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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: As a consequence of the Versailles treaty system, Austria-Hungary and a part of Germany were 
divided between newly created successor States which tended to be as heterogeneous in their national 
and ethnic minorities as the predecessor empires. While the former dominant national or ethnic group 
became dominated by the majority group of the successor State, the new elites adopted often radical 
agrarian reforms in order to attribute land property not only to the poor masses but more generally to 
the dominating ethnicity. Thus, agrarian reforms served generally as a means to expropriate and expel 
the former dominating national or ethnic group, namely Germans, Hungarians, Saxons and the Siculi of 
Transylvania. The League of Nations followed from the very beginning these reforms: its Section of 
Minorities treated various minority petitions, claiming the violations of the Minorities Treaties. While 
recognizing the legitimacy of such reforms, the Council could address and prevent the execution of 
apparently discriminatory legal provisions, but it was unable to treat the phenomenon of “factual 
discrimination”, i.e. arbitrary practices in the implementation of otherwise egalitarian provisions. The 
paper compares the League’s action with regard of the concerned countries (Lithuania, Latvia, Poland and 
the three Little Entente States). 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

mailto:antal.berkes@gmail.com


Old and New Worlds: the Global Challenges of Rural History | International Conference, Lisbon, ISCTE-IUL, 27-30 January 2016 

 
2 

1. Introduction 

As a consequence of the Versailles treaty system, Central Eastern Europe was divided between 
newly created successor States which tended to be as heterogeneous in their national and ethnic 
minorities as the predecessor empires. While the former dominant national or ethnic group such 
as German, Hungarian or Russian owners of latifundia became dominated by the majority group 
of the successor State, the new elites adopted often radical agrarian reforms in order to attribute 
land property not only to the poor masses but more generally to the dominating ethnicity. Thus, 
agrarian reforms served generally as a means to expropriate and expel the former dominating 
national or ethnic group. On the other hand, as a reaction to the peasant rebellions of the early 
1900 and the Bolshevik threat after the World War, agrarian reforms constituted undoubtedly 
a political necessity for the newly created nations States. 

The League of Nations followed from the very beginning these reforms: its Section of Minorities 
treated various minority petitions, claiming the violations of the Minorities Treaties. While 
recognizing the legitimacy of such reforms, the Council could address and prevent the execution 
of apparently discriminatory legal provisions, but it was unable to treat the phenomenon of 
“factual discrimination”, i.e. arbitrary practices in the implementation of otherwise egalitarian 
provisions. In some of the cases, the League of Nations could settle the minority dispute by 
mediating a friendly settlement on just compensation offered for the expropriated landowners, 
whereas in other cases it could not influence the arbitrariness of the implementation of agrarian 
reforms.  

The paper compares the League’s action with regard of the concerned countries of Central 
Eastern Europe and analyses how the framework of minority protection enabled the League of 
Nations to address the economic, social and even ecological (land use) impact of the post-World 
War land reforms. The article proceeds as follows. It examined first of all the importance of the 
agrarian reforms from the point of view of the Successor States and their impact on national and 
ethnic minorities (1). This part of the study demonstrates that all land reform had a prejudicial 
effect of the formerly dominant minority community which lost most of its land property and 
benefited only scarcely from the land distribution in the framework of the agrarian reform. The 
second part of the article analyzes the reaction of the League of Nations which, in the minority 
protection mechanism, had to face the national and ethnic discrimination in the implementation 
of most agrarian reform (2).  

2. The discriminatory effect of the interwar agrarian reforms 

Before the First World War, Central Europe suffered from an inegalitarian and often obsolete 
real estate property system, characterized by latifundia and by quasi-feodal elements. In most 
countries, a diminant enthnic or national group possessed most of the land property, in the form 
of large latifundia, whereas the majority population was typically underrepresented in the real 
estate ownership structure.1 In the Baltic States, German and Russian elited possessed the big 
land properties. Especially in Estonia and Latvia, German barons and Russian big landowners 
dominated, whereas Estonian and Latvian masses remained peasans without any land property. 
In various parts of the divided Poland, German and Polish big land owners dominated, although 
some Eastern regions were in majority inhabited by Ukrainians and Bielorusses. In Bohemia and 
Moravia, the Czech nobility had practically no big land property, but foreign (Austrian, German, 
germanized indigeneous) aristocracy, loyal to the Habsburgs, owned all the latifundia. Slovakia’s 
history is similarly marked by a constant Hungarian domination in the land ownership. Finally, 

