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Abstract. State agricultural farms (Paristwowe Gospodarstwa Rolne or PGR in Polish) had a unique
socio-economic status in post-war Poland. Modelled on the Soviet sovkhozes, they were intended
to serve as a space for the creation of a new socialist socio-professional group, described in official
propaganda as “the most advanced rural segment of the working class.” Although designed as a tool
for agricultural modernization, state farms ultimately became spaces of permanent marginalization
and lack of prospects, with far-reaching consequences for their communities up to the end of
the People’s Republic of Poland (PRL). Located between the traditional rural and working-class
communities, state-farm workers were seen by public perception both as beneficiaries of the
communist transformation and a microcosm of all the social pathologies, leading to their social
rejection and stigmatisation.

This article examines the emergence of agricultural workers in the Polish People’s Republic as a
distinct social and occupational group, considering their low status, lack of integration with other
occupational groups, and gradual marginalization. Drawing on archival material, journalistic
sources, and oral testimonies, it examines how workers on state farms functioned in the Polish
People’s Republic, how their work and lifestyles were perceived, and how their systemic organization
limited their agency and social mobility. The text also addresses the issue of the social isolation of
agricultural workers, who after the collapse of communism were seen as an example of the failed
attempt to create the communist ‘new man!
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A resident of one state farm (Paristwowe Gospodarstwa Rolne, PGR) located in
north-western Poland noted in her diary in the 1960s: “I must point out that it was
simply embarrassing to admit that one worked at a state farm because its employees
were generally viewed rather negatively. However, with time you can get used to
everything”!
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In turn, in accounts written down in the 1990s, another woman noted:

“People refer to the employees of the nearby Plant Breeding Station as
»dworusy« [farmhands]. It is an insulting term, and there have been many
’)2

fights over it

Despite the temporal distance of over three decades separating these testimo-
nies, what remains prominently foregrounded is the acutely articulated shame, the
sense of inferiority, and people seeing employees in state agricultural enterprises as
ignorant. The workforce of these institutions constituted a novel social and profes-
sional group that was created in the post-war Poland.

State farms were established in 1948 and represented a form of Stalinization
initiated in rural areas that year. The second, considerably more oppressive mani-
festation took the form of production cooperatives—socialized agricultural entities
created as components of the so-called collectivization policy. While in the Polish
context, collectivization ultimately proved unsuccessful, forcing the communist
authorities to withdraw from the project and recognize the permanence of private
farming, the project of nationalizing agriculture—as embodied by state farms—
continued until the dissolution of the communist regime.’

This article outlines the history and operational specifics of state farms while
simultaneously exploring how the social group emerging within them remained
for decades not only internally disintegrated but also alienated from other social
and occupational groups. Despite propaganda efforts to present them as “the most
advanced part of the working class in the countryside,” these communities were
condemned to social isolation and marginalization to the end of the communist
era, ultimately finding themselves among the major victims of the post-communist
transformation. The workforce of state-owned farms established after the war repre-
sented a diverse and internally heterogeneous socio-professional group whose chal-
lenges in gaining acceptance and integrating into broader social structures proved
unsuccessful throughout the entire period of the Polish People’s Republic.

The initial section of the article provides a historical overview of state-owned
farms, with a focus on the origins and evolution of the entities, along with the

Majka, Moje zycie — nasza bieda, 103; Maniak, Wysilek, efekt i ocenianie ciat, 120-21.

Pursuant to the Act of 19 October 1991 on the Agricultural Property of the State Treasury, state
agricultural farms were liquidated and their assets taken over by the Agricultural Property
Agency of the State Treasury (now the Agricultural Property Agency), and their employees
—between 300,000 and 450,000 people joined the ranks of the unemployed (the number of
all inhabitants of state-owned farms, including the families of employees, was estimated at
around 2 million). Farms that were not sold or leased were placed under the management of the
Agricultural Property Agency and were managed by administrators appointed by the Agency.
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phenomena that accompanied the establishment of this community. Within this
section, I introduce not only the stages of creating state enterprises and the accom-
panying public discourse (propaganda) but also present the people settling there,
the way workplace hierarchies were formed, and the mechanisms governed them. In
the second part of the study, by confronting state farms’ daily reality with its external
descriptions and media discourse, I show the relationship of the new socio-occu-
pational group with the external environment—both other rural groups (including
private farm owners) and city dwellers—workers and officials, and finally represen-
tatives of local and central authorities.

The analyses presented here rely on a comprehensive array of sources, encom-
passing archival materials about the operational dynamics of state-owned farms,
predominantly sourced from local archives. In addition, the research builds on
journal reports and propaganda materials from the period, along with sociological
and economic studies. A notable contribution to the information base were dia-
ries, memoirs and oral accounts, meticulously collected during a research program
conducted between 2002 and 2006 at the Institute of History of the Jagiellonian
University in Krakow.

The beginnings of state farms: From land reform to the Soviet model
(1944-1949)

The establishment of state farms in Poland was underpinned by the concept of sov-
khozes. This concept emerged in the USSR in 1918 due to the state expropriation of
manors and land. Alongside the kolkhozy (collective farms), these enterprises were
to function as specialized and mechanized models of production.* The genesis of
state-owned farms in Poland was anchored in the agricultural reform that funda-
mentally reshaped the pre-war rural social and property order. Adopted in 1944, the
reform led to the dissolution of substantial landholdings and the redistribution of
land among the peasant population. Encompassing an area of 3.5 million hectares,
10,000 estates had been taken over by 1948.° The land not distributed among the
peasants went into state ownership.

