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STEPS TOWARDS FULL COLLECTIVISATION 
OF AGRICULTURE

There was once the Kaiser’s empire, there was once Hitler’s empire and 
yet everything changed again. We just want to hold on and wait for what’s 
going on next year!1

(One of the farmers’ arguments against joining the LPG when faced with an 
agitation brigade in the vicinity of Görmar, Kreis Mühlhausen in December 1959.)

There is no doubt that despite claiming the title of ‘the workers’ and 
peasants’ state’ in 1949, it was the former not the laĴ er who were central 
to the identity of the GDR as both carriers of the revolution and models 
of the socialist personality. The extent and depth to which the SED had 
penetrated rural society was correspondingly limited. The advance-
ment of collective farming during the 1950s was in large part the begin-
nings of an aĴ empt to remedy this glaring defi ciency. The completion 
of the collectivisation campaign in 1960, while being an administrative 
success, revealed, however, just how defi cient the permanent structures 
of control and communication between the SED leadership and rural 
communities were and how liĴ le certainty there was in the countryside 
of a future under the SED.

During the 1950s, the campaign for collectivisation of agriculture 
sought to undertake the most radical transformation of the conditions 
of rural existence since the land reforms. It entailed a massive mobilisa-
tion of the regime’s apparatus for publicising its policies, persuading 
people of their value and suppressing hostility. In so doing it placed 
the eff ectiveness of the local, district and regional administration of 
agriculture and rural communities under close scrutiny, exposing the 
extent and limitations of this apparatus. At the same time, with the for-
mation of the new LPGs, collectivisation forced farmers and local func-
tionaries to accept new roles and responsibilities and in so doing began 
to change the basis on which the SED regime communicated with and 
transmiĴ ed its authority to farmers and rural communities at large. The 
manner of the campaign, which caused in the short term such fear, an-
ger and hostility towards the SED, had long-term consequences, seĴ ing 
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4 • A  er the ‘Socialist Spring’

the parameters within which future policies were conceived, communi-
cated and received in the next decade and beyond.

The Campaign for Collectivisation

The pace of the SED-directed transformation of society since the end 
of the war had been far slower in the countryside than it had been in 
the towns for a number of reasons. The central role of the church in 
village life, the complex networks of familial relations in the village, 
the lack of anonymity and the essential interdependency of the inhab-
itants of small communities were important factors in preserving the 
established social order. Moreover, the simple geographical isolation 
of many communities meant the ideological as well as purely organisa-
tional capacity for change in the villages was lacking. 

By the early 1950s the self-confi dence of the SED leadership under 
Walter Ulbricht had risen suffi  ciently that it was willing to place more 
pressure on the population in the implementation of the socialist trans-
formation of society and increased norms of production. At the II SED 
Party Congress in 1952, the phase ‘the construction of socialism’ (Au  au 
des Sozialismus) was announced and the SED thus began the next step in 
its socioeconomic transformation of the countryside following the land 
reforms of the postwar period. Having parcelled out the larger estates 
in the late 1940s, the goal was now to re-establish large-scale produc-
tion units through the amalgamation of farms into socialist collectives 
organised according to a uniform paĴ ern. Where before organised co-
operation between farmers had been quashed by the SED, material and 
practical support (and with it state interference) was now given to the 
‘spontaneous’ formation of farming collectives in some selected villages 
and the SED leadership advanced a campaign for the formation of agri-
cultural collectives more widely, despite the lack of suitable conditions 
for widespread large-scale collective production.2 

Although aspects of the Soviet model were adopted during the drive 
for collectivisation, this was by no means to be a simple Sovietisation 
of agriculture: the land brought into the collective remained legally, al-
beit with numerous restrictions, in the ownership of the farmer, while 
the range of types of collective farm organisation enabled farmers to 
maintain, if they chose, individual control of livestock and/or farm ma-
chinery.3 In the LPG Type I only the use of the land was managed in com-
mon; in Type II (which relatively few farmers ever adopted) the land, 
tools and machinery were to be held collectively; and in Type III the live-
stock were also included. The majority of farmers, however, continued 
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Towards Full Collectivisation of Agriculture • 5

to resist collectivisation even as the state off ered greater incentives to 
those who would join – through privileged access to machinery, seed 
and fertiliser, liĞ ing of debts and extension of credit – and more severe 
sanctions to those who would not or could not: high taxes and the set-
ting of impossibly high production quotas, which eff ectively meant jail 
terms and the confi scation of property as punishment for alleged sabo-
tage. Under such duress a large proportion of Großbauern (wealthy farm-
ers: defi ned as those owning 20 hectares of land or involved in capitalist 
enterprise) chose fl ight from the GDR or abandoned their farms during 
the course of 1952 and 1953, which in turn exacerbated defi ciencies in 
the supply of food to the population.4

In the towns, the ultimate results of the more hard-line policies of the 
Au  au des Sozialismus and the increased production norms were the dem -
onstrations of 17 June 1953. Despite great opposition to the beginnings 
of a campaign for collectivisation and punitively high production quotas 
along with false charges of economic sabotage for non-compliant farm-
ers, participation in the uprisings remained limited in the countryside, 
though not for want of disgruntlement with the state’s policies. Notable 
exceptions in Bezirk Erfurt were demonstrations and open opposition to 
the SED led in part by village pastors in Bad Tennstedt, Kreis Langen-
salza and in Eckolstädt, Kreis Apolda, in the laĴ er’s case ending only 
with the deployment of Soviet tanks. In Bezirk Erfurt, private farmers 
were involved too in demonstrations on 17 June in four (out of thirteen) 
district capitals during which some of those imprisoned during the ‘class 
struggle’ in the countryside were forcibly released. The most notable 
of these actions occurred in Mühlhausen, where 5,000–6,000 farmers 
who had been aĴ ending a farmers’ assembly in Oberdorla on 17 June 
marched through the town and occupied the court buildings, demand-
ing the return of a free market and the release of imprisoned farmers.5 
The date 17 June, however, while gaining symbolic value – and it con-
tinued to be referred to by disgruntled farmers in the Bezirk in subse-
quent years6 – was not directly experienced by the vast majority of the 
rural population. Rather, in subsequent months, as the SED imple-
mented the ‘New Course’ designed to defuse the most serious causes 
of dissatisfaction among East Germans, farmers took the opportunity 
to reassert themselves and reverse measures forced upon them. Thus 
LPGs formed under duress disbanded and farmers withdrew to harvest 
independently during 1953. By the following year, however, pressure 
and material incentives were again being brought to bear on farmers 
and farm labourers to form and re-form collective farms. 

