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Success and Failure in Rural
Development:
Bihar, Bangladesh and
Maharashtra in the Late 1980s

Harry Blair

This paper is offered to Walter Hauser as an effort to promaote
and provoke dialogue on whar 1 consider ro e his liferime
rescarcl project: what makes rural Bihar the fascinatingly and
exasperatingly bacloward place rhar ir has been and continues o
le? The paper represencs the last stage of a rescarch project that
has occupied me from the carly 19705 1o the late 19805, tracing
rural development first in Bangladesh, then Bthar and finally
Maharashtra.! The three regions offered a nice set of contrasts
in rural development—the relatively saceesstul track record in
Maharashiea, particularly the sugar-grovwing area in the western
part of the state, as against the abysmal failures experienced in
Bihar and the mostly (though not completely}l bleak conrse
estallished by Bangladesh. My hope 15 that this comparative
inguiry can provide some nndersranding of how roral develope-
ment was progressiog and stalling in these three parns of die
subcontinent m the 1980s, and in the process contribute a bit to
Walter THauser's main research enterprise.?

Here | rough out a set of ideas as to why rural development
hud become been more or less successful in western India by the
19805, while it unquestionably continuad o fail in maost of the
castern part of the subcontinent, Specifically, [ coucentrate on
western Maharashera as a relative success story, though the
concepts to be sketched our here in many ways apply ™
Maharashera as a whobe and within broad limits to Gujaral as
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obrain and maintain massive subsidies to sugar. The story sounds
strikingly like the saga of Florida and Loaisiana cane sugar and
western beel sugar growers mothe United States, who have also
been able through polineal pressure to push the domestic price
af sugar in the Unired Srares up to theee or four times world
levels.

The Employment Guarantes Scheme (K in Figure 2, known
thromghour the state hy its English acronym, EGS) has been
another remarkable nstitation i Malarashiea!” Begun in the
cariy 1970z, by the mid-1980s it victnally assured a daily job i
unskilled labour at minimum wages to anvene who asked for
ole, subjecl: to the stlpuiﬂi'jnns that thers can be no anemet
demand for agriculoural labour in the area and that the wages
paitl by EGSR should not be higher than those provailing in the
focal agricultural sector In the early 19805, EGS provided
annually abouwe 130 million person-days of work, at 1 cost of
alroeut Rs 140 crore (US 5115 million) a year. There were 7
nuwmber of problems, 1o be sure. Much of the roral works
constrocted, tor instance, turmed out to be land improvements
such as bunding and levelling on land belonging w richer rural
househonds, rather than communivy assets, Second, in some areas
iparticularly the drought-prone districes of W), officials were
at the pomt of running out of projects that could be taken up
through EGS. Just abour all the work that could be done had
been done, leaving less and less for future years. Third, the EGS
itself could be seen ina l;};'njl;a.l H.ght as a4 device p-:_'l'[u:i.ruh:-:l 17}*
urban elices (C in Figure 20 for keeping rural hordes in the
countryside (bribing them te stay out of Bombay). It was funded
mainly through a combination of urban professional taxes, sales
taxes and peneral stare revenues, most of which came from
Bombay, And last, there was considerable political pressure on
clected officials ll[l.[lli_‘J]]":[ll the PrORSCATINI LU Durae their
constituencies. But the long and short of it is that the BG5S built
a rural social safety ner that ar the tdme did not exist in like form
anvwhere clse in the connery, 1

It is of course true that similar institutions exasted 1m0 BE.
There were cooperatives, representative political institutions,
and rural works schemes in both regions, Bur in chis environment,
rather than te raise agricaltural production, the entire cooperative
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TABLE 2
Five largest cities of Bihar, Bangladesh and
MMaharashoea, 19812001

i(Higures i millions of inhabitants, boundaries as of 2001)

Lorgest . 2% anf e 5
sty lavgest  largest fargese  largest
Bihar 1981 0.92 026 r22 o1g 0,18
Lihar 19291 110 29 r2s 0,24 0,22
Bibar 2001 A | 35 35 0.31 0.7
Brdesh 1981 344 138 el 017 ile
Brdesh 1991 h.95 235 140 054 0,21

Wdesh 2401 10071 3.39 1.31 070 032

Maba 1221 423 . 1.&% l.5% 06 052
Maha 191 1257 1.44 L.46 72 .62
A2 1.1% 0, W

Maha 200 1637 370

Modes: Houndares, Tahars terrwory shrunk o the year 2000 when 18
of its 35 districes in the south were hived off to form Jhackhand
State, Census bgures shown above were readjusted o
carrespond o the reduced area remaming in Bihar afrer 2000,

