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Rural Reform in Modern Iran

In Iran, due to the historically high concentration of the country’s population in rural areas, and
the resulting importance of agricultural activities, the rural sector has been a major focus of
development policies by the state. In recent decades, the Iranian government has embarked on
major developmental projectsinrural areas. Infact, Iran is one of the few developing countries where
agricultural development and solving rural problems have been considered a major developmental
prerequisite and an explicit policy. Much of the literature on rural Iran has focused on reforms as a
direct consequence of government initiatives and projects. By and large, rural development is seen
in the literature as “a form of state intervention.”

More often, however, rural areas change as a consequence of both planned government actions and
overarching developments, nationally and globally. Within this broader concept, this paper reviews
major rural reforms in modern Iran, focusing on processes of change and continuity in the country’s
rural sector. It first provides a brief historical background focusing on rural and agricultural change
before the revolution, before reviewing the post-revolutionary rural policies. The concluding remarks
discuss major policy outcomes and developmental challenges confronting the rural sector, focusing
mainly on the nature of rural policies and unintended policy/macro development outcomes.

Rural Transformations before the 1979 Revolution

Iranian villages were typically small with independent units of production, and had very little
contact with urban-based state functionaries.? Before the land reforms of 1962, major changes
in rural society and agrarian relations occurred due to the Iranian economy’s integration into the
world capitalist system through trade. This resulted in the commercialization of agriculture and
the commodification of land in response to foreign demand for certain agricultural crops.? It led
to a gradual development of modern private property and introduction of large-scale landholding

institutions and landlordism.?

In the early twentieth century, the Constitutional Law of 1907 abolished the feudal system, tuyuldari,
consolidating newly emerged landlord relations and empowering landowning classes at the expense
of other classes.’ This process persisted during the Reza Shah reign (1925-41) through legislation and
the sale of state land. The December 1935 law recognized the landlord’s political power in rural areas by
authorizing the landlord to appoint and pay the village headman, kadkhoda.¢ One of the state’s policies

1 John Harriss, Rural development: Theories of peasant economy and agrarian change (London, UK: Hutchinson, 1982), p. 16.

2 Homa Katouzian, Political economy of modern Iran (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981).

3 NikkiR Keddie, Historical Obstacles to Agrarian Change in Iran (Claremont, California, 1960).

4 AnnK.S.Lambton, Landlord and Peasant in Persia; a Study of Land Tenure and Land Revenue Administration (London: Oxford University Presss, 1953).

5 More information about Tuyul land assignments and its abolition see: Janet Afary, The lranian Constitutional Revolution, 1906-1911: Grassroots
Democracy, Social Democracy and the Origins of Feminism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996).

6 Lambton, Landlord and Peasant in Persia; a Study of Land Tenure and Land Revenue Administration.
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was to encourage a capitalist farming system with cash crops in areas with high agricultural potential;

this was a continuation of the modernization program initiated in the late nineteenth century.

No fundamental reform took place under the Mohammad Reza Shah period until the land reforms
of 1962, with the exception of a few attempts such as the parliament’s passage of a law restricting
the size of individual holdings to 400 - 800 hectares.” However, the Pahlavi rule implemented a
policy to enforce the mandatory settlement of nomads as part of its modernization projects. It also
attempted to end tribal or communal land and property ownership. This was followed by the crown
seizing much of this property. The existence of large holdings and their concentration in the hands of
the monarchy enabled reforms to be implemented with the least amount of opposition from large
traditional landowners since the 1950s. In the 1960s, however, a more comprehensive agricultural
modernization program was implemented through a series of inclusive land reforms.

The latter reforms altered traditional (rural) Iranian society, abolishing traditional relations of
production and expanding state influence in rural areas. Several stricter agricultural modernization
programs were part of these reforms. Large agribusiness corporations were established in the 1970s,
and the formation of rural development zones was put on the agenda. Based on a growth pole
approach to economic development, it was assumed that such strategies would result in agricultural
surplus to accumulate capital and boost foreign exchange through exports. Achieving maximum
agricultural output, in turn, contributes to humanitarian goals by raising farmers’ incomes and
productivity, lowering food prices, and improving nutrition.

In practice, many rural reforms failed to achieve their objectives, particularly in terms of resolving
the country’s rural and agricultural underdevelopment or alleviating rural poverty. This was due to
the government policy being less receptive to a comprehensive and coherent model of modernizing
the economy, resulting in the least systematic linkages between various sectors in the development
process.® Consequently, traditionally defined sectors, such as rural and agricultural sectors, were
never prioritized or represented the country’s primary developmental concerns. A dualisticapproach
assumed that the modern (industrial, urban) sector rather than traditional (agriculture, rural) sector
would drive the economy. It was believed that the wealth amassed by the pioneering modern sector
would eventually benefit the traditional sector.? From a distributive perspective, it has been argued
that the modern sector has a comparatively greater capacity to generate capital accumulation,
allowingforthe optimal allocation of economicresources,and, inthe long run, enabling the economy
to experience more proportionate and balanced distribution processes between various sectors.”

