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Abstract

Even the most authoritarian governments allow some citizens to leave. How do

they decide who exits and who stays? In this paper, we outline the trade-offs that

autocrats face in managing emigration. On the plus side, autocrats can rid their

states of potential challengers and opposition supporters. There may also be economic

benefits due to expropriation of emigrants’ property, reduction in social welfare benefits,

skills upgrading, remittances, and even payment by democratic governments for the

release of some citizens. On the negative side, emigrants may represent a loss of

human capital, signal the level of opposition to the wider world, and spread norms of

democracy back to their home countries. We propose to examine how autocrats balance

these trade-offs using Stasi archival data from the German Democratic Republic under

Communist rule.
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In the collective Western imagination—from The Spy who Came in from the Cold and

Escape from East Berlin to The Americans—the only way to leave a communist country

was to flee illegally. Yet even the most repressive regimes, including the Soviet Union, the

rest of the Eastern Bloc, and North Korea today, allow individuals to leave. How do these

governments decide who exits? Which individual-level characteristics explain why some

individuals are allowed to leave, whereas others are forced to stay or even imprisoned?

Although recent studies highlight the trade-offs dictators face when considering emi-

gration policies (Ahmed 2012; Escribà-Folch, Meseguer and Wright 2015; 2018; Miller and

Peters 2018), we still lack a large-N investigation of how individual characteristics determine

an authoritarian bureaucracy’s willingness to allow an individual to emigrate. For a dictator,

whether to permit individuals to emigrate (and whom) is a non-trivial task. On the plus side,

the emigration of the opposition reduces domestic challengers (Hirschman 1970; 1993; Miller

and Peters 2018). Emigration can also come with many economic benefits for autocrats: it

increases inflows of trade, investments, and monetary remittances, which in turn can bolster

public support for the incumbent (Tertytchnaya et al. 2018). Emigrants often leave behind

land and capital that can be expropriated by the regime or redistributed to supporters. Fi-

nally, autocrats can dispose of individuals who are beneficiaries of social welfare services,

freeing up resources to devote elsewhere.

On the negative side, emigration can destabilize autocratic rule. Emigration, especially in

large numbers, may signal the illegitimacy of the regime domestically and hurt the country’s

international reputation. In regimes in which many people have an incentive to engage in

preference falsification, emigration can signal the true level of dissatisfaction, encouraging

domestic opposition (Pfaff 2006). Large-scale emigration may also have economic costs if

the country loses individuals in key sectors. Finally, emigration risks the transmission of

democratic norms from emigrants to their families and friends back home through social

remittances (see Miller and Peters 2018).

To understand how autocrats decide who gets to leave and who doesn’t, we plan to
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examine the secret police records of the German Democratic Republic (GDR). Even after

the Berlin Wall was built, the GDR allowed a select group of people to exit. In 1971, the

regime wrote internal rules about how to process applications for emigration (although these

were treated as state secrets; Lochen and Meyer-Seitz 1992, 23-27). In 1983, formal rules

for emigration for the purpose of family reunification and cross-border marriages were made

public and, in 1988, the state granted a universal right to apply for emigration. During this

period, the state had to decide who to allow to leave.

The GDR case presents a unique opportunity. Usually, it is hard to examine the records

of autocracies. Current rulers are unlikely to allow scholars to look at potentially damaging

records. When autocratic regimes realize they are losing power, they often destroy records,

making it hard to reconstruct their decision process. Examining the GDR allows us to

circumvent these problems: the records are now held by a fully consolidated democracy and

it appears that most of the records are intact. Further, the GDR, unlike some autocracies

with less capacity, kept a large set of records: the regional and national MfS (Ministry for

State Security) archives hold a total documentation amounting to 826 consecutive meters

(if all files were placed in a line) for the ZKG/BKGs alone (coordination groups tasked with

processing applications after 1974).

The GDR is an historically important case too. Emigration clearly represented a threat

to regime insiders from the early days of the state until the end and played a significant role in

its demise. In many respects, however, GDR is not representative of all autocracies or even all

socialist dictatorships. Emigrants from the GDR had an almost unique ability to immigrate

to a wealthy democracy. Due to the break-up of Germany after World War II, East Germans

were automatically granted citizenship in West Germany, along with a host of benefits. This

guaranteed entry into a wealthy democracy is something that has only been available to East

Germans, other individuals of German heritage living in the Eastern Block, North Koreans

(who hold citizenship in South Korea), and Cubans (who until recently easily gained legal

status in the US). Further, East Germany built a much-larger-than-average internal security
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apparatus, which likely allowed it to better control emigration than other states. However,

East Germany was also much wealthier than most autocracies, which might have dampened

the enthusiasm for emigration.

We propose to examine a random sample of applications for exit and their associated

decision files from 1980-1989. Applicants first filed with a local office (which bureaucracy they

filed with changed during this time period, which we discuss below) and then, if approved at

the local level, their application was sent to the national office for a decision. As we discuss

below, we plan to visit a representative sample of local archives and also sample from the

national archives. We believe the local offices have copies of applications that were denied

at the local level. The applications at the national level were all approved at the local level

and were then either approved or denied. Thus, we will have a set of applications that were

denied at the local level, a set approved at the local level but denied at the national level,

and a set approved at both the local and national level.

Devising this sample and conducting our analysis must overcome several potential sources

of selection bias. First, we can only analyze the applications of those who actually chose to

apply for emigration. As we discuss below, the regime tried to deter applications by often

punishing those who applied. Next, the regime created a waiting period for applications

(usually of two weeks or so) after which the applicant had to come and ask to apply again.

During this time period, it appears that the regime used pressure to try to get applicants to

withdraw (and we do not yet know if this set of applications is in the archives). Thus, there

was likely a large set of people who wanted to apply but were deterred. Data also exists on

prisoners convicted of trying to emigrate illegally; we plan to examine that data to see if

those deterred from legal emigration and who tried to leave illegally fit our expectations.

This project differs from the majority of the research on emigration from the GDR, which

focuses on the district or national level as the unit of analysis, based on readily available

statistics from the MfS.1 There is therefore a research gap regarding which individual-level

1A rare exception is (Pfaff 2006), whose analysis is confined to the cities of Dresden and Leipzig in 1989.
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characteristics were associated with different application outcomes and other repressive mea-

sures (e.g., surveillance, imprisonment, killings, forced unemployment, and exile). Impor-

tantly, while we have access to the internal MfS guidelines stipulating who should have been

allowed to leave (Lochen and Meyer-Seitz 1992), no scholarly attempt has been made to

analyze whether these often vague criteria were employed in practice and how bureaucrats

on the ground operationalized crucial categories such as “hostile-negative behavior.”

This project also makes a contribution to the broader literature on democratization.

Perhaps surprisingly, most celebrated models of democratization (e.g., Boix 2003; Acemoglu

and Robinson 2005; Ansell and Samuels 2010; 2014) do not discuss international migration.

In contrast, internal migration in the form of urbanization has received much more attention

(e.g., Lipset 1959; Bates 1981; Ansell and Samuels 2010; 2014). As the “vertical threat” of

mass mobilization (Schedler 2009) requires individuals to exercise “voice” over “exit,” it is

apparent that domestic bargaining models over regime type assume that “exit” is simply not

part of the choice set. Empirically, we do know that even the most isolated autocracies are not

completely able to eliminate the exit option (e.g., North Korea). As the dictator’s emigration

management has repercussions for the extent of domestic opposition (Peters and Miller

2019), economic redistribution (monetary remittances as a substitute for state transfers),

and democratic values (through social remittances), the literatures on authoritarianism and

international migration need to be intertwined more closely.

This paper continues as follows. First, we provide our theory on the costs and benefits

of emigration and how that affects decisions on individual cases. We then turn to our case

of the German Democratic Republic with a description of the phases of emigration from the

GDR to the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), the types of emigration that were allowed,

and the guidelines for application processing. Finally, we elaborate on our strategy for the

archival research and analysis.
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Theory

Autocratic leaders face trade-offs when determining who should be allowed to leave the state.

On the plus side, emigration allows them to get rid of opposition (what we call the safety

valve effect) and gain economic benefits from increased ties to the global economy, monetary

remittances, expropriation of property left behind, and lower social welfare costs. On the

negative side, emigration may signal the extent of the opposition, especially in countries in

which preference falsification often occurs; can have economic costs; and can spread norms

and organizational tools of democracy back home. We discuss each of these mechanisms more

broadly and then describe how they affect decisions over individual emigration applications.

