https://doi.org/10.3176/hum.soc.sci.1994.3.10
Proc. Estonian Acad. Sci. Humanities and Social Sciences, 1994, 43, 3, 320—325

THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF AGRARIAN
REFORM IN LATVIA

Andrejs PLAKANS
lIowa State U?xiversity. Ames, Iowa 50011, U.S.A.
Presented by P. Jérve
Received January 20, 1994; accepted February 17, 1994

The present essay is an attempt to lay out what an explicitly social history of
agrarian reform in the Latvian territories needs to investigate. In the course of time, as
these research directions are pursued, there should emerge a history of the agrarian
reforms that describes not only the reforms as such, - their economic intentions and
economic*impact, but also their social intention and social impact.

Historically, among Latvians, radical alterations of rural life —
the kinds of changes connoted by the phrase “agrarian reform” — have
not always had the positive connotations the words carry in the English
language. The phrase has been used in connection with at least six
such major transformations in the past two hundred years: the 1804
peasant law in Livland, the emancipation of serfs in Kurland and Liv-
land in the 1817—1819 period, the laws of the 1850s and 1860s that
permitted Latvian peasants to start buying land, the agrarian reform of
the early 1920s, the collectivization of the late 1940s, and the privati-
zation of agricultural land that is going on now and will continue for
.some time.! But as virtually all other events in Latvian history, these
changes are interpreted differently by the several interpretative tra-
ditions of Latvian history. If the historiography of each event — each
“reform” — is examined carefully, then it becomes obvious that the
;dominant understanding of it does not necessarily place it into a
sequence of continuous progress. Many Latvian historians, for example,
. have measured all these reforms by whether or not they reversed the
" situation created by the arrival of the German crusading orders in the
twelfth century, which changed Latvians into an enserfed peasantry
~holding land from a feudal élite rather than owning it. Against this
standard all “reforms” in subsequent centuries fall short. Thus the seri
emancipation, though creating the beginnings of personal freedom, did
so without land; land purchases starting in the 1860s immediately
. .magnified .the problem of landlessness because much land remained in
the possession of non-Latvians; and the collectivization of the late
'1940s, accompanied by massive deportations of the so-called kulaks,

! For more detailed description of each “reform”, see Strods, H. Latvijas lauksimnie
cibas vesture. Riga, 1992,
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forced onto the:Latvian countryside a form of agrarian organization
that was said to have been alien to its historical traditions, and sub-
ordinated their work to plans made in faraway places. Only the agrarian
reforms of the 1920s and the current slowly moving privatization appear
in these interpretation to be truly rectifying historic injustices. In the
abstract, “agrarian reform” can always be made to sound progressive,
but when examined within differing frames of interpretation the history
of such “reforms” always becomes ambiguous. J

In the Latvian case, though we have various histories of Latvian
agriculture — such as Svabe's and more recently that of Strods? —
we do not have a history of agrarian reform as such, nor a
history that places agrarian reform in the context of the social
history of the Latvian territory of the Baltic littoral.® Moreover, most
of the standard Latvian history surveys that touch on the subject of
agrarian reforms do not attempt to link them, in a persuasive way, to
general social history of the kind that has been pursued by Western®
historians for some time now.* The present essay is an attempt to lay
out, by focusing on the reforms of the 1920s, what an explicitly social
history of agrarian reform in the Latvian territories needs to investigate.
In the course of time, as these research directions are pursued, there
should emerge a history of the agrarian reforms that would describe not
only the reforms as such, their economic goals and economic impact.
but also their social intentions and social impact; they should also
contain an evaluation of whether the actual results of the reforms bore
any relations to the changes the reformers had intended to make.

The basic facts of the 1920s agrarian reform in Latvia are fairly well
knowns In 1920 the Latvian Constitutional Convention promulgated
the basic agrarian reform laws, which, among other things, created a
State Land Fund. These laws permitted the new state to nationalize
1203 landed estates and half-estates (muiZas and pusmuiZas) with
a total area of about 734 thousand hectares and to transfer control
over this land to the Land Fund. During the 1920s the confiscated land
was redistributed to various categories of people, including veterans
of the independence wars and the local rural landless people. It is
estimated that by the mid-1930s, some 143,000 holdings had been newly
created or enlarged by these reforms (or about 50% of all agricultural
holdings listed in the 1935 census).® Estimates of the number of persons
affected by the reforms are not available, but if we assume g farming
family of three (parents and a child), then the number of perséns.
whose lives were directly affected by the reforms in Latvia could be
as high as 300,000 persons or about 20—25% of the country’s total
population. There is an estimate that in Lithuania similar reforms

