
THE JAPANESE LAND REFORM = 
ITS EFFICACY AND LIMITATIONS 

TSUTOMU OUCHI 

Land Reform in Japan has been regarded as one of the most successful 

and drastic In the world. But it has been confronting the new phase of 

structural problems which requires resolution from the point of view of the 

iong-run prospect of agriculture and national economy. 

Policies for establishment of owner-farmers introduced by the reform 

gave an incentive to high productivity and secured the stability of the 

farmer's household. However, since the stage of so-called High Economic 

Growth, the small-scale farming and fragmentary holding of arable land have 

resulted in a bottleneck to the further development of the Japanese economy. 

I 

he land reform which was carried out in Japan between 1 946 and 1950 may 

perhaps be said to have been the most successful of the land reforms 

carried out in many of the countries of Asia and Africa after the Second 

~Norld War. The Japanese land reform included the strengthening of the 
rights of tenant cultivators and the flxing of rents at low sums payable in 
money (not in kind), but these aspects of the reform were essentially secondary 

in nature and the main content of the reform consisted of the compulsory 
purchase by the government of the greater partl of the land on lease by 
landlords and its resale to former tenants, thus making the latter into owner-

farmers. How thoroughly the conversion of these tenants into owner-farmers 

was carried out may be gauged by referring to Figure l. 

The Figure shows that tenant farmers, who before the war had accounted 
for nearly one-third of the total, accounted for 50/0 by 1950, while part-owner 

farmers, who had accounted for 400/0 of the total before the war, accounted 

for somewhat more than 300/0' On the other side, the owners, who before 
the war accounted for 300/0 of the total, now accounted for 620/0' The same 

situation is apparent in the light of the land statistics, and we find that land 

cultivated in tenancy, which before the war had accounted for nearly 500/0 

of cultivated land, had shrunk by 1950 to around 100/0' 

In addition, we must note in connexion with the Figure that althoug,h 

x In fact, all land on lease by absentee landlords (1andlords not resident in the admin-

istrative division (city, town, or village) in which the land was situated), and all land 

in excess of a family holding of I hectare (3 hectares in Hokkaid6) in possession of 

resident landlords, was subject to compulsory government purchase. 
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whatever reason the increase may 

numbers of owners, which was the principal 

only carried out in a most thoroughgoing 

the reform the results produced have 

,.___efface themselves, but on the contrary have 

further and further. Thus today 
ceased to have any substantial significance, 

wholly local phenomenon. 
When the thoroughgoingness of land 

course insu~icient merely to draw 

the numbers of owners or the- area 

done above. Alongside this matter 
the following two facts. 

First, the liberation of the land 

without conrpensation. It goes without 
when the land reform was first drafted, 
for the purchase of agricultural land 

Economies 

the land reform itself was completed 

in 1950, the numbers of the owner-

farmers have been increasing from 

that time up to the present day. 
In 1965 owners exceeded 800/0 Of the 

total, while tenants accounted for 
less than 20/0' We have land statist{cs 

only up to 1955, but in that year 
the land tenancy rate was 60/0, and 

we may suppose that it is now 
under 50/0' 

This increase in the numbers 
of owner-farmers and the area of 
land cultivated by owners is ad-

vancing along the following two 
paths. The first is the case in which 

the landlord takes back land which 
he had leased to tenants and culti-

vates it himself, and the second is 

the case in which a tenant purchases 

the land which he has been culti-

vating in tehancy. Government 
statistics indicate that of the increase 

in the area of land cultivated by 

the owners which took place during and 
and after 1950, approximately one-third ' 

was occupied by the former, and 
two-thirds by the latter. But for 

have taken place, the enlargement of the 

aim of the land reform, was: not 

fashion, but since the efflecting of 

by no means shown any tendency to 
shown a tendency to expand 

landlord-tenant relations have practically 

and they have now bec6me a 

reform is called in question it is of 

attention to the quantitative increase in 

of land cultivated by owners as we have 

we must at all costs draw attention to 

in this reform was carried out practically 

saying that in the autumn of 1945, 
the government worked out prices 

on the basis of the price of rice and 
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production costs, and these prices were used as standards in purchasing land 

from landlords and selling it to tenants. The formula for the calculation of 

land prices which was laid down at this time was thereafter used throughout 

the whole period of the land reform, but the period of about three and a 
half years from the autumn of 1945 to the spring of 1949 was a time when 
a particularly severe inflation was in progress in Japan. To take the single 

case of the price of rice, the government price for rice, which had been ~i~ 150 

(per 150 kg.) when the land prices were worked out, was ~4,600 in 1949, and 

more than ~~6,200 in 1950. Thus land prices, which had been fixed with 
reference to the commodity price levels of the autumn of 1945, became 
markedly low in practice. Considering matters as they stood in 1950, the 
government price for average paddy used for rice cultivation and producing 

a yield of about 300 kg. per 10 ares amounted to no more than about 50/0 of 

the yield of the land when converted into terms of rice. 

At the time of the land reform the government had made it possible for 

tenants to pay for land which they purchased by means of long-term instal-

ments extending over 24 years. However, this was entirely unnecessary, since 

it was possible to obtain land at the cost of only 50/0 of the annual yield. 

In this way the farmers were able to obtain land virtually free of ch~rge, 

and, as we shall see later, this fact had a great significance for the develop-

ment of agriculture after the land reform, but from the point of view of the 

landlprds it meant that they were virtually expropriated of their property 
without compensation. Leaving aside the cases of those _ Iandlords who owned 

forest land which was not subject to the reform or who were investing in 
undertakings other than agriculture, some millions of landlords who were 
entirely dependent on income from leased land were deprived of the basis of 

their livelihood at a single stroke and lost their position as members of the 

upper class in their villages. It is of course true that a certain section of 

them were also performing the functions of cultivating farmers, and about 
the time of the land reform there were not a few who took back, Iegally or 

illegally, some of the land which they had leased to tenants, thus enlarging 

their holding.s of cultivated land. Further, the landlords and their children 

had received a fairly h{gh level of education, and not a few entered intellec-

tual occupations while a considerable number used their knowledge to obtain 

posts in village ofHces, agricultural co-operatives, etc. It is therefore not the 

case that all the landlords were ruined, but it is true that there were some 

instances of landlords being reduced to pauperism. 
We may mention in passing that, as is to be expected, the landlords were 

much dissatisfied with the measures taken by the government. Thus, even 
while the reform was still in process of implementation a large number of 

suits was brought in the courts by landlords who maintained that the land 

reform was an infringement of the rights of private property or was a con-

travention of the provisions of the Constitution. In 1956, however, the 
Supreme Court ruled that the reform did not contravene the Constitution, 

and the suits brought by the landlords were thrown out. Later, former 
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