The safety valve effect

Emigration has the potential to sap the strength of the opposition both through the exit of

the leaders of opposition groups and the exit of potential supporters. When emigration is

allowed, citizens can vote with their feet (Hirschman 1970). The people most likely to leave

are what we might think of as the “motivated middle class.” Emigrants are not typically

the poorest of the poor, because the poor cannot for the cost of migration. Their desire to

migrate shows both that they are unhappy with their current situation and that they are

willing to take action to change it. The motivated middle class, then, has both the desire

to see change in their country and the resources to make that happen. They, thus, can

represent a threat to autocratic leaders, as they are natural supporters of opposition groups.

Emigration can be one way to deal with this threat, as emigration allows these individuals

to pursue their goals elsewhere.

Emigration can also be used to get rid of opposition group leaders. Politicians often want

to “decapitate” opposition or insurgent groups by getting rid of their leaders. Autocratic

leaders have a variety of tools they can use to do this: they can kill, jail, exile, or discredit

the opposition leader. Killing or jailing opposition leaders risks inciting a backlash among
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the opposition supporters and may alienate regime supporters (Esberg 2019). Discrediting

the opposition too may backfire. By exiling the leaders of the opposition, the autocrat can

disrupt the ability of the opposition to organize, without the same backlash effect. Further,

autocratic leaders can often gain international goodwill (and even monetary compensation)

when they allow opposition leaders to leave the state rather than jail or kill them.

This discussion suggests that autocratic regimes would prefer openness as a way to deny

the opposition both its leadership and its core base of mass support.

Emigration and preference falsification

The opposite of the safety valve effect is the possibility of emigration signaling the level

of dissent in a country. If many people or if just some select influential people exit the

state, they can signal that the regime is failing the people. Seeing this emigration may

then lead others to believe that the level of opposition to the regime is higher than they

previously thought, causing them to be more likely to join an opposition movement (see

Kuran 1991 and Lohmann 1994 for similar dynamics in protests). This effect of emigration

on opposition support is more likely to occur the higher the level of preference falsification

in the society. The more likely individuals are to hide their true preferences for the regime,

the more informative actions like protests or emigration (Kuran 1997). In all autocracies,

there is some amount of preference falsification—openly decrying the ruler is unlikely to

go unpunished in some way—but in the case of communist regimes like that of the GDR,

preference falsification was quite high (Kuran 1997). In this case, then, we expect that while

the regime would find emigration to be a useful safety valve, it had to balance that desire

with concerns over that emigration would reveal the true preferences of the population.

This leads to our first hypotheses:

H1: Individuals who held leadership positions in an opposition group already or who seemed

likely to organize for an opposition group were more likely to be allowed to emigrate.
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H2: Individuals who were simply unhappy with the regime but seemed unlikely to join the

leadership of an opposition group were unlikely to be allowed to emigrate.

Economic benefits of emigration

Allowing ones’ citizens to emigrate often comes with a host of economic benefits for the state.

Migration increases links to the global economy, leading to increased trade (e.g. Gould 1994),

investment (e.g. Leblang 2010), and aid (e.g. Bermeo and Leblang 2015). These flows, in

turn, help increase economic growth and can lead to job creation, which may lead citizens

to increase their appraisal of the regime. For the GDR, this mechanism is unlikely to affect

the calculations of the regime because it was a member of the Eastern Bloc and therefore

uninterested in linking to the Western economic system.

Nonetheless, emigration would still provide economic benefits for the regime. One benefit

was remittances. Emigrants in general remit home large sums of money and emigrants from

the GDR were no different, except that instead of sending money directly, they often sent

“packages from the West,” which included money, consumption goods, and clothing. On

average, 25 million of these packages were sent per year (to a population of 17 million). The

increased ability to consume might have led to the misattribution of the increase in economic

good fortune to the regime (e.g. Ahmed 2017; Tertytchnaya et al. 2018).

An additional benefit of emigration for the regime is the possibility of expropriation.

There are many cases of autocrats claiming the property of emigrants: Idi Amin expropriated

the property of Uganda’s Asian citizens, the Vietnamese government expropriated the assets

and land of the ethnic Chinese it expelled, and Mugabe expropriated the land of white

farmers who left after he took power in Zimbabwe. The Soviets expropriated property from

their citizens through the use of an emigration head tax. Autocrats can then redistribute

the property to supporters, use it to enhance the security services, or keep it for themselves.

A regime may benefit from decreased social welfare costs when its citizens emigrate.

While many autocracies are relatively poor and offer few social welfare benefits, the GDR
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was quite wealthy and created a large social welfare state. Citizens who consumed many

services, such as the elderly or disabled, might be targets for emigration to reduce these

costs, especially during times of economic crisis.

Finally, in some cases, the state can essentially ransom the emigration of its citizens. The

U.S. essentially bargained increased trade for emigrants in the Eastern Bloc with the Jackson-

Vanick Amendment, which allowed the president to grant most favored nation trade status

only to non-market (e.g., Communist) states that allowed emigration. Many commentators

at the time noted that there was a correlation between American trade with the Soviet Union

and the emigration of Soviet Jews (e.g. Editors of the New York Times 1981). In the case of

the GDR, West Germany would often offer payments for emigrants, especially for political

prisoners.

Economic costs of emigration

The major economic cost of emigration is the loss of human capital. Low-skill emigration

may mean the loss of manpower in industry and agriculture, which makes production more

expensive, leading to decreased profits for capital owners and/ or higher prices for consumers

(although at the same time it will lead to higher wages for workers in market economies).

The impact of low-skill emigration will depend on both the size of the emigrant flow and

how much slack there is in demand for labor. In the average, developing autocracy today,

this is likely to be less of a concern as many individuals are unemployed or underemployed.

Similarly, many Communist states were known for their “make work” jobs and may have

had less concern over losing low-skill workers.

The loss of high-skill labor typically is seen as more problematic. Known as “brain drain,”

the loss of talent in key industries, like medicine or education, can lead to worse health and

developmental outcomes. Yet, other scholars note that allowing high skill emigration can

lead to “brain gain,” as emigration increases the returns to and, thus, the incentive to get an

education (Chand and Clemens 2008). In the case of the GDR and other states in which the
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development of military technology is an important part of the regime’s survival, the loss of

high skill workers in these areas is likely to be problematic as well. This discussion leads to

our next set of hypotheses:

H3: Individuals who are seen as large beneficiaries of the social welfare system (the elderly,

disabled, those with disabled children) are more likely to be allowed to emigrate.

H4: Individuals who the West German government is likely to offer a ransom payment to

are more likely to be allowed to leave.

H5: Individuals who are in strategic industries (e.g., the defense industry) or who provide

key social functions (e.g., doctors) will be less likely to be allowed to emigrate.

Spread of democratic norms and tools

As several recent studies have shown, even brief periods living in stable democracies can shift

migrants’ attitudes in a more pro-democratic direction (Chauvet and Mercier 2014; Levitt

1998; Pérez-Armendáriz and Crow 2010; Spilimbergo 2009). While living in a democracy,

migrants experience how different political life can be, varying from the routine (e.g., few

officials asking for bribes) to the more fundamental (e.g., workers’ rights, a free press, and

legal equality). For example, a leader of Mongolia’s opposition noted that emigrants’ and

foreign students’ experiences in Europe led them to no longer “sympathize with the one-party

ideology” and instead join the 1989-90 protest movement (Kaplonski 2004, 48). Migrants

thus often learn that life is better in democracies.

In the case of the GDR, most applicants for emigration likely already knew or at least

suspected that life was better in the West. West German television could reach much of East

Germany during this period (Crabtree, Darmofal and Kern 2015), giving East Germans a

good sense of how life differed. What they were likely to learn from their experiences in the

West was the extent of the difference between the two Germanys. Further, they may have

gained organizational expertise in West German that they could then share.
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Migrants spread the resulting norms when they return home (although this channel is

unlikely in the case of the GDR) or through contact with friends and family. These social re-

mittances can have powerful effects on sending communities (Levitt 1998; Pérez-Armendáriz

and Crow 2010). While we focus here on democratic behavior, migration and travel can

spread a variety of norms. For example, communities in Mali with many emigrants to coun-

tries with strong norms against female genital mutilation show decreased support for the

practice (Diabate and Mesplé-Somps 2015). Given this possibility, the government should

be more likely to let those who have fewer social ties in East Germany to leave. This leads

to our last hypothesis.

H6: Individuals who have fewer social ties are more likely to be allowed to emigrate.

