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Abstract

In recent years, grave concerns have been expressed from many quarters at deepening unitary
features of Indian federation and consequent deterioration of Indian federal ethos since 2014
when a national party-the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) got the absolute majority in two succes-
sive parliamentary elections held in 2014 & 2019 without having to depend on regional forces
in forming Central governments while ending the two and a half decades long coalition era
(1989-2014). During the period of coalition, pro-federal regional political parties started being
part of the various Central governments. And hence they not only had some policy making
space but also enjoyed greater bargaining power thereby managed to exert various types of both
quantitative and qualitative influences on the Central polity. Therefore, the question remains as
to why such continuous assault on Indian federal spirit could not be checked. The study opines
that regional federalists so far have come up with immediate interest-driven, short-lived hence
occasional outbursts on the question of the States’ (sub-national governments’) autonomy either
collectively or individually. These trends might have led to reinforcing unitary bias of Indian
federation instead of setting an example of better ‘federal political culture.’

Keywords

Indian federation; pro-federal; regional political party; more autonomy; regional federalists;
diehard federalists



IFF Working Paper Online No 54/Polly Datta

A) Introduction

This study aims at analyzing the extent to which regional federalists! i.e., regional political par-
ties-mostly based in certain regions in India-who are strong advocates of the States’ (sub-
national governments) autonomy, have shown their reluctance in bringing institutional strength-
ening of Centre (national)-State (sub-national) relations. Regional federalists started enjoying
political space in Indian national polity with the inception of the ‘coalition era’ (1989-2014) i.e.,
the period when national parties failed to secure majority seats at the successive parliamentary
elections (General Elections (GE) and consequently allied with the regional forces. Moreover,
with the beginning of the economic liberalization (1991) and consequent collapse of the central-
ized Plan era, these regional forces also began to experience economic policy making freedom
in dealing with national as well as foreign investors for the development of their respective re-
gions. Contrary to usual expectation, the newfound political and economic space enjoyed by
these regional federalists, did not translate into more power to the States in Indian federal polity
(Karat, 2004:4).

In recent years, grave concerns have been expressed from many quarters at deepening unitary
features of Indian federation. It is felt that the pre-existing trends of qualitative and quantitative
deterioration of the federal structure of India have worsened even further with the emergence of
re-nationalization since 2014 (Schakel et al, 2019: 330). The era of re-nationalization emerged
when a national party-the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) got the absolute majority in two succes-
sive parliamentary elections held in 2014 & 2019 without having to depend on regional forces
in forming Central governments (ibid.).

However, despite this major victory of the BJP, regional parties as a whole did not experience
any significant loss since 2014 both in terms of vote share and seats in Indian Parliament. As
estimated, in 1991, regional parties secured a 44 % vote share and 179 seats and in 2019, re-
gional parties got the same vote share, with 187 seats in Indian Parliament. Hence “the aggre-
gate numbers suggest they are back to where they started” (The Asia Dialogue, July 17, 2019;
also see Vaishnav & Hintson, 2019:22; Jaffrelot & Verniers, 2009: Para 9).

Many opine that India is a ‘quasi-federal’ country meaning, it is a federal country with strong
centripetal bias as spelt in its Constitution. At the time of framing the Indian Constitution, it was
expected that this unitary bias would be used only in case of emergency and sparingly. But in
reality, unitary trends of Indian federation reared their heads quite often even during the coali-
tion era i.e., during the heyday of regional federalists.

As per the common perception, the extent to which the centripetal bias will be kept under check
depends very much on two things e.g., (i) assertion and strength of pro-federal regional forces
that are expected to exert pressure on Central dispensations for upholding federal spirit and; (ii)
the degree of institutional strengthening of federal structure in general and fiscal relations in

IThe terminology ‘federalists’ has often been used in the literature of Indian federal system while refer-
ring to the political parties (i.e., both the regional and national) that uphold the federal spirits of the coun-
try and are the strongest advocates and votaries of greater autonomy and more power for the States (sub-
national governments) (see The Indian Express (April 21, 2012), “Reluctant federalists”, --

https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/reluctant-federalists/, accessed February 16,2026



https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/reluctant-federalists/

IFF Working Paper Online No 54/Polly Datta

particular. This is expected to lead to de-politicization of federal grants, streamlining the mech-
anisms of inter-governmental resource transfers and to minimize discretionary elements of leg-
islative, executive and financial aspects of Centre-State relations.

Now the question remains as to why institutional strengthening of federal India did not take
place during the coalition era as expected and why federal spirit of India has further worsened
since the re-nationalization (2014)? Such a worrisome situation emerged despite the fact that the
beginning of the era of re-nationalization has not been able to make a significant dent in the pre-
existing strength enjoyed by the regional pro-federal forces and diehard federalists. Hence their
capacity to exert influence on national polity to pursue the path of true federal India did not
seem to receive any major blow. Only qualitative change that happened during the era of re-
nationalization is that the regional political forces are no longer in a position to ‘make or break’
the Central government because the BJP alone managed to secure the required majority since
2014.

This paper intends to focus on stands of the national parties? as well as pro-federal regional
forces on federalism and how such position has evolved over time with the change in power
dynamics of Indian polity Views of national parties i.e., the Indian National Congress (INC)
and the BJP have been dealt with because although national parties are usually having pro-
unitary stands yet while being part of the various coalition governments and/or when their na-
tion-wide political dominance came under threat from time to time, they seemed to have taken
more pro-federal positions than otherwise.

In addition, it needs to be found out the extent of influence the regional federalists had on na-
tional polity hence bargaining power they enjoyed with the dominant coalition partner (s) at the
Centre both collectively and individually during the coalition era (1989-2014). Despite such
political domination, it remains to be seen the degree to which regional federalists have failed to
establish adequate checks and balances in keeping unitary and discretionary trends of Indian
federal structure under control.

The paper would be organized in the following manner: Part B of this study intends to describe
how stands of various political parties-including national ones viz. the INC and the BJP-on fed-
eralism have evolved over time with the change of power dynamics of Indian polity.

Part C of this study describes the aspirations of pro-federal forces regarding the desired frame-
work of Indian federalism as expressed in various forums i.e., both formal and informal.

Part D of this study aims at finding out the extent of influence the regional federalists had on
national polity both collectively and individually during the coalition era (1989-2014). In addi-
tion, this section wants to see what kind of electoral promises were made by these regional fed-
eralists in strengthening Indian federal structure while being part of various coalition govern-
ments at the Centre and the extent to which such promises were kept.

Part E offers concluding observations of the study.

2In the literature of political economy of Centre-State relations, Indian national parties are usually referred
to as only two political parties viz. Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Indian National Congress (INC).
This is different from the definition of national parties offered by the Election Commission of India.
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B) Evolution of federal aspirations: Political parties in India

Regional parties emerged as a force to be reckoned with after the 4™ General Election (GE)
(parliamentary election) (1967) of India when the INC lost its political control in half of the
States thereby ending one-party rule in India. Since then, Centre-State relations gained greater
prominence as an issue in the political system and the slogan- ‘more powers to the States’ be-
came one of the important agendas of various political parties.

On the basis of the stated positions on this issue, Maheswari (1971) attempted to classify politi-
cal parties into three groups. First, there are a few political parties e.g., the INC who believe in
status-quo and do not advocate any change in the existing structure and pattern of Centre-State
relations. Political parties belonging to the second group take the polar opposite position as they
strongly stand up for radical restructuring of the existing federal framework through drastic
amendment of the Constitution. Prominent members of this group are; Communist Party of In-
dia (CPI); Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI (M); Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK); All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) and Shiromani Akali Dal
(SAD). Finally, the third group of political parties accepts the present constitutional structure
for they feel that the degree of autonomy for the States is possible within the constitutional
framework while changing the machinery and the style of functioning of the existing federal
structure (ibid: 1192-1194). As more and more regional parties sprouted, developed and cap-
tured power in various States since 1980s, the third group grew in number due to the addition of
new converts.

However, during the coalition era (1989-2014), above mentioned categorization seems to have
got blurred. In the pre-coalition literature, a national party-the INC was perceived as an une-
quivocal unitarist. With the emergence of multi-party rule, although pre-dominant position of
these national parties continued to be pro-unitary, yet when their survival in various coalition
governments is dependent on regional parties, they tend to become more accommodative to-
wards the federal aspirations of constituent groups (The Hindu, February 14, 2022). Further,
when their nation-wide political dominance comes under threat from time to time (e.g., when
they are out of power for a longer period), they seemed to have taken more pro-federal stance
than otherwise? to be discussed in detail in the subsequent section. In striking contrast, when
their positions are well embedded in national as well as various State polity, not only granting
more autonomy to the States find no place in their successive Election Manifestos (EMs) but
also they boastfully claim that desired level of federalism has already been achieved on account
of initiatives taken by them. For instance, having consolidated its position in Indian polity at the
Central as well at the State levels, the BJP in its EM of the 17" GE (2019) boastfully declared
that “we have set an example of inclusive federal governance...” (ibid). Similarly, the INC after

3The INC lost its political control in several States of the country in 1967. Confronted with this situation,
the then Prime Minister (PM), Ms. Gandhi emphasized on the importance of working of a “more vigorous
practicing federalism (in governance) with multiple parties and coalitions in power” (Punchhi Commis-
sion (2010), Vol. I: xviii). Moreover, in order to address growing demand for the States’ autonomy, Ms.
Gandhi-led INC Central government appointed the First Administrative Reforms Commission (FARC)
which submitted- Report on Centre-State Relationships in June 1969. However, unitary tone of the INC
was reinforced, when the INC won the 5" General Election (GE) (1971) with huge majority as well as the
Legislative Assembly Elections (LAEs) in majority of the States in 1972 (ibid).
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having enjoyed two successive terms in the Indian Parliament (2004-09 & 2009-14), had stated
in its EM of the 16™ GE (2014) that “The Indian National Congress has made seminal contribu-
tions to India’s unity, integrity, secular polity and democratic federalism” (ibid).

It is worth noting that although the two national parties e.g., the INC-a traditional unitarist and
the BJP seems to have been trading the same path while exhibiting their pro-unitary bias (alt-
hough for the BJP, it became much prominent since 2014), yet their journeys are significantly
different since the inception. When the INC maintained its pro-unitary stand consistently except
for being part of various coalition governments, the BJP’s position has all along been a bit am-
bivalent.

This is due to the fact that the BJP erstwhile Bharatiya Jana Sangha (BJS) mainly remained
confined to State-level party till the late 1980 and was yet to get consolidated in national poli-
tics. Such political reality and electoral compulsion might have had triggered the BJP to become
an ardent advocate of the States’ autonomy since its establishment in 1980. However, as they
consolidated their position in national polity more prominently since the late 1990s, their strong
advocacy for the States’ autonomy got faded gradually and the party started mirroring the tradi-
tional unitarist-INC on many counts. For example, when the BJP-led National Democratic Alli-
ance (NDA) II (1999-04) coalition government was in power, a debate entitled “Increasing ero-
sion of federal principles in Centre-State relations due to the Union Government usurping the
powers of the State Governments”, took place at Rajya Sabha (Upper House of the Indian Par-
liament). The motion was opposed both by the BJP and the INC (Rajya Sabha Debate (a), Au-
gust 3, 2001). Likewise, in recently held Rajya Sabha debate, the INC and the BJP unanimously
resisted the motion entitled “Amending Constitution for bringing back subjects transferred from
State List to Concurrent List” (Rajya Sabha Debate, November 29, 2019).

This trend got culminated in 2014 and more conspicuously since 2019 when the BJP won the
two successive GEs e.g., 16™ GE (2014) and 17" GE (2019) with absolute majority under the
leadership of Mr. Modi-the Prime Minister (PM) of India without having to crutch on regional
parties for its survival (popularly termed as Modi-era). This phenomenon has ended the two and
a half decades long ‘coalition era’ (1989-2014) while giving rise to “re-nationalisation of Indian
politics” (Schakel et al, 2019: 330).

So far as pro-federal and diehard federalists are concerned, regardless of the above-mentioned
categorization, political reality of the coalition era and the period that followed, gave rise to
different types of reconfigurations. Slogan for ‘more power to the States’ started to get influ-
enced by electoral calculations and coalition politics. Consequently, immediate political as well
as economic interests of these regional political forces seem to have surpassed the very demand
for more executive, legislative and financial autonomy to be granted to the States. This eventu-
ally gave rise to four types of situations.

First, pro-federal parties that are ruling in various States and are politically aligned with the
various Central governments, tend to give the impression that they have little conflict with the
Centre. Their grievances are mostly submissive while they receive favourable treatments and
more discretionary resources approved by the Centre that the opposition-ruled States lose out on
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(Financial Express, October 19, 2021). (viz. Janata Dal (United) JD (U) based in Bihar till 9
August 2022 and partly Biju Janata Dal (BJD) based in Orissa* during the Modi era).

Second, discontent regarding usurping the power of the States largely comes from the opposi-
tion-ruled States (ibid). Therefore, States that are ruled by the regional parties who are not polit-
ically aligned with the Centre. In addition, the opposition-ruled States consistently made allega-
tions against the Centre for being partial to the politically aligned StatesS. For example, of late,
regional forces that are presently in power in various States and are not politically-aligned with
the Modi government, have become significantly more vocal and have been the flag bearers of
upholding the demand for more autonomy to the States (viz. Trinamool Congress (TMC); Jhar-
khand Mukti Morcha (JMM); Shiv Sena; Telengana Rashtriya Samiti (TRS) &YSR Congress
Party). However, their discontents, as observed in a large body of literature, are mostly situa-
tion-driven occasional outbursts hence are short-lived.

It is worth noting that during the entire coalition era and the period that followed, political
alignment of these pro-federal forces changed frequently as with the alteration of power dynam-
ics at the Centre, pro-federal regional parties often changed their coalition partners. Consequent-
ly, States that were considered privileged and politically favoured turned into non-privileged
ones and hence they immediately got bogged into accusing the Centre of being anti-federal and
discriminatory. While newly privileged ones became busy with extracting federal resources and
political benefits as much as they could bargain for (Box 1).

Third, a few pro-federal regional parties that are neither holding any power in any State nor are
they politically aligned to the ruling Centre, tend to lose their enthusiasm in their advocacy for
strengthening the States’ autonomy compared to their past activism on this matter. Of late, sig-
nificantly vocal pro-federal forces like Telugu Desam Party (TDP) based in the State of Andhra
Pradesh and Samajwadi Party (SP) based in the State of Uttar Pradesh that neither have political
proximity to the Modi government nor being in the State power, seem to have been less moti-
vated and proactive on this issue.

