MfS, it exposed the need for 

reporting improvements. There were inconsistent uses of departmental markings – a problem 

even after 1951 - and a lack of editing. In December, editorial improvements to Stasi reports 

were visible. Specifically, the positioning of opinions to form a narrative and improved file 

                                                 
25 “Stimmen über das Urteil gegn die acht amerikanischen Spione,” 83. 
26 Ibid. 
27 “Stimmungsbericht über die vom sowjetischen Militär-Tribunal am, 18.12.1950 verurteilten Spione des 
amerikanischen Nachtrichtendienstes in Deutschland,” Tgb. Nr. 1522/50.Pe/149, Weimar, December 20, 1950, 
BStU, MfS, AS 5/54, 203. 
28 Ibid, 204. 
29 Ibid, 205. 



32 

markings. Though the number of negative opinions remained consistent at around eighteen 

percent, they were limited to the preference for German judges and disapprovals of the death 

sentence. Because November’s trial had established an attitude among East Germans over 

violations of GDR sovereignty, the use of SMTs, and foreign extradition, the omission of such 

opinions suggest an editing of reports to avoid angering leaders, particularly the politburo. This 

is consistent with Stasi morale reports submitted in January 1951 over the sentencing of East 

Germans accused of spying for the British.  

 

The Second Party Conference of the SED July 1952 

In July 1952, during the Second Party Conference of the SED, Ulbricht made two 

statements to attendees that revealed the character of the regime’s new economic plan: state 

power is the foundation on which socialism is built; and, the workers must break enemy 

resistance. Ulbricht declared that the path to socialism was violent and that the SED, as the 

representative of the working classes, will use all means to stop any opposition. A reinvigorated 

SED party emerged from their conference more concerned with the process of oppression as a 

means of enforcing Ulbricht’s doctrine than the economic advancement of the GDR state.30  

The politburo intended to “significantly improve alignment in the system of information” 

to fit their new economic objectives. The December 1952 reporting mandate required an 

accounting of the “political situation” and “occurrences” of enemy activity in the factories. This 

decree outlined two intelligence expectations: daily updates on current events in the district 

offices and large factories; and, that each administration submit a brief summary – no longer than 
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three pages – analyzing the political situation. They decided to act decisively against those who 

“embellish, cover mistakes or hide information from the highest organ of the Party.”31 This came 

at a time of increased collectivization, dispossession and oppression that caused an upsurge in 

emigration to the west, food riots and labor unrest in major industrial centers. The regime also 

called for more “vigilance” by the Stasi, which in fact was a demand for more oppression. This 

meant going after those disgruntled workers who they blamed for the country’s domestic policy 

failures. This caused an overstatement by Stasi agents of workers’ opinions, so that what they 

had considered to be dissenting views in 1950 were now characterized as the encouragements of 

western enemies, reactionaries and provocateurs.  

The politicization of intelligence to match Ulbricht’s doctrine was a continuing process. 

In January 1953, the politburo began a campaign to “openly unmask” what they considered were 

“terrorist organization[s]” intent on “provoking war, sabotage and espionage” on behalf of West 

Germany and the U.S.32 They called for strengthening the cultural indoctrination of the GDR’s 

youth and labor organizations and making improvements in all district and regional offices. This 

decree specifically called for a special commission that involved the MfS to ensure that “work 

proceed[ed] exactly according to the resolutions of the politburo and the plan of the Central 

Commission.”33 Another politburo measure in March, “Clarification of the role of our security 

and counterintelligence organizations,” pressed Stasi agents to demonstrate more “vigilance.” 

The politburo reasoned that “vigilance and … state power … are the foundations of socialism.” 
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Notwithstanding past Stasi successes “against divergents, saboteurs, spies, and agents,” they 

argued that “these successes can be even greater … [with more] vigilance.”34  

 The flow of information upwards from the various MfS offices consisted of Stasi 

intelligence reports from agents, informants, and union functionaries of each MfS regional and 

district office. Ulbricht’s doctrine increased the likelihood that this intelligence would be slanted 

to portray labor unrest as a western provocation. Did Stasi agents misrepresent the mood of labor 

in their intelligence reports prior to the June 1953 uprising? The following sections examine 

industrial and construction workers in the regions of the MfS bureaus Groß Berlin and Potsdam, 

and miners in the region of the MfS’s Halle offices. Though the economic policies of the SED 

regime effected all social sectors, these studies are limited to those of East German workers. In 

the months leading to the uprising, they consider the attitudes of workers and compare them to 

the contents of Stasi intelligence reports to determine the accuracy of this information.  

 

MfS Groß Berlin and Potsdam Regional Administrations 

 East German energy production was unable to support the growing industrial demand of 

the July 1952 economic plan. Because the supply of coal failed to meet these demands, factories 

operated irregularly causing an inconsistent work rhythm. The regime’s failure to recognize the 

problem created a cycle whereby SED leaders blamed performance problems on unproductive 

workers. The regime responded by instituting plan modifications that called for reductions in 

consumer goods output, and more investment in heavy industry. Savings in consumption funded 

the increase in industrial investment. Still, shortages of energy and raw materials made these 
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plans ineffective, which started the cycle anew as the regime again blamed performance 

problems on unproductive workers. Consequently, factories stood still due to a lack of raw 

materials and energy, while workers were unproductive for up to thirty percent of their shifts and 

consumer prices spiraled out of control.35  

 The poor production flow, according to a worker at the Soviet Joint Stock Company 

(Sowjetische Aktiengesellschaft, SAG) Berlin Brake Works (BBW, formerly Knorr Bremse), 

began with a backlog of work due to a lack of parts and supplies. For most of a month, workers 

swept shop floors, while at the end of the month, when supplies became available, they worked 

overtime in order to meet their monthly quota requirements. Workers stated that “the terrible 

situation” caused many to work “on Sundays and holidays to fulfill their plan,” while others were 

“busy with trivial things simply because no one want[ed] to send them home.” According to a 

worker, this meant, “a thousand workers for an entire month are paid and nothing is achieved … 

[which] creates a [financial] hole … [that] is not the fault of the worker, it’s the fault of the 

government.”36 A BBW worker stressed that a “continuous and orderly workflow” was 

missing.37  

The regime’s demands for quota increases, according to workers at BBW, failed to 

consider the existing problems caused by irregular production rhythms on shop floors. These 

differences resulted in “one shift get[ting] a norm increase, while the colleagues on the other 

shift get a bonus.”38 Similarly, when considering quota increases the regime did not take into 
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account the “voluntarily raised work norms and … [that workers] participated in the socialist 

competition.” They complained that while workers willingly did their part for socialism, “prices 

were going up. That really set us back. … It definitely caused a bad mood.”39  

 Workers demanded wage and price adjustments that gave them the chance to fulfill their 

quotas and earn a living. “The entire situation within the democratic sector,” a worker explained, 

“is naturally based on the wage-price politics … [which] … the colleagues in our factory are no 

longer happy with.” Pay inequities contradicted the regime’s promises of socialist prosperity in a 

worker’s state. Workers reasoned that “exceedingly high” incomes for some, while other’s 

earnings were “legally cutback,” created unfair living imbalances. Though “everyone pays ninety 

cents for bread, prices need to be adjusted so that it is fair.” Another worker added, “above all 

reduce prices. My suggestion is not just the price of marmalade and sugar products, but return 

the price of meat and sausage to their old prices.”40  

In May 1953, Lieselotte Petrich wrote to her family in West Germany that the cutbacks in 

the GDR caused farmers to flee “so that the land isn’t being worked enough and food is in short 

supply.” Petrich described how the regime’s new economic plan meant that some people were 

“missing necessary medications simply because it wasn’t part of the plan.”41 The regime’s plan 

also involved saving over two-hundred million marks in manufacturing expenditures, which 

included twenty million in workers’ transportation subsidies. For those who traveled daily to 

Berlin’s factories or Stalinallee’s construction zone, according to Nadja Bunke, this was “bad 

news.” The regime’s new measures, which called for increased work quotas and higher 
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transportation prices, meant a lower disposable income for her husband Erich, who worked for 

EKO (Eisenhüttenkombinat Ost).42 According to a worker at VEB Elektroprojekt Berlin-

Lichtenberg, “the government increased the work norms in some areas as much as thirty percent. 