                                                           
1 See Annex I: Structure of real estate properties before WWI, data reflecting the situation around 1900. 
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Bessarabia, under Russian occupation during a century (1812-1918), most land property 
concentrated in the hands of the Russified nobility.2 

As for the dominated majority populations, they are characterized by a landless peasantry, an 
overpopualtion and more and more organized agrarian revendications. Their lack of arable land 
posed te most urgent problem in Romania, especially in bukovina and in the old Romanian 
Kingdom, and in Poland, in particular in Galicia, where the average of small farmers was less 
than 5 ha – corrsponding at that time to the minimum size of the land property, consdiered as 
necessary for the guarantee of living for a family. 

Among the causes of the inequalities, the overpopulation of the agrarian class was one of the 
major factors. As a study of the League of Nations specified, there were principally four types of 
overpopulated regions at the end of the First World War: 1. overpopulation because of 
disadvantageous natural conditions; 2. Regions with a strong dependence on agriculture, too 
high birth rates and a decreasing economy; 3. regions suffering from a flood of refugees; 4. 
Regions which are artificially overpopulated because of the agrarian structure.3 Most countries 
in Central and Eastern Europe include regions of the second type: Serbia, Croatia, Bulgaria, 
Czechoslovakia, most parts of Romania, Slovakia and Subcarpathian Ruthenia outside the 
Czechoslovakian territory, most parts of Poland with the exception of the region of Greater 
Poland  and Pomerania, all suffered from a decreasing economy with a strong dependence on 
agriculture. The fourth type of overpopulation characterized, before the land reforms, Estonia, 
Latvia, the Greater Poland region, Pomerania and a part of Hungary post-Trianon. In these 
regions, the relatively low number of landless peasants was absorbed by the distribution of large 
lands as a consequence of the agrarian reform.4 Among the four types of regions, exclusively the 
fourth situation was likely to be remedied by the redistribution of lands.5 Consequently, in 
Poland, Slovakia, Subcarpathian Ruthenia, Hungary, Romania, Croatia and Slovenia, the number 
of landless peasants and owners of a tiny land was too high which could not be absorbed by a 
redistribution of the existing latifundia.6 However, in Estonia and Latvia, Bohemia and Moravia, 
the number of peasants was absorbable by a redistribution of big land properties. 

Finally, agrarian parties appeared and became popular within the formerly dominated majority 
population: they claimed an expropriation of big agrarian lands and their redistribution to 
landless peasants. Without going into the details, it suffices to note that for a huge number of 
grarian movements in Central and Eastern Europe, the remedy for the peasants’ lack of agrarian 
property was the promise of the expropriation of big agrarian lands of the dominating ethnic or 
national minority, such as the German, Russian or the Hungarian nobility.7 However, after the 
war, this promise had to be implemented in a radically different context, where the successor 
States used the agrarian reform to strengthen their national unity against national and ethnic 
minorities.8 

In Latvia, a “State land reserve” was created from the lands expropriated by the State from the 
nobility and knights of the Teutonic Order, the churches and other collectivities. However, the 
owners who had acted against the Latvian State during its independence war were excluded 
from the compensation. In Latvia, on the 16th January 1919, all Russian settlers installed in 
Latvia after 1904 were expropriated. The 20th June 1919, during the war against the Bolcheviks, 
the government decreed that all soldiers having less land property than 10 ha would benefit 

                                                           
2 (Roszkowski, 1995: 26) 
3 (Population and agriculture, with special reference to agricultural overpopulation, 1939: 28–47) 
4 (Roszkowski, 1995: 39) 
5 (Roszkowski, 1995: 39) 
6 (Roszkowski, 1995: 51) 
7 (Roszkowski, 1995: 31–32) 
8 In this sense: (Giordano, 2001: 208) 
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from agrarian property. The 26th July, the lands of the Russian Agrarian and Peasnat Bank were 
nationalized.9  

