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Economic Vision of Netaji Subhas Bose 

Arltra Majumdar 

Assistant Professor In Hl~tory 

One ~f the first thoughts that come to mind when thlnklns about $t1bhas Chandra Bose is his 

contnbution to the Indian national strug$Ie. Rising to prominence from the mid 1920s, Bose would 

take an active role in all the major phases of the Gandhian freedom struggle before moving to 

· Germany and Japan during WWII t9 carry on an armed strugle with the Azad Hind Fauj. What is 

perhaps less known about Netaji is that he had a keen mind for economic Ideas, which he shaped 

into a clear economic outline of t~e future independent India. Though he did not survive to see 

the day India became independent, his Ideas nevertfleless had an Impact during the 1930s upon 

th~ minds of Indian nationalists. To this end, his Ideas are de,erving pf careful study. 

Before looking at Bose's ideas, it would be pertinent to understand the broader economic 

space within which he existed. From the lat~ 19th Century, Indians had increasingly becotne aware 

of the economic exploitation that their country was undergoing at the hands of the British. This 

exploitation was primarily the result of India b,ing used as a vast hinterland for producing cheap 
· raw materials and a vast market for sale of goods as varied as salt, cloth, metal Implements and 

railway coaches. This proc:ess discriminated against th, lo~I industries of India, which gradually 

died out or became extremely localised. 

This economic foundation of imperialism had been called out by the likes of Dadabhai 

Naoroji and RC Dutt. Being nationalists and members of the Indian National Congress, these men 

also realised that uhle$S India could reverse this process and prevent wealth from being sucked 

out of the count~, she would forever remain a poor ~int~rland for a rich metropolis. Means of 

achieving this reversal, presumably once the British were thrown out, were debated in the early 

20th Century. One solution that wa$ arrived at was the Gandhian one. Indians wovld go back to 

villages, which would produce everythJng needed. With only a few products being impcrted or 

exported, the village would provide all needs and become small nations In themselves. 

Most thinkers however rejected Gandhi's Ideas In favQ'-'r of an Industrialised future 

where India would rightly stake her cl~im to being the manufacturing pow,rhofJse that she was 

as fate as the 18th Century. In the 1930s, the advent of Five Vear Plan~ In the USSR made 

Indians realise the importance of planned and centrally directed economic progress. Jawaharlal 

Nehru and Subhas Bose both subscribed to this Ideal of a planned ec;onomlc progression. It was 

Subhas Bose, however, who moved forward to take the first steps towards makln1 this planned 

economy a reality. 



. .~ , robletns of India were poverty, illiteracy and disease. 
Bose b~lleved thaf the ~tl~ary PS h believed that these could best be solved through h H • ra congress m 193 , e . Speaking at t e anpu . . loh For this purpose, he argued that the future nationalist 

focused scientific p~ductlon a
nd 

:,s~~~u; it~ first tasks, the drawing up of an immediate and a 
government of India would h~v ' . g me Bose suggested the political and economic me For the immediate program , . longterm program · . 1 fo elf-sacrifice and giving scope for social and cultural ification of India, preparation of the peop e r 5 • . • R d' un . · I"' .i.nhere that' would come into being. egar mg the autonomy within the broader soclo-econom " :,., i d 

, • 1 e hand a common scr pt an a common first, Bose wisely noted that this would mvo ve on on . . . 
education policy, and on the other, a communications revolution involving airplanes, trams, etc. 

It was the long-term programme, ho,wever, where Bose provided answers to what the 
economic picture would really look like. UnequivocaUy rejecting the Gandhian co~cept of_ a bullo~k 
cart economy, Bo~e argued that - "India is still in the pre-industrial stage of evolution. No industrial 
development is possible unless we first pass through_ the throes of an industrial revolution. Whether 
we like it or not, ~e ha~e to reconcil~ oursel~es to the fc)ct that the present epoch is the industrial 
epoch in modern history .. There.ls no escape from th~ industrial.revolution. We can at best determine 
wbethe~_this revolution, that is industrialisation, will be a comparatively gradual one, as in Great 
Britain, or a forced march, as in Soviet Russia. ·I am afraid that it has to be a forced march." 

Bose believed that India was far behind the industrialised powers, and world conditions 
did not provide her with the luxury of gradually industrialising. Instead, she would have to follow . \ . . 
the example set by Soviet Ru~sia, ie of rapid industrialisation. In a discussion with Meghnad Saha, • •' I # • • J • • • •. ' 

he ar:gued that for this purpose, th~ .country wou_ld h_ave ~o set up a National Planning Commission. 