Finally, politically aligned pro-federal regional parties that are not in the State power also re-
main less proactive on this issue partly due to the fact that they do not want to displease the
Central boss and partly on account of not having any stake in pursuing this objective. Therefore,
for being out of power, neither they are under any electoral compulsion to please their voters by

4For details see -The Wire (August 16, 2019), “More ally than enemy: BJP and BJD's strange connection
in Odisha”- https://thewire.in/government/more-ally-than-enemy-bjp-and-bjds-strange-connection-in-
odisha , accessed February 16, 2026

SFrom time to time, this observation has been made in a scattered manner in a large body of literature. For
instance, see Dalip Singh (2000), “Restructuring our federal polity need for fresh perspective on autono-
myS’_

https://www.tribuneindia.com/2000/20000806/edit.htm#1, accessed February 16, 2026

Financial Express (October 19, 2021), “Balance of federalism: What separates the politics from constitu-
tionality in matters of Centre vs state?”,--https://www.financialexpress.com/india-news/balance-of-
federalism-what-separates-the-politics-from-constitutionality-in-matters-of-centre-vs-state/2352 180/,
accessed February 16, 2026
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extracting more discretionary funds from the Centre nor are they triggered by any anti-federal
agenda pursued by the Centre that could have affected them practically had they been in State
power. Hence, they lack necessary impetus to vent out their grievances against the Centre. For
example, diehard federalists viz. the AIADMK (based in the State of Tamil Nadu) and the SAD
(based in the State of Punjab till the time they left the alliance with the BJP i.e., September
2020) could fall into this category.

1. Evolution of federal aspirations: The Indian National Congress (INC)

As mentioned above, the INC is a reluctant federalist and statusquoist and the party has been
sticking to this stand consistently since Independence. In their successive Election Manifestos
(EMs) i.e., from the 1%t GE (1952)¢ till the 16™ GE (2014), the INC did not utter a single word
on the States’ autonomy except for the 17" GE (2019). Fast erosion of the INC’s political base
was witnessed after the 16" GE (2014) when the party managed to win only 44 Member of Par-
liament (MP) seats out of total 543 MP seats in the Indian Parliament. This corresponded with
the strong emergence of the BJP- its political rival- as almost a single national party both at the
Central as well as at the State-level polity. That resulted in gross centralization of power and
consequent eruption of discords between the States and the BJP-led Centre.

Confronted with this existential threat, the INC in its EM of the 17% GE (2019), for the first
time ever since Independence and in a significant departure from the past, promised to restore
autonomy of the States. As its EM of the 17" GE (2019) emphasized that the States will be giv-
en executive and legislative rights on ‘Subjects’ that tend to fall in their natural domain. The
EM of INC says, some legislative fields from List III (Concurrent List) to List II (State List)
will be transferred while giving primacy to the State governments in subjects such as school
education, primary and secondary health care, child nutrition, drinking water, sanitation and
distribution of electricity (Election Manifestos (EM), INC, 17" GE: 2019). As per the Seventh
Schedule of the Constitution, Subjects that fall under the exclusive jurisdiction of the Centre,
the States and that are dealt by both the Centre and the States are denoted as the Centre List, the
State List and the Concurrent List respectively.

This promise is meant to address the States’ longstanding contention that the Centre has so far
made inroads into the State List and eventually transformed the Concurrent List into de facto
Centre List. However, soon after the 17" GE (2019) was over, as the electoral compulsion was
no longer relevant, the INC seemed to have reverted to its past position of being unitarist. In the
Rajya Sabha (Upper House) debate (2019) on the motion entitled “Amending Constitution for
bringing back subjects transferred from State List to Concurrent List”, the INC leader, Mr. Jai-
ram Ramesh, opposed this motion and said: “Tinkering with the Seventh Schedule will open up
a Pandora's box”. In addition, he stressed that giving the residuary powers i.e., the subjects that
are not mentioned in either of these Lists, “from the Centre to the States... will be a very retro-
gressive move” (Rajya Sabha Debate, November 29, 2019).

6 Election Manifestoes (EMs) of the INC from the 1% GE (1952) to the 10™ GE (1991), see
http://ir.unishivaji.ac.in:8080/jspui/bitstream/123456789/3478/7/07_Chapter%202.pdf, accessed March
2024. Available upon request.



http://ir.unishivaji.ac.in:8080/jspui/bitstream/123456789/3478/7/07_Chapter%202.pdf

IFF Working Paper Online No 54/Polly Datta

It is worth mentioning that even when the INC was part of various coalition governments that
survived on the support of several pro-federal forces (i.e., United Front (UF) (1996-98) and two
successive United Progressive Alliance (UPA) I (2004-09) and UPA 11 (2009-14) governments),
the issue of empowering the States did not find any place in the INC’s EMs of respective GEs.
However, Common Minimum Programmes (CMPs)-that was adopted on the basis of consensus
reached among all the pro-federal regional forces that partnered with the INC in these three
coalition governments, did mention about altering the present federal structure of India with a
view to grant more power to the States.

Moreover, the INC’s position as expressed before the Sarkaria (1988) and the Punchhi (2010)
Commissions bears the testimony to the fact that they have no qualms of being unapologetically
unitary. The INC stressed on many occasions that Indian federation needs ‘strong Centre’ for
balanced economic development and national integrity and unity. Thus the INC reiterated its
position before these two Commissions by declaring that present federal structure of India is
robust hence does not need any change, however, the party felt the necessity of activating inter-
governmental consultative forums (viz. Inter-State Council (ISC) & National Development
Council (NDC) for upholding the ethos of cooperative federalism (For details see Part II of the
Sarkaria Commission (1988) & Supplementary Vol. III, Punchhi Commission (2010).

The necessity of having ‘strong Centre’ in Indian federation also appealed to almost all the
diehard federalists along with moderate pro-federal forces. However, as urged by them, such
‘strong Centre’ is desirable only when it is combined with the ‘strong States’ for they feel that
‘strong Centre’ do not have any contradiction with the ‘strong States’ (Bhattacharyya, 2001: 52-
54; Khan, 2003: 184; Firstpost, December 10, 2016).This view was also endorsed by the
NCWRC (2002)7

The INC, that hitherto justified the notion of the ‘strong Centre’ for preserving national unity
and integrity and attaining regional balance, seemed to have got overpowered by this argument
(viz. ‘strong Centre’ is desirable only when it is combined with the ‘strong States’) made by
these pro-federal regional forces and took three-pronged strategies since the mid-1980s, which
is coterminous with the emergence of coalition politics.

One, the INC became quite proactive in revitalizing Local Governments (LGs) (i.e., both Pan-
chayat (Rural Local Government) & Urban Local Government) in general and Panchayat in
particular that were in moribund state since Independence. Two, during the course of champion-
ing the cause of reactivation and empowerment of LGs, the States were allegedly bypassed as a
middle tier of government in Indian federation although LGs falls under the States’ jurisdiction
(Chandrashekar, 1989:1434; Mitra, 2005: 2226; Hirway, 1989). Finally, in their political rheto-
ric, the INC started accusing the States of not devolving enough power to LGs instead the States
are, as alleged by the INC, only busy with seeking for more autonomy from the Centre (Rajya
Sabha Debate (a): August 3, 2001 & Rajya Sabha Debate: November 29, 2019).

7As uttered by the NCRWC (2002), “The Commission feels that there is no dichotomy between a strong
Union and strong States. Both are needed. The relationship between the Union and the States is a relation-

ship between the whole body and its parts. For the body being healthy it is necessary that its parts are
strong” (NCRWC, 2002, Vol. I: Para 8.1.5).

10



IFF Working Paper Online No 54/Polly Datta

Such activism of the INC in upholding the issue of decentralization was doubted by many. Be-
cause revitalization of LGs did not find any place in their political, administrative and legal
discourses since Independence. Successive EMs of the INC remained completely silent on this
issue till the late 1980s8. The origin of such neglect can be traced back to the time of Constituent
Assembly (1947-49) that was constituted for drafting the Indian Constitution and was mainly
dominated by the INC. As observed, LGs did not receive adequate attention by the INC in the
Constituent Assembly debate. It was because of fierce persuasion and consistent insistence of
the pro-Panchayat Gandhian lobby, the subject Panchayat was included as an afterthought
without granting LGs any constitutional status while leaving them at the States’ discretion
(Hirway, 1989: 1663).

Since the late 1980s, the INC started emphasizing on the virtues of ‘decentralization’ while
upholding the issue of revitalization of LGs in a consistent manner. However, as alleged, at the
same time the party kept on launching bitter attacks on the opposition-ruled State governments
while jeopardizing Centre-State relations (Khan, 2003: 181). The INC’s attempt of providing
constitutional status to Panchayat (64" Amendment Bill, 1989) was perceived as a new on-
slaught on the constitutional role and functions of the States. It was feared that the Centre will
keep a direct hold over Panchayat bodies by funding them from Delhi without virtually any
reference to the State governments (Chandrashekar, 1989:1434; Mitra, 2005: 2226).

Successive EMs of the INC since 1998 till 2019 did mention that the party intends to transfer
Central funds directly to LGs for undertaking various rural development and anti-poverty pro-
grammes which is called Centrally Sponsored Schemes?® (CSSs). In many instances, this appre-
hension came true when funds earmarked for the CSSs were transferred by the INC-led Central
governments directly to LGs or parastatal bodies while bypassing the State budgets!®. Therefore,
such sudden activism of reactivating LGs was labelled as ‘centralized attempt of decentraliza-
tion’ that is mainly geared to weaken the States’ autonomy (Hirway, 1989).

The INC-led Central government (1991-96) finally managed to provide constitutional status to
LGs through the 73 and 74" Constitutional Amendment Act (CAA), 1993. Since that period,
the INC in their successive EMs, boasted about promoting decentralization by granting constitu-
tional status to LGs as a third-tier government in Indian federation while remaining completely
silent on empowering the States. However, in an attempt to provide an inclusive tone, succes-
sive EMs of the INC since 1998, emphasized that the party believes in ‘strong Centre’, ‘strong

8The subject ‘Panchayat’ was briefly mentioned in the EMs of the 3™ GE (1962) and the 4" GE (1967) of
the INC. Inclusion of the subject ‘Panchayat’ can be attributed to the recommendations made by the Bal-
want Rai Mehta Committee (1957) constituted by the INC-led Central government to review the state of
Panchayats in the country. The Committee urged that revival of Panchayats is necessary because Pancha-
yats had seemed to be in a better position to execute various Central rural welfare schemes viz. Commu-
nity Development Programme and National Extension Service more efficiently than that of local bureau-
crats.

9The Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSSs) are designed unilaterally by the Centre but implemented by
the States. The CSSs are largely funded by the Centre with defined States’ share.

10See minutes of the meetings of the Inter-State Council (ISC) & Minutes of the meetings of the National
Development Council (NDC) where the States have expressed this concern.
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States’ and ‘strong LGs’. In their political rhetoric, they, however, continued to accuse the
States of not devolving adequate power to LGs for enabling them to function effectively. In-
stead of doing that, as criticized by the INC, the States rather prefer to blame the Centre for not
giving them adequate autonomy (Rajya Sabha Debate (a): August 3, 2001 & Rajya Sabha De-
bate: November 29, 2019).

2. Evolution of federal aspirations: The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)

It should be noted that the stand of the BJP on this issue was not as consistent as the INC. The
BJP, the erstwhile Bharatiya Jana Sangha (BJS) (founded in 1951), was perhaps the only party
to advocate for a unitary Indian state (Sharma, 1969: 40-41; Maheswari, 1971:1192) while ex-
pressing their concern over ‘Dangers of Federation’!!. The BJS went to the extent of saying that
it would amend the Constitution and declare India as a unitary nation. Such unitary structure
appears to be required to build homogeneous and monolithic (i.e., ‘one country one nation and
one culture’) theocratic Indian state based on Hinduva (Sharma, 1969; Lahiry, 2005:835).

However, the irony is, in their perception of unitary nation, the BJS did not want the States to
exist at all (Deccan Chronicle, March 15, 2021), yet at the same time they strongly stood for
empowering LGs. Hence their advocacy for unitary form of government came with decentrali-
zation of powers to LGs (Adeney, 2005:100). Till the 4% GE (1967), Election Manifestos (EMs)
of the BJS proposed for unitary system while eliminating the State governments as a stratum
between the district and the Central government (Sharma, 1969: 41). This might sound counter-
intuitive and paradoxical but as the BJS believed, “In fact decentralisation is possible only when
there is a single fountain-head of authority.”!2 However, if the States got abolished, the party
failed to explain “..what mechanism of administration would come between the Union govern-
ment and the village” (Deccan Chronicle, March 15, 2021).

Further, the concept of federal structure was strongly opposed by the BJS on the ground that this
had so far led to rising tide of sub-national tendencies. Federal aspirations, as the BJS believed,
has the potential to divide the country into antagonistic States hence are an obstacle to national
solidarity and therefore, achieving a unitary Indian state (Lahiry, 2005:839, also see'3). They
were even against the use of the nomenclature ‘State’ to refer to a unit of the Indian federation
and often demanded that these units be called ‘Provinces’. During the time of British India
which had predominantly unitary system, Provinces (present States) lacked any substantial
power. As per the BJS’s notion, the word “State’ implied some degree of sovereignty and, there-
fore, has the potential to lead to disintegration (Frontline, August 18-31, 2001). Following the
same rationale, any regional assertion i.e., demand for regional autonomy along with formation
of linguistic States were vehemently opposed by the BJS (The Wire, September 30, 2019).

However, the BJS had utilized the State system for electoral and parliamentary purposes despite
its deliberation to abolish it. The more the party achieved success in electoral politics particular-

11 https://www.bjp.org/dr-syama-prasad-mookerjee, accessed February 16, 2026

12 http://www.deendayalupadhyay.org/replied.html, accessed March 2024. Available upon request.

13 https://deendayalupadhyaya.org/thoughts/the-state/, accessed February 16, 2026
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ly at the State level, the more it became accommodative in the question of upholding the rights
of the States. The BJS emerged as a strong force by winning 35 Member of Parliament (MP)
seats with 9.31% votes in the 4™ GE (1967). The BJS’s performances in Legislative Assembly
Elections (LAE), that are held at the State level, were even more spectacular as it became num-
ber two all India party and won 268 Member of Legislative Assembly (MLA) seats in several
LAEs held in 19674 The BIJS also became major partner of various coalition governments
formed in several States e.g., Punjab, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh and Bihar while
giving up its political catholicity in regard to selection of its allies (Chakrabarty, 2008:128-131).
The BJS even allied with the diehard federalists like Communist & Socialist parties along the
Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) that were ideologically diametrically opposed to the party. This
political alliance with the Communist & Socialist parties along the SAD surprised many since
the BJS, in the past, had demanded for banning of the Communist Party of India (CPI) (Pillai,
1966:79) and on many occasions, the BJS labelled the SAD as ‘communal’. Yet pragmatic elec-
toral compulsion made them political partners (Sharma, 1969: 53).

All these political developments might have persuaded the BJS to accept the desirability of a
federal set up in India. As for the first time in 1971, the BJS not only dropped its traditional
advocacy of a unitary state for India but also the party put emphasis on various aspects of the
States’ autonomy though it was in a nascent stage. In the EM of the 5" GE (1971)'5, the BJS
demanded for establishment of an inter-governmental consultative forum i.e., Inter-State Coun-
cil (ISC) with a view to facilitate the process of making the voice of the States heard. It needs
to be noted, the ISC had not been constituted so far though the provision of which was given in
the Indian Constitution (Article 263). In addition, the demand for statehood for Delhi was made
by the BJS. The BJS pursued this agenda probably because the party secured an absolute major-
ity in the then Delhi Metropolitan Council (Sharma, 1969: 79).