However, the Soviet sovkhoz concept was not immediately implemented in
Poland. In the initial post-war period, the administration of state-owned estates
was entrusted to a specially established institution, the Panstwowe Nieruchomosci
Ziemskie (State Land Properties, SLP), founded in 1946 and led by Witold Maringe,

4 Doskocz-Winiarski, Rolnictwo Zwigzku Socjalistycznych Republik Radzieckich, 289-92.
5 Chwalba et al., Dzieje Polski, 718-19.
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a Polish engineer, economist and farmer well-suited to the role.® The management
of the estates was typically undertaken by qualified specialists, many of whom were
from a landowning background.

The initial focus of state-farm activities was on the so-called ‘Regained
Territories, i.e., areas annexed to Poland at the expense of German territories fol-
lowing the Potsdam Conference. Within a few months, the organization’s activities
were expanded to cover other voivodeships. By the end of the first year of their oper-
ation, approximately 1.4 million hectares was under the supervision of state farms,
the vast majority of which located in northern and western Poland. The institutions
employed nearly 120,000 workers. However, the next year, at the turn of 1947 and
1948, it was revealed that the state farm, which had initially been supported by the
Polish Peasants Party (PSL), a traditional agrarian party, was not the primary target
of the communists. With the consolidation of communist power, former landown-
ers found that they were no longer welcome in their positions.

As late as 1948, many of the former landowners were accused of sabotage, neg-
ligence or wastefulness and were imprisoned. In the same year, the director of one of
the north-western districts was put on trial and sentenced to death, and in 1949, the
entire company management was arrested and accused of acting to the detriment of
the state.” These events were intended to legitimize the necessity of liquidating the
SLP. This decision had in fact been made much earlier, at the turn of 1947-1948, and
was related to the intensive Stalinization launched in 1948.% The implementation of
the idea of the sovkhozes and the creation of the first state farms coincided with the
aggressive collectivization of Polish agriculture. This was a significant factor in the
profound and often protracted tension between state farm workers and traditional
farmers, who in many cases were neighbours.

The state farms started in 1949; however, as with all developments initiated
in the post-war era, their growth and adaptation to the new agricultural policy
objectives necessitated a considerable investment of time and substantial financial
resources. This was in terms of the resources required to initiate agricultural pro-
duction, such as livestock, horses, feed, fertilisers, equipment, machinery, and so
forth, as well as the material, infrastructural, and social foundations.’

In the initial years of their operation, state-owned farms used the farm and manor
buildings left over from the former landed estates, in addition to their own material and

Machatek, “No Chance of Success,” 250-65.

They were accused of being of ‘landed gentry origin,” economic sabotage and spying for foreign
powers. After a show trial lasting several days, they were sentenced to long prison terms ranging
from ten years to life imprisonment. Szpak, Miedzy osiedlem i zagrodg, 23.

Przeglad Rolniczy, 1948, 8; Kochanski, Polska 1944-1990, 265.

Panek, Zboze rosto jak las, 33.
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infrastructural base. It was on these foundations that the first state farms were estab-
lished, with other farms gradually emerging in their vicinity. Some were created from
scratch in remote locations, while others were established in the immediate vicinity of
villages and production cooperatives that were already in existence at the time."

The available premises were converted into farm buildings, such as stables,
barns and cowsheds, or temporary barracks were erected. Working and living con-
ditions in the newly established state farms were dramatically poor. Although the
photographs of state farms in the 1950s propaganda may have encouraged many
people to go and work there, in the first post-war decade, the real situation was
generally far from ideal.

Particularly in northern and western areas, the abandoned housing left behind
by the former German owners was quickly occupied by the first settlers—and was
subsequently plundered and vandalized by post-war ‘looters.

In the years 1945-1946, ‘menacing looting intensified, Eugeniusz Kloczowski,
a state farm manager wrote. Peasants from areas closer to the Regained Territories
often arrived with evil intentions. Machines, tools, furniture, and even windows
and stove tiles that the Germans had left behind in their houses were massively
transported ‘home’ in the east. Only with great difficulty and only partially did the
authorities manage to stop this wild looting."

Another diarist recorded about the year 1947:

“there were people who did not treat state farms as state property. They
considered them remnants of the landowners and the noble lords, so they
thought the estates should be looted as quickly as possible and the land
should be parcelled among the peasants [...] people still had prejudices

against estates”!?

The new employees arriving at state-owned farms saw massive devastation on
the former estates. They found apartments where almost everything was missing
—windows, floors or doors, with roofs that were falling apart or leaking.” It is no
surprise that, in this situation, pioneers, seduced by propaganda and agitation, often
abandoned the farms, fleeing to other workplaces that offered better social and liv-
ing conditions. In 1956, a journalist reported this phenomenon in Trybuna Ludu:

“I spoke to the pioneers. Out of the eighteen who went there, only six
stayed, the others fled [...]. The young people complained about the living

10  Szpak, Miedzy osiedlem a zagrodg, 29-44.
11 Ktoczowski, Moja praca, 25.
12 Nasze nowe zycie, 185; Szpak, Miedzy osiedlem a zagrodg, 35.

