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ABSTRACT 

 

Why are some land reforms more successful than others? Interwar Europe 

provides an opportunity to answer this question as many countries, often at different 

levels of economic development, carried out major reforms. In agrarian societies in 

Eastern Europe, the pro-poor redistributive land reforms transferred a fifth of 

agricultural land and were expected to transform not just farming, but political life. 

Although farmers struggled because of insufficient land and weak markets, land reform 

allowed families to maintain food consumption in the 1930s by increasing self-

sufficiency. By contrast, policy makers in transforming economies such as 

Czechoslovakia or Spain were divided between meeting the economic and political 

needs of those farmers living in acute poverty and responding to the struggling family-

operated commercial farmers. Land reform strengthened agrarian political parties, but 

these were generally too divided along nationalist cleavages to influence policy in the 

new successor states, and by regional differences created by uneven economic 

development in transforming economies.  
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Land Reform and Farming in Interwar Europe     

 
Agrarian reforms need to balance equity in access to land with efficiency in the 
size of productive units that can take advantage of markets and technologies.  
(Boberg-Fazlić et al. 2022), p.2. 

 
Ownership of land has enabled the Rumanian peasant (and the peasants of 
minority races in Bessarabia, Bukovina, and Transylvania) to feed his family 
and escape from actual hunger; it has not done anything to mitigate his poverty 
of cash resources or to raise the taxable capacity of the nation as a whole. 
(Tiltman 1934), p.116. 

  
 

Why are some land reforms more successful than others? Interwar Europe 

provides an opportunity to answer this question as many countries, often at different 

levels of economic development, carried out major reforms at one moment or another. 

This paper argues that although redistributive land reforms provided some economic 

and political stability during a particularly turbulent period of history, policy makers 

were divided, even in a rich country such as Germany, between meeting the economic 

and political needs of those farmers living in acute poverty, and the struggling larger 

family-operated commercial farmers. Land reform in general proved a poor substitute to 

the market-led changes in land ownership that took place in North-Western Europe from 

the 1870s. 

Interwar Europe has been described as the ‘Golden Age of the Peasantry’, with 

the family farm becoming the dominant unit of production, occupying the space left by 

the demise of the large, landed estate. Land reforms took place across all Eastern 

Europe, parts of Scandinavia and Southern Europe, as well as a few North-Western 

European countries (Ireland, Germany). In Eastern Europe, land reforms were 

specifically pro-poor, involving the break-up and settlement of farmers or landless 

workers on private estates and state land, and carried out in the aftermath of the First 

World War by governments eager to widen their political support in the successor 

states. Agrarianism here was considered as an alternative, ‘third way’ of modernization, 

being neither ‘capitalism’, nor ‘communism’, but prioritizing the interests of family 

farmers. By contrast, in North-Western Europe the numbers of family farms grew at the 

expense of the large private estates, the result of changes in factor prices, tenancy 

legislation, farm specialization, and the creation of competitive, mass political parties.  

 The land reform literature suggests that by breaking up large estates and creating 

small, family operated farms changes work incentives, leading to a growth in output and 
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better living standards for the poorest groups in society, as well as empowering them 

politically. Although the political background to Europe’s land reforms differed, the 

economic constraints of insufficient land were common, and consumer demand was 

often weak. This was partly because the timing of reforms was linked to regime change, 

and these in turn associated with deep economic recession. The problems and successes 

of land reform also differed according to whether it took place in transforming 

economies, where the relative importance of agriculture was declining because of 

industrialization, or in agricultural-based societies, where the sector still employed half 

or more of the active population. The possibilities for market specialization in agrarian-

based societies were limited, especially during the Great Depression, but land reform 

helped families maintain their living standards by allowing them to consume more of 

their output. Agrarianism was to disappoint, because of both insufficient land and the 

difficulties that farmers faced to organized politically.  

The paper is divided into five sections. The first examines the political and 

economic arguments for land reform, and its impact on inequality and farm 

productivity. This is followed by a survey of European reforms in the interwar years. 

Sections three and four consider the experiences of land reform in agrarian societies, 

where three-quarters or more of the active population works in agriculture, and in 

transforming economies, where the rural exodus is already strong. Section five 

concludes.  

 

1. Farm size, market specialization, and the arguments for land reform 

Serious intellectual debate concerning the optimal farm structure dates from at 

least the late eighteenth century, when Arthur Young favoured the large English 

tenanted estates, that encouraged capital intensive, market orientated farming based on 

mixed husbandry, to what he believed was a misallocation of resources found in French 

‘peasant’ agriculture. By the late nineteenth century some contemporaries expected the 

growing economies of scale and the division of labour found in industry to spread to 

agriculture, as suggested by the massive wine-producing estates appearing in southern 

France.1 Lenin, and other Marxists, believed that most small farms would become 

uncompetitive, forcing their owners to join the proletariat. However, others, not only 

those on the Left, thought that large estates owed their existence not to any economic 

                                                           
1 See for example Augé-Laribé 1907, and a discussion in Simpson 2011, pp.53-7. 
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efficiency, but rather to political privilege, if not ‘theft’.2 Recent literature has stressed 

the negative impact of the landed elites, who supposedly create exclusive political 

institutions, which stifle economic growth, restrict suffrage, limit human capital 

formation, and distort the expansion of state capacity.3 In Eastern and Southern Europe 

on the eve of the Great War, low incomes and high-income inequality, rudimentary 

farming techniques, few schools and high levels of illiteracy, and limited political voice 

were indeed common in areas of large estates. 

In addition to questions of equity, the economic arguments for land reform are 

closely linked to efficiency, and especially labour. The high supervision costs associated 

with using wage workers encourage large landowners to choose crops, and farming 

methods, that minimize labour inputs, producing significant underemployment when 

work opportunities are scarce and land ownership concentrated. Small farmers, by 

contrast, have few monitoring problems because labour is provided by their family, and 

production systems are chosen that maximize output, even when this involves working 

longer hours, and more days. An inverse relationship is therefore found in low-income 

countries between farm size and output per hectare.4 Yet this is much less true in 

developed economies, where large farmers have access to capital markets, and 

mechanization can reduce labour requirements, including skilled work.5 The greater 

power and efficiency of the machinery also improves work quality, and allows time-

bound operation to be carried out at the optimal moment. Foster and Rosenzweig 

therefore argue that, from a global perspective, there is a U-shaped relationship between 

farm productivity and scale, being high on both very small plots in less developed 

economies and on large farms in more developed economies.6  

Land reform inevitably creates winners and losers, but the distinct demands of 

equity and efficiency, and the fact that Europe’s land reforms took place in countries at 