The Case of East Germany

Overview of emigration from East to West Germany

Scholars have categorized emigration from the GDR using both the total number of emigrants

and the GDR’s emigration policy. Mayer (2002, 77f., 162) argues that there were four phases

of emigration (see Figure 1). In the first phase between the founding of the GDR in 1949

and the creation of the Berlin Wall in 1961, a total of 2.7 million citizens left the GDR

for West Germany, which represented almost 15% of the population in 1949. Farmers—due

to the collectivization of agriculture—and high-skilled workers were over-represented among

emigrants (Neubert 1997, 64-69, 133-135; Lochen 1998, 20).

In the second phase, which Mayer calls the “restrictive phase” (1962-1983), only about

10,000 individuals left the GDR annually (Mayer 2002). However, upon closer examination,

this plateau is only reached in 1968, whereas the years 1963-1964 display legal emigration of

30,000 individuals per year (see Figure 1). This restrictive phase was followed by a period of

“limited emigration” of 20,000 to 40,000 individuals annually starting with the “valve year”
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Figure 1: Annual Number of Emigrants 1949 – 1989
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into the category of family reunions. Data from Mayer 2002: 119, 121, first assembled by (Eisenfeld 1995a)
based on annual ZKG analyses.

of 1984 until 1988. The fourth phase of “uncontrollable emigration” (January–November

1989) saw 225,000 individuals leave near the end of the GDR regime (Mayer 2002).

In terms of the eligibility to apply for emigration and the formalization of the processing

of applications, we can distinguish the following 3 phases (following Lochen and Meyer-

Seitz 1992, 9). Although the regime created rules on how to process requests to give up

GDR citizenship in 1967, there were no formal rules on how to deal with applications for

emigration until 1971. In practice, however, pensioners and those unable to work due to a

physical handicap were usually allowed to leave, consistent with Hypothesis 3 (Gieseke 2014,

134). In 1971, the first internal guidelines on the processing of emigration applications were
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created. Yet they did not loosen the rules about who was eligible to apply. All emigration

applications were still considered illegal and the regime bureaucracy was under no obligation

to process them. “The reluctant processing of applications was at the uncheckable disposal

of regime bureaucrats, the guidelines for an approval were treated like state secrets and

were not transparent to applicants” (Mayer 2002, 162f.). In 1983, the first set of criteria for

eligibility regarding emigration with the purposes of family reunification and cross-border

marriages were made accessible to the citizens. A universal right to apply for emigration

only came into existence on November 30, 1988.

Types of emigration from East to West Germany

There were several different types of emigration from East to West Germany. At the most

general level, we can distinguish legal and illegal types of emigration. For the former, the

regime distinguished between family reunions, emigrations for the purpose of cross-border

marriages, and emigrations for “political-operative purposes.” Family reunions referred to

emigrations that were permitted to allow spouses to be reunited and children to join their

parents living abroad. When a GDR citizen intended to marry a foreigner living abroad,

emigration could be granted to make a cross-border marriage possible.

Emigration permits for “political-operative purposes” are best understood as a category

containing all emigrants whose exit was deemed to be advantageous for the regime. This

included pensioners and those unable to work, in line with Hypothesis 3. It also included

those with a “hostile-negative” stance towards the GDR regime (Hypothesis 1), those for

whose exit payment could be obtained from the FRG (Hypothesis 4), and those to be placed

as agents in the West.

The use of exit payments for emigration was extensive. Out of the 560,000 legal emi-

grants between 1961 and 1989, 250,000 were allowed to leave the GDR only after the FRG

transferred a total of DM 4.4 billion (Mayer 2002, 106f.,126). About half of the total pay-

ments were made between 1984 and 1989 (Volze 1995, 2780). An additional 33,755 political
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prisoners—out of a total of 87,000 between 1963 and 1989 (Woelbern 2015, 165)—were like-

wise ransomed for DM 3.6 billion (Lochen and Meyer-Seitz, 1992, 7; Gieseke, 2014, 139).

These payments were a significant source of foreign income. In comparison, the sovereign

debt of the GDR held in the West in 1989 totaled approximately DM 49 billion (Marxen

and Werle 1999, 123).2

The use of ransoms started in 1963. These began as informal negotiations, involving

independent lawyers and church officials (Neubert 1997, 340). Starting in 1973, these nego-

tiations turned into annual negotiations over lists of individuals to be ransomed (Peterson,

2002, 17; Gieseke, 2014, 139; described in detail in Woelbern, 2014). The amount paid for

a person was not constant over time. Typically it was higher for political prisoners and, in

some time periods, was conditional on the qualifications and severity of the sentence of the

individual (Hertle 1996, 77). From a monograph of a top-level FRG bureaucrat responsible

for the negotiations, we know that the FRG considered the (1) reason for imprisonment,

(2) severity of the sentence, (3) state of health, and (4) family situation of a prisoner when

determining who to include (Rehlinger 1991, 24). Interestingly, about 40% of those bought

free before 1972 remained in the GDR as they were not told that they were allowed to leave

or chose to remain (Woelbern 2015). By the last decade of the regime, public awareness of

the ransom payments increased and “to have oneself imprisoned and sentenced became in a

way a means of last resort when all other ways of leaving the GDR appeared not to be an

option” (Rehlinger 1991, 105; translated by the author). Further, it seemed to be the case

that the GDR imprisoned individuals regarded as “hostile-negative” in 1984 to have a larger

stock of individuals to be ransomed (Rehlinger, 1991, 106f.; Mayer, 2002, 106).3

There were two types of illegal emigration: border-crossing without authorization and not

returning from authorized travels to a foreign country. The first type was most pronounced

2This number was mentioned by regime leader Egon Krenz to Mikhail Gorbachev in November 1989 (Der
Spiegel, URL: http://magazin.spiegel.de/EpubDelivery/spiegel/pdf/9222839).

3While there was no specific crisis in 1984, the GDR had problems servicing its foreign debt begin-
ing in 1982, leading to two write-offs of one billion dollars each by West Germany in 1983 and 1984
(The Wilson Center: https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/alexander-schalck-golodkowski-

east-germanys-back-channel-negotiator-and-hard-currency).
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before the construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961. In its early years, the wall proved

to be quite effective in reducing the number of citizens fleeing except for the activities

of “escape help organizations” (Fluchthilfeorganisationen, organization engaged in human

trafficking). Such organizations were frequently utilized by families with children and often

employed fake documentation to get individuals outside the country (Bauer 2006, 158-161).

These organizations appear to be less prominent after the 1960s.

Beginning in 1972 with the signing of bilateral agreements for visa-free travel from the

GDR to Poland and the USSR (Tantzscher 2005, 4,68) in combination with the placement of

mines at the German-German border, increasingly East Germans fled through third countries

(Tantzscher 1999, 111f.). Towards the end of the regime, fleeing through socialist countries

with more liberal border policies (most famously Hungary) allowed large numbers of citizens

to leave. Overall, there were approximately 75,000 flight attempts between 1961 and 1989

that led to imprisonment and another 25,000 by citizens who were pronounced guilty for an

attempted flight but remained free (Lochen, 1998, 20; Nooke, 2011). The maximum sentence

for such an attempt was imprisonment for eight years (Paragraph 213 StGB).

The second type of illegal emigration (not returning from authorized travels to a foreign

country) was more pronounced the easier it was for citizens to obtain such a travel per-

mission to begin with. In 1972, the two Germanys ratified a transit agreement that led to

over 10 million transits per year until the end of the GDR (Schmole 2011, 35f.). The FRG

paid a yearly lump sum to the GDR for the maintenance of this transit agreement (DM 525

mio. in 1988; Hertle 1996, 79f.; overview in Volze 1995, 2781). However, stays over multiple

days or even weeks in West Germany required a special travel permission, the eligibility for

which was highly restricted. Before 1973, one could apply for “travel in urgent family mat-

ters” only in case of births, marriages, life-threatening conditions, and deaths of first-order

relatives (Hertle 1996, 77f.). This implies that GDR citizens without relatives in the FRG

could not apply at all. From 1973 onwards, the 25th/50th/60th/65th/70th anniversaries of

weddings became reasons for eligibility as well. More criteria were added in 1982 (commu-
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nion/confirmation/ birthdays from 60 onwards in five-year increments of first-order relatives)

and 1985 (the first-order relative criterion was dropped, but this was not publicized) (ibid.).

In 1988, families were no longer allowed to travel together and high-skill individuals had to

undergo a more thorough investigation before being allowed to travel to the FRG (ibid.).