Sawrees for data: Census of Dadir (2001c and 2000d); BBS (2003

peaple and ten vears later i had virteally doubled o size, The
drop-off in the ranlesize bsting i Table 2 remains remarkable,
however. Afrer the first owo cities (Dhaka and Chirtagong),
punber three (Khulnal had only a million, and the fourth highest
was less than 200,000,

By contrast, Bombay had become a mega-city even in the
Lrcish period, and continued as the leading financial and
industrial centee of the countey through the 19805, By the 19805,
the seate’s second (Pune) and chird (Nagpar) cities had alse becomee
financial and industrial centres with substantial populanons,

In these respective processes of urban growth and non-growth,
rhe linkapges that rtie city o countryside progressed gquite
ditferently, Caleurtra had {and to some extene Patna still hay,
though by now o Dhaka the situation s rather different, |
believe) an essentially exploitative relationship with its mofissd,
extracting rural rents to maintain a sophisticated urban lifestvle.
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wearing dresses were so common it the 1980s a5t be ordin
ary, while in Bihar and Bangladesh dresses were only for small
girls. In WM women riding bicyeles or mororscooters by
themselves were piloting perhaps 15-20 per cent of the rwo-
wheeled vebicles on the roads, wlereas in BB they were almost
never seen doing so. Women were also better represented in the
professions in WM—as doctors, professors, lawyers, ete. ‘Fve
teasing’ [the public abuse of adolescent (emales by males of the
same age, including verbal harassment, pinching, punching, erc.,
but very rarcly rape) had become a prowing pandemic e north
India, In WM, on the ather hand, it seemed exceedingly rare. [t
was not part of the culture there.

Perhaps the most telling statistics are those for female literacy,
as can be seen in Table 4. The effort o educare females began

IABLE 4 _
Literacy 1 Bihar, Bangladesh and Maharashera, 1981 2001
(Figuies o pereentage, bouadaries ax of 20013

Brhar Bangladest Maharashtra

Male literacy

1981 47,1 13.3 .

1991 21.4 38.4 FiFi
2041 . B0 449 6 i
Female lireracy

1981 lb.64 1-7:5 44
1991 220 255 5
200 iie 4008 Bl

Mudes: Bowsdaries. Bibar's teeritery shrunk in the vear 2000 when 18
afits 34 districes 1o g south were hived off oo for Tharkhand
Srare. Census ligures shown abave were readjusted 1o
correspond to the reduced area remaining in Bihar afeer 2000,

Diefinitions, For 1991, the Indian Censes chunpged the definition
of Litevacy 1o apply to persons seven years of ape and alder
previously the cuc-off had been five vearsl, Flaures shown
above were readjusted for 1987 but not for earlicr vears, For
Bangladesh only those seven and older were cunvaszed for
lireracy for all years shown above.

Sonraes for data: Ceasies of Indiz (20004 and 200101 BBS (2003,
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goods and services to produce and buoild things. Truc,
rransactional politicians needed their support bases tao, and the
porels and services rraded by allegiance-vriented poliricians did
soinetines serve to inerease economic andfor social productivity.
But 1n the maw, there i a meaningtul distinetion here, The
sugar nexus in WM is illustrative of the transactional sryle, for
all the vote-trading, surrepritious candidare funding and so on
really did lead to more investnent in rueal infrasceucture, while
in BB, the horserrading that goes an was designed co build or
dc:strr}}-' patronage -._'mp':rr.:h'.

This makes Maharashtra sound more like an idealized Western
political system than perhaps it should. It was nuot, atrer all,
pluralist i quite the sense thar the US claims to be {though 1t
may have more resemblance to the US svstem as it in facr is—
sotwwhat pluralist hour nor all thar far away from the clite-
domination end of the spectrwn). Furchermare, the EGS did not
prove o he a panacea for rural poverty. The point is thar it may
hitve put a Hoor ander roral incomes, in total contrast to BB,
There real income for agricultural labour appeared o fall for
st o the 1970s and 1980s, as this pool of residual rural
labour grew, The EGS may even have raised rural incomes
slighrly in Makarashera. The socialfeconomicipolitical infra-
structure of Maharashtra thus, provided a kind of secutily [or
the rural poor that was sunply nowhere in sighe in BB, and i
also provided an integrared dynamic of rural development absene

i BH.

