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his first trip to Moscow which was deep 
in the doldrums of late Stalinism. He 
had gone, he said later, to learn more 
about Soviet-style planning, which he 
considered the only “path to salvation” 
(or at least to prosperity). That 1951 visit, 
he told Pant while back in Moscow a few 
years later, “was of crucial importance 
because I got a vivid impression of Soviet 
planning.”3 Vivid to be sure, but given 
that living standards in urban Russia 
rem ained well below the penurious lev-
els of the 1920s, other observers might 
have drawn very different conclusions 
about the fruits of Soviet planning 
(Wheatcroft 2009). 

Mahalanobis also defended his call for 
rapid industrialisation in India with ref-
erences, direct and indirect, to the Soviet 
Union (Mahalanobis 1958). He suggested 
many other inspirations, of course, inclu-
ding “western” approaches like that of 
the Harrod–Domar growth model. How-
ever, Evsey Domar, the American econo-
mist who belonged to the latter group, 
suggested that Mahalanobis’s underlying 
models shared core elements with the 
Soviet model and not with western ones. 
The core of Mahalanobis’ model, what-
ever its origins, was that sustained growth 
required sustained investment, and fo-
cusing on investment goods over con-
sumer goods would lead to substantially 

larger returns over the long term  
(Mahalanobis 1953: 208; Domar 1957: 
230 n 16). Critics in the 1950s and since 
have challenged both the theoretical 
 basis and the practical results of Maha-
lanobis’ heavy-industry strategy, usually 
tying it to the Soviet model or to a gen-
eral interest in socialism or communism 
(Desai and Bhagwati 1975).

Mahalanobis also responded enthusi-
astically to Soviet collectivisation. Choo-
sing his words carefully for an Indian 
public, he insisted upon the need to “pre-
pare the country both psychologically 
and technologically for consolidation of 
operational holdings,” drawing a tenu-
ous analogy to Indian land reform move-
ments like Vinoba Bhave’s Bhoodan 
movement for voluntary redistribution 
(Mahalanobis 1961: 53). Speaking with-
out such circumspection in a seminar at 
the Soviet Oriental Institute, he pro-
claimed that “the ultimate goal of all 
agrarian policy” in India should be 
mechanised agriculture on the basis of 
“cooperation,” leaving no doubt in Soviet 
minds that he had in mind collectivisa-
tion.4 Such efforts in the Soviet Union in 
the 1930s, of course, bore little rese-
mblance to the voluntary donations of 
Bhoodan and had come at extraordinary 
human and financial costs that wrecked 
Soviet agriculture for generations. 

The Soviet Union was more than just a 
model for Mahalanobis; on his increas-
ingly frequent pilgrimages to Moscow in 
the 1950s, Mahalanobis sought assis-
tance of all kinds. He wanted the latest 
Soviet computers, economic aid, and ex-
pertise to expand Indian planning. “It is,” 
he exhorted Pant with a crescendo of 
urgency, “not money, not money, not 
money I am worrying about,” but “tech-
nical knowledge.”5 Yet his interests went 
far beyond technique; he sought infor-
mation and inspiration. He even propo-
sed cooperation, beseeching Soviet pla-
nners to insert themselves in the process 
of formulating Indian economic plans— 
working in close connection, just as the 
Soviet Union was operating in the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (Jersild 2014).6 
Even in an era when planning received 
encomiums in India (and indeed globally), 
these sorts of ideas went beyond the abs-
tract interest in central planning that 
many proponents evinced, and even be-
yond the hopes of most planners outside 
the socialist nations of the Soviet bloc 
(Kudaisya 2009; Engerman 2015).

Mahalanobis had a double-edged app-
roach to dealing with the Soviet Union. 
On the one hand, he aggressively pursued 
deeper ties and sought to position him-
self as a major channel for Soviet–Indian 
cultural and intellectual connections. 
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