very different levels of development, makes any generalizations concerning their 

                                                           
2 Warriner 1939, pp.11-2. A British Independent Labour Party pamphlet noted in 1901 that ‘robbery by 
force or cunning has played a much greater part than merit in the building up of estates’, cited in Griffiths 
2007, p.28. 
3 See especially Galor, et.al. 2009, Acemoglu & Robinson 2012, Engerman & Sokokoff 2012, and Baten 
& Juif, 2014. 
4 Lipton 2009, ch.2. Owner-occupiers can also accumulate valuable information over the productive 
potential of their land. Carmona & Simpson, 2012. 
5 As early as the mid-nineteenth century, the planting of vines in straight rows and use of secateurs rather 
than knives for pruning reduced the skills that wage labourers needed, and allowed a foreman to control 
with ‘ease the quantity and quality of work of each of his workers’. Guyot 1861, p.19. 
6 Foster & Rosenzweig 2022. These authors also argue that the high fixed costs associated with hiring 
labour benefit those farmers who can employ significant amounts of labour.  
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success difficult. It raises questions not only of how to measure the economic and 

political sustainability of a land reform, but also whether results should be viewed in the 

short-term, rather than in the context of long-run development. Land reform often 

produces conflicting results, changing some aspects of rural society which might be 

expected to improve economic performance, but at the risk of creating obstacles 

elsewhere. Therefore, the reduction in income inequality and better diets among the 

rural poor produced by land reform might be at the expense of less food for urban 

consumers or reducing the demand for manufactured goods. In land-scarce societies, 

long-run rural prosperity was closely linked to small family farmers being able to shift 

out of low yield crops such as cereals, and into more labour-intensive, and higher-value 

products. It was easier to increase the marketable supply of food if land reform 

prioritized the creation of fewer farms that fully employed a family’s labour and work 

animals. Market orientated family farmers were also likely to have greater incentives to 

build voluntary associations, which strengthen democracy.7 Nevertheless, by 

maximizing the number of recipients from land reform, governments could build 

significant support in rural areas.8 The period between the recovery from war and the 

fall in farm prices in the late 1920s, is too short to assess the full contributions of land 

reform but some of the advantages, and difficulties, associated with them are apparent. 

 

2. The nature of land reforms in interwar Europe 

Eastern Europe’s new governments faced enormous popular expectations after 

the sufferings caused by war, food shortages, and disease. The growing communist 

threat, not just in Russia, but also in countries such as Germany, Hungary, and Italy, 

encouraged democratic forces to move swiftly to consolidate their governments. Land 

reform was attractive to parties across the political spectrum, whether to help overthrow 

the old ‘bourgeois’ governments, or to ensure the conservatism of a landowning 

peasantry.9 The motives for land reform were political, rather than economic, and equity 

and access to land, took priority over farming efficiency. Tcherkinsky, writing for the 

International Institute of Agriculture, noted that there was an ‘almost complete 

liquidation’ of the large estates in the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, and 

                                                           
7 Voluntary associations were also effectively used by the Nazis to build support in Germany. (Ertman 
1988.   
8 Urwin 1980, p.134. 
9 For land reform, see especially Lipton 2009 and Albertus 2015. 
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‘a fairly extensive reduction’ in their numbers in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and 

Yugoslavia. Only in Bulgaria, Hungary, Finland, and Greece, was there a ‘relatively 

slight modification of land tenure’.10 Land reform across Eastern Europe affected 

perhaps 20 million hectares of farmland, or almost a fifth of the total area (Table 1).11  

Large farms, with the exceptions of Hungary and western Poland, ceased to be 

important and landlords as a political class. In the Balkans, inequalities in 

landownership were especially small, although land reform led to a change in ownership 

rather than farming methods, and in Romania especially, the ‘real change was not from 

large-scale to small-scale, from organised capitalistic to simple peasant farming, but 

rather from farming for the market to farming for subsistence’.12 By contrast, 

redistributive land reforms in Western Europe were less important, with the exceptions 

of the nationalist struggle in Ireland, and democratic Spain in the early 1930s. 

Major land reforms took place especially in those regions where landowners 

were foreign, or the native aristocracy had lost its political importance, explaining the 

more limited reforms in Hungary and Poland, where the native landed elites had played 

an important role in public life and the nationalist movements. The nationalist character 

of the reform was also reflected in the redistribution of the land, as landless Hungarians 

in Transylvania, Slovakia, Bačka, and Banat received less than Romanians or Serbians. 

Governments also tried to colonise frontier areas where the minority populations were 

seen as being hostile to the new state. Thus ‘Poles, Serbs and Romanians were settled 

respectively among Ukrainians, White Russians, Albanians and Bulgarians’ in Eastern 

Poland, Macedonia and Dobrudja.13  

  

                                                           
10 League of Nations. European Conference on Rural Life 1939, p.45. 
11 Differences sometimes exist between the area expropriated and what farmers received because forestry 
was sometimes kept by the state or governments needed time and investment to create small farms.  
12 Mitrany 1951, pp.117-8. Only a sixth of Romania’s large estates had been worked by their owners. 
13 Seton-Watson, 1945: 1967, pp.77-9. 
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Table 1.  

The experience of land reform in interwar Europe 

 
Sources: Broadberry & Klein 2012, table 7; Moore 1945, tables 2, 3, and 19; Roszkowski 1995, table 9 
and 12; Warriner 1939, p.3 and Farquharson 1976, p.155. 

 

Land reform was both extensive and rapid, often producing a more egalitarian 

structure of land ownership in the successor states than was achieved in North-Western 

Europe, following the market-induced reforms from the 1870s (Table 2).14 Some 18 per 

cent of land was transferred, benefiting two million landless workers, and 1.5 million 

tenants became owner-occupiers.15 Landless labourers in Bulgaria, Romania, and 

Yugoslavia now made up less than ten per cent of the farm population compared to a 

third or more in most North-Western European countries. Perhaps half of Hungary’s 

farmers by 1935 had received some land, two-fifths of Czechoslovakia’s and 

Romania’s, and a quarter of Bulgaria’s and Poland’s.16  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 Carmona et al. 2019, for a discussion of the literature.  
15 Royal Institute of International Affairs 1932, p.149. 
16  Table 1. Figures have been cultivated by dividing the number of beneficiaries from land reform by the 
number of farmers in 1935.  

