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by Markus Cerman

Abstract
The original concept of East-Elbian ‘demesne lordship’ (Gutsherrschaft), coined more than a century 
ago, provided the basis for later interpretations that assumed the existence of a fundamental divide 
between the early modern agrarian systems of Western and Eastern Europe. Within this ‘agrarian 
dualism’, East Central and Eastern Europe became associated with the rise of a commercial demesne 
economy and a strengthening of landlord powers over the rural population. While not ignoring the 
negative consequences of demesne lordship, recent approaches deal with the experience of lordship at 
the village level and point to the variety of agrarian structures within East Central and Eastern Europe. 
The results challenge traditional images of a general imposition of a ‘second serfdom’ and long-term 
economic stagnation and backwardness. The research focus has recently shifted to a reassessment of 
the social and legal conditions of the villagers and of the performance of the demesne and the tenant 
economic sectors in a comparative European perspective, casting further doubt on the existence of 
uniform ‘agrarian systems’ and ‘agrarian dualism’.

New approaches to European rural history have resulted in a revived interest in the phenomenon 
of early modern East Central and Eastern European rural societies that in English used to be 
called ‘second serfdom’. The use of this term in English-language studies has recently been 
challenged as a misnomer. By contrast, most historical writing in Central and Eastern Europe 
abandoned the idea of a uniform agrarian system in the early modern period and its charac-
terization as ‘serfdom’ quite some time ago, tentatively in the 1970s and decisively, after a 
paradigmatic shift of research, in the early 1990s.

Originally, the theory of ‘demesne lordship’ (which may serve as an approximate translation 
for the terms used elsewhere: German Gutsherrschaft, Czech velkostatek, Polish ustróy 
folwarczno-pańszczyźniany) assumed a set of rural institutions that set apart forms of lordship 
in these areas from the ancien régime types of the seigneurial system in Central, Western 
and Southern Europe which were primarily based on the extraction of cash rents. Legally and 
socially, demesne lordship was associated with strong landlord rights, including elements of 
jurisdiction, which were used to impose restrictions on tenant mobility, to undermine tenant 
property rights and to exploit villagers in terms of rents and market monopolies. Economically, 
it was marked by the rise of a commercial demesne economy of directly managed farms and 
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other enterprises such as seigneurial breweries or distilleries. Demesne farming is particularly 
associated with the existence and use of high labour rents (corvée, forced labour services), 
which tenant farmers, smallholders and cottagers were obliged to supply.

None of these features has remained exempt from qualification and revision by the detailed 
empirical research undertaken since the mid-1980s and, particularly, the 1990s. This is also 
illustrated by the articles that follow. As relatively little of this more recent research by Czech, 
Danish, Estonian, German, Hungarian, Polish, Russian and Swedish historians, all of which 
questions the existence of a uniform system of demesne lordship, has entered either English-
language historical syntheses of European History or specialized studies of (Western) European 
rural history (despite the availability of excellent, well-informed English-language surveys and 
first-hand empirical research1), some of the following pages are devoted to outlining the major 
challenges to traditional understanding that have emerged from this research. This survey then 
sets the context for a discussion of the conclusions of the individual case studies published in 
this part of the Review.2

I

Ever since the term ‘demesne lordship’ (Gutsherrschaft) was coined by Georg Friedrich 
Knapp in 1887 to explain the differences in agricultural patterns in the nineteenth-century 
German Empire,3 it has been used to describe the specific seigneurial regime emerging in 
East Central and Eastern Europe during the later middle ages and the early modern period. 
In later studies, the approximate border line of demesne lordship along the river Elbe became 
associated with a more general European ‘agrarian dualism’, backed in rare unanimity by 
such diverse historical approaches as German writing on the ‘agrarian constitution’ after 
1945, world-system theories of development and ‘underdevelopment’, or theories focusing 
on social property relations, by Malthusian, Marxist and Smithian readings of European 
pre-modern economic history alike. Pending further research on this phenomenon, this 
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	 4	 See G. Heitz, ‘Wirtschafts- und sozialgeschichtli-
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	 5	 For Poland see the contribution of Piotr Guzowski, 
pp. 312–27.
	 6	 For a more detailed discussion of theories explain-
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ings see M. Cerman, ‘Explaining the rise of the early 
modern demesne economy (Gutswirtschaft) in East-
central Europe: a critique of existing models’, presented 

at the annual conference of the Economic History 
Society, University of Warwick (2009). This will appear 
as ch. 3 in a textbook on the agrarian development in 
East-central and Eastern Europe: M. Cerman, Villagers 
and lords in Eastern Europe, 1300–1800 (forthcoming).
	 7	 F. Lütge, Geschichte der deutschen Agrarverfassung 
vom frühen Mittelalter bis zum 19. Jahrhundert (1963); 
id., ‘Grundherrschaft und Gutsherrschaft’, Handwör-
terbuch der Sozialwissenschaften, (12 vols, 1959–65), IV, 
pp. 682–8; F. W. Henning, Landwirtschaft und ländliche 
Gesellschaft in Deutschland (1979).

agreement may well have fitted the contemporary Iron Curtain divide as a master narrative, 
because while criticism of the idea of a structural ‘dualism’ was latently present in Eastern 
European research undertaken after 1945 and was repeated explicitly in the 1970s and 1980s 
by, for instance, some East German authors,4 the critique of dualism was only really taken 
up by Western researchers close to or after 1989.