Special rules were in place for pensioners who from 1964 onwards were entitled to visit the

FRG once a year, which 1.2 to 1.5 million pensioners utilized annually between 1965 and

1985 (Schwarz 2008, 165), a number that increased to over six million after a reform in 1987

that allowed multiple annual visits per pensioner (ibid.).

Finally, there were some instances of forced exit. In most cases, the regime required

criminals and prominent opponents of the regime to leave the country (or they were not

allowed to reenter) under the threat of force (Werkentin, 1997, 359; Rehlinger, 1991, 112f.).

Who submits an application for emigration and why?

There are several structural factors that affected whether someone applied for emigration

instead of staying put or illegally emigrating. Below, we discuss the legality of and eligibility

to apply, the costs of applying (risking surveillance, imprisonment, losing one’s job, social

sanctions) and the likelihood of success, which was influenced by the GDR’s willingness to

allow applicants to exit (Eisenfeld, 1998, 8; Gieseke, 2014, 62f.).

Choosing to apply over illegal emigration depended on the costs and likelihood of success

of unauthorized border crossings or not returning from authorized travel abroad. Therefore,

we should see lower amounts of applications (1) the less militarized the German-German

border (early 1960s most permissive; some reductions in militarization towards the end of

the 1980s; at all times, pronounced geographic variation in militarization along the border),

(2) the higher the opportunities for fleeing through third countries (visa-free travel with

several other socialist countries after 1972; Hungary famously willing to let people cross

its borders at the end of the 1980s), and (3) the easier it was for GDR citizens to obtain

permissions to travel in “urgent family matters” (consecutive liberalizations but mostly for
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those with relatives in the West from 1983 onward).

There were many “motives” for filing an application.4 According to Mayer (2002, 113),

over 400,000 applications for emigration were filed between 1961 and 1989. He delineates

five types of reasons for filing an application. First, the increasingly poor performance of

the economy led to supply shortages and lower consumption levels. Second, there was a

lack of opportunities for career development in the state-planned economy. Third, there was

little freedom to travel (particularly for those without relatives in non-socialist countries)

despite regime leader Erich Honecker’s signing of the Helsinki Accords in 1975, which was

supposed to allow the freedom to travel in the eyes of many GDR citizens. Fourth, relatedly,

the perceived inhumanity of not being allowed to travel even when close family members

were sick or dying (but some liberalizations of this over time). Finally, there were those who

opposed the politics of the regime ideologically. Many of those who applied in this last group

had family in West Germany (Rehlinger 1991, 117) or were in touch with previous emigrants

(Knabe, 1999, 282; Gieseke, 2014, 126), consistent with the spread of social remittances.

It is unclear how much political versus economic motives drove emigration. Some authors

argue that the majority did not apply for economic reasons (Mayer, 2002, 14; Rehlinger,

1991, 118). Those whose exit West Germany paid for were more likely to give political reasons

for exit (Gehrmann 2009, 273). Nonetheless, we have reason to think some were driven

by economic concerns. West Germany treated GDR emigrants as full citizens, implying

immediate eligibility for work and social transfers, which might have incentivized economic

migration. In a study on GDR engineers who applied for exit visas, Augustine (2007, 90ff.)

notes that they were dissatisfied with their pay levels, state interference in their economic

activities, and low levels of technological innovation relative to the developed non-socialist

countries. Others emphasized “infamous housing shortages” (Friehe, Pannenberg and Wedow

2015, 24), inferior consumer goods, and the long waiting period for delivery of automobiles

(usually multiple years and about a decade for the popular “Trabant” (Maehlert 1999, 122))

4An application could be made for a whole family (first-order relatives). Therefore, the number of
approved applications will be lower than the number of individuals allowed to leave through the approval.
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as push factors for emigration applications.

The geographic spread of emigration also points to economic motives. The southern

districts of the GDR (Saxony) were over-represented in exit applicants: “Saxony, with less

than a third of the GDR population, accounted for more than half of all applications for exit

visas” (Pfaff 2006, 43). The city of Dresden had application rates three times higher than

the GDR average, which was likely related to the economic neglect of the southern districts

by the GDR leadership (who invested much more per citizen in the Berlin area) and the

high levels of industrial pollution in Dresden (Pfaff 2006, 41-43). Pfaff also notes that of

those allowed to emigrate before 1975, only six percent had attained tertiary education. Of

those applying in 1988 and 1989, there was an above average share of young, working-class

individuals from the urban centers of Dresden, East Berlin, Leipzig, and Karl-Marx-Stadt

(Chemnitz) (Pfaff 2006, 79). For the period 1984-1989, internal MfS statistics are available

that capture the characteristics of those who were allowed to emigrate: 25% of legal emigrants

had the “Abitur” (German A-levels), 90% were employed, and 78% were under 40 years old

(Lochen 1998, 21).

More proximate factors for filing an application include (1) being denied travel to West

Germany, (2) approaching military service of one’s children, (3) failing relationships, and

(4) difficulties of finding adequate employment (Lochen 1998, 26). Others emphasize the

role of (1) salient instances of emigration, most famously the forced exit of singer-songwriter

Wolfgang Biermann in 1976, associated with an application wave of other artists (Schumann

1995, 2370) and (2) increasing state surveillance and repression of “pacifist groups” affiliated

with churches (Lochen 1998).

Understanding the application process

Even though internal rules over how to process applications had been in existence since 1971,

these were treated as state secrets and were not common knowledge among GDR citizens

(Lochen 1998, 23-27). This opaqueness of rules (which were actually highly formalized)
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helped the regime to intimidate citizens and gave the regime flexibility to demand money

for emigrants, deploy agents in West Germany, and weaken the domestic opposition (Lochen

1998, 27). As discussed earlier, it was only in 1983 that formal rules on conditions for

emigration with the purposes of family reunions and cross border marriages were made

public and not before 1988 did a universal right to apply for emigration exist (Lochen and

Meyer-Seitz 1992).

In the following, we discuss the most important internal MfS/DoI (Department of the

Interior) documents, which were published shortly after the breakdown of the GDR in a

volume by Lochen and Meyer-Seitz (1992). We focus on regulations regarding (1) who was

allowed to apply, (2) which bureaucracies were involved in the processing of applications,

and (3) which criteria informed the decision over an application.

Who receives the application, who processes it, and who ultimately decides?

The DoI and the MfS issued a first internal order (order 42/71) specifying responsibilities

for processing applications and criteria for determining whether applicants were allowed

to emigrate. Importantly, “as there was no right to apply, the bureaucracy was supposed

to request formal documentation only when there was a sufficient likelihood of approval”

(Lochen and Meyer-Seitz 1992, 10, translated by the author). After an application was

received by the district-level DoI in the district where the applicant lived, applicants had to

justify their application in person. Only in a few cases of family reunions could a decision be

made by the district-level DoI. For other cases, it had to consult with the district-level MfS

to come up with a proposal regarding the application outcome. This proposal was sent to

the national-level MfS (Main Division, Internal Affairs) which had to make the final decision,

according to the following:

“Applications for emigration can be approved for GDR citizens, (a) who are

retired, (b) who are handicapped or dependent on care. . . when a doctor certifies

that the individual will not be able to work again, (c) who with approval of
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the GDR bureaucracies entered a marriage with a citizen of the FDR or West-

Berlin, (d) who are migrating to their spouse in the FDR or West-Berlin with

permission, (e) who are minors whose parent has received the right to emigrate,

(f) in special cases whose spouse, or when a minor – parent – has left the GDR

illegally before 1972” (Order 47/71; Lochen and Meyer-Seitz 1992, 322, translated

by the author).

There were several categories of excluded applicants. Those who (1) possessed informa-

tion that would be damaging in the hands of the FRG or close relatives of such “secret

bearers,” (2) those who had not done their military service (men only), (3) were close rel-

atives of individuals working for the police or the Ministry of the Interior, and (4) those

who had unsettled financial debts (Lochen and Meyer-Seitz 1992, 326f.). These criteria were

referred to as “exclusion criteria”—when an applicant met at least one of these conditions,

this was sufficient for rejecting the application.

All decisions were communicated orally and without giving any reasons for the outcome.

Rejections were timed to not be near major social events in coordination with the district-

level police and MfS. On the district-level, the DoI, MfS, police, and party leadership were

required to inform one another of the status of an application (order 42/71, printed in Lochen

and Meyer-Seitz 1992).