GDP per % Area Area No of No of farms Size of Has. /male

capita population parcelled parcelled beneficiaries 1935 holdings worker

1929 in agriculture 000s has. % total area thousands millions allocated c.1935

Estonia 1204 27.9 84 14.4

Lativia 1700 27.7 145 11.8

Lithuania 740 16.9 72 10.4

Baltic states 0.85 4.0

Bulgaria 1128 75 133 6.0 173 0.7 0.8 1.6

Romania 1102 72 3630 12.3 1369 3.2 2.7 2.8

Yugoslavia 1364 76 2480 10.0 669 3.3 2.9

Czechoslovakia 2918 33 1292 12.5 643 1.6 2.0 3.1

Hungary 2537 51 727 8.5 685 1.3 1.1 3.8

Poland 2118 60 2654 7.0 734 3.3 3.6 2.5

Spain 2724 50 672 1.2

Germany 4051 29 930 2.0 78 12.0
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Table 2. 

Land inequality and landless workers in select European countries, circa 1930 

 
Sources: Moore 1945, table 8; League of Nations 1939; Yates 1940, pp.129, 203, 274, 361, 438; Grigg 

1992, p.92; Howard 1935; Tomasevich 1955, p.385 and Carmona et al. 2019, table 3. 

 

The timing of land reform was crucial to its success, because during economic 

upturns the growing demands of the urban economy created opportunities for ‘surplus’ 

farm labour to leave, allowing more land to be given to proven farmers. By contrast, at 

times of economic depression, the numbers of workers who wanted ‘free’ land 

increased, risking that profit, market-orientated farming be reversed to a more 

subsistence-based one. The economic cycles also influenced the amount of land that 

could be profitably farmed, and, with perhaps the exception of the Baltic countries, a 

major restriction was that there was too little for those in need.  

Despite the more egalitarian structure of land ownership, most farms were too 

small to fully employ the family and a plough team. Indeed, even if all land had been 

redistributed, farms would have averaged only 13 hectares in Germany and Poland, 12 

hectares in Spain (or 14 hectares in areas of large estates), 8.4 hectares in 

Farm workers

1 to 5 ha 5 to 10 ha 10 to 50 ha 50+ ha
% of farm 

population

29.1 37.3 32.0  1.6 10.7

20.0 19.5 39.4 21.1 38.1

 2.5  6.1 73.3 18.1 19.5

14.6 12.0 22.1 51.3 10.8

 2.3  7.8 64.6 25.3

 3.7 13.9 67.3 15.1 21.2

14.8 17.0 20.9 47.3

28.1 20.0 19.7 32.2

28.0 27.0 35.3  9.7 9.6

16.9 11.7 21.6 49.8

17.5 13.6 26.3 42.6 43.3

28.0 27.5 17.0 17.5

18.8 7.1 15.0 59.1 30.4

0 to 10 ha 10 to 50 ha 50+ ha

45.0 46.0 9.0 36.9

16.5 68.0 15.5 36.3

6.7 28.1 65.2 63.1

20.0 50.0 30.0 35.1

22.0 46.0 32.0 22.9

31.5 60.0 8.5 65.3

50.0 43.0 7.0 21.3Switzerland

Spain

Belgium

Denmark

Englad & Wales

France

Germany

Portugal

Percentage of Area

Bulgaria

Czechoslovakia

Estonia

Hungary

Latvia

Lithuania

Poland

Romania

Yugoslavia

Greece

Italy

Netherlands
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Czechoslovakia, 6 hectares in Hungary and Romania, and 5.3 hectares in Yugoslavia.17 

Yet it was estimated that 7 to 15 hectares was necessary for a family farm in 

Yugoslavia, 15 or 16 hectares in Romania, 20 hectares in Germany, and 24 hectares in 

the area of large estates in Spain.18 What distinguished Germany in this period was not 

that there was insufficient land, but rather Lebensraum, and the use of military conquest 

to resolve the problem.19 

This shortage of farmland at a time of growing population growth was an 

important constraint, and governments had to decide whether to create viable family 

farms, or maximise the number of settlers, even though they received too little land to 

live on. They also had to select the beneficiaries of land reform, which offered 

significant opportunities for political parties to allocate resources to their followers. All 

governments, except for Bulgaria, inserted clauses that benefitted veterans and the 

families of those who were killed in war.20 Governments found it difficult to identify 

both those most in need, and the production potential of the land. Half a hectare of 

fertile land close to the farmhouse could produce as much as 10 hectares divided into 

several plots found 10 kilometres from the village. In fact, the under cultivation of many 

of the traditional estates was because they were located too far from where the workers 

lived. Problems of distance might be resolved by mechanization (which encouraged the 

maintenance of large farms), or by constructing new settlements, (which greatly 

increased the scope, and cost, of land reform). The political rewards derived from land 

reform could also be extended over time if the party in power continued to use state 

resources to support the new settlers, by providing working capital, seeds, and support 

for cooperatives.21 

 In the new democracies, the large numbers of family farmers were potentially 

given significant political power. ‘Peasant’ parties appeared in countries such as 

Bulgaria, Romania, or Yugoslavia and a new ideology, Agrarianism, was seen an 

alternative development model, combining democracy (which in theory guaranteed 

small farmers political power), land reform (which assured a livelihood), and 

cooperatives (which created an organisational structure for farmers to interact with the 

                                                           
17 Roszkowski 1995, ch. 5, Tooze 2006, p. 179, and Simpson 1995, where 1.75 males are taken as 
comprising a family.  
18 Tomasevich 1955, p.371, Mitrany 1930, p. 193, Simpson & Carmona 2017, and Tooze 2006, p.179. 
19 Tooze 2006, p.179. Italy under Mussolini also invaded Ethiopia partly to obtain more land. 
20 Jackson 1966, p.10.  
21  The classic example is Mexico, where land reform created a significant political clientele for the PRI 
in Mexico, but at the expense of lower long-run economic growth, Albertus et al. 2016. 
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rest of the economy).22 Agrarians believed that the family farm should be not only the 

basic unit for production and consumption, but also determine how the economy 

develops. In particular, industries should be planned to support the needs of the family 

farm by using agricultural raw materials and providing work during the slack seasons in 

the farm year. 

 

3. Land reform in the Balkans 

Land reform in the agricultural-based societies faced distinct problems to those 

carried out in more developed countries. Although land reform might reduce inequality, 

the major challenge was whether the short-term benefits would simply support a rapidly 

growing population, or whether instead it could help diversify the economy by creating 

alternative, non-farm employment, essential for long-term growth, and freeing society 

from Malthusian restrictions. As Foster and Rosenzweig argue, when the shadow price 

for family labour is set by the outside market, marginal farm work will be sacrificed 

when wage employment offers a better return.23 However, few opportunities existed, 

and most farmers in the Balkans struggled because their farms were too small, and there 

were limited opportunities for market specialization in the interwar period. 