There is no definite agreement about the factors causing the rise of demesne lordship during 
the later middle ages and after, although there is a broad understanding that lower population 
density and the effects of the late medieval crisis, the secular rise of grain prices during the 
sixteenth century and the relatively stronger position of noble Estates vis-à-vis territorial 
princes and towns (paired with lower levels of urbanization) were influential. Disagreement 
arises as to whether domestic developments or the rise of export markets for agricultural goods 
were of greater importance. While some areas such as Poland or Brandenburg participated 
as exporters in the emerging international grain market in the sixteenth century,5 others, 
like the Czech Lands or Hungary, either did not, or exported goods not primarily associated 
with demesne farming. A comparative empirical approach does not only question the ‘export 
hypothesis’ but also reveals problems with regard to the other general factors mentioned. 
For instance, there were areas and territories in East Central Europe such as Lower Silesia, 
Upper Lusatia, Bohemia, Moravia and areas of Little Poland in which there was a dense 
urban network, rates of urbanization were high and population density approached Western 
European levels. These characteristics could not prevent the establishment of demesne lordship 
and of a demesne economy.6

Leaving aside, for reasons of brevity, older traditions of legal and territorial history, 
research on demesne lordship has been carried out almost continuously over the last 120 
years. The concept of ‘demesne lordship’ consists of two separate features, first, the lordship 
aspect, i.e. the exercise of strong seigneurial rights over tenants and villagers, and secondly 
the ‘demesne economy’, the seigneurial involvement in managing farms often worked 
by tenant labour. Studies following the approach of ‘agrarian constitution’ have mainly 
concentrated on the first aspect, landlord power, and emphasized that aspect of demesne 
lordship over its commercial elements.7 Alternative approaches emerged with the interest 
in economic, social and rural history in the Eastern European people’s republics after 1945. 
Challenging the broadly Malthusian interpretations mainly interested in norms and types 
of landlordship, these schools concentrated on concrete empirical case studies and issues 
such as the development of social structure; the extent, organization and importance of the 



agr ic u lt u r a l  h i s t ory  r e v i e w242

	 8	 Cf., e.g., H. Harnisch and G. Heitz (eds), Deutsche 
Agrargeschichte des Spätfeudalismus (1986); G. Heck-
enast (ed.), Aus der Geschichte der ostmitteleuropäis-
chen Bauernbewegung im 16.–17. Jahrhundert (1977); 
P. Horváth, Poddaný l‘ud na Slovensku v prvej polovici 
XVIII. storočia (1963); St. Inglot (ed.), Historia chłopów 
polskich (2 vols, 1970), I; J. Kahk, Peasant and lord 
in the process of transition from feudalism to capi-
talism in the Baltics (1982); A. Klíma, Manufakturní 
období v Čechách (1955); A. Mączak, H. Samsonow-
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teleuropäischen Raum’, Jahrbuch für Geschichte des 
Feudalismus 10 (1986), pp. 251–74; Heitz, ‘Aspekte’; 
W. Rusiński, ‘Some remarks on the differentiation of 
agrarian structure in East Central Europe from the 
16th to 18th century’, Studia historiae oeconomicae 13 
(1978), pp. 83–95.
	 10	 H. Harnisch, ‘Die Gutsherrschaft. Forschungsge-
schichte, Entwicklungszusammenhänge und Struk-
turelemente’, Jahrbuch für Geschichte des Feudalismus 9 
(1985), pp. 189–240; R. Sundhaussen, ‘Zur Wechselbezie-
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und Gesellschaft 9 (1983), pp. 544–63.

commercial demesne economy, both for seigneurial income and economic development; levels 
of rents and levies; arable yields; tenant property rights and property transfer patterns; rural 
economic development; and on villagers’ resistance and unrest, including everyday conflicts 
or ‘lower forms’ of class struggle. In a sense, the post-war schools in Eastern Europe were 
more interested in the economic consequences of demesne lordship than, for instance, those 
in West Germany, and so the economic, social and legal aspects of the villagers’ situation 
received greater attention. Throughout there was still a tendency to understand them as 
victims of powerful social structures and forces rather than as active participants in shaping 
local conditions.8

Comparative efforts by Eastern European research also resulted in a rising awareness of 
greater regional differentiation in the model of demesne lordship.9 Not everywhere in Eastern 
Europe, for instance, was a commercial demesne economy established to its fullest extent. It 
was found that there was considerable variation in the legal status or property rights of the 
villagers between individual territories. More attention was given to the economic elements 
of the system that could help to differentiate between individual manifestations of demesne 
lordship but also between demesne lordship and other types of seigneurial regimes mainly or 
purely based on the extraction of cash rents.

Despite a relatively undisputed understanding of the general characteristics of demesne 
lordship and the demesne economy, the different approaches disagree over the importance of 
its individual features. Four elements seem to be central to any characterization of demesne 
lordship in early modern East Central and Eastern Europe: (i) the existence of a commercial 
demesne economy under direct seigneurial management; (ii) the establishment of mobility 
restrictions for the rural population; (iii) the quality of villagers’ property rights; and (iv) the 
existence of labour rents.10
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compare also XXXV, p. 706.
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	 13	 E. Melton, ‘The Russian peasantries, 1450–1860’, in 
Scott (ed.), Peasantries of Europe, pp. 227–66; id., ‘Guts-
herrschaft’; A. Stanziani, ‘Serfs, slaves or wage earners? 
The legal status of labour in Russia from a comparative 
perspective, 17th–19th centuries’, J. Global History 3 
(2008), pp. 183–202. For Livonia see also L. Arbusow, 
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Gestalt’, Mitteilungen aus der livländischen Geschichte 
25 (1937), pp. 377–404.
	 14	 L. Enders, Die Uckermark. Geschichte einer kur-
märkischen Landschaft (1992); L. Enders, ‘Branden-
burg’, in J. Klußmann (ed.), Leibeigenschaft. Bäuerliche 
Unfreiheit in der frühen Neuzeit (2003), pp. 40–62: 48; 
Hagen, Ordinary Prussians, pp. 36–7; Melton, ‘Guts-
herrschaft’, p. 332; T. Scott, ‘Wandel und Beharrung der 
Untertänigkeit. Die südwestdeutsche Leibherrschaft/
Leibeigenschaft in komparativer Sicht’, in M. Cerman 
and R. Luft (eds), Untertanen, Herrschaft und Staat in 
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As this list already clearly shows, the existence of ‘serfdom’, or ‘second serfdom’ for that 
matter, was not constitutive of demesne lordship. In fact, most European historiographies 
now avoid the term in the context of the early modern rural history of East Central and 
Eastern Europe. Together with the rising awareness that demesne lordship did not represent 
a uniform ‘agrarian structure’ throughout the area, studies also made it clear that Eastern 
Europe was certainly not a homogenous area of a single ‘(second) serfdom’. Even so-called 
‘Marxist’ approaches, which referred to the term first coined by Friedrich Engels in a letter to 
Karl Marx,11 tended to question the applicability of the concept, although there were supporters 
as well. As a result, a rigid distinction prevails between the limited number of regions in 
which early modern serfdom occurred and all others where rural power relations were not 
characterized by personal bondage. Serfdom of the rural population developed during the late 
sixteenth and early seventeenth century in the Duchies of Schleswig-Holstein (particularly in 
the south-eastern parts, where a commercial demesne economy was established), Mecklenburg, 
Pomerania and individual districts of the Electorate of Brandenburg (Uckermark, New Mark 
and the area of Cottbus).12 With regard to the situation in Estonia, Livonia and Russia, where 
harsh manifestations of demesne lordship existed in certain regions, the status of the rural 
population as ‘serfs’ is questioned by some of the recent literature. For instance, by the time 
of peasant emancipation in Russia (1861), less than half of the rural male population lived in 
subjection on noble and church estates and only half of this group (i.e. less than a quarter of 
all village households in Russia) was obliged to render labour rents.13 The fact that the practice 
of serfdom varied greatly over time adds a further objection to those authors who assume a 
general institutionalization. Serfdom, even where it was legally sanctioned, was not established 
by a single act and, once established, did not last unchanged until the agrarian reforms and 
peasant emancipation. On the contrary, serfdom was the result of a gradual development; it 
was only installed for a very limited period of time and underwent constant change in its 
concrete consequences.