The BJS was one of the important constituents of the Janata Party that led the first non-INC
coalition government (1977-79) at the Centre. At the State level, when the Janata Party took
power in seven States (e.g. Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Haryana, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan
and Himachal Pradesh, the BJS dominated many of these State governments and occupied the
Chief Minister’s (CM) post in Madhya Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh and Rajasthan (Sridharan,
2018: 86). In Punjab, the party formed a coalition government with the SAD (1977-1980)
(Khan, 2003: 179). Following the collapse of the Janata coalition government, the BJS left the
Janata Party, and on April 6, 1980, formed the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

The BJP’s rise in State politics seems to be quite dramatic as within just one decade of its estab-
lishment, the party formed State governments on its own for the first time ever in the States like
Madhya Pradesh and Himachal Pradesh and entered into coalition governments with the Janata
Dal in Rajasthan and in Gujarat in 1990 (Sridharan, 2018:86).

Electoral compulsion at the State level might have forced the BJP to take a U-turn on the issue
of autonomy of the States. The BJS that wanted the States to wither away, its offspring—the
BJP, in a complete departure from its earlier position, became one of the ardent advocates of
the States” empowerment. Views expressed by the BJP on the States’ autonomy, in the follow-
ing platforms viz. Srinagar Conclave (1983) of opposition Chief Ministers; the BJP’s Election

14 https://www.bjp.org/historyanddevelopment, accessed February 16, 2026

15 https://library.bjp.org/jspui/handle/123456789/2614, accessed February 16, 2026
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Manifestos (EMs) of successive General Elections (GEs) since 1984 along with the party’s
stand, as put forward before both the Sarkaria Commission (1988) & Punchhi Commission
(2010), bear the testimony to that. The pro-State stand of the BJP more or less continued till the
15" GE (2009) despite the fact that the BJP had already tested power at the national level while
being part of a coalition government-the National Front (NF) (1989-91). In addition, the BJP
itself led two successive coalition Central governments e.g., National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) 1(1998-99) and NDA 11 (1999-2004).

On the eve of the 16th GE (2014), when the party was on the verge of being emerged as the
single largest party with absolute majority while ending the two and a half decades long coali-
tion era (1989-2014), it upheld the notion of ‘cooperative federalism’ in their EM of the 16th
GE (2014) while putting much less emphasis on the question of the States’ autonomy. In their
EM of the 17th GE (2019), the BJP made a complete U-turn. As the pre-existing contentious
issues regarding the Centre-State relations-that the BJP had been mentioning in their successive
EMs since the 8th GE (1984)-was missing in entirety in the EM of the 17th GE (2019). Instead,
cooperation was sought from the States while upholding the notion of ‘Team India’ that was
expected to be based on the idea of ‘cooperative federalism’.

In addition, a new coinage was introduced in the BJP’s political rhetoric viz. ‘double-engine
government’ that implies, the “BJP-led Centre will be more than willing to share its largesse
with states ruled by the party.” (The New Indian Express, May 27, 2022). Many opine that the
notion of ‘double engine government’ is nothing but “a sinister euphemism for dictatorship in
which a single party is seeking absolute control of a nation as large and diverse as India” (Hin-
dustan Times, January 24, 2022). This leads us to believe that the concepts of ‘cooperative fed-
eralism’ and ‘double-engine government’ as upheld by the BJP since 2014 do not encourage
opposition, differing views and opinions between the States and the Centre. Instead, unques-
tioned loyalty and submission is sought in exchange of rewards to be doled out by the Centre.

Two national parties viz. the INC and the BJP (since its establishment in 1980), although began
their journeys differently, over time their stands on the issue of federalism seems to have be-
come alike on several counts. The coinage of ‘double engine government’ as framed by the BJP,
was not used by the INC, yet the INC on many occasions upheld the benefit of one-party rule.
As early as in 1972, former Prime Minister (PM) and the leader of the INC, Ms. Gandhi empha-
sized the benefit of the ‘same party rule’ and stressed that the State governments should be “in
tune with the government at the Centre, accept its policies and be willing to implement its pro-
gramme”. (Punchhi Commission (2010), Vol.I: xviii). Late Rajiv Gandhi-leader of the INC and
former PM of India, more like his mother (Ms. Gandhi) also emphasized the virtues of one-
party rule both at the Center and in the States for greater unity and integrity of the nation (Dua,
1985:793). In a similar manner, Rahul Gandhi son of late Rajiv Gandhi and the present INC
leader, in the same vein said that it is better to have governments of the same party at the Centre
as well as in the States to implement various welfare schemes and projects (Hindustan Times,
April 11, 2009).
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In addition, for both these national parties, the urge for empowering LGs came along with the
attempt of weakening the middle tier of the Indian federation viz. the States with a view to
reaching out to the electorate at the grassroots level directly. Further, both these national parties
felt the necessity of activation of inter-governmental consultative forums viz. the ISC & the
NDC and also two of them talk of cooperative federalism, yet none of these parties took any
attempt to make these forums effectively functional's (see Table 3). Finally, from time to time,
when these two national parties managed to get themselves comfortably positioned in the Indian
polity, they boastfully declared that on account of their proactive efforts, India has become a
true federal country as discussed above.

O) Stands on federalism: Pro-federal regional parties

1. Diehard federalists

Prima facie the slogan for ‘more power to the States’ as raised by various pro-federal regional
parties, seems to have emanated from rectifying the unitary bias of Indian federation. However,
closer examination regarding the origin of the formulation of demands related to the States’
autonomy shows that the concern for protecting and upholding regional chauvinism, pride, cul-
ture and language seem to be the main driving force of raising such demand. That got eventually
translated into the advocacy for strengthening the States’ power. As these pro-federal regional
forces including diehard federalists started capturing power in many States, they increasingly
realized that without achieving certain degree of constitutional federalism i.e., constitutional
safeguards of the States’ power along with institutional strengthening of federal norms, regional
interests and development cannot be protected and achieved. However, the Communist Party of
India (CPI) and its breakaway faction-the Communist Party of India (Marxist) CPI (M) (estab-
lished in 1964) that are normally considered diehard federalists, do not seem to have any deep-
seated regional agenda.

Communist Party of India (CPI) & Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI (M): The
CPI and the CPI (M) have so far been the most vocal, articulate and consistent political parties
in demanding a complete review of the existing arrangement in the sphere of Centre-State rela-
tions while amending the Constitution. Yet their unequivocal advocacy for radical restructuring
of existing Indian federal arrangements seemed to have been partly eclipsed by their overzeal-
ous position of upholding regional chauvinism and pride of West Bengal-an Indian State where
these Communist parties ruled for three and a half decades (1977-2011). They used to raise
frequent slogans like ‘the State of West Bengal is subjected to politically motivated discrimina-
tions by the Centre’ and ‘step motherly treatments are meted out to the State (West Bengal) by
the Centre’. These political rhetorics were often used during the time when the CPI (M)-led Left
Front (LF) (including the CPI), ruled the State-West Bengal uninterruptedly for 34 years (1977-
2011). However, intensity of these slogans lasted more pronouncedly roughly from 1977 to

16 The INC started mentioning about reactivating the ISC and the NDC roughly since the early 1980s in a sporadic
manner. The BJP, on the contrary, consistently demanded for effective functioning of these inter-governmental
consultative bodies since its inception (1980). For details see, the BJPs EMs of 8th GE (1984), 9th GE (1989),
10th GE (1991), 11th GE (1996), 15th GE (2009) & 16th GE (2014). Finally in the EM of the 17th GE (2019),
the BJP committed to uphold ‘cooperative federalism’ that presumably focuses on strengthening institutional
mechanism for inter-governmental consultations.
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1990 i.e., till the inception of the coalition era (1989-2004). Thereafter, both the CPI & the CPI
(M) became the key players in forming various coalition governments at the Centre!” . Hence
the slogan probably lost its relevance to a certain extent.

Theoretically, as opined, Marxism and federalism are opposed to each other. Since for Marxists,
class consciousness is the real consciousness. Federalism, by contrast, is not a class principle,
but based on the non-class identities such as language, tribe, and region (Bhattacharyya,
2001:42-49). Despite such political orthodoxy, the undivided CPI’s stand on federation was
evident as early as in the EM (1946) of Provincial election of British India. Where the CPI pro-
posed that future India could be a “confederation of free nation-states which were based on each
regional unit” (ibid). The party further felt that a solution to India's problem of national unity
lies in the federal structure (ibid). However, during the time of the Constituent Assembly de-
bate (1946-50) with regard to the prospective shape of the Indian federation, a lone member of
the CPI in the Constituent Assembly rather focused on securing the provision for freedom of
speech in the future Indian Constitution (Scroll.in: November 19, 2018).

After Independence, the CPI stood for greater autonomy of the States as evidenced in their suc-
cessive EMs. In their EM of the 1% GE (1952) (Sen, 1960: 74-80), the party demanded that the
States be granted wider power. In their EM of the 2™ GE (1957) more specific position was
taken by the party as it was on the verge of capturing power in a State of Kerala that became a
first democratically elected Communist government in India (1957) (Basu, undated: 30). The
CPI demanded that the States should be vested with wider power, especially in the sphere of
finance (ibid: 30). The CPI-led State government in Kerala was dismissed by the Central gov-
ernment in 1959 while exercising the discretionary power (Article 356) enjoyed by the Gover-
nor (de facto the Centre) of the State. This led to bitter struggle between the Centre and the par-
ty. The party stressed in the EM of the 3 GE (1962) 'sthat the power of the Central government
to dismiss any State government so long as the later enjoys the confidence of the State Assem-
bly must be annulled (ibid: 20-21). In their successive EMs and party literature, the CPI and its
breakaway faction-the CPI (M) (1964) became one of the ardent advocates of granting more
executive, legislative and financial power to the States while amending the Constitution. Memo-
randum on the Centre-State Relations (1977) passed by the Left Front (LF) government of West
Bengal appears to be one of the important landmarks in this direction wherein the party de-
manded that, wherever the word ‘Union’ has been used in the Constitution, it should be substi-
tuted by the word ‘Federation’.

Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) & All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (Al-
ADMK): The roots of the Tamil Nadu-based party the DMK erstwhile Dravidar Kazhagam
(DK) (1944) lie in the Self Respect Movement that discarded dominance of Brahmins (that oc-
cupies the highest position in the caste-based Hindu religion) in all walks of life in British south
India in general and later on, in the State of Tamil Nadu in particular. However, over the years,
the DK’s discontent did not remain confined to anti-Brahmins only but was also extended to
north Indians in general. When India got Independence, the DK viewed it as the transfer of
power from the British to the Brahmin-Bania (trader/merchant) and north Indians combine who,

17 For detail see the author’s Ph. D thesis entitled “Centripetal Bias in the Federal Fiscal Relations in
India--Growing Regional Disparity and Perception of Discrimination—A Case Study of West Bengal”.

18 https://www.marxists.org/subject/india/cpi/1962-election-manifesto.pdf, accessed February 16, 2026
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as alleged by the party, occupied all the important positions of Independent India. The DK pre-
dicted that an Independent India would bring south Indians, especially Tamils (inhabitants of the
State of Tamil Nadu) under the dominance of Brahmins and north Indians. Eventually an inde-
pendent nation called Dravida Nadu was sought for by the DK and later on by the DMK in or-
der to protect the interest of Tamils (Omvedt: 2005; The Indian Express, April 19, 2017; The
Indian Express, July 8, 2022).

The DMK eventually dropped its secessionist ideology in the wake of the enactment of the 16th
Constitution Amendment Act in 1963 (also known as the Anti-Secessionist Amendment) that
banned any party with sectarian principles from contesting elections. Consequently, the DMK
preferred to keep the issue of Dravida Nadu i.e., the demand for an independent nation for Tam-
ils on the backburner (ibid). However, from time to time, such demand kept on surfacing in a
softer rigor till date. Recently a fresh round of demand for Dravida Nadu came to the fore. One
of the DMK leaders opined that “if the central government did not give Tamil Nadu greater
autonomy, the DMK would be compelled to revive the demand for a ‘separate state’. Since the
party feels that only a separate nation for Tamils (viz. Dravida Nadu) are able to fulfil their aspi-
rations (The Indian Express, July 8, 2022).

While being unable to pursue this sectarian agenda (viz. Dravida Nadu) officially, the
DMK increasingly shifted its focus to the perceived disparity between the North and
South India. The DMK feels that the ‘South’ in general has all along been neglected by
delays in sanctioning development projects and allotment of funds by the Centre domi-
nated by the leaders of northern region (India Today, July 22, 2013). Pre-existing trend
of the North vs. South tension got further inflamed in recent times, when the DMK
complained that 7amil culture, language and their regional identity are under threat as
the southern regions of India are being constantly invaded by north Indians (Organiser,
June 7, 2022; The Commune, June 6, 2022).

However, these two trends viz. upholding regional pride, interest and demand for strengthening
Indian federalism have been going side by side for the DMK. The party has become one of the
ardent advocates of protecting the interest of southern region of India. This coupled with cham-
pioning federal spirit of India has also become one of the focal points of the DMK’s politics.
The party first captured power in the State of Tamil Nadu in 1967 with absolute majority. Hav-
ing assumed office, the DMK might have realized that without adequate constitutional safe-
guards to be granted to the States in Indian federation, regional aspirations of Tamils cannot be
protected. Since then, the party has been consistently upholding the cause of autonomy of the
States by radical restructuring of the Constitution along the federal lines. Rajamannar Commit-
tee (1971) that was appointed by the DMK-led Tamil Nadu State government gave the most
proactive recommendations on this area.

Of late, the DMK has been at loggerheads with the Centre ever since it assumed office on May
7, 2021. Official statements of the DMK-led government in Tamil Nadu started referring to the
Central government as the ‘Union’ and never as the ‘Centre’. This was consciously brought in
by the DMK reflecting its position on federalism. As the party opines that when national gov-
ernment is described as ‘Centre’ not ‘Union’-a nomenclature that was also used in the Indian
Constitution-it entails a certain bias in favour of the Union government and hence suffers from
hierarchical connotation (Times of India, June 24, 2021).
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The AIADMK a breakaway faction of the DMK founded in 1972 also became one of the chief
supporters of the States’ autonomy. Much like the DMK, the AIADMK has all along insisted
that appropriate changes in the present Constitution should be made in order to strengthen fed-
eralism in India.

Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD): On the eve of Indian Independence and the Partition that fol-
lowed, Sikh community (the main support base of the SAD) was afraid that their religious and
cultural identity will be seriously affected since Sikhs would have had to get dispersed into two
independent nations in the making e.g., India and Pakistan. The SAD sought for the protection
of the religious and cultural interests of the SikAs in a memorandum submitted by them before
the British Cabinet Mission (1946)1. In the Constituent Assembly, a lone member of the SAD
advocated for securing the rights for Sikh community as well as other minorities (The Print,
October 13, 2018). In Independent India, the SAD demanded for Sik/ autonomous region where
they will be entitled to frame its own internal constitutions and can exercise all the powers ex-
cept for Foreign Relations, Defence, Currency and General Communications2°. This demand is
still raised by radical Sikh outfits. This proposed confederation, as believed by them, would
provide them a self-autonomous region where interests of Sik#s i.e., their language, culture and
religion (Sikhism) would be protected (EPW, January 26, 1991: 140). However, the SAD even-
tually realized that, only powerful State in Indian federation would help them in achieving this
goal (Constitution of SAD: 2; The Indian Express, December 23, 2021).