13 Ly$, PGR, czyli jak PRL zakonserwowal feudalizm: https://www.rp.pl/plus-minus/art11893201-
pgr-czyli-jak-prl-zakonserwowal-feudalizm (Accessed: 27 February 2025).
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conditions, the canteen, everything that was positively evaluated in the
report [...] the difficult conditions are still not improving and are giving
rise to feelings of hopelessness and expectations”**

From the very beginning, however, state farms were characterized by a specific
type of physical space. Former manor quarters, surrounding manors or palaces were
used to accommodate workers throughout the entire period of the Polish People’s
Republic. From the 1960s, they were supplemented by two or three-story collective
buildings (blocks of flats), more characteristic of urban and workers’ settlements in
the landscape of Poland. Often emerging in the middle of open fields, these struc-
tures formed the distinctive landscape of state farm settlements.

The new order and systemic challenges: Work organization and
hierarchies (1950s)

Similarly to sovkhozes, state-run agricultural farms also functioned according to
centrally determined economic plans. Their establishment often defied technical or
natural possibilities—disregarding the quality of the soil, the drainage of the mead-
ows, access to machinery, and other factors. However, the top-down plan was not
subject to bottom-up negotiations—this applied to both the State Land Properties
and the state-run agricultural farms built on their basis.

“Here is a manager of a farm with heavy soil, who is not starting the spring
sowing until the field properly dries out, the way the State Land Properties
institution’s manual instructs him to do. The sowing campaign is in full
swing in the district, the Security Office bursts in, accuses the manager of
sabotage and puts him in prison just when sowing is at last possible [...]
the Security Office’s activities could not be criticized”"

In his diary, the manager of the Kurklawaki state-owned farm entered at the
beginning of the 1950s:

“I know very well that the land is being violated. But I'd rather harvest
three quintals per hectare than sow it differently and go to jail. We argued
professionally in the union that the plan should be different, but it didn’t
help. Everything is imposed from above¢

A significant number of farms were loss-making from the outset, as research
indicates.!” While the concept of the state farm was commended in the propaganda,

14 Trybuna Ludu (1956): 3; “Nasze nowe zycie...,” 180; W poszukiwaniu drogi, Vol. 2, 183.
15  Kloczowski, Moja praca.

16 Czula, Z pamigtnika pioniera, 152.

17 Machalek, Likwidacja paristwowych gospodarstw, 269.
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in practice, individuals at the central level saw the challenges and limitations of this
agricultural model.'® Nevertheless, public discourse maintained the special position
and unique role of state agriculture. Importantly, this was not its primary focus. An
analysis of propaganda content in 1950-1956 shows that the press devoted three
times more attention to collectivization and production cooperatives than to state
farms.” This reflected the position of the authorities and the extent of social resis-
tance to collectivization.

In the public perception, state-owned farms were often associated with manors
and wage labour on land that did not belong to the farmer. Moreover, even in the
period of the People’s Republic of Poland, the organizational structure and work
system in nationalized estates drew upon manor traditions, but the status of their
employees—foremen, farm labourers, farmhands or day labourers—was perceived
by traditional rural communities as very low.*

The communist state tried to disassociate itself from the burdensome ‘Tland-
owning’ past. Consequently, adopting the model set by the USSR, the brigade work
system and novel job designations (new nomenclature of positions) were introduced
at the end of 1949. This transition was already governed by the Collective Labour
Agreement of 1950-1951.%! Former estate managers, overseers, stewards, stablemen,
farmhands, day labourers and casual workers were replaced by directors, managers,
foremen, accountants, warehouse managers, etc. The system of brigades divided the
farm staft into teams for crop production (so-called field work) and animal breed-
ing. In practice, the latter consisted of a team for the barn, swine handling, poultry,
etc. Depending on the specialization of the farm, the composition of the brigades
could be more diverse. From the end of the 1950s, new brigades started to emerge:
typically, the renovation and construction brigade (the previous lack of which says
a lot about living conditions) and the mechanization brigade, which were started
when farms were saturated with machines, tractors and other vehicles.

In this system, the employee structure was divided into three main categories,
which also determined the individual employees’ social status. The highest category
was that of white-collar workers, who were in fact an elite and constituted the man-
agement of the plant. In addition to the director, who managed a team of several
farms, this group of employees included the managers of individual farms, accoun-
tants, warehouse managers, and later also zootechnicians.

The second category consisted of manual workers, among whom brigade lead-
ers, i.e., managers of individual brigades, played the most important role. Although

18 Panek, Zboze rosto jak las, 32-34.

19 Szpak, Miedzy osiedlem a zagrodg, 27.

20  Solarz, System organizacji pracy, 35-46.

21 Uklad Zbiorowy Pracy [Collective Labour Agreement] 1951, 11.
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formally they were classified as physical workers, in practice they were part of the
company elite, placed in between the world of physical and intellectual work.

The lowest level of the permanent occupational structure was constituted by
the rank-and-file workers of the brigades, referred to as ‘agricultural workers. They
were supplemented by seasonal or temporary workers, who were recruited from pio-
neer units, youth organizations (e.g., Stuzba Polsce/Service of Poland),” vocational
and technical school apprentices, casual workers, random people seeking additional
income or those who were formally obliged to do temporary work on farms.”® What
distinguished this group from the rest was the fact that they were usually completely
unintegrated with the teams of permanent workers, lived in temporary and often
substandard and overcrowded collective accommodations. Quite frequently, after
completing their assignments, they moved on and spread a very negative image of
the daily life of state-farm communities.

