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The structure of Iranian rural society after land reforms
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Abstract

Iran's traditional agricultural system underwent significant changes during the land reforms, which
focused on "Baneh™ (group production units). As socio-economic organizations, Baneh played an
important role in agricultural production. However, after the land reforms, land division and, in some
cases, farmers' reluctance to participate in collective work weakened this structure. The authorities'
neglect of the importance of Baneh further accelerated their dissolution. At the same time, the
establishment of agricultural joint-stock companies and rural production cooperatives, intended to
improve agricultural productivity, brought structural changes to the ownership and exploitation
system. Farmers lost the right to sell their land and became shareholders, which led to reduced active
participation in agriculture and increased social inequalities. This study, using a historical method with
a descriptive-analytical approach, examines the impact of land reforms on the social and class
structure of Iranian villages. The main research question is: What impact did the land reforms have on
the social and class structure of Iranian villages? The findings indicate that, in the context of land
reforms, the transformation of traditional and class relations led to a sense of relative deprivation and
created dissatisfaction among villagers. On one hand, it created a new dependency of villagers on
government institutions; on the other hand, by changing the foundation and class composition of
villages, it led to the collapse of the landlord-peasant system, the independence of peasants, increased
farmers' incomes, and improved living standards, although some social groups experienced economic
insecurity.
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Introduction

This historical-descriptive and analytical study critically examines the transformative impact of Iran’s
Land Reform Program, initiated in 1962 under the White Revolution, on the socio-structural
configuration of rural society. Although officially presented as a radical break with the feudal arbab—
ra ‘Tyat1 (lord—peasant) system, the reforms in practice led to a nuanced reorganization — not abolition —
of rural class relations. Drawing on primary archival sources, official agricultural statistics (notably
from the 1972 National Census of Agriculture), and seminal secondary scholarship (Khosravi, Azkia,
Ashraf, Lambton), this research investigates how the redistribution of land, together with the creation
of new institutional frameworks (cooperatives, agricultural corporations), reconfigured power,
dependency, and socio-economic stratification in the Iranian countryside. The central research
question guiding this inquiry is: What was the impact of the Land Reforms on the social and class
structure of rural Iran?

Method

Methodologically, the study adopts a historical-materialist perspective, prioritising the analysis of
material conditions — land distribution data, production statistics, labour relations — alongside
institutional and discursive shifts. It moves beyond the dominant economistic interpretations of
previous scholarship, which focused narrowly on ownership transfer and productivity metrics, to
foreground the reconfiguration of power, social agency, and lived experience at the micro-level of the
village.

Findings

Contrary to the state’s emancipatory narrative, findings show that the reforms primarily served as a
state-mediated recomposition of the rural elite rather than a democratization of land ownership. While
the formal arbab-ra‘tyati hierarchy was legally dismantled, a new, internally stratified structure
emerged, marked by persistent inequalities and new forms of dependency. This restructuring unfolded
along four principal axes:

First, the breakdown of traditional solidarities and collectives, particularly the baneh — indigenous
socio-economic production units based on seasonal labor pooling and mutual aid. State neglect of
these indigenous institutions, combined with the individualization of land parcels and the reluctance of
newly titled peasants to participate in collective labor, led to the rapid disintegration of the baneh
system. Its collapse not only undermined an efficient, culturally embedded mode of production but
also eroded social cohesion, leaving peasants isolated and more vulnerable to market and climatic
risks.

Second, the emergence of a tripartite peasantry, replacing the binary lord—peasant divide. At the base
were the sub-subsistence, land-poor peasants (less than 1 hectare), consisting of former ra‘Tyats who
received marginal plots insufficient for household reproduction. Forced into seasonal wage labor on
larger holdings, they experienced a reproduction of proletarianization under new terms — no longer
bound to a lord, but structurally dependent on the labor market. The middle stratum, or petty-
landowning peasants (2-10 hectares), formed the demographic core (39% of new landholders, holding
28.5% of redistributed land). While enjoying formal ownership and limited surplus, their economic
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fragility — especially the “low-capital” subgroup (2-5 hectares)—made them susceptible to debt and
reliant on the emerging rural bourgeoisie. Crucially, at the apex emerged a new powerful peasantry
(10-50+ hectares), whose numbers grew from 301,000 to 428,000 households after the reform,
consolidating control over a staggering 45.5% of Iran’s cultivated land—a share exceeding their pre-
reform proportion. This class, drawn from former petty landowners, privileged ra‘Tyats (such as ex-
kadkhodas and sarbenehs), and rural merchants, leveraged literacy, urban connections, and capital
accumulation (for example, investing in deep wells and pumps) to monopolize water and reimpose
relations of sharecropping and wage labor on the land-poor, effectively replicating exploitation
through modernized, market-mediated channels.

Third, the reshaping of the landless rural population (“khosh-neshinan”) revealed starkly contradictory
outcomes. A small, strategically positioned group — rural khordsaz (traders, shopkeepers, usurers)—
profited immensely from the vacuum left by departing arbabs. With cooperatives failing to provide
adequate credit, these merchants became the primary source of short-term loans, deepening peasant
indebtedness and consolidating their economic power. In stark contrast, landless agricultural laborers
and rural artisans suffered severe decline. Excluded from land distribution, they faced shrinking
employment due to partial mechanization, the sale of marginal plots by struggling new owners, and
competition from cheap industrial goods, which decimated traditional rural craft. This group’s
growing alienation — evident in non-participation in village councils and cooperatives, and in a
pervasive, latent hostility toward the new landholding class — signaled a profound social rupture,
replacing the old master—servant tension with a new, more volatile class antagonism.

Fourth, the diversification of land tenure and production regimes both reflected and reinforced these
new hierarchies. While family-based farming became dominant (82% of cultivators), its economic
viability was highly uneven, with efficiency gains observed mainly in medium-sized holdings
(Lambton, Ajami). At the same time, sharecropping (‘“nim-kari”) expanded, often managed by
absentee urban-based owners or the new rural elite, who frequently employed non-local labor and
exacerbated local unemployment. The rise of “telm-beh-kari” (pump-based cultivation), in which
entrepreneurs invested in irrigation to cultivate leased dryland, epitomized a new form of petty
capitalist accumulation; it provided income for impoverished peasants through rent but also
incentivized out-migration, fueling the massive rural-to-urban exodus that defined Iran’s demographic
shift in the 1960s—70s.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Land Reforms indisputably dismantled the legal and institutional edifice of the
arbab-ra Tyati system, granting formal ownership and a measure of economic autonomy to millions of
peasants, thereby improving living standards for a significant segment. Yet, this study demonstrates
that the reforms simultaneously reproduced and reconfigured social inequality through new, often
more insidious, mechanisms. The state, although successful in neutralising the old landed aristocracy,
failed to establish equitable alternative structures, inadvertently empowering a new rural bourgeoisie
and increasing the vulnerability of the rural proletariat. The resulting structure was not egalitarian, but
a complex, multi-layered hierarchy characterised by persistent exploitation, increased market
dependency, and a profound social divide between the landed and the landless. Thus, the Land
Reforms represent not a singular act of liberation, but a pivotal, yet incomplete, class recomposition —



S5 1S/ o)l S Mo! 31w ol gty anel Sl B 5

one that laid the foundation for Iran’s modern rural crisis: persistent inequality, ecological strain from
unregulated water extraction, and the continued socio-political marginalisation of the rural poor.
Future research should further examine regional variations in reform implementation and their long-
term legacies in contemporary agrarian struggles.
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