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Abstract 

Friedrich Engels claimed that communism would eliminate criminality. With 

‘exploitative’ capitalist societal conditions removed, there would no longer be any 

material or psychological reasons for people to commit crime. The reality in the 

Eastern Bloc in the late Cold War was, however, very different. Petty theft was a 

particular problem area. Citizens filched alcohol from supermarkets, bricks from 

construction sites, and money from colleagues’ lockers, on an epidemic scale. 

This article employs archival and oral history research to examine the 

phenomenon of petty theft in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), where 

stealing offences accounted for almost 50 per cent of the average annual crime 

rate. Where scholars have previously touched on the matter, they have attributed it 

to the ‘economy of scarcity conditions’ in the GDR, that is, citizens stole items 

that were in short supply or unavailable to buy. The article shows, however, that 

the majority of thefts involved items that were on sale in shops. The analysis thus 

reveals a more nuanced picture of the motives of thieves and indicates that the 

majority of offenders stole because, while they had enough money to live, they 

did not have enough money to afford what they wanted to buy. Significantly, the 

results of oral history interviews reveal that a different concept of right and wrong 
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with regard to stealing developed in the GDR, governed by the extent to which a 

stolen item was available to the public. Conversely, there is little evidence to 

suggest that people stole as a means of striking a blow against the ruling regime. 
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Friedrich Engels claimed that communists would ‘take an axe to the root of crime’ 

and thus eliminate it (Engels 1990: 542). Only under ‘exploitative’ capitalist 

conditions should crime have flourished (Buchholz 1983: 159). Yet the reality in 

the Eastern Bloc was very different. Petty theft in particular occurred on an 

epidemic scale. One survey conducted in Czechoslovakia in 1988 found that 598 

of 600 interviewees had procured items illegally (Hignett 2016: 201). The 

statistics of the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED) in the German Democratic 

Republic (GDR) showed that theft accounted for almost 50 per cent of the roughly 

110,000 crimes recorded annually between 1949 and 1989 (Staatliche 

Zentralverwaltung für Statistik 1956–1989). This figure compares with an average 

annual rate of 30 per cent of all offences in West Germany (Bundeskriminalamt 

1953–1990). The SED’s analyses of crime indicate that theft of low-value items 

accounted for up to 70 per cent of all stealing (BArch DP 1/92986; BArch DP 

1/59593); citizens filched bars of chocolate from supermarkets, bags of cement 

from construction sites, or cash from colleagues’ wallets. Though no 

comprehensive studies of the phenomenon in the GDR exist, thefts are often 

attributed to the country’s ‘economy of scarcity’ (Mangelwirtschaft) conditions. 

According to this theory whenever citizens had the opportunity they stole items 

that were in short supply or unavailable to buy. (Schultz 2007: 237–8; Sperlich 

2007: 117). 

This article examines petty theft in the GDR. It considers offences 

committed from the early 1960s to 1985, a period characterised by relative 

stability in the provision of goods. Politico-economic upheavals during the 1950s, 

when the regime was establishing itself, and the late 1980s, when the state began 

to collapse, meant that the Party’s system of supply struggled to match demand, 
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leading to frequent shortages of items such as meat and dairy products, coffee, 

cocoa, clothes, and shoes (Major 2010: 49; Judt 2013). Although construction 

materials, tools, vehicle parts, and exotic fruits remained almost completely 

unobtainable from the early 1960s to 1985, this article shows that the majority of 

petty thefts committed in this period did not target these items. In fact, the bulk of 

such offences concerned goods that were not in short supply or unavailable. The 

analysis considers 339 cases of petty theft from the cities of East Berlin and 

Potsdam, as well as the towns Brandenburg an der Havel and Falkensee. Though 

theft rates in these localities were representative of towns and cities across the 

country, the decision to examine these places was determined by the availability 

of files. Relevant archival material elsewhere has not yet been catalogued. The 

article cross-references analysis of these files with the results of 16 oral history 

interviews conducted in 2021 with former GDR citizens. All interviewees were at 

least 21 years old in 1989 and had thus reached adulthood before the state 

collapsed. Six men and ten women from a variety of professional backgrounds, 

including workers, waiters, engineers, factory managers, teachers, soldiers, and 

doctors, were interviewed. No interviewee claimed to have fervently supported 

the regime, nor did any state that they had committed an act of opposition. Rather, 

interviewees maintained that they accepted their lot and avoided ‘standing out’ 

from the crowd politically.  

This article shows that GDR citizens stole a range of items including 

money, vehicle parts, clothes, food, cigarettes, alcohol, and construction materials 

and/or equipment from places such as factories, construction sites, shops, staff 

rooms, private homes, and colleagues’ bags. By interviewees’ accounts, the fact 

that industrial materials and equipment were unavailable led citizens to steal them 
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and to regard such theft as acceptable, indicating that their concept of right and 

wrong concerning theft was determined by the availability of the stolen item. The 

majority of petty thefts in these files, however, involved items that were available 

and not in short supply. Many of these thieves were apparently motivated by a 

lack of money to buy the things that they desired. Though petty theft did 

undermine the vision of socialist society that the Party hoped to create, there is 

little evidence to support the conclusion that it constituted an act of outright 

resistance. Thieves stole for personal gain rather than in order to thumb their nose 

at Party bosses.  