The group of temporary workers was partly made up of the young post-war
intelligentsia. Due to mandatory internships, from the 1950s, university and sec-
ondary school students very often ended up on state farms for doing seasonal work.
One of the diarists even used the word ‘pegeerophobia’ (derived from the Polish
abbreviation ‘PGR’ meaning ‘state farm’) among students.”* Other young people
studying at universities also mentioned that they would mock their colleagues earn-
ing some extra money on state farms. One young woman who was forced to do an
internship on a state farm reported with undisguised surprise:

“I expected to find stupid drunkards that are impossible to have a conver-
sation with. Although they mostly talk about their wages, sometimes they
are interested in other things as well, such as politics. They have a peculiar,
somewhat naive view of the world. It is true that almost all of them drink
heavily [...]7%

The distinct structure of the workforce made a strong impact on interpersonal
relationships, both at work and outside it. The housing estates, slowly developing
in the neighbourhood of farms, made it difficult to separate professional and for-
mal relationships from social and private ones in people’s everyday lives. As a rule,
company hierarchies and the loyalties or tensions at work transferred to social and
neighbourly relations.

22 Lesiakowski, Powstanie Powszechnej Organizacji “Stuzba Polsce.”

23 The work order in Poland was introduced by the Act of 7 March 1950 “on the prevention of the
rapid turnover of employees in professions or specializations particularly important for the
socialized economy.”

24 Wojciechowska-Kolataj, ed., Blisko ziemi, blisko zycia, 99.

25  Wojcik, ed., Dzie#i dobry za dwa zlote, 252.
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Initially, as sources indicate, the different categories of employees were accom-
modated in separate spaces. The company elite, comprising directors, managers and
accountants, were provided with more spacious three or four-room flats, usually
located in the premises of a former landed gentry manor or palace, or flats provided
as part of newly built housing.?® The former farm buildings, which were usually
quite cramped and dilapidated, were allocated to manual workers. In 1951, a new
policy was introduced, whereby work leaders and rationalizers were given priority
for more spacious accommodation.” Following the political thaw in the late 1950s,
this privilege was shifted to employees with the longest period of service, and it
was only then that the size of apartments began to depend on the number of family
members.*®

However, it should be noted, nonetheless, that this policy shift did not translate
into meaningful social integration between employees of different ranks—for exam-
ple, the housing estate manager might have lived next to a low-ranking labourer,
yet their social roles remained clearly separated. In practice, this kind of integration
proved to be ineffective, and conflicts, tensions and corporate dependencies spilled
over into everyday life, often resulting in mutual distancing in non-work relations.

Due to the centralization of farm management, there was a significant reduc-
tion in employees’ initiative and agency, even in the case of senior management. The
managers of most farms—with the exception of the model farms, i.e., Manieczki or
Kietrz, which had greater influence due to their high profitability—were not in a
position to modify the production plans imposed on them according to their own
efficiency and production capabilities. Despite the apparent irrationality of the cen-
trally imposed measures, they were regularly implemented. A similar phenomenon
was observed among manual labourers at a lower level. This is aptly described in the
1956 diary of Jan Czula, a pioneer and later manager of the state-owned Kurktawki
farm:

“Nothing makes people angrier than the feeling that they are doing unnec-
essary work, even though they are being paid for it. The mere realization
that they are making a pointless effort has a demoralising effect”*

The limitations of employees’ agency and innovation were also observed in
the workers” housing estates. Despite the terrible housing conditions, agricultural
workers were not permitted to renovate their apartments independently. Even in
cases where apartments were riddled with structural deficiencies, such as holes in

26 Uktad Zbiorowy Pracy, 1948, 22.

27 Uklad Zbiorowy Pracy 1950/1951, 18-19.
28 Uktad Zbiorowy Pracy, 1958, 18-19.

29  Cuzula, Z pamigtnika pioniera, 97.
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walls, leaking roofs, or uneven floors, permission for even minor renovations had to
be obtained from the manager or director of the respective state-owned farm. It was
not until the late 1950s, with the establishment of the renovation and construction
brigades within individual companies, that such redevelopments were made pos-
sible. The work was done exclusively by specialized professionals; however, due to
persistent staff shortages, repairs dragged on for years or were postponed until the
relevant teams were completed.*® Consequently, the condition of pre-war state farm
apartments and their surroundings remained substandard for a long time.

The employees’ dependence on the management’s decisions was further
entrenched by several other factors, with the remuneration system playing a piv-
otal role. Although as Wlodzimierz Dzun notes, before the mid-1950s, wages were
minimal,” it was wage-payment that distinguished state farms from collective or
private farms. However, the system of food supplies and social benefits in kind was
also instrumental in enabling the employees to subsist. The system encompassed
the provision of essential commodities, such as milk, potatoes and coal, as well as
in-house facilities, including a staff canteen, a backyard plot allocated to permanent
employees, and a barnyard for breeding poultry or pigs for personal consumption.
Despite stringent restrictions pertaining to the pig population, in the late 1950s the
provision of land for growing potatoes, beets, beans, and fundamental vegetables,
in addition to breeding chickens (for eggs) or pigs, enabled employees to attain a
minimal subsistence level for their families.

The other important elements of company benefits, which were much more
appreciated by the state-farm communities in the last two decades of the Polish
People’s Republic, were free access to healthcare guaranteed by the company (health
centres were located in larger state farms), the offer of kindergarten care for employ-
ees’ children and the employee holiday fund.** Research has highlighted the impor-
tance of these facilities, particularly for young married couples and families with
children.