In all the other Eastern European territories serfdom was never established. Instead, contem-
porary sources as well as modern historical studies use variants of the concept of ‘subjection’ 
(German Untertänigkeit; Czech/Slovak poddanství; Polish poddaństwo; Hungarian jobbágyság), 
which stresses that the relationship between demesne lord and villagers was primarily tenurial 
(i.e. based on the tenure of land and holdings, as in the west, and not on personal bondage).14 
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neuzeitlicher Agrargesellschaften (1995) including his 
introduction, ‘Gutsherrschaftsgeschichte in historisch-
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Hence, the terms demesne lordship or subjection, as used by local historiographies, are far 
more appropriate than ‘(second) serfdom’. Due to some of the consequences of stronger forms 
of subjection, such as mobility restrictions, a clear distinction between a tenurial relationship 
and personal bondage is not always straightforward. Nevertheless, to confuse the two would 
be wrong. For instance, a comparative analysis shows that the introduction of mobility 
restrictions was not based on the understanding that the rural population was in personal 
bondage, but evolved out of the economic considerations of lords who were confronted with 
deserted farm holdings and the unpaid rent of villagers who left.15

II

Research in the past three decades has strengthened the doubts expressed in the historical 
schools of the former people’s republics that Eastern European agrarian structure could be 
understood as a uniform system of rural repression and enserfment. A greater emphasis on 
aspects of the history of everyday life based on micro-historical approaches since the late 1980s 
has helped to re-evaluate the nature of demesne lordship and how it operated in a local context. 
Studies identified and addressed aspects of the independent decision-making by villagers 
and their institutions that were formerly all but ignored due to the assumption of a general 
oppression by the seigneurial powers. The drive of empirical case studies since the 1950s to 
investigate the actual economic organization of the demesne economy and the development 
of the demesne and subject economy, that is, to question the image derived from normative 
sources only, has been continued and now includes a much greater consideration of social 
historical aspects.16

This new research has established that large ‘full’ tenant farm holdings, those of between 
20 and 40 ha. of land (50 to 100 acres) or more, displayed a marked commercial orientation. 
It refutes the prevailing image of a wretched ‘peasant economy’ whose development was 
undermined by seigneurial intervention and exploitation, and instead emphasizes successful 
market participation.17 Apart from the favourable development of grain markets, e.g. during 
the sixteenth or eighteenth centuries, long-term stagnation (and reduction in real terms) of 
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pp. 69–106; id., ‘Russian peasantries’.
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	 22	 Cf. P. Guzowski, ‘A changing economy: models 
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Poland’, Continuity and Change 20 (2005), pp. 9–26; 
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1584–1810’, J. Modern History 58 (1986), pp. 143–58; id., 
‘How mighty’; id., ‘Village life’; id., Ordinary Prus-
sians; Melton, ‘Gutsherrschaft’; D. Štefanová, ‘Ökono-
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rents in cash and kind supported the economic position of tenant agriculture.18 In several 
regions, successful proto-industrialization developed and was integrated into the demesne 
economy rather than being obstructed by it.19 In addition, studies reveal other forms of 
highly successful livelihood diversification strategies, for instance, in those Russian regions 
less favourably placed for continuous agriculture,20 or in participation in small-scale trade 
or commercial agricultural specialization.21 The results of systematic research on the living 
standard of the rural population22 not only undermine traditional assumptions but should 
encourage comparative approaches of rural history between Western and Eastern Europe on 
the lines of the general reflections in Hagen’s paper in this issue. Existing studies comparing 
Western and Eastern European rent levels of the tenant agricultural sector have already 
brought to light surprising results that deserve a closer investigation.23