In 1975, the order 1/75 specified that the prevention of unlawful emigration was a shared

task of all branches and levels of the MfS. These bureaucracies were supposed to coordinate

tightly with other state bureaucracies, social organizations and firms to detect “unstable pat-

terns of thought and behavior that may lead to the development of intentions to exit from

the GDR illegally” (ibid., translated by the author). For this purpose, unofficial informants

as well as officers in special operations were to be employed more broadly and efficiently.

Such efforts were to be targeted primarily at scientists, doctors, economic leaders, those

with a special permission for international travelling (“Reisekader”), artists, sport bureau-

crats, and “competitive sportsmen.” A second group targeted comprised the unemployed,
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former applicants for emigration, and citizens who initiated contact to Western embassies.

Importantly, the ZKG (Zentrale Koordinierungsgruppe; central coordination group) as well

as BKGs (Bezirkskoordinierungsgruppe; district coordination group) were formed inside the

MfS to coordinate emigration application-related efforts of the different agencies and insti-

tutions.

In 1977, the internal MfS order 6/77 (by MfS head Erich Mielke, the first order initi-

ated at the highest level of the GDR hierarchy) and order 34/77 required the ZKG and

BKGs to coordinate the collection of intelligence on the intention, character, habits, oc-

cupation, motives, and connections of applicants for emigration (as long as they were not

retired). For this purpose, more unofficial informants were to be employed, even in West

Germany. Specific mention is made of spying on conversations and telephone calls as means

of information gathering. The order emphasizes the primacy of the MfS (ZKG, BKGs) in

coordinating measures. While applications continued to be seen as illegal, the district-level

DoI had to distinguish applicants into whether they were seen as hostile to the social and

economic order of the GDR. Those not perceived as hostile entered the MfS statistics as SE

(“Uebersiedlungsersuchende”; those seeking to emigrate).

When the district-level DoI considered granting emigration, the application materials

were sent to the following agencies/offices, all of which had to approve in order: (1) District-

level head of the SED (“Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands”; the socialist regime

party), (2) the respective BKG, and (3) the deputy heads of the central MfS (Mr. Mittig,

Mr. Beater) who had the final authority on the matter. The higher order agency was

only contacted when the lower-order agency decided to consider emigration. Applicants

to be employed as unofficial informants in West Germany did not require approval by the

BKG. While these procedures required an individual to hand in an application, there was a

second channel for obtaining the right to emigrate for so-called “political-operative reasons”

in which the “Main Bureaucracy A” of the central MfS could propose to the ZKG to let

someone emigrate after it had coordinated with the usual district-level agencies responsible
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(DoI, BKG, SED).

Crucially, the order also specified the conditions under which applications were to be

approved. Emigrations for “political-operative reasons” were to be granted to prevent an

“immediate and concrete danger to national security” or to prevent damage to the GDR

(e.g., public suicide) or to gain a considerable advantage for the GDR (material gains such

as payments by West-Germany, land and houses left behind, or the placement of informants

in West Germany). More specifically,

“when determining whether one might consider approving the emigration in ex-

ceptional cases, strict criteria have to be employed. . . (1) the personality of

the respective citizen and the information obtained regarding the validity of the

motives and reasoning [given for the application], (2) the type of relations to

the individual to whom emigration is supposed to occur, (3) the results of the

political-operative measures targeted at disciplining the individual, (4) the extent

and character of the applicant’s ties back [to other citizens of the GDR] and their

consequences that would emerge through the emigration, (5) the to be expected

reaction to approving emigration by the population or other citizens willing to

emigrate” (Order 6/77 translated from Lochen and Meyer-Seitz 1992, 36).

All applicants in leadership positions, secret holders, those working in the education

sector, or those employed in productions relevant to the national economy were not allowed

to keep their positions once they applied for emigration. Instead of linking the firing to the

application, applicants were to be told that they were fired based on a mismatch between

their skill set and the demands of the job. Firing a worker outside the time limit stipulated

by the law was to be linked to an alleged violation of civic duties.

Later in 1977, the internal MfS order 118/77 required the various MfS agencies to col-

lect information even on potential applicants, for instance, when a “capitalist way of living”

was practiced or when romantic relationships with foreigners were initiated. Those appli-

cants who did not meet the “exclusion criteria” as specified before (secret bearers, haven’t
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finished military service, in financial debt, etc.) could be granted emigration in the fol-

lowing scenarios: (1) The citizen was retired, handicapped, or needed home care, (2) the

applicant received permission to marry a person from a non-socialist country, or (3) the

applicant obtained permission to migrate to a spouse in a non-socialist country. Emigration

for “humanitarian purposes” could be allowed in cases of family separations or for intended

marriages (when intentions were credible, e.g., when they already had a child) (Lochen and

Meyer-Seitz 1992, 46f.). Those applicants referring to the Helsinki accords were to be put

under surveillance by the MfS and the national police. Applicants willing to take back their

application should see promises made to them materialize and restrictions lifted “to a rea-

sonable extent.” When applications were maintained despite multiple rounds of discussions

and interrogations, the district-level DoI, BKG, and a unit consisting of members of the

police as well as the visa department had to prepare and ultimately make a decision “at the

right political time.” The ZKG and national police could veto their decisions, which then

led to a review of the case by the DoI.

The next crucial order was issued on October 13, 1983 (order 2/83), which was supposed

to help depoliticize emigration and to reduce collective action among individuals intending

to emigrate on the one hand and form pacifist/environmentalist movements on the other.

Applicants deemed to be “hostile-negative” could now be allowed to emigrate when there was

no chance to win them back, namely after all measures of influencing and disciplining them

had borne no results. This order also contained the first set of regulations on the conditions

for and processes of family reunions that were made available to the public (Lochen and

Meyer-Seitz 1992, 150-152).

In terms of the processing of applications, proposals for emigration were now to be given

to the head of the MfS, Erich Mielke, as opposed to his deputies. Importantly, the DoI

(both on the district and national level) was no longer involved in the process. This gave

the BKG more control in the early stage filtering of applications. Further, the MfS was to

continue to monitor the individual even after emigration with the goal of “recognizing and
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preventing any negative-hostile activities from such individuals outside the GDR territory”

and was supposed “to discredit such people in the eyes of the enemy and to unsettle/upset

such forces through misinformation.”

The first universal right to apply for emigration and to appeal decisions in front of a

court was issued with order 2/88. This required the MfS to collect both information that

could be given to courts as evidence justifying a decision and such information that would

inform the decision but could not be presented to courts. The document, however, does not

specify any criteria for who should be allowed to emigrate.

When did the regime repress individuals applying for exit?

The GDR engaged in many different activities to stop individuals from applying for emigra-

tion, let alone actually emigrating. In general, the regime was repressive, if not as violent

as some other autocracies. A total of 110,000 people were imprisoned for political reasons

between 1960 and 1989 but only ten death sentences were issued (mainly for espionage;

Gieseke 2014, 143). From the late 1970s onwards, attempts to emigrate illegally contributed

to more than 75% of all political crimes (Mayer 2002, 179; 40-50% as reported by Gieseke

2014, 137). Overall, out of those who emigrated to West Germany from the GDR, every

sixth person was imprisoned first (Schumann 1995, 333). Amnesties, such as the one in 1981

in which 80% of all prisoners were let go, usually were done in an attempt to increase the

GDR’s international reputation (Süß 2009, 59f.; for an overview, Werkentin 1997, 360; Wun-

schik 2014, 49ff.). Finally, 264 individuals were killed in attempts to cross the border/wall

(Marxen and Werle 1999, 8).

The likelihood of experiencing coercion or imprisonment in response to applying for em-

igration was higher for applicants in the 1970s. In the 1980s, the repressive cost of applying

was lower, particularly for those with ties to Western media. During and after the applica-

tion for emigration, two forms of repression were used: OPKs (Operative Personenkontrolle

= operative control of individuals) and the more thorough OVs (Operative Vorgaenge =
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operative procedures). Both were coordinated efforts of the MfS, police, and informants

that targeted applicants considered hostile to the social and economic order (Mayer 2002,

219). Such persecution was most likely when the applicant made threats, challenged the in-

formational hegemony of the regime, or contacted Western NGOs, IOs, or politicians (Mayer

2002, 179). Several authors agree that the regime’s reaction depended on how the applicant

motivated the wish to emigrate: Those who brought up the GDR’s signing of OSZE treatises

regularly (which signaled “hostile-negative” intent) were subjected to investigations by the

police and MfS, often leading to imprisonment until the application was decided (Lochen

1998, 23f.; Mayer 2002, 174-177).

