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Extension in Village India—I 
Evelyn Wood 

TH E fashionable phrase i n India 
today is " Extension Philoso

phy ", which covers many excellent 
principles, such as '' d i r ty hands" 
for the Extension worker at all levels 
The term is attractive at first heal
ing, and I have myself used it wide
l y ; but, on further consideration, it 
seems to me to be a l i t t le out of 
place to use the word " philosophy " 
in this context. Personally, I feel 
that philosophy is the one art of 
l iv ing in which Indians excel. To 
me, Indians seem to excel, by and 
large, in the sort of practical, l iving 
philosophical practice which reaches 
far beyond professorial common-
rooms, into the poorest and most 
illiterate of village-councils of pea
sant families. I would say that l iv
ing philosophy is the genius of the 
Ind ian people. It is more convinc
ing at the lowest of social levels. 
Somehow the complete structure of 
village life in India has been and 
still is to a great extent organized to 
the satisfaction of village-folk. 

However the village design for 
l iv ing may offend outsiders in many 
of its details, it is a very precious 
possession to the villagers: they prize 
their own ways very highly, even 
while they verbally deprecate them 
to a stranger. 

It is this background of poverty, 
dignified by a philosophical accept
ance, which receives the assault of 
Extension. Philosophy must surely 
connote some form of objective 
th ink ing ; and in Extension work, 
this thought-system - should have 
much reference to modern science. 
By the time it gets down to village-
level, however, Extension has actu
ally become a rule-of-thumb, prac
tical counsel; this is all that remains 
of the majestic edifice of modern 
science by the time it penetrates into 
village-households. Is one, there-
lore, justified in using either of the 
terms " philosophy " or " science " 
to label the principles which guide 
the Extension worker, even the top
most administrators, or planners? I 
doubt i t . 

WHAT IS EXTENSION? 

The question is still being asked, 
over and over again, in India . There 
are many stock definitions of Exten
sion which one gives as answers. 
Extension is certainly out-of-school 
education, mainly directed at adults, 
and capable of surmounting the 

barriers of complete illiteracy. It is 
also companionship in the lessening, 
but still considerable isolation of 
village-life; but this latter aspect of 
its functions is something which is 
almost peculiar to Ind i a ; or at any 
rate to Asia and Africa. At the 
root of the original question, how
ever, lies another: what is it that 
is extended to village-folk by this 
novel (for India) educational 
system? Glibly enough, one's first 
impulse is to answer, " Why, modern 
scientific knowledge, of course! "; 
but this reply begs the question. The 
inferential and inductive, hypothe-
sis-and-test, controlled-experiment 
science of the laboratory is not in 
fact taught to villagers; only a few 
of its more easily assimilable results 
are communicated, either thorough
ly or superficially, by Extension field-
workers. Extension workers them
selves have very often l i t t le enough 
appreciation of the true, scientific, 
basis of the tricks which they have 
been instructed to pass on to vil lag
ers. Also, the culture-patterns of 
India being what they are, there is 
always the tendency for the teach
ing of the technical tricks to become 
didactic, and not backed by any of 
the close, persuasive reasoning from 
facts which is surely one of the dis
tinguishing marks of modern science. 

IS SCIENCE THE ULTIMATE 
AUTHORITY? 

One may also question the u l t i 
mate validity of modern science i t 
self as a sound guide to the total 
process of human life. I , for one, 
would never submit to my every 
thought and action, being subject 
to the authority of science. This 
partial rejection of science as a uni
versal guide must be very common 
even among Western intellectuals. 
Few of us w i l l actively base our 
human relationships on the scientific 
findings of sociology or psychology. 
Why, then, should I expect an 
Indian peasant to be so guided by 
science, especially in the intimacies 
of his own, cherished concerns—for 
example, in the quasi-mystical occu
pation of farming? Personally, too, 
I cannot see the evidence, in the 
total appearance of Western culture-
patterns, of the superiority of science 
as a guide to thought and action. 
It is fairly obvious that a science 
which is first applied to mass-des
truct ion instead of to serviceable 
power—as witness nuclear physics— 

cannot any longer be deeply trusted 
as an authority in human affairs. 

