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Abstract:Subhas Chandra Bose envisaged economic planning as the fundamental cornerstone for the 
nation’s reconstruction. He strove to implement economic planning as a tool to achieve economic 
emancipation and social justice. His vision for economic planning created a strong base for the foundation of 
the National Planning Committee formed under his leadership in 1938. His speeches and writings on 
economic planning demonstrated an intense urge to transform India’s ravaged colonial economy into a 
modern industrial one. For achieving this, he endorsed an amalgamation of socialist principles and 
nationalism for the planned economic development of the nation, believing unplanned development would 
never eliminate gross inequalities. Bose admired the Soviet Union’s model of planned economy and 
recommended a strong interventionist approach from the state to guide economic activity of the nation, 
particularly industrialization, social welfare, and rational development. The idea of planning received a 
boost from notable Congress leaders, scientists, and economists during the first half of the twentieth century. 
Congress leaders such as J. L Nehru and S.C. Bose, along with scientists and economists such as Meghnnad 
Saha, K.T.Shah, and M. Visvesvaraya etc., played a crucial role in discussing the roadmap 
for planning.      Subhas Chandra Bose and J.L Nehru laid the foundation of the National Planning 
Committee to implement the framework for India’s future economy. This paper argues that Subhash Chandra 
Bose was as much the brainchild of national economic planning as Jawahar Lal Nehru, but Bose’s 
contributions have not been adequately acknowledged in mainstream historiography. 
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Introduction 

The idea of planning blossomed in the minds of Congress leaders in the first half of the twentieth 

century. India was conscious of the notion of planning before independence. This issue acquired 

attention in the various sessions of the Indian National Congress, as the congress leaders, 

particularly Subhas Chandra Bose and Jawaharlal Nehru, wanted to remove glaring inequalities by 

bringing about a fundamental change in the socio-economic condition of the masses. However, 

there were differences of opinion within the Congress regarding planned development and 

industrialisation. Subhas Chandra Bose and Jawaharlal Nehru endeavoured to transform India's 

traditional economy into a modern one through planning to regenerate the post-colonial Indian State 

to emerge from colonial ramifications. They were keen on implementing economic planning to 

address the issues of unemployment, underdevelopment and industrialisation. This paper argues that 

Subhas Chandra Bose's ideas on planning contributed to the foundation of the National Planning 

Committee in 1938, and he was as much the brainchild of economic planning in India as Jawaharlal 

Nehru. This paper highlights Netaji's contribution to planning, which has been underrepresented in 

modern Indian historiography. 

Subhas Chandra Bose: A Pioneer of National Planning

In 1937, under the presidency of Jawaharlal Nehru, the Congress working committee adopted a 

resolution to form a committee of interprovincial experts to examine the issues related to social 

planning and national reconstruction. The Working Committee adopted the following resolution: 

“With reference to the resolution passed by the working committee at Wardha       

on August 14-17 1937 relating to the appointment of an Expert Committee to 

explore the possibilities of All-India Industrial Plan, it is resolved that as a 

preliminary step the President be authorised to convene  a conference of the 

ministers of Industries at an early date and call for a report of the  existing 

industries operating at different provinces and the needs of the possibilities of 

new one.”1  

No action was taken by the Congress ministries, which led the Congress working committee to pass 

the second resolution in 1938, authorising the President to convene a conference of ministers of 
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industries. As a result of this resolution, the Delhi Conference was held, and the resolution under 

which this planning committee is functioning was passed.2 The National Planning Committee 

(NPC) aimed to create a blueprint to figure out the role that economic planning could play in 

facilitating the nation's development. However, the members believed that the country's freedom 

was essential for executing the requisite measures for the success of the plan on all fronts. The NPC 

envisaged the future well-being of the people of the country. Planning is a much-used word in the 

world; yet in India, this is the first attempt to plan on a national basis and to coordinate the manifold 

activities of the nation.3  

   In 1938, the Congress President, Subhas Chandra Bose, played an instrumental role in 

introducing national planning. His ideas laid the groundwork for the framework of economic 

planning in Independent India. At Haripura in February 1938, Bose delivered his presidential 

address, outlining the vision for planned socio-economic development to be followed by India for 

the next several decades. Bose uncovered a blueprint for national restoration, highlighting the 

necessity of addressing the varied needs of different regions. Bose established various ideals that 

were subsequently embraced in independent India. He argued that our increasing population is the 

first problem to tackle. "I do not desire to go into the theoretical question as to whether India is 

overpopulated or not. I simply want to point out that where poverty, starvation and disease are 

stalking the land, we cannot afford to have our population mounting up by thirty million during a 

single decade".4 According to Bose, planning must be prioritised in independent India, focusing on 

cooperative federalism, regional and local autonomy, and embracing national life of free India. Bose 

thought that it was essential to adopt national planning to coordinate its development programmes 

and elevate India to the level of other industrialised countries.  