For much of the 1950s an uneasy situation developed in rural com-
munities. Many LPGs remained economically unstable, lacking both 
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6 • A  er the ‘Socialist Spring’

the quality of land and livestock and the degree of expertise, dedica-
tion and social cohesion among members to function effi  ciently.7 Pri-
vate farmers faced with punitive production quotas found themselves 
unable to continue in agriculture and, in some cases fearing draconian 
punishments, abandoned the GDR altogether. While it is clear that the 
majority of private farmers in the GDR managed to survive and in many 
cases even profi t from the system of production quotas and ‘freie Spitzen’ 
(‘free peaks’: i.e. excess production beyond the state quota for which the 
state was willing to pay a higher price), a basic antagonism remained 
between much of the rural population and the representatives of the 
SED regime, demonstrated repeatedly in minor acts of resistance. In 
June 1957 farmers in Kreis Apolda were reported to have called openly 
for the return of the free market and the abolition of quotas.8 Minor acts 
of sabotage also took place to undermine existing collective farms. In 
early 1958 in an LPG in Kreis Mühlhausen, for example, several pigs 
were reported to have been stabbed. The strength of opposition to the 
LPG in the village also meant that those who joined could be seen as 
traitors and thus faced social isolation. Various incidents were reported 
in which LPG members were insulted and their children bullied. In a 
case in a village in Kreis Gotha, a woman was reportedly spat at while 
in the village shop for having become a member of the LPG.9 

Paradoxically, more serious for the regime than these episodes of 
‘class confl ict’ was the lack of any confrontations whatsoever with the 
‘class enemy’ in some rural communities during the later 1950s. Village 
SED party secretaries, local mayors and police constables as well as rep-
resentatives of the various mass organisations were widely and repeat-
edly criticised for the leniency of their approach to the class situation 
in the communities for which they were supposedly the responsible 
offi  cials of the socialist state. There was widespread reluctance among 
such local functionaries to campaign against or denounce those farm-
ers whose relative wealth and inherited status in the village marked 
them out – on paper at least – as the ‘class enemy’. At the same time, 
local functionaries were criticised for the lack of eff ort they put into 
promoting potentially controversial policies. Local mayors and village 
councillors, particularly where they were not themselves members of 
the SED, showed themselves to be less than enthusiastic in support of 
collectivisation for most of the 1950s.

Independent farmers formed a large part of the membership of the 
bloc parties in rural constituencies – particularly the farmers’ party 
(Demokratische Bauernpartei Deutschlands or DBD) but also the CDU 
(Christlich-Demokratische Union) and in certain areas the liberal party 
(Liberal-Demokratische Partei Deutschlands or LDPD). Consequently there 
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was considerable pressure on local offi  cials from within their own lo-
cal party groups at the very least to avoid confronting unpopular is-
sues such as collectivisation. Even if they did not make any arguments 
against collective farming in principle, mayors and village councillors 
expressed strong reservations against its implementation in practice in 
the particular circumstances of their locality. Similarly the chairmen of 
the local boards of the state-run Farmers’ Mutual Aid Union (Verein der 
gegenseitigen Bauernhilfe or VdgB) were known to drag their feet when 
called upon to persuade farmers of the benefi ts of the LPG. Rather they 
tended to sympathise with the unwillingness of particularly smaller 
farmers and Neubauern to give up individual use of the farms that they 
had so laboriously established since the end of the war.10 Even the trac-
tor drivers of the Machine and Tractor Stations (Maschinen-Traktoren-
Stationen or MTS) were not necessarily reliable. Manned in part by work-
ers recruited from industry, the MTS were in theory to function as pro-
gressive proletarian bulwarks in the otherwise ideologically backward 
countryside, casting their infl uence over several surrounding villages. 
It was clear, however, that in a number of cases the MTS workers – 
showing a lack of ‘class consciousness’ – enjoyed beĴ er relations with 
independent farmers than with the chairmen of the LPG.11 

The continuing importance of the church as an alternative source of 
authority in the village was part of the problem as far as the SED lead-
ership was concerned. That clergy were occasionally seen to be active 
in warning against the LPG was considered a serious obstacle to per-
suading all those in the rural community to consider collective farming 
seriously.12 Belief in the prospect of reunifi cation with West Germany in 
the none too distant future gave people the confi dence to retain openly 
their links with the church despite the atheism of the SED regime. There 
remained, too, a strong commitment to the local pastor as a central and 
long-standing fi gure of rural life – one who had in many cases played 
a vital role in representing the interests of the community during the 
end of the war and the hardships and injustices of the Soviet occupa-
tion and early years of SED rule.13 Thus, in the villages, adherence to the 
church and respect for the opinions of the pastor – whether Catholic, 
Lutheran or Reformed Protestant – remained strong during the 1950s, 
even as the state began to win baĴ les over religious education and the 
state youth confi rmation ceremony (Jugendweihe).14 Meanwhile, local 
representatives of the state were not always suffi  ciently motivated by 
zeal for the socialist cause to condemn the continuing willingness of 
villagers to work on the local church board and support even a contro-
versial local pastor. Investigations into rural policing in a number of 
districts in the Bezirk at the end of 1957 found that strong connections 
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8 • A  er the ‘Socialist Spring’

with one or other of the Christian churches had impaired the eff ective-
ness of village police offi  cers and SED party organisations.15 

During the 1950s the pressure on farmers to commit themselves to 
joining or forming an LPG was by no means applied comprehensively 
in the GDR, or even in Bezirk Erfurt, with a consistent degree of ur-
gency or with a consistent set of methods and arguments. It is in the 
context of this inconsistency that the behaviour and actions of private 
and collective farmers and the various participants in the regime’s ap-
paratus for agitation, when the drive for full collectivisation of agricul-
ture began, need to be understood. 