! Svabe, A. GrundriB der Agrargeschichte Lettlands. Riga, 1928; Strods, H. Latvijas
lauksaimniecibas vesture. :

¥ On the right track toward the kind of history of reform that would be desirable
is Svabe, A. Zemes attiecibu un zemes reformu vésture Latvija. Riga, 1930. This
work, of course, does not include a full analysis of the 1920s reforms nor of the
post-World War II reforms. g

¢ Spekke, A. History of Latvia: An Outline. Stockholm, 1957; Bilmanis, A. A History
of Latvia. Princeton, 1951; Svabe, A. Latvijas veésture 1800—1914. Stockholm, 1959;
Silde, A. Latvijas vesture 1914—1940. Stockholm, 1976; Aizsilnieks, A. Latvijas saim-
niecibas vesture 1914—1945. Stockholm, 1968.

5 Aizsilnieks, A. Latvijas saimniecibas vesture 1914—1945, 242245 341—342, 497—
504, 711—736. For descriptions of the early stages and instrumentalities of the
1920s reform in Latvia see Mednis, A. Agrarais jautajums un zemes reformas Lat-
vija (Riga, 1924) and Markaus, V. (ed.). Agraras reformas gaita Latvija 1919—
1922 (Riga, 1922). For a statistical description of the accomplishments of agrarian
reform during the entire interwar period see the official publication of the Ministry

of Airiculture Latvijas agrara reforma (Riga, 1938).

* Rei, A. The Drama of the Baltic People. Stockholm, 1972, 137—138,
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affected the lives of some 200,000 persons.” These refarms were more
than economic events: they were social events as well by virtue of
their impact on the motivations, behavior, and futures of very large
numbers of people.

Within the limited confines of this essay, four points can be made.
First, judging by existing descriptions, historians of the 1920s agrarian
reforms have felt most impressed by their political significance and
scope, as well as by the break they represented with the centuries-long
I[1>atte1'ns of landownership in the Latvian territories. Consequently,

istorians have chronicled in great detail, first, the story of the legal
side of the reforms, because this is adequately documented in the
rimary sources; and second, the aggregate statistics pertaining to
and ownership: how many hectares were transferred to the national
Land Bank, how many were redistributed, how many land owners of
all types were created, and so forth. These aspects of the reform each
have their own significance, of course, but this kind of history runs
the risk of overemphasizing the uniqueness of the reforms and also
does not yield much by way of social-historical information. To bring
out the social-structural importance of the reforms we would need to
examine them as a phase of a process that transferred ownership rights
between various segments of the population residing in the Latvian
territory — segments defined by income, by nationality, by generation,
by residence, and by geography. Looked at from this vantage point
the reforms of the 1920s continued a process that had started much
earlier — in the 1860s and 1870s. The 1920s reforms, changed the
mechanisms of transfer, intensified its pace, and involved different sub-
populations of erstwhile non-owners. One might also add that as part
of an historical process the reforms cannot be dated by reference to the
passage of the reform legislation alone. Transfers that took place in
the 1920s are linked to those made earlier, as well as to those that
continued to be made to the very end of the Ulmanis period. All in all,
the social history framework carries the reminder that neither class
nor nationality are the only significant population categories and that
analysis should try to examine the trajectories of all manner of transfers.

Second, viewed as a complicated and interwovan series of title
transfers, the reforms of the 1920s are brought into the equally com-
plicated generational history of the Latvian and non-Latvian populations
of the Latvian territory because title of ownership is detached from
and transferred to individuals and families, all of whom have their
own microhistories. At this level, then, the administrative and economic
history of the reforms becomes social history in the deepest sense,
because tens of hundreds of title transfers the reforms entailed were a
part of the individualized histories of the former owners and the new
recipients. Those individual histories, as can be expected, differed from
each other in the extreme and ranged from the story of those titled
Ritterschaft families whose land was confiscated almost in its entirety,
to the entirely landless individuals to whom titles were granted. The
generation of persons who in the 1920s either lost their titles or gained
them was in each instance ome of a series of familial generations, and
their experience with the 1920s transfers was one phase of a longer
chain of experiences before the 1920s and after. The extent to which a
successful history of the 1920s reforms can be pursued on the basis

" Plakans, A. Agrarian reform in the Baltic states between the world wars: The his-
torical context. — In: An Overview of Rural Development Strategies for the
Baltics. Center for Agricultural and Rural Development, lowa State University.
Report 93-BR 9, March, 1993, 7—14,
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of documentation at this level is still an open question, but that that
story has this microdimension is without doubt. We might add that the
social history of land in other countries, even those where no agrarian
reforms took place, has still to be written from this point of view; and
that it can be done successfully only on the basis of archival information.