Bose had unwavering faith in planning, which might stimulate the nation's economic 

development. Bose believed: 'Planning is to improve the well-being of the community by 

intensifying economic development in an ordered and systematic manner'.5 Hailing the formation of 

the National Planning Commission, he argued, 'in formulating a comprehensive plan, India would 

be treated as one economic unit and efforts would be put forward to make India self-sufficient, as 

far as possible, in the matter of her particular requirements, subject to the fundamental laws of 

economics'.6 He said at the Haripura session of the Congress: 

“I have no doubt in my mind that our chief national problems relating to 

the eradication of poverty, illiteracy, and disease, as well as scientific 
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production and distribution, can be effectively tackled only along 

socialistic lines. The very first thing which our future national 

government will have to do, would be to set up a commission for drawing 

up a comprehensive plan of reconstruction. This plan will have two 

parts—an immediate programme and a long-period programme.”7 

Bose's idea of planning incorporated a programme comprising agricultural development aimed at 

alleviating poverty, dismantling landlordism, and utilising scientific methods to improve agricultural 

productivity. Bose in Haripura speech said, the state, on the advice of the planning commission, will 

have to adopt a comprehensive scheme for gradually socialising our entire agricultural and 

industrial system in the spheres of both production and distribution.8 He believed that 

industrialisation alone would not solve the nation's problem but gave special attention to it in his 

vision of economic growth. In the Haripura Presidential address, Bose highlighted several crucial 

aspects about industrialisation: 

To solve the economic problem agricultural improvement will not be enough. 

A comprehensive scheme of industrial development under state ownerships 

and state-control will be indispensable. A new industrial system will have to 

be built up…The planning commission will have to carefully consider and 

decide which of the home industries could be revived despite the competition 

of modern factories and in which sphere large scale production should be 

encouraged…In a country like India, there will be plenty of room for cottage 

industries, especially in the case of industries including hand-spinning and 

hand weaving allied to agriculture.9 

Subhas Chandra Bose became President of the Indian National Congress during a period when 

fervour for industrialisation took on a new shape in the national consciousness. Some critical 

debates cropped up, advocating cottage and small industry on the one hand, while others desired a 

large-scale industrialisation to speed up economic development. Initially, Bose did not favour large-

scale industrialisation due to its ill effects on human life. Nevertheless, he understood the 

significance of industrialisation in a nation's progress. An important meeting was convened on May 

13, 1938, at Bulabhai Desai's residence in Mumbai, presided over by Subhas Chandra Bose. 
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Members of the Congress Working Committee and other important personalities from the industry 

world attended it. In the meeting, Subhas Chandra Bose expressed his views on increasing poverty 

and unemployment, national reconstruction, and security, focussing on rapid industrialisation and 

emphasising how these ideas can be embodied in the concept of national planning to address the 

nation's pressing issues. 

Meanwhile, the Indian Science News Association invited Subas Chandra Bose, the then 

President of the Congress, to preside over the third general meeting of the Association on August 

21, 1938. Professor Meghnad Saha asked Bose specific questions at the meeting. A strong 

advocate of 'large-scale industrialisation', Saha published an essay entitled 'The Philosophy of 

Industrialisation' in which he challenged the Gandhian economic model for its exclusive focus on 

the growth of small industry and the charkha. He also reprimanded Congress leaders for lacking a 

defined strategy to commence a plan of action for national reconstruction. Saha was a staunch 

advocate of industrialisation. Saha wanted Bose to tell the audience if India was "going to revive 

the philosophy of village life, of the bullock-cart – thereby perpetuating servitude" or was there 

going to be "modern industrialised nation" to redress "the problems of poverty, ignorance and 

defence?"10 

Bose concluded that, firstly, industrialisation is necessary for solving the problem of 

unemployment. Though scientific agriculture will increase the production of the land, if food is 

to be given to every man and woman, a good portion of the population will have to be transferred 

from land to industry. Secondly, the rising generation are now thinking in terms of Socialism as 

the basis of national reconstruction, and Socialism presupposes industrialisation. Thirdly, 

industrialisation is necessary if we have to compete with foreign industries. Lastly, 

industrialisation is necessary for improving the standard of living of the people at large.11  

