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role in their implementation and their subsequent outcomes. Relying on U.S. State
Department documents and library resources, the research employs a descriptive-analytical
methodology. It is premised on the hypothesis that South Korea's relative success stemmed
from the organic connection between a political will oriented towards distributive justice,
supporting institutional capacity, and linkage to an industrialization project. Conversely,
Iran's relative failure is attributed to ruling class conflicts of interest, a hastily designed
reform lacking technical support, and disconnect from the national development program.
The findings reveal that land reform in South Korea (1945-1953) distributed approximately
90% of the leased land and integrated with industrialization, led to political stability and
economic growth. In contrast, Iran’s land reform (1960s), implemented within the framework
of the White Revolution, precipitated widespread rural migration, urban marginalization,
and political instability. This resulted from its rushed execution, resistance from landlords
and clerics, and lack of coordination with national development. By analyzing both internal
and external factors, this research highlights the role of local conditions and geopolitical
policies in determining the outcomes of these projects. It demonstrates that land reform
functioned not merely as an economic project but as a strategic instrument in the Cold War,
significantly shaped by US geopolitical objectives and the varying domestic contexts of the
two nations.
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1. Introduction

Post-World War Il, land reform emerged as a tool for nation-building and countering
communism during the Cold War. The United States and the Soviet Union, as victorious
powers, intervened to promote their ideologies, justifying actions under the banner of
democracy. The U.S. supported land reforms in allied nations like South Korea (1945—
1953) and Iran (1960s, via the White Revolution) to curb communist influence and foster
liberal democracy. In South Korea, reforms redistributed land formerly owned by Japanese
colonizers, contributing to political stability and economic growth. Conversely, Iran’s
reforms, led by Mohammad Reza Shah with U.S. support, aimed to reduce rural discontent
but faced resistance from landlords and clerics, leading to social unrest and the 1963
uprising. While both programs sought to counter communism, their outcomes varied due
to local conditions. This study, drawing on U.S. State Department documents, compares
these cases to highlight land reform’s dual role as an economic and geopolitical strategy.

2 .Research Methodology

This study employs a comparative historical analysis to examine land reforms in Iran and
South Korea during the Cold War, focusing on their strategic role in U.S. foreign policy to
counter communism. The methodology integrates primary sources, notably U.S. State
Department documents (FRUS), to analyze the design and implementation of land reforms
in South Korea (1945-1953) and Iran (1960s, under the White Revolution). Secondary
sources, including works by Hirschman (1958), Gaddis (1982), Cumings (1981),
Abrahamian (1998), Katouzian (2015), and others, provide theoretical and contextual
frameworks. The research questions how these reforms served U.S. Cold War strategies
and why they succeeded in South Korea but relatively failed in Iran. A qualitative approach
compares socio-political contexts, local resistance, and structural differences, emphasizing
the interplay of geopolitical motives and local conditions. This method aims to offer a
nuanced understanding of land reforms as both domestic modernization efforts and tools of
global Cold War strategy.

3 .Discussion and Analysis

1 .Land Reforms in South Korea: 1945-1953

South Korea’s land reforms, implemented between 1945 and 1953, were a pivotal socio-
economic transformation aimed at dismantling feudal landownership and fostering a
modern agricultural system. Initiated post-liberation from Japanese colonial rule, these
reforms addressed national development imperatives by redistributing land to reduce
inequality and stimulate economic growth. The strategy involved compensating large
landowners fairly while redirecting their capital toward industrial and commercial sectors,
thus transforming them into modern economic actors (Kim, 2000). This dual approach
mitigated social tensions and fueled economic modernization. The reforms, executed in
three phases, targeted lands formerly owned by Japanese colonizers, redistributing
approximately 663,950 hectares (18% of arable land) to tenant farmers (Kim, 2016).
Politically, they weakened the landlord class, fostering democratic structures in rural areas,
though power shifted to state and local authorities. Despite limitations, such as uneven land
distribution and lack of autonomous agricultural organizations, these reforms laid the
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foundation for South Korea’s subsequent economic and political stability, countering
communist threats in the Cold War context.

1.1 .Phase One: Initial Planning and Policy Formulation (1945-1946)

Following Japan’s defeat in 1945, tenant farmers’ demands for land reform intensified,
driven by high tenancy rates and exploitative landlord practices. The U.S. Army Military
Government in Korea (USAMGIK) responded by prioritizing the redistribution of
Japanese-owned lands, which constituted a significant portion of agricultural land. On
October 5, 1945, Ordinance No. 9 capped rent at one-third of annual produce, easing tenant
burdens but falling short of full reform (Shin, 1987). By December 1945, Ordinance No.
33 confiscated Japanese-owned lands, initiating redistribution. In 1947, a draft land reform
law proposed purchasing leased lands from landlords and selling them to tenants at a fixed
price (300% of five-year average yields), payable over 15 years. Resistance from landlord-
aligned elites delayed immediate implementation, reflecting tensions between reformers
and traditional power structures. This phase laid critical groundwork, redistributing key
assets and setting the stage for broader reforms (Kim, 2016)

1.2 .Phase Two: Renewed Efforts and Elite Resistance (1946)

In 1946, North Korea’s rapid land redistribution without landlord compensation challenged
U.S. credibility in the South, prompting accelerated reform efforts. However, internal U.S.
policy disputes and alliances with conservative elites hindered progress. Fears of deeper
reforms fueling communist demands led to cautious policies, with the U.S. prioritizing a
stable, democratic government before full land redistribution (FRUS, 1946). The
USAMGIK’s coalition with conservatives, who opposed radical changes, slowed reforms,
as did concerns about transferring Japanese assets to leftist groups. Despite these
challenges, initial distributions of Japanese lands continued, setting a precedent for later
reforms. The U.S. aimed to preserve private property principles while addressing tenant
demands, balancing anti-communist goals with economic stabilization (Kim, 2016)