 

Petty Theft in the GDR’s Penal Code 

By the early 1960s, the SED regime’s attitude to instances of petty theft had 

evolved somewhat from what it had been in the decade after the state’s creation 

on 7 October 1949. Throughout the 1950s the GDR’s judicial authorities had 

come down hard on thieves, particularly those who stole People’s Property. The 

concept of People’s Property was based on the collective ownership of the means 

of production. Any product or equipment that emanated from or was to be found 

in one of the ‘People’s Own’ factories, construction sites, farms, supermarkets or 

shops constituted People’s Property. (Betts 2012: 155). The state defined People’s 

Property as ‘the solid foundation of the antifascist-democratic state’ and regarded 

its theft as a challenge to the Party’s ideology. Consequently, every thief of 

People’s Property was judged to be a ‘class enemy’ (Hoffmann 1950: 209; 

Dornberger 1952: 18). Offenders could expect severe sentences. In February 

1953, for example, a sales assistant in Chemnitz received one year in prison for 

stealing two packets of cigarettes (Koop 2003: 33-4). Personal property comprised 
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any items owned by citizens that they had bought, inherited, won or received as a 

gift. The Party regarded its theft as illegal but not of the same ‘economic-political 

significance’ as the theft of People’s Property. (Betts 2009: 2). 

Towards the end of the 1950s, the SED revised its policy on theft; no 

longer was every theft of People’s Property an attack against the regime 

(Markovitz 2010: 33). In 1956, developments in the Soviet Union’s penal code 

had recognised that not all crimes were ideological acts of class warfare; some 

apparently constituted lapses in judgement by otherwise loyal citizens (Wesel 

2001: 522). At the same time, SED policy was shifting from punishing to 

‘educating [politically] backwards citizens’, though the whim of the Party 

determined who fell into this category (Korzilius 2005: 200). Nevertheless, the 

GDR’s judiciary was less likely to condemn criminals as class enemies. Instead, 

state criminologists deemed them to be afflicted by the ‘psychological heritage’ of 

the capitalist past and thus in need of education in the ways of socialism (Janssen 

2010: 193). This ‘Relict Theory’ on the causes of crime (not just theft) dominated 

criminology in the GDR well into the 1980s (Dölling 2009: 48). 

Indicative of the regime’s altered approach to petty theft was the fact that 

from 1963 offenders were no longer put on trial in criminal courts. Instead, 

Dispute Commissions were created to deal with the offence, as well as other 

minor criminal acts such as vandalism. The Commissions were to alleviate the 

burden on the criminal courts, while also giving citizens a sense of societal 

involvement, for they consisted of upstanding members of the local community 

(Betts 2012: 148-9). By the early 1980s, nearly 55,000 citizens sat on over 5,000 

Dispute Commissions in the GDR (Sperlich 2007: 159). Commission guidelines 

assigned the extraction of an apology from an offender as the members’ main 
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priority (Ministerium der Justiz 1985: 68). Paul Betts argues that the requirement 

to extract an apology from an offender supports Dorothee Wierling’s evaluation of 

the GDR as a ‘didactic dictatorship’ (Betts 2012: 158). It is important to note, 

however, that didacticism has been a feature of courtrooms for centuries. If a 

Commission was not satisfied that an offender was sorry enough, then they could 

place an official reprimand in the perpetrator’s permanent record. The next step 

was unpaid community service, followed by a fine to the maximum of 150 Marks, 

rising to 500 Marks by 1982. Occasionally, a Commission ordered a donation to a 

specific cause, such as the ‘Help for Vietnam’ fund (LAB C Rep 334/39, 25.7.75). 

In cases involving young petty thieves, where fines would have been 

inappropriate, Commissions could order offenders to undertake tasks such as 

cleaning their classroom for a month (BLHA 481 KG Potsdam-Stadt 4, 14.2.78). 

 

Cases of Petty Theft, 1963–1985 

In the Dispute Commission cases examined here, 215 citizens had stolen People’s 

Property and 169 had taken personal property. 228 of the thieves were youths 

aged between 14 and 21 and 156 were adults. That more youths than adults 

offended is not unusual; adolescents engage in more petty crime than adults 

(Ulmer and Steffensmeier 2014: 386). In terms of gender, 170 male youths and 58 

female youths stood accused of petty theft. This division is also not unusual; 

young males engage in more minor criminal acts than young females 

(Steffensmeier and Allan 1996: 460). Conversely, 69 adult males and 87 adult 

females attended Commission hearings. Once more, there is nothing out of the 

ordinary here; adult petty theft has been labelled a ‘traditionally female’ offence 

(Chesney-Lind 1986: 81).  
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Youths most often stole money; 28 young people had stolen cash. Three 

instances involved money taken from a till and thus People’s Property. The 

majority of cases, however, concerned money stolen from fellow citizens. In 

1971, for example, a group of teenage boys stole wallets from the changing rooms 

of a tennis club (LAB C Rep 334/26, 10.11.71). One particularly extreme instance 

involved a 16-year-old girl in 1984 who had travelled to Halle an der Saale from 

Potsdam with a group of friends. With no money left to pay for the return trip, the 

girl stole 1500 Marks from a drunken man asleep on a park bench. She and her 

friends used the money to take a taxi back home – a trip of approximately 95 

miles (BLHA 481 KG Potsdam-Stadt 28, 20.6.84)  

Male youths most frequently appeared before the Commissions because 

they had stolen parts from bicycles, mopeds or motorbikes. Seventeen young 

males were involved in such cases which most often concerned vehicles parked in 

the street or stored in communal living areas. In 1980, for example, two 16-year-

old boys stole the seat and wing mirrors from a parked moped (BLHA 481 KG 

Potsdam-Stadt 7, 3.9.80). Others stripped vehicles of multiple items; in 1985, a 

16-year-old boy stole the exhaust, wing mirrors, battery, chain and back wheel 

from a moped (BLHA 481 KG Brandenburg 80, 13.3.85). Of the cases involving 

young women, the majority involved shoplifting of clothes - a traditionally female 

offence (Flowers 1995: 175). Fourteen stole clothing from state-owned stores. 

Thus, the trousers, jeans, jackets, blouses, bikinis, pullovers, shoes, and boots that 

they took constituted People’s Property. Eight female youths, however, stole 

clothes from fellow citizens. In 1984, for example, a 17-year-old girl stole an 

anorak and a denim jacket from a cloakroom (BLHA 481 KG Nauen 115, 

26.6.84). The following year, an 18-year-old woman took two blouses and two t-
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shirts from her neighbour’s washing line (BLHA 481 KG Brandenburg 80, 

5.11.85).  