The confusion of the situation established in 1960 with the rapid com-
pletion, on paper, of full collectivisation was born out of the variety of 
aĴ itudes among both farmers and agitators as to what should or would 
be created by collectivisation in practice, and what would be or should be 
preserved of the structures and practices of independent farming and pri-
vate ownership. Collectivisation took place in an atmosphere of uncer-
tainty with regard to the future organisation of agriculture, leaving a last-
ing element of unpredictability as to the status and future of the LPG.

In line with the ‘New Course’ introduced by the SED leadership in 
1953, a set of administrative and economic incentives and pressures had 
replaced the crude threats of imprisonment and confi scation which had 
been used to force collectivisation prior to the popular unrest across 
the GDR in June of that year. Although from 1954 onwards the number 
of LPGs, the proportion of land farmed collectively and the number of 
LPG members in Bezirk Erfurt increased, this was a gradual process, 
driven less by the successful persuasion of independent farmers or 
landowners, than by the abandonment of land and the recruitment of 
industrial workers or landless labourers to the collective farms. It was 
not until 1958 that the rate of formation of new collectives increased 
signifi cantly, with the participation of formerly independent farmers. 
The decision taken at the 33rd Session of the SED’s Central CommiĴ ee 
(Zentralkomitee or ZK) in the autumn of the previous year to step up the 
campaign for collectivisation led to aĴ empts at LPG recruitment aimed 
primarily at those private farmers who were politically organised in 
either a party or a mass organisation.16 From the middle of 1958, at the 
V SED Party Congress, the focus of the campaign was expanded to en-
compass all private farmers, including those so-called ‘Großbauern’ 
who had previously been prevented from forming or joining LPGs.17 
Nevertheless during the course of that year the amount of land in the 
Bezirk farmed collectively reached only 17.7 per cent.18 The vast major-
ity of independent farmers felt themselves able to resist the LPG and 
the agitators for the time being, if not for ever.
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Popular Responses to Collectivisation

Opposition to the formation of collective farms was based on a number 
of objections, not least unwillingness on the part of traditionally inde-
pendent farmers to lose private control over their own fi nances.19 The 
eff ectiveness of economic levers such as high delivery quotas to encour-
age collectivisation had been balanced out by the incentives for making 
as much production available as possible for purchase by the state. Suc-
cessful farmers could certainly double their incomes through the sale of 
excess produce bought up by the state at higher prices. The prospect of 
such forms of additional income being restricted as a result of member-
ship in a collective was a strong disincentive for joining. From a purely 
practical point of view the parlous state of many of the collectives in 
existence did liĴ le to persuade farmers of the value of collective farm-
ing either. Although the fi nancial situation of the LPGs did gradually 
improve over the years, at the end of 1959 50 per cent of Type III LPGs in 
the Bezirk were nonetheless offi  cially categorised as ‘fi nancially weak’.20 
A minority of elite LPGs were able to pay high wages and easily exceed 
their plans. Others managed to get by with some success, taking advan-
tage of the preferential treatment given to LPGs in terms of reduced quo-
tas and access to machinery and fertiliser. The majority, however, lagged 
behind. All too oĞ en ineffi  ciency, poor work organisation and a lack of 
commitment to the LPG from its members compounded natural obsta-
cles to improved production levels. The lack of fi nancial success in LPGs 
inevitably led in some cases to a sour atmosphere among the members. 
Certainly personal confl icts between members of an LPG put private 
farmers off  joining collective farms. It was enough to live in close prox-
imity to one another without having to work together as well. A report 
on the problems facing agitators operating in an MTS area in Kreis Mühl-
hausen in December 1959 described the situation in one village thus: 
‘no one wants to join the existing LPG in Diedorf because there are always 
confl icts and people say: “we’re not geĴ ing involved in that mess”’.21 

A report by a Stasi informant on the LPG Type II in Wahlhausen, 
Kreis Heiligenstadt in November 1958 underlines the mutual antago-
nism felt between private farmers and the LPG. As a private farmer 
himself, he reported on the anger among farmers who were constantly 
being called upon to pick their fi elds again for more potatoes even 
though they had fulfi lled their quotas. In contrast, he pointed out that 
the LPG had actually allowed potatoes to go to waste in its own fi elds. 
This and other incidences of shoddy practice or mismanagement of the 
LPG had hardened his aĴ itude against the actual prospect of joining 
this collective.22 In a further report the informant noted that a leading 
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10 • A  er the ‘Socialist Spring’

fi gure in the LPG had openly proposed that remaining private farmers 
should be treated more severely in order to make them enter the col-
lective.23 For many farmers, the LPG represented nothing so much as 
being forced into the hands of those who would destroy them.