The assumption of a general ‘backwardness’ in Eastern European agriculture due to the 
establishment of demesne lordship determined that agricultural innovations were long 
overlooked or did not receive the level of attention necessary to call into question the overall 
idea. In more recent research, both demesne and tenant agriculture have been painted in a 
more favourable manner and found to reveal greater dynamism and innovation than previously 
thought. For one thing, demesne farming adapted to market conditions and often alternated 
between direct management and leasing. There is also a new interest in the professional 
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Agrarsoziologie 4 (1956), pp. 49–60.
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	 29	 W. Eckert, Kurland unter dem Einfluß des Mer-
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management of the demesne economy, which, at least for larger estates, emerged in the sixteenth 
century at the latest.24 For instance, case studies of magnate estate complexes in Bohemia 
highlight the success of seigneurial investment in a commercially profitable demesne economy 
in the second half of the sixteenth century.25 On the basis of his Brandenburg research, Hagen 
has identified two periods of demesne expansion, one extensive (in the sixteenth century), 
another intensive (in the eighteenth century), based on the adoption of new techniques, 
management practices and forms of operation that helped to lift the Brandenburg demesne 
and tenant agriculture to amongst the most productive in the area.26 In sixteenth-century 
Schleswig-Holstein and early eighteenth-century Mecklenburg, demesne farming started a 
pronounced change of agricultural techniques and field systems by introducing convertible 
husbandry in the form of Koppelwirtschaft. Originally designed for the more dairy-oriented 
Holstein demesnes, the system was adapted to the more grain-based Mecklenburg environment 
and produced dramatically improved yields. From there it spread into Brandenburg during 
the eighteenth century in yet another form.27 Apart from more systematic and partly state-led 
projects of agricultural reform and settlement expansion,28 we know of many smaller measures, 
particularly on princely estates, to improve management practices and techniques in demesne 
farming. Their effects need to be studied in greater detail.29

The existence of labour rents (corvée) was one of the main justifications for generally 
declaring agriculture to be ‘traditional’ and ‘backward’ in regions of demesne lordship. Labour 
rents were identified as a serious burden for tenant agriculture, obstructing its development 
and, by their assumed lower productivity (which yet awaits conclusive empirical testing),30 
holding back the demesne sector as well. However, just as Eastern Europe was never a compact 
zone of a ‘second serfdom’, there is also reason to doubt that forced labour services were always 
the only – or even the dominant – source of labour for the demesne economy. Demesnes 
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Asia (in press).
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toren’, Blätter für Deutsche Landesgeschichte 126 (1990), 
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operated on the basis of a mix of (mostly unpaid) forced labour services and wage labour 
(partly also compulsory).31 The balance between the two was subject to enormous variation 
between regions and periods.32 While, generally speaking, levels of labour rent were a function 
of the proportion of demesne land (the amount of which varied enormously chronologically 
and regionally), even neighbouring estates would adopt different labour practices due to 
local conditions or structural differences. Thus, the number of tenant farms was higher on 
Mecklenburg princely estates during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century than on 
noble ones. To cope with the workload and to avoid overburdening the few remaining tenants, 
noble demesne farms were, on average, better equipped with hired farmhands and draught 
animals.33 Short-term swings between wage labour and forced labour services were possible 
due to market downturns and a reduction of demesne farmland, which rendered existing 
services superfluous and promoted cash payments in lieu of services. This was the case, for 
instance, on early seventeenth-century East Prussian princely estates or in Schleswig-Holstein 
during the early eighteenth century.34 Despite the introduction of serfdom and heavy labour 
rents, a large number of demesnes in Swedish Pomerania were operated with wage labour in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth century due to the lack of tenants.35

In regions of a fully developed arable demesne economy, in which actual labour rent 
requirements could be high, there can be no doubt that forced labour usually represented 
a major burden for tenants and could have serious implications for how tenant farms were 
operated. Rather than constantly stressing the unbearable nature of labour rents as previous 
studies have done, and far from ignoring possible negative effects, the recent literature concen-
trates on the more interesting question of how tenant farms and smallholders actually coped 
with the demands. The finding that they could, and did so by various means, should not 
surprise. To begin with, decision-making in this respect was largely left to the farmers and 
their families. Full holdings could usually afford to hire a day-labourer and send him to work 
for the lord. Another possibility was that they sent one of the co-resident servants.36 From the 
late seventeenth century, an increasing number of rural households were able to commute 
labour rents into cash payments (see below). At least some tenant farms were large enough 
to maintain an additional team of draught animals or farmhands to carry out the necessary 
obligations and work their own farms at the same time.37 In one case of conflict, farmers in 



agr ic u lt u r a l  h i s t ory  r e v i e w248

	 38	 S. Göttsch, “Alle für einen Mann ...”. Leibeigene 
und Widerständigkeit in Schleswig-Holstein im 18. Jahr-
hundert (1991), pp. 106, 113–14, 122–3; see Melton, ‘Guts-
herrschaft’, pp. 341–49; H. Ch. Steinborn, Abgaben und 
Dienste holsteinischer Bauern im 18. Jahrhundert (1982).
	 39	 E. Dunsdorf, Der große schwedische Kataster 
in Livland, 1681–1710 (1950), p. 169; S. Hoch, Serfdom 
and social control in Russia: Petrovskoe, a village in 
Tambov (1986); J. Kahk, Peasant, pp. 36–8, 44–8, 50–1, 

57; J. Kahk, H. Ligi and E. Tarvel, Beiträge zur marxist
ischen Agrargeschichte Estlands der Feudalzeit. Neue 
Ergebnisse, neue Probleme, neue Methoden (1974), 
pp. 82–8, 115–17; D. Moon, The Russian peasantry, 1600–
1930. The world the peasants made (1999), pp. 73–4.
	 40	 Harnisch, ‘Die Gutsherrschaft in Brandenburg’; 
Hagen, ‘Village life’; Hagen, Ordinary Prussians; 
Guzowski, ‘Changing economy’; Henning, Dienste.
	 41	 Cerman, ‘Venkovské společnosti’, p. 381.