 Instances in which money, spare parts, and clothing were stolen account for 

just 70 of the cases of youth theft heard by these Commissions. A further 158 

youths had stolen all manner of items, such as sweets, cigarettes, and alcohol from 

supermarkets, toys, card games, and atlases from schools, and fishing rods or air 

rifles from sheds. The more unusual items stolen by youths included nail clippers, 

champagne flutes, two cans of air freshener, a matryoshka doll, and a GDR flag, 

the latter stolen from the balcony of a neighbour with whom the thief had had a 

recent dispute (LAB C Rep 334/27, 12.4.72).  

 Adults most often stole comestibles from supermarkets. Sixty-two men and 

women stole such items, which constituted People’s Property. The staple 

comestible most frequently taken was butter. The luxury food item most often 

stolen was coffee. The second-most commonly filched items were cigarettes 

and/or alcohol. Forty-five adults had stolen such products. Citizens who stole 

cigarettes or alcohol usually only attempted to steal one or two packets or bottles; 

any more would have been difficult to hide. One man in 1968 did, however, 

attempt to pilfer eighteen packets of cigarettes at once (LAB C Rep 334/14, 

18.9.68).  

 The item most often pilfered by male adults was construction materials. 

Twenty-one men committed this offence. The majority took such items from their 

workplace. In 1968, for example, a man stole five wastepipes for use in his 

outside toilet from his construction site (LAB C Rep 334/13, 17.11.68). Another 

man in 1984 stole tiles for his roof from the factory where he worked (BLHA 481 

KG Brandenburg 79, 20.9.84). One offender, however, took paving stones from a 
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building site that he had driven past (BLHA 481 KG Nauen 107, 4.12.80). That no 

female adults stood before these Commissions for stealing construction materials 

is indicative of the fact that, contrary to the regime’s proclamation that socialism 

had emancipated women in the GDR, a gender division of labour persisted 

(Fulbrook 2005: 141). Few women had the opportunity to steal materials because 

they were severely underrepresented in industry. Concomitantly, women were 

overrepresented in ‘female’ jobs, filling 91.8% of social services roles, 83% of 

health service positions and 77% of jobs in education (Nickel 1990: 100). There is 

further evidence of the persistence of gender roles in the GDR in the fact that 

female adults most often stole food or drink from supermarkets. Forty-four 

women attended Commission hearings for this offence. Though eighteen men also 

committed this offence, the preponderance of female adults committing this crime 

suggests that they still fulfilled the traditional role of family food shopper.  

  Though adults most frequently stole food, cigarettes, alcohol, and construction 

materials, the Commissions dealt with thefts of other items. Twenty women stole 

items of clothing from shops or fellow citizens. Usually only one or two items 

were taken, but one 33-year-old in 1984 stole a pair of shoes, two t-shirts, two 

pullovers and two pairs of tights from her friend’s flat (BLHA 481 KG Potsdam-

Stadt 12, 5.9.84). Cases of theft that were more unusual included two 26-year-old 

males who dug up 18 rosebushes at the side of the road in 1985. They had 

apparently spied the bushes earlier in the day and returned with a spade. (BLHA 

481 KG Nauen 107, 27.11.85).  
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Criminal Motives 

The majority of offenders claimed that they could not explain their actions or were 

unwilling to do so. Some, however, were prepared to offer a reason for their 

actions. In several cases, offenders cited the Mangelwirtschaft conditions; all such 

instances involved products which were indeed in short supply. Four male youths 

stated that they had stolen moped parts because they were not available to buy 

(BLHA 481 KG Potsdam-Stadt 17, 1.2.84; LAB C Rep 334/45, 13.1.72). The 

shortage of parts was a problem for vehicle owners in the GDR. With production 

failing hopelessly to keep pace with demand (the average waiting time for a new 

car was up to 13 years), it is little wonder that provision of parts for vehicle 

owners was not something that the regime prioritised (Rubin 2009: 27–44). The 

paucity of spare parts led one man in 1980 to write to leader of the SED Erich 

Honecker to complain that the ‘catastrophic’ supply situation meant that Trabant 

owners’ only hope of acquiring parts was to steal (Schneider 1996: 213). Other 

thieves claimed to have stolen building materials because they were not available 

to buy in shops (BLHA 481 KG Brandenburg 79, 20.9.84). The SED’s heavy 

investment in the construction of new flats meant that materials required to restore 

older dwellings or to address issues in new builds were extremely scarce and 

could not be put on general sale (Allinson 2009: 262). Regime analysts calculated 

that, while often only small amounts of construction materials were taken, the 

cumulative cost of such thefts was estimated at one trillion Marks between 1980 

and 1989 alone (BArch, DP 3/1530). Yet if we attribute all thefts of unavailable 

items such as car parts or building materials in these files to the Mangelwirtschaft, 

we can only explain the actions of 38 of the 384 petty thieves who met with the 

Commissions. 
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Youth offenders most commonly cited money as their motivating factor. 

Some claimed that they did not have the money to buy what they wanted. In 1976, 

a 17-year-old boy explained that he had stolen a pair of trousers simply because 

he had spent his money on other things (LAB C Rep 334/39, 4.5.76). Other young 

petty thieves stated that they stole things with the intention of selling them. In 

1985, a 15-year-old boy stole baskets of peaches from a farm to sell them at the 

roadside (BLHA 481 KG Brandenburg 80, 31.10.85). Other things stolen to be 

sold included scrap metal, wooden baskets, and contraceptives., It is unsurprising 

that some young people of school or apprenticeship age, who had little disposable 

income with which to indulge their interests, turned to crime to obtain what they 

wanted. Indeed, studies of youth crime show that youths most often steal money 

to put towards their own interests rather than for self-preservation (Sanders 2007: 

51). One Commission was apparently aware that young people’s lack of money 

could lead them to steal. In 1971, commissioners advised the parents of a 15-year-

old thief to give him pocket money to buy the things that he wanted (LAB C Rep 

334/27, 8.12.71). 