In the late 1950s the prospect of joining one such LPG did not appeal 
to either the economic or the social interests of farmers. Rather the LPG 
was seen at best as a last resort for those unable any longer to run their 
farms profi tably.24 LPGs founded prior to the intensifi ed agitation cam-
paigns of 1960 were thus seldom formed by the most successful and 
experienced farmers.25 Rather, the membership of the LPGs tended to 
consist of industrial workers, landless farm labourers and small farm-
ers who lacked the wherewithal to run a large enterprise eff ectively. 
Some of the more severe cases came under the scrutiny of the District 
Party Control Commission of the SED (Kreisparteikontrollkommission or 
KPKK). For example, the KPKK carried out an investigation into the 
LPG Type III in Kindelbrück in 1958, which had been formed largely 
from abandoned land leĞ  in the inexpert care of the village council (Rat 
der Gemeinde or RdG). The members of the LPG were exclusively former 
agricultural labourers and thus while not new to agriculture, had no 
experience between them of running a farm as a whole. No less signif-
icantly, they had liĴ le livestock or draĞ  animals let alone machinery 
with which to work on fi elds that had been allowed to grow thick with 
weeds. State subsidies were thus absolutely vital over a number of years 
to enable the LPG to construct a collective livestock shed. Even with this 
support, however, members were scarcely able to raise enough profi ts 
to give themselves suffi  cient income, causing serious disgruntlement 
with the whole project of collective farming.26 

Even as the drive towards full collectivisation was picking up speed, 
previously formed LPGs began to implode, unable to give their mem-
bers a suffi  cient income to live on. In the LPG Type I Grossmonra, Kreis 
Sömmerda nineteen members of the LPG resigned, sending offi  cial no-
tice to the LPG board, some of whom (to the outrage of the KPKK) 
even consulted a lawyer. In addition the SED party secretary in the LPG 
made clear his intention to hand in his party document. Of the nine-
teen, thirteen were ultimately persuaded to return to the LPG by the 
district state authorities, two were denied the chance to rejoin the LPG 
and four were allowed to remain uncollectivised.27 

Lacking the means to employ a suffi  cient workforce or children who 
would run the farm, older farmers oĞ en found no other way to cope with 
the oppressive demands placed upon them by the state than by form-
ing or joining an LPG. Here the question of access to machinery was in 
many cases decisive. From the beginning of 1958 the MTS were di-
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rected to serve primarily the LPGs rather than allow their machinery to 
be rented by private farmers. In practice this did not occur everywhere, 
with MTS workers oĞ en preferring, whether out of conviction or fi nan-
cial incentive, to continue to serve private farmers (in some cases to the 
detriment of the LPGs).28 It was easier, for example, for an MTS worker 
to fulfi l his quota of fi elds harvested or ploughed if he did not have to 
move his tractor to a diff erent valley halfway through the day. How-
ever, the preference given to the LPGs on the whole in terms of access to 
new machinery (reinforced by the decision announced at the 6th LPG 
Conference in February 1959 that at fi rst only LPG Type IIIs in fully col-
lectivised villages with over 500 hectares should receive the machinery 
of the MTS on long-term loan) encouraged private farmers to join up.29 
Faced with the possibility of being denied access to machinery and with 
too liĴ le money to purchase their own, some of the less wealthy farmers 
were moved to join or form LPGs. However, this did liĴ le to change the 
image of the agricultural collectives among the more successful inde-
pendent farmers as being the last resort for the desperate.

At this stage the aĴ ainment of full collectivisation remained remote 
for all concerned. If some independent farmers expected German reuni-
fi cation, a third world war or the state’s fi nancial dire straits to intervene 
before collectivisation was completed, as far as the SED leadership was 
concerned, full collectivisation would not be possible for several years 
yet either. The State Planning Commission had initially decided on 1963 
and then 1965 as aĴ ainable deadlines for full collectivisation.30 Given the 
potential damage to the economy and to the ability of the GDR to sup-
ply itself with food at a time when the SED leadership explicitly sought 
to demonstrate superior living standards in comparison with the Fed-
eral Republic, progress in the formation of LPGs remained gradual and 
incremental. Successful private farmers were well aware of the weakness 
of the LPGs and their own importance to the maintenance of production 
levels and dismissed the prospect of collectivisation accordingly. Func-
tionaries throughout the administration of agriculture and the govern-
ment of rural communities were aware of this too, and were reluctant 
to agitate for collectivisation when farmers remained so clearly opposed 
to it. Even the most dedicated to the socialist cause or the class confl ict 
were wary of compromising the supply of food to the population.

The Limits of Local Agitation

In Bezirk Erfurt the rate of collectivisation in 1959 had sunk below that 
of the previous year, with a total of fi Ğ y-nine new LPGs founded that 
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added only a further 4.9 per cent of the agricultural land in the Bezirk 
to the amount farmed in collectives. This slow progress was put down, 
quite simply, to the unwillingness of independent farmers to join the 
LPGs. Nevertheless it was also clear that at a local level not enough was 
being done to win them over. Old antagonisms had led existing LPGs 
to refuse to accept new members from among those who had long re-
jected the collective. More generally, consensus had by no means been 
achieved as to whether collectivisation could or should be achieved in 
the near future among the functionaries of those local institutions on 
which the SED leadership relied to exert its infl uence over farmers – 
from the village SED organisation, the bloc party groups, the mass or-
ganisations as well as the village and district state administration, the 
MTS and any nearby factories. 

Assessments of opinion in SED organisations in the countryside un-
covered a number of individual SED members, party secretaries as well 
as entire party organisations who were unsupportive of the current 
progress of collectivisation. Given the lack of SED members among the 
farming population, the local organisations of the Farmers’ Mutual Aid 
Union (VdgB) provided a network through which the regime sought to 
exert its infl uence on private farmers and rural communities in general. 
However, it was widely recognised that local VdgB organisations could 
not always be relied upon to espouse the party line with regard to ag-
riculture, particularly on such a divisive issue as full collectivisation. In 
January and February 1960, the Stasi Bezirk administration sought to 
rectify this by instructing their district offi  ces to see that those farmers 
standing for election to local VdgB governing boards were politically 
and ideologically suitable.31 Regardless of these instructions, it was 
clear in early 1960 that in the majority of villages, the local VdgB organ-
isations could not be relied upon to act in accordance with SED policy.32 
In March 1960 at least twenty-six chairmen of local VdgB organisations 
in Kreis Arnstadt were dismissed from their posts for failing to support 
‘the socialist transformation of agriculture’.33 

