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BIHARI BACKWARDNESS: DOES
FEUDALISM FRUSTRATE?

Thomas A. Timberg

BIHAR, IN EASTERN INDIA, astride the rich lands wa-

tered by the Ganges River, is one of the larger states in the Indian union,
accounting for 10% of India's population. In 1980 it had almost 70 million people and was thus more populous than any country in Europe or
Africa, and all but one in Latin America.

Located just up the Ganges valley from its commercial outlet at the
port of Calcutta, Bihar has served for two centuries as one of that port's
main hinterlands. Though the cradle of many ancient Indian dynasties
and of Buddhism, it has played a secondary cultural and commercial role
now for at least a thousand years. In recent years it has become a byword

in development administration circles for social and economic backwardness, both as the graveyard of development projects that achieve success

elsewhere, and as the site of scandalous "feudal" barbarities (village caste
wars in which women and children are burned in their huts and whole

settlements are razed, the blinding of criminals accused by the police as a
routine practice, and pervasive corruption). This led the editor of a major
national journal, M. V. Kamath of the Illustrated Weekly (Bombay), to

argue that Bihar should be deprived of self-government and put under
long term outside tutelage, saying that Bihar had to be saved from the
Biharis.
This article is concerned with establishing to what extent social and

economic backwardness is really present and what factors might be responsible for this backwardness. Though the piece is focused on the

unique characteristics of the state of Bihar, it should also be considered
part of the more general debate on the relative role of "feudal" remnants
and of ecological, technical, and commercial obstacles in achieving or fail470
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ing to achieve economic development in India. It is no accident that criti-

cal case material for the debate on social structure, the impact of
sharecropping and moneylending, and general analysis of development

are all drawn from this state. For South Asia, an understanding of Bihar
is critical since it epitomizes the lagging growth in the entire northeastern
section of the subcontinent. This area is the Achilles heel of Indian devel-

opment and could bring down the rest of the country if it is not treated
and transformed.

Bihar is alleged to be more "backward," "feudal," poor, and unequal than the other states of India to the west and south. Its agricultural
and social ecology are seen as keeping it from progressing technologically.
It is asserted that the Biharis, frustrated by their outmoded feudal social

structure, are on the verge of a revolutionary uprising. Bihar is reported
to have the lowest per capita income and the lowest rates of literacy and
life expectancy in all of India. Further, its levels of productivity and
growth in productivity are often recorded among India's lowest.

Underdevelopment is a facet of statistics as well as of societies, and
whether all of these horrible things are true is subject to question. There
is enough evidence, however, for us to define a "Bihar problem." The

question I intend to address is why Bihar is "backward" when some other
Indian states are progressing-i.e., what are the differential constraints

on rapid economic growth in Bihar?

Regional Models
The South Asian subcontinent contains a wide variety of different
development patterns. In India, these differences have all emerged despite

the same type of policy regime throughout the country. It is important for
us to know what makes these patterns different and how they might be
acted upon to achieve greater welfare for the Indian people. The picture
drawn of Bihar is roughly the same that could be drawn of the entire
eastern region of the subcontinent that includes the Indian states of Assam, Orissa, and West Bengal, as well as the independent countries of
Bangladesh, Nepal, and Bhutan; taken together this region has a total
population of over 300 million. There are important variations of natural
ecology and social structure among these areas, but all of them appear to
be among the poorest and generally least dynamic areas in the world.
They differ markedly from the areas in the south and west of the subcontinent that have relatively dynamic and rapidly improving economies and
societies. One need only refer to the rapid development of the Punjab,
Gujarat, and Maharashtra on the one hand and Karnataka, Andhra, and
Tamil Nadu on the other to see the contrast. From another viewpoint,
students of social development have noted the high standards of public
health and education in the Indian state of Kerala and the nation of Sri
Lanka.
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The Facts and Numbers
Though some government sources show Bihar to be one of the