In Poland, the law of 15 July 1920 provided for the forced expropriation of lands above the 
surface of 180 ha (400 ha in the Eastern part and the West of the country),with a compensation 
which counted about the half of the land’s market value. Taking into account the deflation, this 
amount effectively received did only correspond to a minor part of the land’s market value.10 
The Polish government reserved itself the right, under the Versailles Treaty, to liquidate in its 
territory the lands of German citizens who opted for the German citizenship, instead of acquiring 
ipso facto the Polish one.11 The Russian land properties were liquidated as donations acquired 
on the basis of their anti-Polish activities during the division of Poland.12 

In Czechoslovakia, the law adopted on the 16th April 1919 (zaborovy zakon) provided for the 
confiscation of all lands with a total surface over 250 ha or whose arable land surface was over 
150 ha. Citizens of “enemy States”, members of the Habsburg dinasty, foundations of the 
nobility or persons having acted against the “Czechoslovak nation” were deprived of their land 
without compensation. In Romania, the agrarian reform law on the old Kingdom, that on 
Bucovina and Bessarabia and finally that about the land reform in Transylvania, Banat, Crishania 
and Maramures were all different in their scope and wording.13 The regional land reforms, 
following the model of the first land reform in the old Kingdom, included provisions favorizing 
the “national” elements of Romania: the acquired territories, mainly along the borders, had to 
be attributed first of all to former combattants, invalidated officials and to orphans and widows 
of soldiers died in the war. Furthermore, the Transylvanian reform14 contained several rules 
allegedly directed, according to the Hungarian minority, against Hungarian land owners. For 
example the Transylvanian land reform law provided for the expropriation in their entirety of all 
real estate properties on the basis of the absentism of the owner in lands above 50 jugars  [= 29 
ha].15 Under the law,  “absent is anybody who was absent from the country since the 1st 
December 1918 until the day of the deposition of the law without being sent in an official 
mission to abroad”.16 On the one hand, this corresponded exactly to the period during which a 
high number of Hungarians fled Transylvania under the threat of the Romanian occupation. On 
the other hand, in the law in force on the agrarian reform in the old Kingdom, an absent was 
defined as anybody who, during a period of 5 years, was sanctioned by a double tax paying 
obligation in any of his or her taxes, regardless of the period in which this absence occured.17 

                                                           
9 (Roszkowski, 1995: 97) 
10 Ibid., p. 101. 
11 Treaty of Versailles, 28 June 1919, Article 297 and Article 91 on the right of option. 
12 (Roszkowski, 1995: 103) 
13 Loi pour la réforme agraire en Oltenie (Petite Valachie), Valachie, Moldavie et Dobrudja (Ancien 
Royaume) (Monitorul Oficial, le 17 juillet 1921, no. 82 ; Loi pour la réforme agraire en Transylvanie, Banat, 
Crishana et Maramures (Monitorul Oficial, le 30 juillet 1921, no. 93) ; Loi pour la réforme agraire en 
Bucovine (Monitorul Oficial, le 30 juillet 1921, no. 93) ; Loi pour la réforme agraire pour la Bessarabie 
Valachie (Monitorul Oficial, le 13 mars 1920, no. 258), in : Décrets-lois instituant la Réforme agraire dans 
les provinces roumaines (1er décembre 1918 – 3 avril 1924), AN, AJ/22/28; However, some authors 
emphasize the similarity between the land structure, namely the domination of latifundia before the 
agrarian reform. See (Berend, 1985: 156) 
14 Loi roumaine sur la réforme agraire concernant les territoires détachés de la Hongrie, loi du 31 juillet 
1921. 
15 Loi roumaine sur la réforme agraire concernant les territoires détachés de la Hongrie, loi du 31 juillet 
1921, Art. 6(c). 
16 (Translated by the author) Ibid. 
17 See numerous differences in: Note sur les différences entre la loi agraire en vigueur dans l’ancien 
Royaume de Roumanie et celle en vigueur en Transylvanie, note du secrétariat, 2 mai 1923, 6 p., in : 
Archives de la SDN [ASDN], Section 41, dossier no. 7326, document 28065, cote du carton : R 1685. 
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This provision sanctioned all land owners and not just those who were absent from their lands 
during a turbulent period. 