Since then, Punjab based faction-ridden SAD erstwhile Akali Dal became one of the most vocal
and ardent advocates of bringing radical changes in the entire structure of Centre-State relations
through constitutional amendment as evidenced from the successive resolutions taken by the
party i.e., Batala Resolution (1968); Anandpur Sahib Resolution (1973); the Resolution of Lu-
dhiana Conference (1978) and the Punjab Accord (1985). In the Batala Conference (1968) the
SAD demanded ‘correction’ of the Constitution of India on a true federal basis while ensuring
greater autonomy of the States (The Tribune, August 6, 2019). The SAD also wanted to incor-
porate the expression ‘federal’ in the Constitution to characterize the republic of India by ‘re-
writing’ the Constitution (Babushahi, May 15, 2012). However, for SAD seeking for true feder-
al shape of India went hand in hand with protecting Sikk interests and minorities till date. The
constitution of the SAD proclaims that “To safeguard the religious and linguistic minorities ... it
has become imperative that the Indian Constitutional structure be given a real federal shape...”
(Constitution of SAD: 2; The Indian Express, December 23, 2021).

The SAD was considered one of the consistent political allies of the BJP (since its establishment
in 1980). Therefore, as expected, the party did not raise its voice against serious onslaughts on
Indian federal structure that have taken place successively since 2014. However, of late, it start-
ed taking refuge to its previous pro-federal position as the party opines that the SAD has a rich
history of fighting to protect the rights of the Sikhs and voicing for federalism (Hindustan
Times, December 15, 2021). And the party, as vowed by them, will remain committed to the
cause of strengthening federal nature of the country (The Print, February 26, 2022).

19 https://www.thesikhencyclopedia.com/akali-dal-central/, accessed February 16, 2026

20http://www.thesikhencyclopedia.com/the-modern-history-of-sikhs-1947-present/anandpur-sahib-

resolution, accessed February 16, 2026
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2. Pro-federal forces

The 1980s was a period when significant number of regional parties sprouted, developed and
captured power in various States and eventually became major pro-federal forces. Of them,
Telugu Desam Party (TDP) (Andhra Pradesh); Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) (Assam); Jammu
and Kashmir National Conference (JKNC) (Jammu & Kashmir) along with Janata Dal a break-
away factions of the Janata Party and its various incarnations (viz. Janata Dal (United) (JD) (U)
(Bihar); Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) (Bihar); Biju Janata Dal (BJD) (Orissa) and Samajwadi
Party (SP) (Uttar Pradesh) started championing the cause of federalism.

In recent years, as a result of reconfiguration of political dynamics both at the Central and the
State level, a new set of regional parties gained strength by capturing power in various States
e.g., YSR Congress Party (Andhra Pradesh); Telengana Rashtriya Samiti (TRS) (Telangana);
Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM) (Jharkhand); Shiv Sena (Maharashtra); Trinamool Congress
(TMC) (West Bengal); Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) (Delhi Union Territory). These parties became
quite pro-active in protecting the autonomy of the States.

However, as opined by many, immediate provocations i.e., various forms of Central attacks on
their autonomy might have led them to get engaged in this issue. For instance, the brazen mis-
use of power of Governors in various opposition-ruled States made Shiv Sena TMC, JMM and
AARP to take a relook at the Centre-State relations (The Shillong Times, February 16, 2022; The
Week, February 15, 2022). Mr. Uddhav Thackeray, the leader of the Shiv Sena called for ‘Na-
tional Debate on Federalism’ (The Economic Times, October 16, 2021). Similarly, the TRS felt
that policies adopted by the Centre are taking away the powers of the States while damaging the
federal setup and the party urged that all the State Legislatures should discuss and condemn
these anti-federal policies (The Siasat Daily, March 15, 2022). Interference of the Lieutenant
Governor (the constitutional & executive head of Union Territories (UTs) in the administrative
matters of the AAP-led Delhi UT government on a regular basis, might have compelled the
party to take an initiative to organize a conclave- Centre-State Relationship of CMs (The Hindu,
October 1, 2015).

3. Demands formulated by the pro-federal political parties on federal aspirations.

Lack of formal and institutional arrangements of inter-governmental consultative forums in
India poses difficulty in getting comprehensive views and aspirations of the States regarding
their demands for more executive, legislative and financial autonomy.

The Inter-State Council (ISC)-a constitutional platform for holding dialogues between the Cen-
tre and the States-was constituted only in 1990 yet it remained completely dysfunctional imme-
diately after its establishment. Therefore, between 1991 and 1996 no meetings of the ISC were
convened by the INC-led minority Central government which was supported by a diehard feder-
alist like the AIADMK (Table 3). Erstwhile National Development Council (NDC) now Gov-
erning Council-the forum for discussion and deliberation on State Plans-too has become ‘ritual-
istic’ and ‘ceremonial’ as the meetings ‘leaves little scope for a meaningful dialogue’. By and
large this trend continued till date to be discussed in the subsequent section of the study.

It was expected that establishment of the ISC in 1990 “would obviate the need for frequent ad
hoc conferences of Chief Ministers to discuss policy issues or review important programmes”
(SARC, 2008, Para: 14.3.1.1.8). Contrary to these expectations, the whole coalition era wit-
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nessed proliferation of such ad hoc meetings convened mainly by the Chief Ministers (CMs) of
the opposition-ruled States, instead of getting lessened (ibid). Therefore, even during the coali-
tion period, pro-federal forces rather preferred to use these informal forums for inter-State con-
sultations than pursuing the goal of institutional strengthening of inter-governmental consulta-
tive forums (viz. ISC & NDC).

So in order to get articulated and structured views of the States, we need to mainly rely on in-
formal platforms i.e., ad hoc meetings of the CMs of the opposition-ruled States that has been
taking place since as early as in 1969 to date along with political literature such as Election
Manifestos (EMs) of several political parties.

In addition, a few institutional platforms that are in place help us to get a bird’s eye view on the
States’ concerns over erosion of federal principles. As per the existing norms, the States are
putting forward their fiscal demands before the Union Finance Commissions (UFCs) (viz.
Memorandum to the UFCs), constituted every five years to recommend on quantum of Central
resources to be distributed among the States. In addition, minutes of the meetings of the NDCs
are also available in the public domain where deliberation on National Plan along with approval
of the State Plans were carried out until the abolition of the Planning Commission (1st January
2015). Moreover, proceedings of the meetings of the ISCs held so far along with views ex-
pressed by various political parties-led State governments before the ISC meetings can be stud-
ied. Further, a few debates on Center-State relations that have taken place from time to time in
Rajya Sabha (Upper House), and Lok Sabha (Lower House) of Indian Parliament can also be
considered.

This apart, probably the first and best-recorded public document is the Part II of the Sarkaria
Commission's Report (1988) and Supplementary Vol. III of the report of the Punchhi Commis-
sion (2010) wherein responses of the State and Central governments along with various political
parties to the questionnaires provided by these Commissions are provided. These documenta-
tions help us to get articulate positions of these stakeholders on their aspirations of having
greater autonomy with regard to legislative, executive and fiscal aspects of Indian federation
(see Box 2). It is worth noting that the FARC (1969) also had the privilege to have discussions
with various political parties along with the State governments (ibid: 1-2). However, to the best
of our knowledge, views expressed by them before the FARC (1969) are not in the public do-
main.

D) Extent of influence of regional federalists on the Central Policy
& promises made by them

An analysis based on the experiences gathered from several federal countries shows that the
greater the collective strengths & bargaining power of federalists in a country, the better would
be the ‘federal political culture’. This observation leads us to believe that the extent to which
two countervailing tendencies i.e., centripetal and centrifugal forces would be operating in a
federal country depends very much on the degree of control federalists are able to exercise over
national as well as sub-national governments (Pai, 1990:414).

In Indian context, as mentioned above, diehard federalists’ advocacy of federalism has been
powerful all along i.e., ever since India achieved its Independence and they were eventually
supported by increasing number of pro-federal forces particularly since 1980s. Therefore, it
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leads us to believe that these pro-federal forces had their fair share in Central polity and hence,
might have managed to exert greater influence on the successive Central governments by vari-
ous measures.

Concerned parties, however, observe that the virtual absence of ‘federalist lobby’ in the Con-
stituent Assembly (9™ Dec. 1946-24™ Jan. 1950) (where Indian Constitution was framed)-
dominated mainly by the INC-is one of the main reasons for having unitary bias of the Indian
federal structure (The Tribune, August 6, 2000). As mentioned earlier, two members from
diehard federalists e.g., the CPI and the SAD, primarily focused on freedom of speech and pro-
tection of rights of minorities respectively instead of taking part in the debate that centred on as
to how Indian federation would be shaped.

1. Influence of regional parties on the Central polity: Centralized era

It is worth mentioning, even during the era of centralized federalism (1947-67) when all the
States and the Centre were ruled by the same political party viz. the INC, there had been a sig-
nificant presence of diehard federalists like the CPI, the CPI (M) (since 1964), the SAD and the
DMK in the Indian Parliament. In the first three GEs (parliamentary elections), the CPI alone
occupied the second position and was granted the status of the main opposition party in the In-
dian Parliament. Again, in the 5th GE (1971), the CPI (M) was able to hold the second position
(Table 1). Surprisingly, despite these political and numerical strengths enjoyed by these diehard
federalists in Indian polity, ideological compatibility of achieving the common goal (viz. true
federal spirit with more autonomy to the States) did not bring them together with a view to form
a ‘Federalist Block/Federalist Lobby’ either within the Indian Parliament or outside. This pro-
posed Block could have given them collective bargaining power in their endeavour for revoking
unitary features of Indian federation thereby providing considerable constitutional safeguards to
the States.

When these federalists in India failed to come up with any collective bargaining power, one of
the prominent leaders of the Bharatiya Jana Sangha (BJS) (now the BJP)-Dr. Shyamaprasad
Mokherjee took an attempt to form the National Democratic Front (NDF), consisting of the
opposition forces in the Indian Parliament just after the 1st General Election (GE) (1952). This
step was undertaken by the BJS in order to bring all the anti-INC political parties under one
umbrella21. The irony is, the SAD-a diehard federalist became one of the constituents of this
NDF, led by the BJS-an ardent advocate of pursuing unitary structure of India. As mentioned
earlier, the BJS entered into a political arrangement with other parties including the SAD and
reached its highest water mark in the 4th GE (1967) when the BJS won 35 MP seats in the Indi-
an Parliament. Much like the NDF, the BJS again formed an ‘Opposition Bloc’ in 1967 while
uniting 100 MPs in the Parliament and the SAD was one of the components of this Bloc (Sun-
day Guardian, October 20, 2018).

At the State-level too, during the same time, the CPI, the CPI (M) and the SAD formed a coali-
tion government in the State of Punjab while allying with an anti-federal force-the BJS in 1967
(Chakrabarty, 2008:128-131; for SAD also see The Indian Express, December 23, 2021).

21 https://www.bjp.org/historyanddevelopment, accessed February 16, 2026

21


https://www.bjp.org/historyanddevelopment

IFF Working Paper Online No 54/Polly Datta

Again, a diehard federalist-the SAD did not have any qualm in forming coalition government
with the BJS in Punjab during 1977-80 (Khan, 2003:179).

Similarly, another diehard federalist-the DMK entered into electoral coalition with the INC-a
staunch unitary force- at the State (Legislative Assembly Election (LAE) as well as parliamen-
tary elections (GEs) since as early as 1971. Afterwards, particularly since 1977 i.e., from the 7
GE (1977), the ATADMK-a dichard federalist started forming electoral alliance with the INC.
However, during the later period, the AIADMK became one of the consistent allies of the BJP
(Oneindia, February 22, 2019). Likewise, the CPI (M)-led Left Front came to an agreement on
adjustments for all the Member of Parliament (MP) seats (except one) in West Bengal in the 6™
GE (1977) with the Janata Party-where one of the important constituents was the BJS (The Indi-
an Express, February 11, 2017).

Thus, diehard federalists in India, as discussed above, were frequently seen entering comforta-
bly into electoral and non-electoral alliances with the unitarists viz. the INC and the BJS since
as early as 1952. It can be recalled that the BJS (now the BJP) was not only a staunch unitarist
but also the party even wanted to abolish the system of ‘State’ as a middle tier of government in
the Indian federation. Yet, much to our surprise, ideological compatibility of these pro-federal
forces has never brought them together as a united force. Till date no ‘Federalist Block’ is in
existence. This is despite the fact that over the last few decades, these federalists have been well
positioned, and their electoral bargaining power went from strength to strength in Indian polity
particularly since 1980s.

It is a widely held view that federalists in India have so far remained a fragmented force and
often are functioning at cross purposes. One group of federalists (politically aligned with the
Centre) tends to be busy with getting favourable treatments from the Centre even when federal
norms are severely violated. And another group of federalists (non-politically aligned with the
Centre) are bogged with accusing the Centre of giving them discretionary treatments while re-
main confined to sporadic outbursts on the question of strengthening Centre-State relations.

2.  Influence of regional parties on the Central polity: Coalition era

For the first time in Indian polity, a significant number of dichard federalists along with pro-
federal forces came together when the INC that ruled Indian Parliament uninterruptedly since
the 1% GE (1952) lost political power in the 6™ GE (1977) and the Janata Party-led first non-INC
coalition government at the Centre (1977-79) was formed. Many regional federalists supported
the coalition government and held ministerial position.

During the later period the Janata Dal-a breakaway faction of Janata Party and its various incar-
nations led two tri-coalitional governments at the Centre viz. National Front (NF) (1989-91) and
United Front (UF) (1996-98) and these coalition governments were supported by various re-
gional along with two national parties i.e., the BJP and the INC respectively. In addition, four
successive bi-coalitional governments were formed at the Centre viz. the BJP-led National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) I (1998-99) and NDA 1I (1999-2004) along with the INC-led Unit-
ed Progressive Alliance (UPA) I (2004-09) and UPA II (2009-14) with the support of various
pro-federal forces and diehard federalists (Table 7).