Bose's Vision: Road to the National Planning Committee 

At the Industries Ministers Conference held at Bombay on October 2, 1938, Bose discussed 

relevant issues with the prominent members present. The attendees were V.V. Giri, Dr Katju, Dr 

Syed Mahmood, L.M. Patil, J.B. Kriplani, G.D Birla, M. Visveswaraya, all ministers of the 

industries and a few others. This was the dawn of economic planning in India, as Bose made a 

declaration to establish a National Planning Committee. The conference aimed to assess the 
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industrial possibilities of the various provinces and utilise their outcomes to improve the nation's 

growth prospects. Bose stated that the problem of national reconstruction could not be 

satisfactorily tackled by concentrating on the development of cottage industries alone, but well-

planned steps should be taken in that direction.12'This conference of the Ministers of Industries 

believes that the problems of poverty and unemployment, National Defence and economic 

regeneration in general cannot be solved without industrialisation. As a step towards such 

industrialisation, a comprehensive scheme of National Planning should be formulated.13  

Bose argued that the emphasis must be on formulating a policy to develop mother industries such 

as power supply, metal production, machine and tools manufacture, manufacture of essential 

chemicals, transport and communication industries to create the base for the nation's rapid 

industrialisation. In addition to this, he also suggested the promotion of technical education and 

research, enabling students to attend training abroad that would facilitate the development of new 

industries at home. He also emphasised conducting economic surveys to assess the present 

industrial position of the country. Subhas Chandra Bose urged Congress members to prioritise 

national reconstruction through planning, citing it as an urgent necessity alongside the pursuit of 

political independence. National Construction said Bose would be possible only with the aid of 

science and scientists.14 Bose contended that science may effectuate a radical shift in the 

perspective of national regeneration, facilitating the strategic utilisation of natural resources. Bose 

urged the Planning Committee to leverage scientific knowledge for the establishment of new 

industries and the development of the existing ones. He was impressed with the pattern of growth 

achieved by the Soviet Union in transforming its economy from agrarian to industrial through 

structural reforms. He endorsed the economic planning adopted by the Soviet Union, which 

deserved special attention for introducing planned development in India. He advocated a 

synthesis of socialist principles with those of nationalism, focusing on the state's role to direct 

the nation's economic life. He stressed that industrialisation could play a vital role in tackling 

problems relating to eradicating poverty, unemployment, and regenerating the nation 

economically. An antiquated industrial system, which has deteriorated owing to colonial 

domination and competition from foreign enterprises, necessitates replacement with a new 

framework.  

One of the essential prerequisites for achieving this was to appoint a National Planning 

Commission as soon as possible. He realised that the misery and poverty of India were the result 
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not only of foreign exploitation but also of the economic structure of Indian society. Therefore, 

he suggested that it was imperative to make revolutionary changes to overhaul the socio-

economic structure. He envisaged a Planning Commission tasked with developing heavy, 

medium, and cottage industries. Nevertheless, the development of heavy industries received 

priority in Bose's vision because they could become the backbone in revitalising the national 

economy. He suggested appointing a committee of experts to address the problem of 

industrialisation more closely. Industrialisation does not mean that we turn our back on cottage 

industries. It only means that we shall have to decide which industries should be developed on a 

cottage basis and which on a large-scale basis.15  

The NPC was appointed by Bose in October 1938 under the terms of resolutions of the 

Ministers of Industries Conference, highlighting the importance of social and economic objectives, 

i.e planned development. The National Planning Committee appointed several subcommittees to 

study different aspects of the national economy. It was the first attempt on the part of the people of 

India to examine the fundamental economic problems and draw up a coordinated plan for the 

upliftment of the people. The Committee had fifteen members selected from occupationally diverse 

backgrounds, four industrialists - Ambalal Sarabhai, Puroshottam Thakurdas, Walchand 

Hirachand and A.D.Shroff, five scientists, Meghnad Saha, A.K.Saha, Nazir Ahmed, J.C.Ghosh and 

V.S.Dubey, three economists,  K.T.Shah, Radha Kamal Mukherjee and M. 

Visvesvaraya. The other members were J. C. Kumarappa,
 
who represented the All-India 

Village Association with his Gandhian ideals and N.M.Joshi ,  a  representative of industrial 

workers. 