Bulgaria lost not only a net 7 per cent of its cultivated land between 1913 and 1919, 

including its most fertile region (Dobruja), but had to settle almost half a million 

refugees.24 The country was already one of small family farmers and land reform left 

just 1.6 per cent of land in holdings of over 50 hectares, and 80 per cent of farmers 

owning their land (Table 2).25 Land reform reinforced family farm ownership, but 

holdings were miniscule, equivalent to just 1.6 hectares per male worker by 1935.26 

Even before land reform, a slow shift away from extensive cereals into labour-intensive 

farming was apparent, and the 1920s and 1930 saw specialization in crops such as 

grapes, tobacco, fruit, or vegetables, as well as pig farming.27 Agricultural produce 

accounted for 90 per cent of Bulgaria’s exports before 1914, of which 70 per cent were 

                                                           
22 Toshkov 2019, p.17. Those parties that existed before 1914 were still of limited importance. 
23 Foster & Rosenzweig 2022, p.42. This explains the constant mention of farm workers earning more 
than small farmers. For Hungary, Roszkowski 1995, p.42. 
24 Ivanov & Tooze 2007, p.692.  
25 In 1926, 80.6% of farmers worked their own land; 13.3% rented more than 50% of the land; 3.5% 
rented less than 50% of their land; and only 2.6% rented, Molloff 1933, p.50. 
26 Warriner 1939, p.3. 
27 Ivanov & Tooze 2007, figure 2. According to Molloff 1933, p.58, ‘in the technique of tilling the land, 
sowing, and taking care of the plants and harvesting, definite progress has been made during the last few 
years, even if it is not yet reflected in yields’. 
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cereals and 8 per cent tobacco, but by the late 1920s, tobacco exports had grown to 39 

per cent, and cereals fallen to 25 per cent. Labour-intensive agriculture resulted in 

output per hectare growing by 50 per cent between 1911 and 1939, but living standards 

grew by much less, as farm population increased by 40 per cent.28  

By contrast Romania was greatly enlarged and experienced four regional land 

reforms, affecting a fifth of the total land area by the early 1920s. The area of farms of 

over 100 hectares fell from 40 to 10 per cent of the total, and half the land was now in 

holdings of between 1 and 10 hectares. Two-thirds of those eligible received some land, 

but in insufficient amounts, averaging only 2.7 hectares of arable and 1.1 hectares of 

communal grazing and forestry. The few large estates that remained were now farmed 

by their owners, ‘a radical break with the past’.29 

Romania had been the world’s fifth largest wheat exporter before 1914, but these 

markets now virtually disappeared, and more resources were dedicated to maize, barley, 

industrial crops, and cattle breeding, activities better suited to small farms. Romania 

became Europe’s largest maize producer, although cultivation techniques remained 

largely unchanged and yields were just a third of those found in the USA in 1930.30 

Government’s policies were unfavourable for agriculture, with food exports suffering 

not only from the international instability, but also from export taxes until 1927, and 

then a rising exchange rate.31 Cooperatives were generally under state control and 

ineffective,32 and farmers were taxed at rates that were effectively double what they 

could borrow from credit institutions.33 Land reform benefitted the government, as 

while landowners were paid minimal compensation in long-term bonds, new farmers 

paid cash immediately to be able to register the land in their names.34 Farmers in 

Romania faced an uphill struggle from the outset. 

                                                           
28 Ivanov & Tooze 2007, p.694. 
29 Mitrany 1930, pp.250-1.  
30 Maize yields in Romania average a ton per hectare. Cereals were sold with significant impurities. Ibid.  
pp. 320-1. 
31 Tariffs produced about a third of government revenue, and half of this came export taxed. Figures for 
1928. Mitrany 1930, p.438. 
32 In Romania, half the rural population belonged to a cooperative bank, but ‘the immense majority of the 
members only participates with infinitesimal shares’. Loans were often used to create political 
allegiances. Ibid., pp.385 and 407. 
33 Ibid., pp.425 and 427. 
34 Landowners paid about 3.2% of pre-War price in depreciated bonds ‘The former landowners … were 
receiving the sums due to them from the State but tardily and in depreciated bonds; while the peasants 
were pressed to part with the money just when they most needed it’. Ibid., pp.417 and 421. 
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In the new Yugoslavia, some 2.5 million hectares were distributed to 669 thousand 

families. Although the experience of land reform varied significantly across this highly 

varied geographical region, small family farms dominated in most places, and only a 

tenth of land remained in holdings of over 50 hectares by 1930.35 

Land reforms in the Balkans reduced inequality by creating societies of small family 

farmers with few landless workers, but they failed to significantly increase farm 

incomes. A major constraint was the lack of new land that could be profitably brought 

under the plough, even though the lower supervision costs of using family labour over 

wage labour might be expected to allow the cultivated area to increase. In fact, because 

large farmers had greatly extended the area of cereals in response to high prices to meet 

the strong export demand before 1914, the weaker prices in the 1920s and 1930s 

threatened to make the commercial cultivation of even existing land unprofitable.36 In 

addition, the advantage of low supervision costs that family farmers enjoyed to produce 

labour-intensive, high-value, agricultural products were limited by weak consumer 

demand, poor credit markets, high transport and distribution costs, and unfavourable 

natural resources. Livestock farming, for example, was severely constrained by the poor 

quality and highly seasonal character of natural pastures, the high cost of feed, low 

incomes, and weak market structure.37 The presence of irrigated market gardening in 

areas around towns showed that small farmers could thrive when favourable natural 

resources and strong consumer demand coincided, but the need to use dry-farming 

techniques across large areas of the Balkans limited the potential for increasing farm 

incomes, while the export possibilities for specialist crops suited to dry farming, such as 

the vine and olive, remained weak in interwar Europe.38  

Given the limited alternatives, many family farmers dedicated relatively large 

amounts of their (unpaid) labour to cereals, achieving lower yields than the capital-

intensive larger farmers. Grains were easily stored, could be used to pay taxes, or fed to 

animals if prices were low. As a result, diets improved because of an increase in on-

farm consumption rather than market specialization.39 In Romania, meat consumption 

                                                           
35 Tomasevich 1955.  
36 Warriner 1939, p.97. suggests, that much of the land in the 1930s was only cultivated because of the 
high population densities. 
37 Warriner 1939, p.151, notes that ‘wherever intensification by increasing live-stock production was 
possible … the extension of peasant farming meant an improvement in the welfare of the peasant 
community, since it implied more employment’. 
38 Ayuda et al. 2020 and Ramón Muñoz 2010. 
39 Mitrany 1930, p.488. In the Old Kingdom, wheat became increasing used for bread, and a baker was 
now to be found in ‘almost every village’, and pellagra had disappeared.  
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increased from 10 kilos per capita before 1914, to 17 kilos in 1923 and, according to 