Considering the various national legislations, one must recognize that the provisions used 
neutral wording which did not discriminate expressly against any national or ethnic minority. 
Nevertheless, the context of the strictire of the real estate property, namely the domination of 
certain minority groups before the war, the sanction of the absentism or the preferences 
guaranteed for peasants, soldiers and public servants serving the national unity offered some 
advantages for the members of the majority population. In particular at the level of the effects 
on minorities, the discrimination of fact against minorities was visible. 

3. The reaction of the League of Nations 

In most regions inhabited mainly by a population of a national or ethnic minority, the 
expropriated landowners chose peaceful mean to cope with the new situation: either 
emigration or the production in a much limited surface owned than before the agrarian reform, 
with much more limited means. In this regard, Galicia constituted an exception where the 
reaction of the Ukrainian peasants was violent: in the summer of 1930, they engaged in a 
guerrilla type rural rebellion, mainly through sabotage and attacks against the goods and the 
person of Polish aristocrates and villagers. However, the Polish authorities repressed the 
movement and placed some 800 Ukrainian-majoritarian villages under their trusteeship.18 
However, most minorities discriminated by the policy of the agrarian reforms decided to 
challenge the concerned governmental policy such as the legislation or the manner in which the 
agrarian reform had been executed, through pacific means of dispute settlement in national or 
international mechansms. Whereas before the exprropriation commissions and domestic 
courts, the members of minorities did not manage to contest the implementation of the land 
reform, at the international level, namely before the League of Nations’ Secretariat, the minority 
associations and organizations had much more success. 

Organizations of national or ethnic minorities used namely the minority protection system of 
the League as a last remedy against discriminatory practices and submitted a series of petitions 
against alleged abuses of the respective government. They complained generally about 
inequalities produced against them in the concrete implementing measures in individual cases, 
often by local authorities, rather than about the differenciations provided for by the legislative 
texts on the land reform.19 

Within the League of Nations, the Secretariat, namely its Minorities Section recognized that it 
could not close its eyes about the “application, under the pretext of the agrarian reform, of 
oppressing measures directed against a minority, which could not be justified by reasons of 
economic and social order”.20 The Committees of the Three, created in each case by delegates 
of the League’s member States, examined always cautiously the minority petitions and the 
challenged doemstic practice. The statistics that the Secretariat received from the governments 
or from other foreign embassies confirmed that national minorities were in most cases 
overrepresented in the expropriation measures, and underrepresented in the distribution of the 

                                                           
18 (Conte, 2001: 72) 
19 La réforme agraire et la protection de minorités, mémorandum confidentiel préparé par M. P. de 
Azcarate (Section des minorités), 1927, 154 p., reçu par le Registre le 28 mars 1927, in : ASDN, Section 41, 
Document no. 58382, dossier no. 58382, côte des cartons : R 1701, pp. 3-4. 
20 (Translated by the author: “l’application, sous prétexte de réforme agraire, de mesures d’oppression 
dirigées contre une minorité, qui ne seraient pas justifiées par des raisons d’ordre économique et social”). 
See La réforme agraire et la protection de minorités…, op. cit., pp. 2-3. 
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land parcels.21 Because of the lack of decisionmaking power, the Committee of the Three limited 
itself to inviting the concerned government to submit its observation to the moniroty complaint 
and it eventually used the threat of including the issue on the Council’s agenda in its next session 
in order to be able to ask an advisory opinion from the Permanent Court of International Justice 
on the respect of the obligations to protect national minorities.  

