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Abstract
When Poland was re-established as an independent state one hundred years ago, one of its political priorities
was to implement a land reform, as the ‘agrarian question’ was an extremely sensitive socio-economic
problem. In Poland at that time, two thirds of its inhabitants made their living by working in the agricultural
sector. A ‘land craving’ phenomenon was notorious, as was rural poverty, especially among smallholders.
On the other hand, almost half of the total area of farmland in the Second Polish Republic was held by huge
landowners. The situation led to ever louder political calls for land redistribution to peasant smallholders.
The Land Reform Implementation Act of 1920, and its amendment of 1925, laid legal foundations for land
redistribution. By the SecondWorld War, 2,654,800 hectares of land had undergone redistribution, as a result
of which 734,100 new farms were established. However, this land reform did not achieve its goal, namely the
empowering of efficient smaller farms, as quantitative analysis showed a continuing process of agricultural
land fragmentation.

Introduction
On 11th November 2018 Poland celebrated the 100th anniversary of regaining independence.
This historic event marked not only the re-establishment of the Polish state which was absent
from world maps for more than 123 years, but also meant a comprehensive development of
uniform state administration through a difficult process of consolidating the three different
administrative systems of the hitherto partitions (Russian, Austrian and Prussian), to make them
function as one in terms of law and order. The centennial is a good occasion to ponder the begin-
nings of the re-established state of Poland as well as to visit Polish agrarian issues of that time.

During the one hundred years since its re-establishment as an independent state, Poland went
through five different periods: the interwar period, that is, the Second Polish Republic (1918–39), the
World War Two period (1939–45), the People’s Republic of Poland (1945–89), post-communist
transformation leading to the establishment of the foundations for the Third Polish Republic
(1989–2004) and finally, Poland in the European Union (2004–present). These hundred years also
featured several challenging institutional reforms, which involved modifications of the hitherto
operating institutions or setting up new ones to ensure the social and economic development of
Poland. Land reform pertained to key changes in each of the above-mentioned periods, agriculture
playing a central role in the national economy.

This article is an analysis of the first land reforms in the Second Polish Republic after the
re-establishment. They were started in 1920 by the Land Reform Act,1 which provided for redis-
tribution (parcelacja) of land of each and every large agricultural estate for the sake of smallholders’
farm development.

Land reform was almost a universal issue in Europe at the time and concerned not only Poland.
This was so, for example, in Great Britain, which had a very different historical course, although
the ‘agrarian question’ consisted of similar problems of high concentration of land in relatively
few hands, and a ‘land hunger’ among others. In John Bateman’s famous study, The Great
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Land-Owners of Great Britain and Ireland (1883), just over four thousand families owned more
than half of England and Wales, while 95 per cent of the population had no land at all.2

This fuelled social unrest, and the right to vote was also property dependent. The end of the nine-
teenth century in Britain was a time of agricultural depression: responding to falling prices, there
was a decrease in arable area in preference for livestock and dairy production, for which there was
growing urban demand. This contributed to land reform. Comparable effects were occurring
across Europe, and into the twentieth century. Interwar rural depression often accentuated them
further.

The fate of British farm workers and small-scale farmers was problematic, for they did not have
much opportunity or money to buy land, and many great landowners avoided disposing of land.3

Such land was often an object of luxury trading, linked to considerations such as hunting or social
prestige, which sustained land prices. Land demand was not matched by supply, which is one
reason why state interference in land sales became necessary, an issue accentuated by emigration
and the rural exodus to cities. In Victorian Britain, land reform was not widely undertaken,
although it became a salient electoral issue – for example, Joseph Chamberlain was elected
in 1885 on promises of ‘three acres and a cow’.4 Among the measures related to land reform
was the Allotments Act of 1887. It authorised Sanitary Authorities to purchase and lease land
for distribution among agricultural workers who, however, were to maintain their main occupation –
as a hired farm worker.5

Interest in land reform in Britain increased at the beginning of the twentieth century, partly
due to the Liberals’ victory in the 1906 election. This brought a greater state role in social affairs.
One of the manifestations of New Liberalism was its commitment to land reform, which had the
support of twentieth-century statesmen such as David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill.
Churchill, then a Liberal MP, wrote in his book The People’s Rights (1909) about the ‘evils
of an unreformed and vicious land system’.6 The solution to this social ‘evil’ in Britain became
increased taxation of land. Chancellor David Lloyd George proposed such a tax in the People’s
Budget of 1909, with well-known political consequences and attendant debates about property rights.
Such major issues of land reform affected many European countries, and had often – as in Ireland,
Scotland, Wales, France, southern Italy or Finland – done so for many decades. Against this wider
European context and its enormous historiographical debates, let us turn to the situation and events
in early twentieth-century Poland.