The NPC’s first meeting was inaugurated by the Congress President, Mr S.C. Bose, at 

Bombay. Subhas deliberately appointed Jawaharlal Nehru as the Chairman of the National Planning 

Committee. Offering chairmanship to Jawaharlal Nehru in a letter dated October 19, 1938, Bose 

wrote: "I hope you will accept the Chairmanship of the Planning Committee. You must if it is to be 

a success."16 Nehru accepted the chairmanship of the NPC, as he was keen to introduce planning 

for the revitalisation of the Indian economy. Bose had ideological differences within the Indian 

National Congress, whereas, Nehru's stance gained widespread acceptance within the Congress. 

Bose delivered an inaugural speech at the first meeting of the NPC, highlighting the importance 

of large and small industries for the nation's growth. He argued that the NPC should be 

responsible for improving the efficiency of both large and small industries while also protecting 
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the cottage industries from large industries that produced cheap products. The protection will be 

given to small handloom weavers, enabling them to compete with foreign imported goods. Bose 

asserted that the Planning Committee will naturally have to provide special attention to the basic 

industries, allowing other industries to run successfully. We earnestly hope that the Committee 

will be able not only to draw up a sound plan of industrial development but also to secure the 

active cooperation of all interests involved.17 He suggested that collaboration between the state 

and the provincial government was essential for achieving progress in industrial growth. Yet he 

endorsed a strong central government with a provision of regional autonomy. He argued, 'in 

formulating a comprehensive plan, India would be treated as one economic unit and efforts would 

be put forward to make India self-sufficient, as far as possible, in the matter of her particular 

requirements, subject to the fundamental laws of economics'.18 The NPC identified eight themes: 

agriculture, industry, demographic relations, trade, transport, public welfare, education and women's role 

in the planned economy for carrying out the work of national planning. Each theme was divided 

among various subcommittees to deal with it more specifically. 

Bose recognised that the British had plundered India's wealth, and the economy would be 

devastated by the time India became independent. Bose asserted that the NPC's endeavours will 

substantially contribute to reviving the national economy in independent India. The objective of the 

NPC was to formulate plans for national reconstruction in every sphere of life. Bose believed that 

the Committee had already done valuable work on the eight themes and that its reports would be 

helpful for India's future economic planning. After achieving India's independence, the first duty 

will be to set up the Indian government to establish public order and security. A national army and 

administrative structure were to be reorganised. Bose stated that only a stable, strong central 

government could resolve social problems relating to poverty and unemployment. The new 

government will have to address issues that remained unresolved under British rule, such as the 

welfare of labourers and peasants, public health, and illiteracy.19 In his address to the students of 

Tokyo University, Subhas Chandra Bose, in November 1944, Netaji highlighted three major 

problems of free India -poverty and unemployment....and education, "If we are to solve these three 

important problems, how are we going to do it ? Shall we leave it to private agency and private 

initiative, or will the state take up the responsibilities in solving these problems?" Here again, in 

faraway Tokyo, in the midst of Second World War in November 1944, Netaji emphasised the 

importance of national planning and centralised control of the state.20 He highlighted the 
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significance of state control, particularly in critical sectors such as transport, communication and 

heavy industries. He advocated that the state must also assume responsibility for social welfare, 

guaranteeing growth prospects for the advancement of the masses. 

Conclusion 

It is apparent that Bose was not around when national planning through five-year plans was 

executed under the leadership of then Prime Minister J.L. Nehru. Bose has indeed played a 

critical role in creating the framework for economic planning which aids rapid economic 

development in an independent India. Bose's vision strengthened the idea of planning concretely, 

and he took appropriate steps to establish the National Planning Committee in 1938. He envisioned 

a self-reliant and industrially developed economic nation through planning. He asserted that without 

economic independence, political freedom was meaningless, and thus economic planning acquired a 

pivotal place in his vision of nation’s reconstruction. Bose aimed to transform the agrarian economy 

into a modern one based on industrialisation by emphasising planned economic growth to eliminate 

inequalities. The framework outlined by Subhas Chandra Bose in his presidential address at 

Haripura in 1938 was instrumental in laying the foundation of the National Planning committee. In 

his address, he recognised the significance of national planning to expedite the process of national 

regeneration and identified the necessary steps to combat poverty, unemployment and 

underdevelopment. To make India economically strong, Bose and Nehru created a blueprint for 

India's future economy, which was to be adopted after achieving independence from alien rule. He 

opposed capitalist oppression and wanted to ensure equal distribution of wealth through economic 

planning. The Planning Commission, formed after independence, was the culmination of the efforts 

of not only Nehru but also Subhas Chandra Bose, who contributed immensely in creating the 

structure of the NPC, the first attempt at systematic economic planning, yet entrusted the task of 

heading the NPC to J. L. Nehru. 
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