poorest states in India, this poverty is to some extent a statistical artifact,

and the statistics are confused and contradictory. As for the "artifact,"
Bihar is one of India's most rural states; 90% of its population is rural
compared to 80% for the country as a whole. Since rural incomes
throughout India are consistently lower than urban incomes, the more
rural states can be expected to be poorer than the more urban ones. Some

sources report Bihar's rural incomes to be high relative to other states.
For example, the income of its agricultural laborers is reported to be the

second highest in India and that of its "cultivators" (owners and tenants)
fifth highest. There are reasons to question all figures and particularly

these, and one must also take into account the fact that the cost of living in
Bihar is noticeably higher than the all-India average. Further, partially

because of the absence of a developed urban sector (which normally skews
income distribution), the reported distribution of incomes in Bihar is relatively equal: the Gini index of equality in income and consumption is the
fourth lowest in India.' However, the percentage of Bihar's rural population in "absolute poverty" was above the national average in all but one
year from 1957 to 1974.2
Despite the figures, observers are struck by the persistence of vast

inequalities in landholding and consumption in rural Bihar and the oppressive grinding poverty, even in comparison with neighboring Uttar
Pradesh. When observation and statistics collide, especially when obser-

vation is as universal as in this case, and is supported by hard circumstan-

tial evidence and the high mortality rates, observation should win out.
Thus it is reasonable to assert that Bihar is relatively poor, and its poverty relatively unequally distributed, despite all the data to the contrary.3
More disturbing than the poverty is the impression that the state's
economy lacks dynamism and finds itself falling further and further behind the rest of the country. Rural grain supplies per capita declined
precipitously in the 1950s and 1960s according to Rohini Nayyar, who
estimates that average consumption fell as much as 20% in a decade.4
P. S. Das documents a declining growth rate in agricultural production
from 1950-51 to 1973-74.5
There seems to have been some recovery in the 1970s. Cereal pro-

duction rose 3.9% a year from 1970 to 1979 (foodgrains by 3.0%), as
compared to an all-India average of 2.6% (or 2.4% for foodgrains). The
growth rate was only a little ahead of the population growth. The compound rate of growth of cereal production was 3% between 1964-65 and
1977-78 compensated by stagnation or decline in the production of
pulses, oilseeds, and cash crops. This figure is slightly below the national
average of 3.1%,6 and only half the rates in the Punjab and Maharashtra.7 Again the figures may be wrong, but they do not present an
entirely stagnant picture.
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Hardly any change has occurred in the Gini index of the equality of
landholdings, but the number of agricultural laborers has increased dramatically in an agricultural labor force that was declining in absolute
numbers.8 In any case, agricultural laborers are reported to have increased from 25% of the labor force in 1951 to 48% in 1971, much of this
simply a shift in the recorded status of tenants and sharecroppers, under
landlord pressure, to avoid the protections provided to tenants under land
reform laws.9 The tendency in Bihar is broadly consistent with that elsewhere in India.10 The question is whether there has been any actual in-

crease in social or income inequality and the recorded figures simply
cannot settle the issue.

It seems clear that land reform in Bihar, in contrast to the neighboring state of Uttar Pradesh, has not led to the consolidation of scattered
plots belonging to one farmer and that large holdings probably persist to
a greater extent than in other states. The pattern of numerous scattered
holdings constrains development both because the farmer wastes time
running from one to another and because the small plots rarely make
land improvement investments feasible. Estimates in western Uttar Pradesh are that plot consolidation may triple yields."'

The overall picture of growth in agricultural production is not
clearly a stagnant one, but productivity as distinguished from production
is certainly low. Yields appear to be low and stagnant, but the low yields
are compensated for by a crop mix that maximizes income rather than
food.12 Per capita output remains the lowest in India.13
The large scale industrial sector in Bihar is highly developed. The

state is a major center for iron and steel and heavy machinery industries,
and coal and mica mining: 34% of the state's industrial product is in basic