It seems to me that the custom-
ruled ideas and practices of Ind ian 
village-folk are not markedly less 
successful than the rationalities of 
science as guides to the good [it-
satisfactory) life. In the few, but 
not perhaps so uncommon instances, 
where I have witnessed Indian pea-
sant-life running true in the grooves 
scored for it by the mystical law
givers of a previous age, I would say-
that any superiority lies, most un
expectedly, wi th India , and not in 
the West, at a l l . However, 1 do not 
think it is remotely possible to re
construct life in Vil lage-India as a 
whole according to such tradi t ional 
patterns. I do not have the rosy 
illusion which still appears to suffuse 
many " neo-Gandhians ", that v i l 
lages can be made entirely sell -suffi
cient. Nor do I consider that we 
can reconstruct social life afresh on 
the principles of the Vedas and the 
Upanishads; in my view, the- Laws 
of M a n u and the counsels of Shan-
karacharya cannot be re-enacted in 
this modern, close-linked world. Vet 
there is rich material here from 
which we must select and use, a l l 
of us, peasants and Extension work
ers together. In the traditional ways 
which still persist and which pro
vide much of the motives and satis-
Iactions of life in 558,089 villages, 
there is much that has to be woven 
into the fabric: of Extension work in 
general and of mass-communica
tions in particular, in order to fill 
the needs of the human spirit, as 
they appeal in rural India. 

"SCHOOLS" OF EXTENSION WORK 

Although its description under the 
term " Extension " is new. the art of 
communicating new ideas and tech
niques to villagers in India has been 
strongly developed for between fifty 
and a hundred years. This state
ment takes no previous account of 
the historical facts of mass-commu
nication, of which we have evidence 
in the shastras, especially as chanted 
by trained Brahmins, and in the 
stone " picture-books in three dimen
sions " of the great temples. It is 
not necessary to refer back to the 
unproven excellences of a " Golden 
Age " i n India . 

The more recent arts of commu
nication have, in any case, been 
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used extensively by bodies l ike the 
Arya Samaj, which has spread syste
matic education quite broadly, espe
cially in Nor th Ind ia , long before 
the present Extension pattern was 
introduced. For the most part, 
however, including South India , 
social welfare has been the main 
field of endeavour, and it has not 
been centrally organized to any 
complete, a l l - India extent un t i l quite 
recently, since the rise to power of 
the Ind ian National Congress. Apar t 
from bodies promoted by Congress, 
such as the A l l - I n d i a Spinners As
sociation for the development of 
khadi, work w i t h rural people has 
mostly depended on a rather loose 
chain of what were seldom more 
than individual promotions.. 

ASHRAMS AND SOCIAL SERVICE 

M a n y prosperous persons in India , 
having come to a stage where they 
had accumulated possessions surplus 
to their own needs, would take up 
village-service; very often this acti
vity was undertaken as a sort of 
expiation for the commercial rapa
city which produced the surplus. 
There have also existed, probably at 
a l l times, Ashrams in rural areas, 
in which educated (often intellect
ual) persons intent on spiritual 
matters—or their own salvation — 
have found a refuge from the cla
morous life of Indian towns. Such 
an ashram often becomes a k ind of 
loose brotherhood for social service 
wi th neighbouring village-folk. The 

well-educated inmates of the ashram 
are usually revered, in rather a l i m i t 
ed sense, by the local villagers, who 
are thus in a natural position to be 
influenced by their ashram-contacts. 

Wi thout any very deliberate pol i 
cy, for the most part , these part ial 
recluses of many such ashrams have 
worked on a broad pattern of care 
and education for their neighbour 
villagers. The education has often 
been l i t t le more than the communi
cating of sound principles of l iv ing , 
as these are seen in their " simple 
life " aspect, by the ashram-brother
hood. The extent of this work w i th 
villagers naturally varies consider
ably: an ashram which enshrines a 
gnyani (a sage who is believed to 
have attained complete spiritual 
freedom, and ult imate knowledge 
while still l iving) w i l l tend to be less 
active wi th neighbour villagers; but 
an ashram in which the other-world
ly focus is less intense tends to devote 
more time to good works. 

SABARMATI AND SEVAGRAM 

The local village-folk w i l l nearly 
always be occasional visitors to every 
ashram, and the educational effect 
of the community upon its visitors 
is not negligible. Ashrams of the 
kind founded by Gandhi j i at Sabar-
inati and Sevagrarn are not unique; 
they have had their predecessors in 
considerable numbers for many cen
turies; though of course the Seva-
srram Ashram in particular has been 

lopment for the whole of I n d i a ; and, 
as such, it is t ru ly unique for our 
time. The effect produced by 
Shantiniketan and Sriniketan in 
Bengal are analogous, but were 
never so widespread; nor d i d they 
include major social changes such 
as have grown from Sevagram's ex
ample. The Ramkrishna Mission, 
vir tual ly based on Calcutta has done 
colossal work in the social service 
field. It has operated mainly, but 
not exclusively in times of disaster, 
and throughout India . 