A new man? Social isolation and the identity crisis of a new class
(1960s-1970s)

The low social status of agricultural workers and the terrible social and living con-
ditions of the 1950s and 1960s did not make state-owned farms the most desirable
workplaces. While propaganda and recruitment drives in the 1950s attracted to state

30  Szpak, Miedzy osiedlem a zagrodg, 152-57.
31  Dzun W.,, Pasistwowe gospodarstwa rolne.
32 Pilch, Problemy spoleczne zalog PGR, 34.



210 Ewelina Szpak

farms many young people rather at random, few stayed for long. The workforce
showed great fluidity and instability, which translated into the low internal integra-
tion of the communities.

The oldest settlers were the most stable group, usually those who ended up on
former estates immediately after the land reform or when the previously mentioned
state farms took over their management. This group of workers was most often made
up of so-called ‘redundant people, usually the rural poor who could not afford to
buy the land offered as part of the parcelling-out project. They usually belonged to
the interwar farmhands or came from other professional groups employed on inter-
war landed estates. According to the testimony of rural dwellers, the initial employ-
ees of state farms lacked the skills to work independently, which is why even after
the war they chose farms where they were not involved in management.”

In the first years after the war, a significant proportion of state-farm pioneers
hailed from the migrant population that relocated from south-eastern Poland to the
Regained Territories. Some individuals embarked on the journey voluntarily, driven
by a desire for adventure, a sense of anonymity, or the prospect of a new begin-
ning in a post-war world. However, others, such as the population displaced from
the so-called Eastern Borderlands,** were forcibly resettled in response to territo-
rial shifts to northern and western Poland, where state-owned farms were predom-
inant.* The initial years of the state-farm communities were characterized by pro-
found ethnic and cultural diversity, a consequence of their origins. The communities
were comprised of Greek Catholics, Orthodox Christians, and minority groups,
such as Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and Belarusians, who had previously resided in the
easternmost regions of the country. These communities subsequently encountered
the indigenous population and the German population that stayed in the Regained
Territories. The presence of these diverse groups led to cultural friction and con-
flicts arising from their different customs and traditions, as well as traumatic war
experiences, particularly in relation to German-speaking locals and Ukrainians. The
presence of different ethnic and cultural groups, although sometimes inspiring and
arousing mutual curiosity, generally hindered faster integration. The anthropologist
Anna Zadrozynska wrote interestingly about this phenomenon in the 1970s:

“A sense of belonging on the estate was primarily linked to a shared place
of origin. This, in turn, generated the negative notion of »foreignness«
towards people from different regions of Poland. Outsiders were often

33 Maniak, Wysilek, efekt i ocenianie ciat, 121; Wylegata, Byt dwor, nie ma dworu, 179.
34  The Eastern Borderlands (Polish Kresy Wschodnie) was a historical region in the eastern part
of the Second Polish Republic.

35  Szpak, Miedzy osiedlem a zagrodg, 50.
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accused of acting against »our people«—whether in farm management,
local government, or institutions. They were seen as forming cliques, pur-
suing only their own interests. Yet, defining the exact group of »outsiders«
proved elusive; their identity shifted, depending on the situation and the
nature of conflicts. Alliances were often justified retrospectively, based on
shared regional origins, workplace bonds, or even drinking companion-
ships. Consequently, groups of »insiders« were fluid and largely invisible
in day-to-day interactions.”**

As time passed, ethnic and cultural differences became less pronounced, eventu-
ally disappearing in the succeeding generation. However, the community’s persistent
openness, coupled with its unfavourable reputation and public perception, resulted
in a pervasive atmosphere of vigilance, control, distrust, and prejudice towards
strangers and newcomers. Integration and the sense of common interest were, as
Zadrozynska acknowledged, characterized by instability and fragility. During the
1960s, the ageing of the workforce became an increasingly prominent phenomenon.
Consequently, measures were implemented from the 1960s onwards to motivate
younger generations to find employment and establish themselves on state-owned
farms. To encourage young couples from rural areas, a program of non-repayable
loans was introduced to help them settle on state-owned properties. The initial allo-
cation and furnishing of their apartments was financed by a company loan, which
was then redeemed after at least two years of employment on the state farm.

It is noteworthy that despite significant tension between the peasant popula-
tion and state-farm employees in the 1950s, young individuals entering state farms
over the subsequent decades predominantly originated from peasant families. In the
1950s, state-owned farms represented the antithesis of production independence
for rural communities and were widely perceived as a symbol of Stalinism, elicit-
ing strong feelings of disdain and opposition. They often triggered anger, primarily
due to their role in the promotion through propaganda of state-owned farms and
production cooperatives and because they received state subsidies and supplies of
fodder and machinery. This was in stark contrast to the resistance exhibited by small
and medium-sized farmers against aggressive collectivization policies. Furthermore,
the oldest generation of peasants perceived the estates established on the basis of the
landed estates as synonymous with the space inhabited by the rural poor.”

The older generation maintained a sense of resentment towards state farms
to the very end. However, their children, who often had different ideas about the
nature of farming, independence and social advancement, often consciously opted

36  Zadrozynska, Homo faber, 286-87.
37  Maniak, Wysilek, efekt i ocenianie ciat, 119.
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for state farms, which offered them greater opportunities to sooner become inde-
pendent, while simultaneously providing a pleasant alternative to working-class and
urban life with monthly wages, company apartments, leisure time and holidays, an
employee holiday fund, and summer camps for children.