metals and alloys; 19% in rubber, plastic, and petroleum products; and
12% in transportation equipment.14 Bihar produced 42% of India's coal
in 1979-80 and the majority of India's copper ore and mica.15 However,
the larger industrial establishments have not resulted in the development
of a large ancillary sector as they have around Bombay and Delhi, so the
large units remain enclaves in a largely agrarian state. Bihar has 10% of
India's population but only accounts for 5.3% of India's factory employment and 5.5% of its industrial value added.16 The rate of industrial
growth in Bihar is slow. Only West Bengal and Assam had lower industrial growth rates in the 1960s and 1970s,17 and by the late 1970s,
Bihar's value added per capita in industry was among the lowest in India.18
The reasons for Bihar's designation as backward emerge more
clearly if we look at social instead of economic indicators. Population is
growing more slowly than elsewhere in India; both birth and death rates
are below the all-India average.19 Since the overall population figures are
fairly firm, I suspect there is under-reporting of both births and infant
mortality. General and female literacy rates are low 30% for males and
9% for females in 1971. Bihar tied with Rajasthan for the lowest literacy
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rates in India.20 In 1961, the previous census year, Madhya Pradesh and

Uttar Pradesh had had lower literacy rates than Bihar. The Bihar literacy rate appears to have dropped dramatically for men but not for women

since 1961, but is up from the figures recorded in 1951.21 However, some
of the decline reflects a tightening of census criteria for literacy. Bihar's
Physical Quality of Life Index (23.4) was among the lowest in India; the
index for Kerala in the South was 100 followed by Punjab with 61, but

Bihar was higher than Andhra, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, and

Assam.22 But the Index is extraordinarily sensitive to minor shifts in life
expectancy and highly questionable infant mortality figures.
It is hardly surprising that by 1971 school attendance as a percent-

age of eligible primary school age pupils was low, on a par with the
literacy figures, even though school attendance figures are notoriously
overstated because school authorities often over-report enrollments for

purposes of financial reimbursement.23 In fact, the 1961 enrollment figures, like the literacy figures, were almost at the all-India average of 55%

of 6-11 year olds (vs. 27.9% in 1950-51), while the 1971 figures show a
decline that lowers Bihar's level relative to other states.24

The number of students recorded in 1966-67 as passing matriculation and those receiving B.A. degrees is quite high, at least on a par with
the most advanced states. For example, as many people passed their matriculation in Bihar as in Tamil Nadu, an advanced state with 80% of
Bihar's population, and twice as many students received B.A.'s in Bihar
as in Tamil Nadu.25 The number of medical doctors graduated in Bihar
was among the highest in India-more than in Tamil Nadu and Uttar
Pradesh, slightly fewer than in Maharashtra, and considerably fewer
than in Andhra and West Bengal.26 On the other hand, the ratio of population to doctors is among India's highest, reflecting both an outflow of
doctors and the extent to which medical schools have only recently been
enlarged.27 The quality of Bihar's medical schools, moreover, is so low
that the Indian accrediting body has considered disaffiliating them en
masse.

Life expectancy in Bihar was reported by the Registrar General as
44.4 years at birth for men and 43.1 for women, several years below the
national average though the gap had apparently narrowed since 195160.28

Causes for Stagnation
Answers to the following separable but related questions can shed
light on the reasons for that stagnation in Bihar:
1. Why have agricultural yields remained low and stagnant?
2. Why has small scale enterprise development been limited? Bihar
has a large factory sector, steel mills and coal mines, heavy engineering
factories and an oil refinery, but is still only slightly industrialized.
3. Why haven't health and education levels risen?
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There are superficial answers to all three questions on which there
should be consensus.

Yields in agriculture have not increased because improved practices
have not been adopted and investment has not taken place in new inputs
(high yielding variety seeds, fertilizers, and irrigation). Although 20 of
the 26 Bihar districts listed in one survey showed low initial soil fertility,
use of fertilizer per hectare in Bihar is only half the all-India average and
the rate of growth of fertilizer use is about two-thirds the national average.29
It would appear that 32% of the state's sown area is within the command area of irrigation projects of one sort or another, although only
about two-thirds of this land may be irrigated in any given crop year. But

the bulk of the state is regularly watered by the monsoon and the rivers

that are fed by the snow of the Himalayas, and the return to irrigation, at
least in North Bihar, is much lower than further up the Gangetic
Basin.30 Still, the level of irrigation is among India's lowest.
Credit to agriculture is relatively inadequate. Bihar is among the
lowest states in the use of agricultural and bank credit. The state accounted for less than 4% of Indian bank loans in December 1977 and
only 1 1 % of those loans were made to agriculture. The state accounted for
less than 3% of Agricultural Cooperative Credit in June 1978,3' and 78%
of its cooperative loans were overdue-the highest percentage in the
country.