‘The agrarian question’ in the Second Polish Republic
At the start of the re-establishment of the Polish state, land reform was one of the key social issues,
and as such it occupied the very top of all socio-political agendas. At that time the Polish coun-
tryside was suffering greatly from extreme overpopulation. According to various estimates of that
period, the overpopulation of rural areas ranged from two to ten million inhabitants.7 This was a
genuine army of people who were obsolete for agriculture. The scale of overpopulation was visible
more clearly when compared to the total population of rural areas (in 1921): 20,250,000 rural
inhabitants and 16,181,600 people making their living from farming.8

The surplus of agricultural population was also visible in terms of population density: 1 km2

was inhabited on average by 45.1 individuals who maintained themselves by working in
the agricultural and forestry sectors.9 The regions of Poland varied in economic terms, with
Galicia (the part of Poland formerly incorporated to Austria-Hungary) featuring the poorest
economic development; for example, in the Rzeszów area (Lviv province) agricultural population
density on agriculturally utilised land amounted to 156.8 inhabitants per 1 km2.10

Excessive population density deepened the so-called ‘craving for land’ phenomenon, namely,
a lack of land. One of the founders of land reform in the Second Polish Republic, Józef
Poniatowski, wrote that ‘a lack of land in Poland results by far from mere agricultural population
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density in today’s socio-economic conditions, all the defects of the agrarian structure which are
historical consequences regardless of overpopulation only aggravating the situation’.11 Economists
of the interwar period agreed that land stock was not enough to improve the agrarian system of
Poland; and because land as such is inflexible, it was also impossible to relieve ‘craving for land’
entirely or even to a great extent.12 According to Władysław Grabski: ‘The statistics reveal that
neither the current nor any other reform of the agrarian system at all, regardless of how much
land redistribution it envisaged, may bring Poland to a situation in which there is no more over-
population and poverty and the number of smallholders and landless peasants would only be
insignificant.’13

According to various estimates, the reform-eligible land stock was to range from one million
hectares to more than three million hectares (account being taken of land improvement).14 Józef
Poniatowski cited the biggest estimates: they took account of 3,600,000 hectares for distribution,
which would correspond to 600,000 new farms of approximately six hectares each. However,
he believed that a distribution of even such a huge area would not contribute significantly
to the reduction of obsolete population surplus: ‘we can expect that intentional use of the land
stock : : : may reduce overpopulation by a mere 300–400 thousand agricultural families in real
terms. Comparing to the need, in terms of a surplus of 1.5–2 million families, this is insufficient.’15

Despite that, the common opinion of agricultural economists was that land reform was worth
carrying out due to its importance from humanitarian and socio-political points of view.16

‘The agrarian question’ in the Second Polish Republic was reflected by poverty among peasants.
The Galicia peasants, due to extreme overpopulation of those areas, suffered the most severe pov-
erty. Such a large surplus of peasants on too little land resulted in a vicious circle of insufficient
productivity and inadequate consumption. One of the researchers of that problem, Stanisław
Szczepanowski, described this situation as follows: ‘Each Galicia peasant works for a quarter,
and eats for a half of a man and Galicia peasants work poorly because they eat poorly, and they
cannot eat better because they work too little.’17 Next to the information that the average longevity
in Galicia is 27 years [sic!] he put the following comment: ‘the original cause of death is not some
sort of epidemic, but lack of food, i.e. starvation – in other words, this is not death as a conse-
quence of an epidemic, it is death as a consequence of starvation’.18

A heartbreaking description of Polish rural poverty can be found in Peasants Diaries19 com-
piled as a result of a contest announced in 1933 by the Institute of Social Economy. The staple diet
of peasants in the interwar period included potatoes; and meat was eaten for Christmas and Easter.
According to an author of one of the diaries: ‘potatoes are the most important in our diet, we eat
mostly potatoes and we eat them twice a day so a saying is popular in the country that for breakfast
one has potatoes and borscht, and for dinner one has borscht and potatoes’.20 Potatoes were eaten
more frequently than the ‘daily’ bread. According to one diarist: ‘There are an awful lot of families
where bread is baked only during the harvesting season : : : and later only for big church holidays,
i.e. four or five times a year, and school kids are given a couple of baked potatoes as their school
snack rather than a piece of bread.’21 Lack of sugar was a particular dietary shortage, frequently
mentioned by peasants. One diarist writes: ‘Throughout the year I bought only 1 kg of sugar for
Easter.’22 Another commodity, the shortage of which was felt greatly, was salt, but not even the white
variety, the red salt fed to cattle: ‘I use cattle salt for my cooking, as it is cheaper than table salt.’23

