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Introduction:
The postcolonial Indian state, despite its

constitutional commitment to justice, liberty, equality,
and fraternity, has struggled to reconcile procedural
democracy with substantive social justice. While
electoral politics ensured formal representation,
structural inequalities rooted in caste, class, and gender
often constrained marginalized communities’ access
to power. In this context, the role of regional leaders
who championed distributive justice becomes crucial
to understanding the evolution of Indian democracy.
Among them, Karpoori Thakur stands out as a leader
who not only articulated but also attempted to
institutionalize social justice through concrete policies.
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ABSTRACT
Karpoori Thakur (1924–1988), popularly remembered as Jan Nayak (the people’s leader), occupies a
distinctive place in India’s democratic and social justice tradition. Emerging from a humble background
in Bihar, Thakur rose through grassroots mobilization to become Chief Minister of Bihar and a pioneering
voice for marginalized communities. His political thought, articulated through policies and practice,
blended socialist ideals, Gandhian ethics, and the Lohiaite commitment to backward class empowerment.
Central to his vision was the democratization of state structures and the advancement of social justice,
epitomized by the Karpoori Formula of 1978 that institutionalized affirmative action for backward
classes in Bihar. This paper explores the theoretical underpinnings and practical manifestations of
Karpoori Thakur’s thought, situating him within broader discourses on democracy, socialism, caste
politics, and subaltern representation in postcolonial India. Through critical analysis of his policies,
speeches, and legacy, the study argues that Thakur’s praxis expanded the meaning of democracy
beyond procedural electoralism to encompass distributive justice, cultural dignity, and participatory
politics. At the same time, the limitations of his project—administrative constraints, resistance from
dominant castes, and the fragmentation of socialist politics—highlight the complexities of operationalizing
social justice in a deeply stratified society. By reassessing Karpoori Thakur’s contributions, this paper
contributes to scholarship on Indian democracy and raises questions about the continuing relevance of
his thought in addressing contemporary inequalities.
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Bihar occupies a distinctive position in India’s
postcolonial political development because of its
complex intersection of social stratification, economic
underdevelopment, and vibrant political mobilization.
Despite its rich cultural and intellectual legacy—being
the land of ancient republics like Vaishali, the Mauryan
Empire, and later centers of learning such as
Nalanda—independent India’s Bihar has often been
portrayed as a paradox of political vitality and
developmental stagnation (Jha, 2017; Frankel, 2005).
Socialist and Agrarian Movements

The 1960s and 1970s witnessed the rise of
socialist and agrarian struggles in Bihar. Movements
like the Kisan Sabha, the struggles of landless
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laborers, and peasant uprisings challenged zamindari
legacies and landlord exploitation (Das, 1983).
Lohiaite socialism, with its emphasis on “social justice”
(samajik nyay) and the principle of representation for
backward castes in politics and bureaucracy,
resonated strongly in Bihar, where backward classes
formed the demographic majority but remained
marginalized from power (Singh, 2018).

At the same time, the student movements of
the 1970s—particularly the Bihar Movement led by
Jayaprakash Narayan—further delegitimized the
Congress establishment and provided platforms for
leaders from marginalized backgrounds to assert
themselves politically (Kumar, 2000). Karpoori
Thakur, himself a participant in earlier socialist
campaigns, rose in prominence during this period by
combining Lohiaite critique of caste hierarchy with
grassroots organizational skill.
The Emergence of Karpoori Thakur

As a leader of the Samyukta Socialist Party
(SSP) and later the Janata Party, Karpoori Thakur
represented a decisive break from upper-caste
monopoly in Bihar politics. His election as Chief
Minister in 1970, though short-lived, symbolized a
new moment when backward castes could capture
the highest offices of state power (Jha, 2017).
Thakur’s political strategy relied on forging coalitions
among OBCs, Dalits, and minorities while advancing
policies that expanded access to education, public
employment, and land rights.