Agricultural production is also affected by sparse storage transporta-

tion facilities and marketing difficulties. Small-scale enterprises require
markets that do not exist and entrepreneurs who have not stepped forward. But small-scale enterprises are not entirely absent in Bihar.
Roughly 5% of India's industrial units and employment are in Bihar, and

most of the 210,000 industrial units are small, with under 10 employees.
The average industrial unit, including the larger factories, has a little
over three employees. But Bihar's proportion of national production has
declined precipitously; only West Bengal and Assam had lower industrial

growth in the 1960s and 1970s.32 The state has not been denied government investment capital, since it has typically received double the share of

whatever state came second in Central Capital Investment.33 But these
public sector investments have not been very productive, nor have they
been complemented by private sector investment.
Improvements in health and education require investments in
schools and in medical and sanitary facilities, but these have not been

undertaken. What is required is a level of efficiency in the operation of
those facilities which has not been achieved, and that the facilities be ac-

tively and regularly patronized. All indications are that they are often
poorly managed and patronized, while the number of facilities in many
cases is somewhat lower than average. Low school attendance and scandalous conditions in medical schools and hospitals suggest that the money
that has been invested has been ineffectively spent.
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The issue is not, however, these clear and proximate causes of the
lower level of development in Bihar. Rather, it is the deeper causes that

condition them, and obstruct change.
Analysis of the conditions in Bihar is divided between those who

primarily blame the lack of appropriate technology and those who primarily blame the lack of will and whose view is conditioned by their

perception of a particularly backward, "feudal" social structure.
Some writers emphasize the lack of investment in agricultural infrastructure during the two centuries of British rule. Bihar is a poor area

and any regime would find it hard to generate funds for social and pro-

ductive investment there today-but it was not so poor under the British.
Paul Brass has emphasized the extent to which Bihar and the entire eastern region of the subcontinent received a disproportionately small amount
of public investment under the British compared to the infrastructure
represented by the Punjab and the Doab canal systems in the northwest.

As a result, all of the states in eastern India still have a relatively large

unexploited irrigation potential.

Others emphasize the organization of what irrigation was provided.
Amiya Bagchi argues that the centralized authoritarian irrigation management system introduced by the British, while appropriate elsewhere in
India, was not appropriate to the ecological circumstances of eastern In-

dia, with its large numbers of very small plots.34 Henry Hart shows that
these authoritarian patterns of management foreclose the improvement of
agriculture throughout the subcontinent by preventing the efficient use of
available irrigation water.35
More generally, Bihar was an area that passed under British control
in 1765, in contrast to the Punjab which remained independent until the
late 1840s. Bihar may therefore have been subjected to relatively lengthy
exploitation without the compensating benefits that the port cities and
their environs received.

Shaibal Gupta, in a recent article, argues that the lack of a movement to protect the Bihari bourgeoisie has meant that commercial and

industrial capital has come from outside and has coalesced with a feudal
Bihari landlord leadership "indifferent to indigenous industrial development." Essentially, Gupta takes the Leninist theory of imperialism and

applies it on the inter-regional level in India.36
Still others blame the heritage of land tenure arrangements in Bihar.
Eric Stokes argued that the permanent settlement system of landholding
under which some favored individuals were given large landholdings in
return for a fixed tax payment was hostile to agricultural progress.37 This
system was more characteristic of eastern India than of other regions of
the subcontinent.