In 1976, the MfS attempted to have OPKs for all applicants for emigration but could

not marshal the resources needed (Mayer 2002, 219). This did not keep the MfS from

attempting to collect pertinent information on individuals perceived to be likely applicants,

which was supposed to reduce the amount of time needed to provide the information needed

for deciding over an application (Gieseke 2014, 61). The focus of this preemptive work was

on individuals deemed to be high-skilled, unemployed and those already in contact with

embassies on non-socialist countries (Mayer 2002, 221) as well as “secret bearers” (Schmole

2011, 33).

In addition to investigations into one’s life, job loss, and possible imprisonment, the

bureaucracy often sought to extend the application process. A common strategy that the

bureaucracies employed was to stall by requiring “numerous, repetitive office visits, followed

by unclear answers,” demands to provide more documentation as well as permissions from

other offices or levels of the bureaucracy (Mayer 2002, 114, Marxen and Werle 1999, 8), or

simply by granting more time to think (Lochen 1998, 23f.). The MfS then sought to reward

those applicants who retracted their application by offering new housing or jobs (Major 2010,

209).

In the 1980s, there tended to be fewer repressive measures aimed at applicants. Increas-

ingly, the regime seemed to be worried about its reputation (Eisenfeld 1995b, 173). This
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meant that “anyone in the internal opposition of the 1980s belonging to a well-established

group, holding church office, or in a position to attract the attention of the Western media

was rarely in danger of being arrested or subject to criminal prosecution” (Gieseke 2014,

137).

Between 1985 and 1988, 20% of all operative procedures were targeted at individuals

outside the GDR, suggesting that the MfS continued to collect information on individuals

even after they emigrated. A major reason for this was the desire to cut all ties of emigrants

to those remaining in the GDR (Gieseke 2014, 163). For this purpose, those emigrants who

went to West Germany were expatriated and given a multi-year ban on travelling to the

GDR (Lochen 1998, 23f.), which was strictly enforced from 1977 onwards (Mayer 2002, 262).

Apparently, the regime’s repertoire of repression was not limited to criminal investigations

but also included “conspirative measures” directed at discrediting the applicant in the social

network (Neubert 1997, 527) and making the applicant lose their job (Mayer 2002, 174-177).

Positive consequences for the regime of approved applications

Allowing emigration seems to have served its safety valve function for the regime. In fact,

some West German politicians were concerned that paying for the emigration of political

prisoners would “sterilize resistance to the Communists” (Mayer 2002, 214). For example:

“the mass exodus of 1984 hit opposition groups hard. The percentage of ap-

plicants had been high in such groups [. . . ]. The coexistence of applicants and

those willing to stay in oppositional groups was not unproblematic and caused

conflicts in many places [. . . ]. Pleas to stay were justified differently and caused

by the circumstance that such groups were continuously thinned out and there-

fore at times made temporarily unable to act. This was intended by the security

apparatus” (Neubert 1997, 340; translated by the author).

Yet, as emigration increased, the regime risked the revelation of the low level of support
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by the population (see also Pfaff 2006, 161). After 1987, more and more citizens joined

opposition groups to speed up their exit and despite “their social difference as a majority of

applicants came from the integrated, adapted and often materially better situated part of

the citizenry” (Neubert 1997, 671, translated by the author). Especially towards the end of

the GDR regime, rejected applicants were increasingly unwilling to accept the bureaucracy’s

decision: “[E]very fourth applicant rejected in 1987 or deemed ineligible filed a petition

(5,885 to Honecker, 11,886 to the Council of State, and 29,606 to individual police stations)”

(Major 2010, 204). Eventually, approving an application was seen as a way to reduce the

amount of resources the bureaucracy had to invest on the applicants that regime leader Erich

Honecker characterized as “class enemies” (Woelbern 2014, 397).

Another positive for the regime was that the liberalization of travels and certain types

of emigration (primarily, family reunions and cross-border marriages) allowed the GDR to

improve its international reputation. Emigration and travel policies were important bargain-

ing chips when pushing for UN membership and being recognized as a sovereign state. As

the GDR’s debt rose and demand for Western hard currency increased from the end of the

1970s onwards, the regime proved to be quite willing not only to “sell” political prisoners

and emigration applicants on an annual basis (for a total of at least DM 4.4 billion), but

also to allow the exit of about 21,000 applicants in the first four months of the “valve year”

of 1984 in exchange for a 2 billion Mark credit by West Germany (Eisenfeld 1998, 10-12;

Major 2010, 215).5

Even though opportunities for receiving monetary remittances figure prominently in the

literature on why dictators allow citizens to leave (e.g. Escribà-Folch, Meseguer and Wright

2015), there is little discussion of it in the GDR-specific literature. There was no legal way to

wire money from West Germany to the GDR. GDR citizens were only allowed to own West

German currency after 1974. The more important transfers came in the form of the famous

5Further direct state transfers from the FRG to the GDR included a total of DM 2 billion for infrastructure
investments relevant to cross-border transit (highways and railroad tracks) (Volze 1995, 2785) and a total of
DM 7.8 billion as compensation for the GDR’s transit liberalization (Volze 1995, 2787).
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“packages from the West.” Volze (1999, 165) shows that of the total of DM 62.5 billion

sent from individuals in the FRG to private households in the GDR between 1956 and 1989,

DM 45 billion were sent via mail (additionally, an estimated DM 10 billion were handed

over during personal visits and an estimated DM 2.9 billion were transferred through the

“Genex” company, which allowed FRG citizens to send presents to family and friends in the

East; Volze 1995, 2767; see also Lisiecki 1990, 522). While the private economic transfers

were much larger than the FRG’s payments for political prisoners, family reunification,

and the maintenance of liberalized transit, we lack an estimate of how much of these private

transfers were initiated by individuals who emigrated from the GDR rather than from family

who resided in the west prior to the break-up of Germany.

Negative consequences for the regime of approved applications

The major threat to the GDR was the possibility that emigration would reveal citizens’ true

preferences for the regime. Relatedly, the more GDR citizens observed others emigrating, the

more they would update their beliefs that applying for permission to emigrate was likely to be

successful (Gieseke 2014, 134f.). In that sense, “information cascades” were not confined to

the Monday demonstrations (Lohmann 1994). The ZKGs used the term “contagion effects”

in their analyses to suggest that allowing some to emigrate will increase the likelihood of

others applying (Mayer 2002, 269). In a different MfS report, the authors argue that “there is

a causal relationship in which allowing more individuals to emigrate leads to an increase in the

amount of applications” and that “increasing the numbers of emigrants causes a loss of human

potential that cannot be mitigated through employing foreign workers” (Eisenfeld 1998, 14f.,

translated by the author). Seeing others leave also spurred visible protest behavior: “Those

intending to emigrate developed new forms of resistance. . . as when papers were submitted

to state bureaucracies and in many cases to Honecker himself. Despite the risk of persecution

and criminalization, thousands of applicants contacted Western politicians, the West German

embassy, and Western NGOs (Neubert 1997, 339). Voluntary unemployment and exiting
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socialist mass organizations became more and more frequent strategies by those willing to

emigrate (Mayer 2002, 70). Other forms of increased “voice” after observing higher levels of

“exit” were silent protest marches, hunger strikes, burning personal documents, threatening

suicide, wearing certain symbols in public, and announcing plans to emigrate illegally to

the regime (Mayer 2002, 130). The mounting stock of applicants (over 100,000 in 1987)

was characterized by MfS head Mielke as a “danger to the internal stability and security of

the GDR” and as “damaging to its international reputation” (quoted in Mayer 2002, 269,

translated). Moreover, the MfS was highly concerned that allowing more applicants to leave

would be a dangerous signal to West Germany (Eisenfeld 1998, 17).

Brain drain was also a problem. The emigration of high-skilled individuals such as

doctors, engineers, and teachers (sometimes illegally) proved to be increasingly problematic

for economic output and innovation from the mid-1970s onwards (Tantzscher 1999; Peterson

2002, 15). Doctors were particularly overrepresented which one author links to a prevailing

“bourgeoise ideology” in this occupation as well as its weak infiltration by the MfS (Gieseke

2014, 105f.). The severity of high-skill emigration in the 1950s is seen as one of the major

reasons for the creation of the Berlin Wall in 1961 (Mayer 2002, 27). According to internal

MfS documents the emigration of 10,000 citizens was associated with an economic damage

of DM 2.2 billion (Mayer 2002, 36f., 114).