In a shorter period of time the workers were to produce more.” He believed this “caused an 

increasingly discontented work force” and concluded that, “[t]he mood was aggravated.”43 

Another was “unhappy” over increased rail fares. He did not understand “why the FDGB would 

approve” of such a measure. A worker described their general feeling as “bitter.”44  

 On December 15, 1952, workers at Berlin’s large machine factory, VEB ‘7. Oktober’ 

(Großmachinenbau), went on strike demanding the payment of missing wages.45 According to an 

informant’s report, a worker stated that, “lately we have been fairly upset over the extreme 

measures of the government.” Another said, “On our way to socialism we hoped for more than 

promises of a better living standard.” He explained that the HO and Konsum stores (consumer 

cooperatives) offer only “one type of fruit and it was partially rotten, most types of vegetables 

were not available or in short supply at a high price.”46 Potsdam factory worker Peter Ruben 

explained that the regime’s new measures “meant that we had to make cuts somewhere … 

Consumer goods cards for private merchants (Eigentumer) were done away with, marmalade 

prices were increased, people were arrested because they were accused of some sort of tax 
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deficiency and that’s how after June 1952 the entire situation intensified.”47 At the Elektro-

Apparate-Werke Berlin-Treptow (EAW) workers said that “[i]n the factory they need to finally 

quit talking about over time.” According to the workers, “[t]he bonus system in the factory has a 

lot of mistakes …. [and] the leadership in the factory needs to improve … especially [they need 

to] listen to what the masses think.” They also complained that the price of “goods in the HO 

need to be reduced.”48 Rubin stated, “In November there was a plan to intensify the construction 

of socialism – and to increase the pressure [on workers], to increase the work norms.” He 

reasoned that “[t]he result of increasing norms is lower wages. For the workers in my factory … 

the first pay with the norm increase was on June 10 – ten percent less money. …. That was the 

point when [the regime] attacked the workers’ wages.”49  

 Union and SED Party functionaries on shop floors, who were the primary sources of Stasi 

labor intelligence, were also the target of workers’ frustrations. “What do the BGL 

(Betriebsgewerkschaftsleitung) and Party functionaries [tell us],” complained a worker: “‘We 

must raise our norms, these numbers come from the government, we can’t just make them up, it 

doesn’t work like that.’” At that point, he stated, “things get kicked” by angry workers.50 On 

June 9, 1953 to protest higher quotas, workers in BBW’s Brake Cylinder Department held a sit-

in-strike. The following week workers in another department demanded to speak with their BGL 

over quota increases. Not only did their union representative not show up, he avoided going to 

the department the following day knowing that “there were negative discussions surfacing.”51 
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Opinions recorded during and after the uprising found that workers discussed their concerns with 

functionaries daily, which shows that at the shop level, the “bad mood” among labor prior to the 

strikes was known. The problem was an editing of intelligence by higher levels. “That it came to 

this, and its causes,” a BBW union functionary reflected, “are that representatives did not report 

the correct morale in the factories to their superiors. When I reported the truth, [they] 

embellished (verschönt) my report.”52 

 Poor working conditions, indifferent functionaries, low wages and declining living 

standards were the primary causes for discontent among workers in Berlin and Potsdam. Labor 

unrest via work slowdowns, work stoppages, sit-in-strikes and walkouts became common 

occurrences. “[T]hat something was going on,” according to student Ulrich Braasch “hung in the 

air.”53 On June 12, workers in the BBW conducted another sit-in-strike to protest quota 

increases. In May, when the SED regime encouraged workers to do their part in the construction 

of socialism by voluntarily increasing their quotas, workers at the BBW had willingly increased 

twenty-two norms. However, in June the SED refused to account for the workers’ voluntarily 

increased quotas and raised these same norms another ten percent. SED and union officials, as 

well as company managers, spoke with the workers and promised to review their quotas if they 

returned to work – this was the same promise made to angry construction workers on Stalinallee, 

a few blocks away.54 If labor unrest was well founded, how then did Stasi agents, informants and 

the various MfS offices report on the feelings of workers? 
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In December 1952, prior to a strike over unpaid wages at Berlin’s VEB ‘7. Oktober’, Stasi 

agents reported that some departments were becoming “troublesome.” According to the agents, 

“[t]he enemy is taking advantage of [the workers] … to organize a strike.” The Stasi claimed that 

since “RIAS knew about the strike in advance … it definitely shows that there is enemy activity 

present at VEB ‘7. Oktober.’” They reported that the strike began when “five-hundred enemy 

workers forced their way into the factory.” During the strike, Stasi agents arrested a “primary 

agent” and a “divergent” before “important machines in the factory could be disabled.”55 In 

another instance, a Stasi agent reported that on May 30, 1953 he witnessed a worker hand over 

transformer designs and information over the “mood of colleagues in the factories” to a “West 

Berlin primary agent.” According to the Stasi, further investigation into these matters caused 

many “enemy agents [to flee]” - emigrate.56  

Ulbricht’s doctrine transformed the nature of labor unrest from a matter of domestic 

policy failures to western sabotage. This was possible, in part, because the regime did not believe 

that the workers would rebel. There was a greater tendency among East German labor towards 

passive resistance and acts of non-conformity, such as working slower or walking out, than 

rebellion.57 These protests, nonetheless, had economic consequences for the regime. Because 

they did not believe in labor’s willingness to rebel, SED leaders sidestepped the causes of labor 

restlessness, like being “upset over the extreme measures of the government,” longing for a 

“better living standard,” or frustration over the “offerings from the HO and the Konsum 

stores,”58 by criminalizing the workers’ acts of non-conformity. As a result, each occurrence of 
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labor dissatisfaction was an opportunity for the Stasi to show that there were indeed “enemies”, 

“agents” and “divergents” undermining the GDR’s economy.  

