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ARND BAUERKÄMPER (ed.), ‘Junkerland in Bauernhand’? Durchfüh-
rung, Auswirkungen und Stellenwert der Bodenreform in der Sowjetischen
Besatzungszone, Historische Mitteilungen im Auftrag der Ranke-Gesell-
schaft, Beiheft 20 (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1996), 230 pp. ISBN 3 515
06994 1. DM 74.00

One tends to think of the former German Democratic Republic as a
predominantly urban society, containing, as it did, such conurbations as
Dresden, Leipzig, and Halle, marching towards smokestack socialism.
Yet, around the hammer and dividers at the centre of the national
emblem curled the wheatsheaves of the countryside. The GDR always
referred to itself as the ‘Workers’-and-Peasants’ State’. Especially in the
northern regions of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Brandenburg it
was indeed almost completely rural, constituting a large part of the
imaginary land of ‘East Elbia’, home of the Junkers. Moreover, the
destruction wrought by the Second World War, in the shape of bombing
and evacuations, and the influx of refugees in its wake, turned eastern
Germany into an even more rural society than it had been before 1939.
This ruralization by default was brought to a head by the land reform
in the Soviet Zone of 1945, which broke up the landed estates and
redistributed them to hundreds of thousands of smallholders and
refugees. Despite the magnitude of these changes at the time, and the
legal wrangling they have created since reunification, we nevertheless
know relatively little about this massive upheaval. Only recently has
Norman Naimark devoted a chapter to the issue in his excellent
Russians in Germany, but Arnd Bauerkämper’s edited volume, based on
a 1995 conference, is the first in-depth study and is thus very much to
be welcomed.

The diplomatic historian, Jochen Laufer, opens by examining the
role of Soviet Military Government (SMAD). It is true that land reforms
occurred in all territories under Soviet control in eastern Europe after
1945, yet it was not at all clear to the German Communists returning
under Ulbricht that this would be the case in the Soviet Zone (SBZ).
Their reports to Moscow in the late spring of 1945 did not contain calls
for agrarian change, since they were primarily concerned to stabilize
the situation in the countryside, not to engage in potentially disruptive
experiments. For reasons which remain obscure, Stalin appears to have
changed his mind in early June, when he directed visiting KPD leaders
to instigate an immediate democratic land reform. This duly appeared
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a few days later in the party’s refounding appeal as the call for the
‘liquidation of large landed estates’. The Soviet apparatus itself seems
to have been caught on the hop by this policy initiative. The SMAD’s
Agriculture Department first made proposals for a more sweeping
reform, including even Großbauern in the 40 to 100 hectare category.
Stalin apparently opted for a more liberal variant. Indeed, the final cut-
off point of 100 hectares – an area one kilometre by one kilometre – was
more lenient than the usual 50 hectares in other eastern European
countries, since the Soviets were clearly at pains to limit potential
opposition in the German countryside. Yet Laufer is sceptical about
subsequent Soviet claims, for instance in Semenov’s memoirs, that
Moscow had always been the voice of moderation. In practice the
SMAD insisted on a hard line, refusing to allow expropriated landowners
a rump estate or the right of abode in their home district. In 1947, for
instance, there was a renewed wave of banishments of the local
squirearchy and demolitions of manorial homes. Yet what does seem
certain is that the various land reform decrees, issued by the German
Land administrations in September, were practically verbatim copies of
a draft law originally drawn up by Semenov and the Soviet People’s
Commissariat of Foreign Affairs earlier in the summer. Moscow was
taking few chances.

What is more tantalizing in Laufer’s account is the ‘informal’ means
by which the local military governors were supposed to steer through
land reform, and to which he only alludes on p. 28. The Russians proved
themselves masters of heavy-handed obstructionism and it would have
been useful to have had some examples of how military government
operated on the ground. He none the less nicely highlights the wider
political importance of land reform. It was not carried out merely to
solve economic or refugee problems. The Soviets were hopeful that
unilateral socio-economic restructuring in their zone might be just as
effective as diplomatic forays in solving the ‘German question’ to their
advantage. It is also clear that the Soviets were aware from the outset
that this would cause ructions with the western members of the Allied
Control Council, but that they were prepared to risk conflict.