With a view to figuring out the extent of influence pro-federal political parties had on these
coalitional governments, numerical strengths of these regional parties (both individual and col-
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lective) require to be looked at. Besides, three qualitative aspects also need to be taken into ac-
count in order to assess lobbying power of these federalists both collectively and individually in
furthering the cause of institutionalizing and strengthening the autonomy of the States in Indian
federation. These are as follows:

One, there is a more likelihood that the degree of bargaining power of regional parties that held
important Cabinet Ministerial positions could be higher in pursuing institutional strengthening
of Indian federal characters than that of those who only supported from outside. However, hold-
ing important portfolios by the regional federalists in these coalition governments did not al-
ways depend on the numerical strengths of these parties. For example, the CPI (M) got signifi-
cant number of MP seats (32 MPs) in the 11" GE (1996), yet the party chose not to hold any
Cabinet Ministry in the UF coalition government (1996-98) instead, preferred to support the
government from outside. But the CPI that got only 12 MP seats, held two important Cabinet
Ministries e.g., Union Home Ministry and Agriculture Ministry in the UF coalition government.
Similarly, the Telugu Desam Party (TDP) that had 16 MP seats and the Asom Gana Parishad
(AGP) that had only 5 MP seats also got various Ministries in the UF coalition government
(Business Line, January 20, 2018).

Two, during the coalition era, a few regional parties became formidable and pivotal partners
since they held the key to the survival of these coalitions and hence are instrumental in breaking
and making these governments (Iyer, 2011: 23-28). Therefore, due to their more privileged po-
sition than other allies, they seemed to have extracted greater largesse and political benefits
from the dominant coalition partner hence expected to have greater bargaining power (ibid). It is
to be noted that status of these pivotal parties depends more on other circumstances i.e., whether
it is a swing or consistent alliance and hence less on the numerical strengths of these parties in
the coalition governments. As observed, consistent allies (e.g. SAD-BJP (1997-2020); Shiv
Sena-BJP (1989-2019) are those whose loyalty is time-tested and therefore does not need extra
attention and bribery to keep them in alliance. On the contrary, pivotal parties are mainly swing
parties i.e., inconsistent allies that need to be enticed to make them stay in the coalition. For
example, the AIADMK that mostly had allied with the INC (till 1996) decided to form alliance
with the BJP in 1998. This made them a swing ally e.g., pivotal party in the BJP-led NDA I
government (1998-99). Another example is the TDP who left its longstanding alliance with the
other non-BJP political parties in the 12 GE (1999) and became part of the BIP-led NDA II
government (1999-04). These swing allies became pivotal coalition partners and seemed to have
had significant control over these coalition governments.

Finally, a few diehard federalists exerted greater influence on Central polity by entering pre-
electoral alliance in the State Legislative Assembly Elections (LAEs) of their respective States
in a deal in which the concerned regional party contested most of the State Legislative Assem-
bly seats while leaving most of the General Election (GE) seats to the national parties. It seems
to be mutually beneficial for both. For national parties, by tactful bargaining and seat sharing
with regional allies, they manage to make their presence felt in the States where its electoral
base was marginal or absent previously. And for regional parties, they are able to exert influ-
ences on the Central polity both overtly (when national parties in power) and covertly i.e., by
being able to make their cross-States presence thereby expanding their political base in other
Sates even when these national parties are not ruling at the Centre.

It must be noted that two diehard federalists viz. the DMK & the AIADMK alternatively allied
with both the national parties (e.g., the INC and the BJP) since as early as 1971 while making
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seat adjustments with them in both GEs and LAEs. Thus, over the last five decades i.e., since
1970s, whichever government was in power at the Centre, either of these two diehard federalists
was part of it while holding important portfolios in the cabinet of the successive Central gov-
ernments. This trend has been continuing till date. The AIADMK is currently in alliance with
the BJP. However, as per the latest report, the AIADMK has left the BJP alliance (Hindustan
Times, September 25, 2023). This allowed these Dravidian diehard federalists (viz. the DMK &
the ATADMK) to have influence on the Centre uninterruptedly for the last several decades
(Oneindia, February 22, 2019; Vanitha, 2014).

3. Saga of making promises and extent of keeping those

3.1 Promise made by the Janata coalition government (1977-79)

Much before the commencement of the full-fledged coalition era (1989-2014), India witnessed
the Janata Party-led coalition government (1977-79). That ended four decades long one-party
(INC) domination at the Centre. In its Election Manifesto (EM) of the 6" GE (1977), Janata
Party felt that a high degree of centralization or the concentration of power is inconsistent with
democracy and so it promised for restoration of democracy and federalism in its EM. Further,
the party put emphasis on taking necessary steps towards decentralization of economic and po-
litical power (EIR, 1977).

3.2 Promises kept by the Janata coalition government (1977-79)

Political analysts feel that the Janata conglomerate (due to its ideological feud) failed to honour
the commitments contained in its EM. The Janata Party, right from the beginning, was reluctant
to concede the regional demands for institutional reforms in federal structure and greater devo-
lution of resources. Many pro-federal forces that supported the government asked the Janata
party-led government to take a good hard look at restructuring the Centre-State relations in line
with true federal spirit. For instance, the CPI (M)-led Left Front government of West Bengal put
forward a document-Memorandum on the Centre-State Relations (1977) and asked the govern-
ment to hold a national level discussion on it. The Memorandum sought for bringing fundamen-
tal changes in the Indian Constitution in order to eliminate unitary bias of the Indian federal
structure (Khan, 2003:177).

The Prime Minister (PM)-Morarji Desai of Janata coalition government turned down the de-
mand for any radical reorientation in the existing Centre-State relations while he had considered
that the present federal arrangements as depicted in the Indian Constitution is time-tested which
required no change. Thus, practically no institutional reforms were undertaken during Janata era
(Ray, 1982: 1621; Lieten, 1980-81:22-23; Sathyamurthy, 1983: 578). No subjects were trans-
ferred from the Concurrent List to the State List that were encroached upon by the Centre during
the Emergency (1975-77) that had been imposed by the INC-led Central government in an at-
tempt to centralize power (Rajya Sabha Debate, November 29. 2019). However, a few of anti-
democratic clauses-that were inserted in the Constitution during the Emergency-were repealed
by the 44th Amendment Act (1978) introduced by the Janata government (Ray, 1981:1380).
Many opine that an important segment of the Janata party-the BJS (now the BJP) whose stand
was conspicuously anti-federal, fervently opposed to the devolution of more power to the States
(Lieten, 1980-81: 22).
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It may be noted that, Congress for Democracy (CFD)-a breakaway faction of the INC which
was one of the four constituents of the Janata Party emerged as the champion of federalism both
in its verbal campaign and in their EM of the 6™ GE (1977) (Azam, 1977: 393). However, as
mentioned above, although the Janata coalition government was supported by a few diehard
federalists viz. the CPI (M), the DMK and the SAD yet it is reported that these pro-federal forc-
es had no significant lobbying power within the Janata coalition government (Lieten, 1980-
81:22) which is difficult for us to grasp.

It is understandable that a short-lived Janata Coalition government might have not had much
opportunity to bring radical institutional reforms in the Indian federal structure, yet operational
streamlining could have been done as recommended by the FARC (1969) in its report on Cen-
tre-State Relationships. The FARC (1969) did not advocate for changing the Constitution in-
stead, the Commission focused on functional aspects of Centre-State relations while ensuring
procedural transparency (ibid: i-ii) and touched on almost all the issues that pro-federal forces
demanded (Box 3). Many of the recommendations of FARC (1969) are still relevant yet re-
mained unimplemented till date.

The Janata party had promised for restoration of democracy and federalism in its EM (1977)
(The Indian Express, February 11, 2017). However, the attack on the States’ autonomy reached
a crescendo in 1977. After having assumed power, its first act was to dismiss all the INC-led
State governments by invoking Article 356. As expected, same political vendetta continued
when the INC-led Central government had also dismissed all the Janata Party-led State govern-
ments after having returned to power at the Centre in 1980 (The Statesman, April 12, 2012).

The present malpractice of removing sitting Governors (that were appointed by the previous
Central governments) before their terms was over by the newly elected Central government
began in 1977 too. The Janata Party-led coalition government replaced Governors appointed by
the previous INC regime (The Hindu, July 7, 2014). So instead of setting the example of im-
proved federal culture, centripetal bias in the Indian federation got further deepened despite the
significant presence of pro-federal forces in the Janata coalition government.

3.3 Promises made by the successive coalition governments (1989-2014)

After the Janata experiment (1977-79), two tri-coalitional governments led by the Janata Dal
(e.g., National Front (NF) (1989-91); United Front (UF) (1996-98) and supported by various
regional parties and national parties (the BJP & the INC) were in existence. In addition, four bi-
coalitional governments (e.g., National Democratic Alliance (NDA) I (1998-99); NDA II (1999-
04); United Progressive Alliance (UPA) I (2004-09) and UPA II (2009-14) led by the BJP and
the INC were formed.

These coalition governments were functioning on the basis of common approach i.e., Common
Minimum Programme (CMP) to major policy matters as decided by all the coalition partners.
However, the NF (1989-91) that had commitment to a less centralized federation had no CMP
(The Indian Express, December 23, 2010). The CMPs of all these coalition governments prom-
ised to rectify the imbalances in the Indian federal structure as mentioned below. It is to be not-
ed that the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) led by the BJP, referred their CMP as ‘The
National Agenda for Governance’ (NAG).
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The CMPs of all the successive coalition governments, no matter whether it is led and supported
by the Janata Dal or the BJP or even by the INC who is considered a ‘reluctant federalist’, made
promises of granting more legislative, executive and financial autonomy of the States in the
following areas: First, it was emphasized that various forms of Central interventions into the
States’ matters will be stopped. In addition, special mention was placed on transferring major
volumes of Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSSs) to the States with funds that are mostly under-
taken on the subjects that fall under the States’ jurisdiction by the Centre. Second, these CMPs
urged that financial power and space of the States will be expanded. Third, these CMPs prom-
ised that inter-governmental consultative forums viz. the NDC and the ISC will be activated.
Finally, all these CMPs intended to set up commissions that will be entrusted with looking into
the matter of restructuring the Centre-State relations along federal lines (Table 2).

As evidenced from the Table 2, promises made by various coalition governments over the peri-
od of two and half decades represent a mirror image hence on many issues; it is difficult to spot
the differences. This leads us to believe that these coalition governments that were survived on
the support extended by the pro-federal forces, eventually failed to live up to the expectations of
pro-federal electorates.

3.4 Promises kept by the successive coalition governments (1989-2014)

So far as keeping of promises with regard to executive and legislative autonomy is concerned, it
is observed by the SARC (2008) that many of the matters that are discussed in the Inter-State
Council (ISC) meetings (till the 10" ISC, 2006) have not been simply accepted by these coali-
tion governments (ibid, Para, 14.3.1.1.6) (Table 4). Some important decisions of the ISC meet-
ings are, however, ‘Accepted in Principle’ that means leaving these issues in cold storage and
hence has not been acted upon till date to be discussed in the later part of the study.

The UF (1996-98) government put special emphasis on the fact that Article 356 of the Constitu-
tion-that gives the Centre a discretionary power to dismiss elected State governments will be
amended in the light of the landmark judgment of the Supreme Court (S.R Bommai Vs, Union
of India, 11™ March, 1994) in order to prevent the misuse of this constitutional provision. How-
ever, as evidenced from row I (c) of Table 4, no amendment was introduced in this regard.
Further, the UF coalition government promised that prompt Central assent to the State Bills on
matters within the States’ jurisdiction will be ensured. Here too, no action was taken by any
coalition government till 2006 (see row 1 (a) of Table 4). Later on, Punchhi Commission
(2010) also fixed certain norms in this regard (see row I (b) of Table 5), however, it remained
unimplemented too. Even the INC-led UPA II government that constituted the Punchhi Com-
mission (2010), failed to act on these recommendations (see endnote xxiv).

The Centre’s intrusion into the subject matters that fall under the States’ jurisdiction as enumer-
ated in the State List and the Concurrent List (concurrent jurisdiction of both the Centre & the
States), have never been stopped. Instead, such Central intervention has grown over the years
and persisted even during the coalition era. These collation governments failed to do anything
worthwhile in restoring subjects (viz. ‘Education’) which were originally under the State List
yet were transferred to the Concurrent List during the 42" amendment to the Constitution at the
time of Emergency (1975-77) imposed by the INC-led Central government (Rajya Sabha De-
bate, November 29, 2019).The CSSs have all along remained a major bone of contention be-
tween the Centre and the States that have also proliferated over the years both in terms of num-
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bers and quantum of Central funds being spent on these CSS (EPW, November 23, 1996:3034;
The Wire, February 14, 2019; The Print, December 11, 2020).

The UF coalition government (1996-98) also promised that greater freedom be granted to the
States in drawing up State Plans. The States so far set a few parameters with a view to ensure
their role and ownership in formulation and approval of National as well as State Plans. This
includes, providing constitutional status to the Planning Commission (PC) as well as the NDC;
having representation of the States in the Secretariat of the PC; ensuring ‘focused’ and ‘struc-
tured’ discussion at the NDC with the advanced agenda and increasing the duration and fre-
quency of the NDC meetings. Unfortunately, none of these demands was taken care of as dis-
cussed in a large body of literature (see Box 2).

One of the worrisome aspects of the coalition era is that the period not only witnessed non-
fulfilment of promises made by the federalists, but also gross violation of federal principles is
made by them while using of all the unitary features of the Indian Constitution that they them-
selves wanted to rectify.

The case in point is the role and function of Governors who are constitutional and executive
heads of the States. Federalists have repeatedly opposed the partisan role of the Governors and
wanted that the discretionary power of the Governors be curbed, and certain norms be fixed for
appointing and removal of the Governors by the Centre. Because it had become a usual practice
to remove Governors with the change of political power at the Centre and appoint politically
inclined persons as Governors by the Centre.

The FARC (1969) along with Sarkaria (1988), NCRWC (2002) and Punchhi (2010) Commis-
sions recommended for measures to streamline this matter (see row I (a) & (b) of Table 5).
However, instead of implementing these recommendations, successive coalition governments
seemed to have followed in the footsteps of their predecessors. As a consequence, partisan role
of Governors continued while violating all the norms. The Janata Dal-led NF (1989-91) gov-
ernment dismissed 15 Governors who had been appointed during the previous INC regime (The
Arunachal Times February 17, 2022).

In addition, all the coalition governments resorted to one of the most contentions and anti-
federal provisions in the Indian Constitution viz. Article 356 that has so far been allegedly used
to dismiss the opposition-ruled State governments by the Centre (Table 6). Again, the use of the
Article by various Central governments as evidenced in the Table 6 is just a tip of the iceberg
since it failed to depict the situation when various coalition governments were on the verge of
imposing Article 356 but for various reasons could not do so. As the promise made by the UF
government (1996-98) in their CMP of preventing the misuse of the Article 356 was violated
when it had intended to impose President’s rule in two opposition-ruled States e.g., Uttar Pra-
desh and Gujarat while applying Article 356 (India Today, March 25, 2013). The BJP-led NDA-
IT government also took attempts to introduce President’s rule not once but twice in Bihar but
could not do so due to short of required numbers in the Rajya Sabha (Upper House) (Deccan
Herald, August 17, 2018).