 Though the MfS classified informants by the tasks they performed, such as logistics and 

couriers, all informants operated with the purpose of “unmasking” the enemy.59 In the spring of 

1953, convinced that foreign influences “sabotaged” labor’s capacity to work, the ZK ordered 

the increased use of informant networks within factories. Yet, prior to the uprising Stasi 

informants were few in number and poorly managed. In Potsdam, for example, the number of 

workers per informant was nineteen-thousand. Furthermore, meetings between agents and their 

informants happened irregularly, some occurring weeks apart; and, during the uprising only 

sixteen informants filed reports with the Stasi because “the majority [of informants] participated 

in the strikes.”60  

Stasi agents recruited and directed informants and in many instances wrote out their 

findings. As a result, intelligence gathered from IMs often supported the politburo’s doctrine of 

foreign obstructionism. For instance, on May 20, 1953 an East German informant and member of 

the Free German Youth (Freie Deutsche Jugend, FDJ), who worked for the Hildebrandt and 

Stefan Printing House in West Berlin, reported that the attitude among East Germany’s youth is 

“not very good.”61 The agent blamed the distribution of Hildebrandt’s western propaganda in the 

GDR. IM “Seidel” reported that on June 15 workers in VEB KWK Berlin-Köpenick, spoke with 

strangers who “demanded a return to the old work hours, repealing work norm increases, a forty 

percent reduction in HO prices, and free elections.” The informant determined that these foreign 
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“agents instigated the [June 17] strike by exploiting the workers’ discontent.”62 IM “Jürgen” 

stated that according to workers from Bergmann-Borsig, on June 17 “American airplanes 

dropped [enemy] agents” near Berlin. He claimed that “the large number of these sightings 

explain the events of June 17,” and that “many colleagues recognize that the enemy is abusing 

their interests.”63  

 Many informants’ reports truthfully described the feelings of workers. Informant 

“Cornelia,” for example, reported on the response of workers to an article published in the 

Tribüne (FDGB union newspaper), which announced the politburo’s new savings initiatives. 

“The working class,” according to the article, “welcomes these measures,” which included the 

elimination of the workers’ travel subsidies. The IM’s report described the workers’ “heated 

discussions.”64 At VEB ‘7.Ocktober,’ another IM explained that the workers were troubled over 

the “extreme” policies of the government.65  

 However, behind each worker’s grievance IMs expected to find a western agent. Without 

doubt, in East Berlin - a city with over a million residents and tens of thousands of outside 

laborers - it was easy to find a stranger to suspect of being a foreign agent. IM “Gardine” 

described a “group of six men … among them an elegantly dressed, slender, intelligent man,” 

that spoke High German (Hochdeutsch) and whose hairstyle was different. According to the IM, 

this unfamiliar person spoke with workers about sports, wages, and the west.66 The idea of the 

“stranger” became informants’ proof that something was amiss and that foreign agents actually 
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existed. IMs equated the growing discord among workers, particularly in Stalinallee, with the 

rising number of outsiders in their city. As a result, hearsay, rumors and strangers often 

dominated the contents of informants’ reports rather than the genuine feelings of the workers.  

 In the spring of 1953, the growing number of unproductive shop functionaries compelled 

the FDGB to allow non-Party workers to run for union offices. The goal was to find new 

leadership, which based on experience and competence rather than political loyalty, could 

convince labor to support the regime’s new economic plans. Since FDGB functionaries were a 

source of intelligence for Stasi agents, the election of non-Party functionaries to shop floors 

posed a security risk. To head off potential problems, many SED candidates received the backing 

of Party leaders. Throughout spring’s elections, workers openly opposed union-favored Party 

candidates, while the FDGB insultingly described the workers’ non-Party nominees as 

“imperfect” or “unacceptable.”67  

 On March 11, 1953, MfS Department VI-Potsdam submitted its February monthly report, 

which under the heading “political situation” stated that there was “very poor” support for the 

union elections from Factory Party Organizations and described an attack on the District 

Secretary of IG-Chemie (Industrial Union, IG) as “enemy activity.” Next, the report provided a 

listing of the number and type of informants in the region’s factories and revealed that a member 

of the FDGB had emigrated to the west.68 Although Stasi agents avoided reaching 

unsubstantiated conclusions in these reports, their positioning of events provided an 

understanding that occurrences of labor restlessness, such as the assault of a union official or 

emigration to the west, were the fault of western agents.  

                                                 
67 “Monatsbericht der Abteilung VI der Bezirksverwaltung Rostock,” Rostock, February 16, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 
227/56 Bd. 2, 28. 
68 “Berichterstattung,” Potsdam, March 11, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 227/56 Bd. 6, 4. 



44 

According to Potsdam’s April 10 monthly report, during the FDGB’s delegate 

conference, attendees held “good discussions” and voluntarily expressed a “self-commitment to 

norm increases.”69 Though quota increases contributed greatly to the “bad mood” and 

“bitter[ness]” among the region’s labor force, FDGB and SED functionaries, according to this 

report, supported quota increases. The following paragraph, which accounted for the region’s 

enemy activity, stated that the “percentage of non-Party members voted into leadership positions 

had increased.”70 The report also described the discovery of fifteen Only-Trade-Unionism 

Opposition Movement (Nurgewerkschaftliche Opposition, NGO) newsletters found outside the 

FDGB’s regional headquarters.71 The following month there were more NGO letters; and, agents 

stated that they would “closely investigate” a non-Party union member who successfully lobbied 

others against a FDGB backed candidate.72  

Stasi monthly reports associated labor conflict, which included emigration, with the 

influence of western opposition organizations, like the NGO. Because emigration gave rise to 

theft, the destruction of property, vacancies and a decline in productivity, the MfS considered 

emigration a top security concern. Moreover, vacancies made it difficult for officials to monitor 

the activities of worker organizations and contributed directly to union turnover and declining 

memberships. Undoubtedly, migration provided opposition movements with openings to 

infiltrate shop floors. However, it was the workers’ frustrations over the regime’s failed domestic 

policies that provided the reasons for union opposition and emigration.  
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Because Stasi agents often supported statements with statistical and numerical data, these 

brief monthly reports were the regime’s best indicator of internal labor unrest. Stasi agents 

reported that seventy percent of those elected to leadership positions came from one of the 

National Front parties, such as the National Democratic Party of Germany (NDPD), and of those 

elected seventy-one percent lacked experience as a functionary, eighty-six percent failed to 

attend union training meetings and eighty percent had no party affiliation.73 

Bad working conditions, high quotas and declining living standards were the causes of 

labor resistance and acts of non-conformity, such as working slow, work stoppages, walkouts 

and sit-in-strikes. These non-violent forms of protest led the SED to believe that East German 

labor was either unwilling or incapable of revolutionary action like the Spartacist uprising in 

1919. As a result, when functionaries on shop floors reported the truth, their bosses routinely 

“embellished” the information to fit Ulbricht’s doctrine of foreign obstructionism. For these 

reasons, workers who “demanded a return to the old work hours, repealing work norm increases, 

a … reduction in HO prices,” according to Stasi agents, were the victims of western agents who 

were taking advantage of them in order to disrupt the economy. They considered outspoken 

workers, such as strike leaders and non-Party union leaders, western “divergents” or 

“reactionaries.” This indicates a willful exaggeration of how the workers truly felt and how the 

Stasi reported their feelings to the politburo.  