Saxony-Anhalt was chosen as the testing ground for reform in order
to circumvent anticipated Christian Democratic opposition in the central
anti-fascist bloc in Berlin, by creating a regional fait accompli. Despite the
fact that even the KPD was only fully apprised less than two weeks
before the event, the Communist party soon became the SMAD’s main
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motor of reform. Several authors in the volume speculate about whether
Ulbricht and fellow leaders were banking on a spontaneous grass roots
movement to help them through the breakneck timetable. From late
August 1945 the party was indeed instructing its district and local
organizations to unleash a massive wave of propaganda, culminating
in a rally at Kyritz where KPD leader Wilhelm Pieck issued the famous
slogan ‘Junkerland in Bauernhand’ on 2 September. Yet, since this
popular movement failed to materialize, with hesitant farmers and
labourers insisting on legal backing, the KPD resorted to an adminis-
trative campaign from above in the various regional governments and
local land commissions.

It is already well known that there was stiff opposition to the
envisaged expropriation without compensation from the Christian
Democrats in the SBZ. This stance even cost Christian Democratic
leaders Hermes and Schreiber their jobs in December. It is a pity
therefore that there is not a contribution on the CDUD (Christlich
Demokratische Union Deutschlands) in its own right. Nevertheless,
Andreas Malycha gives us new insights into the less strained relationship
between Communists and Social Democrats. From the outset the eastern
SPD had recognized the need to work with the KPD, yet its leadership
under Grotewohl was taken very much by surprise by a KPD line which
seemed to be encouraging a class of smallholding capitalists. Even
among the rank and file of the KPD there were misgivings about this un-
Marxist policy. The SPD was also perturbed at the implications of losing
the economies of scale of the estates to a mass of unviable smallholdings.
Instead, it called for state nationalization of land and the formation of
co-operatives. It also preferred to see the Allied Control Council deciding
the issue. Malycha also documents numerous forlorn complaints that
the KPD was railroading the other parties with the impossibly fast
tempo. Nevertheless, despite the differences over means, the Social
Democrats clearly agreed over the ends of land redistribution. The
party’s agrarian expert, Klimpel, even envisaged a reagrarianization of
Germany and the necessity for a long-term settlement policy. Harking
back to Weimar schemes, allotment gardeners and smallholders were to
be the pioneers in the new socialist state.

After an exploration of central decision-making in the opening
chapters there follows a series of Land-by-Land case-studies. Manfred
Wille deals with the pilot region, Saxony-Anhalt, chosen for its strong
pool of industrial workers to provide back-up in the countryside. At the
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crucial first Landtag session KPD leader Wilhelm Koenen was under
orders to accept no amendments to Communist proposals, but despite
the KPD’s pressure tactics, was unable to overcome Christian Democratic
and Liberal objections. Only threats from the Communists and Social
Democrats to split the anti-fascist bloc, and the thinly veiled disapproval
of the SMA, forced through the land reform decree. Desperate for some
other legitimation, the KPD looked to history. Expropriation was justified
as atonement for the Bauernlegen of the sixteenth century, citing Thomas
Müntzer’s call to arms, ‘nicht länger sein der Knecht!’. In one symbolic
quid pro quo, a descendant of this early-modern expropriation was
even ceremonially handed back the land taken from his forebears four
hundred years before.

Siegfried Kuntsche covers the lati fundia heartlands in the northern
region of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern. Stressing the political consensus of
the four anti-fascist parties in 1945, aided by a left-leaning CDUD, he
demonstrates that local Communists and Social Democrats in some cases
tried to mitigate the sweeping nature of the changes. Nevertheless, even
here the KPD resorted to procedural tactics to limit genuine discussion
and evaded parliamentary scrutiny in the many district land commissions.
Unsurprisingly, Mecklenburg yielded the highest area of tilled land (54
per cent) to expropriation (in Thuringia it was only 15 per cent). In sum,
2,199 private landowners were affected, including 472 estates, but so were
the state settlement co-operatives founded during the Weimar Republic.
Interestingly, church property remained exempt. One might easily also
overlook the fact that 450 large farmsteads were included under the
provisions against Nazi activists and war criminals. One did not have to
be a Junker to fall within the scope of reform; active Nazi membership
made expropriation an integral part of denazification. Moreover, as
Kuntsche reminds us, there were structural as well as political reasons for
reform of the big estates. Foreign forced labourers, the wartime mainstay
on the land, had been repatriated and many of the estates’ original
labourers were still being held as POWs. Only 30 per cent of cattle
survived after 1945 and many horses had either been commandeered by
the Wehrmacht or taken by fleeing Germans or foreign workers. Last but
by no means least, the Red Army continued to requisition considerable
numbers of livestock. The dismantling of repair shops and saw mills left
Mecklenburg further underequipped. All told, 77,178 new plots were
created, half falling to agricultural workers and half to refugees and
expellees. Yet, considering that almost a million refugees had arrived in

Land Reform in the Soviet Zone



108

Mecklenburg, the fact that only 39,000 families received such land puts
the reform into perspective. It has been one of the enduring truisms of
the redistribution that it served mainly the interests of the refugee
Neubauern, but other authors in the volume show that local nepotism
invariably put the indigenous population at the front of the queue. Until
at least the early 1950s ‘resettlers’ had an uphill struggle to make do with
inadequate tools; even in 1951, 39 per cent of arable crops in Mecklenburg
were still being harvested by scythe! Kuntsche may be somewhat of a
statistical fetishist, and the figures take some wading through, but the
clear implication of all this evidence is that, in the short term, the land
reform caused more problems than it solved.