A Developmental Botiom Line

For seme years now, the United MNations Development
Frogramume (UNDP) has compiled a2 ‘Homan Development Index’
(11D}, that has become widelv accepted in the world as an
standard measnre usable scross countries to gauge altainment
and (by comparmg across years) progress in promotiog human
welfare, The HDI comprises a combination of gross domestic
product per capita, literacy and schooling rates, and hLife
expectancy. A number of countries including India have carmed
the idea down below the national level, and so it s possible
pwith some manipulaton®™) to compare Indian states wirh
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Bangladesh, as is done in Table 5. Here Bihar and Bangladesh
show up roughly cven in 1980 and almost exactly even for
L9 The gap between them and Maharashtra widened from
Lal=180 points in 1980 to almost 200 points in 1990, In this
latter year, Maharasheea at 610 compared in TIDT with countries
lilke Bolivia (603} and Indonesia (6231, while BB at 416 and
A7 were on oa level with Tanzania (413) and Zaire (later
Cango, ar 414). Little prospect for carching up seemed to be in
the cards tor cicher Bangladesh or Bihar ar thar point,

TABLE 5
Human Development Index for Mabarasheea, Bikar and

Bangladesh, 1280-1990

;"L-'I./r.l’:.-n'a.s.‘mu Brburr All-Treed i f_t:m,l;!srcﬂ' sk

1950 UNDP P 342 447 363

18951 GOl A6 237 a02 ,
[0 VNP & ila 514 417
IS4 1-0500] 432 308 Eh

Mates: Talicized figures impured Lrom UBDI caloulations (note that
GOT uses a much mare rigoous standard in caleulating e
HDT than does the LINDP; the stulicized fipnres have been
adjusted to the UNDT standard to facilitate cornparisan with
Bangladesh),

Sterces: UNDP (2005} lor India and Bangladesh 1980 and 1990 data;
GOLZ002) tor 1981 and 1991 figures for Bikar, Maharashtra
and All-lndia, '

PrEICATIONS FOlt RURAT. DEVELOPMEN T POLICY

[n Maharashtra, or cereainly WM, the themes of rueal develop-
ment in the 19805 appeared ro be capitalist agriculrure, co
operative-based politics, nterlinked institational infrastrnerure
10 support development and (to a more modest extent) sucial
risponsibility, In BB, the predominant themes were 2 semi-fendal
agriculture, a predatory politics reinforced by 4 functionally
diffuse institutional infrastructure, and a lack of social res
pousthilicy. The key diterence in terms of rural development
strategy would seem to be the emergence of an infrastructure of
{maore or less) funcrionally discrete instirucions in Wi that did
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To elose, it could be said thar western Maharashtra has

fullowed a state-subsidized pach o roral development, and
Bangladesh has pursued a domorinduced marker path; both
have led ro inereasod rural welfare in terms of steady or rising
wayes and higher food consumption, albeir at the expense of the
environment in Maharashtra and precariously balanced on
conrinued good monsoons i Bangladesh.* In contrast, Bihar
has taken a counterproductive path of casreism, corruption and
violence that scholars like Walrer Hauser have charted all too
well.

MOTES
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[ thank the American Institute of Indian Studes, the Fuihright
rescarch programioe, the Social Science Research Council, the Rural
Developnwnt Commiteee at Cornell University, Bucknell University,
and the AN, Sinha Institute for Secial Srudies in Pama for their
supporl wl various stages along the way.

. Abter writing the first version of the paper in 1985, my own research

trajeclory changed markedly, fizst narvowing to a largely eaclusive
locus on Bangladesh, and then broadening away lrom the sub
continent to the global demecrarization support initiative then beng
vndertaleen by rhe international doner comnouenity, an enterprise
that still engages the largest part of my reseacch attention, The
experience has been an exciting one, but a part of the opportuniy
cast has heen an almast wial neglect of the subcontinental research
thar arrracted me for so loug. The Hauserfest offers an excellent
apporTunity to return W Lhose earlier ruminations, to see if thiey srill
make sense,

. As things wroned out, Bangladesh did experience significant

apricultural growh in the 1990s and ononto the new century, while
Bihar hus continued to stapnate, fee Rasoddin Ahmed, Steven
Hapgeblude and Tawlig-e-clahi Chondhry, Our of the Shaduwe of
Fantine: Evolving Food Markets and Food Paliey ne Baugladesi,
Balomore: Jubns Hopkins University Prass, 2000, alse Harry Blair,
‘Civil Swciety and Pro-poor lmtiarives ar she Local Level in
Banpladesh: Finding o Workable Stratepy’, World Development,
val, 33, ne. 6, June 2003, pp. ¥21-36,

