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The official opening up of the Stasi files in January 1992 heralded the end of the taboo 

surrounding the East German secret police. At the same time, there began an at times 

excessive public debate on the ‘Mielke firm’, its operations, its activities and its crimes, the 

institution of the Stasi becoming a somewhat indiscriminate cliché. The literary scene was 

dominated by moral indictments, often prejudiced by writers who had served as informers. 

These circumstances frequently led to little more than attempts to discover who was behind a 

code name or to voice fundamental criticism of the system.  

The state security service of the GDR acted not only as the SED’s secret police, but also as its 

‘ideological police’, and was thus in many respects a covert actor in the ‘Sicherungsbereich’ 

(operational field) of literature and art. The Stasi viewed artists as disseminators of ideology; 

hence non-conformist artists were considered disseminators of ‘ideological infiltration by the 

enemy’. 

Literature and art were not the Stasi’s primary interest. They were not concerned ‘whether or 

not an artistic product was pleasing in terms of its content and form, its themes and its style – 

investigations are concerned exclusively with providing an objective appraisal of the legal 

relevance of a text, a poem, a picture etc. [...] The MfS [Ministry for State Security] is not a 

cultural institute and the employees of its investigatory body are not art critics’.1  The verbal 

instructions received by Stasi officers in the ‘Sicherungsbereich’ of literature and art dictated: 

‘Our duty is the inquiry into who’s who, not programming’. This was the basis for the 

production of the then secret Stasi files for nearly four decades.  

Drawing on many years of scholarly examination of these files, this paper considers the 

potential this special repository of files possesses for German literary history (e.g. for research 

of censorship, the history of a writer’s oeuvre or the biography of writers and the conditions 

under which they wrote). 
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