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Rural development should be the starting point of development in India, because India is a society with a vast

rural area having a large rural population. Education, employment and self-sufficiency will carry them towards

advancement and one day this rural lifestyle will merge into the integrated process of development with their own

characteristic features along with their acquired modern and scientific techniques as Rabindranath Tagore used to think.

Till  now a majority of the total Indian population live in the numerous villages, scattered throughout the country.

The rural population in India comprises the core of Indian society and also represents the real India. According to the

2011 Indian census, there are 6,40,867 villages in India and about 68.84% (8,33,087,662 persons) of Indian population

lives in these villages with a literacy rate of 68.9 % . 1

The rural population in India, actually,  provides the real picture of the Indian society. A majority of the rural

population in India lives on agriculture and linked occupations in the rural areas. Though, agriculture has been the

primary occupation of rural people in India since the ancient period, the scenario is changing day by day. Now, many

Indian villagers have engaged themselves in various non-agricultural occupations . There is also a common trend of

rural to urban migration among the Indian villagers . However, the Indian villages are economically weak. In addition,

lack of infrastructural facilities make their life more difficult. Naturally the villagers face a lot of problems in their daily

life. Recently, the authorities are taking some  initiatives to improve the quality of life of the rural population in India.

During Tagore’s lifetime, rural India was far more backward. So, he felt it necessary to start his development

programme from within the rural Bengal, and even after selecting a single village, the primary objective of

Tagore was to make that village self-sufficient in the proper sense of the term which would establish itself as a

model village. According to him, all the potentials were inherent in the social structure.  Tagore thought that

each and every human being possesses strength, power, courage and capabilities. It is only necessary to revive

and reconstruct them. Besides, every society has its own reservoir of knowledge. But neither the society nor its

members were conscious about it. So, this potential power remained unused and the people were also totally

ignorant about it. Tagore felt that the educated middle class was detached from this rural population although

this population was the real basis of the Indian society and India would not be able to develop itself unless and

until this section of the society was properly developed. It was only necessary to revive and reconstruct it.

So far, social thinking of Tagore has not been discussed very extensively as his contributions in other

spheres. Besides his other activities, he was always engrossed with the idea of social development and never

rested till he drew up a complete plan of rural reconstruction and gave it a practical trial initially at Shelaidaha

and later at the neighbouring villages of Bolpur.

 Rural Reconstruction: Approach of Tagore

In the early nineties of the nineteenth century a new phase began in Tagore’s life. It fell to his lot to manage the

paternal estate on behalf of the Tagore family. For a good many years he discharged all his duties and fulfilled all his

responsibilities as a Zamindar with a devotion and skill and, of course, with the impress of a practical minded man. His

life amply proves that he did not dwell exclusively in the realm of ideas. He was a man of action as well. In the work

which he started first at Shelaidaha and Potisar and later at Sriniketan, there was a silent protest against the indifference

of his countrymen to the actual problems of the country.2 As a Zamindar he had firsthand knowledge of the hardship and

helplessness of the country people.

Politics found only a minor place in Tagore’s social philosophy.  That was the phase of political agitation

the ultimate objective of which was to bring political independence of India. Tagore, almost from the very

beginning, was a critic of agitation politics and he probably for the first time tried to divert the course of agitation

politics towards a constructive one. In his constructive programme the greatest stress was laid on the work of

rural uplift. His thoughts on rural problems give us an integral concept of rural reconstruction as well as about

the methods on which he would rely for its realization.3 Accordingly his plan was divided into two parts. The first

part laid down certain basic ideals, principles and postulates of rural reconstruction while the second part was

composed of actual schemes of social welfare and community development. The Government of India while

initiating its own plans of community development in 1952 had acknowledged Rabindranath Tagore as the

forerunner of almost all its schemes.4

 The Indigenous Society (Swadeshi Samaj)
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Swadeshi Samaj5 is a well known essay by Tagore which was published in 1904. This paper was the first

comprehensive statement of his social philosophy. He analysed the causes of the disintegration of Indian village life and

made concrete suggestions for its reconstruction in this article. The leader, as the essay opined, should function as the

centre of unity under whose supervision a required number of subordinates should operate. Tagore was very hopeful

about bringing cooperation among the people in this manner. He felt that the people should be made conscious about

their own power, which would make them confident. He was also very eager to establish communal harmony among the

Hindus and the Muslims. Politics or political leaders could make no appeal to Tagore for a number of reasons. He felt

that politics was something like a wall between the political leaders and the masses. Moreover, politics used to give

undue emphasis upon preparation rather than on actual necessities. So, Tagore tried to turn the political movement into

an effective mechanism of nation building activities. To him, this nation-building was the other name of Swadeshi. That

is why, to Tagore, a social leader was more effective to a political leader.  Tagore, very sincerely tried to define and find

out that social leader.6 Tagore had in mind, as can be anticipated, a fascination for charisma and excellence, besides

other qualities such as responsibility, kindness and honesty.