Finally, there are strong indications that the GDR leadership was acutely aware of the

danger of social remittances. The standard form to be utilized by the district-level bureau-

cracy when proposing the emigration of an individual to the ZKG after 1977 always had

to include a discussion of the extent of “ties back to the GDR” (“Rueckverbindungen”) –

whether the emigrant would have many social ties to family members remaining. The more

extensive the resulting cross-border network, the lower the likelihood of being allowed to

leave. Several annual reports of the ZKG mention that those allowed to emigrate proved to

be particularly effective opponents of the regime after they emigrated. For instance, they

encouraged GDR citizens to gain the right to emigrate by showing “continuously negative
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Table 1: Stratification Strategy

District Archive Status 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 Total

Dresden Dresden Local denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30
National National approval 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 60

National denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30
Leipzig Leipzig Local denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30

National National approval 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 60
National denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30

Berlin Berlin Local denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30
National National approval 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 60

National denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30
Magdeburg Magdeburg Local denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30

National National approval 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 60
National denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30

Rostock Rostock Local denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30
National National approval 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 60

National denial 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 30

Total local denials 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 150
Total local approval but national denial 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 150
Total denials (not allowed to leave) 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 300
Total national approvals (allowed to leave) 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 300

Total 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 600

or hostile conduct” (Eisenfeld 1998, 9).

Sampling Strategy and Proposed Analysis

The overarching goal of our proposed data collection in the archives is to generate a rep-

resentative sample of about 600 applicants who were and were not successful in obtaining

permission to emigrate. We plan to create a stratified random sample of applications, strat-

ifying on year of application, district where the application was filed, and outcome. Table 1

provides the numbers of applications in each stratification cell.

In terms of years, we plan to limit our sampling to the time period from 1980 to 1989.

As noted in Table 1, in each year there will be a total of 15 local denials, 15 national denials,

and 30 approved applications, for a total of 60. The rationale behind this time period is

that (1) the MfS collected more standardized information on applicants from 1975 onwards,

(2) we see the most interesting variation after 1980, and (3) emigration became much more
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salient politically in the last 10 years of the regime.

The starting year of 1980 lies between the two years in which the most crucial internal

MfS guidelines were issued (order 6/77, order 2/83). Importantly, the MdI was no longer

the point of first contact after 1983, which has implications for the sampling strategy since,

according to MfS archivists, the emigration-related MdI documents may be held in a dif-

ferent archive. In fact, the website of the German national archive indicates that it holds

several hundred emigration-related volumes (http://www.argus.bstu.bundesarchiv.de/

DO1-25014/index.htm) on “reviewed applications, list of approved applications,” “Submis-

sions, applications and responses of the district councils” (per district, 1966-1989), “Applica-

tions and Lists, Approved by the SED and the MfS” (1972-1989), “implemented emigrations

and withdrawals after approval” (1973-1980), “statements of the district-level councils on

applications for “political-operative purposes” (1973-1987), “retrospective permissions of

pensioners who did not return from travels” (1975-1990), and “statistical overviews, lists”

(1979-1988). While little is said about the representativeness of the coverage, some of the

volumes seem to contain rejections of applicants at the district level, which we had believed

would only be found at the district-level archives. These MdI documents also hold the

promise of information on pensioners, whose legal exit was facilitated by the regime and for

whom the MdI could make final decisions at least until 1983, implying that we should ex-

pect less documentation on them in MfS archives. What needs to be determined is whether

more MdI documentation can be found in state archives or whether such documents were

concentrated in the national “civilian” archives.

Our second stratification criteria is the district of where the application was filed. For

the time being, we will restrict to 5 out of 15 district archives: Dresden, Leipzig, Berlin,

Magdeburg, and Rostock. These archives were chosen so as to have all major regions of the

GDR represented. For each district, we plan to have 30 local denials, 30 national denials,

and 60 approvals, for a total of 120 applications per district.

Our third criteria is the outcome. There were three possible outcomes for an application:
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denial in the local district office (150 total across years and districts), approval at the local

level but denied at the national level (150 total), and approval at both the local and national

level (300 total), which meant the applicant could emigrate. We believe that most of the files

that were denied at the local level remained in the local archives. Those that were approved

at the local level were sent to the national office for approval and are in the national archives.

We plan to visit the archives as follows: First, we plan to visit both the MfS and “civilian

archives.” As shown above, the agencies responsible for processing applications changed over

time. The BKG and ZKG, which were crucial to coordinating the processing of applications,

did not exist before 1974. The DoI, which initially was the point of first contact with the

applicant, ceased to play a role after 1983. This is relevant because the structure of the MfS

archives mirrors the institutional structure of the MfS. Therefore, we will need to look at

different archival units to find the same type of information over various time periods.

Second, ideally, we will find a list of the universe of applicants in a given time period and

district, including unprocessed applications. As the ZAIG (Zentrale Auswertungs- und Infor-

mationsgruppe; Central Analysis and Information Group) was required to provide monthly

statistics on the number of new applicants per district after 19776, it follows that the points

of first contact, the DoI and (after 1983) BKG had to keep track of applicants.

In our preliminary round of data collection in the national MfS archive, we found that

the ZKG created monthly summaries including individual-level discussions, but these were

restricted to high-profile cases. Therefore, an individual-level list of all applicants should

be more likely to be found in the archives which keep the documentation of the BKG (and

district-level DoI).

If we find a list or lists of the universe of cases, we will then readjust our stratification

strategy to more closely reflect the distribution of cases across districts and years. This list

will further provide aggregate statistics on denials and approvals.

Next, regardless of whether we find such a document or documents, we plan to sample

6The Ministry of the Interior was ordered to collect information on all applications, including those made
before the order, in 1974 (command 49/74) (Schumann 1995, 2369)

32



each archive using a “random walk” through the boxes holding the application files.7 Once

our local research assistant (RA) determines how the archive is organized—including the

number of boxes, the general number of files per box, and their general organization—we

will create a box-file random walk, selecting both the box and the file skip rule randomly

and continuing through the random walk until we have number of applications need for each

cell of the stratification.8

Third, we require sufficient information on covariates for each applicant. From our pre-

liminary research in the national archive, we found that each file had a “suggestions regarding

emigration” form attached. This was a standardized form that had to be filled out on the

district level and was sent to the ZKG and contains the individual-level information we seek

(even the blank form was four pages long, see Lochen and Meyer-Seitz 1992, 57-60). We are

hoping that the applications that were denied on the local level have a similar, if not the

same, form.

Less clear is what kind of documentation, if any, we can expect with respect to those who

talked to the MdI/BKG about emigrating but were not handed out the form needed to file an

application. Given the security concerns associated with individuals considering emigration,

it would be surprising if those individuals with a demonstrated emigration intent were not

recorded in a way that allows for the identification of the individual. As the summary

reports were only available to high-level bureaucrats and politicians with the respective

security clearance, there was little incentive for leaders to to falsify reports.9

7Even if we do find list(s) of the universe of cases, it is unlikely that the archive is structured in the same
manner as these lists.

8Similar to public opinion surveys, our local RA will not collect further files if a cell has already been
filled but instead move to the next file on the random walk.

9Low-level bureaucrats may have wanted to hide poor developments on the ground. Regime leader Erich
Honecker stated after the GDR breakdown that the MfS reports could often not be trusted due to “self-
glorification” of the MfS (Peterson 2002, 209).
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Potential selection bias

There are several potential sources of selection bias. First, we only see applications from

those who chose to apply. There were likely many people who wanted to emigrate but were

deterred by the regime, including those who contacted the office but never filed a report

(which there may or may not be documentation on). Most of these individuals simply

continued to live their lives in East Germany. We can examine how those who applied

differed from the rest of the population on observables using census data. There is also

data on political prisoners in East Germany over our time period, including those who were

arrested for illegal emigration, which can provide a useful comparison group.

We also need to think about bias in the remaining MfS files. Even though the regime

leadership issued an order to destroy MfS documents in 1989, this order was very vague

(Peterson 2002, 231). The highest levels of destruction were suffered by the MfS’s electronic

file and the documents on espionage (Koehler 1999, 20; Gieseke 2014, 100-103). While very

few authors comment on the state of the emigration-related files, the summary statistics of

the number and characteristics of applicants per district per month created by the ZAIG seem

to have been targeted in the destruction (Eisenfeld 1998, 160). This is supported by Mayer

(2002, 16), who reports that he found few files for the period between 1960 and 1980 as well

as 1985 and 1987. While he does not mention it specifically, it is likely that he is referring

to the aggregate summary statistics that his analysis rested on. More generally, the losses of

documentation were much less pronounced for the MfS than for the SED (Engelmann 1995;

Schreyer 1995; Die Welt 2010). On the Stasi archive website, various pages on the BKG files

in the 15 regional archives indicate that the collection includes up to several dozen bags with

shredded documents (e.g., Dresden.)10 One regional archive reports that all documentation

was assigned a consecutive number and that gaps in the number line suggest destruction (no

quantification of the extent is given).