The unreliability of those charged with driving forward the collec-
tivisation process on the ground is in many respects wholly explicable 
given the choices with which they were faced. Up until 1960, unless one 
believed in the importance of collectivisation in itself, there was liĴ le 
reason actively to campaign on its behalf. Joining an LPG had not been 
made obligatory by law, most farmers opposed the idea and the poten-
tial for success was limited by the ease with which rural communities 
could close ranks against the small numbers of activists who were pre-
pared to advocate the policies of the SED regime. The secretary of the 
SED organisation and pub landlord in a village in Kreis Mühlhausen 
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explained his inaction quite simply, with the reasoning that if he were 
to make his support for socialism known – ‘no one will drink a glass of 
beer in his pub anymore’.34 The diffi  culty of winning over farmers was 
particularly acute in those communities where the church and religion 
still played a major role in the aĴ itudes of the community as a whole 
to the latest moves by the SED. In the Eichsfeld districts based around 
the small towns of Worbis and Heiligenstadt, where Catholicism pre-
dominated, the functionaries charged with advocating collectivisation 
tended either to lack the conviction themselves or simply had insuffi  -
cient authority within the community to make a convincing case.35 Con-
sequently almost no progress was made in the development of LPGs 
here. In districts where the Reformed Protestant Church predominated, 
pastors in a number of villages undermined potential support for the 
LPG by speaking out against collectivisation. Their views were not op-
posed even by the functionaries of local government and members of 
the SED and bloc parties who themselves had in some cases remained 
practising Christians.36 Given the resolve of farmers and rural com-
munities to resist collectivisation, and the lack of resolve among rural 
functionaries to campaign for it, there appeared in most villages to be 
no coordinated or coherent strategy for overcoming opposition to full 
collectivisation.

AĞ er a diffi  cult harvest in 1959 across the GDR owing to a long period 
without rain and even greater need for rapid increases in production in 
order to keep pace with higher consumption levels, it was clear to the 
SED leadership that more would have to be done quickly to achieve a 
leap forward in productivity. Despite the intention to create at least one 
LPG in every village by the end of 1959, on 31 December, 114 separate 
communities were recorded in Bezirk Erfurt without any LPGs at all, 
while in other parts of the country there had been even less success.37 
The replacement of Erich Mückenberger as Agriculture Secretary in the 
Central CommiĴ ee by Gerhard Grüneberg38 during the seventh ses-
sion of the Central CommiĴ ee in December 1959 signalled a change 
to a higher-risk policy of rapid collectivisation despite the short-term 
economic shortfalls this was likely to infl ict.39 Brigades of agitators had 
already been deployed around the Bezirk charged with persuading 
farmers to form LPGs, establishing bridgeheads from which to move 
the campaign in the districts forward. However, their impact on farm-
ers remained limited. With relatively few qualifi ed personnel available 
to staff  the brigades, the amount of time each brigade was able to spend 
in a single village was not limitless. Farmers who had no desire to join 
an LPG could thus eff ectively resist outside interference by weathering 
the storm and awaiting the brigade’s departure. The strategy of rely-
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ing on the propaganda impact of the media, the persuasive eff orts of 
village functionaries and the deployment of occasional brigades of agi-
tators alongside the usual tactics of economic pressure and incentive 
lacked the required level of ‘continuous confrontation’. The SED Cen-
tral CommiĴ ee thus charged the SED Bezirksleitungen with developing 
a programme of intensive campaigns in the villages.

The Campaign Intensifi ed

Thus far the basic weakness of the SED’s infl uence over the rural popu-
lation and the basic unreliability of the network of functionaries oper-
ating at a district and local level in agriculture and rural society had 
been all too clearly demonstrated. At the same time, many farmers had 
exposed themselves as opponents of the socialist regime who were will-
ing to resist as far as they could any change in the organisation of agri-
culture. As such they appeared too to be forces of reaction standing in 
the way of the social transformation of rural society. Seen in these terms, 
the value to the SED regime of a more rigorous approach towards resis-
tant farmers was clear. A campaign which mobilised large numbers of 
supporters of SED policy and placed rural and agricultural functionar-
ies under close scrutiny would be a telling reminder of the SED leader-
ship’s strength as well as a useful means of testing loyalty and exposing 
opposition in the countryside. The move then in early 1960 to accelerate 
the process and race towards full collectivisation, even if decided much 
in advance by the SED leadership, was met with considerable trepida-
tion by functionaries operating in rural communities themselves and 
at lower levels in the administration of agriculture. At the same time, 
farmers were shocked by the virulence with which they were being 
‘persuaded’ to join or form LPGs, prompting equally radical responses, 
not least of which was fl ight westwards to the Federal Republic.

From the end of January 1960 the number of brigades of agitators 
arguing for collectivisation in the villages was greatly increased. The 
personnel of the brigades was made up of politically reliable citizens 
drawn from a number of urban and rural institutions: staff  and stu-
dents from universities and polytechnics, MTS and State Owned Farm 
(Volkseigenes Gut or VEG) offi  cials as well as functionaries of all political 
parties and mass organisations were called upon to promote the ‘social-
ist transformation’ of the countryside. Once these had been briefed on 
the arguments in favour of collectivisation and the benefi ts of the LPG, 
they were sent into the countryside to liaise with local functionaries 
and party members, visit farmers in their homes and arrange public 
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meetings, staying in a single rural community for a number of days if 
necessary.