As a sequel to the essay on ‘Swadeshi Samaj’, Tagore prepared a complete scheme to give practical effect to the

ideas he had expressed in it. The whole scheme centered round the concept of rural reconstruction through organized

efforts which can be seen in the form of a constitution.7  Besides, agricultural development through cooperative efforts,

the revival of cottage industries to mitigate the poverty of the masses was emphasized. A very intimate relationship

between the villagers and the rural workers, an honest attempt to bring harmonious relationship between the Hindus and

the Muslims and the appointment of a people’s representative as the leader of the society were the other features of the

‘Swadeshi Samaj’ as proposed by Tagore.8  A constitution on Pallisamaj9 needs special mention here.

The main thoughts of Tagore on rural reconstruction give specifically two dimensions. Primarily, ever since the

nineties of the nineteenth century up to the very end of his life, he remained an ardent advocate of rural uplift work. To

him, this was far more important than active politics. Secondly, his ideas on rural reconstruction reveal, over a period of

some fifty years, a remarkable consistency.10

First phase of Rural Reconstruction – East Bengal Experiment:

Tagore came into direct contact with the rural Bengal after he took the charge of their Zamindari estate at East

Bengal according to his father’s order. That incident can he described as a landmark in his life for it was during that

period the idea of rural reconstruction came to his mind. Being disillusioned by the role of the political leaders, he made

up his mind to assume the responsibility by himself. He was then about thirty years of age. His estate included mainly

three districts. Birahimpur  - headquarter Shelaidaha, Kaligram -  head quarter Potisar and Sahajadpur where the head

quarter was named after the district.

That was the beginning of his rural reconstruction programme. But even from that very moment, he had a holistic

vision and he was very sincere, honest and determined to achieve his goal even in the formative phase. His programme

included health, education, cottage industries, agriculture, fisheries, weaving etc. In a word, an all-round development

of a village was his ultimate objective which to his mind was necessary for making a self-sufficient and self-confident

society. He introduced the experiment of tractor for cultivation, furnace for potteries and ceramics, a husking machine

for paddies which proves his scientific bent of mind.11 The most remarkable innovation in this phase was the introduction

of Mandali System at Birahimpur which was basically a Hindu dominated area. Here, he had to face resistance from all

sides organized especially by the Hindus.12 He concentrated on the Muslim dominated Kaligram.13

A short history of the general welfare society of Kaligram can give us a hint about the nature of his programme.

The tenants of the estate used to make an extra contribution at the rate of 3 pies for every rupee of the revenue paid. The

funds thus realized, used to be spent on a fair and a religious festival. In 1312 B. S. (approximately 1905) at a meeting

held in the memory of late Devendranath Tagore, the father of the poet, it was decided to establish an entrance school

and a charitable dispensary as Tagore memories and for that purpose to raise a further contribution of 6 pies in addition

to the original 3 pies per rupee. This was the beginning of the Welfare fund at Kaligram. This name stood both for the

fund and the body which organized it. To remove this anomaly, the latter was renamed as the General Welfare Society.

The organization consisted of three branches at Potisar, Ratwal and Kamta respectively. Instead of an entrance school,

a minor one was established for the time being. A few years later it was decided to do away with the original subscription

of 3 pies earmarked for the fair and the festival and to increase the total “welfare levy” to 15 pies per rupee. Some 25

pathsalas distributed over the pargana, a High English School and a charitable dispensary at Potisar were now financed

from the Fund in addition to some public works every year.14

In 1913, during a visit to the estate, Tagore advised that instead of spending most of the fund on the Potisar High
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School, it would be better to have a middle school and a charitable dispensary at each of the three branches and a

pathshala in each village while public works should be continued as before. This reorganization was carried out.15 This

decision of Tagore once more proves his holistic vision even in the Pre-Sriniketan era.

Apart from the pathsalas, schools and charitable dispensaries, the Society had to its credit substantial achievements

in rural development work. Mention may be made in particular of the dam at Talimpur, the embankments at Kamta and

Paroil, Debnagar – Saria road and Maskipur tank. Besides, wells were sunk in many places.16

Difficulties arose when peasant movements and other political forces began to gather momentum. The raiyats of

the Kamta division started agitation against the welfare levy. Accordingly in Paus, 1346 B. S. (approximately 1940) this

branch was closed down and all connections were cut off which had been started there.17

A critical analysis of the Mandali System highlights some  political concepts of Tagore which are very relevant

in the modern studies of Political Science such as decentralization of state power, popular participation in administration,

administrative training , democracy and so on.