Holstein in 1706–07 stated that they could only render heavy labour services as long as it was 
guaranteed that they could hold farms large and profitable enough to supply them.38 While, 
in some regions, farms had difficulties meeting demesne labour demands in peak seasons, in 
others they seem to have had sufficient manpower.39 As a rule, the burden of labour rents meant 
that product and cash rents were very low by European comparison and strongly declined in 
real value during the late sixteenth and eighteenth century, which again suggests that future 
research should pay attention to comparative studies of rent and tax burdens between Eastern 
and Western Europe.40

The older literature failed to appreciate that the introduction of labour rents could actually 
meet the rent preferences of tenants. In periods of low agricultural prices, farms and 
smallholdings would have difficulties raising the profits necessary to meet cash rent obligations 
whose real value had increased because of the depressed price level. Thus, it was logical 
for tenants to trade cash rents for newly introduced or increased forced labour services. In 
periods of higher grain prices, on the other hand, tenants would seek to avoid higher product 
rents and would have an incentive to retain as much production as possible for their own 
commercial sale and thus agree to labour rents. This reasoning points in the direction of the 
general conclusions of recent research. The initial increase of labour rents in the later middle 
ages and during the sixteenth century may have been based on negotiation and trade between 
lords and villagers to a much larger degree than once suspected. This means, and case studies 
of Brandenburg confirm this point, that lords had to offer something in return for villagers to 
agree to take up labour obligations (which may have been commuted for many decades) or to 
perform new ones. Amongst forms of compensation were reductions in cash and product rents, 
grants to add or lease additional land to tenant farms, or access to other agricultural resources. 
On several estates in sixteenth-century southern Bohemia, lords demanded new or increased 
existing labour rents, even if they had no immediate use for them and converted them to cash 
payments right away. In return, villagers secured the right of hereditary tenure. In case of a 
gradual extension of the demesne economy, they would start to call on them.41 Throughout 
all territories, however, it seems to be the case that once labour rents were introduced (with 
growing state backing of landlord powers), it could be increasingly difficult for villagers to 
defend their position against ever rising demands, all too often backed by threats and force. It 
would be wrong, however, to forget that the rural population maintained a bargaining position 
in this respect and could resort to acts of resistance and insubordination.

There were considerable changes over time in the weight of labour rents. After the Thirty 
Years’ War, lords were largely unable to draw on their rents or increase them because of the 
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lack of tenants, for instance in Mecklenburg, or in the Brandenburg districts of Prignitz and 
Uckermark. In the eighteenth century, by contrast, rising grain demand and the increasing 
tenant population formed the background of a new seigneurial push to increase corvée to allow 
an expansion of demesne farming, whose demand for labour would increase also due to the 
spread of more labour-intensive agricultural techniques. Villagers stubbornly resisted labour 
rents, often refusing to perform any labour services at all as long as the dispute lasted. They 
were willing to enter long and costly legal battles with their lords to prove that new services 
were against long-standing custom and therefore illegal.42 In response to this, demesne lords 
increasingly opted out of forced labour services and turned to employing servants and wage 
labourers, whose supply rose and whose real wages declined due to the strong population 
increase after the Thirty Years’ War. Population growth also automatically inflated the 
number of available service days even if lords did not increase labour rent levels per tenant 
farm, smallholding or cottage. Then they commuted excess services into payments in lieu, 
the proceeds of which were used to pay wage labourers. Recent studies confirm the older 
hypothesis of a gradual abandonment of corvée even before the state agrarian reforms and 
‘peasant emancipation’, but its extent needs to be studied more systematically.43 If this were a 
general trend, it would deal another significant blow against the view of an unchanging ‘feudal’ 
demesne sector. To recap: with regard to labour rents, but not only in this respect, ‘serfdom’ 
and subjection were far more determined by processes of negotiation and local bargaining than 
traditional approaches, which painted villagers as helpless victims of powerful overlords, were 
willing to acknowledge.44

The fact that lords had difficulties in raising labour rents unilaterally after the Thirty Years’ 
War indicates a further weakness in traditional interpretations of demesne lordship, which 
held that the war formed a turning point in the formation or intensification of a corvée-
based demesne lordship in the seventeenth century.45 This view was based on the assumption 
of an alignment of interests between the (noble) Estates and the newly emerging absolutist 
princely rule after 1648 at the expense of the interests of the rural population. It was adopted, 
among others, by two influential survey studies for Brandenburg-Prussia46 and formed the 
mainstream interpretation for developments in Bohemia and Moravia.47 For Brandenburg, 
thorough research by Hartmut Harnisch and Lieselott Enders showed, by contrast, that 
the rise of demesne lordship and of the demesne economy was complete by 1600–20. Even 
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before 1600, demesne farming was the dominant sector of landlord income and labour rents 
and legislation to restrict the mobility of the rural population and to force teenage children 
into seigneurial agricultural service were in place.48 Demand incentives for an extension of 
demesnes were also far stronger before than after 1620–50, when grain prices were low and 
stagnated.49 William Hagen’s studies, too, argue persuasively that lords had massively lost 
authority due to the upheaval caused by the war; the situation was aggravated by further 
wars in the 1650s and 1670s. Although there were attempts to re-establish the pre-war order 
of demesne lordship with the help of the absolutist state in the 1650s, landlord extraction had 
to compete with that of the state (a ‘postwar crisis in distribution’). Bargaining power was 
on the side of the villagers who had to be attracted, by lower rents, for example, to take over 
vacant holdings and render rents and forced labour. Villagers used their temporary strength 
in bargaining after the Thirty Years’ War to avoid the growing pressure for labour rents. 
Brandenburg farmers took the opportunity – and paid a great deal of money – to be freed 
from labour rents once and for all.50 Arable demesne farms had to be operated with wage 
labour or were leased, because the necessary labour rents were not available and burdens 
could not be increased.51

Case studies and surveys for Bohemia and Moravia have occasionally acknowledged the 
importance of the sixteenth-century tightening of seigneurial relations and the emergence of 
demesne farming after 1550 for post-1650 developments.52 The seventeenth-century system of 
‘demesne lordship based on labour rents’ (robotní velkostatek), therefore, cannot be regarded 
as a qualitatively new development. After all, a comparative framework of analysis shows 
that Czech demesne lords must have faced similar problems – villagers’ bargaining positions 
after the war, resistance and competition with state taxes – preventing the unilateral increase 
of burdens. Detailed, recent regional case studies show a strong diversity of war impact and 
patterns of recovery, which undermines the idea that there was a uniform implementation of 
state legislation supporting the demands of demesne lords.53
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Both these revisions – the bargaining background of labour rents and the probable stalling of 
the seigneurial push in the first decades after the Thirty Years’ War – must be included when 
discussing the wider implications of recent research on the nature of power relations within 
demesne lordship. Far from wielding nearly absolute power over rural subjects, ‘demesne 
lordship as a social model’ (a phrase coined by the Max Planck research group, ‘Demesne 
lordship as a social historical phenomenon’, at the University of Potsdam in the 1990s54) 
emerges as a set of relations shaped by persistent negotiation and conflict between villagers 
and lords. The possible influence of villagers on the concrete manifestation of demesne lordship 
forms the basis for a more positive assessment of their rights and autonomy vis-à-vis their 
landlords but also of the function of village institutions. This new picture is backed firmly by 
the evidence presented for individual aspects of this relationship in micro-histories carried out 
for various territories and regions of demesne lordship, including also some of those in which 
outright serfdom was established after 1600.55