In most cases, the Committee of the Three could only address some recommendations to the 
concerned government, emphasizing the extent and the relevance of the minority petitions. For 
example with regard to Lithuania, the rapporteur “proposed to the Council to take into account 
the communicated information and to report them to the Lithuanian Government, while 
expressing the hope that the latter would manage to dispel the concerns of the country’s 
minorities and to lead them to the conviction that the Government was resolutely decided to 
apply the provisions of the declaration of 12 May 1922 concerning the protection of 
Minorities”.22  

In other casses, the minorities petition was forwarded, via the Council of the League of Nations, 
to the Permanent Court of International Justice. This was the case of the German settlers in 
Poland who acquired their lands under special contracts (Rentengutsvertrage) concluded with 
the German Colonization Commission prior to the Armistice of November 11th, 1918, and whose 
lands the Polish government considered as its legitimate property. Consequently, the Polish 
legislation annuled the said contracts. The Court did not consider the Polish government’s 
position justified and recognized the validity of the private contracts as acquired rights.23 It was 
the only case of a legal recognition of the abuse committed by the authorities of a successor 
State, and even this judicial recognition was only non-binding. However, the settlement of the 
minorities petitions could only be reached through a political settlement: in the case of the 
Hungarian minorities vis-à-vis the Little Entente States, the settlement of the Eastern 
reparations (reparation of the defeated States of Central Europe, namely ustria, Hungary and 
Bulgaria) by the Agreement of The Hague in January 1930 which provided definitely for the 
question of the compensation of Hungarian expropriated land owners.24 

4. Conclusion 

To conclude, the interwar agrarian reforms implemented in Central and Eastern Europe served 
political aims rather than economic considerations, namely the reinforcement of the national 
unity and the satisfaction of agrarian claims of peasant masses. The pre-war statistics of all 
examined States demonstrate the inegalitarian structure of the real estate property which led 
to deep social tensions between a dmoniant monority community and the economically 

                                                           
21 See Annexe II: Statistics about the effect of the implementation of land reforms on national and ethnic 
minorities. 
22 (Translated by the author: “proposa au Conseil de prendre acte de ces renseignements et de s’en 
rapporter à la sagesse du Gouvernement lithuanien, exprimant l’espoir qu’il réussirait à dissiper les 
inquiétudes que pourraient encore avoir les minorités du pays, et inspirer à celles-ci la conviction qu’il était 
résolument décidé à appliquer les stipulations de la déclaration du 12 mai 1922 concernant la protection 
des Minorités.”) See La réforme agraire et la protection de minorités, mémorandum confidentiel préparé 
par M. P. de Azcarate (Section politique), 1927, 154 p., reçu par le Registre le 28 mars 1927, in : ASDN, 
Section 41, Document no. 58382, dossier no. 58382, côte des cartons : R 1701, p. 58. 
23 Cour Permanente de Justice Internationale, Colons allemands en Pologne, avis consultatif du 10 
septembre 1923, Série B, no. 06, pp. 42-43. 
24 Namely the compensation of the Hungarian owners called the “optants”, i.e. those who opted for the 
Hungarian citizenship rather for that of the Little Entente successor State. The Agreement of The Hague 
of January 1930 and the agreements of Paris of April 1930 establish an Agrarian Fund financed mainly by 
Western States and partially by the States of the Little Entente which paid the compensation amounts as 
determined by Mixed Arbitral Tribunals to the concerned optants. 
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subordinated majority population. Thus, the agrarian reforms presented a political necessity, 
indispensable at a period of political instability following the successor States’ independence. 
Whereas the legislation on the land reforms seemed egalitarian, at the level of its effects 
agrarian reforms proved to be discriminative against minorities: several discriminatory practices 
and doubtful economic results were demonstrated in the statistics and in the numerous 
petitions that national or ethnixc minorities initiated before the League of Nations.  

The League of Nations provided a framework to debate about these reforms: its Section of 
Minorities received various minority petitions, cautiously examined and forwarded them to the 
respective governments, indicating the alleged violations of the Minorities Treaties. While 
recognizing the legitimacy of such reforms, the Council of the League could address and prevent 
the execution of apparently discriminatory legal provisions, but it was unable to treat the 
phenomenon of “factual discrimination”, i.e. arbitrary practices in the implementation of 
otherwise egalitarian provisions. In some of the cases, the League of Nations could settle the 
minority dispute by mediating a friendly settlement on just compensation offered for the 
expropriated landowners, whereas in other cases it could not influence the arbitrariness of the 
implementation of agrarian reforms.  
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