There are also those who point to the pervasive presence of share-

cropping tenancy. Though sharecropping is common throughout Biharand small sharecroppers are normally less efficient than other farmers, at
least in eastern India there is considerable disagreement on this ques-
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tion. In a recent survey, T. J. Singh shows that sharecropping is far more
an adaptation to a backward agricultural system than its cause.38
Evidence from various sources suggests that there may not be any
appropriate technologies to improve agricultural yields in Bihar,39 that is,
the improved technologies that exist do not provide high returns when
applied to Bihar fields. Thus we would expect the causes of agricultural
lag to lie not in social structure but in the natural environment and in
inappropriate technology.

Finally, there is an argument that production will not increase in
Bihar because those who control the land do not want it to. One school

holds that it is not in the interests of landlords to increase yields since they
make a better living as moneylenders and overlords to poor farmers than

they would from their share in any increased production.40 Again there
are differences within this school between those who emphasize a threat
to the actual incomes of the land controllers and those who perceive a
greater anxiety about their relative social power. A second school-less
well represented in academic circles though more common among the
concerned public-sees the constraints as a passive conservatism, a fear of
the risks involved in change, reinforced by generally low levels of income
and education and sometimes by the stronger hold of the static elements
in traditional folk Hinduism in Bihar than elsewhere.41 Both schools see
the level and type of popular consciousness as decisive. The second school
sees it as an independent force, the former as a product of the specific
incentives that govern life in rural Bihar.
In all cases, one form of backwardness compounds another; poverty
means little saving for reinvestment and a small market for manufactures
as well as pressure to keep children out of school. This circular analysis
all works to a certain extent, but each argument is flawed. No matter
what their objective contribution to income, young girls are rarely
thought of as income producers, but it is precisely their absence from
school that is noticeable. But low education levels certainly do mean a
lack of technical consciousness and low levels of aspiration. Other areas of
India manage relatively higher savings rates on an income basis not much
higher, so even the low income trap does not seem to operate for everyone.
What is needed is some empirical research that will help to determine to what extent the various hypotheses explain Bihar's backwardness.
The question really concerns the backwardness of its various ecological
regions because there is clearly a great difference between the flood-irrigated plain on both sides of the Ganges in North Bihar, which is reported
to be among the earth's most fertile areas, and the jungles of South Bihar.
Some research efforts have been launched-the World Bank's India Project and the Social Science Research Council's Decisionmaking Project,
which represent an attempt to specify the totality of village economic interrelations in other states and the same sort of research might well be
extended to Bihar.
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First, we need to find out who is and is not innovating in agriculture
and why. We ought to see if innovators get higher returns and if there are
any obstacles that prevent their neighbors from following them. The basic
approach should be one of sample interviews with cultivators, cross
checked as much as possible with others and with objective data. We want

to know in individual cases what keeps people from adopting demonstrably superior technologies. It would be especially desirable in the surveyed
villages to check our survey data with the census and other survey data
norms upon the basis of which we claim to understand Bihar.
Second, it would be desirable to assess the actual infrastructural
needs and endowments in the same villages. Some help here can be se-

cured from some of the Land Bank Reports and bank village adoption
schemes in which the Indian commercial banks have been charged to report on their conduct of precisely this task.
Third, we ought to survey attitudes among Biharis and determine
how these relate to innovation and entrepreneurship. Some beginning

was made in this respect by the Inkeles "Overall Modernization" Project
more than a decade ago.42
Finally, we want to measure, quasi-experimentally, the effects of
various program interventions (extension, schools, health workers, feeding programs) to see what their effects are on the economic and social
performance in which we are interested. We should be interested in the
effect both of the injection of resources-credit, a health worker-and
specific policy innovations. For example, a program that gave priority
admissions to local girls in teacher training colleges in return for a commitment to return to the village to teach resulted in an increase in women
teachers and a dramatic increase in the number of female primary school
students.43
Broadbased empirical research of the four types proposed should indicate if not determine the causes and remedies for Bihar's backwardness,
and suggest worthwhile initiatives and strategies for using resources to
alleviate that backwardness.
Thomas A. Timburg is an economic consultant in Washington, D.C.
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