However, the shortage of dairy products, meat or eggs was not caused by lack of those commodities
on a farm, but by the need to sell them in order to obtain money for purchasing industrial goods.
One of the diarists wrote: ‘Sometimes the family eats eggs once a year for Easter.’24

During the interwar period, the rural population lacked not only food, they also lacked clothes.
Poor people managed as they could by mending and altering old garments: ‘We do not buy clothes
in shops as we do not have any money. Our clothes are 50% patches. We also alter shoes from old
to new with wooden soles, as during the Great War.’25

Peasants’ poverty also manifested itself in their accommodation. Here are some examples of
living conditions: ‘Brother lives in one lodging place with no proper floor, only earthen floor,
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so humidity is awful. Another lodging place is inhabited by me and my mother, whom I maintain.’26

Another diarist writes: ‘There are houses in our village where five people sleep in one bed, so legs are
mingled with heads when one looks at it.’27 Peasants also had nomoney for doctors or medicines, and
they had problems with paying due taxes. Peasants’ living situations were clearly not at all satisfactory
in social or economic terms.

Franciszek Bujak described the agrarian system in Poland in the following way: ‘Our system
is unsatisfactory and unhealthy. We are dealing with an open “agrarian question”. If we want
to build a strong, durable state which is able to develop, we must first of all repair the agrarian
system.’28 He was a supporter of thoughtful and calm policy rather than revolutionary changes.
Those words were especially resonant in a state in which three quarters of the population lived
from farming. The author considered peasants as the strongest force of the nation, and believed
that they should have as much land as necessary for satisfying basic existential needs as well as
higher levels of living. Land reform understood as land redistribution was considered by him as
necessary and useful not only for peasants, but also for the whole nation and society. He under-
stood it as the Polish national interest: ‘Land reform is a refurbishment of the nation’s existence
and foundations.’29 Bujak called for a mature preparation of reform, so as to contribute to the
economic development of society as a whole.

For Wiktor Bronikowski the reform was also an element of the Polish raison d’état. He wrote
that ‘a good agrarian system is of key importance for a modern democratic state. Economic
strength and sufficiency of particular units makes a state powerful. Thus, in an agricultural country,
the wellbeing of smallholders conditions the wellbeing of the whole national economy.’30

The agrarian structure of the 1920s
The agrarian structure of a re-established and united Poland was reflected in the statistics of the
First Population Census of the Republic of Poland, which was held on 30th September 1921.
Following the regaining of independence, it was the first attempt at collecting information about
population and the socio-economic structure of the consolidated Polish territories. However, one
should not interpret the data too literally due to the census imperfections, which were elaborated
on by Mieczysław Mieszczankowski.31 One such imperfection was a failure to include two regions:
Upper Silesia and a part of Vilnius County in the census.

The results of the 1921 Census revealed land concentration: farms of more than fifty hectares
(which accounted for less than 1 per cent of all farms) accounted for almost half (47.3 per cent)
of the agricultural land of Poland. On the other side there was the largest group of more than
two million unsustainable small farms of up to five hectares, which accounted for more than
60 per cent of all Polish farms. This group of farms comprised two subgroups, which were almost
identical in terms of number (slightly more than one million) and percentage (slightly more than
30 per cent): farms with an area of up to two hectares and farms with an area of between two and
five hectares. Within the first subgroup of those micro-farms, approximately a third accounted
for farms the size of which did not exceed half a hectare.32 Thus, it can be noted that the farm
structure in Poland at the beginning of the 1920s was much polarised; and the number of
medium-sized farms was relatively small.

In 1921, apart from the First Common Population Census, a census of large agricultural estates
was carried out. Farms exceeding fifty hectares were considered large agricultural estates. The census
concerned private property in a narrow sense, as it comprised estates rather than farming businesses
(farms).33 The data collected point to the fact that large private agricultural estates were dominant and
accounted for nearly three quarters of large agricultural estates in general. The area of state-owned
land was a third of that;34 it comprised chiefly forests (managed by the State Forestry Department),
which accounted for 89.4 per cent of state-owned land.35 However, private estates also featured a
considerable (although much smaller than in the case of state-owned land) share of afforested land
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within private landed structures, namely 38.3 per cent, which was nearly two percentage points
more than the percentage of farmland. The particularly extensive character of farming was noticeable
in large latifundium estates exceeding one thousand hectares (represented for example by the family
estate of the Zamoyskis, the biggest estate of the Second Polish Republic, which amounted to
190,279 hectares). One can observe the following regularity: the larger the estate area, the smaller
the share of farmland, and the bigger the share of forests. In general, estates exceeding one thousand
hectares accounted for 60.5 per cent of large private estate land.36