New approaches thus explicitly address the degree to which the concrete character of 
subjection and serfdom were subject to local conditions, power relations, custom, cooperation, 
negotiation and conflict and the nature of these continuous processes in a local context. Other 
recent assessments try to dismiss these advances. Yet, the accusation that the new research is 
‘revisionist’ and plays down the consequences of subjection and serfdom seems unfounded.56 
The results quoted do not deny that the conflicts arising from these localized processes were 
costly, and that villagers would certainly have preferred to do without them, but the important 
point is that there was scope to influence local conditions, that is, that the active participation 
of both sides is finally acknowledged. This result is best exemplified by what the population of 
the Brandenburg village of Stolpe, part of a royal estate near Berlin, achieved. On 15 December 
1764, the whole village went to see the administration of the royal estates located in the city 
of Potsdam and suggested that they take the village’s demesne sheep farm on a hereditary 
lease for a rent of 220 Talers per year (about the value of a small tenant farm). They further 
indicated that they would be ready to receive their own farms, which they held in lease, in 
hereditary tenure, if the estate administration gave them the buildings and equipment for 
free. Consequently, the people of Stolpe did nothing less than to apply for a complete change 
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of the whole agrarian system in their village: abolishing demesne farming and receiving full 
and hereditary ownership of their tenant farms. And their mission was a success! The royal 
administration finally agreed to their proposal in 1769. The only condition was that the village 
established plots for four new cottage households.57

Recent empirical research also shows clearly that even under conditions of ‘harsh’ demesne 
lordship and serfdom, serfs and subjects could call upon custom to hold in check pressures 
that were regarded as violating their rights. By means of such resistance, Holstein villagers 
defended the customary tenures of their holdings or resisted further increases of labour rents. 
There was certainly no uniform idea of serfdom among demesne lords and legal scholars and 
contemporary attitudes varied tremendously. Nevertheless, a certain basic understanding that 
the system carried mutual obligations prevailed.58

Village, seigneurial and state courts could be important means of conflict resolution. The 
engagement of serfs and subjects alike in long, tedious and very expensive court battles has 
been noted in rare agreement in the literature. In most territories, villagers retained the right 
to petition the territorial prince or turn to state courts to uphold their rights or interfere in 
case of unjustified seigneurial demands. Journeys, like those of Livonian subjects who travelled 
all the way to in Stockholm to address the high court and the king about their grievances 
towards their demesne lords,59 occurred frequently all over the area. In certain territories, the 
ruling of state courts in favour of villagers’ rights has been regarded as decisive in limiting the 
consequences of demesne lordship. This was the case in the Electorate of Brandenburg, where 
the chamber court was frequently engaged to resolve conflicts about villagers’ property rights, 
their duties or their access to common resources or lakes.60

Contrary to previous accounts, secure property rights of the subject population seemed to 
have been the rule in East Central and Eastern European demesne lordship.61 Older research 
concluded that the expropriation of tenant farms and the forceful confiscation of subject land 
(German Bauernlegen) to increase demesne farmland had traditionally been overstated. The 
extent of secure property rights, the existence of de facto security of tenure even in cases 
of restricted tenurial rights – such as tenures for a limited number of years – and the ways 
in which tenants could dispose over their properties and holdings, have been the subject of 
recent empirical investigations, for instance, in Bohemia, Brandenburg, Moravia and Poland.62 
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The results show that the villagers and their families had considerable autonomy in property 
transactions. Although seigneurial intervention did occur, it was limited to rare instances and 
systematically related only to cases in which the economic viability of holdings (meaning: the 
ability to pay rents and services regularly) was potentially in danger. Other cases involved 
individuals calling upon seigneurial interference for assistance to enforce contracts where they 
felt that agreements had been broken or the conditions of transfer remained unfulfilled and 
thus needed the intervention of a third party.63

Cases of conflict with demesne lords and the handling of property transfers also shed light 
on village courts and their responsibilities and actions with regard to conflict resolution and a 
range of legal affairs. In a more general perspective, this is part of a growing interest in the role 
of village institutions and of the village community within demesne lordship. Studies of this 
area also confirm that lords had to rely on village-level cooperation to enforce their power.64 
Yet, the traditional opinion that village communities did not exist as institutions, that the 
powers of the privileged village officials (village headmen) had been cut and downgraded to 
make them mere seigneurial representatives at the village level has again been challenged by 
detailed empirical research. Village communities controlled considerable common resources, 
either on their own authority or (sometimes) in agreement with their lords. Research has 
revealed cases in which villages systematically enlarged common resources, for instance by 
acquiring deserted land, or made village land available for the settlement of cottagers, or sold 
individual pieces of common pastures to alleviate debt or extraordinary burdens (such as in 
wartime). Their function was particularly important in the event of conflicts with demesne 
lords, when village officials acted as representatives in negotiations. In short, in much the 
same way as there was an important sphere of autonomous action for individual villagers 
(over labour rents, market linkages, property transfers), there was also autonomy for village 
communities and village institutions. The denial of the existence of village communities has 
long prevented the analysis of everyday practice. With new micro-historical case studies, their 
role now gradually emerges.65