 In 1952, Ulbricht announced that, “The Politburo of the Party has undertaken a program 

of constructing worker housing in our industrial centers.” He proudly described the 

reconstruction of several city centers and the State Opera House in Berlin. Ulbricht, however, 
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expressed concerns over missing materials and the use of outdated technology and attacked VEB 

Bau-Union for its cost overruns. “The Politburo of the SED …. to improve the work in 

construction,” he declared, “calls for [an] increase in the speed of construction …. [and] a 

reduction in costs.”74  

 Stalinallee, the 4-kilometer long national construction zone in East Berlin, required 

thousands of workers, many of whom came from areas beyond the city and were placed in 

temporary barracks. According to Stalinallee construction worker Horst Schlafke, there were two 

phrases everyone frequently heard: “increase of output” and “productivity of labor.”75 Moreover, 

much like the BBW workers, laborers on Stalinallee had voluntarily increased their quotas before 

the uprising. When construction began in January 1952, they set a record of 2,500 bricks laid in a 

single shift. By that summer, after some technical improvements, the construction workers 

bested this record by laying 8,400 bricks, which was 1,200 more per shift than masons in the 

FRG.76 The regime’s praise of these achievements died out when angry workers at Block 16 

Stalinallee attacked crew leaders who pressed them to work more. Berthold Falkenthal, a mason 

with VEB Bau, stated that the “so-called normers came to the construction site and stood next to 

us with stop-watches. They wanted to determine our one-hundred percent work time, so that for 

the same money they could get more production.” What frustrated workers, Falkenthal 

explained, was “at that time we had already gone from 5.50 mark to below 3.00 mark due to 

technical [improvements] … it was impossible to increase our productivity.” 77  Klaus-Olof 

Güttel, who worked for EKO, stated that at the Stalinallee construction zone there were many 
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outside companies, such as Bergmann-Borsig and EKO, who struggled with their quotas. “[T]he 

technically based norms … were set too high.” Güttel contended that officials exploited the 

workers’ inexperience with new equipment and working conditions by “set[ting] the projected 

peak performance as the mandatory norm.”78  

 On May 20, 1953 on Stalinallee, VEB Technungsbau brigade (a work crew) on Block G-

North (see Appendix) held a three-hour strike. The workers demanded a “review of work norms, 

improvements in worker organizations and material deliveries … [which] caused the poor 

calculation of norms and differences in wages.”79 On June 3, there was another work stoppage 

for the same reasons, however, this time it included workers from Strausberger Platz. Again, 

demands over wages went unanswered.80 Similarly, on June 12 stone masons from VEB Ausbau 

Block E-South stopped working, “the reason was they were protesting against the 

implementation of norm increases and a lack of organization [missing materials].”81  

 Güttel recalled that in “the construction workers’ barrack-city, there were a lot of angry 

discussions and everyone was upset.” He stated that “because their living conditions were 

extremely primitive and there were hardly any leisure activities, fights and riots were part of their 

daily routine.”82 According to Volker Oelschläger of Potsdam, VEB Bau-Union workers in 

Stalinallee “[lived] ten workers to a barrack. They have wooden beds with a straw sack, a small 

cabinet and very poor wash conditions. The beds have a blanket but no sheets. The sinks have 

not been washed in the past year. They pay two marks per day for these poor conditions. When 
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they complained about the miserable food and how carelessly the food was prepared, they all 

soon had food poisoning.” Attempts by the workers to improve their conditions went 

unanswered, because “[s]uggestions from the workers [were] not considered” by their leaders.83  

According to student Ulrich Braasch, “[w]e heard about the discontent of the workers 

over increased work norms … particularly effected were the thousands of construction workers 

in the nearby massive construction zone in Stalinallee.”84 Marianne Wachtmann, who resided 

with her parents in one of the last remaining buildings next to Stalinallee stated, “The 

construction workers didn’t agree that their norms were steadily increased, that tile layers earned 

more than the masons, that only the functionaries were to get the new apartments.” On June 16, 

she observed that “all over Stalinallee and the [surrounding] area workers stood about discussing 

their problems.” The workers “argued lively,” according to Wachtmann, and “no one moved a 

stone.”85 On Block-C Stalinallee, Schlakfe saw that “[t]he men were disappointed and sullen.”86 

Less than five months into the politburo’s spring 1953 plan adjustments, Lutz Rackow of Der 

Morgen newspaper said, “the Berlin construction workers long had enough of this nonsense.”87  

 In the days prior to the uprising a worker for the construction collective 

(Aufbaugemeinschaft) stated that they wanted to show their “displeasure, bitterness and 

annoyance” and “demand the retraction of the higher work norms.”88 Braasch said they could 

hear the construction workers chanting “‘Down with the norms,’ ‘Better Wages,’ and a little later 
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‘Down with the government.’”89 A witness from the engineering school in Berlin-Lichtenberg 

observed “groups of construction workers, still in their masonry clothing, loudly ranting against 

the government.”90 According to a mason with VEB Bau at the Berlin-Ostbahnhof construction 

site, on June 15 after organizing a strike, the workers “began shouting slogans like ‘We’ve had 

enough of Pieck and Grotewohl’ and also ‘It serves no purpose, the government must go.’”91 

These events made people nervous, Rackow remembered, because a “demonstration against the 

government of the workers and farmers state was unimaginable.” He recalled that construction 

workers shouted, “We don’t want to be slaves” as they encouraged others to join their 

demonstration.92 A student at the time, who later worked for the transport brigade at Stalinallee, 

said that on June 16 the demonstrations began at Block G-North where the workers demanded 

the “retraction of norm increases.”93  

 Construction workers were the most outspoken in the GDR labor force. On May 27, 

during a meeting regarding a ten percent quota increase planned for June 1, construction leaders, 

Party functionaries, and the Bau-Holz union from Stalinallee voiced their concerns to SED Party 

member Bruno Baum. The construction leaders requested several exceptions to the increase, 

such as allowances for those quotas already voluntarily raised by workers. Construction leaders 

also requested quota adjustments for the missing raw materials. Baum succinctly explained that 

the change was a decision of the ZK and therefore would go into effect as scheduled.94 The 
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ministers officially enacted the increase on May 28 without taking into consideration the current 

standing of quotas or raw material shortages.95  

 A Stasi agent reported that the FDJ Secretary and the Director of Factories drove to a 

construction site on Thaerstraße to investigate reports of angry workers. They stated that their 

conversations with the workers were “in many aspects unsuccessful.” Later that morning, the 

agent reported that Stalinallee construction workers from “Industriebau, Wohnungsbau, Bau, 

Tiefbau, Ausbau and Volksbau” demonstrated over “norm and price reductions.” The workers 

shouted, “We are not slaves, rather workers” and wanted an end to what they called the “hunger 

regime.” The agent’s report on the mood of the workers confirmed that several major Stalinallee 

construction firms shared these feelings. The report then described how the leader of the 

demonstration passed into West Berlin where “he was greeted by west-police with a loud hurrah, 

‘in the east the construction workers are striking.’” The strike leader then “met with another 

group of police and spoke with them” before returning to East Berlin.96 Stasi agents routinely 

looked for a western connection to acts of labor unrest. Furthermore, statements by workers 

found in Stasi reports, such as “[T]he West … should not cause such a mess with the 

provocateurs,”97 and “[we] despise the western provocateurs,”98 show that agents also used the 

trustworthiness of the construction worker to support the regime’s claims of western 

provocateurs.  