The analysis of the First Population Census and the census of large agricultural estates shows
that the population of interwar Poland suffered from a ‘craving for land’ felt on the one hand
in overpopulated areas inhabited chiefly by peasants owning unsustainable farms, and on
the other hand on large estates, the size of which significantly exceeded the needs of their
inhabitants. The situation of peasant farmers was aggravated by intensively patchworked land
ownership structures. The 1921 Census data showed that 46.8 per cent of farms below fifty
hectares consisted of individual plots of land scattered between plots of land owned by other
farmers. In some cases one farm consisted of twenty or even more detached parcels of
farmland. Nearly every fourth farm included six to ten individual parcels.37 On top of that,
one should not forget about the existing commons, 58.9 per cent of which accounted for
pastures, and 14.5 per cent for forests.38

The difficult situation of Polish peasant farmers and the agricultural sector was aggravated even
more by the destructive consequences of the Great War (1914–18). Nearly 90 per cent of rural
areas were destroyed as a result of combat actions, 1,650,000 outbuildings and other buildings
were totally destroyed. The percentage of destroyed family houses and outbuildings reached
22 per cent of their total number. Cattle herds were reduced by 30 per cent.39 It is no wonder
that ‘the agrarian question’ became one of the key socio-political problems of those times.

Towards land reform
The unfavourable structure of farmland in the Second Polish Republic, as well as the social need
for land reform, required that the government promptly solve the ‘agrarian question’, especially
given that the first years of regained independence were overshadowed by the Russian revolution,
which had an impact on the Polish population. Revolutionary tendencies became more and more
evident, social tension in rural areas was growing and calls for radical economic reform were ever
louder. According to Wojciech Roszkowski,40 on 5th November 1918 the first Soviet of Workers’
Deputies was formed in Lublin, and the following day radical peasant leaders proclaimed a revo-
lutionary Republic of Tarnobrzeg. A mass rally held on 6th November 1918 in the Tarnobrzeg
market square reportedly attracted thirty thousand peasants who heard an inauguration address
of the Reverend Eugeniusz Okoń. In his address the priest attacked big landowners and called
on peasants to abolish manors and to distribute land. Okoń called: ‘You – farmer, and you –
worker : : : take a deep breath, as from now on your oppressor is going to bow to you. You have
the right to demand that your claim be satisfied at once, and if they are unwilling, you’ve got
your clubs.’41 The Soviet Workers’ Deputies organised mass strikes, manors were taken over,
and landless peasants who demanded power for the people started deforestation.

During the night between 6th and 7th November 1918 a Temporary People’s Government of the
Polish Republic was formed in Lublin, headed by Ignacy Daszyński, who issued a manifesto to the
Polish people, announcing the taking over of the government until a convention of a Constituent
Assembly (Constituent Sejm) and the carrying out of land reform.42 On 11th November 1918 a
truce between the Entente and the German Empire was signed at Compiègne. Poland reacted
on the same day by issuing an address to the Polish nation about surrendering power over
the military to Józef Piłsudski, who was very popular at that time.43 On the same day The
Temporary People’s Government of the Polish Republic provided Piłsudski with their resignation.
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The issue of convening the Constituent Sejm as a legislative power in a re-established demo-
cratic Poland was treated as an absolute priority. The state could be formed and land reform could
be carried out only after the necessary state administrative structure and democratic institutions
had been established. In his first decree, Józef Piłsudski appointed Ignacy Daszyński prime
minister, underlined an important role of the Constituent Sejm in a democratic reborn state,
and announced that the Sejm be convened as quickly as possible, within several months.44

Based on the decree concerning universal polls to the Constituent Sejm,45 the date of the
first election to the Sejm was set for 26th January 1919. The election turnout was very high
and amounted to 90 per cent.46

The Constituent Sejm started its first session on 10th February 1919. Almost four months
following its first convention, on 3rd June 1919, the issue of land reform was raised for the
first time. It was considered an important state matter. Starting the debate was chiefly due to
Wincenty Witos – a peasant from Wierzchosławice, who was a chief politician of the peasant
movement. On 20th February 1919 he had submitted a bill on modification of the agrarian system
of Poland, and onMarch 1919 he became Chairman of the Agrarian Committee in the Sejm.47 It is
worth pointing out that during the debate on land reform, after the Polish Peasant Party
‘Wyzwolenie’ was amalgamated with the Polish Peasant Party ‘Piast’, the united Polish
Peasant Party became the most powerful force in the Sejm (27.6 per cent).