All the CMPs of coalition governments made a promise to activate inter-governmental consulta-
tive forums like the ISC and the NDC. The ISC was constituted by the Janata Dal-led NF (1989-
91) government on 28™ May 1990 yet the basic structure of it remained highly centralized. The
ISC was designed as a recommendatory body that takes final decision through consensus. How-
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ever, on such consensus, ‘the decision of the Chairman (Prime Minister) shall be final’22, Be-
sides, the Secretariat of the ISC is also appointed by the Chairman ‘as it thinks fit (see endnote
xxi) which makes it a ‘toothless entity’ (Livemint, November, 20, 2015) and hence “it ceased to
be an independent body” as one of the members of 14" UFC feels (The Print, November 19,
2020).

As per the mandate of the ISC (viz. clause 5 (a), of the Procedure of the Council) “the Council
shall meet at least thrice in every year” (see endnote xxii). As evident from Table 3, almost all
the coalition Central governments violated this mandate some even did it brazenly. No meeting
was held during the INC-led minority government (1991-96), although this was not a coalition
government, yet it lacked an absolute majority in the Parliament by a few seats and was sup-
ported by a diehard federalist-AIADMK. One cannot deny that it was during the BJP-led two
NDA coalition governments (e.g., NDA I (1998-99) & (NDA II (1999-04), ISC meetings were
held much more frequently i.e., during the span of six years of their tenure, four ISC meetings
were held although as per the mandate, minimum of 18 meetings should have been taken place.
The UPA 1II (2009-14) completely violated the mandate when no ISC meeting was convened
while only two meetings were held during the UPA I (2004-09) regime (Table 3).

Another inter-governmental consultative forum-the National Development Council (NDC), as
mentioned above, wherein deliberations and approval of State Plans used to take place till the
abolition of the Planning Commission (PC) (1% January 2015). Unlike the ISC, the NDC was
not a constitutional body. The States repeatedly demanded that the NDC be given constitutional
status and the representations from the States in the PC be ensured. So far as procedural aspect
is concerned, it was emphasized that agenda of the NDC be decided by both the Centre and the
States and such agenda be provided well in advance. In addition, the States urged that the dis-
cussion on State and National Plan should be held with longer duration. In order to achieve this,
the States stressed that the NDC meetings be held more frequently (at least once in every quar-
ter) (Box 2).

However, it was noticed that in 11 years of multi-party coalition/minority governments i.e.,
from Nov-Dec 1989 to 2000, it had nine meetings with an average of 0.8 meetings per year.
Further, the total duration of a NDC meeting was too short to accommodate all the CMs’ de-
tailed conservations regarding the State Plans (The Hindu, January 29, 2002; The Hindu, De-
cember 27, 2012). Further, instead of unstructured discussions, focused deliberations in the
NDC were sought for by the States. None of these issues was taken care of by the successive
coalition governments even though promises made in this respect in their CMPs.

The CMPs of all the coalition governments intended to appoint a committee that were expected
to take a relook at the Centre-State relations. However, none of them had taken any attempt to
implement recommendations made by the previous Commissions. Therefore, although the UF
government (1996-98) committed in their CMP that there will be an immediate appointment of
“a high-level committee to review and update the recommendations of the Sarkaria Commis-

22 https://interstatecouncil.gov.in/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/gazette 1.pdf, accessed March 2024.
Available upon request.
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sion”, the report of the said committee has never been into the public domain, nor has it yet
been reported that the Committee did actually function23.

The proposal to review the Constitution was one of the promises made by the NDA I govern-
ment in their National Agenda and eventually they appointed the NCRWC (2002). Much like
the Sarkaria Commission (1988), most of the recommendations made by the NCRWC (2002)
related to strengthening the federal ethos of the country too remained unimplemented?24.

It was mentioned in the CMP of the UPA I that a new commission will be set up while keeping
in view the sea changes that had taken place in the polity and the economy of India since the
Sarkaria Commission had submitted its report in 1988. In pursuing their promise, the UPA I
government appointed the Punchhi Commission (2010). Box 3 &Table 5 clearly indicates that,
crucial recommendations made by all the INC-led Central government appointed Commissions
i.e., FARC (1969) (Box 3); Sarkaria Commission (1988) and Punchhi Commssion (2010) (Ta-
ble 5) were more or less alike. Hence none of their recommendations were taken care of by the
party itself along with pro-federal forces that allied with them.

23The Rediff (undated), “UF's Common Minimum Programme falls short of promises”-
http://www.rediff.com/news/jun/09cmp.htm, accessed February 16, 2026

24From time to time, various stakeholders demanded for implementation of the recommendations made by
the various commissions on Centre-State relations viz Sarkaria (1988); NCRWC (2002) & Punchhi
(2010) Commissions. None of the Central governments seemed to have taken care of that including the
past and ongoing BJP-led governments. As observed with respect to the implementation status of the
recommendations made by the Sarkaria Commission (1988), “Paradoxically barring the period between
1998 and 2004, when the BJP headed the coalition government at the Centre, the party was one of the
constant advocates of accepting the Commission’s recommendations” For details see-The Federal (May 8
2021), “Federalism: Modi the PM champions what Modi the CM did not”--
https://thefederal.com/opinion/federalism-modi-the-pm-champions-what-modi-the-cm-did-not/, accessed
February 16, 2026

Also see; The Wire (February 3 2022), “As CM, Narendra Modi echoed Rahul Gandhi's statement on
India as 'Union of States' many times”-- https:/thewire.in/politics/narendra-modi-rahul-gandhi-union-of-states-

india, Lok Sabha Debate (May 21, 2012), “Discussing regarding Centre-State Relations”, accessed Febru-

ary 16, 2026 - https://indiankanoon.org/doc/23710238/, Rajya Sabha, Debate (August 3, 2001), Resolu-
tion Re ‘Increasing erosion of federal principles in Centre-State relations due to the Union Government
usurping the powers of the State Governments’, accessed February 16, 2026
https://rsdebate.nic.in/bitstream/123456789/21922/1/PD_193 03082001 10 _p262 p305_13.pdf, ac-
cessed February 16, 2026, The Marxist (2008), “Approach paper on restructuring of Centre-State rela-
tions”, Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI (M), Volume XXIV, No. 3, July-September-
https://cpim.org/marxist/200803 _marxist-centre-state%?20relations.pdf, accessed February 16, 2026, A
few years ago, at the 11" ISC meeting (2016), several opposition CMs demanded for implementation of
the recommendations of these commissions. For details see-Deccan Chronicle (July 23, 2016), “On feder-
alism, just walk the talk.” --. https://www.deccanchronicle.com/opinion/op-ed/230716/on-federalism-just-

walk-the-talk.html, accessed February 16, 2026
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Therefore, in sum, pivotal aspects of the recommendations made by all these Commissions re-
lated to legislative, executive and financial autonomy of the States remained by and large the
same over the last few decades. Thus there will be real difficulties in spotting differences on
three aspects; (i) promises made by the successive coalition governments in providing greater
autonomy to the States (Table 2), (ii) sources of irritations in the sphere of Centre-State rela-
tions as expressed by the States till date (Box 2) and (iii) basic nature of the recommendations
made by these Commissions in order to rectify these maladies (Table 5). This leads us to be-
lieve that there has not only been stagnancy in this area, but over time, it actually got deteriorat-
ed no matter whichever government has been in power.

E) Concluding observations

In recent years, grave concerns have been expressed from many quarters at deepening unitary
features of Indian federation and consequent deterioration of Indian federal ethos when the BIP,
led by the PM-Mr. Modi, got the absolute majority in two successive GEs held in 2014 & 2019
without having to depend on regional forces in forming these two consecutive Central govern-
ments. However, despite this major victory of the BJP, regional parties as a whole that by and
large have pro-federal orientations, did not experience any significant loss since 2014 both in
terms of vote share and seats in the Indian Parliament. So the question remains as to why such
continuous assault on Indian federal spirit could not be checked.

Centre-State relations as an issue in the political system gained greater prominence and the slo-
gan ‘more powers to the States’, as raised by the pro-federal forces, became one of the im-
portant electoral agendas of various political parties since 1967 that continues till date. With a
view to describe various political parties’ stand on this issue, past (i.e., pre-coalition) literature
on Centre-State relations starts from the axiom that the national parties are anti-federal while
regional parties are by and large pro-federal.

A national party-the INC was perceived as an unequivocal unitarist or euphemistically speak-
ing- ‘reluctant federalist’. Who believes in status-quo and is reluctant to bring any change in the
existing structure and pattern of Centre-State relations that has a distinct centripetal bias.

In striking contrast, regional parties at large were treated as homogeneous entities regardless of
their power dynamics both at the Central as well as State levels along with their political equa-
tion with the Central partner, Therefore, their perceived unanimous stand on advocacy of true
federal India was hardly questioned. Instead, regional parties as a whole were seen as a homo-
geneous group of rebels who fight against their common enemy viz. the unitary Centre in a uni-
fied manner. Only difference among them, as depicted in the pre-coalition literature, is that
some regional forces are diehard federalists i.¢., believe in radical restructuring of Indian federal
structure while amending the Constitution while others are simply moderate pro-federal forces
that pursue functional aspects of federalism while accepting the sanctity of the Constitution.
With the emergence of multi-party rule and more pronouncedly during the coalition era, this
sharp line of demarcation between the regional and national parties got blurred. Moreover, pro-
federal regional parties hardly behaved as uniformly as expected. Even many a time, they start-
ed functioning at cross purposes. This trend continues to date.
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So far as national parties are concerned, although pre-dominant position of these parties contin-
ued to be pro-unitary, yet when their survival in various coalition governments was dependent
on regional parties, they tend to become more accommodative towards the federal aspirations of
constituent groups. Further, from time to time, when their nation-wide political dominance came
under threat (e.g., when they are out of power for a longer period), they seemed to have taken
more pro-federal stance than otherwise.

It is worth noting that although the two national parties e.g., the INC-a traditional unitarist and
the BJP seems to have been trading the same path while exhibiting their pro-unitary bias (for the
BJP, it became much prominent since 2014), yet their journeys are significantly different since
the inception. When the INC maintained its pro-unitary stand consistently except for being part
of various coalition governments, the BJP’s position has all along been a bit ambivalent.

This is due to the fact that the BJP erstwhile Bharatiya Jana Sangha (BJS) mainly remained
confined to State-level party till the late 1980s and was yet to get consolidated in national poli-
tics. Such political reality and electoral compulsion triggered the BJP to be an ardent advocate
of the States’ autonomy since its establishment in 1980. However, as they consolidated their
position in national polity more prominently since the late 1990s, their strong advocacy for the
States’ autonomy got faded gradually and the party started mirroring the traditional unitarist-the
INC on many issues.

Prima facie the slogan for ‘more power to the States’, as raised by various pro-federal regional
parties, seems to have emanated exclusively from rectifying the unitary bias of Indian federa-
tion. However, closer examination regarding the origin of the formulation of this demand shows
that the concern for protecting and upholding regional chauvinism, pride, culture and language
seem to be the main driving force that got eventually translated into the advocacy of strengthen-
ing the States’ power.

As these regional bosses started capturing power in many States, they increasingly realized that
without achieving certain degree of constitutional federalism, i.e. having adequate safeguards in
the Constitution along with acquiring procedural transparency where norms and formula based
functional federalism is ensured, regional interests and development cannot be protected and
attained.

This concern made them articulate their demand more pronouncedly and systematically since
the early 1980s that corresponds with the period when regional parties at large started capturing
power in various Indian States. Moderate pro-federal regional parties accept the present consti-
tutional structure for they feel that the degree of autonomy of the States is possible within the
constitutional framework while merely changing the machinery and the style of functioning of
the existing federal structure. Diehard federalists, however, strongly stand up for radical restruc-
turing of the existing federal framework through drastic amendment of the Constitution.

As this demand gained momentum, the national parties were eventually compelled to set up
several Commissions that were asked to review the matter regarding the Centre-State relations.
These Commissions constituted so far (viz. FARC (1969); Sarkaria Commission (1988);
NCWRC (2002) and Punchhi Commission (2010), seemed to have been in agreement with the
grievances expressed by these regional parties regarding the existence of centripetal bias of the
Indian federation. And hence these Commissions recommended for streamlining functional
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aspects of Indian federalism while accepting the sanctity of the Constitution. They urged for
ensuring formula and norm-based federal structure where procedural transparency and owner-
ship of the States in all matters that affect them can be institutionalized.

The coalition era gave an opportunity to the pro-federal regional parties to persuade the national
parties i.e., major coalition partners-the INC & the BJP to include federal agendas in their elec-
toral promises. Eventually various coalition governments came up with Common Minimum
Programme (CMP) (when led by the INC & others) or The National Agenda for Governance
(NAG) (when led by the BJP). It was expected that all the constituents of the successive coali-
tion governments will pursue this common goal as depicted in their respective CMPs & NAGs.

During the period of coalition, when these regional parties started being part of various Central
governments, they not only had some policy making space but also enjoyed greater bargaining
power while they managed to exert various types of quantitative and qualitative influences on
the Central polity. With a view to figuring out the extent of control that pro-federal political
parties had over these coalitional governments, numerical strengths of these regional parties
(both individual and collective) require to be looked at. Besides, several qualitative areas also
need to be considered in order to assess potential lobbying power of these federalists both col-
lectively and individually in furthering the cause of institutionalizing and strengthening the au-
tonomy of the States in Indian federation.

This new-found empowerment of regional parties created the potential of putting their long-
standing objectives of restructuring Indian federal system along true federal lines into practice.
However, not only promises made by them as part of various coalitions were not kept, but also
these coalition governments, supported by pro-federal forces, are often seen frequently resorting
to anti-federal provisions of the Constitution.

This coalition era even failed to live up to the expectations of all the pro-federal parameters set
by these regional parties themselves. Recommendations made by the successive Commissions
on Centre-State relations remained unimplemented during this period too. As a consequence, it
would be difficult to spot differences among three distinct aspects of this era when juxtaposed
with one another viz., (i) promises made by the successive coalition governments; (ii) recom-
mendations made by the various Commissions on Centre-State relations and (iii) grievances
expressed by the States regarding their autonomy (including that expressed recently).