A number of youths cited peer pressure as their motive. In 1978, a 16-

year-old boy claimed that he stole a tape recorder from his school after a friend 

had dared him (BLHA 481 KG Nauen 108, 30.3.78). Three years later, a 14-year-

old boy stole money from a flat in order to fulfil a ‘test of courage’ set by his 

friends (BLHA 481 KG Nauen 112, 3.12.81). Other young offenders told the 

Commissions that they had broken the law because they were bored. Regime 

officials rejected these statements. There were, after all, Free German Youth ‘club 

houses’ where young people could go to amuse themselves (BArch DA 1/2948). 

Moreover, one Commission advised two boys that attending school regularly 
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would cure their boredom (BLHA 481 KG Potsdam-Stadt 26, 6.4.77). Peer 

pressure and boredom may go some way to explain the motivations of many 

youths who stole things such as nail clippers or air freshener whose attraction to a 

young person is not altogether evident. 

In other cases, young people gave very specific reasons for their thefts. 

Several youths staying at a school holiday camp broke into a neighbouring chalet 

and stole a radio because their teacher had confiscated their own device to ensure 

a peaceful night’s rest (BLHA 481 KG Nauen 108, 9.1.75). A 15-year-old boy 

told a Commission that he had stolen ornaments from his neighbour as an act of 

revenge for an earlier telling off (BLHA 481 KG Potsdam-Stadt 3, 28.1.76). And 

a 17-year-old girl offered a particularly curious explanation: she had stolen a 

packet of cigarettes because she did not want to break into the 50 Mark note in her 

purse (LAB C Rep 334/43, 12.3.70). 

As many youth offenders had done, so the majority of adult offenders 

willing to discuss their motives cited a lack of money or ‘financial difficulties’, 

leading them to steal food, cigarettes, alcohol, and clothing. Many offenders were 

found to be in such a situation due to their own financial mismanagement. A man 

in 1968, for example, apparently resorted to stealing coffee and cigarettes because 

he and his wife had used all of their disposable income to make credit repayments 

on furniture (LAB C Rep 334/14, 18.9.68). Dispute Commissions gave such 

proclaimed motives short shrift and, despite offenders’ statements, often punished 

them with a fine, further reflecting Commissions’ attitudes (LAB C Rep 334/14, 

18.9.68). Significantly, others claimed to be experiencing money problems 

because they were unemployed and thus had no income (LAB C Rep 334/15, 

9.5.68). Investigations often confirmed that such offenders were indeed out of 
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work. In 1968, for example, a man who apparently stole a jacket to sell for money 

to buy food was found not to have had a job for eleven months (LAB C Rep 

334/38, 14.3.68). Such cases are at odds with regime propaganda which 

proclaimed full employment (Thalheim 1988: 33). Of course, the Party asserted 

many things based on ideology rather than reality. Yet in former citizens’ 

(n)ostalgic recollections one often hears the claim that there was no 

unemployment (Neller 2006: 22). It is also found in pieces by those who seek to 

communicate that there were positive aspects of GDR society (de la Motte 2009). 

Studies of employment under the SED regime have revealed ‘hidden 

unemployment’: people working in superfluous positions created for the sole 

reason of categorising them as ‘employed’. About 15% of the working population 

held such roles. (Vogler-Ludwig, 1990). These people did, however, have jobs. 

The out-of-work petty thieves in these files suggest that there was a certain level 

of actual unemployment in the GDR. 

Dispute Commissions sought to establish why these thieves were 

unemployed. One woman was found to be an alcoholic (BLHA 481 KG Potsdam-

Stadt 5, 17.11.76). The fact that drinking at work was considered normal in 

factories and on construction sites – to the point that drunkenness at work reached 

endemic levels – suggests that this woman’s consumption of alcohol was such that 

it severely restricted her ability to work (Fulbrook 2005: 103-6). Significantly, 

three women stated that they could not undertake employment because they were 

unable to find a Kindergarten place for their child. One woman said that she had 

been waiting four years. This state of affairs had made it impossible for her to 

work and earn enough money to acquire legally the clothes that she had stolen 

(LAB C Rep 334/15, 9.5.68). These accounts also clash with Party propaganda, as 
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well as with contemporary imaginings of the perceived positive facets of the SED 

dictatorship. The regime claimed to have built up a system of childcare facilities 

to enable women to conquer the double-burden of children and career (Fulbrook 

2005: 150-4). Moreover, participants of studies of Ostalgie often cite the 

provision of Kindergarten places for every child and the role that this apparently 

played in achieving equality of opportunities for women as a positive aspect of 

life (Neller 2006: 44). The circumstances of the women in these files suggest that 

some caveats are required if, as has been mooted, we are to interpret the SED 

regime as a ‘welfare dictatorship’ - a state which though repressive ensured 

comprehensive welfare provision for all; citizens were evidently able to fall 

through the net. That said, the pitfalls of attempting to employ one label to express 

the complexities of GDR society have long been recognised (Ross 2002; Port 

2013: 9).  

 Though many adults were unwilling to declare their motives, it is notable that a 

number were while committing their offence. In 1967, regime officials linked 

alcohol and criminality. They were alarmed by figures that showed that just under 

a third of all crimes were committed by drunken citizens (Fulbrook 2005: 103-6). 