Rural Bank

The concept of rural bank occupies a very significant place in Tagore’s Rural Reconstruction Programme. While

acting as a Zamindar in East Bengal, he observed that one of the main reasons of rural poverty was the ruthless

exploitation by the Zamindars, the middlemen and the money lenders. The only way, as he thought, to rescue the

villagers was to lend money at a rate of lower interest. With this objective, Tagore established Patisar Bank in 1905

although it was not registered yet. The main capital was accumulated by borrowing from some of his friends and some

rich persons of the locality. This was possible for when Tagore won the Nobel Prize in 1913 he deposited the money

which was more than the lakh, in this bank. The poor peasants could take loan from this fund and the Santiniketan

school later Visva-Bharati received the interest money as long as the bank was there. Thus, the money lenders were

forced to wipe up their business from that area. This bank existed for nearly a period of thirty years. The borrowers

failed to pay back the loans. So, the prize money got dissolved in that bank after the Law of Rural Indebtedness was

passed. Visva Bharati could never get back the money.18

 Sriniketan Experiment

The institution of Sriniketan was not an isolated experiment, but an integral part of Tagore’s total educational and

reconstruction work. At the same time, Sriniketan was certainly a product of his restlessness to do something for

poverty stricken rural India. He purchased the Surul Kuthibari at the cost of Rs. 10,000 in 1912 to implement his plan.

But it still took one decade to start his programme due to two reasons: lack of fund and absence of a leader. In 1921

Tagore met in America Leonard K. Elmhirst, a young agriculture graduate who was very impressed by Tagore’s rural

reconstruction idea and expressed his willingness to join the programme. Tagore decided to entrust the task to Elmhirst

who had been acquainted with the conditions of Indian villages on some earlier occasions. Towards the end of 1921,

Elmhirst came to Santiniketan and started work from Surul Kuthibari as a citadel of rural regeneration on February 6,

1922, after one year of Visva Bharati being formally established as a university of unique type in 1921.19

The strategy of Sriniketan Experiment proves the sincerity and thoughtfulness of Tagore about the total scheme.

He could very correctly realize that the first step was not to abruptly jump in the villages but to go slow in order to fully

realize the nature and extent of the major problems of the village people and to gain their confidence through some very

urgent welfare works for them. Unless and until the social workers would acquire the faith of the villagers, no amount

of endeavor to improve their condition and quality of life through their own efforts would bear any fruit.20

Tagore and Elmhirst started giving shape to a complete scheme of rural reconstruction. From the very beginning

the Institute of Sriniketan was organized under a democratic Karma Samity (working committee), on which the

representatives of total workers and many eminent men of the time came to serve. The most dedicated one in this

venture was Kalimohan Ghosh. That was the beginning of Sriniketan. 21

In this process health received the first priority in the social welfare action which intended to carry out the anti-

malaria schemes from preventive and curative angles. The village people were trained for cleaning the bushes and

jungles, and feeling the pools of stagnant water with earth to prevent mosquitoes from breeding and as a curative

measure, distribution of medicine for malarial fever among the villagers through door to door supply and dispensary at

Sriniketan and in some villages organized by the Sriniketan team of functionaries. The next set of work undertaken by

the village people with the active assistance of the team included road repairing, building of culverts and opening and

repairing of drains for easy flow of water within the villages and crop fields. How the Sriniketan team earned the

confidence of the villagers was illustrated by Tagore himself by mentioning one incident. One night fire broke out in the

village of Mahidapur – one mile away from Sriniketan and on getting this news the Sriniketan team immediately rushed

to the spot of fire and extinguished it with the help of the villagers. When these social workers could win the trust and
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confidence of the villagers, the next step was to undertake various development works. Since most of the rural population

was farmers, various measures were adopted to augment the rate of agricultural production, through introducing improved

technology like application of good seeds and manures, arrangement of proper irrigation, offering cheap credit facility

from cooperative credit societies and remunerative marketing of their produce. Elmhirst established a small laboratory

to carry out experiments for the improvement of the rate of production in the particular soil types and climatic conditions

of the villages. Improved variety of seeds of various crops and vegetables and horticulture plants were procured and

distributed after imparting the application of improved methods of cultivation to the villages. The lessons of new farm

technology were imparted not only to the farmers around Santiniketan – Sriniketan Campus of Visva-Bharati, but also

to the farmers from different districts of Bengal and even other nearby provinces.22

A complete plan of rural reconstruction experiments with seeds, manures, rotation of crops, cattle and poultry

farming was drawn up by 1928. Appraisal of the village needs was estimated by methods of rural survey in 1923. A well

developed cooperative society was charged with the responsibilities of promoting programmes of health, education,

agriculture and rural industries. The society maintained a grain bank, played as an arbitrator in local disputes and

carried on educational propaganda through many attractive methods.23

Tagore was very conscious about environmental protection and his rural reconstruction programme was eco-

friendly. He loved nature and could feel the worth of it. So, he was keen to frame up the programme of development in

consonance with nature.