His second tenure as Chief Minister in 1977
was even more significant, as it coincided with the
post-Emergency collapse of Congress dominance and
the rise of the Janata Party at both state and national
levels. During this time, Thakur institutionalized his
vision of social justice through measures like the
Karpoori Formula of reservation, abolition of English
as a compulsory subject in matriculation examinations,
and educational incentives for backward classes.
These policies represented not just administrative
reforms but a symbolic reordering of social hierarchies,
granting backward castes a legitimate stake in
governance (Yadav, 2010).
Karpoori Thakur’s Early Life and Political
Formation

Thakur’s formative years were steeped in
struggle. Born into poverty in the Samastipur district,
he was exposed early to caste discrimination and
economic marginalization. His participation in the Quit
India Movement of 1942 introduced him to Gandhian
ideals of sacrifice and service (Singh, 2018). After
independence, Thakur gravitated toward the socialist
camp, finding in Lohia’s critique of caste inequality a
framework that resonated with his lived experience.
As an MLA from 1952 onwards, Thakur became
known for his frugal lifestyle, accessibility to common
people, and uncompromising stance on issues of social
justice. His reputation as Jan Nayak derived not only
from rhetorical commitment but also from his practice
of prioritizing marginalized communities in policy
decisions. This authenticity distinguished him from
many contemporaries who spoke of socialism but
accommodated elite interests.
Democracy in Practice: Electoral Politics and
Mass Mobilization

For Thakur, democracy was not merely about
elections; it was about empowering the weakest
sections to participate meaningfully in governance.
His politics was characterized by mass mobilization
of backward classes, Dalits, minorities, and the poor.
Thakur’s electoral strategy relied on building cross-
caste coalitions among marginalized groups,
challenging the hegemony of dominant castes. He
resisted elite capture of political offices by promoting
candidates from OBCs and Dalits, thereby
diversifying Bihar’s political representation (Hasan,
1998). His governance style was marked by
participatory decision-making, often consulting
grassroots organizations and unions. Importantly,
Thakur viewed electoral politics as a vehicle to
restructure society, not merely as an end in itself. He
argued that unless political power was used to
transform social hierarchies, democracy would remain
hollow (Thakur, 1978/quoted in Jha, 2017).
Social Justice as Political Thought

Reservation and the Karpoori Formula
Thakur’s most enduring contribution to social

justice was the introduction of the Karpoori Formula
in 1978. As Chief Minister, he implemented 26%
reservation for backward classes in state government
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jobs, subdividing it into categories for Extremely
Backward Classes (EBCs), OBCs, and women. This
sub-categorization was revolutionary, ensuring that
benefits did not accrue only to dominant OBC groups
but reached the most marginalized (Yadav, 2010).

The Karpoori Formula anticipated later national-
level debates, including the Mandal Commission
recommendations of 1980 and their implementation in
1990. By institutionalizing caste-based affirmative
action, Thakur operationalized the constitutional
promise of equality in a context where formal legal
equality could not erase entrenched inequalities.
Empowerment of Marginalized Groups

Beyond reservations, Thakur expanded
educational access by abolishing English as a
compulsory subject at the matriculation level. This policy
was aimed at reducing barriers for rural students from
non-English backgrounds, thereby democratizing
access to higher education.Thakur also supported land
reforms and tenancy rights, though structural resistance
limited the effectiveness of such measures. His insistence
on policies benefitting the poor often alienated elites,
leading to his eventual resignation under pressure from
dominant caste legislators.
Educational and Economic Policies

Education was central to Thakur’s vision of
empowerment. He believed literacy and education
could erode caste barriers by creating new
opportunities. His government introduced free
education for women up to higher secondary level
and scholarships for backward classes (Kumar,
2015). Economically, he supported cooperative
movements and rural employment programs, though
constrained by Bihar’s limited fiscal capacity.
Karpoori Thakur and Socialist Traditions