SARVODAYA SOCIAL WORK 

I have described the t radi t ional 
patterns of social service for villages 
first, and at some length, because 
these are the mainsprings of the 
Sarvodaya system for village-deve
lopment, which has received official 
recognition in India, since i t i n 
herits from the principle of village-
work established by Gandhi j i . W h a t 
Gandhi j i called " Social Education ", 
which is largely what U N E S C O has 
developed as Fundamental Educa
t ion, is the pattern of educational 
work followed, besides the relief 
aspects of social service. There 
are many centres of work of this 
pattern, and there are very large 
numbers of individual extension 
workers, not attached to Sarvodaya 
or similar centres, who follow much 
of the traditional line of action 
described. The form of Educational 
Extension work followed by such 
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centres and persons is, f rom a West
ern point of view, unscientific; but 
it has a certain pride of ancestry 
which gives it a peculiar force in 
Ind i a ; its weakness lies, perhaps in 
the didactic habit which pervades 
the relationship between educated 
and less-educated people (part icu 
larly illiterates) according to almost 
all the culture-patterns of India . 

The Bhoodan and Shramdan 
movement, started by Aeharya 
Vir,wba Bhave is the most recent 
flowering of Sarvodaya Social Work . 

THE SCIENTIFIC EXTENSION SYSTEM 

Since the term " Extension " was 
imported into India , alter Indepen
dence, scientists have moved into 
the field of village-development. 
The experience of many years of 
work in other countries is now being 
applied, wi th more or less modifica
tion, in rural India. Extension is 
therefore growing up, by that name. 
as a scientific educational system in 
Ind i a ; there are experiments under 
reasonably controlled conditions, 
being carried out particularly to (it 
procedures of foreign origin more 
accurately to Indian conditions. 

Extension has been supported, 
particularly in the Uni ted States, 
and to a rather less extent in Lat in 
America, by many related sciences, 
especially sociology, the domestic 
varieties of anthropology, experi-
mental psychology, and combina -
tions of these three disciplines under 
various hyphenations. First of the 
other contributing sciences is eco
nomics, and this receives an excep
tionally disproportionaic emphasis 
in India. Domestic science (or 
home economics), and many d iv i 
sions of medical science, such as 
epidemiology are of course vita! 
elements in an Extension pro
gramme. Extension w i l l also need 
to draw largely, especially in India, 
from nutr i t ion and sanitation in 
its scientific aspects. The enormous 
prevalence of water-borne disease 
w i l l also compel special studies for 
rural Indian application in typical 
contaminations of water-supplies 
and means of safeguarding them, 
wi th in practical limits. I t should 
be remembered that many sciences, 
or subdivisions of major sciences, 
such as home economics have 
largely grown up wi th Extension in 
the Uni ted States. So, of course-
have the many Agricul tural Sciences, 
which are of paramount importance 
in rural India . It is very hard to 
see how we can avoid drawing from 
and recasting these scientific dis
ciplines in establishing complete 

Extension Services in India . 
If there appear to be a stress on 

the scientific background of Exten
sion from America in the above 
summary, it should not be thought 
that education of rura l folk has not 
been systematically pursued in other 
countries. France can probably 

. c l a i m historical precedence; and the 
scientific cult ivat ion of the vine all 
over the home country, also in 
Algeria, is one French t r iumph of 
scientific Extension. Denmark is 
famous for its folk high schools. 
The Netherlands have bui l t an i n 
dustry out of flowers by Extension 
practices . . . and one could, of 
course give many further examples. 
Hut Extension has come to India 
through American enterprise, and 
we should pay al l honour to the 
warm, human impulse w h i c h 
prompted this export of ideas from 
the New World . 

EXTENSION WORK BEFORE ETAWAH 

It should also be remembered that 
there was some scientific Extension 
work in India even before the 
Etawah Pilot Project. The Imperial 
(now Indian) Council of Agricul
tural Research, started its first 
large-scale experiments at: Pusa, in 
Nor th Bihar, in about 1900. One 
of Pusa's objectives was of course 
to communicate the knowledge 
gained there to village-fanners. The 
demonstration farms operated by 
Government at many points in rural 
India represented an attempt to 
attain this objective. Martandam 
and Allahabad represented mis
sionary projects on a much smaller 
scale; and, in fact, wi th different, 
sciences furnishing' the substance of 
the knowledge to he extended, there 
was a common emphasis on increas
ed literacy-teaching as a medium, 
and wi th this practice as a kind of 
armature, the majority of rural 
Christian missions in India have lor 
long pursued some l imited Exten
sion work on more or less scientific 
lines. One might suppose that the 
command over matter which modern 
science has developed in the West 
has. perhaps unconsciously, served 
missionaries f rom "Europe a n d 
America wi th both a vehicle and a 
justification for asserting the supe
riority of the Christian faith - in 
which it is supposed that modern 
science has been nurtured. 