7 M. A Katouzian, “Land reform in Iran: A case study in the political economy of social engineering,” The Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 1, no. 2 (1973): pp.
220-239.

8 M. H.Pesaran, “The system of dependent capitalism in pre- and post-revolutionary Iran,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 14, (1982): pp.
501-522.

9 Pesaran, “The system of dependent capitalism in pre- and post-revolutionary Iran,” pp. 502 - 504.

10 Ibid.



Rural Reform in Modern Iran

Rural reforms have attempted to alter the traditional agricultural structure, but they have not been
successful in meeting the growing demands of the country’s population. Iran was a major importer
of agricultural goods before the revolution. Despite the apparent egalitarian goals of rural reforms,
particularly land reforms, horizontal (between villagers: rich and poor) and vertical (between urban
and rural) inequalities intensified. All of this forced the rural poor to migrate to the cities, partly
fuelling the 1979 revolution." Rural reform subsequently became one of the post-revolutionary
regime’s top development priorities.

Rural Reforms in the Post-Revolutionary Era

The 1979 revolution was sparked by long-standing societal tensions and dissatisfaction with uneven
modern developments, which appeared to be largely rooted in government mismanagement. It
was a popular uprising against the state, its policies, and its bureaucracy, demanding radical and
inclusive socioeconomic and political change through the implementation of measures to address
Iran’s development challenges. To meet these expectations in rural areas, the post-revolutionary
government’s policy response focused on two axes: dealing with nationwide land seizers and
improving the living standards of rural people through the reorganization of rural administration
and the implementation of village-based rural development. Following the victory of the revolution,
land expropriations emerged in both urban and rural areas of the county, which lasted until the mid-
1980s. During the first two years of the revolution, rebel villagers seized a total of roughly 800,000
hectares of agricultural land from larger landowners in rural areas.” Various factions and the state
saw land seizers as a major threat to the new socio-political order, prompting three responses:
emphasizingthe legitimacy of ownership as anlslamic concept; opposing equal land distribution due
toits numerous negative developmental consequences; and underlining legal processes through the
preparation of a land reform bill to address the land problem. Although a revolutionary atmosphere
demanded a more radical land reform, as reflected in clause C® of the Land Reform Act,* in practice, a
moderate and conservative solution was eventually revealed: restricted landownership. As a result,
only six percent of the total rural households could benefit from post-revolutionary land reforms.”

The goal of the post-revolutionary rural reforms was to change the structure of rural administration.
On 4 June 1980, the Rural Service Centres were established, primarily as a reaction to politically
motived criticisms directed at the ministry of agriculture. It was argued that the ministry’s strict

1 H.Mohtadi, “Expropriation of multinational firms: The role of domestic market conditions and domestic rivalries,” Economic Inquiry, vol. 28, no. 4 (1990):
pp. 813-830.

12 A.Ashraf, “Peasant, land, and revolution [in Persian],” In Masael Arzi va Dehghani(Tehran: Agah Publishers, 1982): pp. 6-49.

13 This Act mainly included the holdings of large landlords whose membership was legitimized by the previous regime and land under cultivation. Based
on the notes of the Act, a plot of cultivated land was defined as large if it was three times the size of what “local custom” saw necessary for the subsistence
of a peasant family.

14 A.Ashraf, “Peasant, land, and revolution [in Persian],” pp. 6—49.

15 M. Azkia, Sociology of rural development and underdevelopment of Iranian rural society [in Persian] (Tehran: Entesharat-e Ettlaat, 1986).
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bureaucratic characteristics in the pre-revolutionary era had alienated it from its core mission:
serving rural communities.’® The service centres were an all-encompassing program that included
various aspects of village development as well as state services that could improve agriculture and
developruralcommunities. Nevertheless, field research showed that the centres neverachieved their
objectives or performed according to the principles in their original plan. They followed a top-down
policy-making process, much like pre-revolutionary bureaucratic agricultural units did, without
engaging rural people or recognizing their needs. Their task was limited to providing agricultural
services to peasants, which was already performed by the formerly rural administration.” This is
because the centres were not an integrated plan of the country’s overall politico-administrative
reform policy. Hence, rather than bringing about a radical change based on the country’s rural
realities or bureaucratic rationality, their formation served to maintain the existing rural structure.

The creation of the Construction Jihad (CJ), which had a strong political and ideological motivation,
was the second measure pertaining to rural development. The CJ was held by radical leftist forces
within the government, and the majority of them demanded a fundamental reform of rural
governance that is “based on the mobilization of the masses” and “an end to all sorts of privation
in the countryside.”® It was financially supported by the government, and its populist slogans aided
the organization in attracting volunteers to work in the field, particularly in more rural areas. Earlier
reports show that the C) mainly provided public services and infrastructure in rural areas, absorbing
over 39 percent of credit allocated to rural projects in 1992. However, according to the Jihad, “..
the measures taken [...] have failed to eradicate rural poverty and to meet basic needs of the rural
population.”? In 2001, the Ministry of Agriculture and the CJ merged to end futile conflicts and
competition. Nevertheless, this merger did not result in a viable solution to the country’s pervasive
rural underdevelopment. The rural sector has been gradually marginalized, as it has in the past, due
to the low priority given to the sector by policymakers.