Karpoori Thakur’s political thought and praxis
are best situated within the broader trajectory of Indian
socialist traditions, which from the 1930s onwards
sought to adapt global currents of socialism to India’s
unique social hierarchies. While mainstream Marxists
in India emphasized class struggle as the fundamental
contradiction, socialist leaders such as Ram Manohar
Lohia argued that caste constituted a more immediate
and deeply entrenched axis of inequality in Indian
society (Lohia, 1964; Jaffrelot, 2003). Thakur’s

intellectual and political formation was profoundly
shaped by this Lohiaite socialism. He adopted and
operationalized the principle that caste oppression,
particularly the exclusion of backward and
marginalized communities from education and state
employment, had to be addressed through affirmative
policies such as reservations and equitable distribution
of opportunities (Jha, 2017; Kumar, 1991).

Unlike abstract ideological formulations,
Thakur’s socialism was rooted in pragmatic policies
that directly benefited marginalized groups. The
implementation of the Karpoori Formula in 1978,
which institutionalized sub-quotas for Other Backward
Classes (OBCs) in Bihar, reflected his commitment
to redistributive justice within the federal state
framework. This approach distinguished him both
from Marxist leaders, who focused largely on labor
movements and agrarian struggles, and from upper-
caste dominated Congress socialism, which often
diluted redistributive measures (Frankel, 2005;
Yadav, 2000). At the same time, Thakur’s socialism
bore affinities with Gandhian ethics, particularly in his
emphasis on personal austerity, simplicity, and service.
Unlike many of his contemporaries who were accused
of corruption or populist excesses, Thakur maintained
a spartan lifestyle, often cycling to the Bihar Legislative
Assembly and residing in a modest home in Patna
(Singh, 2018). His personal life thus reinforced his
credibility as a loknayak (people’s leader) and
exemplified his conviction that democracy had to be
embodied in everyday practice, not merely institutional
procedures. This blend of Gandhian moral discipline
with Lohiaite caste-conscious socialism enabled
Thakur to carve out a distinct position in the politics
of postcolonial Bihar.

In this sense, Thakur can be located in a
broader genealogy of Indian socialist leaders who
sought to integrate ideals of social justice with
democratic practice. However, his enduring legacy
lies in his pragmatic ability to translate ideology into
policy that directly altered the social composition of
state power, thereby democratizing access to
education, employment, and political participation for
historically marginalized groups.
Challenges and Criticisms of His Policies
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While Karpoori Thakur’s contributions to
embedding social justice in Bihar’s democratic fabric
are widely acknowledged, his policies were also
subject to sustained criticism and encountered multiple
structural constraints. These challenges highlight both
the transformative potential and the limitations of state-
led redistributive politics in postcolonial India.

First, Thakur’s reservation policies, particularly
the Karpoori Formula of 1978, provoked fierce
opposition from dominant caste elites. Reservations
were often framed by critics as an assault on
“meritocracy” and administrative efficiency, with
opponents alleging that affirmative action undermined
quality in education and public service (Hasan, 1998).
Student agitations and protests against the reservation
policy in Bihar echoed later opposition to the
implementation of the Mandal Commission at the
national level in the 1990s (Jaffrelot, 2003).
Supporters, however, contended that the meritocracy
argument ignored the centuries of entrenched privilege
enjoyed by upper castes, and that reservations
represented a corrective mechanism for historical
exclusion rather than a distortion of fairness.

Second, Thakur faced significant administrative
and fiscal limitations. Bihar during the 1970s and 1980s
was one of India’s most economically underdeveloped
states, with weak infrastructure, low literacy, and
widespread poverty (Jha, 2017). Implementing
redistributive policies in such a context was constrained
by a limited revenue base and chronic dependence
on central government transfers. Even when
progressive policies were enacted, bureaucratic inertia
and resistance from entrenched interests often diluted
their effectiveness (Singh, 2018).