The Terature on borh Bihar and Bangladesh is immense. For Bihar

see, e, Arun Sinha, Agairst the Fews Stroggles of Indis Kural
Poar, London: Zed Preas, 1991, Arvind N, s, State of Bifrar: An
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Crenf Wand, a longtime observer ol both Bihar and Bangladesh,
has elabarared on this *Faustian bargain® in “Staving Secore, Stayiag,
Foar: The Faustian Bargair’, World Development, vol. 31, Mareh
2003, pp. 453-71,

o Literature on the political econamy of sugar in weslern Maharashrera

is net as rich ag for rural Bikar and Bangladesh, but furunacely ir
s bad two exemplary analysts explaining it See B.S. Baviskar,
The Polittes of Development: Sugar Coooperatives m Rural
Malarashira, Delhiz Oxford University Press, 1980; Donald W
Atvwound, ‘Social and Political Pre-conditions for Successiul Co-
aperatives: The Co-eperative Supar Tacrories of Western [ndia’, in
L W Adtwoud and B, 5. Baviskar, eds., Wha Shares? Co-uperatives
and Rural Development, Delhic Oxford University Press, 1988,
pp. &9-80: Donuld W, Acwood, Ratsere Cane: The Political
Leonony of Sugar in Western Indir, DBoulder; Westview Pross,
TH92. Fou a simpler aceeunt, see Harey Blair and Charles Mao,
“Assisting Indian Agriculture, 1945 ro 198057, unpublished essay,
1986,

It s moce diflicule 1o deal with regions in Mabarashes (hun [or
Bihar and Bangladesh, in large parr hecause while the fatter have
been more o less identifiable since the division of the Bengul

Presidency in 1912 {sud in many ways dare hack long before that),

Maharashtra s a ouch nore recent ereatian, having been formed
1 its present shape only in 1960, The focus of this cssay is on the
western: Deccan lova o Muharashora thar s the major suga
producing area of the state; (his consists of che Fune division’s six
districrs plis three from Bombay division (Nashik, Dhale and
Jalgaan), ar altogether nine of the state’s 27 diseriers (as of the
1980s), which are calleetively often called Western Maharashrra,
All of the nine save Kolhapur and a portion of Sangli disrricrs
twhich were former princely states) were past of the Bombhay
Presidency during rhe British period. thus piving them a commen
histery nor shared by the Marathwada and Vidarblia regions o
their east. For Bihar [ should note that the present analysis applies
basically te the Gangeric plain region of the state, uol o the
largely wibal area of Chara Nagpur, which was spliv ofl i 2000
along with the eld Santal Parganas disteict to lorm e sew soare
of Tharkhand.

- Even gur-making is roo complex to be done a1 home, The process

requires a hnpe investment and perhaps a dozen ot mare employees
WOTKINT ar any one tue,
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Far a pood overview, see Llovd L Rudelph and Swsanne .
Rudalph, T Farsedt of Laksbrd, Chivage: University of Chicago
Fress, 1987, The classic study remains Baden-Powells 3-vpluine
opis published in 1892 (B.H. Baden Powell, The Laud spsterns of
Britich Indig: Being a Manual of the Lawd tennres and of the
Systemis of Land-revenve Admimisiration Prevalent in the Several
Provinces, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1852

. This figure applivs w the area ocoupied by the truncared srare of

Bilwar as of 2001, as do all the census data in this essay. Bur even
mcluding the entire state as it existed m 1997, vrhanization had
ceached Just over 132 per cent, stll among the lowese in the
el :f'

CThe 1931 census was the last to provide anything close o oa full-

scale enumeration of the majar Tlindu castes. For an asseasment af
e validity of those ald dara for prr.-:cn:-d:l}-' uscs, soc Harry Blair,
‘Caste and the Brivish Census in Fihar: Using Old Data o Swady
Contemporary Palitical Behavior', in M. Gerald Barrier, ed,, The
Consus in ritish {odia: New Perspectives, Delhi: Manoharn 1981,
pp. 14975 Updanng Whar's casre disreiburion is fairly
straiphtforward, but recanstructing the presene arca of Maharashiea
rom compilations of the Brinsh perind is a tedioos task, for i
involves adding in and subreacring autr a nomber of districts freom
different Britsh provinces as well as a large group of princely
states. Bikar and Bangladesh are a great deal casier o deal witls in
this respect,

. To some exrent these ohservations may benore revealing of north

sourh [or Aryan-Dravidiany differences o Iodia than east west
divisions.

o ranically, Hug himseld devowed el of his energy to keeping

Hindus and Susglims united, but tha is oot what he is remembered
for.

chee Walter Hawsern, ‘Froan Peasao Soldiering to Peasant Activism:
: B

Refiections on the Transiion ol @ Martial Tradicien in the Plaming
Ficlds of Bihur®, Jorrmal of the Econontic and Social History of the
Orient, vol. 47, Seplember 2004, pp. 401-434, for an account of
the violenee and its origins. Also Prasad, Lopsided Gracl, Che 9

. And Bihar lurpely escoped the communal viakence of the 1990s—

ane af the few real achievements of Laloo Prasad Yadow's rime as
chiclt minister

o BBS (Bangladesh Bureau of Statisucs), Pofelation Censes 20007,

Matronal Repor! (Provisional], Dhala: BBS, Planming Division,

Manisory of Flamog, 2003, p. 66,
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