In some cases heard by the Commissions, it appears that the thief’s drunken 

offence may have been a one-off occurrence. A 45-year-old man, for example, 

said that he had had one too many at a party and stole a bike because he felt too 

tired to walk home (BLHA 481 KG Brandenburg 80, 10.7.85). In other instances 

it was clear that the offender had an alcohol problem. A 46-year-old woman in 

1985 admitted that she stole two bottles of schnapps because she was an 

alcoholic; ‘I drink to forget my worries’, she told them. Although she did have a 

job, she had apparently spent all of her earnings on drink ((BLHA 481 KG 
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Brandenburg 81, 23.12.85).  Alcoholism was a major problem in the GDR. The 

average East German drank some twenty-three bottles of spirits annually, double 

that of their West German counterparts (McLellan 2011: 77; Kochan 2011). By 

1987, approximately 12 per cent of the population were alcoholics (Fulbrook 

2005: 103-6). 

 

‘It was the People’s Sport’: Remembering Petty Theft in the GDR  

The most striking thing about interviewees’ memories of petty theft was that they 

initially assumed that I was referring to illegal acquisitions by workers of 

materials or equipment. Christoph Mettler (b. 1964) referred to such theft as the 

‘People’s Sport’ (Volkssport) and recalled that workers took ‘everything that was 

not nailed down’. All claimed to have been aware of the ‘People’s Sport’, even 

though Andreas Schneider (b. 1952) and Evelyn Rasch (b. 1968) were the only 

ones to have worked in industry. Interviewees stated that it was general 

knowledge that industrial, construction, and manufacturing workers frequently 

stole from their workplaces. Conversely, when informed that thefts from 

supermarkets also occurred, many interviewees were very surprised. Moreover, 

the majority of interviewees were unaware that theft of private property had 

occurred. In fact, the regime’s published statistics consistently showed that more 

thefts of private property occurred than those involving People’s Property. 

One can attribute the fact that recollections of thefts from industry 

predominated to crime reportage in the GDR, as well as to interviewees’ 

experiences. The state media underreported all types of crime (Millington 2017). 

According to interviewees, crime reports appeared so infrequently that if citizens 

did not come into contact with a certain type of offence, then they were hardly 
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aware of its existence. Interviewees were aware of theft from factories because 

they or their acquaintances frequently encountered goods stolen from industry due 

to the existence in the GDR of a widespread ‘exchange economy’ involving such 

items. Conversely, few interviewees had experience of theft from supermarkets or 

private homes. Such informal or parallel economies existed across the Eastern 

Bloc (Hignett 2016: 201-2; Cadiot 2021: 155). Manfred Klein (b. 1964) explained 

that, if people wanted to build an extension or repair their house, they would have 

to steal the bricks they needed or swap them for something such as pipes. Manfred 

Dobratz (b. 1955) recalled ‘more unusual exchanges, like tinned pineapples for a 

few bags of cement’, and added: ‘those who didn’t have connections had to steal’. 

All interviewees referenced the exchange economy, indicating that it existed 

throughout the GDR. SED officials were well aware of it; in 1971 they concluded 

that some citizens were stealing so much material that they could ‘develop a very 

profitable private repair service’ (BArch, DP 3/277).  

When asked whether theft of materials could be justified, all interviewees 

initially stated: ‘Workers thought: this is People’s Property, I am one of the 

“People” and therefore it belongs to me, so I am going to take it’. The fact that all 

interviewees recounted this suggests that it was a commonly expressed 

explanation. Evelyn Rasch (b. 1968) even referred to it as an ‘adage’. 

Interviewees offered mixed responses, however, when pressed on whether citizens 

had really believed this ‘adage’. The majority stated that those who claimed to 

have stolen People’s Property because they perceived themselves as its true 

owners were simply trying humorously to justify their thefts and/or to allay 

feelings of guilt; Frau Rasch recalled: ‘It was an ironic justification. They knew 

that it was wrong’. Kerstin Wolf (b. 1965) and Christoph Mettler (b. 1964) were 
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the only interviewees who thought that some workers believed that what they 

were taking really did belong to them as ‘one of the People’. Herr Mettler said 

‘they thought: “everyone is an owner, it’s not stealing”’.  

Interviewees argued that it was the Mangelwirtschaft that led workers to 

steal. Their statements echo those made in other studies where participants 

neutralised individual agency in theft by shifting blame onto the economic 

conditions created by the regimes in the Eastern Bloc (Hignett 2016: 212; Firlit 

and Chlopecki 1992). Andreas Schneider (b. 1952), who worked as a lathe 

operator in a factory, repeated again and again that the economy of scarcity was to 

blame for thefts committed by his fellow workers. Evelyn Rasch (b. 1968) also 

recalled: ‘You couldn’t buy these things. There was no legal alternative’. Anna 

Brinkmann (b. 1968) believed that people stole from factories because they felt 

indignant that they were working with materials and equipment that they needed 

for their private projects, but which they could not buy in shops. Interestingly, 

Christoph Mettler (b. 1964) stated that it was not just a lack of certain items that 

led people to steal from work, but also a lack of desirable versions of things that 

were available in shops. He recalled that staff in the hotel where he worked as a 

waiter would steal colourful pieces of crockery ‘that were nicely designed’ 

because the ones available to buy were ‘bland’: ‘We thought “they will look a lot 

nicer at our next family party” and took them’. Ina Ziegel (b. 1965) recalled that, 

even when desirable versions of products were available, they were often too 

expensive to buy. Frau Ziegel claimed that such circumstances led her mother to 

steal ‘great quality’ shower gel from the cosmetics factory where she was 

working; though they had soap at home, it was apparently of average quality. 
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The fact that many interviewees laughed when reminded about workers’ 

thefts indicates that they had not and still did not regard it as a serious offence. 

Several even told jokes that they had heard before 1989 about thieving workers. 

The existence of such jokes further shows that citizens had not taken the matter 

seriously. Leo Bach (b. 1953) referred to a statement apparently made by Walter 

Ulbricht that ‘there is still a lot more to be extracted from the People’s Own 

Factories’, words which – the chuckling Herr Bach claimed - were wilfully 

misinterpreted by citizens (Lawrenz 2019: 44). Christoph Mettler (b. 1964) 

recounted the same tale.  