Third, factionalism within socialist politics
weakened Thakur’s ability to sustain reformist
momentum. The socialist movement in Bihar, despite
its ideological appeal, was fragmented by personality
clashes, organizational weaknesses, and the inability
to maintain unity in the face of electoral challenges
(Kumar, 1991). Thakur’s tenure as Chief Minister
was marked by political instability, coalition pressures,
and frequent shifts in alliances, which limited the
continuity and depth of his reform agenda.

A fourth line of criticism centers on the social
consequences of his policies, particularly the
intensification of caste polarization. Opponents argued
that by institutionalizing caste categories in state policy,
Thakur exacerbated social divisions and fostered
political fragmentation (Hasan, 1998). However,
scholars sympathetic to his project suggest that such
polarization reflected not a distortion of democracy
but rather its deepening, as historically marginalized
groups entered the political arena and challenged
entrenched caste dominance (Jaffrelot, 2003; Pai,
2002). What was often described as “casteism” by
critics can thus be reframed as the democratization
of representation and competition.

Finally, some argue that while Thakur
succeeded in advancing political representation, he
could not fundamentally transform Bihar’s structural
economic backwardness. Redistribution through
reservations expanded opportunities in education and
public employment for sections of backward classes,
but issues such as land reform, industrial development,
and poverty alleviation remained inadequately
addressed (Jha, 2017). This gap between
representational justice and structural economic
transformation remains a key criticism of his legacy.
Comparative Reflections: Karpoori Thakur and
Other Leaders of Social Justice

Karpoori Thakur’s political thought and praxis
can be best understood in comparative perspective
alongside other architects of social justice in modern
India. While his emphasis on redistributive justice and
backward class empowerment resonates broadly with
the visions of leaders such as B. R. Ambedkar, Ram
Manohar Lohia, Kanshi Ram, and Lalu Prasad
Yadav, Thakur’s approach represented a distinctive
synthesis of pragmatism, ethical politics, and mass
mobilization.

Thakur’s resonance with B. R. Ambedkar is
particularly striking. Both leaders understood caste
as a structural impediment to equality and sought to
democratize social relations through affirmative action.
However, their strategies diverged significantly.
Ambedkar combined constitutionalism and legal
reform—most famously the Constitution’s provisions
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for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes
reservations—with an insistence on annihilating caste
as a social order (Ambedkar, 1936/2014). Thakur,
by contrast, pursued change largely through state-level
policies and electoral mobilization, such as the
Karpoori Formula, which operationalized backward
class reservations in Bihar. Thus, while Ambedkar laid
the normative and institutional foundations of social
justice at the national level, Thakur translated these
principles into everyday governance and regional
practice (Pai, 2002).

In relation to Ram Manohar Lohia, Thakur was
an inheritor of the socialist vision that emphasized
“social justice” (samajik nyay) and the need to break
upper-caste monopolies in power. Yet, Thakur was
less of a theorist and more of a practitioner. Lohia
advanced a broad critique of caste, patriarchy, and
economic inequality within global capitalism (Lohia,
1964), but Thakur’s contribution lay in concretizing
these ideas through implementable measures such as
job and educational quotas. He thus represents the
practical realization of Lohiaite socialism within Bihar’s
polity (Jha, 2017).

Thakur’s politics also anticipated and influenced
leaders like Kanshi Ram, who, through the Bahujan
Samaj Party (BSP), sought to forge a pan-Subaltern
alliance under the rubric of “Bahujan” (majority) politics
(Jaffrelot, 2003). While Kanshi Ram framed social
justice in terms of political power for Dalits and OBCs
at the national level, Thakur’s emphasis remained on
incremental policy reforms within Bihar. The difference
lies in scale and strategy: Kanshi Ram relied on
constructing new caste-based political identities,
whereas Thakur embedded social justice within
existing institutional structures.