This worrisome situation might have caused by the fact that Indian federalists have never taken
an attempt to form a non-electoral common platform like ‘Federal Block’. This proposed forum
could have facilitated the path of pursuing their unanimous goal- ‘more power to the States’ in a
continual and robust manner. On the contrary, regional federalists so far have come up with
immediate interest-driven, short-lived hence occasional outbursts on the question of the States’
autonomy either collectively or individually. These trends might have led to reinforcing unitary
bias of Indian federation instead of setting an example of better ‘federal political culture’.
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Tables and Boxes

Table: 1

Presence of dichard federalists in the Indian Parliament (Lok Sabha) during the first five General Elections (GEs)

Diehard federalists 1t GE 2M GE 3" GE 4" GE 5% GE
(1952)

(1957) (1962) (1967) (1971)
Communist Party of India (CPI) 16 27 29 23 23
Communist Party of India (Marxist) CPI (M) -- -- -- 19 25
Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) 4 0 3 3# 1
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) -- 2@ 7 25 23
Total strength of diehard federalists 20 29 39 70 72

Sources: Compiled from various documents

@For the DMK, it was the first national election, and the party won 2 MP seats. Due to the non-recognition of various State level parties such as the DMK, the

party had been grouped under independent parties.-- https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1957 Indian_general_election_in_Madras

#Akali Dal (Sant Fatheh Singh) got 3 MP seats; Akali Dal (Tara Singh) got no MP seats
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Table: 2

Promises made by the various Central coalition governments (1989-2014)

Common Minimum Programme (CMP)# of
the United Front (UF) government

(1996-1998)

The National Agenda for Governance of the
National Democratic Alliance (NDA) I (1998-
99) & the NDA II (1999-2004) governments

Common Minimum Programme (CMP) of the
United Progressive Alliance (UPA)-I (2004-
2009) & the UPA-II (2009-14) @ governments

Appointment of a commission to review Centre-State relations

The Sarkaria Commission gave its report over 10
years ago. The UF government will immediately
appoint a High-Level Committee to review and
update the recommendations of the Sarkaria
Commission (1988)

e  Suitable steps will be taken to ensure
harmonious Centre-State relations in
the light of the recommendations of
the Sarkaria Commission

e  Appointment of a commission to re-
view the Constitution to ensure har-
monious Centre-State relations

The Sarkaria Commission (1988) had last looked
at the issue of Centre-State relations over two
decades ago. A new commission will be set up
for this purpose, keeping in view the sea-changes
that have taken place in the polity and economy
of India since then

Devolution of more financial power to the States

The proposed Commission will also look into the
vital question of devolution of financial powers
from the Central government to the State gov-
ernments.

Devolution of more financial and administra-
tive powers and functions to the States

e  The share of the States in the single, di-
visible pool of taxes will be enhanced.

e  The issue of payment of royalties to the
States in the area of minerals will be
reviewed

Minimizing Central intrusion into the States’ matter via Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS)

Transfer of most CSSs to the States

All CSSs, except in national priority areas like
family planning will be transferred to the States

Re-activating inter-governmental consultative forums-National Development Council (NDC) & Inter-State Council (ISC)

Reactivating and energizing the NDC & the ISC

The NDC will be made as a more effective in-
strument of cooperative federalism. The ISC will
be activated
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Sources: Election Manifestoes of the various coalition governments viz. United Front (1996-98); National Democratic Alliance (NDA-I) (1998-99); National
Democratic Alliance (NDA-II) (1999-04); United Progressive Alliance (UPA-I) (2004-09).

Note: The National Front (1989-91) government did not have any Common Minimum Programme (CMP). For details see- The Indian Express (December 23,
2010), “In Congress’s coalition of the unwilling, leaders can connect but parties cannot”--http://www.indianexpress.com/news/in-congress-s-coalition-of-the-

unwilling-leaders-can-connect-but-parties-cannot/728346/0

The UPA II (2009-14) government too did not have a CMP. However, it was decided that common issues as depicted in the election manifestos of other allied re-
gional political parties will be included in building a common agenda. For details see- The Indian Express (May 20, 2009), “Cong downplays demand for Common
Minimum Programme”- https://indianexpress.com/article/political-pulse/cong-downplays-demand-for-common-minimum-programme/

#In addition, the UF coalition government (1996-98) promised in their CMP that immediate action will be taken in areas such as; (i) providing greater autonomy to
the States in determining development priorities (ii) granting greater freedom to the States in drawing up State Plans (iii) giving prompt Central assent to the State
Bills on matters within the States’ jurisdiction (v) amending Article 356 of the Constitution in the light of the recent decisions of the Supreme Court (Bommai
judgement)' to prevent the misuse of this constitutional provision.
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Table:3
Number of ‘full Council’@ meetings of the Inter-State Council (ISC) held since its inception (1990)
Governments at the Centre ‘Full Council’ meetings of the Total number of
ISC held during the tenure of ‘Full Council’
the various Central govern- meetings of the
ments since its inception (1990) | ISC held since its
inception (1990)
1 National Front Govt. (1989-91) 13 ISC meeting (1990) 1
2 Indian National Congress (INC) Govt. (1991-96) None 0
3 United Front Govt. (1996-98) 28 ISC meeting (1996), 37 ISC meet- 3

ing (17.7. 1997) & 4% ISC meeting
(28.11,1997)

4 National Democratic Alliance (NDA)-I (1998-99) & NDA-II | 5® ISC meeting (1999), 6™ ISC meet- 4
(1999-2004) Govt. ing (2000), 7" (2001) & 8™ ISC
meeting (2003)
5 United Progressive Alliance (UPA-I (2004-09) & UPA-II (2009- | 9™ ISC meeting (2005) & 10™ ISC 2
14) Govt. meeting (2006)
7 National Democratic Alliance (NDA) (2014-19) (Modi Govt.) 11" ISC meeting (2016) 1
8 National Democratic Alliance (NDA) (2019- as of 31% Dec. 22) | None 0
(Modi Govt.)
Total number of ISC meetings held 11

Source : http://interstatecouncil.nic.in/isc-meetings/
@Since the ISC’s inception (1990) till date, ‘full Council’ (consisting of all the members) of the ISC met only eleven times i.e., roughly once in three years
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Table:4

Implementation status of the decisions taken at the Inter-State Council (ISC) meetings as mentioned in SARC (2008) report.

No.

Decisions taken at the ISC meetings

Status of implementa-
tion

Discretionary power exercised by the Governors

1 (a)

Articles 200 and 201 of the Constitution should be amended laying down time limits of
one month for Governor and four months for the President respectively for assenting to
Bills, failing which the Bill would be deemed to have been passed

Not accepted

1 (b)

Retaining Article 365 (dealing with powers of the Union to issue directions to the States
in matters following within its executive powers) subject to its sparing application

Accepted

1(0)

Article 356 may be invoked only sparingly. Safeguards contained in the Bommai Judg-
ment@ which have already become the law of the land, are adequate to prevent misuse
of the article.

Agreed in principle,
but no amendment in
the Constitution was
deemed necessary in
view of Article 141

2

Removal and appointment of the Governors

2 (a)

Obligatory consultations with the State Chief Ministers before appointing the Governors

Not accepted

3

Legislative & Executive autonomy of the States

3 (a)

Transfer of ‘residuary powers’ from the Union to the Concurrent List

Not accepted

3 (b)

Prior consultation with the States, except in cases of urgency, for enacting legislations in
subjects that fall under the Concurrent List

Accepted in principle

Source: Second Administrative Reform Commission (SARC) (February 2008), Seventh Report, Capacity Building for Conflict Resolution Government of
India (Gol), New Delhi: Para 14.3.1.1.6-- https://darpg.gov.in/sites/default/files/capacity building7.pdf

@ see endnote i
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Table:5

Recommendations made by the successive Commissions on Centre-State Relations

Sarkaria Commission (1988)

NCRWC (2002)

Punchhi Commission (2010)

1. Executive & legislative autonomy
of the States

1. [Executive & legislative autonomy of
the States

1. [Executive & legislative autonomy
of the States

a. Streamlining the process of Appointment & Removal of Governor-a Constitutional Head of a State

Appointment & Removal of the Governor-:

Appointment & Removal of the Governor:

Appointment & Removal of the Governor:

Only non-political person and a person not
belonging to the State should be appointed as
Governor of the concerned State. In appointing
Governor, consultation by the Union Govern-
ment with the state’s Chief minister should be
made obligatory (and not as a matter of conven-
tion) and for this purpose, a Constitutional
amendment will be necessary. The Governor's
tenure of office of five years in a State should
not be disturbed except very rarely and that too,
for some extremely compelling reason

Only non-political person and a person not be-
longing to the State should be appointed as Gov-
ernor of the concerned State. Governor of a State
should be appointed by the President, after con-
sultation with the Chief Minister of that State.
Normally the five-year term should be adhered to,
and removal or transfer of the Governor should
be by following a similar procedure as for ap-
pointment i.e. after consultation with the Chief
Minister of the concerned State.

Only non-political person and a person not
belonging to the State should be appointed as
Governor of the concerned State. The Governor
should be given fixed five-year tenure, and their
removal should not be at the sweet will of the
government at the Centre. An appropriate pro-
cedure under which a Governor, who is to be
removed, for whatever reasons, be developed
and the concerned Governor be given an oppor-
tunity to defend his position.
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b.

Discretionary powers of the Governors be cu

rbed

e Dismissing an elected State gov-
ernment (Article 356): This provi-
sion should be used as a measure of
last resort, and it be described as an
extraordinary provision.

e  Reserving State Bills for_indefinite
period (Article 200 & 201): Need-
less reservation of State Bills for the
President's consideration should be
avoided. Bills should be reserved on-
ly in exceptional circumstances, as
indicated by the Commission. The
Governor should take decision re-
garding Bills for the President’s con-
sideration within a period not exceed-
ing one month from the date on
which the Bill is presented to him

e Dismissing an elected State govern-
ment (Article 356): Article 356 must
be used sparingly and only as a remedy
of the last resort. Limiting the misuse of
this Article lies in creating adequate
safeguards in the Constitutional provi-
sion.

o Reserving State Bills for indefinite
period (Article 200 & 201): There
should be a time-limit - say a period of
six months — within which the Gover-
nor should take a decision whether to
grant assent or to reserve a Bill for con-
sideration of the President. If the Bill is
reserved for consideration of the Presi-
dent, there should be a time-limit, say
of three months, within which the Pres-
ident should take a decision

e Dismissing an elected State gov-
ernment (Article 356): To check its
misuse by the Centre, “localizing
emergency provisions” is suggested
were localized areas i.e., either a dis-
trict or parts of a district of a State be
brought under the Governor’s rule

o Reserving State Bills for _indefinite
period (Article 200 & 201): The
Governor should make his decision
on the Bill within a maximum period
of six months after submission to
him. The President should be able to
decide consenting or withholding
consent in reasonable time say six
months. The decision of the Governor
& President be communicated to the
State

¢. The States’ say in the matter of the Concurrent List be considered

Concurrent List: There should be a firm con-
vention of Union-State consultation regarding
legislation on an item in the Concurrent List.
This convention should be strictly adhered to,
except in rare and exceptional cases of extreme
urgency or emergency

Concurrent List: It is essential to institutionalize
the process of consultation between the Union
and the States on legislation under the Concurrent
List

Concurrent List: For cultivating better Centre-
State relations and to facilitate effective imple-
mentation of the laws on the subjects fall in the
Concurrent List, it is necessary that some broad
agreement is reached between the Union and
the States before introducing legislation in the
Parliament on matters in the Concurrent List.
The existing arrangements in this regard require
institutionalization through the Inter-State
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Council (ISC)

2.

Financial autonomy of the States be
enhanced

2.

Financial autonomy of the States be
enhanced

2 Financial autonomies of the States be en-

hanced

Surcharge and Cess: Cesses be lev-
ied by the Union Government in view
of meeting the special needs and for
limited durations and for specific
purposes only. Likewise, the sur-
charge on Income Tax should not be
levied by the Union Government ex-
cept for a specific purpose and for a
strictly limited period only.

Service Tax: Not Applicable

Market Borrowing: The Union
Government should give its consent
freely to the States for borrowing
from banks and financial institutions.

Royalty on minerals and coal: The
review of the royalty rates on miner-
als should be made every two years
and well in time, as and when they
fall due. The same procedure should
also apply to royalty on petroleum
and natural gas.

Surcharge and Cess: There should be
a public policy to move decisively in
the direction of doing away with the
surcharges as part of the Union’s fiscal
armoury.

Service Tax: Present mechanism of
imposition of service tax only by the
Centre fail to tap the full potential of
the service sector of a vast range of ser-
vices which are primarily local in na-
ture. The States be empowered to levy
State level service taxes through Con-
stitutional amendment.

Market Borrowing: No Recommenda-
tion was made.

Royalty on minerals and coal: No
Recommendation was made.

Surcharge and Cess: Central gov-
ernment should review all the exist-
ing cesses and surcharges with a view
to bringing down their share in the
gross tax revenue of the Centre.

Service Tax: Jurisdiction of taxation
of services between the Centre and
the States should be clearly demar-
cated and the States should be em-
powered to tax services which are of
local nature and to introduce these
changes, the Constitution may be
suitably amended. Service tax should
be brought under the divisible pool.

Market Borrowing: As long as the
States remain within the overall bor-
rowing ceilings fixed for them by the
Central government and fiscal deficit
targets fixed under their own Fiscal
Responsibility & Budget Manage-
ment (FRBM) laws, the States should
have access to the market without re-
quiring the Central government’s ap-
proval.

Royalty on minerals and coal: The
royalty rates on major minerals

should be revised at least every three
years without any delay. The States
should be properly compensated for
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any delay in the revision of royalty
beyond three years

3. The States’ role in the inter-
governmental resource transfer in-
stitutions (UFC & PC) be ensured

3. The States’ role in the inter-
governmental resource transfer insti-
tutions (UFC & PC) be ensured

3 The States’ role in the inter-
governmental resource transfer in-
stitutions (UFC & PC) be ensured

Union Finance Commission (UFC):
Although there is no need to formal-
ize the process of consultation with
the States in finalizing the Terms of
References (ToRs) of the UFCs.
Nonetheless, it is desirable that this
healthy practice of informal consulta-
tion with the States in this matter
should continue.

Planning Commission (PC: Full and

effective consultation with the States
at all stages of the Planning process
should be assured by the PC

Union Finance Commission (UFC): It
is desirable to associate the States more
actively in deciding the additional ToRs
of the UFCs, preferably by having the
National Development Council (NDC)
to endorse the additional ToR.

Planning Commission (PC): No Rec-

ommendation

Union Finance Commission (UFC):

There should be an effective mecha-
nism to involve the States in the fina-
lization of the ToRs of the UFCs
Planning Commission (PC): The PC
may finalise the Five-Year Plans in
consultation with the States to ensure
broad correspondence with the na-
tional objectives. Further, detailed
exercise of approving the States’ an-
nual Plans may not be necessary. The
States should be given freedom to
pursue their Plan according to their
own needs and priorities within the
framework of nationally accepted
priorities.

Inter-governmental consultative
mechanisms be activated

4  Inter-governmental consultative
mechanisms be activated

Inter-governmental consultative
mechanisms be activated

Inter-State _Council _(ISC): ISC
should be constituted under the Arti-
cle 263 of the Constitution

National Development _ Council
(NDCQ): The NDC should be given
Constitutional status and be made to
function more effectively. The NDC
can emerge as the highest political
level Inter-governmental body for
giving a direction and thrust to
planned development of the country.
Being the supreme inter-
governmental body for all matters re-

Inter-State Council (ISC): Individual
and collective consultation with the
States should be undertaken through the
ISC. The ISC Order (1990), issued by
the President for constitution of ISC,
may clearly specify the subject matters
that should form part of consultation in
the ISC as mentioned in the clause 4(b)
of the Order (1990) #

National  Development  Council
(NDCQ): The ambit of the NDC should
be widened beyond the Five Year and
the Annual Plans. The NDC meetings

Inter-State Council (ISC): The ISC
should be activated and meet more
frequently. It should be the highest
coordination body. The ISC can meet
to resolve contentious issues affecting
all the States, like royalties, land ac-
quisition, rehabilitation and resettle-
ment, etc.