SINCE 1947 
But it is only since 1947 that 

systematized, correlated Extension 
work has been adopted as a coun
try-wide practice. W i t h the growth 
of national planning, it has been 

possible to begin the promotion of 
scientific Extension. Planning is 
the only way in which some k ind 
of homogeneity can be secured in 
Extension practices throughout 
India . Since planning is itself a 
practice originating in Western 
scientific concepts, it is naturally the 
scientific kind of Extension service 
which is promoted by the Planning 
Commission, and thus implemented 
by Governments in Ind ia . Perhaps 
the greatest headache which the 
Planners have to over t ime is the 
discovery, assignment and training 
of suitable personnel for Extension 
work, at all levels. 

It is natural that the Planning 
Commission should be biased to
wards Western scientific methods, 
and that it should over-emphasize 
Economics; that is the nature of the 
Commission's origins. It is equally 
natural that the Planning Commis
sion, being almost entirely Indian 
in its staffing, should not be exclu
sive about employing only person
nel who have accepted the scientific 
attitude. Indeed, it would not have 
been possible to find sufficient per
sonnel to work a fraction of the-
Extension services in Ind ia if a back
ground of science been insisted upon 
tor each Extension worker. Fortu
nately, the Planning Commission 
have had to entourage all those who 
have a vocation for village-develop
ment to become Extension workers. 
The Extension Services have there
fore necessarily included a majority 
of persons who do not have the re
motest idea what Western science 
means. The word " science " has 
chiefly a jargon-use among educated 
persons in India, taken as a whole. 

CORRECTIVE TO INTELLECTUAL 
EXCESS 

Among the better-informed re
cruits to the new Extension services, 
there are of course many persons 
who have good backgrounds of 
scientific thinking in their education; 
sometimes this is self-education, but 
more often the scientific attitude is 
the result of foreign travel, if not 
foreign education. There are also 
plenty of forceful and effective 
characters among the new Exten
sion stalls who, though they are jusi 
as well educated as the scientific -
minded persons just described, have 
drunk more deeply from the tradi
tional springs of wisdom unsealed by 
Gandhij i . These character-, a r e 
quite often contemptuous of West
ern science. In my personal opi
nion, these last-mentioned elements 
represent the best assurance of 
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healthy development in Extension 
practice, because they provide a use-
ful corrective to intellectual excess. 
This form of exaggeration is a cha
racter of dangerous force in educat
ed India . 

" CONSTRUCTIVE " VS " SYSTEM
ATIC "' FlELD-WORKERS 

As a very broad, and rather too 
loose, generalization, one may there
fore say that there are two contrast
ed types of field-workers now func
t ioning in Extension in India . 

The " constructive" village-
worker bears that description as an 
inheritance from the revolutionary 
days of the Ind ian National Con
gress. In those days, some of the 
members of that largely revolution
ary organization were assigned, on 
the merits of their vocational inte
rests and their aptitudes, to the 
tasks of bui lding up those villages 
which had accepted the Congress 
gospel towards the condition of self-
sufficiency which was so strongly 
advocated by Gandhi j i . S u c h 
" constructive " workers were less 
concerned w i t h the pul l ing down of 
the existing political system and 
more w i t h social service. In fact, 
their pr imary interests were con
structive and hence the t e r m 
adopted. 

THE " CONSTRUCTIVE " FIELD-
WORKER 

Today, the " constructive " field-
worker in Extension still tends to 
adhere to the Gandhian school of 
thought regarding village-develop
ment, though certainly he has had 
to modify any pure notions of sell-
sufficiency, at any rate as an object
ive to be attained in the near future. 
At the same t ime, this type of field-
worker is not wholly sold on the 
idea of advance planning of work 
in the villages: he has a strong pre-
ierence for what he often calls feel-
ing his way. This is partly because 
the " constructive" worker has 
been trained in this approach either 
at Sevagrarn, or one of its daughter-
institutions. 