Other interviewees stated that the economy of scarcity had made theft 

from industry necessary and thus acceptable. As such, they were reluctant to 

classify the act as a criminal offence at all; Mark Dobratz (b. 1955) frequently 

referred to it as ‘self service’, rather than stealing. Though not all interviewees 

shared this judgement, it is notable that all recalled that the crime rate in the GDR 

was very low, while simultaneously stating that workers ‘stole everything from 

factories’. Their recollections suggest that they did not remember the theft of 

People’s Property from industry as criminality. Kerstin Wolf (b. 1965), for 

example, recalled: ‘People didn’t think of it as theft… a couple of bags of 

cement… it was acceptable. The Mangelwirtschaft played a role’. Such statements 

indicate that economic conditions shaped citizens’ perceptions of what constituted 

ethical and moral behaviour regarding stealing. Evelyn Rasch (b. 1968) confirmed 

this. When asked to explain why she had stolen electrodes from her factory, she 

said: ‘A friend of my father needed them for some welding … it was immoral to 

steal them, but it was more morally correct to help others. There was no legal 

alternative. For that reason people’s awareness of what was unethical was not as 
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pronounced [as today]. There was a different concept of morals’. Katja Korb (b. 

1966), Leo Bach (b. 1953) and Anke Dobratz (b. 1956) also felt that the 

Mangelwirtschaft led people to develop a different sense of right and wrong when 

it came to stealing things that were not available to buy. When Frau Rasch was 

asked whether she would steal from work to help a friend today, she replied that 

she would not; the difference was that the item would now be available to buy, so 

she would give her friend the money to purchase it. Others, such as Achim 

Schmidt (b. 1968), had regarded stealing by workers as acceptable because ‘they 

didn’t take huge amounts [of things]’. Anna Brinkmann (b. 1968) was the only 

interviewee to state that she had tended to regard all thefts as unacceptable. Her 

belief was based on her perception of a Mangelwirtschaft: ‘What was scarce? 

Luxury goods and freedom to travel… I can understand stealing in a society 

where people are afraid for their existence, but we had food, clothing, a roof over 

our head - all cheap, all available.’ 

Significantly, no interviewee was aware of the extent of shoplifting. Katja 

Korb (b. 1966) stated: ‘people didn’t steal from shops. If you needed something, 

you asked your friends’. Kerstin Wolf (b. 1965) also commented: ‘Everything was 

cheap, people had enough money to buy things. I am really surprised.’ Moreover, 

no interviewee quibbled about whether to call shoplifting a crime even though 

what was stolen also constituted People’s Property; for every interviewee it was 

theft and unacceptable. It is important to take note of this, for it further suggests 

that interviewees’ perceptions of the acceptability of theft were governed by the 

availability of an item and not whether it was categorised as People’s Property. If 

they had felt that theft of all People’s Property was permissible, then they would 

not have condemned theft from supermarkets. The only interviewees to admit 
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shoplifting were Nina Frank (b. 1960), Manfred Klein (b. 1964) and Anna 

Brinkmann (b. 1968). Frau Frank stole chewing gum when she was eight. She 

could not explain why. Herr Klein stole a chocolate bar when he was 12 and Frau 

Brinkmann a bread roll when she was nine. Both called their thefts a ‘test of 

courage’. Herr Klein was also the only interviewee to have witnessed adults 

stealing food. As a student, he worked in a comestibles wholesaler and saw 

‘massive criminality’ there: ‘You got the impression people only worked there to 

steal’. Herr Klein explained that the wholesalers dealt in ‘semi-luxury goods: 

bottles of schnapps, cheeses, wine, nice chocolate’, products which according to 

him were expensive. He reasoned that workers in the wholesalers did not earn 

much and simply took what was there.  

Herr Klein was not the only interviewee to hypothesise that people stole 

certain products because they could not afford them. Anna Brinkmann (b. 1968), 

Leo Bach (b. 1953), Anke Dobratz (b. 1956), and Nina Frank (b. 1960) all 

suggested that coffee was frequently stolen because it was an expensive luxury. A 

250 gramme-jar of the GDR’s ‘Rondo’ coffee brand cost 15 Marks, increasing to 

30 Marks in the late 1970s (Mertens 2001: 87). Between 1960 and 1985, the 

average monthly wage rose from 417 Marks to 924 marks (Staatliche 

Zentralverwaltung für Statistik 1985). Thus, when earnings were at their highest, a 

jar of coffee still cost the average GDR citizen just over three per cent of their 

wage. The suggestion that food and drink prices were high clashes with 

(n)ostalgic accounts of cheap comestibles, namely five-cent bread rolls, that one 

often hears from former citizens. Frau Frank offered an explanation: ‘basic 

foodstuffs, the things you really needed to live – bread, flour – were cheap. 

Everything that was a bit more luxurious – fashionable clothing, a better quality of 
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food – was expensive’. Mark Dobratz (b. 1955) also stated: ‘products to satisfy 

your elementary needs were cheap, and weren’t in short supply’, but he recalled 

that ‘luxury goods’ like chocolates were very expensive for many. Yet, given the 

fact that the regime subsidised rents and other living costs (by 1989 the average 

monthly rent was still just 56 Marks) one would assume that items such as coffee, 

though expensive relative to the price of other comestibles, were affordable. It 

may be that the high prices of these luxury products, when compared with the 

extremely low prices of basic foodstuffs, gave citizens the impression that they 

were not affordable. Leo Bach (b. 1953) offered a different explanation, however, 

which also correlates with the preceding analysis of the Dispute Commission 

cases: he supposed that theft from supermarkets was due to citizens’ 

mismanagement of their finances. Herr Bach assumed that, given price levels, the 

only reason to steal food and drink was because thieves had spent all of their 

money on other things. Nina Frank (b. 1960) also stated that some people simply 

could not look after their finances: ‘Some just did not know how to manage their 

money and spent it all on expensive things. I heard a woman say that she couldn’t 

wait to have a fourth child so that she could spend the welfare money on a TV. 