‘A battle for peasants’ in the Polish Sejm
The debate on land reform started on 3rd June 1919. Poland did not yet have a constitution and
its borders were not yet finally delimited due to the war with the Bolsheviks (1918–21). Despite
the political situation, the Sejm treated the reform as a priority. According to the Agrarian
Committee’s reporter Jan Dąbski: ‘Land reform is the most crucial contemporary issue for our
state. The solution of this issue will have impact not only on our economic future, but also on
our political future.’48 The parliamentary debate on land reform focused around redistribution
of land from large private estates for the sake of peasant farms and it triggered heated social
discussion. The debate reflected an ongoing social dispute49 between the supporters and oppo-
nents of large estate redistribution and it was a manifestation of ‘a battle for peasants’.

Let me elaborate on two characteristic addresses, the first one delivered by the supporter of
land redistribution, Jan Dąbski (reporting MP) on the first date of the debate, namely 3rd June
1919, and the second one delivered on 13th June 1919 by Stanisław Chaniewski, a big landowner
who was against the reform in its proposed form.50

Jan Dąbski, MP – Vice President of Polish Peasants Party ‘Piast’ – understood land reform
not only as an economic project, but also as a ‘huge national project, a big state reform’,51 due
to the fact that the reform focused on farmland.

He noticed a certain universal regularity, namely that ‘each war period was followed by a period
of big social reforms’.52 Thus, in his opinion, a big land reform ‘was imminent’. In his fervent
speeches he underlined that ‘this magnificent zeitgeist flowing across the nations, the spirit of
reforms which is invoked to satisfy masses of working people, shall not only lead us in the future,
but it is already moving our masses’.53 According to Dąbski, Polska could not stand behind and
it must, as other European nations,54 carry out the reforms, and even more precisely, it must
pre-empt other nations and serve as a role model for reforms. He mentioned land reform in
Romania, Yugoslavia, Germany, Czechoslovakia and Hungary, where count Karolyi ‘gave his
estate away voluntarily to be cut with the knife of compulsory redistribution’.55

According to Dąbski, Poland had an advantage over other nations in that it enjoyed ‘deep and
passionate attachment of our peasants to land’.56 Dąbski explained the attachment as a spiritual
and even mystical relationship of a Polish peasant to land, his bond with land and willingness to
farm the land regardless of the circumstances and – as a consequence – his craving for land, which
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should be satisfied by the reform. ‘And this is why this good instinct of our peasants should be
turned to the benefit of the state and land should be given to them.’57 Giving land to peasants was
critical, according to Dąbski: ‘Regardless of whether those reforms are painful for anybody or not,
we have to carry out this great project, because this is what our country needs.’58 He criticised
the agrarian structure of Poland; according to him it was the worst in Europe, especially in
Galicia, where the situation was the most difficult due to farm fragmentation.

A speech in a totally different mood was delivered by Stanisław Chaniewski from the
Constitutional Labour Club (KPK). He criticised the fact that land reform was regarded as a
priority and he disapproved of how promptly it was to be implemented. However, what he espe-
cially deplored was the very essence of the reform, which was summarised ironically by him in the
following way: ‘Take the land away from one and distribute it among the others and that’s it.’59

He argued for a comprehensive reform, which he understood as a well thought out national
agrarian policy rather than a policy reduced to mere redistribution of land among peasants: ‘redis-
tribution of huge landowners’ estates regarded by the majority of the Committee members as
land reform, is only a tiny bit thereof’.60 He was expressly against expropriation claiming that
‘Expropriation is a powerful argument, which compromises ownership – the principle which
has hitherto formed the foundations of not only our society, but all the civilized societies.’61

The speaker expressed his surprise that the MPs ‘so light-heartedly’ welcomed expropriation –
‘that negation of the ownership right’ – as if they had already forgotten their nota bene rightful
claims made not so long ago against the Prussian and Russian occupiers who kept expropriating
the Poles. He reminded all those present that ‘the end may not change moral qualifications of the
means. Legally sanctioned unlawfulness shall not become a law.’62 He also warned that: ‘If we
compromise the principle of ownership, we shall remove a strong pillar by which our social system
is supported.’63 Thus, Stanisław Chaniewski was arguing strongly for the protection of ownership:
‘Ownership may not be tampered with.’64 He regarded expropriation as harmful to landowners.