In addition to the guaranteed benefits, what always attracted many young
people to state-owned farms was the similarity of the (agricultural) work and the
vocational or technical agricultural training they had completed.”®* However, even
those with no agricultural work experience or education could generally count on
being hired, due to constant staft shortages. The scarcity of labour during periods of
heightened seasonal work was supplemented by the deployment of seasonal workers
and university and vocational school students doing their compulsory internships
on state-owned farms, and occasionally, by convicts serving sentences in nearby
prisons.

The motivations for pursuing employment in state farms were diverse. For
some, prior experience in agricultural work was a key factor, while for others, it was
a matter of necessity to obtain paid employment. For some, state farms represented
a chance to embark on a new adventure. Additionally, sources frequently highlight
single women, often mothers with children, who sought employment on state farms
due to the anonymity and extensive social benefits they offered.*

A combination of the workers’ limited qualifications, experience in agricul-
tural work, restricted agency and initiative, together with the associated frustration,
gave considerable scope for abuse within the fluid and poorly integrated community.
A state-farm employee complained as follows:

“People were hired without background checks. All kinds of hooligans
and crooks found a haven here - some to continue stealing, others to get
fired after a few months of work and to be able to continue loafing around.
These people tarnished the reputation of state-owned farms and under-
mined the authority of the staff”*

During the 1950s, the prevailing source of abuse was identified as ‘cliques,
meaning social groups in which employees engaged in fraudulent activities, includ-
ing the theft of equipment and animal feed. In the Stalinist period, these phenomena
were repeatedly exposed and condemned in the press, with each article emphasizing
the hostile and pathological attitudes of the individuals involved, rather than point-
ing out systemic limitations or flaws. The state-farm management system itself was
not exposed to public criticism either in the 1950s or later.

38  Szpak, Miedzy osiedlem a zagrodg, 60-61.
39 Cp. Czula, Z pamietnika pioniera.
40  Gotebiowsk, ed., Pamigtniki Polakéw 1918-1978, 151-52.
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However, the October Thaw focused more attention on workers™ living and
material conditions, leading to the decision to increase funding for housing construc-
tion and to set up renovation and construction brigades. In 1957, the wage system
underwent modification, and a year later, a bonus fund and a ‘thirteenth salary’ were
introduced. The bonus fund was streamlined and enhanced a few years later, enabling
employees to accrue up to 60 percent additional income on an annual basis."!

Despite these changes, work pathologies resulting from a lack of responsibility
for the land used and the state inventory were still frequently reported. This was
primarily due to the overly abstract concept of ‘state ownership, as evidenced by
diaries and accounts. In the minds of many rural workers, the concept of common
(state) ownership and the lack of a specific owner—as the manager of the plant was
not one—was very difficult to understand. There was even a common expression
equating state ownership with no one’s ownership.*

The misappropriation of company property, the utilization of company equip-
ment for personal use, or engagement in paid work in neighbouring fields were
frequently attributed to an erroneous comprehension or misinterpretation of the
notion of collective ownership. In the portrayals of state-owned agricultural farms
featured in opinion-forming newspapers and socio-cultural periodicals, the pre-
vailing themes encompassed fatal housing and living conditions, destitution and
neglect, often intertwined with labour pathologies. These issues were typically
attributed to the perceived cultural lag and socio-economic disadvantage of the
agricultural workforce, as well as various familial pathologies.* In press reports, the
realm of state-owned farms was often depicted as a gloomy world of poverty with
its inhabitants portrayed as primitive people indifferent to the aesthetic quality of
their environment. While the technique of emphasizing the ‘otherness’ of the reality
described is a characteristic feature of journalism, an observation that is too superfi-
cial had the potential to distort the picture. An example is provided by a report from
the 1950s by the manager of the Kurklawki state-owned farm:

“Zaleski’s reportage amazed me. [...] instead of showing life as it is, he
outlined an imaginary picture of gloomy vegetation and insisted that he
did not see any joy in us [...] clearly, if one sees the joy of life only in a
cup of black coffee and coffee-house chatter, then suddenly landing in
our state farm must have filled Zalewski with fear. He could not therefore
perceive our joys of a completely different kind than his. Well, and the
whole reportage turned out like this, with »ominously cawing crows«, »a
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mysterious chapel«, »the sadness of the field«. Shadows, shadows. [...] I
was shuddering with cold when I was reading this. He would not be con-
vinced that it was untrue.”*

The bleak world of the state farms, characterized by pathologies and the poor
behaviour of workers, has become deeply ingrained in the collective consciousness,
serving as a hallmark of these communities.*

The negative image of working conditions, like a vicious circle, fuelled person-
nel problems. This, in turn, forced managers and directors responsible for timely
production to be more flexible in dealing with work discipline, regulations and their
attitude to subordinates who exceeded acceptable boundaries. Forced to implement
a top-down plan, managers could not afford to fire or let go too many employees,
even if some did not follow the work regulations.