 On June 16, informant “Hell” at Berlin’s Ostseestraße construction site described an 

unknown person on a motorcycle who demanded that the scaffolding workers stop working, after 
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which the workers went home.99 Informant “Weber” reported that a worker at Stalinallee claimed 

eight weeks ago “in eight weeks everything will be different.” The informant pointed out “the 

specified time coincide[ed] with the strike.” Weber believed that the restlessness among the 

workers was being “purposely stirred-up.” For example, in Berlin-Falkenberg, he reported seeing 

a “western clothed” person speaking with workers and acting “very insecure, suspicious, and … 

very secretively.” Afterwards, according to the IM, there were signs that the workers’ “morale 

and discipline [were] being undermined.”100 Informants’ preoccupation with finding the enemy 

led to countless sightings of “suspicious” persons. In Berlin and Potsdam where there were 

thousands of construction workers housed from all over the GDR, a stranger’s difference in 

clothing, accent and mannerisms resulted in the rendering of unreliable information based on an 

informants’ social biases, local rumors and hearsay.  

 In the months prior to the uprising, many construction crews increased their quotas, in 

some instances voluntarily, only to have the same quotas raised yet another ten percent in June. 

Construction workers protested against these increases. In contrast, the Stasi described how in 

West Berlin there were cheers over the successes of western provocateurs. Stasi agents also used 

the believability of the construction worker to show that it was western saboteurs and not the 

workers, who opposed the regime’s policies.  

 

MfS Halle Regional Administration 

In February 1953, a Soviet engineer provided the ZK of the GDR with advice (Hinweis) 

about the condition of the VVB Mansfeld-Kombinat (Vereinigung Volkseigener Betriebe, VVB) 
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near Halle.101 According to a February 24 politburo protocol, he contended that the poor state of 

the mine(s) warrants its closure. The politburo attributed the causes to “excessive leave times due 

to illness, absenteeism (Bummelei) and poor work organization (missing materials).”102 After 

considering the engineer’s remarks, the ZK decided to correct these deficiencies by exposing all 

instances of sabotage, increasing the number of supervisors, and making technical and equipment 

improvements. Because these measures would “improve time utilization” and end the workers’ 

laziness and excessive sick time, the miners were to begin a forty-eight-hour workweek.103 

Though poor ventilation and water contamination were the chief causes of low productivity and 

the workers’ health problems, the politburo ultimately faulted inept leaders, lazy workers, and 

western influences.  

 At the time of the politburo’s meeting, the mood of the Mansfeld-Kombinat miners was 

“tense.” Miner Ehrhardt Schmidt stated that although “promises to raise living standards didn’t 

happen …. [i]ncreases in worker productivity, for the same wage, were constantly demanded.”104 

After the regime declared the Mansfeld-Kombinat a Kampfplatze, Schmidt explained, the 

expectation was that the miners were to represent socialist “fighters” by voluntarily increasing 

their output and demonstrating a “self-commitment” that would serve as a “role model” for all 

workers to follow.105  

                                                 
101 Mansfeld-Kombinat was a conglomerate of several mines in the area of Mansfeld, Eisleben and Sangerhausen in 
Sachsen-Anhalt. A Vereinigung Volkseigener Betriebe is a conglomeration of VEBs that makes up an industrial 
branch. 
102 “Bericht über die Lage im Mansfeld-Kombinat ‘Wilhelm Pieck,’” Berlin, February 24, 1953, Protokolle des 
Politbüros, Nr. 10/53, 1-7. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Lange and Roβ, 17. Juni 1953 –Zeitzeugen Berichten, 33. 
105 Ibid. 



53 

 In the spring of 1953, a method used by the SED to increase the miners’ output was 

shock-workers - a Stalinist style activist movement (Stakhanovite movement). Known as the 

Hennecke Activist Movement, it came about when Adolf Hennecke, a fifty-one-year-old coal 

miner from Zwickau, mined 387% of his normal quota of coal in a single shift under specially 

prepared conditions.106 In Mansfeld too, the SED arranged the best working conditions for their 

activists, which involved using shallow mineshafts with proper ventilation. Yet, “[t]he 

fulfillment of your plan or daily norms,” according to Schmidt, “depended on many individual 

factors that were beyond the control of the miner.” He stated that they were willing to commit to 

the regime’s plan, but were unable to do so. Another problem was that incentives for meeting 

quotas went unpaid, such as an extra fifty grams of bread, and there was no annual remuneration 

for a year’s hard labor (remuneration was constitutionally provided for under Article 18). As a 

result, Schmidt believed that “the demands for higher output for the same earnings had to go 

wrong.”107  

 On April 1, the frustration among the Mansfeld miners increased after brigadier Ehring 

voluntarily increased his crew’s work quotas ten percent.108 Student Karsten Müller recounted a 

conversation in which his father, a dairy worker, commented, “there it happened again, a 

brigadier at the Mansfeld-Kombinat repeated what Stakhanov and Hennecke did, and now 

everyone has to produce more.” According to Müller the miners were “furious that they have to 

voluntarily work more.”109 Indeed, Schmidt stated that “[i]t was just a matter of time before [the 
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workers’ anger] overflowed.”110 On June 13 in Halle, student Dieter Müller wrote in his diary, 

“The people are extremely optimistic … the SED is done and soon everything will change, soon 

we will be free.”111  

MfS regional and district weekly reports, compiled into summarized morale reports by 

the Political Director’s Office in Berlin, reported that “problems” concerning the “mood of the 

people regarding … the Ministerrat’s decrees from April 19 and the provisions in connection to 

these measures … [are] … cleared up.” This file was an analysis of the Friday weekly reports 

between May 29 and June 4, 1953 and contained those from the MfS regional and district offices 

of Halle. Part IV of the report summarized the attitudes of the people. Though April’s measures 

combined resulted in a thirty percent reduction in pay for workers, the attitude of the people, as 

reported by the Political Director’s Office, included rumors of “currency reform” and a statement 

that “in this manner the poor, retired and low earning workers won’t enjoy the fruits of their 

labor.”112 Although this section of the report did not sufficiently describe the mood of the 

region’s miners, under the heading “The Struggle between Advancing and Regressing,” it did 

state that the “destructive work of the enemy in the GDR continues.” It described a “flood of 

letters from the enemy” whose contents were “very primitive.”113 This shows the “cynical 

behavior” that officials had towards the feelings of the workers and a belief that labor’s 

frustrations were backwards.114  
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Government organizations and the Block Parties, such as the East-CDU, followed the 

information processes and protocols of the SED Party, which created reporting similarities 

between parallel institutions, yet with the possibility of different outcomes. The East-CDU 

submitted morale reports from its regional and district offices much like those of the Stasi. After 

the announcement of the New Course on June 11, a morale report from Halle’s East-CDU office 

reported that there was a “significant” portion of the population that “conducts themselves very 

cautiously.” The report stated that a segment of the population believed “the time has come for 

the people to scold the government and remove those at fault.” The report described the mood of 

the people as “particularly tense” and “outraged.”115 Unlike a similar report filed by the Stasi, 

which summarized the public morale in the mining and heavy industry region as having a 

“generally consenting attitude.”116 Similarly, the East-CDU reported on widespread disorder in 

the region that began on June 16 following an earlier speech by Central Committee Secretary 

Fred Oelßner, who had declared, “everyone can openly speak their opinion.” Meanwhile, Stasi 

agents portrayed an image of control through their “active intervention” and “exposing … [of] 

provocateurs.”117  

Another intelligence problem was the whitewashing of district level intelligence by 

regional level MfS officers. On June 19, the MfS telephoned all regional offices and instructed 

them to find out who was behind the “provocations” that began on the seventeenth. During the 
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phone call, Halle’s regional office reported that there was “a general calmness.” In their weekly 

report (week of the uprising, June 15-19) submitted the following day, the same office repeated 

its claim of quietness contending that “in none of the districts was there chaos or disturbances.” 