The constructive " worker very 
often processes the priceless asset 
that he himself regards the villagers1 

opinions, their traditional patterns 
of work and their social organiza
tion is the standard from which to 
begin village-development. He is 
also better able to follow something 
like the villagers' tempo of opera
tion, mental or physical, w i th 
affectionate patience: this is also, in 
my view, a priceless asset. Persons 
without this " constructive " back-

ground often find that their o w n 
education makes it hard to look at 
villagers in this easy way. 

TENDS TO BE AN " UPLIFTER " 

If he be more self-consciously a 
Gandhian (which does not neces
sarily mean that he is a true disciple 
or follower of Gandh i j i ) , and 
rather more developed in the 
strength of his personality than in 
the depth of his education, which is 
quite a common combination, then 
the " constructive " worker w i l l fre
quently he found to t a r ry several 
personal liabilities, besides the assets 
mentioned above. It is easy for h im, 
for example, to slip from the tra
dit ional easy approach to village-
folk just described in to a cast-iron, 
blinkered, egoistic manner of village-
work. The type which is overcome 
by this unhappy attitude w i l l not be 
accountable to anyone else; and 
from the security of his moral supe
riority, he w i l l talk and act in the 
extreme of puritanical , didactic 
teaching " the ignorant villagers to 
be g o o d " . This is perhaps the 
extreme, low-level attained by the 
"constructive " worker; the pattern 
can be found exemplified in admi
nistrators, b e s i d e s field-workers. 
Even at his best, the " constructive " 
worker w i l l always tend to be an 
" uplifter ". It is seldom that he 
can free himself of " moral " 
formulæ. 

It must be said, quickly, that the 
counterparts of these weaknesses are 
equally found among the contrasted 
order of Extension workers. This 
type, whom we may call the " sys
tematic " field-worker is trained to 
make a completely different ap
proach to the villages and their peo
ple. He is .supposed to begin by 
establishing the " bench-marks" of 
a base-line survey. This procedure 
is purely investigatory, and it so 
happens that Ind ian villagers are, 
probably even more than other pea
sants, distrustful of snoopers. 

The survey of course seeks to 
enumerate a number of facts ab
stracted from the totality of village-
life. This way of looking at objects 
and events is to completely foreign 
to the culture-patterns in which 
Indian villagers live, that, w i t h the 
best w i l l i n the w o r l d to help a 
friendly surveyor, the villagers can
not contribute much to his enquiry; 
they are just not used to categoriz
ing their lives, even their possessions, 
and they are rather discomforted 
by any outsider who tries to do so, 
though they are usually far too 
polite to show their resentment 
directly. 

survey-details w i l l be merged in 
those of a score of his colleagues' 
similar particulars, to make up the 
total picture of a development block 
of 100 villages. W i t h i n this m i n i 
mum group, the " systematic" 
worker is trained to operate less as 
an individual and more as a uni t 
in a corporate body for investigating, 
planning and executing the plan 
which is made. He is supposed to 
draw the villagers in to this foreign 
process of th inking and working. 
Significantly enough, the orders to 
which the field-worker is usually 
subject encourage h i m to confine 
the active co-operation of " the v i l 
lagers " in the planning process to 
their " leaders ". 

" LEADERS " A MENAGE 

To me, this word has an ominous 
r ing : but that is possibly the penalty 
of having lived through two major 
wars in which it became apparent 
that leadership is almost certain to 
become a major menace, at any 
rate when it is politically encourag
ed. The concept of leadership or 
of leaders exists only i n Ind ian v i l 
lages to denote the boss of one of 
the two or more factions which 
are the plague of rural India. 
Where there are officially-recognized 
panchayats, the leaders enshrined in 
then caucuses are nearly always the 
more prosperous or polit ically astute 
villagers who have jockeyed them
selves into positions of petty, official 
power. It is therefore with the 
men who have learnt to assent to 
any official proposition for the sake 
of maintaining their own power that 
the official field-worker w i l l formally 
collaborate in drawing up plans for 
village-development. This, of course, 
raises some problems when the plans 
come to be executed, sooner or 
later. At best, it is a truncated k ind 
of Extension Service; and l w i l l 
personally insist that any village-
development based solely on " lea
dership pat terns" carries wi th in it 
the seeds of its own early death.* 

* This somewhat positive rebuttal of 
a principle which is widely accepted in 
India (and elsewhere) has obtained 
support wherever studies of any pro
fundity have been made by sociologists 
or cultural anthropologists. The most 
recent debunking of " leadership" as a 
valid mechanism of change in rural 
India is to be found in a brief study by 
Oscar Lewis "Group Dynamics", pub
lished by the Programme Evaluation 
Organization of the Planning Commis
sion, 1954. 
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