This situation created an unhealthy system of dependency, ‘turning a blind
eye’ and tolerating mediocrity, mistakes and sometimes even abuse. Although the
Collective Labour Agreement formally included a provision on the possibility of
the disciplinary dismissal of an employee as early as 1948, in practice this proce-
dure was rarely used. “Mr. M. was given a notice of termination. Despite numerous
job adverts, no one has applied for this position so far. Therefore, the director was

246

forced to suspend the dismissal until a new warehouse worker was hired,”* one of
the employees reported. Sociologists described yet another situation:

“Residents of Owczary (a state-owned farm) can confirm that silence
about not always legal behaviour was a kind of currency that could be
used to ‘pay for something’ The director often turned a blind eye to the
private use of machinery, fertilisers and tools, thus earning the gratitude
of his subordinates and their willingness to reciprocate. Conscious silence
binds the patron to the client. The state farm was no exception in this
matter.”*’

An employee of another state farm stated:

“The director has two faces—one for the board, where he pretends to be

an idealist, caring for the social good, and another on the farm, where he

has »his own«4®
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Despite the introduction of reforms in the 1960s, intended to improve the poor
reputation of state-owned farms and the living and working conditions of their
employees, changes were extremely slow. It was not until the 1970s, which were
characterized by Edward Gierek’s policy of gigantomania—a trend that was preva-
lent in most collectivized agricultural systems worldwide—that some changes were
made. On an organizational level, this resulted in a program to merge farms into
large enterprises, and on an infrastructural level, it manifested itself in the idea of
transforming former state farms into agricultural towns. This policy quickly began
to improve the living standards of employees and their families on state farms.
Investments were mainly made in the social sphere, in accordance with a declaration
published in 1965 in the newspaper Zycie Partyjne (Party Life) magazine:

“Our farms will be the best propaganda. The most effective agitators must
be the employees of state farms themselves, with whom a sense of emo-
tional connection to the farms should be fostered.”*

As Jolanta Pilch’s research demonstrates, during the 1970s, such bonding and
the resulting employee loyalty did indeed increase. This phenomenon was evidenced
by the proliferation of company kindergartens, the organization of bussing children
to nearby schools, as well as a notable rise in the feminization of administrative staft
and the professional work of both spouses.*

Despite their higher standards of living, the status of agricultural workers and
employees of state-owned farms was still among the lowest in society.” Moreover,
employment satisfaction studies carried out on state farms at the turn of the 1960s
and 1970s also brought ambivalent results.

Confrontations and external perceptions (1950s-1980s)

From the outset, those engaged in agricultural pursuits within state-owned farms
were aware of the distinctiveness and cultural foreignness of their milieu. Situated
at the intersection of the rural and urban landscapes, agricultural workers, often
regarded as the most rural segment of the working class,” cultivated a distinct
socio-professional identity both in relation to the individual farmer and the conven-
tional peasant farm, and in relation to urban workers.

49 Zycie Partii, 1965, No. 2, 16.
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However, an analysis of memoirs and diaries reveals that the self-image of
agricultural workers was characterized by significant instability and heterogeneity.
Some individuals who were closely connected to state-owned farms perceived them
as offering considerably better prospects for a more comfortable life. One diarist
noted, “I know the village well and I know the state farm where I have been working
for eleven years, and I dare say that a state farm worker lives better than the average
peasant”> In contrast, another representative of this occupational group, cited at
the beginning of the article, emphasized that it was simply shameful to admit to
working in a state-owned farm, as the prevailing opinion about the employees was
unflattering. In a similar and ambivalent tone, another employee wrote:

“I was happy because I felt I belonged here. I was not ashamed of being a
state-owned farm worker, who was often treated like some kind of low-
level commune member—and not only by people from the countryside
and towns, but even by individuals in positions of authority in state offic-
es”>* Yet another wrote, “We don't feel good there [in the state-owned
farm], but we are materially well off.”>

Even from an economic perspective, there was no unanimity, as evidenced
by Jolanta Pilch’s research. At the turn of the 1960s and 1970s, 60.3 percent of the
surveyed employees of state-owned farms assessed their income as inadequate for
supporting their families.* The sociologist’s analysis also shows that as many as 37.7
percent of the employees surveyed believed that there were no good sides to work-
ing for state farms.”” Nevertheless, more than 67 percent expressed general satisfac-
tion with their work. This ambivalence, stemming from the social opinions of the
subjects, led to a significant proportion of employees contemplating changing jobs,
with the highest rate observed in the youngest age group, where it was as high as
80 percent. Notably, almost half the respondents expressed a desire to relocate to
urban areas, while a third did not intend to change their occupation but simply to
move to another state farm (only 10 percent aspired to acquire a farm and become
independent). These analyses are consistent with other studies by Hanka Zaniewska
that demonstrate that the the isolation and specific stigmatization of agricultural
workers resulted in a phenomenon within this community that is termed as the

“state-farm ghetto™®
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Employee mobility observed throughout the period of the Polish People’s
Republic was in fact spatially limited. A significant proportion of those who decided
to change jobs did so by moving to other state farms, thus minimising exposure
to external influences that might potentially react negatively to their employment
within the state farms framework.”

State-farm workers’ isolation was reinforced by top-down measures. An exam-
ple was the celebration of public holidays, such as 1 May or 22 July, which in socialist
countries were public events celebrated on a grand scale. As in other contexts, they
were preceded by preparations, including the appointment of special committees
and the presentation of awards during the ceremonies. However, all these activities
took place in a state of occupational isolation.®” Moreover, the isolation was main-
tained by the workforce in other situations. A prime example was employee holi-
days, which, although formally available to permanent employees from 1949, were
not popular in the Polish People’s Republic. This phenomenon was documented on
the pages of the flagship magazine of the Polish United Workers’ Party, Trybuna
Ludu, that in 1961 stated:

“Resting in the bosom of nature is not popular with state agricultural farm
workers [...]. Agricultural workers are exposed to exceptionally bad and
humiliating treatment from the »better« [...] holiday guests.”®!