This file also contained a summary of each district office’s report. In contrast, at the lower level, 

Halle’s district office described how a member of the State Security Services had to be rescued 

from angry demonstrators. Agents also intervened to protect the city’s district attorney who 

“received a considerable beating and required medical assistance.” Eisleben’s office reported that 

at the Mansfeld-Kombinat property had been “destroyed” or made “unusable.”118 This shows 

that at the regional level, MfS officers edited information as it moved upwards through the 

intelligence chain to portray an image of control.  

Many factors were beyond the control of the miners, chief among them were the bad 

condition of the mine(s). In poorly ventilated shafts, most worked while standing in polluted 

water, which made them ill. However, the SED determined that their low productivity was the 

fault of their laziness, not unhealthful conditions. To prove this point they used shock-workers to 

show that higher quotas were achievable. Those miners who spoke out were the enemy or 

considered primitive. Meanwhile, the Stasi embellished their reports to present an image of 

control and conformity by exposing provocateurs. According to the politburo, the problem was 

inept leaders, lazy workers, and western influences, which was in line with what the Stasi had 

reported. In contrast, the miners were angry and ill and distrusted the government.  

According to the MfS, district offices were the spear-tip for intelligence operations and 

territorial security. At this level, MfS agents conducted the initial evaluation and analysis of 
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intelligence and determined what was operationally significant. The fact that Stasi agents 

routinely misrepresented the very overt and vocal complaints of workers in Berlin and Potsdam 

and Halle’s miners shows how thoroughly Ulbricht’s notion of foreign obstructionism dominated 

intelligence reporting. Worse, in order to slant their reporting to conform to the politburo’s direct 

pressure, Stasi officers misrepresented or removed any reliable analysis of information as it 

moved upwards through the intelligence hierarchy. Because the intelligence gathered by district 

offices directly influenced the politburo’s perception of the political situation, these acts of 

embellishment and omission to conform to the ZK and politburo’s beliefs were potentially 

destabilizing.  
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CHAPTER 5 

THE UPRISING 

 On April 13, 1953 Chief of the Soviet Control Commission (SKK), Vasily Chuikow, 

informed the SED that Moscow was willing to assist the GDR economically by decreasing 

reparation payments. In addition, Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov and his German 

representative Andrei Gromyko agreed that Ulbricht’s economic measures against the working 

classes were too extreme. Soviet leadership wanted the situation in the GDR to be defused. 

Initially, SED leaders sought to avoid the issue of emigration, but Soviet leaders now viewed this 

problem with great concern. They regarded the continued migration out of the GDR as 

detrimental to future development and criticized the East German politburo’s agricultural and 

private sector policies that led to the exodus.1 Because the rate of emigration was lowest among 

the industrial and construction sectors, Ulbricht continued to push these workers for more output. 

Therefore, as the Soviets were trying to reduce tensions in the GDR, the East German ZK, in 

contrast, vowed to target all forms of disorder and to take any measures necessary to end the bad 

situation with the workers’ quotas.  

 Ulbricht, President Otto Grotewohl, and Central Committee Secretary Oelßner traveled to 

Moscow on June 2, 1953. The East German delegation met with their Soviet counterparts who in 

a secret paper titled “Concerning the Measures for the Recovery of the Political Situation in the 

German Democratic Republic” accepted responsibility for the failed resolutions of the 1952 SED 

Party Conference in the GDR. The paper identified several errors that included the accelerated 

development of heavy industry without adequate supplies of raw materials; refusing citizens 

ration cards; a decline in the supply of consumer goods; and the collectivization of agriculture. 

                                                 
1 Witkowski, “Peasant’s Revolt? Re-evaluating the 17 June Uprising in East Germany,” 251. 
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To solve these problems, the Soviets demanded, among many things, that Ulbricht’s government 

alter their five-year-plan to emphasize consumer goods and end the prioritization of heavy 

industry. Though these corrections struck Ulbricht as unnecessary, the character of the 

relationship between the SED and Soviet leadership was one of submission - these were orders 

not suggestions.2  

 In Moscow, what became apparent to Ulbricht’s team was that their Soviet advisors, 

through their own intelligence channels, knew better than they did the mood of the people in the 

GDR. On June 3, 1953, the politburo reiterated the intelligence demands from their December 

1952 decree and called for a “tight system of Party information.” The order stated that those who 

embellish intelligence are hiding mistakes and the truth from the Party. Beginning immediately, 

the politburo wanted to receive “all important political opinions from the people concerning the 

economy, transportation and supply.”3  

On June 6, during a special session of the politburo, East Berlin’s Mayor and member of 

the politburo, Friedrich Ebert, declared that they were all responsible for the intelligence failures 

that had resulted in the politburo “losing sight of the daily problems of the people, although they 

were always … in front of us.” Ebert continued, “though we were confronted with information of 

great, almost inhuman examples, we underestimated [it].” The politburo, he argued, is 

responsible for the faulty manner in which they pursued their decrees. There was no 

“consideration given to the economy,” and according to Ebert, “failure in one area or another … 

was blamed on the actions of ‘saboteurs’ and ‘agents’ or the ‘fools’ in the administrations.”4 

                                                 
2 Kowalczuk, 17. Juni 1953 – Volksaufstand in der DDR, 81-85. 
3 “Bessere Organisierung der Information,” Anlage Nr. 1 zum Protokoll Nr. 31/53 vom Juni 1953, Berlin, June 9, 
1953, Protokolle des Politbüros, Rundschreiben Nr. 32/53, SAPMO-BArch DY 30/J IV 2/2/286.  
4 “Diskussionsrede auf der Sitzung des Politbüros vom 6.6.1953,” Protokolle des Politbüros, SAPMO-BArch, DY 
30/J IV 2/2/287.  
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Politburo member Rudolf Herrnstadt stated that a course correction was necessary because the 

politburo was “torn away from the masses.” He described how a lack of consideration, even a 

“cynical behavior” towards the people and a tendency to “naked administration” without “serious 

analysis” persisted among them.5 Although the Soviets had good information and understood 

better than they did what was happening, Ebert determined that the politburo was in a superior 

position to interpret intelligence, but failed to do so. These admissions prior to the uprising show 

how deep-seated Ulbricht’s doctrine had become. Although the extent to which the politburo 

knew of the “inhuman” circumstances mentioned by Ebert is unclear, they continued to uphold 

Ulbricht’s doctrine of foreign obstructionism for fear of self-incrimination. The politburo 

uncritically followed the systematic disparagement of their frustrated workers.  