As a result of the Constituent Sejm debates, a resolution on land reform65 was passed on 10th July
1919. It was passed by a majority of only one vote,66 and, although the reform could not be started as
the resolution was not the same as a statute, it became the first legislative document that expressly
referred to changes of the agrarian system in Poland, the forerunner of which it was. The parliamen-
tary debate about it was continued in 1920 during the Polish-Bolshevik war. In July 1920 the Red
Army offensive was intensified with the Bolsheviks capturing the Polish cities of Mińsk, Vilnius,
Grodno and Pińsk, where they started to organise their government structures. Poland risked losing
its freshly regained independence. A fear was felt, reinforced by a real threat, that Polish peasants
would support the Bolsheviks in anticipation of land redistribution; so in order to avoid this, the
land reform bill was passed promptly thanks to an agreement achieved under such a threat by previ-
ously arguing parliamentary factions. According to Stanisław Kutrzeba: ‘in the time when Russian
Armies were marching through Poland, the Sejm unanimously : : : passed the land reform imple-
mentation bill (15th July 1920). The battle was over. This unanimity allowing the bill to be passed, due
to such a context of fear, is a convincing proof of how much hope the reform raised.’67

Legislative acts concerning land redistribution
Two basic legislative acts concerning land redistribution were passed in the Second Polish
Republic: the Act of 15th July 1920 on Land Reform Implementation,68 and the Act of 28th

December 1925 on Land Reform Implementation.69

According to the first statute, the property to be managed by the Central Land Property
Office was to include not only state-owned land, but also big private estates and certain church
estates. Compulsory buy-out of private property was started. A maximum size of farm was fixed
(180 hectares, except for 60 hectares in industrial and urban areas and 400 hectares in the east of
Poland and in certain areas formerly occupied by Prussia). Owners of large estates subject to
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compulsory buy-outs could keep one folwark (a farm with outbuildings). As to the buy-out price,
it was statutorily fixed to half of an average market price paid for estates of similar size located in
the area concerned. This meant only partial compensation.

The provision concerning partial compensation was contrary to the Constitution of 17 March
1921, according to which ownership was protected by law and it could be terminated or limited
only with full compensation.70

New legislation, which eliminated this inconsistency, was passed in the form of the Land
Reform Implementation Act of 28th December 1925, according to which the agrarian system
of Poland should be based on farms of various types and sizes, which would be owned by their
holders and which shall be capable of efficient production. This vision was to become realised by
means of enlarging micro-farms and the establishment of new independent ones. To this end,
state-owned land, certain church property and property of some other public institutions, along
with surplus land of large landowners, were to be divided into parcels and redistributed among
peasants. The Act provided for a land area limit of 180 hectares, which was not subject to expro-
priation (in industrial and urban areas this limit amounted to sixty hectares, and in the eastern
borderlands to three hundred hectares). The annual land redistribution quota or requirement
amounted to 200,000 hectares. According to the Act, the quota was to be complemented by redis-
tribution of private land. Compulsory buy-outs were to follow in case the quota could not be
fulfilled. Payments for land, subject to compulsory buy-outs, were to be made partially in cash
and in state debt securities in gold, according to their nominal values, and partially in other debt
securities according to their current values, but not lower than 70 per cent of nominal values of
these securities. The system of payment for this land reform was relatively complex. The Act also
provided for principles of redistribution, types and area of new farms.

Statistical results of redistribution
As a result of the reform, by 1938, 2,654,800 hectares of land had undergone redistribution into
734,100 parcels, 153,600 of them becoming so-called independent colonies (that is, farms), and the
rest being additional parcels established as a result of subdivision of land between neighbours,
special parcels and other parcels.71 The share of newly established farms (that is, independent
farms) in the total area of land subject to redistribution amounted to 53.9 per cent, and the average
landed area of such a farm amounted to 9.3 hectares (the average area of so-called additional
parcels amounting to two hectares).72

The land parcelled in the period 1919–38 was acquired by 629,900 people, of whom 90.3 per cent
were farmers. Among those, 71.6 per cent were running under-subsistence farms.73

According to the Land Reform Implementation Act of 1925, redistribution could concern state-
owned or private land. According to the data, the land acquired by farmers who were running
farms of up to fifty hectares in the period 1919–38 originated mostly from private property
(70.2 per cent of land), the rest coming from the state-owned stock.74

In the first years of regained independence, political and economic conditions were not
yet stable, which had an unfavourable effect on economic policy and redistribution in general,
and especially that concerning private land (land supply was limited). According to Mieczysław
Mieszczankowski: ‘State land served in those years as a type of safety valve within the society,
as it tamed revolutionary moods of the peasant masses.’75 This is why mostly state-owned land
was subject to redistribution.