Third, within this same framework the question of the intentions
and results of the 1920s reforms becomes very important, with their
administrative history providing the historical evidence about the
intentions. The reforms were not simply an inevitable byproduct of the
emergence of the Latvian state but an instrument for accomplishing
certain ends, believed to be necessary for the success of the new state.
The new Latvian government was painfuly aware of the potentially
explosive problem of landlessness and of the need to act quickly to
defuse it. The resentments created by land hunger had been char-
acteristic of Latvian rural populations for a long time and to a great
extent explained the popularity of Bolshevik slogans during the years
immediately following independence. The enlargement of smallholder-
ship was thought to be the means through which these resentments
could be weakened and perhaps eliminated. There is also evidence:that
at least some of the reform advocates believed that the enlargement of
the number of landowners would have beneficial demographic con-
sequences: the availability of land would reverse the longterm ‘demo-
graphic features of the Latvian population: not to marry at all, or to
marry late, or to have relatively few children after marriage. The
currently available descriptions of the 1920s reforms have not adequately
pursued the question of whether these intentions were realized, or
indeed what kind of evidence is needed to judge whether they were
realized or not. There is evidence that the reforms, which did reduce
severely the numbers of landless and thus, presumably, the depth - of
social resentments, created a whole set of new problems pertaining to
smallholdership, which in turn had to be addressed by the national
government both in the 1920s and 1930s. A considerable number of
claimants sold their land immediately; others gave up farming in a few
years for various reasons. Also, a recent article® in Latvijas Zinatnu
Akadémijas Véstis suggests that at least among rural owners the demo-
graphic trends that were negative from the viewpoint of the Latvian
state were brought under control, if not reversed. On the whole, how-
ever, this question of intentions and results — particularly the question
of unintended results — needs much funther study. Pointing to the
1930s upward curve of agricultural productivity does not adequately
answer the question whether the reforms were sucessful in terms of all
the intentions the reformers had in mind.

Fourth, another social dimension of the 1920s reforms that has never
been adequately researched relates to the clash of interests within the
rural population during and after the reform. Though descriptions of
the agrarian reform generally deal with these clashes as administrative
matters, a thorough social history would have to document them fully.
Many Latvian farming families had already been owners of land for
at least two generations by the time of the 1920s reforms, and these
now faced new competition — for land and in production — by the
new farmers (jaunsaimnieki). One might mention from the outset that
this question of the impact of reforms on those who are not the subject
of the solicitude of the reformers has received very inadequate research
in the history of socioeconomic reform generally. The question of who

* Krastini, 0. Latvijas Republikas saimniecibas vesturiskie merki. = Zinatnu Aka-
demijas Véstis. Humanitaras Zinatnes, 1993, 1, 35—42.
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was or was not entitled to receive land from the national Land Fund
was dealt with in the Reform Law by the creation of various categories
of possible recipients — participants in the Latvian Independence Wars,
the local (pagasts) landless, the local smallholders who wanted ad-
ditional land, etc. — but the implementation of these categories proved
to be very difficult and created many disagreements at the local level.
Predictably, individuals who claimed the right to new land had very
complicated biographies and conflicts had to be resolved by local
reform committees. Equally predictably, as is always the case with land
reform, interests clashed: between existing farmers who wanted to
expand their holdings, arguing that larger farms were economically
more justifiable, and the new farmers; between those who claimed
participation in the Independence Wars and those who had actually
participated; between future heirs of new or enlarged farms; and
between the new farmers who expected help from the state so as to be
successful and those who were not entitled to demand such help. It
is tempting, of course, to immediately raise this question to the level
of class warfare, but this temptation has to be resisted because lack
of success was not necessarily the result of inadequate opportunity.
What has to be resisted with equal fervor, however, is what might be
called the “national unity” interpretation in which reform carried out by
the national government was by definition successful because it was
being carried out by an entity acting in the name of the “state” and
“the Latvian people”.