 Ebert also identified specific intelligence failures. The length of meetings and volume of 

paper involved in the overall bureaucratic processes was overwhelming. An example put forth by 

Ebert concerned politburo candidate Hans Jendretzky, who turned a five hour meeting, requiring 

675 grams of paper, into a sixteen hour meeting that produced 975 grams, or rather about two 

pounds of paper. Ebert reasoned, “no one can responsibly study that amount of paper” and 

asserted that, “it is irresponsible.”6 When confronted with the mounting intelligence failures 

Ulbricht argued, “all members of the politburo have the same opportunities as … [I do] to inform 

themselves.” Yet, Ulbricht denied a ZK member’s requests for more information on a military 

base within his area of responsibility stating, “that is not our problem.” Adding to these problems 

was the scattering of the individual politburo members’ offices across East Berlin. Each of them, 

Ebert pointed out, had very different work practices and information needs. However, their 

                                                 
5 “Notizen aus der Sitzung an 6. Juni 1953,” 2-4.  
6 “Diskussionsrede auf der Sitzung des Politbüros vom 6.6.1953,” Protokolle des Politbüros, SAPMO-BArch, DY 
30/J IV 2/2/287. 
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intelligence depositories were far from where they worked and few had the time to comb through 

the piles of paper.7 An objective analysis by politburo members of their piles of information 

would have shown an increasing rate of labor unrest. What these protocols expose is that though 

intelligence flowed upwards to the politburo, few of its members were reading or analyzing it.  

 During meetings of the SED Politburo on June 5, 6 and 9, members hashed out the details 

of the new Moscow course. State media outlets published the “New Course” on June 11, which 

provided financial assistance to farmers and merchants and improved food supplies. Party 

leaders and company managers were to discuss these new measures with workers and submit an 

accurate record of their attitudes to the MfS.8 Despite serious labor difficulties, both the Soviet 

secret memo and the New Course dealt with what the Soviets thought were the specific causes of 

emigration, which in their view did not involve the labor sector. Moreover, since Ulbricht 

disagreed with the need for any course correction and the Soviets did not include labor in their 

decrees, he was unwilling to make any unilateral allowances for labor. The calamity of the New 

Course was a product of the SED Party and its politburo, which portrayed themselves as the 

keepers of the truth, admitting for the first time they had erred, but not over their labor policies. 

A worker stated, “when the Party of the working classes … in their communique admit to 

mistakes … then that goes for the workers too.”9 The politburo understood this and anticipated 

labor problems, which is why the regime called for an accurate assessment of the mood of 

workers. The omission of the East German worker from the New Course actually increased labor 

unrest and the likelihood of widespread strikes.  

                                                 
7 “Diskussionsrede auf der Sitzung des Politbüros vom 6.6.1953,” Protokolle des Politbüros, SAPMO-BArch, DY 
30/J IV 2/2/287. 
8 Mitter and Wolle, Untergang auf Raten, 64. 
9 “Protokoll über die Gewerkschaftsaktivtagung am Donnerstag, dem 9.7.53 14,00 Uhr im groβen Volkshaussaal,” 
Berlin, July 9, 1953, MfS, BStU, AS 225/56, 61. 
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 Between June 10 and 16, though the politburo was aware of their intelligence failures, 

they did nothing to change the politicization of Stasi intelligence or create a centralized 

information command to analyze information. Consequently, ill-informed politburo members 

were surprised when on June 17 a million East Germans, in more than seven-hundred 

communities openly protested against the SED regime. Beginning on June 17, Gutsche 

consolidated intelligence under his leadership to form a central information command.10 What 

was previously an ad hoc operation under his direction became the primary recipient of Stasi 

intelligence. Information Nr. 1 and Nr. 2, both dated June 19, 1953, were the first summarized 

situation analyses’ from Gutsche’s newly formed office. These reports concerned themselves 

strictly with those who did not participate in the uprising. This portion of the population was 

“passive” and waiting to see if the government made good on its promises. Based on MfS 

interrogations, Gutsche concluded that western agents had caused the unrest and paid “bandits, 

provocateurs, and agents” to “exploit” the East German workers’ discontent with the government 

and the economy. By June 18, the MfS had arrested 1,406 East Germans, 260 West Germans and 

several strike committees, which included those of Bergmann-Borsig, VEB Ausbau and VEB ‘7-

Oktober.’ Although VEB Bau-Union was still on strike in several large cities and unrest 

continued in Halle, the situation in the GDR, according to Gutsche, was “generally normal.”11  

Under Gutsche’s leadership, morale reports increasingly became a tool for making 

arrests, directing Stasi agents and forming informant networks. On June 18, remarks from a Stasi 

report suggested the arrest of a worker and provided personal details. The recipient of this report 

                                                 
10 Engelmann, “Einleitung,” Die DDR im Blick der Stasi, 50-51. 
11 “Information Nr 1,” Berlin, June 19, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 9/57 Bd. 13, 208-211; “Information Nr 2,” Berlin, 
June 19, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 9/57, Bd. 13, 212-213. 
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seemed to concur and hand wrote across the top “suggest to arrest.”12 On June 22, another report 

separately listed positive and negative opinions about the regime. For those who voiced negative 

opinions, the Stasi agent included their full name, party affiliation, and in many instances their 

occupation and residency; whereas, the report omitted these same details for those with positive 

opinions.13 Other reports from this time described worries among workers in Zwickau, Oelsnitz, 

and Freiburg over bonus payments. In response, the MfS assigned as many as seventy additional 

agents to these areas and advised them to increase their use of informants in order to monitor the 

mood of the workers, expose the enemy’s plans and uncover those with bad intentions.14  

The MfS believed that the uprising was over on June 22. The following day there was a 

pause in reporting while Gutsche’s Information Office developed a numerical system for logging 

daily reports. In order to compose a “central operational evaluation,” regional offices organized 

analysis groups to review their districts’ intelligence and submit their findings to Berlin’s central 

information service by 9:00 AM. On June 25, a directive from Gutsche’s Berlin offices, 

“Suggestions for Reporting,” recommended five areas for evaluation by these analysis teams: 

“Unusual Occurrences,” “Mood of the People,” “Food Supplies,” “Results of Interrogations and 

Arrests,” “Material over the Intentions of the Enemy and New Provocations.” These 

recommendations focused on exposing those sources of “sabotage” and “terror” that were 

wrecking their economy.15  

                                                 
12 “Aktennotiz,” Berlin, June 18, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 204/58, 92.  
13 “Auswertung der Stimmungsberichte aus der Bevölkerung zu den faschistischen Provokationen,” Berlin, June 22, 
1953, BStU, MfS, SdM 249, 119-122. 
14 “Bericht: Situation und Stimmung der Kumpel im Zwickauer-Ölsnitzer Steinkohlenrevier zum Tag des 
Bergmanns am 5.7.1952,” Berlin, June 30, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 245/56, 52-54. 
15 “Vorschlag zur Berichterstattung,” Berlin, June 25, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 9/57, Bd. 13, 203-204. 
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SED leadership and the MfS continued to assert that the June 17 uprising was caused by 

western agents. A strong case for this is Information Nr. 3 from June 21. The Stasi claimed that 

striking VEB Bau-Union construction workers, who were demanding a forty percent reduction in 

HO prices and the release of prisoners, intended to join “armed groups” under the direction of 

West Germany’s SPD to spread disinformation, anti-regime propaganda and encourage more 

demonstrations.16 What Gutsche’s intelligence reports revealed was that the people’s rebuke of 

the regime’s failed domestic policies did not change the way the SED and its Stasi agents were 

willing to understand the causes of labor unrest. To the contrary, the regime reasserted its 

authority by increasing the Stasi’s use of surveillance in order to eliminate opposition. Starting 

with Aktion Feuerwerk in November 1953, this culminated in a series of mass arrests called 

“concentrated strikes,” which targeted those the MfS believed were responsible for the unrest in 

the GDR. The SED learned from the uprising that any change in political course, even when 

mandated by the Soviets, threatened their grip on power. Therefore, all problems, no matter how 

inconsequential, were security problems. In the end, the SED went on the offensive by increasing 

the use of oppression to silence any opposition and intimidate its citizenry into compliance. 