Policy Outcomes and Development Challenges

Although most rural programs, as outlined above, did not fully achieve their goals of developing
villages, they contributed to some socioeconomic transformation. According to James Ferguson,
even a failed development program can result in significant structural changes.?’ Since the 1990s,
rural communities in Iran have not only been affected by official rural programs, but also by macro

16  A.Schirazi, Islamic policy, the agrarian question in Iran, trans. P.J. Ziess-Lawrence (London, UK: Lynne Rienner, 1993).

17 Azkia, Sociology of rural development and underdevelopment of Iranian rural society.

18 Schirazi, Islamic policy, the agrarian question in Iran, p. 148.

19 Ministry of Jihad-e Sazandegi, Rural construction (Tehran: Undersecretary of Rural Construction, Planning & Programming Bureau,1992), p. 44.
20 A.Farazmand, The state, bureaucracy, and revolution in modern Iran: Agrarian reform and regime politics (New York, NY: Praeger, 1989), p. 48.

21 ). Ferguson, The anti-politics machine: Development, depoliticization, and bureaucratic power in Lesotho (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990), p. 276.
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developments such as family planning, the expansion of higher education opportunities, and the
dissemination of new digital technologies (communication and media). These developments have
integrated a relatively isolated micro rural structure into a macro modern (urban) structure, as
evidenced by many modern convergent processes.

Available statistics show remarkable changes in demographic indicators. For example, between
1976 and 1986, Iran’s population grew at an annualrate of about 4 percent; however, between
2006 and 2020, population growth slowed to 1.3 percent due to a decline in fertility rate, from
6.5in 1985 to below 2.2 in 2020.%2 The fertility rate in Iran has decreased despite the government’s
efforts to raise it over the past decade. The average number of births among Iranian women living
inrural areas has declined from eight to around two children over the last four decades, indicating
a significant change in women’s attitudes.? As a result, between 1986 and 2020, the average
number of household members decreased from 5.5t0 3.7 membersin villages and 4 to 3.5 members
in cities.” Similarly, the average age of marriage in rural areas has increased over the last few
decades, from around 19 in 1976 to about 23 in 2020. In urban areas, the average age of marriage
was around 20 years in 1976 and 24 years in 2020.2¢ Furthermore, there are noticeable changes
in rural perceptions and attitudes toward the modern lifestyle, particularly among rural women.
Women attempt to enhance their status in the family and challenge traditional valuesin the areas
of spouse selection, female employment, and (higher) education outside the home/village. This
demonstrates that rural and urban women are becoming more similar over time, particularly in
terms of demanding gender equality in rights and opportunities.” Rural accessibility to modern
infrastructure has also increased marketing opportunities for agricultural outputs and provided

rural residents with a variety of nonfarm activities, increasing income and purchasing power.

Despite the fact that modernization has resulted in significant improvements in rural life, such as
access to a variety of living amenities and increased opportunities, macro-level data on beneficiary
distribution reveal persistent inequalities and poverty.?2 This is evident in rural-urban disparities in
indicators such as poverty line, food and health expenditures, and etc. For instance, official statistics
from 2001to0 2013 show that poverty inrural areasis morethantwice as high asin urban areas.? Rural

22 “Statistical abstract of Iran, 1977-2021,” Iran Statistical Centre.

23 “Population of Iran from 1800 to 2020,” Statista, https://bit.ly/30KYY8f.
24 “Statistical abstract of Iran, 1977-2021," Iran Statistical Centre.

25 |bid.

26 |bid.

27 See:S. Paknia and M. Navabakhsh, “Developmental idealism and the proposal of a theoretical model for family change in Iran,” International Journal
of Social Sciences, vol. 5, no. 1(2015): pp. 11-22; and E. Hooglund, “Changing attitudes among women in Iran,” in Gender in contemporary Iran: Pushing the
boundaries, eds. R. Bahramitash and E. Hooglund (New York, NY: Routledge, 2011), pp. 120-135.

28 Example: Ali Shakoori, The state and rural development in the post-revolutionary Iran (New York, NY: Palgrave, 2001); F. Noorbakhsh, “Human
development and regional disparities in Iran: A policy model,” Journal of International Development, vol. 14, no.7 (2002): pp. 927-949.

29 ‘“Results of the detailed statistic collection of rural and urban households’ expenditure and income,” Iran Statistical Centre, 2013.
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reforms and macro developments have increased access to opportunities for rural communities, but
they have also brought about new developmental challenges, societal and environmental, that are

similar to those faced in urban areas.
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