The historical research necessary for a thorough social history of
the 1920s agrarian reforms is now only in its first phase, which could
be termed the Fragestellung phase. Existing descriptions in terms of
aggregate economic statistics are a start, but they deal with the subject
in question mainly as an aspect of Latvian economic history. Insofar
as the 1920s reforms involved hundreds of thousands of persons and
tens of thousands of families, however, these reforms have also a
social dimension and have to be explored, on the basis of unused
archival evidence, with social-historical questions in mind. This ob-
servation, moreover, can be generalized to apply to all of the “agrarian
reform” of the past two hundred years. State-initiated and state-imple-
mented measures in all cases were meant to radically alter the social
lives and economic prospects of thousands of individuals and families,
always, according to the reformers, in a positive direction. But at this
moment we do not know if the intended effects were achieved, or if
there were unintended effects that were more important than the intended
ones, or if achieved affects were in fact due primarily to the reforms
or to other circumstances. The archives may in time yield satisfactory
answers to such questions.

AGRAARREFORMI SOTSIAALAJALUGU LATIS
Andrejs PLAKANS

Viimase kahesaja aasta jooksul on Léitis tehtud kuus agraarreformi,
mis on radikaalselt muutnud maaelu. Sellest hoolimata, et Lati pollu-
majandusajaloost on olemas arvukalt uurimusi, puudub ometi agraar-
reformi ajalugu késitletuna sotsiaalajaloo kontekstis. Senini on agraar-
reformide analiiiisil rohutatud kahte aspekti: reformide poliitilist tdht-
sust ja sajandeid kestnud maaomandisuhete lohkumist. T&helepanuta
on jddnud reformide méju tohutu hulga inimeste tulevikule, kditumisele,
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tegevuse motivatsioonile ning kogu iihiskonna sotsiaalse struktuuri muu-
tumisele. Kédesolevas kirjutises on piiiitud 1920. aastate Lati agraar-
reformide analiiiisi pohjal esile tuua agraarreformi sotsiaalajaloo aspek-
tid, mis vajaksid uurimist. Kompleksse kdsitluse tulemuseks peaks olema
agraarreformide ajalugu, mis ainult ei kirjelda reforme kui selliseid,
nende majanduslikke eesmérke ja majanduslikku moju, vaid ka sotsiaal-
seid eesmdrke ja sotsiaalset moju.

COUMHAJIbHASL UCTOPHUSA ATPAPHOHN PE®OPMbBI B JIATBUH
Anppeiic TIJIAKAHC

3a nocaeanune 200 ser B JlaTBHM npoBeeHO lIECTb arpapHbiX pedopm,
KOTOpbl€ pPaAHKaJbHO H3MEHHJH KH3Hb JAepeBHH. M XoTsl HanmHcano MHOro
paboOT Mo HCTOPHH ceJbCKOro xossiictBa JlaTBHH, Bce.:ke OTCYTCTBYeT HC-
c1e10BaHHe MO HCTOPHH arpapHeix pedopM, INpoBeleHHOE B KOHTEKCTE
couHaabHoii ucropuu. Ilpu paccmorpenun arpapHbix pedopm A0 CHX nop
NOAYEPKHBAJIHCh [Ba acnekTa: MX TMOJHTHUECKOe 3HAaueHHe H paspylieHHe
MOJAe/H CyUIeCTBOBABIUHX CTOJETHSIMH 3€MJIeBJaJe/bueCKHX OTHOIUIeHHH.
Bue BHHMaHHS ocTajgoch orpoMHoe BausiHue pedopM Ha Oyayuiee J0jef,
HX TOBeJeHHe, MOTHBALHIO AEATENbHOCTH H Ha H3MeHeHHe COUHAJbHOMH
CTPYKTYphl Bcero o6liecTsa.

B naHHOM 3cce M JesaeTcs MNONbITKA BHIIBHTb Ha OCHOBe aHaJiH3a
arpaphbix pedopm 1920-x romos B JlaTBHHM Te COLHAJbHO-HCTOpHYECKHE
aCneKTbl arpapHbix pedopM, KOTOpble HYKAAIOTCS B HEMOCPEACTBEHHOM
H3yyeHHH. Pe3ysbTaToM KOMIJIEKCHOTO pacCMOTPeHHsi AOJIKHA SBHTHCA
HCTOpHSI arpapHbix pedopM, KOTOpas ONMHCbIBAeT He TOJIbKO pedopMbl Kak
TaKOBble, HX 3KOHOMHYECKHE LeJdH H BJHSAHHE, HO H COLUAJbHBIE HedH H
COILHAJIbHOE BJHAHHE.
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