Moreover, the use of intelligence as a means of oppression widened the gap between how the 

people felt and the way their government interpreted it.  

                                                 
16 “Information Nr 3,” Berlin, June 21, 1953, BStU, MfS, AS 9/57, Bd. 13, 217. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS 

 Prior to the June 1953 uprising there was a broad rejection of the SED regime’s economic 

and political policies by the East German people. Between 1951 and 1953, 447,000 East 

Germans immigrated to West Germany and in just the first four months of 1953, 120,000 had 

fled.1 Meanwhile, workers were leaving the FDGB in large numbers. In January 1951, 3,714 

workers left the union, and by April of that year another 10,500 had exited.2 Thereto, worker 

participation in union meetings declined ninety-one percent and of those workers who showed up 

only five percent joined in discussions. In 1951, the number of workers who were Party members 

fell from forty-one percent to thirty-eight percent. By 1953, Party leaders reported that there 

were factories, with as many as four thousand workers, that had no new Party members.3 In the 

spring of 1953, labor’s rejection of the SED’s politics was evident in Stasi intelligence reports in 

which agents stated that seventy percent of the newly elected union leaders were not members of 

the SED Party.4 Nonetheless, the MfS’s slanting of intelligence to conform to Ulbricht’s political 

doctrine nullified even the Stasi’s own statistical data on potential labor problems by disallowing 

the possibility of policy failure for the certainty that someone else was to blame.  

 Based on the theory-of-politicization, this thesis used Stasi intelligence to show the 

impact of Ulbricht’s political doctrine on the accuracy of MfS information prior to the June 1953 

uprising. The methodology used by German historians, such as Helmut Müller-Enbergs, 

Siegfried Suckut and Walter Süß, has been to describe the origins of Stasi information, such as 

                                                 
1 David Child and Richard Popplewell, The Stasi, 53. 
2 Stefan Paul Werum, Gewerkschaftlicher Niedergang im sozialistischen Aufbau, 787, 802. 
3 Ulrich Mählert, Der 17.Juni 1953, 16. 
4 “Berichterstattung,” Potsdam, March 11, 1953, 4; “Monatliche Berichterstattung für den Monat April für das 
Objekt FDGB,” Potsdam, May 11, 1953, 7. 
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postal controls, without providing further investigation into its political core. While monographs 

from historians Arnulf Baring, David Gill and Ulrich Schröter provide compilations and analysis 

of Stasi documents, few of these files are from before the uprising. This paper’s contribution to 

the historiography of the Stasi 1950-53 is evidence of the politicization of Stasi intelligence 

before the uprising, which establishes a connection between Ulbricht’s political doctrine, Stasi 

intelligence and the East German worker. Significantly, it shows how Ulbricht’s December 1952 

decree for improving Party information and content, which called for the Stasi to structure their 

reports to account for the political situation and enemy activity in factories, was a key step in his 

politicization of intelligence. This policy required Stasi agents to associate domestic policy 

failures (political situation) with western obstructionists (enemy activity); thereby attributing the 

outcomes of political failure, such as a strike, to foreign wreckers, like enemy agents. 

Accordingly, this paper reveals that in order to conform to the illusions of Ulbricht’s doctrine, 

the Stasi, for example, erroneously attributed workers’ objections over unpaid wages at VEB ‘7. 

Oktober’ to a RIAS broadcast, and that the Stasi inaccurately determined that the destructive 

work of foreign enemies caused the miners at Mansfeld-Kombinat to complain about declining 

living standards.  

 Furthermore, the MfS’s blind commitment to Ulbricht’s political doctrine was the result 

of direct pressure from the politburo, which coerced intelligence officers into distorting their 

intelligence so that it fit Ulbricht’s notion of foreign obstructionism. This paper found that Stasi 

morale and situation reports from the Second General Asset Depository of the BStU show that 

Stasi officers consistently followed Ulbricht’s doctrine of attributing labor unrest to western 

provocateurs. It revealed that less than a year after the founding of the MfS, Stasi officers began 

omitting some types of information to avoid angering regime leaders and to keep their jobs. By 
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the end of 1952, information was cautiously inconclusive and sought only to confirm Ulbricht’s 

ideas of western obstructionism. That same year a mandate for improving Party information 

standardized reporting and reinforced the regime’s doctrine of western interferences. By the 

spring of 1953, as information about labor unrest moved upwards through the chain of command, 

Stasi officers routinely described the bad mood of workers as foreign provocations. Moreover, 

comparisons of eyewitness’ statements to Stasi morale reports determined that how the East 

German worker felt differed from the way Stasi agents reported these feelings to the politburo. 

This paper revealed that Stasi intelligence did not need to be accurate or reliable; it needed to 

build a case based on Ulbricht’s political doctrine. Ultimately, Stasi intelligence had to tell the 

politburo what it wanted to hear. As a result, prior to the June 1953 uprising, the politicization of 

Stasi intelligence caused it to be subjective and inaccurate.  

 Although Stasi intelligence was unreliable, that did not the cause the 1953 uprising as 

Ulbricht later claimed. According to Friedrich Ebert, the politburo was aware of the troubles 

confronting East Germans - how much they knew is unclear - and he provided details on how the 

politburo ignored these facts. Politburo member Rudolph Herrnstadt stated that there was a 

tendency to govern without objective intelligence analysis, attesting to the fact that prior to the 

uprising the politburo believed its own illusions. Moreover, the politburo had the ability to make 

political and economic changes. At the time, when forced by the Soviets to make course changes 

and to admit mistakes, the politburo did so. This shows that its members were capable but 

unwilling to make those modifications that may have averted an uprising. Instead, they 

stubbornly clung to their doctrine and left labor out of the course corrections.  

 In the years preceding the June 17, 1953 uprising, Stasi intelligence indicated that the 

masses of the GDR were dissatisfied. However, for this information to be useful, the politburo 
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had to accept it. Instead, they used direct pressure to distort Stasi information so that it 

conformed to their particular intelligence conclusions. Therefore, the unreliability of Stasi 

intelligence did not cause the 1953 uprising. This tragedy was a product of Ulbricht’s doctrine of 

using foreign enemies to excuse the regime’s own domestic policy failures, the politburo’s 

mismanagement of the Stasi and the Stasi’s embrace of the politburo’s illusions.  



69 

June 1953 hand drawn map of the Stalinallee construction zone.1 

 

  

                                                 
1 Ursula Bruns, Zeitzeugen zum 17. Juni 1953, (Berlin: GNN-Verlag, 1999), 198; MfS, “Bericht,” Berlin, July 3, 
1953, 86. 
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