Taken together, recent studies support existing criticism of traditional interpretations of the 
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theory of demesne lordship, against the concept of a fundamental ‘dualism’66 of early modern 
agrarian structures in Western and Eastern Europe. Theoretical and methodical innovations 
within social history make possible a long overdue ‘view from the village’ within highly 
diversified societies of demesne lordship.67 Demesne lordship appears to be regionally strongly 
differentiated and the concrete manifestations of the system are regarded as the result of a 
process of everyday ‘bargaining’, which was often accompanied by conflict. The aim of recent 
research has been to identify the concrete scope of action and decision-making by villagers. 
This has clearly resulted in a new picture of demesne lordship, which differs considerably from 
those earlier studies that took a purely or predominantly seigneurial perspective. The effort 
to overcome the notion of an ‘agrarian dualism’ also resulted in research that considered a 
comparative perspective of societies with ancien régime structures of landlordship in Western 
and Southern Europe.68

III

The studies presented here contribute to the effort to reinterpret the character and the 
consequences of demesne lordship. Aleksander Panjek’s article relates to the growing uneasiness 
with the idea of a European agrarian ‘dualism’ and poses the question of whether it makes 
sense to analyse developments in early modern western Slovenia in the context of the original 
theory. While several of the features of demesne lordship were present, such as relatively 
large, territorially compact noble estates and seigneurial powers of legal jurisdiction, others 
developed only in a rudimentary manner or were checked by the existence of secure tenant 
property rights or by villagers’ resistance. The article’s detailed analysis of estate valuations 
shows convincingly that income from villagers’ customary rents in cash and kind represented 
more than 50 per cent of the total landlord income and were supplemented by proceeds derived 
from functions of banal lordship. With regard to possible elements of demesne lordship, the 
conversion of unused labour rents to cash payments formed a significant share of rents in 
cash and kind only on individual estates. Moreover, the profit from or value of the demesne 
economy remained relatively marginal. Panjek argues that the relatively poor agricultural 
conditions were responsible for the marginal role of the demesne economy here. Also with 
regard to economic characteristics of the original model – the dominance of demesne farming 
– the analysis shows that the case does not fit.

Despite finding different causes for the development, the results correspond very well 
to those of Erich Landsteiner’s paper on Lower Austria discussed below, where a demesne 
economy did not emerge to its fullest extent, either. Panjek also refers to the tenant sector, 
which relied on additional extra-agricultural economic activities, in this case trade rather 
than viticulture. Slovenian lords supported these forms of by-employment vis-à-vis town or 
territorial intervention because the diversification of livelihoods secured the continuous flow of 
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rents and dues in a poor agricultural environment. This finding relates to the discussion about 
the relationship between demesne lordship and proto-industrial development in early modern 
Eastern Europe. As mentioned before, and contrary to views expressed in the original theories 
of proto-industrialization, recent findings have established that a demesne-based seigneurial 
economy and proto-industrial activities could co-exist and form an integrated economic system.

As Panjek indicates in the introduction to his article, debates about the classification of 
individual territories one way or another may ultimately prove to be futile. Even though some 
authors give greater weight to factors concerning seigneurial powers (typical of approaches of 
‘agrarian constitution’), and others to economic conditions, such as the role of a commercial 
demesne economy, attempts to classify whole areas or territories invariably result in ignoring 
local or regional conditions to a certain degree. Traditional readings of demesne lordship thus 
appear less flexible than they ought to be.

The same general question as discussed for western Slovenia – which way to classify the 
experiences within a particular territory in a general east-west divide of agrarian structure 
– forms the starting point for Erich Landsteiner’s essay on Lower Austria, the north-eastern 
province of the Austrian Lands proper. Acknowledging that the development towards demesne 
lordship and a commercial demesne economy was never fully completed, Austrian agrarian 
historians coined the concept of an intermediary form (which they called ‘economic lordship’, 
Wirtschaftsherrschaft) drawing on the characteristics of seigneurialism in the provinces of 
Upper and Lower Austria. Landsteiner sets his case study in the comparative context of recent 
empirical research critical of the notion of a ‘dualism’ of European agrarian structures. He 
refers to the background of sixteenth-century population growth and economic development 
in Lower Austria. To question the existing interpretations on the causes of change in Lower 
Austria – the structure of lordship rights, princely intervention to preserve the legal status 
of the villagers or the lack of commercialization – his analysis proposes an alternative by 
linking the push of the Estates for higher rents and income from their rural properties to the 
financial constraints faced by the territorial prince who was engaged in continuous warfare 
with the Ottoman Empire in Hungary and consequently desperate to increase tax revenue. 
The approach sheds new light on the standardization of labour rent levels in Lower Austria 
during the sixteenth century, which was accompanied by intensive conflicts and outright 
peasant uprisings. The author interprets the move as an opportunity to increase income from 
princely estates: as demesne farming remained very limited in most parts of the country, the 
newly introduced labour rents were not needed and were thus automatically commuted into 
cash payments in lieu. Additional labour rents thus increased direct (money) income, but also 
the value of estates when they were mortgaged.

Rather than the factors outlined by the previous literature, Landsteiner suggests that it was 
the specific agro-system of Lower Austria, in particular the relatively prominent presence of 
a highly commercialized viticulture meeting the demand of Vienna, the army garrisons in 
Hungary and export markets in Germany, which limited the landlords’ option of introducing a 
commercial demesne economy based on labour rents. On the one hand, seigneurial viticulture 
was based on a different organization of work from that of demesne arable agriculture. The use 
of low-quality forced labour could damage the plants and thus the viability of this particular 
type of agriculture. If services were used, they were confined to transport duties, such as hauling 
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wine to markets. Specialized tenant viticulture, on the other hand, provided villagers with a 
strategy to undermine services, because it made draught animals unnecessary and allowed the 
sub-partition of holdings (and thus a reduction of labour rent levels per holding, which were 
geared to full farm holdings). Despite seigneurial interference and attempts at regulation, there 
was a pronounced growth in the number of smallholdings over the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, which were unable to provide the draught services that would have been required to 
extend demesne arable farming in Lower Austria.