This phenomenon was also confirmed by Jolanta Pilch’s research in the 1970s.%

Conclusion: The legacy of marginalization and poverty?

The workforce of the state-owned farms established after the war was a very diverse
and internally heterogeneous socio-professional group, which in the official propa-
ganda and ideology was supposed to constitute the new, “most advanced section of
the working class in the countryside”® Despite the propaganda’s efforts and inten-
tions, this group remained isolated and marginalized in terms of social interaction
with other socio-professional groups until the end of the 1980s.

The social and professional isolation of agricultural workers was due to several
factors. The two key ones are: firstly, the perception of agricultural workers as a
backward and at the same time ideologically privileged social class and, secondly,
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the contempt resulting from their low social status and rural tensions in the Stalinist
period. At the same time, due to the fluidity of the workforce, the staft of state-
owned farms was always internally unstable and unintegrated.

The challenges faced over decades, including the arduous process of integra-
tion into broader social structures (e.g., through the employee holiday fund, theo-
retically available to all public sector employees and having an integrating effect)
and gaining acceptance as a distinct but valued social group, proved unsuccessful.
This was particularly evident during the period of systemic (economic) transfor-
mation in the 1990s. The desire of the new political elites to quickly deal with the
communist legacy, which had hampered economic development, led to the liquida-
tion of state farms and the reprivatization of state property. It appears that liberal
reformers did not treat the marginalized and despised social group of state-farm
workers with due care. State-farm workers, still identified with communist back-
wardness and pathologies, were forced to adapt to the top-down changes. Internally
divided for decades, the community found itself unable to unite and protest against
the brutal and socially insensitive elimination of their workplaces, which deprived
them of everything.

In the absence of protective programs during the period of liquidation and
political transformation, the vast majority of state-farm residents, estimated at
2 million in the early 1990s,°* were condemned to unemployment and, in the long
term, to poverty and destitution, ending up as some of the main victims of the
post-communist transformation.

In the western and northern regions of Poland, historically dominated by state-
owned farms, the unemployment rate rose to 27 percent after these entities were
dissolved.® An emblematic symbol of the public legitimization of the significant
reductions and minimal protective measures granted to the state-farm communi-
ties was the controversial and quasi-documentary film ‘Arizona’ directed by Ewa
Borzecka, broadcast in 1997 at prime time on public television.® The film portrayed
the community of one of the north-eastern state-owned farms as broken, depressed,
helpless and affected by alcoholism. The reportage was criticized by the film indus-
try, and the director and the staff were accused of unethical behaviour (for example,
recording residents under the influence of alcohol).” However, the film had a signif-
icant impact on Polish society, deepening the existing stigmatization of state-farm
workers.
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As anthropologist Katarzyna Maniak emphasizes, in the 1990s, alternative por-
trayals of state-owned farms also contributed to the propagation of an unfavour-
able image of female and male workers in public discourse, who were presented as
members of a ‘subclass’ or representatives of the ‘homo sovieticus’ category.®® The
term ‘homo sovieticus, popularized by sociologist Piotr Sztompka, described a set
of personality traits, including ‘civilizational incompetence; dependence on state
paternalism, learned helplessness and passivity, which for years were attributed to
the workers and inhabitants of the former state farms.*

In a study published in 2024, Bartosz Panek argues that the social and men-
tal costs of political and economic transformation in post-state-farm societies were
enormous. The stigmatization and marginalization experienced by former employ-
ees resulted in long-term social trauma, which is still evident among the next gener-
ation of residents of former state-owned agricultural estates.”

While the privatization of state property and the dissolution of state farms were
criticized by experts as early as the 1990s,”" it was not until at least a decade later that
the public media began to report that the process could have been carried out differ-
ently, taking social issues into account. In 2001, the former minister for privatization
admitted in an interview that the state farms, modelled on the Soviet sovchoz were
dissolved in an excessive hurry:

“It was a mistake in the perception of the dynamics of change. Too little
attention was paid to the social catastrophe, the human dimension [...] it
was a failure of imagination,” he said.”

In 2015, Bozena Kulicz, co-founder of the PGR (State-farm) Museum in
Bolegorzyno, made a different comment on the liquidation and privatization process:

“State-farm employees were never able to unite and fight for themselves
[...] everyone turned their backs on them: directors and managers, poli-
ticians, individual farmers, city dwellers””

The inferiority complex that persisted throughout the entire period of the Polish
People’s Republic and the isolation of state-owned farm workers and their residents
from other social and professional groups in the 1990s caused indifference on the

68  Maniak, Wysilek, efekt i ocenianie ciat, 217.

69  Maniak, Wysilek, efekt i ocenianie ciat, 217.

70  Panek, Zboze rosto jak las, 50-279.

71 Machalek, Likwidacja parnistwowych gospodarstw rolnych, 277-78, 288.
72 Cyt. za Panek.

73 PGR, czyli jak PRL zakonserwowal feudalizm, Rzeczpospilita, https://www.rp.pl/plus-minus/
art11893201-pgr-czyli-jak-prl-zakonserwowal-feudalizm (Accessed: 27 July 2025).


https://www.rp.pl/plus-minus/art11893201-pgr-czyli-jak-prl-zakonserwowal-feudalizm
https://www.rp.pl/plus-minus/art11893201-pgr-czyli-jak-prl-zakonserwowal-feudalizm

220 Ewelina Szpak

part of decision-makers towards their post-communist fate. This led to decades of a
sense of injustice and resentment felt by generations of not only former state-farm
employees but also their families.
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