Brandenburg was also a heartland of the landed estates. Arnd
Bauerkämper, in what is probably the most thought-provoking piece in
the volume, highlights the continuities in the countryside. The KPD/
SED simply did not have the wherewithal to transform it overnight. In
the immediate wake of war, chaos reigned and led to a localization of
politics, rendering local patronage networks doubly important. The
eastern approaches to Berlin through the Oderbruch had been
particularly ravaged by war. Here parish land commissions, consisting
of labourers and smallholders with less than 5 hectares, presided over
what was by all accounts an emotionally-charged event. The Landrat,
party representatives, Soviet officers, clergy, and, of course, the farmers
and their families themselves, took part in what were ritual acts,
complete with village street garlands. The land allocated was tied, with
no possibility of sale or lease, and as in Mecklenburg, a smallholding
agrarian structure emerged. In the early days, however, newly em-
powered small farmers were reluctant to seize the initiative. Former
estate managers continued to influence former employees and some
estates were still worked collectively, much to the aggravation of the
authorities. Indigenous farmers kept outsiders away from much of the
best land or machinery, giving preference to friends and relatives. As
one administration noted in 1946: ‘The relationship between the old
farmers  and the new farmers in the province Mark Brandenburg is
generally described as not good’ (pp. 81-2). Under these circumstances
it is easy to understand why by 1950, 2,000 Neubauern had left the
countryside. In terms of forging a new political clientele among the
peasantry, the SED had correspondingly modest success. Local elections
in the autumn of 1945 showed only limited KPD gains compared with
Weimar, and by 1947 less than 10 per cent of SED members were farmers.
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In Saxony agriculture had traditionally been a small-scale affair,
with farms falling mainly in the 5 to 20 hectare category. This trend was
accentuated with the land reform, which permitted parcels of land no
larger than 5 to 10 hectares. Like other contributors, Ulrich Kluge puts
the land reform in the broader context of the ravaged post-war economy
and the long-standing need for reform. The 1946 harvest was about a
quarter below the wartime norm. Despite the authorities’ lack of an
overview of farm inventories, the SMA pushed through a local command
economy after systematically destroying the old land registers. Although
the Altbauern bore the brunt of this new quota system – despite some
local authorities helpfully falsifying figures to cover up a thriving black
market economy! – even in a region of smallholders it was the old large
farmers who maintained their social patronage. Thuringia had even
fewer estates and saw many large and even medium farmers fall victim
to expropriation under the denazification regulations. Yet, as Jochen-
Christoph Kaiser shows, relatively little land went to landless workers,
and in Thuringia only 5 per cent of Neubauern were from beyond the
Oder-Neisse. Many refugees simply arrived too late to benefit or were
frozen out by existing village networks. Nevertheless, the land reform
did succeed in Kaiser’s view in creating a limited clientele for the SED
in the region. He calculates that about 8 per cent of the population
benefited directly one way or another, rendering them complicit with
the ruling party and thus with a vested interest in the preservation of the
system.

Wolfgang Meinicke has already written more generally about the
experience of refugees in the SBZ. Here he focuses on their experience
of land reform. Initially many refugees hoped to return east and showed
little interest in settling in the countryside. They received proportionally
most land in the north of the SBZ – in Mecklenburg, for instance, 39 per
cent of new farmers were refugees. By the end of the reform 91,155
refugees made up 43.3 per cent of all new farmers with an average plot
of 8.4 hectares – about the size of a large British back garden! Meinicke
also shows how the scale of migration tangibly shaped the process.
Local authorities had to cut the cake very small in order to accommodate
the continuing influx. Here, too, locals found devious ways to marginalize
their new neighbours. In one village lots were drawn for cattle, with
each local receiving one cow, but with every other refugee literally
drawing the short straw and receiving nothing. Similarly, in arable
areas newcomers were often allocated the poorest soil. By 1947 less than
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a third of refugees had a farmhouse to live in, forcing them to live in
communal quarters, and by 1949 it was still less than half, helping to
explain the high failure rate of refugee farms.