Some had poorly-paid jobs, three or four children at home, and suddenly all the 

money was gone.’ It may be that some thieves had indeed spent all of their money 

on other items. Significantly, however, the majority of people who the Dispute 

Commissions dealt with for having stolen food, cigarettes, and alcohol, committed 

their theft while simultaneously purchasing a larger amount of other products. 

Many were also found to be in ‘healthy financial circumstances’. These facts 

suggests that they were not stealing out of need, but rather that their financial 

resources could not match their purchasing desires. Anke Dobratz (b. 1956) had 
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experience of the lengths to which some went in order to boost their income. Frau 

Dobratz worked as a doctor in a hospital and remembered being informed that a 

female porter had stolen bed clothes. The thief had dyed the bedding and made 

clothes out of it in order to sell to earn extra money. 

 Several interviewees attributed thefts of alcohol to high levels of alcoholism in 

the GDR. Christoph Mettler (b. 1964) recalled that friends who worked in 

supermarkets told him that those who stole alcohol were alcoholics. Achim 

Schmidt (b. 1968) also stated: ‘the majority of thefts were due to alcoholism. 

People didn’t know what they were doing’. This view was apparently based on his 

own experiences. He recalled that the parents of a classmate had run a shop selling 

alcohol which had been burgled by addicts. Nina Frank (b. 1960) also linked theft 

to alcoholism, but not quite in the same way. She suggested that male citizens 

drank all of their earnings away, leaving their wives with no option but to steal 

what they needed. 

 Regarding theft of personal property, interviewees disagreed about its 

frequency. The majority claimed that no such thing happened, even though the 

regime’s figures showed that it happened more often than theft of People’s 

Property. Katja Korb (b. 1966) asked: ‘what was there to steal from others?’ She 

was not the only interviewee to pose this question; none did so facetiously. Mark 

Dobratz (b. 1955) commented: ‘I can’t imagine people stole from colleagues’ 

lockers. From the production hall next door, yes. But not from other people.’ Nina 

Frank (b. 1960) recalled, however, that her grandmother did have something that a 

neighbour stole: money. She remembered that cash went missing from her 

grandmother’s flat several times. The Volkspolizei investigated and, by means of a 

bundle of money covered in invisible ink, found the culprit living across the 
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courtyard. Furthermore, Christoph Mettler (b. 1964) asserted that he had known 

burglary was a widespread phenomenon. He had friends in the Volkspolizei who 

informed him that ‘the rate of burglaries was off the scale’. Asked to explain why 

he thought so many burglaries apparently occurred, Herr Mettler cited the issue of 

wages not being enough to cover what people wanted: ‘TV’s were very expensive, 

stereos, record players – all the everyday objects that people wanted were very 

expensive compared to what people earned’. By the end of the 1980s, a colour 

television cost 4,900 Marks – almost four months’ worth of the average wage 

(Staatliche Zentralverwaltung für Statistik 1989). 

Though there was disagreement amongst interviewees about the level of 

theft of personal property, all interviewees were united on one matter: theft from 

other citizens was completely unacceptable. Anna Brinkmann (b. 1968) stated: ‘If 

you stole your neighbour’s camera because you wanted it and couldn’t afford it, 

then that wasn’t on. People judged it differently [to theft from factories]’. 

Interviewees’ statements about the taboo of stealing personal property echo those 

made in crime surveys conducted in the GDR which showed that, while many 

respondents thought that it was acceptable to steal the property of the state, a 

majority rejected the notion of stealing from fellow citizens (Millington 2020). 

These results, however, do not tally with the regime’s crime rate figures nor the 

cases heard by the Dispute Commissions which showed that theft of citizens’ 

property occurred on a scale approaching that of the theft from industry. 

 Significantly, a common thread in these interviews was participants’ 

hypothesis that petty theft occurred because people did not fear serious 

punishment. For some, this conclusion was based on their own experiences. 

Evelyn Rasch (b. 1968) explained that if her foreman had seen her stealing 
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electrodes, then ‘he would have had words with me, but he wouldn’t have called 

the police. It would have remained between us’. According to Frau Rasch, this led 

her to feel that she ‘didn’t even have to make a big secret’ of her theft. Anke 

Dobratz (b. 1956) experienced something similar. The bed-clothes thief in the 

hospital where she worked was apparently dealt with by their immediate superior; 

the hospital management were never informed. The thief was not sacked. Other 

interviewees recalled that theft was tolerated by management. Andreas Schneider 

(b. 1952) would often stay in work after his shift as a lathe operator to make 

things for himself, using (and effectively stealing) materials in the factory. Before 

doing so, he always asked his foreman for permission. When asked why his 

foreman had not forbidden this practice, Herr Schneider stated: ‘the motto was 

“you scratch my back”. He allowed me to do it so long as I made him something, 

too. There was a tacit agreement’. Mark Dobratz also remembered that 

management partook in theft in the food and drink warehouse where he had 

temporarily worked: ‘we would open a case of wine and share them out, two for 

me, two for my colleague, two for the foreman. Then we would inform the 

insurance that the missing bottles had been smashed in transit’. Herr Dobratz 

recalled that senior management and the police would only get involved if too 

many things went missing. Leo Bach (b. 1953) also suggested that incidents of 

theft were often kept between individual workers and their line managers, rather 

than being passed to senior management for punishment. Herr Bach worked as the 

head of a state logistics enterprise. The plant that he managed serviced lorries, 

buses and other types of vehicles, and was thus full of highly-desirable vehicle 

parts. Yet Herr Bach recalled that in his decade of management, he dealt with only 

