
Examining the Roadblocks to Bihar’s Development
Trajectory

Mains: GS III – Economy

Why in News?

Despite significant strides in political representation for historically marginalised groups,
Bihar  continues to  rank among the lowest  in  terms of  income,  education,  and human
development.

What is the paradox?

Political empowerment – The State has witnessed a robust assertion of backward
castes and marginalised communities in the political sphere, driven by movements
centred on dignity, representation, and equality.
Economic Backwardness – On the other hand, its economic and human development
indicators remain dismal compared to the national average in India.

For instance, Bihar’s per capita income remains significantly below the national
average.
Similarly, its Human Development Index (HDI) ranking is among the lowest in
the country.

These figures indicate that while political inclusion has improved, it has not translated
into widespread economic progress or improved living standards.

What is the historical evolution of social justice politics?

Pre-Independence  –  The  roots  of  Bihar’s  political  transformation  lie  in  pre-
independence peasant movements and socialist ideologies.
Organisations such as the Bihar Pradesh Kisan Sabha  mobilised rural  populations
against feudal oppression, while leaders like Ram Manohar Lohia and  Jayaprakash
Narayan championed the cause of backward caste representation.
Post-independence – The abolition of the zamindari system marked a significant step
toward dismantling feudal structures.
However,  the benefits  were unevenly distributed,  primarily  aiding middle peasant
castes such as Yadavs, Kurmis, and Koeris.
20th century – The rise of backward caste politics, especially during the late 20th
century, led to increased political participation and the implementation of reservation
policies.
This  “silent  revolution”  successfully  challenged upper-caste  dominance in  politics,
enabling marginalised groups to gain representation. However, it largely focused on
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political inclusion rather than structural economic reforms.

What is the issue with agrarian structure?

Inequality in land distribution – One of the most significant barriers to Bihar’s
development is its deeply entrenched agrarian inequality.
Land  remains  the  primary  asset  and  source  of  livelihood  in  rural  Bihar,  yet  its
distribution is highly skewed.
Landless  marginalized  sections  –  A  large  proportion  of  Scheduled  Caste  and
Scheduled  Tribe  households  are  landless,  leading  to  economic  insecurity  and
dependence  on  low-wage  labour.
Issues with land ownership – Even after land reforms, the concentration of land
ownership persists.
In many villages,  dominant castes continue to control  a disproportionate share of
agricultural land.
This inequality limits opportunities for upward mobility and perpetuates poverty.
Policy failures  –  The failure to implement comprehensive land redistribution has
meant that the structural basis of inequality remains intact.
As a result, political empowerment has not translated into economic independence for
the majority.

What are the socio-economic challenges in rural bihar?

Poverty and Unemployment – A large section of the population lives below the
poverty line, with limited access to stable employment opportunities.
Education Deficits – Literacy rates in Bihar are below the national average, with
significant gender disparities. Female literacy, although improving, continues to lag
behind.
Healthcare Gaps – Access to quality healthcare remains limited, particularly in rural
areas.
Infrastructure Deficiencies – Basic amenities such as electricity, sanitation, and
clean cooking fuel are inadequate for many households.
These  challenges  disproportionately  affect  women  and  marginalised  communities,
further widening social and economic disparities.

Bihar’s per capita income at current prices for 2024–25 was around ₹70,000,
while for India it was approximately ₹2.05 lakh.

In terms of the Human Development Index (HDI) as well, Bihar ranked the
lowest, at 0.650 compared to India’s 0.685 (2023).

What are the other issues?

Limitations of Identity-Based Politics – While identity politics has played a crucial
role in empowering marginalised groups, it has certain limitations.
The focus on caste-based representation has often overshadowed broader issues such
as land reforms, labour rights, and economic redistribution.



Moreover,  political  leadership  within  these  movements  has  increasingly  been
dominated by relatively affluent sections of backward castes.
This  has  led  to  the  emergence  of  a  new elite  that,  while  socially  distinct  from
traditional upper castes, often perpetuates similar economic hierarchies.
As a result, the benefits of political empowerment have not percolated down to the
most disadvantaged sections of society.
The Role of Governance and Policy Implementation – Another critical  factor
hindering  Bihar’s  development  is  the  gap  between  policy  formulation  and
implementation.
While various welfare schemes and development programmes exist, their impact is
often  diluted  due  to  administrative  inefficiencies,  corruption,  and  lack  of
accountability.
Additionally, the absence of a coherent long-term development strategy has limited the
State’s ability to address structural issues.
Investments in  education,  healthcare,  and infrastructure have been insufficient  to
drive sustained growth.
Comparative Perspective – A comparison with Kerala offers valuable insights.
Kerala has successfully combined social justice with structural reforms, particularly in
land redistribution and public service delivery.
This has resulted in higher literacy rates, better healthcare outcomes, and improved
living standards.
Kerala’s experience demonstrates that political empowerment must be complemented
by material changes to achieve meaningful development. Land reforms, in particular,
have played a crucial role in ensuring economic security and reducing inequality.

What could be done?

Land and agrarian reforms – Addressing land inequality is essential for reducing
poverty and enhancing economic opportunities.
Strengthening education and healthcare – Increased investment in human capital
can drive long-term development.
Improving infrastructure – Access to basic amenities must be expanded to improve
quality of life.
Inclusive economic growth – Policies should focus on generating employment and
promoting entrepreneurship.
Effective governance – Enhancing transparency, accountability, and administrative
efficiency is crucial for policy implementation.

What lies ahead?

Bihar’s  experience  underscores  the  limitations  of  relying  solely  on  political
empowerment to achieve development.
While the politics of social justice has succeeded in enhancing representation and
dignity, it has fallen short of delivering material progress.
The  persistence  of  agrarian  inequality,  inadequate  infrastructure,  and  weak
governance structures continues to hinder the State’s growth.
Bridging the gap between symbolic gains and tangible outcomes requires a shift in



focus toward structural reforms and inclusive development.
Ultimately,  true  progress  lies  in  integrating  social  justice  with  economic
transformation, ensuring that empowerment is not merely aspirational but translates
into improved living conditions for all.
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