T11is co~mission w~~ld draw ~P ~ plan, according to whi~~ the entire economic development of 
th~ country wquld take. pla~e. ·of course, Sl,lch development would be along industrial lines and 
proc;eed at a. brisk pace. Such progress, Bose argued, would be necessary if the prime problem _ 
poverty was to be solved. the Indian agricultural system could no longer provide the necessary 
sustenance needed ~Y the coun~rymen,_ and a shift of labour from agriculture to industry was vitally 
important if the living standatds of the people were to He improved. In other words, industrialisation 
would generate the necessary employment, which in turn would. raise the Gross Domestic Produce 
(GDP} of the country. 

OeJ~jng s9eeper ~nto the characteristics of indu~trialisation, Bose explained that he was 
~mpletely _m ~VQUf t>f- Jargers~le lnd~strii11i&atlon. Such development, he believed, would be 
important simply because it would pave the way for production of greater number of cheaper goods 
through smaller as well as large Industries. However, he believed that this need not be at the cost 
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of cottage industries. Cottage industries, producing small amounts of goods through the labour 

of the farmer's family, would coexist happily with large Industries as the two would complement 

each other. Hence, Bose's vision of Independent future was not that of a badly polluted industrial 

wasteland, but one where large and cottage Industries would each tontribute in their own way 

to improving the living conditions of the people. 

Special emphasis was laid on the "mother industries" ie those which woufd provide the 

framework for other industries. These would include those that produced capital goods i.e .. 

implements and machines for other industries, power industries, chemical industries and so on. 

At a time when these were completely absent in India and even Indian raif coaches tended to be 

imported, such an argument correctly assumed that the costs of importing would be far more 

than of producing in India using the abundant mineral and labour reserves that India had. Of 

course, Bose did not simply believe industries would come out of thin air. For one, he argued for 

intensive surveys that would map every area for possible mineral, p9wer, market and labour 

economies and recognise possible conflicts between large and cottage industries before such 

conflicts actually arose. Further, he believed that the Indians were lacking in technical education 

and skill~d workmanship. Hence, to turn India's abundant but poorly skilled millions into efficient 

workers, he argued that the government should undertake intensive schemes of technical 

education. This brings to ·mind the contemporary "father of planning", M Visvesvaraya's argument 

that an industrial mentality had to be developed among the country's youth by means of linking 

the education system with factories and giving students a first-hand vjsion of what production 

processes looked like. 

Last but not least, Bose was aware that agriculture would be vitally important even if it 

did not solve the problem of employment. To this end, he suggested a revolutionary change in 

land relations and distribution of land. This change would ensure that moderately large farms 

came into being. Here, farming would take place along scientific lines so that the maximum food 

could be produced for feeding the country's teeming millions. 

These ideas, to be fair, were neither unique nor uncommon. Nehru had propounded 

similar ideas, as had Visvesvaraya. However, Bose had given them a concrete shape with perhaps 

none of the mainstream nationalist leaders of the time could. This is remarkable because at the 

time, there was very little that could inform Bose that India was barely a decade away from 

independence. 

More importantly, Bose did not stop at theory. He sought to give these ideas concrete 

shape during his term as Congress president between 1938 and 1939. To begin with, he summoned 

an Industries Ministers' Conference at Bombay in 1938 to iron out a programme of industrial 



deve!opment for the congress-ruled rninlstries. This would pave the way, as it did, for a 

National Planning Committee. This Committee would, In turn, carry out surveys and studies 

and frame . suggestions for what would become the Planning Commission. In fact, he was 

instrumental in persuading Jawaharlal Nehru to become the Chairman of the Planning 

Committee, and thus began Nehru's tryst with the planning process. 

Unfortunately, the coming of the Second World War, India's entry into the war at 

Britain's direction, quitting of ministries by the Congress and the Quit India movement, 

together threw the Committee's work into utter disarray. Many leaders, including Nehru 

himself, were sent to jail. Bose himself sought to give leadership to an armed struggle against 

British forces and went to Europe for this purpose. He would never again return to India. In 

. his absence, the Committee would reconvene after the War, and would publish its reports in 

, 1948. These, and the ideas of Bose in general, would become the foundations for the Planning 

Commission, which would eventually be formed by Nehru in 1952. 

In hindsight, it may be said that if Nehru was the father of planning in independent 

India, Bose had laid the·seeds of the process by putting forth a cle:tr and coherent scheme for 

India's economic development long before she could even dream a real planning commission. 

Hence, when the Planning Commission published Subhas Chandra Bose Pioneer of Indian 

Planning, 40 years after Bose's departure from India, it was acknowledging - very belatedly­

the great contribution Ne~aji Subhas Chandra Bose had made to giving India's economy the 

shape took in the Nehruvian eraand after. 
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