The success of these brigades varied according to their own com-
petence, leadership and organisation as well as the receptiveness of 
the communities they entered. The poor behaviour of certain brigade 
members and the lack of technical agricultural knowledge of urban 
students and functionaries certainly aggravated the resistance among 
villagers, who resented being bullied by what they saw as a group of 
ignorant ‘townies’ into acting against their will and common sense.40 
With agitation brigades staying for days at a time in the villages, local 
functionaries were given the task of ensuring they were provided with 
food and accommodation, as well as the requisite information about 
the locality. While the brigades appear in most cases to have received 
suffi  cient support, the work of the brigades was hampered in some 
cases by either the incompetence or the hostility of local offi  cials. For 
example, in Niedersynstedt, in Kreis Weimar, the accommodation pro-
vided had been locked when the brigade arrived and the members of 
the one existing LPG in the village refused to let any brigade members 
stay in their houses. In another instance in Kreis Weimar, the deputy 
mayor responded to the claim by members of the agitation brigade that 
they intended to remain as long as it would take for them to achieve 
their goal, with the disparaging remark: ‘Let’s see who’s going to last 
longer.’41

Nevertheless some brigades were able to make an impact in the vil-
lages, especially if they had been eff ectively briefed with information 
on the local circumstances – a task that largely fell to the local police of-
fi cer (Abschni  sbevollmächtigter or ABV). Despite broad resistance to the 
idea of collectivisation, invariably some village inhabitants saw the ad-
vantages of the collective farm, not least if they were at a disadvantage 
in the existing social structure. The brigades thus sought to make use 
of potential splits between generations, contrasting the low wages of a 
family member on a private farm with possible earnings in the collec-
tive. Similarly they sought to highlight the freedom of small landhold-
ers, particularly single women, from obligation to the larger farmers in 
the village which supposedly the collective would bring. AĴ ention was 
also focused on the wives of private farmers.42 The alleviation of their 
heavy workload in the fi elds and in the home which the LPG promised 
to provide, as well as the opportunity to gain qualifi cations, certainly 
appealed to some women, (although many farmers’ wives remained 
among the staunchest of opponents to the LPG).43 

In the village of Wandersleben in Kreis Gotha, the prospects for a 
successful collectivisation were quite good. Much of the farming com-
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munity had benefi ted from socialist policy in rural areas over the years. 
Four hundred hectares had been made available during the land re-
forms in the late 1940s, an LPG Type III had been in existence since 
1952 and had managed to raise its grain production levels higher even 
than the average in West Germany. Furthermore it was claimed that 
the LPG’s mastery of maize production in accordance with a much-dis-
puted SED policy had enabled it to avoid the feed problems suff ered 
by many other farms. Meanwhile Wandersleben itself had developed 
into a local centre of commerce as well as education with an expanded 
school population and the establishment of an agricultural vocational 
school. Within the village there were organisations of the SED, CDU 
and DBD as well as the major mass organisations – the Free German 
Youth (Freie Deutsche Jugend or FDJ), the Democratic Women’s Union 
(Demokratischer Frauenbund Deutschlands or DFD) and the Free German 
Trade Union Association (Freier Deutscher Gewerkscha  sbund or FDGB). 
The regime was also represented in local sport in the Society for Sport 
and Technology (Gesellscha   für Sport und Technik or GST) and the Ger-
man Athletics and Sports Union (Deutscher Turn- und Sportbund or DTSB); 
and in care for the elderly with the People’s Solidarity Organisation 
(Volkssolidarität). Private farmers, too, were organised in a local organi-
sation of the VdgB, though the lack of a chairman rendered the organi-
sation ineff ective. Importantly the state village assembly contained a 
mixture of collective and private farmers as well as industrial workers. 

Nonetheless, by the end of 1959, 50 per cent of farmers based around 
Wandersleben had still not been persuaded to join or form an LPG. 
Some private farmers who had high yields from livestock production – 
producing double their state quotas – expected collectivisation to cut 
their profi ts. Others claimed simply: ‘At the end of the day, I don’t want 
to become an estate farm labourer.’ In order to bolster the impetus of 
the campaign, a brigade of agitators organised by the Bezirk commit-
tee of the National Front – with representatives from the SED’s district 
administration (Kreisleitung), the District State Council (Rat des Kreises 
or RdK) and the VdgB and CDU district leaderships – joined members 
of the local commiĴ ee to canvass support across all the sections of the 
community in the village. Railway workers, many of whom owned and 
farmed small plots but were exempt from delivery quotas, were to be 
persuaded to get involved with the LPG or at least lease their land to 
the collective. Christian leaders and young people were targeted to per-
suade them to participate in the campaign for collectivisation, while 
visits were organised to see a functioning LPG and to view Soviet tech-
nology in action. In addition the members of the brigade were armed 
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with information on how much each private farmer was profi ting from 
their current state quotas in order to shame people for exploiting the 
system.44

In Wandersleben, as elsewhere in the Bezirk, the initial progress of 
these campaigns was nevertheless still tortuously slow. Farmers who 
had resisted collectivisation thus far continued with the usual methods 
of weathering the storm. They avoided entering into conversation with 
the brigades by shuĴ ing doors, disappearing into the fi elds, and avoid-
ing or keeping quiet at public meetings.45 Where they could be brought 
to talk, farmers were careful to raise arguments with which they sought 
to put off  agitators without necessarily exposing themselves to accu-
sations of opposition to socialism. One farmer in Oberdorla, Kreis 
Mühlhausen called for the immediate implementation of communism 
rather than just socialism – claiming that just as the workers were given 
complete factories, so would he enter the LPG once the state had built 
the new livestock sheds. Another pointed out that private farmers still 
existed in the Soviet Union, so why not allow them here. More widely, 
private farmers argued that they would produce more if they were al-
lowed to continue to farm individually but received the same fi nancial 
support as the LPG, enabling them beĴ er to do their duty to socialism 
in fulfi lling the seven-year plan. Alternatively, they agreed to the prin-
ciple of the LPG, deferring their entry, however, until they had passed 
on the farm to the next generation, the harvest had been brought in or 
at the very least until relatives or certain other prominent fi gures in the 
community had agreed to join as well.46 