Tiltman, if land reform had failed to ‘mitigate his poverty of cash resources or to raise 

the taxable capacity of the nation as a whole’, it had ‘enabled the … peasant … to feed 

his family and escape from actual hunger’.40 However, as the same author notes, in the 

early 1930s this required cutting all cash expenditure to the utmost minimum. In rural 

Romania, taxes made matches a luxury, and farmers (illegally) turned to using a flint 

and dried moss instead.41 In Yugoslavia, in the four years between 1929/30 and 

1933/34, tax returns show that the consumption of kerosene fell by 24 per cent, matches 

by 33 per cent, tobacco by 28 per cent, cigarette paper by 59 per cent, while population 

increased by 7 per cent.42  Cereals and self-sufficiency might be a logical response in 

these market conditions but, as Warriner noted, ‘where land is short, agricultural self-

sufficiency means, not a choice of stability in preference to wealth, but instability and 

poverty together’43  

Many of the new farmers therefore dedicated their resources to extensive cereals, at 

a time when family farmers in North America were benefitting from the economies of 

scale produced by mechanization. New harvesting and threshing machinery greatly 

reduced peak labour needs, while tractors allowed family farmers to cultivate a 

significantly greater area with their own labour.44 Furthermore, modern farm equipment 

was often more efficient and produced higher yields than farming using traditional 

labour-intensive technologies. By contrast, the miniscule size of many farms in Eastern 

Europe produced the paradoxical situation of both underinvestment, and too many work 

animals and implements as, given the time constraints in agriculture, each family tried 

to guarantee its own plough team to prepare the land, and cart their crops from the 

fields.45 In Romania only half of farmers had a plough, but these were used to work just 

seven hectares.46 The number of work animals per hectare across much of Eastern 

Europe was therefore as ‘high, and sometimes higher, than in the regions of intensive 

livestock peasant farming of Western Europe’.47 The highly seasonal nature of demand 

                                                           
40 Michael 1929, p.488 and Tiltman 1934, p.116, both cited in Roszkowski 1995, p.165. 
41 Tiltman 1934, pp.158 and 247. 
42 Indirect taxes accounted for 76% of government revenue in 1931/2. Tomasevich 1955, pp.643 and 687. 
43 Only 35% of output was sold in Bulgaria according to Warriner 1939, pp.26 and 50. See also Kopsidis 
2012, p.20. 
44 For the tractor, see especially Olmstead & Rhode 2001. 
45 The time-slot between harvesting the maize crop and preparing the land for sowing winter wheat was 
especially short. Tomasevich 1955, p.439. 
46 Roberts 1951, p.58. 
47 Warriner, 1939, p.158. 
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in farming, and limited amount of off-farm work during the rest of the year, implied that 

many work animals were in poor condition. 

This underinvestment in farm equipment and low cereal yields can be seen for 

Romania and Yugoslavia in Table 3. Yet in agrarian societies, part of the problem was 

that loans were needed to buy food and pay for day-to-day expenditure on the small 

farms rather than investing in farm equipment (Table 4). According to this survey, only 

a third of farmers were debt, no doubt the result of the high interest rates that most had 

to pay to private money lenders. However, the economic crisis affected all farmers, and 

half the 40,000 tractors found in Eastern Europe in 1929 had ‘disappeared owing to 

defaults in payment’, while ‘most of the rest are rotting in the fields’ because of the lack 

maintenance and spare parts.48 In Yugoslavia, imports of agricultural equipment fell by 

94 per cent between 1928 and 1932-5, and the consumption of artificial fertilizers was 

‘profoundly affected by the respective phases of prosperity and depression in Yugoslav 

agriculture’, falling to just a fifth of the 1928-9 figure in 1932-5.49 

 

Table 3 

Agricultural inventory and wheat yields, per hectare 

 

Source: Roberts 1951, p. 58. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
48 Tiltman 1934, p.253. 
49 Tomasevich 1955, pp.441 and 447. Imports of agriculture machinery measured by weight. 

inventory wheat
lei / hectare kilos/ hectare

Romania 1,000 860
Bulgaria 2,000 1,320
Poland 3,000 1,440
Germany 15,000 2,070
Switzerland 42,000 2,250
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Table 4 

Composition of farm debt by farm size in 1932, by percentage 

 

Source: Komadinié 1934, p.51, based on an unpublished survey for the Chartered 
Agricultural Bank, cited in Tomasevich 1955, table 45. 

 

The political consequences of land reform and the hope that landownership, 

combined with universal (male) suffrage and farm cooperatives, would produce 

governments that would prioritize agricultural development were short-lived. Despite 

some early success, most notably in Bulgaria, where Stamboliiski formed a government 

until his assassination in 1923, or in Croatia, where Radić enjoyed widespread support, 

Agrarianism failed as a political movement. Agrarianism was ideologically confusing 

and often contradictory and, in the case of Stamboliiski, sometimes violently anti-

urban.50 To win elections, agrarian parties needed the support of voters over a 

sufficiently large geographical area to influence national politics. Centralized 

bureaucracies were required to formulate polices, collect financial resources, and spend 

them effectively to maximize electoral advantage.51 While specialised commercial 

agriculture in North-Western Europe created incentives for family farmers to build 

voluntary associations to lobby governments often along commodity lines, no such 

incentives existed in much of Eastern Europe, especially in those areas where 

agriculture was becoming more self-sufficient.52 

Yet the fundamental reason for agrarianism’s shortcomings was nationalism. The 

attempts to create new states on the principle of national self-determination failed, and 

some became ‘mini-empires … every bit as multi-ethnic as the vanquished land empires 

                                                           
50 Roberts 1951, p.90, noted ‘the immediate and obvious wishes of the peasant- such as more land, more 
lenient credit, and lower taxes – cannot be the satisfactory basis of a political program unless they can be 
related to some means of realizing them’. 
51 Ziblatt 2017. 
52 This discussed in detail in Simpson in preparation. 