As the socio-political situation became more stable, redistribution gained pace. Between
1922–31, which were the ‘golden years’ of the reform, the greatest amount of land was redistrib-
uted: 65.8 per cent of private land and 70.8 per cent of state-owned land, which was redistributed
in the entire 1919–38 period.76 The absolute peak was observed between 1926–8, that is, during
the years of economic prosperity. In those years, on average 227,500 hectares per year underwent
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redistribution, as compared to an average of only 82,200 hectares per year in the first three years of
reform (1919–21).77

The process slowed down considerably due to the world economic crisis, especially between
1932–6. In 1932 only 74,100 hectares went into redistribution, and in 1934 only 56,500 hectares.
This was due to the low level of income in agriculture, which translated into lower demand
for land. According to Czesław Noniewicz,78 an average income from farm production in
1934/1935 amounted to 37 per cent of the income generated in 1927/1928.

Land demand was also conditioned by the ‘land craving’ phenomenon, that is, peasants’ desire
for land possession. Land hunger influenced land prices in all districts of Poland, but the influence
varied from region to region. The most intensive aspiration for land was observed in the southern
part of Poland, where according to statistics, arable land redistribution amounted to 0.45 hectares
per farmer (in the western part of Poland, except Silesia, it was 0.97 hectares).79 Peasants’ pressure
for land acquisition was strong also because for them land did not only mean capital, but ‘a work-
shop which ensured at least a certain level of economic independence : : : For the sake of that
independence our peasants are ready for big sacrifices’.80

The prices paid to farmers for agricultural products as well as the prices of industrial goods
purchased by farmers also played a significant role in land demand. From the onset of the
world economic crisis, since 1929, the prices of agricultural products fell twice as quickly as
the prices of industrial products. In the crisis years (1930–6) the differential decline between
sector prices consistently exceeded thirty percentage points.81 Later this gap was narrower: in
1937, the difference was fourteen points; in 1938, it was twenty-one points; and in 1939, it was
twenty-eight points.82

Loan interest was another factor to affect land purchase. In the interwar period the loan price
was quite high. According to Mieszczankowski,83 the official short-term loan interest rate
amounted to 24 per cent in the beginning of 1926; in the following years it was gradually lowered
to 11–13 per cent (1930–2); from 1933 it was on a stable 9.5 per cent level.

The combination of the above-mentioned and other circumstances occurring during the period
of land reform resulted in regular downwards and upwards trends: in some years the area subject
to redistribution exceeded 200,000 hectares, and in some other years, due to lack of demand for
land, the statutory annual redistribution quota target was not achieved. Due to the economic crisis,
the slower pace of redistribution and Poland’s financial situation, from 1931 the land redistribu-
tion target was lowered – for example, the 1933 quota was set to 80,500 hectares and in 1934 it was
75,000 hectares.84

However, with time, the land stock was depleted. According to Marian Dütz,85 in 1937 the land
stock that should have been subject to a better redistribution plan amounted to mere 614,300 hectares.
Needless to say, until that year the land stock subject to reform was almost totally depleted in the
eastern provinces, and it was significantly reduced in central and southern provinces, which made
the reform efforts relatively more intensive in the west. In those provinces that featured the least over-
population, a settlement action was started according to the policy of minister Józef Poniatowski.
However, the scope of the action was inadequate to the needs of the villages located in the overpopu-
lated areas.86

The effect of redistribution on changes in agrarian structure
An analysis of the effects of redistribution on changing agrarian structure will tell us whether the
objectives of the reform – namely the establishment of new independent farms capable of efficient
production and enlargement of under-subsistence micro-farms to the size of independent and
efficient units – were achieved.

In the years under analysis, large properties (over fifty hectares) as well as state-owned property
decreased in size for the sake of small private farms (of less than fifty hectares). The share of the
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latter in the total area of arable land increased by 7.8 percentage points while the share of the
former decreased by 6.1 points. Land area owned by the state decreased by 1.7 points. Those
changes contributed to the increase of the share of farms below fifty hectares from 51.7 per cent
to 59.5 per cent of the total arable area.87 Their arable area increased by 2,920,000 hectares
(by 13 per cent). At the same time the arable area of large private farms decreased by 20.1 per cent,
and the commons area decreased by 9.8 per cent.88

It has to be pointed out that not all the increase in the area of peasant farms meant real increase
in the property held. Some portion of that increase accounted for land assigned for abolished
easements,89 and another relatively small part originated from the abolition of common land
(a nominal increase). Of the 3,176,400 hectares by which the area of peasant family farms
increased in the period 1918–38, the major part was the land acquired as a result of redistribution
(79.5 per cent), but a considerable part included land acquired as a result of abolished easements
(18.7 per cent). An insignificant portion (1.7 per cent) accounted for land obtained as a result of
abolishment of common land.90