Others more honestly said that they would only join when they had 
no other choice, but not until then. In the village of Hollenbach, for 
example, the wife of an independent farmer told the brigade that her 
husband was out and refused to let them into the house. In the ensuing 
discussion she then stated: ‘We are still doing well, and we want to keep 
our independence … if the water’s up to our necks, then we’ll go into 
the LPG.’ Similarly other farmers made it clear that they would not join 
voluntarily, but would do so only if they were forced to join or if it were 
made illegal not to do so.47 The principle of voluntary entry into the 
LPG enshrined in the model statutes was a key grievance of farmers, 
who felt the humiliation of ‘giving up’ the farms of their forefathers far 
more keenly as a result of this clause. Resistance in a number of villages 
continued thus to be broad and resolute, and with rumours circulat-
ing that an international summit meeting in Paris in May of that year 
would ‘change everything’, many decided to try to hold out until the 
direction of the political tide was certain.48
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The ‘Socialist Spring’

The SED’s response to ongoing resistance and the lack of any very sig-
nifi cant rise in the percentage of land in the collectives by March, was to 
increase the intensity of the campaigns still further. Following a meet-
ing between the fi rst secretaries of the SED Bezirksleitungen at the ZK 
to discuss agricultural questions on 11 March 1960, the Bezirksleitung 
passed a resolution laying out the initial steps towards mobilising forces 
loyal to the regime throughout the countryside. Meetings were to be 
held between the Bezirksleitung, the SED district fi rst secretaries and 
the agricultural functionaries in the Rat des Bezirks. All the heads of the 
bloc parties, the mass organisations and other Bezirk-wide institutions 
were to meet to agree a common strategy with regard to collectivisa-
tion, and in all the districts conferences were to be held in the course of 
the week which all responsible functionaries, mayors and chairmen of 
district institutions were to aĴ end. The numbers of agitators in the bri-
gades operating in the Bezirk rose to as many as 9,724 on 26 March – 
drawing on factory workers and employees from other enterprises to 
bolster numbers.49

Such intimidating and constant pressure soon began to have results. 
With aĴ ention focused on the lead farmers in each community to form 
the collective, others soon joined, unwilling to resist unaided and to 
some extent reassured of the economic viability of the LPGs. Reports 
on the eff orts of a brigade operating in early March in the small agri-
cultural town of Kindelbrück in Kreis Sömmerda illustrate some of the 
methods employed. Over the week from 3 to 11 March 1960 the sixteen 
members of the agitation brigade were to divide into fi ve groups each 
concentrating on a single farm. During the course of the week, mem-
bers of the board of the existing LPGs, the MTS and two neighbouring 
state-owned farms were to be called upon to assist with the work of the 
brigade. Arguments arising from individual discussions with the farm-
ers were to be published in the press and names of resistant farmers 
were to be repeatedly announced using a loudspeaker.

During the following week, the work of the brigade was intensifi ed. 
Meetings were arranged with the school teachers, and the National 
Front representatives in each house and street were called upon to in-
volve all inhabitants in arguing for the collectivisation. The local ABV 
was also called upon to produce a list of all inhabitants who worked 
for state-run institutions or were connected to a collective farm, who 
might be recruited as agitators. Meetings were arranged too with larger 
groups of farmers, while other farms were, ominously, marked out to 
be subjected to ‘constant discussion’. On the weekends two members 
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of the brigade were charged with organising further agitation groups 
made up of local inhabitants to ensure there was no let-up of pressure. 
On top of this, over the course of the week, farmers were invited indi-
vidually to the town hall for private discussions. AĞ er continuous ef-
forts, the agitation brigade’s loudspeaker claimed by 24 March that the 
formation of an LPG had been secured. This included the fi ve farms tar-
geted in the fi rst week, joined by seven more. Nonetheless 30 per cent of 
the land aĴ ached to Kindelbrück remained outside the collective.50

The extent to which force was used explicitly in the agitation cam-
paigns is not clear. There is evidence of individual cases in Bezirk Erfurt 
as in the rest of the GDR where farmers appear to have been driven to 
suicide in the highly pressured atmosphere of collectivisation. Police 
reports from March and April 1960 describing such cases deliberately 
sought to downplay any connection with the tactics of the agitation 
campaign. Suicide notes, however, provided clear indication in a num-
ber of cases of the level of despair the prospect of collectivisation and 
the actions of agitation brigades had caused.51 

Certainly acts of resistance to the collectivisation resulted in arrests 
and in some cases in periods of imprisonment – albeit on other charges. 
For the majority, however, the participation of the (people’s) police as 
part of the agitation brigades implied threat enough of imprisonment. 
The ‘discovery’ of insignifi cant illegal actions by farmers certainly ap-
pears to have been used to break their resistance to entering the LPG.52 
A leĴ er from the chief of the Kreis Weimar-Land police department to 
his superiors at the Bezirk describes the situation as follows:

Through intensive investigations carried out by colleagues in the Crimi-
nal Department of the Weimar police station it was possible to uncover 
a number of law-breakers and using individual, tactically correct discus-
sions persuade these same people to join the LPG, without having used 
force. Thus in serious cases as many as 15 people were invited to the 
Criminal Department with whom individual discussions were held. As a 
result of these conversations a whole number of other agricultural enter-
prises [i.e. farms] have joined in the socialist transformation. Typical for 
the situation was the fact that it was mostly the spokesmen of the com-
munities who were involved … However contrary to rumours circulating 
at the Bezirk aĴ orney’s offi  ces, I would like to declare that during these 
actions no arrests of farmers were made.53

It was enough – it seems – for the police to make a show of strength, 
without actually arresting people. A set of instructions issued by the 
SED Bezirksleitung to the Kreisleitungen on 21 March illustrates this 
strategy of persuasion in action again. The document complains that a 
number of district and village functionaries were not being strict in up-
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holding the law and were therefore themselves hindering the process 
of socialist transformation in the countryside. As a solution it recom-
mended that the Kreisleitungen follow the example of the SED Kreislei-
tung in Kreis Arnstadt and form groups of fi nancial experts to assess 
individual farmers – with the implicit suggestion that any irregularities 
uncovered could be used to encourage participation in the LPGs.54 

The use of mayors’ offi  ces in which to hold interviews with resist-
ant farmers increased the impression – where it had not been explicitly 
expressed – of possible state sanctions. The use of the formula which 
connected support for the collectivisation with support for socialism 
and hence for peace provided a logical net with which farmers could be 
threatened and labelled as warmongers should they continue to object. 
Farmers identifi ed as ringleaders of opposition to collectivisation were 
especially vulnerable if their war record or some other element of their 
past could designate them fascist or reactionary. Furthermore there 
were limits to the farmers’ abilities to defend themselves, with forcible 
prevention of ‘trespassing’ on their land or indeed mere insults directed 
at the agitators likely to mark them out as especially hostile.