Farm size in hectares
landless 0-2 2-5 5-10 10-20. 20-50 50+

Buying of land 8.8 16.1 21.2 32.4 28.2 49.4 71.9
Buying of livestock 1.9 3.7 6.56 5.8 3.6 2.1 0.3
Buildings 7.8 15.0 16.5 13.3 14.5 9.0 12.4
Production purposes 10.5 5.9 6.9 3.4 9.2 7.4 11.5
Family expenditure 26.8 15.3 16.2 9.5 5.9 4.6 0.3
Paying of debts 2.9 12.4 12.0 26.8 25.9 25.7 3.6
Buying food 41.4 31.6 20.6 8.7 12.8 1.8 0.0
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that had replaced’.53 Large numbers of people found themselves living outside of what 

they considered as being their country, complicating the problems of achieving stable 

governments. Politics in much of Eastern Europe was therefore channel through ideas of 

nationalism, and most countries had not one, but several agrarian parties that reflected 

the new boundaries. Farm cooperatives were limited by the low levels of market 

specialization and most, rather than being created by family farmers and reflecting a 

vibrant civil society, were ‘top-down’ creations by a state that wanted to control rural 

society.54 Neither is it surprising that the so-called Green International was unable to 

speak with a single voice. Although it had seventeen members representing agrarian 

parties in May 1929, it lacked funds to create a strong centralized bureaucracy, and 

politics split over nationalist interests.55 The optimism of the 1920s quickly disappeared 

with the 1930s economic crisis.56 

The real poverty of many Balkan families should not hide the improvements that 

took. Life expectancy at birth in Bulgaria increased from 46.3 in 1926 to 51.8 in 1936, 

and from 40.0 in 1920 to 42.3 in 1930 in Romania.57 The Malthusian trap was avoided 

as fertility in Bulgaria halved between late 1920s and mid-1930s, ‘one of the most rapid 

demographic transitions on record’.58 Literacy in Bulgaria increased from 18 per cent of 

population in 1900 to 55 per cent in 1938, and 92 per cent in 1946, while in Romania it 

rose from 35 per cent in 1910 to 57 per cent in 1930.59 Although legislation in Romania 

in 1864 had guaranteed free and universal education, the government provided virtually 

no schools, and half the children received no education. Land reform gave villagers 

plots of land to build or renovate buildings, and they created 7500 schools in just four 

years.60 Land reform in the agrarian-based economies of South-East Europe helped to 

alleviate poverty, especially in the face of the collapse of the region’s exports during the 

Great Depression, and the weak state capacity and often-corrupt government 

bureaucracy. 

                                                           
53  By contrast, the ‘core states of the vanquished land empires: the Weimar Republic, Austria, Hungary, 
Bulgaria and the Turkish Republic, founded in October 1923’ became ethnically more homogenous. 
Gerwarth 2017, pp.214-5. 
54 Riley 2010, for Romania. 
55 These parties were from Austria, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia (2), Estonia, Finland, France, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Switzerland (2), and Yugoslavia (3). Jackson 1966, p.148. 
56  See especially Urwin 1980, Jackson 1966, and Cabo Villaverde 2018. 
57 Prados de la Escosura 2015 and Morys & Ivanov 2021, table 10.5. 
58 Ivanov & Tooze 2007, p.693. 
59 Ivanov & Tooze 2007, p.697, and Morys & Ivanov 2021, table 10.5. Rural literacy increased from 40% 
in 1920 to 52% in 1934. 
60 Mitrany 1930, pp.510-4. 
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4. Land reform in transforming economies  

The impact of land reform in Europe’s transforming economies, where labour 

was already leaving agriculture in considerable numbers, was very different to the 

agrarian economies, where it had hardly begun. While farmers in agrarian-based 

societies adapted to the weak markets of the early 1930s by increasing self-sufficiency, 

and those in industrial-based ones were often able to obtain favourable government 

support. By contrast, in transforming economies farm organizations and state capacity 

were usually much weaker.61 Significant regional differences in economic development 

also appeared, with farmers representing a much smaller part of the active population in 

industrial areas than agricultural ones.62 Farm policies that were attractive to farmers in 

one region were often opposed, not just by urban groups, but by farmers elsewhere. 

Czechoslovakia was Eastern Europe’s most developed economy in 1930, 

enjoying a higher per capita income than Italy’s, with just 37 per cent of its workforce 

being employed in agriculture (Table 5). It possessed modern food-processing 

industries, including sugar factories, breweries, fruit processing plants, and ham-curing. 

A major land reform resulted in 12.5 per cent of all land (including woodland) or 1.3 

million hectares, changing hands between 1918 and 1938. Some large estates escaped, 

especially in western half of the country, while the poorest members of rural society 

often failed to receive any land, resulting in farm workers accounting for two-fifths of 

the agricultural workforce, and one recent study talking of ‘A stolen revolution’.63 

 

Table 5 

Land reform and transforming economies 

 

 

                                                           
61 Simpson in preparation, chapter 8. 
62 Rosés & Wolf 2019, for regional economic growth. 
63 Doležalová 2021. Large estates of over 100 hectares accounted still for 10.7 per cent of the land. 

Per capita % of labour Farm workers The extent Pol itical change

income in in % of ag. of land after

1929 ($ 1990) agriculture population reform land reform

Italy 2721 47 43.4 minor Mussolini

Czechoslovakia 2918 37 38.1 significant Agrarians pact

Spain 2057 56 27.3 minor Military coup

Germany 4051 29 29.9 minor NSDAP
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Even before land reform, no inverse relation between farm size and output 

existed in Czechoslovakia, as large farms enjoyed higher crop yields and dedicated 

more of their land to labour-intensive crops such as barley and sugar beet (Table 6). 

Large farms had fewer animals per hectare, but these were bigger as they were fattened 

for beef, while small enterprises specialised on dairying.64 Large farmers also marketed 

a higher share of their output. The fact that large farmers in Czechoslovakia were often 

the first movers to intensive farming perhaps is not unexpected, given the recent studies 

on the large dairy estates in Denmark in the mid-nineteenth century, or Sweden.65  

Large farms also had higher output per hectare in other Eastern European 

countries, such as Hungary or Poland in this period.66 In Poland in 1933-4, farms with 

more than 50 hectares possessed 17 per cent of arable land, harvested 21.5 per cent of 

all crops, and supplied 44.5 per cent of grain for local and export markets. Large Polish 

farms sold almost five times more per hectare than small farms.67 Higher yields were 

the result of more efficient farm equipment used for soil preparation and sowing 

(tractors, ploughs, harrows, seed drills), and the use of chemical fertilizers, whenever 

cereal prices made their use profitable.68   

However, major regional differences existed in Czechoslovakia, and agriculture 

in 1921 employed only 28.4 per cent of the labour force in Bohemia, half the figure 

found in Slovakia (58.7 per cent).69  Farming was more productive in the proximity of 

the industrial centres in the west, which combined high consumer demand with large 

and medium sized holdings, high rainfall, good clay, and loam soils. Cattle were 

generally stall-fed on hay, roots, sugar-beet pulp. By contrast, farmers dedicated more 

resources to low value produce in poorer Slovakia (Table 7). However, in the industrial 

west (Bohemia and Moravia), an inverse relation between farm size and output per 

hectare was found, as smaller farms of less than 50 hectares were more intensely 

cultivated and produced more per hectare than those of over 50 hectares.70  

 