In his analysis of demesne grain production on royal estates in Poland, Piotr Guzowski 
revisits the role the international market played in the development of the Polish demesne 
economy and demesne lordship during the sixteenth and early seventeenth century. While 
the influence of cereal exports has always been acknowledged by Polish research, the early 
modern ‘east-west division of labour’ postulated by world system theories, which relied on 
the influential studies of the Polish economic historian Marian Małowist,69 identified them as 
major cause of the emergence of a commercial demesne economy in East Central and Eastern 
Europe. General criticisms of this theory were discussed earlier. There has been some debate 
in Poland about the real effect of exports on the Polish economy, but there is now agreement 
that during the period of peak exports, they formed only about five per cent of the total grain 
production during the sixteenth century, rising to a possible maximum of 10 to 17 per cent 
before 1650. Exports may have reached as much as 25 per cent of commercial grain production 
during the sixteenth century, but even the higher bound estimates suggest that domestic 
consumption played a much greater role than the ‘export hypothesis’ would acknowledge.

Following a seminal study by Stanisław Mielczarski,70 Guzowski’s paper investigates the 
price effects of grain exports in the individual parts of the kingdom. In this period, rye for 
exports was mainly supplied from the regions of Royal Prussia and Masovia, which were 
favourably located for access to the main port, Gdańsk. According to this analysis, grain 
exports were therefore an incentive for demesne farming only in some regions. In others the 
sector was geared to different markets. It would thus be incorrect to assume that a uniform 
type of export-led demesne farming emerged. Outlining some of its basic characteristics, 
Guzowski concludes that the domestic market must receive greater attention as a factor in the 
establishment of demesne lordship in Poland.

William Hagen’s paper is a call to step up efforts to analyse the development of the early 
modern rural society and economy within a unified, comparative framework that includes all 
parts of Europe. For him, the ‘yeoman farm’ might usefully form the research focus, because 
it was the unit of agricultural production dominating the sector to a varying degree all over 
early modern Europe. Based on his own research on the commercial grain production and 
the livelihood of tenant farms and smallholdings under Brandenburg and Polish demesne 
lordship71 as well as other recent empirical research questioning the ‘decline’ of the peasantry 
in early modern Western Europe, Hagen’s ‘yeomanry’ model stresses the flexibility and 
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dynamics of tenant farmers (‘agrarian entrepreneurs’, whether on hereditary or non-hereditary 
tenures), their market involvement and their reliance on the wage labour of servants and day 
labourers to run their farms along with the family labour. He argues for comparative studies 
of rural living standards across early modern Europe. The substantial area cultivated by full 
farm holdings in some parts of Europe (20 to 40 ha or up to 100 acres) also questions the 
artificial separation between ‘peasant agriculture’ and ‘capitalist agriculture’ based on the size 
of farm units.

The paper focuses on characteristics common to most or all parts of Europe, such as the 
obligation of tenants to pay rents and taxes, and, far from imposing a uniform structure, 
outlines differences, such as personal legal status, tenurial and property rights or the seigneurial 
regime and degree of commercialization individual societies experienced. The persistence of 
a large group of substantial tenant farm holdings, according to Hagen, is a sign of their 
flexibility, adaptability and economic success. He refers to available evidence of the agrarian 
innovations and productivity gains achieved by the yeomanry but also by smallholdings, 
questioning the long-standing belief in ‘peasant stagnation’ and its alternate, that progress 
was solely restricted to ‘consolidated farms’. This question of the development of productivity 
will demand more attention in future research in a comparative perspective. As with many 
of the recent comparative research efforts – see, for instance, the CORN or the COST A 35 
publication series – this paper strengthens the case for questioning and overturning conven-
tional master narratives of all forms of agricultural ‘exceptionalism’ in early modern Europe.

IV

For the time being, the term ‘demesne lordship’ continues to be used as an analytical tool in 
European rural history, but it is no longer understood to describe a distinct ‘agrarian consti-
tution’ or to justify the case for a European ‘agrarian dualism’. Rather, it represents a form of 
umbrella term for regionally differentiated rural power relations and economic structures in 
early modern East Central and Eastern European rural societies. Along with current efforts 
to make available for international debate the results of recent empirical investigations into 
economic and social development in these regions, this research discusses long-term processes 
of change in European-wide comparison. Naturally, existing differences must not be ignored, 
but certainly they must not be interpreted in the context of a mere deterministic narrative of 
distinct ‘agrarian constitutions’ or ‘agrarian exceptionalism’.

The studies published here represent a further step towards this aim. The pieces by 
Panjek and Landsteiner on western Slovenia and Lower Austria, as well as Hagen’s call for 
a unified approach towards early modern European rural history, all question the fragile 
and inconclusive nature of the idea of an ‘agrarian dualism’. Guzowski’s analysis sheds light 
on the functioning and differentiation of forms of demesne lordship by means of a regional 
comparison of the demesne economy in sixteenth-century Poland. All the papers contribute 
further to the undermining of the received understanding of early modern rural societies in 
East Central and Eastern Europe.

Panjek’s paper indicates that occupational diversification of villagers and the presence of 
non-agricultural income have been overlooked in previous research on the area. This probably 
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holds true, to at least some extent, for early modern East Central and Eastern Europe as a whole. 
How far the economic pursuits of villagers could, on the contrary, influence and frustrate 
seigneurial economic strategies becomes obvious from Erich Landsteiner’s contribution. The 
highly commercialized environment of viticulture and its impact on social structure may have 
determined, among other factors, that the landlord push to extend the demesne economy more 
systematically remained futile in Lower Austria. That a uniform pattern of demesne farming 
did not exist in sixteenth-century Poland is the conclusion to be drawn from Guzowski’s 
careful study of the influence of grain exports on demesne farming in royal estates. The view 
that the export stimulus was the sole or even primary factor in the rise of Polish demesnes is 
not supported by his analysis. Instead, the regional context seems more important. This is a 
common theme in all the papers presented here: all support the need to acknowledge regional 
variations in the character of lordship. Together, they support William Hagen’s argument 
that the idea of structural divides should be put to one side and comparative investigations 
of rural living standards should be encouraged, as one of the most important ways in which 
our understanding of European rural history can be developed. And so these papers not only 
illuminate, but also offer an agenda for the future.