10https://www.bstu.de/archiv/standorte/dresden/bestaende-und-teilbestaende-der-

bezirksverwaltung-dresden/archive/14224-bezirkskoordinierungsgruppe/.
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Which files would bureaucrats in 1989 seek to destroy? The most likely scenario for

the state when the regime was crumbling was a reunification with West Germany, a fully

consolidated democracy. It is likely that the bureaucrats feared that they might be tried and

imprisoned for a crime, but would not be imprisoned without trial or killed by the new regime.

A lesser punishment that they might have feared was social sanctioning. After signing the

Helsinki Accords, the regime was legally bound to offer emigration, but it was unlikely that

most low-level bureaucrats would have been charged for simply not allowing exit. Instead,

we argue that they were more likely to destroy records of politically important individuals

involved in the opposition, who they denied exit, surveiled, or otherwise punished. This is

especially likely if that person died prior to 1989 in a way that could be linked to the regime.

However, this should bias us against finding support for our hypotheses.

Analysis

As discussed above, a “suggestions regarding emigration” form was filled out for applications

that were processed and sent to the national archives. From our preliminary analysis, these

forms provide much of the information on covariates that we need. We plan to digitize these

forms and use text analysis to process them. Some of the information on the forms, like

birth date, occupation, education, is information that needs little interpretation. For this,

we plan to scrape the forms. Other information, like collective action potential or use of

the social welfare state, will require more interpretation. We plan to use supervised learning

techniques to create variables for these concepts.

We then plan to predict regime decision-making at the different regime levels from these

covariates. The dependent variable is the decision (local denial, local approval with national

denial, national approval), which we plan to analyze both as an ordered variable and as a

binary (deny/ approve) variable. If feasible, we also hope to correct for the selection process

into the sample, i.e., what predicts whether citizens actually submit an application.
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Conclusion

Scholars are increasingly exploring the effects of emigration on the sending countries’ political

systems. Yet these analyses often focus on the actions of the migrants and their families

without capturing the role that the state plays in determining who can migrate in the first

place. This research project seeks to address this gap through an understanding of how the

German Democratic Republic determined who could and could not exit.

The GDR is a historically important case in the history of emigration. Most famously,

the large scale emigration in 1989 hastened its demise. Of course, the case may not gener-

alize to all autocracies: The GDR relied on preference falsification to maintain power to a

much greater degree than many autocracies, making mass emigration much more threaten-

ing. Mass emigration was also more likely because East Germans were welcomed in West

Germany, whereas immigration is usually much more tightly controlled. However, we see

many of the same patterns as elsewhere in the world. The GDR used a safety valve logic to

target those individuals who threatened the regime and cared about the economic benefits of

emigration in the form of payouts from West Germany and a decreased use of public services.

This research paper will also provide insights for policymakers. With immigration be-

coming increasingly restricted, providing a foreign policy rationale for openness could help

push back against this trend.
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Gehrmann, Manfred. 2009. Die Überwindung des” Eisernen Vorhangs”: die Abwanderung

aus der DDR in die BRD und nach West-Berlin als innerdeutsches Migranten-Netzwerk.

Links.

Gieseke, Jens. 2014. The History of the Stasi: East Germany’s Secret Police, 1945-1990.

Berghahn Books.

Gould, David M. 1994. “Immigrant links to the home country: empirical implications for

US bilateral trade flows.” The Review of Economics and Statistics pp. 302–316.

Hertle, Hans-Hermann. 1996. Der Fall der Mauer. In Der Fall der Mauer. Springer pp. 163–

240.

Hirschman, Albert O. 1970. Exit, voice, and loyalty: Responses to decline in firms, organi-

zations, and states. Vol. 25 Harvard university press.

39



Hirschman, Albert O. 1993. “Exit, voice, and the fate of the German Democratic Republic:

An essay in conceptual history.” World politics 45(2):173–202.

Kaplonski, Christopher. 2004. Truth, history and politics in Mongolia: Memory of heroes.

Routledge.

Knabe, Hubertus. 1999. “Die unterwanderte Republik.” Stasi im Westen, Berlin p. 157.

Koehler, John O Stasi. 1999. “The Untold Story of the East German Secret Police.” Boulder,

CO .

Kuran, Timur. 1991. “Now out of never: The element of surprise in the East European

revolution of 1989.” World politics 44(1):7–48.

Kuran, Timur. 1997. Private truths, public lies: The social consequences of preference falsi-

fication. Harvard University Press.

Leblang, David. 2010. “Familiarity breeds investment: Diaspora networks and international

investment.” American political science review 104(3):584–600.

Levitt, Peggy. 1998. “Social remittances: Migration driven local-level forms of cultural

diffusion.” International migration review 32(4):926–948.

Lipset, Seymour Martin. 1959. “Some social requisites of democracy: Economic development

and political legitimacy.” American political science review 53(1):69–105.

Lisiecki, Jerzy. 1990. “Financial and material transfers between east and West Germany.”

Soviet Studies 42(3):513–534.

Lochen, Hans-Hermann. 1998. “Die geheimgehaltenen Bestimmungen ueber das Ausreisever-

fahren als Ausdruck staatlicher Willkuer.” Reihe B: Analyen und Berichte, Nr. 1/97. Ed.

BStU, 2. Edition, Berlin 1998 pp. 19–28. http://www.nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:

0292-97839421304316.

40



Lochen, Hans-Hermann and Christian Meyer-Seitz. 1992. Die geheimen Anweisungen zur

Diskriminierung Ausreisewilliger: Dokumente der Stasi und des Ministeriums des Innern.

Bundesanzeiger Verlag.

Lohmann, Susanne. 1994. “The dynamics of informational cascades: The Monday demon-

strations in Leipzig, East Germany, 1989–91.” World politics 47(1):42–101.

Maehlert, Ulrich. 1999. Kleine Geschichte der DDR. Vol. 1275 CH Beck.

Major, Patrick. 2010. Behind the Berlin Wall: East Germany and the frontiers of power.

Oxford University Press.

Marxen, Klaus and Gerhard Werle. 1999. Die strafrechtliche Aufarbeitung von DDR-Unrecht:

Eine Bilanz. Walter de Gruyter.

Mayer, Wolfgang. 2002. Flucht und Ausreise: Botschaftsbesetzungen als wirksame Form des

Widerstands und Mittel gegen die politische Verfolgung in der DDR. Anita Tykve Verlag.

Miller, Michael K and Margaret E Peters. 2018. “Restraining the huddled masses: Migration

policy and autocratic survival.” British Journal of Political Science pp. 1–31.

Neubert, Ehrhart. 1997. Geschichte der Opposition in der DDR 1949-1989. Vol. 346 Ch.

Links Verlag.

Nooke, Maria. 2011. “Erfolgreiche und gescheiterte Fluchten.” Andreas H. Apelt (Ed.):

Flucht, Ausreise, Freikauf, Halle pp. 15–30.
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1989.”.

Schedler, Andreas. 2009. “The new institutionalism in the study of authoritarian regimes.”

Totalitarismus und Demokratie 6(2):323–340.

Schmole, Angela. 2011. Hauptabteilung VIII. Beobachtung, Ermittlung, Durchsuchung, Fes-

tnahme. http://www.nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0292-97839421300977.

Schreyer, Hermann. 1995. “Der Quellenwert der im Bundesarchiv aufbewahrten staatlichen

DDR-Akten im Vergleich zu den MfS-Akten und anderen archivalischen Ueberlieferungen

der ehemaligen DDR.” Aktenlage: die Bedeutung der Unterlagen des Staatssicherheitsdi-

enstes fuer die Zeitgeschichtsforschung. Ed. Klaus-Dietmar Henke and Roger Engelmann

.

Schumann, Karl F. 1995. “Flucht and Ausreise aus der DDR insbesondere im Jahrzehnt

ihres Unterganges.” Enquete-Kommission (1995) Bd 3.

Schwarz, Hans-Peter. 2008. Die Bundesrepublik Deutschland: eine Bilanz nach 60 Jahren.
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Ost-West-Handel und die Staatssicherheit (1970-1989). Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.

43