 

                                                           
64 Brdlík 1933, p.114. 
65 Lampe & Sharp 2018 and Morell & Söderhäll 2019. 
66 Roszkowski 1995. Tables 21 and 25. 
67 Ibid., p.158. 
68 In Germany, in East Prussia and Pomerania, high yields were obtained because of tariffs made heavy 
fertilizing profitable but ‘in the parts of Poland formerly included in Germany the farming system is now 
much less intensive than it was before the War, and yields per head have declined.’ Warriner 1939, p.125. 
69 It was 33.8 per cent in Moravia and Silesia, and 62.4 per cent in Ruthenia. Luebbert 1991, p.293. 
70 Meissner 1955, tables 2 and 3. 
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Table 6 

Yields per hectare (QM) in Czechoslovakia by farm size, 1909-13 

Source: Brdlík 1933, table 14. 

 

Table 7 

Regional differences in farming in Czechoslovakia, 1930-4 

 
Source: Warriner 1939, pp.99-100. 

 

Land reform in Czechoslovakia, especially in Slovenia, gave labourers and small 

farmers access to land, but at the same time kept farming market orientated in the 

industrializing economy. Farm cooperatives and government polices also played their 

part. By 1930 there were 11,029 agricultural cooperatives, with about two-thirds of 

farmers being members. Individual cooperatives were grouped into associations 

reflecting not just the nature of commodities and region in which they were located, but 

also the nationality and political allegiances of their members.71 There was a farm 

movement in late nineteenth century Bohemia, and the Agrarian Party won 12 per cent 

of the vote in Czechoslovakia in 1920, and was the party with most parliamentary 

seats.72 During the interwar years, the Agrarian Party played a major role in the 

‘committee of five’ (Pĕtka) which dominated politics, helping to provide stable 

governments and its leader, Jan Malypetr helped inspire Czechoslovakia’s  ‘New Deal’, 

which invested large sums in new infrastructure projects, legislated to protect workers, 

                                                           
71 Brdlík 1933, p.126. 
72 Ibid., p.100. 

Wheat Rye Barley Oats Potatoes Sugar beet

0-2 has. 15.3 14.7 16.6 15.5 100 203

2-5 has. 16.3 15.4 16.4 17.4 111 291

5-20 has. 17.5 15.5 17.7 17.0 110 295

20-100 has. 18.6 16.3 18.7 17.7 114 307

100+ has. 20.0 18.9 21.9 19.8 116 296

Wheat Rye Cattle Pigs

Bohemia 18.9 20.0 71 51

Slovakia 14.4 13.5 32 33

Total 15.9 17.5 52 40

Crop yields - Qm per has. Animals per 100 has
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and tried to stabilize farm incomes.73 In the words of Luebbert, ‘Social Democrats and 

Agrarians in Czechoslovakia actually did what their Scandinavian counterparts have 

merely been credited with having done: they used large fiscal deficits to stimulate a 

recovery’.74   

Rapid economic growth in Spain during the three decades before the Great 

Depression also saw the agricultural workforce fall by almost a million, and the number 

of landless workers by 40 per cent.75 The first democratic government of the Second 

Republic passed a land reform law in 1932 against a background of economic 

depression, which closed urban markets for surplus farm labour and made agriculture 

the employer of last resort.76 Unlike in Eastern Europe, there were no foreign 

landowners, and differences quickly appeared over whether the objective was to create 

viable family farms (the preference of the Ministry of Agriculture) or, to settle the 

maximum numbers of landless workers.77 Weak state capacity also contributed to the 

slowness of reform, with only slightly more than 10,000 families being settled on 

100,000 hectares by the end of 1934.78 As the new government no longer repressed 

labour unions, these now organized land invasions in Western Spain, resulting in 33,000 

families being given temporary settlement rights on 100,000 hectares in 1932, and 

110,921 families on 572,035 hectares in 1936.79 Once again there was far too little land 

to create a society of family farmers, with 25 hectares being necessary under conditions 

of dry-farming.80 

The Spanish cases highlights the very different regional attitudes towards land 

reform, the result of historical circumstances such as local landownership patterns and 

economic development. Unlike Eastern Europe, Spain had enjoyed stable frontiers for 

centuries, but significant regional inequalities appeared with economic growth. 

Andalucia, for example, dropped from being the second richest region in 1860 (out of 

                                                           
73 Along with the 4 other Czech and Slovak parties – the National Democrats, National Socialists, Social 
Democrats, and the Catholic People’s Party. The party leaders ‘became quasi-dictators in their own 
organizations, expecting unquestioned support’. Connelly 2020, pp.380 and 413. 
74 Luebbert 1991, p.291. 
75 Family farmers increased from 61 to 73% of the total agricultural workforce. Carmona et al. 2019. 
76 Malefakis 1970 and Robledo Hernández 2014 for details on the land reform. 
77 Simpson & Carmona 2017, pp.53-4. On the 596-hectare Merinillas Alto estate (Badajoz), 119 families 
were eventually settled instead of the proposed 23. 
78 Spain did not participate in the First World War, and the political incentives for governments to invest 
resources to collect even basic information concerning the structure of the country’s agriculture were 
often weaker than in Eastern European before 1929. Simpson & Carmona 2020, pp.70-4 and appendix 1. 
79 For labour unions, see especially Domenech 2013. 
80 Simpson & Carmona 2017. 
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seventeen), to twelve by 1930.81  In Southern Spain, almost two-thirds of the active 

population continued to work in agriculture, with two-fifths being landless (Table 8). 

Large landowners here continued to enjoy significant local power and determined 

economic opportunities for many families.82 Yet outside this region, small family 

farmers dominated, with most being opposed to land reform. This was especially true of 

the small Agrarian Party, as well as the major centre-right party, the CEDA, which 

enjoyed strong support among the family cereal farmers of Castile-Leon and wanted 

higher wheat prices and cheap labour. Consequently, the well-organized landless 

workers of the Socialist FNTT and Anarchist CNT syndicates were hostile not just to 

large farmers, but also to their small tenant farmers and workers who preferred 

paternalistic loyalties to those of voice.  