Tagore’s idea of rural reconstruction inspired Pannalal Dasgupta (1908 – 1999) who, in association with Jayprakash

Narayan founded the Tagore Society for Rural Development, whose activities are now spread over states like West

Bengal, Bihar, Orissa and Madhya Pradesh.24

It is interesting to look at that site of rural reconstruction today. Palli Bhavna, a Quarterly News Bulletin of Rural

Extension Centre, Visva-Bharati, Sriniketan, gives us an account of the present activities of the Rural Extension Centre,

an organ operating under the Institute of Rural Development, which are now being carried on the rural reconstruction

programme of Tagore.

Tagore tried to make his Sriniketan experiment a complete one. So he was conscious about including every

aspect of ‘reconstruction’ in his programme. The organizations of Siksha Satra, Lok Siksha Samsad, Siksha Charcha

and Brati Balaka prove his holistic concept in this context. He sought to unite the ideals of the old with the western

scientific genius.

Rural Industries

Tagore felt it necessary to revitalize the decadent cottage industries and to train the local artisans and village

youth so that they could make use of the new innovations. With this idea he set up Shilpa Bhavana at Santiniketan. He

did not only concentrate on making the villages self sufficient but also tried to encourage the villagers to make objects

of beauty and utility for the luxury demands of the distant markets so that wealth could flow into the village treasury. So,

a cottage industries training programme was undertaken by his initiative. He was also not against the application of

power and introduction of machine for increasing efficiency of production. It was his endeavor to build up a balanced

industrial economy.25

Institute of Rural Reconstruction

The Institute of Rural Reconstruction started operating through two broad divisions of work. Its head quarter was

situated at Sriniketan. It maintained a number of demonstration and service units concerning agriculture, animal husbandry,

cottage industries, health, education and village organization. Each of these sections also organized a replica of its

service units at the village level through the initiative of the people of the area and led by the village workers of the

institute. The centre thus maintained a demonstration farm, a diary and poultry unit, an outdoor clinic, a department of

cottage industries, a village school, and a number of other institutions at Sriniketan. The organization manifested itself

in three different types of activities namely research, extension and education. The Institute also defined, in its turn, new

education by its first hand knowledge about the village problems. This was possible by a well defined administrative

network by which distant villages were connected with the headquarters in the matter of needs and services to and from

the village community.26

Various wings operating under the Institute of Rural Development are Rural Extension Center (REC), Pallicharcha

Kendra, Department of Anthropology, Department of Social Work and Shilpa Sadan. Among these, REC is directly

related with rural development.

 Rural Library

Rural library was an essential part of the rural reconstruction programme of Tagore. The utility of library has
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been always recognized by Tagore. So, from the very beginning there was a central library for learning and research and

another one local library to serve the local people and to grow interest for reading and learning among them. The most

unique feature of this library system was the introduction of circulating library in 1925. It was actually a mobile library

where one village worker used to give door to door service by carrying books in a bag. Initially, it was done by walking

although later cycle was being used for this purpose.27

Rural Library Services are one of the important services of Rural Extension Center through which literacy

movement are carried out in the villages. Apart from literacy activities another objective of this programme is to develop

the rural libraries as information and cultural centers in villages. This programme is to develop the rural libraries as

information and cultural centers in the villages. This programme in rural areas has been carried out through network of

a number of rural libraries with an active and financial support from Raja Rammohan Roy Library Foundation (RRRLF),

Kolkata. Librarians and Assistant Librarians have been working voluntarily since inception of the programme.28

Tagore’s idea of Rural Reconstruction Programme was, no doubt, a path-breaking one, although it created

much debate and criticism from every corner of the contemporary society. But, Tagore was firm, for he had a

very strong logic behind his concept and fortunately he could find out his proper associates in his unique venture.

He was sincere, honest and thoughtful but a bit utopian. Yet, Tagore’s model may be accepted as a micro model

to be followed all over the society of India, but the difficulty is to find out a proper leader upon whom the success

of such a project depends exclusively. Such a programme, if implemented even partially, would benefit the

society. Any person, going to activate this type of programme should consult the scheme of Tagore as the pioneering

one which  throws light in the field of Alternative / Other Development with the emphasis on Human Development.

Actually, Tagore tried to perceive and analyse the problem from a holistic perspective. Here, the renowned poet

proves himself to be a successful social thinker as well as an activist in this sphere. Here, he is unique, original

and relevant.
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