One has to remember that inheritance also played a considerable role in the establishment
of new farms. This is confirmed by the results of a questionnaire survey by the Institute of
Social Economy. It appears that during the period 1920–34, out of the total number of farms
surveyed (4,742), 43.1 per cent did not change their area size, 38.1 per cent of farms increased
or decreased their area, and 18.8 per cent were newly established farms.91 Among the latter,
72.2 per cent were inherited farms, subject to area change via inheritance processes, and only
6.3 per cent were established as a result of redistribution.92 The conclusion made by Konstanty
Czerniewski is clear and unequivocal: ‘Changes in the agrarian structure of Polish farms are
heading towards division of farm structure below the level of self-subsistence. This is because of
inheritance law.’93

One has to add that Mieczysław Mieszczankowski,94 in his compilation of data concerning
all Poland, presents a bigger percentage of newly established farms as a result of redistribution,
13.4 per cent, including relatively the largest percentage in the west of Poland, 34.4 per cent, and
the lowest percentage in the south, 9.5 per cent. These figures confirm a general observation that in
the interwar period it was division of farms as a result of inheritance that was a chief factor in new
farm formation.

A land transfer account during the years of land reform in Poland (by farm size) confirms
that the process of farm fragmentation was under way.95 In the group of farms with areas not
exceeding two hectares, as much as 45.4 per cent (from among the 1,382,400 hectares in 1938)
were newly established farms. About half of this number (24.8 per cent), although still com-
prising many newly established farms, accounted for farms the size of which ranged from
two to five hectares. Comparatively, the percentage of newly established farms in the twenty
to fifty hectares group was only 3.8 per cent. Thus, land reform did not stop the process of farm
fragmentation.96

The analysis of changes in the structure of farms below fifty hectares in Poland confirms their
growing trend in the Second Republic. In 1921–38 the total number of farms grew by 1,051,000
(by 23.3 per cent), and although the number of farms in all size groups increased, in general terms
the smaller the farm size, the faster the increase of such farms. The difference in the growth among
the two extreme groups was quite considerable. The zero to two hectares group increased by
36.4 per cent, the two to five hectares group by 34 per cent, and the ten to twenty hectares group
by 18.9 per cent. The twenty to fifty hectares group expanded by only 8.6 per cent (under a quarter
that of the zero to two hectares group).97

Regarding the structure of newly established farms, for the zero to two hectares farms it was
35.1 per cent, for two to five hectares farms it was 36.9 per cent, for ten to twenty hectare farms,
6.5 per cent, and for twenty to fifty hectare farms, 0.7 per cent. This arguably means that the
smallest farms saw the biggest increase in absolute numbers. Thus, redistribution did not contrib-
ute to optimal development of the number of independent efficient farms.
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Conclusion
The results of the land reform showed as numbers: the redistribution of 2,654,800 hectares of land
and the establishment of 734,100 new farms may justify a statement that land reform in the
Second Polish Republic certainly sought to achieve its objectives.

The economists of the Second Republic were aware of the fact that even if all the land of big
farms was subject to redistribution, it was not enough to make all the family farms self-subsistent.
Despite this, the subsequent ministers of agriculture consistently implemented the reforms,
as in their opinion they could partially alleviate the socio-economic problems of rural inhabitants.
The land reform was consistently implemented despite insufficient and unsatisfactory results.

To sum up, one can say that in the Second Republic, the scale of positive changes in farm struc-
ture was relatively small. First of all, land redistribution did not result in a clear improvement
of ownership structure and size of farms. Farm fragmentation was still the most evident feature
of interwar Poland though these increasing small farms, while perhaps not agriculturally or eco-
nomically an optimal solution in terms of the range of possible distributions of agrarian structures,
did at least help to assuage the well-documented land craving among rural inhabitants, and con-
tributed also to stave off landed protests, unrest and Bolshevik sympathies of those on the land.

The progress and results of the reform could have been maximised and more durable if the
non-agricultural sector had been better developed, as it would have absorbed the surplus popula-
tion from the agricultural sector, had a sufficient number of rural inhabitants migrated to indus-
trialised urban areas. Instead, the presented increase of the number of smallest farms was chiefly a
result of farm fragmentation caused by overpopulation of rural areas and lack of possibilities for
the rural population to work outside agriculture. This process overlapped with an increased rural
population. During 1921–38 the rural population in Poland grew by 4,144,000,98 a growth of
17 per cent, and the increase of the agricultural population in 1921–31 amounted to 2,334,281,99

(12.6 per cent).
Lastly, but not least, the potential results of the agrarian reforms are not truly known, as they

were not completed. The Second World War effectively halted the process of land reform in the
Second Polish Republic.
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