Jonathan Osmond concentrates on women’s experience of agrarian
change, pointing out the high proportion of women in agriculture after
the decimation of men by war. Moreover, the majority of refugees were
women and children. In the absence of males the brunt of expropriation
was frequently borne by wives and daughters, and the legal loopholes
of ownership were exploited to the disadvantage of female heads of
family. Osmond also provides fascinating insights into the experience
of expropriation, with its harshness and arbitrariness, which few other
contributors in the volume attempt. Yet even among the new owners,
women found it difficult to penetrate the male chauvinist environment
of the tractor stations and peasant co-operatives, so much so that
between 1946 and 1949, 2,675 women farmers returned their holdings
after their husbands had failed to reappear. Later on, once collectivization
had begun in the 1950s, women were often the last to join; others
perceived the benefits of collective crèches and laundries to alleviate the
back-breaking work in the fields. Osmond concludes by describing
women’s leaders such as Frieda Haas, active in the Vereinigung der
gegenseitigen Bauernhilfe, who hoped for a general change in gender
relations, but were largely ignored by the SED hierarchy.

The contrasting situation in western Germany is examined in
contributions by Ulrich Enders and Peter Exner. After the initial anti-
fascist, and above all anti-militarist, consensus, the western Allies
concentrated on presenting reform as a means to increased production.
Particularly in the British Zone there was a genuine fear of a food
catastrophe, but this was also used as an argument for not going ‘too
far’. Yet land reform was still recognized as one of the last remaining
areas of possible four-power co-operation in the unfolding Cold War. In
1947, after the Moscow Council of Foreign Ministers, the three western
occupiers attempted to keep the wartime alliance going with legislation
for land reform, but Enders sees this as little more than quadripartite
lipservice. In the end, land reform probably did more to harm East-West
relations. Although keen at the time to avoid a public rift, the Americans
and British criticized the timing and dubious legality of events in the
SBZ. The federal parliaments in the western zones were soon using the
same arguments to put the brakes on more moderate plans in their
areas, which were ultimately watered down to nullity. There were, in
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any case, less than 2,000 estates in private hands in the British and
American Zones (many more were under corporate ownership). The
Americans’ proposed Siedlungsgesetz was little more than a sop to more
radical demands; instead the Anglo-Americans were seeking more
liquidity and capitalization of the land market, while at the same time
staunchly defending the principle of private property.

In a final piece, a micro-study of the parish of Ottmarsbocholt in
Westphalia, Peter Exner follows the trials and tribulations of the Silesian
refugees who were imported into this Catholic, smallholding milieu
after 1945. Many did not come from a rural background, but even those
who did found it difficult to acquire land in this tight-knit community.
By the early 1960s only 2.8 per cent of Westphalia’s farmers were former
refugees. Other former farmers from the East had to take a social step
down as farmhands, or, when the economic upturn came in the 1950s,
left for factory jobs in the Ruhr. Ottmarsbocholters also effectively
excluded refugees from the important parish council committees. The
few Social Democratic refugee members found themselves confronted
by a solid CDU bloc. Of all the authors, Exner also goes furthest into the
demographics of change, using marriage as a litmus test of integration.
Marriages between locals and refugees were far from the norm, and if
they did occur, then involved those lower down the village hierarchy.
Religious affiliation still played a major role in village social stratification:
refugees were effectively barred from the shooting club (Catholics
only), whereas the riding club was reserved for the well-to-do. The
refugee association similarly showed little interest in involving locals,
cocooning itself in members-only cultural evenings in front of the
inevitable Heimat film. Only in the village football team was there any
significant opening up. Exner’s conclusion is that the much-touted
rapid integration of refugees into West German society was a far more
painful and slower process than has generally been accepted.

It is, of course, for the new insights into East German rural life that
this collection is unique. Arnd Bauerkämper is to be congratulated on
bringing together such a comprehensive range of contributions. As he
himself points out on p. 70, in the past social historical analysis of this
event has suffered at the expense of political accounts. If there is any
criticism of the volume, it is that it has not gone far enough in this
direction, especially in terms of experiential history. Readers do not get
very much metaphorical mud on their boots from such an earthy
subject. The experience from below, among both winners and losers, is
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nevertheless crucial to an understanding of the workings and limitations
of the East German state. For many years to come the SED clearly saw
the countryside as ‘enemy territory’, where the village policeman was
often cold-shouldered by village notables whose political pasts put
them in direct conflict with the new social order. It is at the micro-level,
as this volume hints, that the complexities of Communist rule in an anti-
Communist environment will become more apparent.

Patrick Major is Lecturer in History at the University of Warwick. He is
the author of The Death of the KPD. Communism and anti-Communism in
West Germany, 1945-1956 (1997) and is currently working on a social
history of the building of the Berlin Wall.
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