one case of theft and this was only because he witnessed it himself. He saw a 
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driver attempting to steal bus tyres. Herr Bach dismissed the driver immediately 

and reported him to the Volkspolizei. When asked whether he felt that it was 

unusual that he only had to deal with one theft in ten years of management of such 

an enterprise, Herr Bach commented: ‘People lower down the hierarchy would 

have encountered more theft, but I didn’t get to hear about it’. Herr Bach stated 

further that workers did not fear losing their jobs if caught stealing. He explained 

that the process of dismissal was complicated. He would have had to justify it 

carefully to state organisations. A sacking also meant that the plant would be one 

worker down, which was not desirable given the serious shortage of labour in the 

GDR (Weiss 2018: 133). Herr Bach asserted that these things made dismissals 

rare and highly improbable in the case of petty thefts. He felt that workers were 

fully aware of this and were thus unafraid to be caught stealing. They also 

apparently knew that, because of labour shortages, they could easily find another 

job; the driver that Herr Bach fired found another position within a week. There is 

no evidence to show that the thieves who went before the Dispute Commissions 

were punished by being dismissed from their jobs, even those who stole things 

from their own workplace. Instead, as indicated above, an apology to colleagues 

and a promise to work hard often sufficed. 

 

Conclusion 

Throughout the period examined in this article, GDR citizens stole items from 

factories, construction sites, shops, staff rooms, private homes, and colleagues’ 

bags. Youths most commonly stole money, vehicle parts, and clothes. Adults also 

stole clothing, but more frequently pilfered comestibles, cigarettes, alcohol, and 

construction materials. According to interviewees, as well as thieves who went 
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before the Dispute Commissions, the Mangelwirtschaft led people to steal items 

from industry that were not available to buy. Almost all interviewees felt that 

stealing things that could not be bought was acceptable. This perception suggests 

that the Mangelwirtschaft led to the formation of a different concept of right and 

wrong when it came to theft, one which was determined by the availability of the 

stolen item. That interviewees did not factor in thefts from industry when talking 

about the crime rate in the GDR supports this conclusion further. They maintained 

that the overall scale of crime was very low, while also acknowledging that theft 

from industry was epidemic.  

To attribute all petty thefts to the economy of scarcity, however, would be 

to use too broad a brush. Just 38 of the 384 citizens in the files of these 

Commissions had filched items such as vehicle parts or industrial products which 

were unobtainable by legal means. The majority of thefts concerned things that 

were available for citizens to buy. The evidence indicates that thieves who stole 

items that they could legally acquire were motivated by several factors. Some 

adults were drunk, while youths were often testing their courage. The files, as well 

as interviewees’ own accounts, indicate, however, that a lack of funds motivated 

thieves. That they often stole from supermarkets while at the same time 

purchasing other goods suggests that their lack of money could cover what they 

needed, but not what they wanted. Interviewees confirmed that basic food stuffs 

(‘the things you really needed to live’) were cheap, but that anything bordering on 

semi-luxury was often very expensive. Interestingly, interviewees also indicated 

that citizens may have been motivated to steal because, on the one hand they were 

not afraid of the punishment, and on the other their thefts were tolerated. Thieving 

workers were apparently extremely unlikely to be reported, let alone dismissed. 
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Shoplifters ran the risk of a fine and a public apology but would not face a 

criminal trial nor lose their job. These factors suggest that the SED regime’s 

policy on workplace dismissals, as well as its system of social courts for minor 

offences, created conditions which emboldened some to commit petty theft. 

While petty theft certainly undermined the vision of socialist society that 

the SED hoped to create, can we conclude that it constituted an act of resistance 

against the Party? After all, those who stole from factories and supermarkets were 

stealing from the state. In committing these acts they were rejecting the notion 

promoted by the regime that they were stealing from ‘the People’ and thus from 

themselves. Moreover, thieves who filched their neighbours’ property were 

contravening ‘the rules of coexistence’ in the socialist society that the SED was 

fostering (LAB C Rep 334/27, 23.3.72). Only two interviewees, however, 

regarded theft as an expression of political opposition. Christoph Mettler (b. 1964) 

thought theft from industry was ‘a very small act of personal resistance’. 

Similarly, Mark Dobratz (b. 1955) stated that stealing of construction materials 

and other such items ‘was a blow against a state that couldn’t provide things’. 

Every other interviewee recalled that workers stole simply because what they 

needed was not available in shops; they were not striking a blow against the Party. 

As Kelly Hignett also found in interviews about petty theft with former 

Czechoslovak citizens: ‘political protest appears to have come a distant second to 

economic advantage’ (Hignett 2016: 210). If theft from industry cannot be 

considered an act of outright opposition, could it then rather be regarded as an 

expression of Eigensinn? In the context of the GDR, this term coined by Alf 

Lüdtke has been interpreted as ‘rebelliousness’ or ‘troublemaking’. Andrew I. 

Port explains it as ‘behaviour… that indirectly confronted authorities by resisting 
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the demands and expectations of the regime and its leadership’ (Port 2020: 111–

2). Similarly, Mary Fulbrook has defined it as the ‘active defence and pursuit of 

one’s own interests’ in spite of the diktats of the regime (Fulbrook 2005: 12). 

According to Port and Fulbrook’s interpretations, one could indeed class the petty 

theft of People’s Property from industry as an act of Eigensinn: workers ignored 

clear messaging about People’s Property and stole things that they unequivocally 

knew belonged to the regime in order to satisfy their desires. It is, however, more 

difficult to apply the term to the theft of personal property. While citizens who 

committed such theft were ultimately resisting the state’s expectations of how 

socialist citizens ought to behave, it is a stretch to imagine that thieves had this in 

mind when they were slipping a packet of cigarettes into their pocket or rifling 

through their colleagues’ coat pockets. The evidence suggests rather that they 

were motivated by their own desire for things they could not have or afford, rather 

than any urge to defy the SED regime. 
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