The comparison with Lalu Prasad Yadav is
equally revealing. Lalu carried forward Thakur’s
legacy by mobilizing backward castes, especially
Yadavs and Muslims, on a larger electoral scale during
the 1990s (Yadav, 2000). However, while Lalu is often
associated with a form of populist excess and the
symbolic assertion of subaltern pride, Thakur retained
a reputation for personal austerity and integrity. Unlike
Lalu’s politics of spectacle, Thakur combined

representational politics with substantive redistributive
reform. His style may therefore be read as a middle
path—between Ambedkar’s constitutional radicalism
and Lalu’s populist mobilization—anchored in
principled pragmatism and ethical conduct (Kumar,
1991; Singh, 2018).
Relevance in Contemporary India

Karpoori Thakur’s political thought continues
to hold critical relevance in twenty-first century India,
particularly as the country grapples with deep-seated
caste inequalities, widening economic disparities, and
debates over the meaning of social justice in a
neoliberal context. Despite decades of affirmative
action, caste remains a powerful determinant of
access to resources, opportunities, and dignity.
Thakur’s insistence that democracy must serve as an
instrument of social transformation rather than merely
a system of political representation resonates strongly
with contemporary demands for inclusive
development.

The conferment of the Bharat Ratna on
Karpoori Thakur in 2024 represents official
recognition of his historic role in democratizing Bihar’s
polity and advancing the politics of social justice.
Symbolically, it situates Thakur within the national
pantheon of leaders who reshaped Indian democracy.
However, as scholars caution, symbolic recognition
without substantive policy innovation risks reducing
his legacy to a form of political tokenism (Kumar,
2024). The real test of honoring his vision lies in
addressing persistent inequalities in education,
employment, and political representation, particularly
for women and marginalized caste groups (Pai, 2021).

Finally, in an era of growing democratic
backsliding globally, Thakur’s politics of ethical
socialism, grounded in egalitarian inclusion, offers
lessons beyond India. His emphasis on substantive
equality anticipates contemporary calls for deepening
democracy through intersectional justice, welfare
expansion, and participatory governance. By
foregrounding the structural dimensions of inequality,
his legacy challenges both policymakers and scholars
to rethink the relationship between democracy and
justice in the twenty-first century.
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Karpoori Thakur’s political thought and
practice underscore the fundamental insight that
democracy without social justice remains incomplete.
His vision was not confined to procedural
democracy—periodic elections and formal
representation—but was directed toward what
Ambedkar (1949/1994) once termed substantive
democracy, where institutional arrangements must
redress entrenched hierarchies and foster equality.
By embedding distributive justice into governance,
Thakur transformed democracy from a mechanism
of elite reproduction into a vehicle for social
empowerment.The Karpoori Formula, which
operationalized caste-based reservations for Other
Backward Classes (OBCs), marked a watershed
moment in India’s democratic trajectory. Not only
did it institutionalize affirmative action in Bihar, but it
also provided a template for the broader national
discourse on reservations, culminating in the
recommendations and implementation of the Mandal
Commission in the 1990s.
Conclusion:

In a global context where democracies continue
to grapple with widening economic disparities,
identity-based exclusions, and disenchantment with
political institutions, Thakur’s politics offers enduring
lessons. He demonstrated that social justice must be
central to democratic theory and practice, not an
auxiliary concern. His life illustrates how leaders
emerging from ordinary social backgrounds can,
through conviction, ideological clarity, and relentless
struggle, reshape the meanings of democracy and
justice in practice.

Ultimately, Karpoori Thakur’s legacy is both
historical and normative. Historically, he laid the
foundation for the “silent revolution” of lower-caste
assertion that redefined Indian politics in the late
twentieth century. Normatively, his praxis reminds us
that democracy must be measured not only by
institutional procedures but also by its emancipatory
capacity—its ability to extend dignity, representation,
and opportunity to those at the margins. For India,
and indeed for democracies worldwide, Thakur’s
political thought stands as a powerful testimony to
the inseparability of democracy and social justice.
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