 

Table 8 

Landownership and agricultural employment in southern Spain, c. 1930 

 
Sources: Carmona et al. 2019, table 2 and 3 and Malefakis 1970, table 3. 

 

In many cases, landless workers were given small plots for subsistence production, 

not unlike those found in Romania or Yugoslavia. However, workers in Extremadura 

had traditionally rented land together, while the difficulties of cultivating extensive 

cereals efficiently on small plots led to some anarchist groups to demand collectives and 

mechanization.83 Short-term solutions following land invasions often led to shortening 

crop rotations and soil mining, or the ploughing-up of vital winter pastures. The 

question of whether agriculture should specialize for urban-markets or provide food for 

the rural poor was summarized by the Socialist deputy Cabrera, who noted that in parts 

of La Mancha ‘the use as pasture was much more remunerative but condemned whole 

                                                           
81 Rosés et al. 2010. 
82 See, for example, Cobo Romero & Rodríguez 2021. 
83 Carmona & Simpson 2014 and Caro Cancela 2001.  

% of active population in agriculture 64.1

Landless workers as % of total agricultural workers 38.7

% of land in holdings of over 250 hectares 41.2

% of taxable income from holdings of over 250 has. 27.8

% of total number of holdings 0.3

% of parliamentary seats in 1936 33
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villages such as Mestanza to starve because of the limited work it provided at a time of 

unemployment’.84  

Rapid growth in transforming economies such as Czechoslovakia, Italy, and Spain 

therefore created significant regional inequalities which on occasions coincided with 

large estates and traditional land inequality.  Yet in Czechoslovakia, the political 

success of the nationalistic Agrarian Party in Bohemia, allowed Agrarians to use land 

reform to widen their base, and participate in government.85 By contrast, the large 

numbers of landless labourers in both Italy (post World War One) and Spain (early 

1920s and 1930s) were organized by Marxist and anarchist syndicates which, especially 

at a time of deep economic depression, challenged the legitimacy of the Liberal state. 

Rural unrest over land reform in Italy led to fascism, while the Spanish countryside 

became deeply divided, especially in the south, as reflected in the extremely close 

election results in most provinces in 1936.86  

Land reform in Germany saw some 77,865 families being settled on 930 

thousand hectares between 1919 and 1938. As Hitler converted the NSDAP into a mass 

political party, he gained the support of the small family farmer (Bauer) by protecting 

them from market instability through the giant food cartel (Reichsnaehrstand), and new 

inheritance laws (Erbhofgesetz).87 However, everywhere from the mid-1930s the 

challenge was how to meet the requirements of both the large numbers of family 

farmers with insufficient land and increase output to feed industrial workers without 

recourse to imports.88 Rural poverty and food security strongly influenced Nazi politics, 

and its agrarian ideology is ‘crucial if we are to understand, not the archaism of Hitler’s 

regime, but its extraordinary militancy’.89 

 

Conclusions 

Several conclusions from the experience of land reform in interwar Europe can 

be advanced. First, a contradiction often existed over the objective of land reform was to 

reduce the traditional inequality found within the agricultural sector or, alternatively, to 

tackle the fall in relative farm incomes that appears with rapid economic growth, and 

                                                           
84 Cited in Ladrón de Guevara 1993, p.246. The quote refers to the Valle de Alcudia in Ciudad Real, but 
similar debates were found for Extremadura. 
85 Doležalová 2021, p.10. 
86 Snowden 1986, Díaz del Moral 1928: 1973, and Riesco Roche 2006. 
87 See especially Farquharson 1976 and Cobo Romero 2012, ch.3. 
88 This is discussed in more detail in Simpson in preparation. 
89 Tooze 2006, p.180. 
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the Kuznets Curve.90 In the first case, land reforms in the agricultural-based economies 

helped farm workers gain access to land and, by reducing agriculture’s links with the 

urban economy, helped increase consumption at a time of economic difficulties. Yet 

better diets and falling rural poverty threatened to weaken agriculture’s demand for 

capital and consumer goods, thereby delaying economic development. By contrast, land 

reform in a transforming economy such as Czechoslovakia strengthened the family farm 

by further integrating it in the market economy. In this case, land reform and 

government policies helped existing farmers to improve productivity and profitability, 

encouraging surplus farm labour to move to the cities. The political dilemmas of 

deciding the type of land reform that most suitable was vividly highlighted by the 

Spanish experience in the depth of the 1930s recession.  

 Land reform also proved to be a poor substitute for the market-led changes 

found in North-Western Europe before 1914 where the landed elites, to further their 

own interests, had helped integrate small farmers into competitive mass political parties 

and provided important services, such as assisting farmers to create their own syndicates 

(cooperatives).91 Although paternalistic relations were often biased in favour of the 

landowner or large farmer, they provided a system to allocate the limited amounts of 

credit, land and work, and then monitor a client’s performance. These selection 

mechanisms ended automatically with land reform, and new ones had to be created. 

Attempts in most of Eastern Europe to resolve this problem through farm cooperatives 

was generally unsuccessful, especially as many governments saw land reform as 

providing a political opportunity to use state resource to capture the rural vote.  

Another question was the relationship between land reform and democracy. As 

Eastern Europe’s land reforms in the interwar period were carried out in a period of 

democratic transition, and in countries where a significant number of voters worked in 

agriculture, the political demands were inevitably very different to those found in the 

industrialized economies. Yet even if an agrarian party had resolved the problems 

caused by the deep nationalist cleavages, the combination of rapid population growth, 

weak market demand (both national and international), and limited amounts of 

agricultural land, implied that living standards would inevitably struggle to grow. 

However, attempts to develop the urban economy, crucial for the markets that it 

                                                           
90 Kuznets suggested income inequalities increased with economic development because of the greater 
opportunities for professionals and high paid workers in the commercial and industrial sectors. 
91 The classic example is France. See Cleary 1989, Sheingate 2001, and Simpson & Carmona 2020. 
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provided for high value farm products and employment of surplus farm labour, clashed 

with much of Agrarian ideology. Indeed, it was the growing commercial agricultural 

which had begun to undermine traditional village societies before 1914, which 

Agrarianism opposed.  

A final point is the very different macroeconomic context for land reform in 

Eastern Europe following the First World War, compared to that of the East Asian 

countries following the Second World War. The rapid growth of the world economy 

after 1950 encouraged the beneficiaries from reforms in Japan, South Korea, or Taiwan 

to specialize in high value farm products.92 By contrast, in Eastern Europe, the interwar 

period was characterised by a general the lack of market opportunities, encouraging 

greater self-sufficiency by small farms.  

 

 

  

                                                           
92 Griffin, et, al., 2002. 
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