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Abstract

At the end of the Qajar period, landownership became increasingly important due to
the commercialization of agriculture and the profitability of exporting agricultural
products. Consequently, many of merchants, in addition to bureaucrats, began using
their commercial capital to purchase agricultural land. The profitability of
agriculture, combined with the desire for social status through landownership, led
Reza Shah to acquire extensive properties in key agricultural provinces of lIran,
including Mazandaran and Kermanshah. He accomplished this in a relatively short
period by encroaching on the lands of previous owners through quasi-legal and
extralegal means, ultimately becoming the largest landowner in Iran.

This research focuses on Reza Shah's extensive estates in Kermanshah province
and seeks to answer the question: What economic consequences did the formation of
Pahlavi estates have on agricultural cultivation and modernization in the region?
This article primarily relies on archival documents to examine the economic impacts
of expanding Reza Shah's estates on cultivation patterns and agricultural
modernization through data mining and analysis of official reports from that era.

The findings indicate that economically, the construction of the Shahabad sugar
factory and cotton ginning factories facilitated a link between agriculture and
industry, thereby increasing productivity on the Shah's estates. The cultivation of
sugar beet emerged as a significant new crop throughout the province. The
introduction of tractors and industrial machinery laid the groundwork for
transitioning from traditional agriculture to more modern practices. Additionally,
new crops were introduced, and the establishment of agricultural elementary schools
contributed to the promotion of scientific agriculture.

Keywords: Reza Shah, landownership, large-scale ownership, Commercial
agriculture, Agricultural industrialization.

Introduction
Until the pre-modern era in Iran, land ownership constituted the primary source of
wealth, political influence, and social status. Nevertheless, property rights remained
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unstable due to their dependence on shifting political power and the absence of
institutional mechanisms to protect private ownership. During periods of political
upheaval, widespread poverty, or administrative reorganization, officials and
individuals aligned with the ruling elite were able to exploit these conditions to
amass extensive landholdings in a short period of time. Throughout Iranian history,
numerous examples illustrate how large estates were accumulated rapidly through
such opportunities.

Reza Shah followed a similar pattern. During his brief tenure as Minister of War,
and later after his accession to the throne, he acquired vast tracts of land in the
province of Kermanshah through both quasi-legal and extra-legal means. In some
cases, he compensated landowners by transferring to them state-owned Khalesah
properties in the Zohab region, effectively financing the acquisition of his personal
estates with public resources. He subsequently established an organized
administrative structure to manage these lands, staffed entirely by military officers.
The salaries of employees and the operating costs of this organization were paid
from the state budget, while all revenues went directly to the Shah. As a result, Reza
Shah emerged as one of the largest landowners in lIran, in keeping with long-
standing traditions of elite land accumulation. His western estates extended across a
territory approximately forty Farsakhs (240 km) in length and twenty-five Farsakhs
(150 km) in width, encompassing Mahidasht, Shahabad, Gilan, Western Eivan,
Western Shirvan, Chardavol, and llam.

Research Methodology

This study employs extensive archival research and documentary analysis to
examine the economic consequences of the expansion of Reza Shah’s private estates
in Kermanshah. The primary research question concerns the impact of these estates
on agricultural production and modernization in the region. Given the breadth of the
topic, this article does not address the process by which the estates were formed,
their administrative mechanisms, or the Shah’s personal revenues and expenditures.
Instead, the focus is limited to the economic outcomes of estate expansion and the
resulting transformations in traditional cultivation practices.

Discussion and Findings

The enlargement of Reza Shah’s private estates in Kermanshah-regardless of his
personal motives-produced significant economic effects on the region. One major
outcome was the transition from subsistence agriculture to commercial agriculture.
Prior to the 1930s, agricultural activity in Kermanshah largely centered on low-value
subsistence crops such as grains, which generated minimal surplus due to limited
market demand. With the expansion of the royal estates in the 1930s, however, new
crops were introduced to diversify regional production.

In 1931, the Shahabad Model Farms were established on royal lands to
familiarize farmers with alternative crops. Experiments were conducted with flax,
hemp, castor, pistachio, tobacco, fifteen varieties of cotton seeds, various fruit trees
and silkworms. During the same decade, plans for developing date and citrus
orchards in the southern areas of the imperial estates were implemented. Saplings
were procured from Kerman, Shiraz, and Khuzestan, and agricultural specialists
from these regions were dispatched to Shahabad to train local farmers. Within a few
years, large expanses of Qasr-e Shirin, Somar, and Sar-e Pol-e Zohab were
transformed into palm groves and citrus orchards—crops previously unknown in the
region.
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Another consequence of the estates’ expansion was the prohibition of certain
traditional crops and the promotion of industrial agriculture. Following the 1930
economic crisis and increased Soviet pressure on lranian rice exports, rice
cultivation was banned in Kermanshah. The establishment of the Shahabad sugar
factory and the development of the textile industry in the 1930s further restricted the
cultivation of poppy, corn, tobacco, and rice, particularly on the royal estates. Cotton
and sugar beet were promoted instead. By 1936, more than 4,000 hectares in
Kermanshah-primarily in the Gilan-e Gharb region-were planted with cotton under
state encouragement. Gilan, Shirvan, and Chardavol thus became the principal
cotton-producing districts of the Imperial Estates Department, and a cotton ginning
facility was established there. Conversely, tobacco cultivation was confined to the
cities of Sahneh and Kerend, contributing to a 44 percent decline in provincial
tobacco output between 1937 and 1939. Meanwhile, the expansion of beet-growing
areas and the construction of sugar factories gradually reshaped village economies
and social conditions. The increased reliance on modern agricultural machinery on
the royal estates also made Kermanshah the second-largest user of tractors and
mechanized equipment in Iran.

Conclusion

The agricultural economy of Kermanshah during the First Pahlavi period was
profoundly influenced by both national modernization policies and Reza Shah’s
personal management of his extensive estates in the region. Some of these effects—
such as restrictions on cultivating rice, tobacco, corn, and poppy—were relatively
short-lived, whereas others produced lasting transformations. The cultivated area of
traditional staples, including wheat, rice, and barley, decreased on irrigated lands
serving industrial facilities, while crops such as beet, tobacco, and cotton expanded
significantly. Contrary to common assumptions, the introduction of industrial
agriculture and the reduced cultivation of food crops did not result in widespread
food shortages in Kermanshah or in other regions of Iran.

Due to the absence of detailed reports on the living standards of farmers residing
on royal estates, it is difficult to offer a definitive evaluation of how these changes
affected them compared with farmers on feudal lands. Nevertheless, improvements
in transportation infrastructure and support for industrial agriculture contributed to
noticeable economic changes across the region. Although the agricultural
modernization program was marked by experimentation, limited strategic planning,
and numerous internal and external challenges, it ultimately facilitated a transition
away from traditional agriculture. The establishment of sugar and cotton ginning
factories, the introduction of new crops, the formation of administrative institutions,
and the creation of a local branch of the National Bank collectively altered the
economic landscape of Kermanshah. The resulting transformation of cultivation
patterns and the growing integration of agriculture with industry placed the region
on an irreversible path toward modernization.
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