National _Development _ Council
(NDC): The time is ripe to activate
forum like NDC.
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lated to socio-economic development, be convened more frequently to test

it is necessary that NDC should be ideas and evaluate experience in policy

renamed and reconstituted as Nation- formulation and implementation in are-

al Economic and Development Coun- as where both the Union and the States

cil (NEDC) by the Presidential Order are interested in the sake of social and
economic development

Source: Commission on Centre-State Relations Report (1988), (Sarkaria Commission), Part I & Part II Government of India (Gol), New Delhi; The National
Commission to Review the Working of the Constitution (NCRWC) (2002); Vol. I & Vol. II, Gol, New Delhi; Commission on Centre-State Relations Report
(March 2010), (Punchhi Commission), Volume I to VIII, Gol, New Delhi

#http://interstatecouncil.nic.in/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/gazette 1.pdf
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Table: 6
Dismissal of the elected State governments by using Article 356 of the Constitution by various Central governments
Number of times Article 356 were applied during the collation era Number of times Article 356 were applied during
the non-coalition era
Tenure of various coalition Central governments Number of | Tenure of various non- | Number of times
times Article | coalition Central governments | Article 356 were
356 were used used
1977-79 (Janata Govt.) 23 1952-57 (INC Govt.) 3
1989-91 (National Front Govt.) 7 1957-62 (INC Govt.) 3
1996-98 (United Front Govt.) 1 1962-67 (INC Govt.) 5
1998-99 (National Democratic Alliance (NDA-I) Govt.) 0 1967-70 (INC Govt.) 11
1999-04 (National Democratic Alliance (NDA-II) Govt.) 4 1971-77 (INC Govt.) 19
2004-09 (United Progressive Alliance (UPA-I) Govt.) 7 1980-84 (INC Govt.) 17
2009-14 (United Progressive Alliance (UPA-II) Govt.) 3 1984-89 (INC Govt.) 6
1991-96 (INC Govt.) 11
2014-19 (BJP Govt.) 6#
2019-till date (BJP Govt.) 2H#

Source: Livemint (February 11, 2015), “Has Article 356 been the Centre’s AK-567"--https://www.livemint.com/Politics/x3cSvcJAHHtHZmdwPONeCl/Has-
Article-356-been-the-Centres-AKS56.html

# During the period of the first term of the Modi government (2014-19), President’s rule was imposed as many as 6 times viz. Maharashtra (2014); Arunachal
Pradesh (2016); Uttarakhand (2016) & Jammu and Kashmir (J&K). In J&K alone, President’s rule was imposed thrice i.e., from January 9 (2015) to March 1
(2015); from January 8 (2016) to April 4 (2016) and from June 19 (2018) to October 30 (2019). For details see—Business Standard (undated), “What is the Presi-
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dent’s rule”-https://www.business-standard.com/about/what-is-president-s-rule/1 & Factly (September 30, 2020), “President’s rule is imposed even during Naren-
dra Modi as Prime Minister”-- https://factly.in/presidents-rule-is-imposed-even-during-narendra-modi-as-prime-minister/

##President’s rule was imposed in Maharashtra on 12-11-2019 due to political instability which was eventually revoked on 23-11-2019 (see https://www.business-

standard.com/about/what-is-president-s-rule/1). President’s rule was also imposed in Puducherry on February 22, 2022 (see The Indian Express (February 25,

2022) “President’s Rule imposed in Puducherry”--https://indianexpress.com/article/india/presidents-rule-imposed-in-puducherry-7204735/)

Note: Indian National Congress (INC); Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
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Table: 7

Presence of pro-federal forces in the successive coalition governments at the Centre

Name of the coalition governments

(Tenure)

Pro-federal and diehard federalists that supported coalition
governments

Janata Party (1977-79)

DMK, SAD, ATADMK & CPI (M)-led Left Front (including CPT)

Janata Dal led- National Front (NF) (1989-91)

TDP, AGP, DMK & CPI (M)-led-Left Front (including CPI)

Janata Dal led- United Front (UF) (1996-98)

DMK, AGP, TDP, JKNC, CPI (M)-led Left Front (including CPI)
& Samajwadi Party

BJP-led National Democratic Alliance (NDA-I) (1998-99)

AIADMK, SAD, Janata Party, Samta Party@, BJD & MDMK

BJP-led National Democratic Alliance (NDA-IT) (1999-04)

DMK, TDP, Samta Party, BID, SAD, MDMK, & Janata Party

INC-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA-I) (2004-09)

RID, DMK, MDMK & CPI(M)-led Left Front (including CPI)

INC-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA-II) (2009-2014)

DMK, JKNC, RJD, Janata Dal

Sources: Compiled from various documents

Note: Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK); All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhgam (AIADMK), Marumalarchi Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (MDMK);
Jammu & Kashmir National Conference (JKNC); Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD); Communist Party of India (CPI); Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI (M);
Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD); Biju Janata Dal (BJD); Asom Gana Parishad (AGP); Telugu Desam Party (TDP); Indian National Congress (INC); Bharatiya Janata

Party (BJP)

@ Former Samta Party now Janata Dal (United) JD (U) led by Mr. Nitish Kumar in Bihar
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Box: 1

Allegations made by the States for being subjected to politically motivated discrimination.

e In 2011, former Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu-Ms. Jayalalitha of AIADMK, which was not allied with the UPA-II government
(2009-14), had accused the Centre of discriminating her State as compared to West Bengal. Despite repeated requests for spe-
cial assistance, as complained by her, funds were not provided to Tamil Nadu while a special package had been given to West
Bengal for the only reason, as perceived by her, the Trinamool Congress (TMC)-led West Bengal was allied with the UPA 11
government (The Indian Express (October 22, 2011), “UPA reducing states to glorified municipal corporations: Jaya”,
http://www.indianexpress.com/news/upa-reducing-states-to-glorified-municipal-corporations-jaya/864030/0

e During the NDA I & II regime, the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD)-led government of Bihar, which was not allied with the NDA,
blamed the Central government for treating them unfavourably compared to Andhra Pradesh (the State was ruled by the TDP
that was one of the coalition partners of the NDA) when the later received $763 million in Additional Central Assistance
(ACA) for externally aided projects in State Plans while Bihar, with larger population and much greater levels of poverty than
Andhra Pradesh, got a paltry $67 million (Rodden, J & Duke, S. W, (September 17, 2004), “The Shifting Political Economy of
Redistribution in the Indian Federation”- Paper prepared for the Annual Meeting of the International Society for New Institu-
tional Economics Tucson, AZ September 30-October 3, 2004-
http://web.mit.edu/jrodden/www/materials/rodden.wilkinson.isnie2004.pdf

e The Biju Janata Dal (BJD) from Orissa, that did not have electoral coalition with the UPA-I (2004-09) government, complained
that, though the State was as badly off as Bihar, yet the RJD-led Bihar that was a major coalition partner in the UPA-I govern-
ment had received a special allotment for Rs.3000 crores ($652 million) in the Centre’s anti-poverty programmes while Orissa
received nothing. So discriminatory treatment had been meted out to the State, as felt by the BJD (ibid.).
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Box: 2

Areas where the States’ autonomy is continually usurped, as perceived by various regional political par-
ties.

1. Legislative and executive power of the States should not be shrinking.

v Partisan role of the Governors in exercising its discretionary power be curbed.

e Dismissal of the elected State governments while applying Article 356 be stopped

e Reserving State Bills for consideration of the Governors be streamlined
v Appointment & removal of the Governors should not be done at the discretion of the Centre.
4 ‘Residuary power’ be granted to the States.

2. Erosion of fiscal power and space of the States needs to be stopped.

v Devolution of more fiscal power to the States
e Assignment of buoyant and elastic sources of revenue to the States
e Residuary power to tax be granted to the States.
v' % share of the States in total pool of the Central taxes (divisible pool) be hiked
v Shrinking of divisible pool on account of following reasons be stopped:
e Non-sharable cesses & surcharges
e  Through manipulation of Terms of References (ToRs) of the Union Finance Commissions (UFCs)
v Other factors affecting fiscal space of the States negatively be taken care of
e  Share of the States in market borrowing be hiked

e Rate of royalty on mineral and coal should be revised more frequently & be paid on ad valorem basis.

3. Inter-governmental resource transfers be carried out effectively.

v' The States’ voice in the UFCs & the Planning Commission be ensured.
v" All Central transfers to the States be unconditional.
v" Al Central transfers to the States be devolved through statutory bodies and be formulaic.
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4.

5.

The Central intrusion into the States’ matter causing erosion of fiscal and legal autonomy of the States be stopped.

v' The number of the Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS) in areas that fall under the States’ jurisdiction be kept
minimum & the States’ roles and preferences be prioritized.

v'The Centre’s encroachment upon the Concurrent List & making it de facto Centre List be stopped.
v'The Centre’s intrusion into the State List be stopped.

The States’ roles and ownerships in the following Central bodies that are having centralized mode of operations
should be ensured:

v/ Calamity Relief: An institutional framework (while including the States’ role) be developed in assessing the ex-

6.

tent of damage caused by a calamity in the concerned States and consequent allocation of the Calamity Relief
Fund (CRF) given by the Centre. This can be pursued with a view to stop Central government’s arbitrariness in
distributing CRF among the affected States while ensuring depoliticization of disbursing the CRF.

Public Distribution System (PDS): State-specific socio-economic conditions should be taken into account
while fixing criteria for distributing food grains among the States under PDS. In addition, there should be repre-
sentatives of the State governments in the Food Corporation of India (FCI) that procures food grains to be re-
quired for PDS.

Minimum Support Price (MSP): Representatives of the State governments be included in the Central agency-
Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices (CACP) that fixes MSP in order to take into account the States’
views before fixing MSP.

Inter-governmental consultative forums viz. Inter-State Council (ISC) & National Development Council (NDC) be
activated.

The ISC should be made the supreme body to decide all major Centre-State issues.

The ISC’s decision should be made binding on the Centre through a constitutional amendment.
The NDC be given constitutional status.

The agenda of the NDC should be decided by both the Centre and the States

AN N NN

the last minute.

\

longer duration.
v The NDC meetings be held more frequently (at least once in every quarter)

The agenda of the NDC meetings be provided well in advance instead of being hastily imposed by the Centre at

Focused and structured deliberations need to be pursed at the NDC where each issue should be discussed with
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Source: Compiled from various documents viz. minutes of the meetings of the Inter-State Council (ISC); Minutes of the meetings of the National Development
Council (NDC); views expressed by various political parties-led State governments before the ISC & the NDC; Conclaves and informal meetings of Chief Minister
(CMs) of the opposition ruled States; The Election Manifestoes (EMs) of several political parties; Memorandum submitted by the various State governments to the
Union Finance Commissions (UFCs); Debates on Center-State relations in Rajya Sabha (Upper House) and Lok Sabha (Lower House) & Responses of the State
and Central governments along with various political parties to the questionnaires provided by the Sarkaria Commission (1988) (Part II) and Punchhi Commission
(2010) (Reponses from Stakeholders, Supplementary Volume III)
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Box: 3

Recommendations made by the First Administrative Reform Commission (FARC), Report on Centre-State
Relationships (1969)

Governor’s post be streamlined and certain guidelines be formulated in exercising discretionary powers of the Governors

Appointment of the Governors

e A person to be appointed as a Governor should be one who has had a long experience in public life and administration and can
be trusted to rise above party prejudices. The convention of consulting the concerned Chief Minister of the State before ap-
pointing a Governor is a healthy one and may continue.

Discretionary power to be exercised by the Governors.

e It is necessary to keep the office of the Governor above controversies. In making the reports to the President (for imposition of
Article 356), the Governor must act according to his own judgment and in such cases, as far as possible, he will take his Chief
Minister into confidence except for special circumstances. Before the Governor makes a report about a threatened emergency,
the Governor should have exhausted his own right to advice and warn so that his Ministry would have no grievance that it has;
been kept in the dark.

o Initially, guidelines for the Governors regarding exercise of their powers, both discretionary and constitutional, be formulated
by the Inter-State Council. After acceptance by the Union (Central) Government, these guidelines could be issued in the name
of the President and laid before the Parliament.

Reservation the State Bills by the Governors passed by the State Legislature for the consideration of the President.

e The Governors should reserve the Bills for the Presidential consideration only in special circumstances such as those in which
there is clear violation of some fundamental rights or a patent unconstitutionality. Presidential intervention would also be re-
quired in the event of conflict with the Central Law.

The number of Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSSs) be kept minimum & the States’ roles and preferences be prioritized

The number of CSSs should be kept to the minimum and the criteria, to be laid down for determining which projects should be Centrally
sponsored, be applied strictly. The role of the Central Ministries and Departments with regard to subjects falling within the State List,
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should follow the guidelines as mentioned below:

The role of the Centre in the subjects specified in the State List be confined to that “of pioneer, guide, disseminator of infor-
mation, and overall planner and evaluator”.

In pursuing the CSSs, uniform approach cannot necessarily be adopted throughout the whole country.
In undertaking the CSSs, the fullest possible discretion should be given to the States to pursue their policies and measures ac-
cording to their ideologies and programmes in the areas falling within the State List

Greater freedom be provided to the States in pursuing State Plans; Central Plan assistance for State Plans be formulaic & Cen-
tral Plan assistance to the States should be dealt by a statutory body

As the Planning Commission is not a constitutional body, it would be desirable for another body created by law, to be entrusted
with the responsibility of formulating the principles governing the allocation of Central Plan grants to the States. Since the Un-
ion Finance Commission is a statutory body, it can be entrusted with this task.

Simplification of the procedure is required in providing Central Plan assistance to the State Plans in order to ensure the States’
autonomy in the selection of their programmes and to the lessening of the control by the Centre in this regard.

With a view to give full latitude to the States to pursue their development path according to their needs and requirements, de-
tailed sectoral planning, including preparation and execution of individual schemes and programmes, should be left to the State
governments.

There has been a need for enunciation of well-defined principles, in the light of which Central Plan grants to the States could be
made.

Inter-State Council (ISC) be activated and its decision, though advisory in nature, may be accepted by the Central government

An ISC should be constituted under the Article 263 of the Constitution and would consist of the representatives of the Central
government. State Governments and of the Opposition in the Parliament.

The ISC would be an appropriate body to discuss and formulate the guidelines that concerns both the Sates and the Centre.
These guidelines may thereafter be accepted by the Central government and be issued in the name of the President.

The guidelines so issued by the ISC, may be placed before both the Houses of Parliament. (i.e., Upper House (Rajya Sabha) &
Lower House (Lok Sabha)

The ISC’s decisions, though advisory in nature, must be able to carry weight with the Centre and the State governments.
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Source: First Administrative Reform Commission (FARC) on Centre-State Relationships (1969), Government of India (Gol), New Delhi

'Tn a landmark judgment of the Supreme Court (S.R Bommai Vs, Union of India, 11" March, 1994) which is popularly known as ‘Bommai Judgement’, the apex
Court intended to prevent the misuse of Article 356. The Article had so far been, as felt, frequently exercised by the Centre in dismissing democratically elected
State governments on the pretext of breakdown of law-and-order situation of the concerned State.
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