Alongside open demonstrations of state power, the Ministry for State 
Security, too, had a covert role to play in driving forward the collectivi-
sation campaign. Assessments by the Ministry’s Bezirk administration 
in January and February 1960 highlight that the Stasi had insuffi  cient 
numbers of informants working in agriculture, and were thus failing 
to gain suffi  cient coverage of the situation in villages across the Bezirk. 
Nevertheless, where possible, the district offi  ces of the Stasi were en-
couraged in particular to infl uence the formation of new LPGs. Those 
well-off  independent farmers who had been recruited (for whatever 
reason) as Stasi informants, it was suggested, ought to be forced to dem-
onstrate their unambiguous support for collectivisation by joining a 
collective farm ‘voluntarily’.55

Despite the use or threat of considerable force in the process of col-
lectivisation, it is also clear that some farmers bargained with local and 
district functionaries for their participation in the LPG. The urgency 
of the agitation brigades’ requirement for a signature or an agreement 
in order to be able to claim that full collectivisation had been achieved 
within their area on time, certainly led to verbal concessions to the farm-
ers’ desires. The wish of some larger farmers to form their own collec-
tive, to the exclusion of weaker, small farms, while not permiĴ ed in the 
initial months of the collectivisation campaign, was allowed as the dead -
lines grew imminent. Thus a police report on Kreis Nordhausen in April 
mentions villagers’ irritation that three of the largest and best farmers 
had been allowed to set up an LPG Type I on their own.56 Certainly 
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there were limits to how far such bargaining could go. A fi Ğ een-point 
set of wriĴ en conditions for entry into the LPG, which one farmer dared 
to put to the mayor in March 1960 in a village in Kreis Sömmerda, led 
to the involvement of the Stasi.57 Nevertheless, if the claims of some 
farmers following collectivisation are to be believed, far-reaching con-
cessions were indeed granted in return for their acceptance of the LPG. 
These ranged from the freedom to harvest independently in 1960 to 
guar antees of a certain level of profi t or wage, which matched their 
previous incomes. Thus a police report from 23 March 1960 points to 
increasing demands from farmers in Kreis Sömmerda in return for LPG 
entry, such as a minimum wage of 400DM or full reimbursement for the 
livestock and equipment brought into the collective. Requests were also 
made for documents allowing travel to West Germany in return for 
joining an LPG.58

According to statistics produced by the SED Bezirksleitung aĞ er 
col lectivisation had been nominally completed on 2 April, between 21 
March and 1 April the percentage of arable land in the Bezirk farmed 
collectively doubled from 40 to 80 per cent, entailing quite literally the 
founding of farming collectives overnight, particularly on the weekend 
of 25 March to 27 March.59 The situation on paper was a long way re-
moved from the reality, however. Suffi  cient signatures might have been 
gained agreeing to participation in the LPG, but the terms on which 
these agreements were reached did liĴ le to assuage the doubts of both 
farmers and many functionaries as to the long-term viability of LPGs. 
Nor indeed, despite the publication of model statutes in 1959 detailing 
the organisation of collective farms, was there certainty as to how the 
practice of collective farming should be undertaken.

Conclusion

Once the success of reaching full collectivisation throughout the Bezirk 
had been celebrated with greater or lesser degrees of sincerity in the 
villages in April 1960, the diffi  cult task of establishing actual function-
ing collective farms began. The practical purpose behind forming the 
collectives was to achieve large fi eld cultivation of crops and larger, 
more concentrated livestock holdings which allowed production to 
be increased as well as more eff ectively planned and controlled. Con-
ditions thus had to be created in which these goals could be realised, 
while in addition basic questions of how the collective farm was to be 
managed and who was to do it had to be addressed. Other fundamen-
tals of organisation such as the calculation of wages, the division of 
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profi ts, the allocation of private plots, working hours and delegation 
of responsibility had also to be seĴ led in practice among the members. 
Alongside these organisational issues, however, farmers had still to be 
convinced to be as good as their signature and actually work together 
in the collective.

The collectivisation was an impressive feat of administration, but 
neither the political nor the practical argument had been won for most 
farmers. In addition, the collectivisation process itself had demonstrated 
the limitations of the SED regime’s authority in rural areas. Worse still, 
the manner in which the collectivisation had taken place had leĞ  plenty 
of room for future confl ict and recrimination in rural communities in 
general, and disorganisation and uncertainty over the future practice of 
farming and administration of agriculture. There was, too, a real dan-
ger that this aĴ ack on farmers would rebound on the population at 
large through food shortages. New parameters had been set in which 
the transmission of authority in agriculture and rural society were to 
function. Farmers and the SED regime (and its local representatives) 
had signed up to a new set of roles and responsibilities with completion 
of full collectivisation – how these roles and responsibilities were to 
be interpreted and transformed into practice was by no means seĴ led, 
however.

In the following chapter the bases of confl ict and the expression of 
opposition in the aĞ ermath of full collectivisation will be examined, 
along with the processes through which regional and local functionar-
ies sought to resolve these confl icts and consolidate political, fi nancial 
and organisational stability within LPGs prior to the increased restric-
tion of fl ight to the West resulting from the construction of the Berlin 
Wall on 13 August 1961.
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