1.3 .Phase Three: Conservative Defeat and Land Redistribution (1947-1951)

By 1947, peasant uprisings and leftist agitation underscored the urgency of reform. The
1946 elections, dominated by right-wing factions, initially stalled progress, but U.S. support
for moderate forces and the establishment of the South Korean Interim Legislative
Assembly (SKILA) shifted dynamics. Ordinance No. 137 in 1948 accelerated the
distribution of Japanese lands, followed by private landlord estates. The 1948 Constitution
mandated land redistribution, prompting voluntary sales by landlords fearing mandatory
reforms. Approximately 1.7 million hectares (48.4% of distributed lands) were sold
voluntarily, with 40.6% distributed officially, totaling nearly 90% of leased lands (Kim,
2016). By 1951, tenancy rates dropped from 50% to 5%, and owner-farmers rose to 80%
of rural households (Hong, 2013). This transformation dismantled feudal structures,
boosted agricultural productivity, and redirected landlord capital into industrial ventures,
cementing South Korea’s stability and anti-communist stance.

2 .Land Reforms in Iran
Iran’s land reforms, launched in the early 1960s under the White Revolution, aimed to
dismantle large landholdings, reduce rural unrest, and curb communist influence in a
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geopolitically critical ally of the U.S. Supported by American financial and advisory aid,
the reforms sought to modernize agriculture, weaken powerful landlords, and bolster the
Shah’s legitimacy post-1953 coup (FRUS, 1955). Led by Prime Minister Ali Amini and
Agriculture Minister Hassan Arsanjani, the reforms unfolded in three phases but faced
significant resistance from landlords and clergy, notably Ayatollah Khomeini. Despite
redistributing land to over 1.9 million farmers, the reforms failed to achieve equitable
outcomes, with many receiving small, unproductive plots. Structural inefficiencies, lack of
rural support systems, and the Shah’s autocratic approach fueled social discontent,
contributing to the 1963 uprising and long-term instability, contrasting sharply with South
Korea’s success (Amid, 2011)

2.1 .Phase One: Dispossessing Large Landowners (1962—-1964)

Initiated in January 1962, the first phase aimed to rapidly redistribute land to limit landlords
to one village, bypassing legal formalities and dissolving Parliament to suppress opposition.
Over 21,000 villages were acquired, and by September 1963, 8,000 were redistributed
(Salour, 1963). Speed was prioritized to preempt landlord resistance, but vast geography
and insufficient administrative capacity caused uneven implementation. Many landlords
retained fertile lands through loopholes like mechanization or land-use changes,
undermining equity (Lambton, 1953). Despite initial progress, the phases rushed execution
sowed seeds of discontent among rural beneficiaries.

2.2 .Phase Two: Favoring Landlords (1964-1968)

The second phase proceeded slowly, allowing landlords to exploit legal options, with 80%
opting for 30-year leases to retain control (Amid, 2011). Administrative weaknesses,
inconsistent data, and urban-based officials further hampered progress. Only 4% of villages
were redistributed, benefiting just 7% of rural households, with 70% receiving inadequate
plots (Hooglund, 1982). The phase’s pro-landlord bias and lack of farmer support, such as
cooperatives, highlighted its limited impact, exacerbating rural grievances (CIA, 1964)

2.3 .Phase Three: Peasant Discontent (1968-1975)

The third phase mandated the sale or division of leased and cooperative lands but
progressed slowly, with only 45% of eligible landlords complying by 1972 (Denman,
1973). Over 1.2 million sharecroppers became fixed-rent tenants, but many lost rights
through forced sales or inadequate allocations. The reforms failed to transform peasants’
socio-economic status, leaving them as subsistence farmers on small plots (NIC Files,
1969). Rural-urban migration surged, creating marginalized urban populations that fueled
revolutionary sentiments, culminating in the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

3 .Reasons for South Korea’s Success and Iran’s Relative Failure

South Korea’s land reforms succeeded due to their alignment with democratic processes,
post-liberation urgency, and integration with industrialization. Executed through the
National Assembly, they gained legitimacy and reduced tenancy from 50% to 5%,
empowering farmers and redirecting landlord capital into industry (Hong, 2013). The U.S.
military government’s early intervention and consistent policy ensured structural change,
fostering stability against communist threats. In contrast, Iran’s reforms, driven by the
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Shah’s autocratic agenda, lacked democratic legitimacy, dissolving Parliament and relying
on a top-down approach (CIA, 1976). Resistance from landlords and clergy, coupled with
administrative inefficiencies and inadequate rural support, limited redistribution to small,
unproductive plots for 42.6% of farmers (Ajami, 2021). While South Korea’s reforms
spurred industrial growth and education, Iran’s triggered rural displacement and urban
unrest, undermining stability and contributing to revolutionary dynamics.

4 .Conclusion

The comparative analysis shows that the outcomes of land reform depended less on
redistribution itself than on the broader political, social, economic, and international
context. In South Korea, land reform was embedded in a national development strategy
aimed at reducing inequality and containing communism. Initiated under the U.S. military
government and later legalized through democratic procedures, it transferred ownership
widely to farmers while enabling former landlords to reinvest in industry. Coupled with
industrialization, it fostered economic growth, social welfare, and political stability.

In Iran, by contrast, land reform became a political tool to consolidate the Shah’s power.
Rapid implementation, weak institutions, and lack of an accompanying industrial plan left
peasants with uneconomic plots and little capital, prompting mass rural-urban migration,
urban poverty, and greater oil dependence. The comparison underscores that successful
land reform requires integration with national development, robust institutions, and
sensitivity to social structures—conditions absent in Iran but present in South Korea.
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