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FEDERALISM, NOW A PARTISAN INTERNAL DIALOGUE 
India could be living through a reprise of the ‘Congress system’,  

but with significant differences in the BJP’s re-enactment 
 At the first signs of stress, the grand vision of a nation unified in a singular system of taxation, was 
supplanted by a policy of every-state-for-itself. Just over three years ago, the introduction of a unified “goods 
and services tax” (GST) was heralded by a midnight session of Parliament, a theatrical invocation of India’s 
1947 “tryst with destiny”. It was a moment of seeming vindication for the vision of a nation united in its 
singularity, which the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Prime Minister Narendra Modi have made their own. 
 

Miscued estimates 
 The triumphalism lived on, but only in the alternative world created by BJP acolytes in the media. In 
the real world, evidence of seriously miscued revenue estimates, premised upon an ideological rather than 
pragmatic tax rate, was accumulating at an alarming pace. 
 The Comptroller and Auditor-General of India (CAG) recently revealed how a cess meant to remedy 
shortfalls in GST yields, was retained in central government revenues, in violation of all applicable norms. This 
revelation does little to build trust at a time when the States’ treasuries are running dry and the central 
government is gratuitously advising them to borrow on the strength of its guarantee. States ruled by the BJP 
are willing to go along, but others believe that the onus of borrowing should rest with the central government, 
given that it is the absolute sovereign and enjoys vastly greater taxation rights. 
 

Fiscal deficit and investors 
 It could be surmised that the central government’s refusal to contemplate the option that Opposition 
states are urging, stems from legitimate concerns over its fiscal deficit, a parameter in turn seen as crucial to 
retaining the confidence of foreign institutional investors. Many of these investors who turn over vast sums of 
money in India’s currency and share markets, have short-term perspectives. Yet, it does little for public 
confidence that the central government should base policy upon this thin artifice, when the States’ fiscal 
health is in serious jeopardy. 
 The central government, in May, sanctioned a higher borrowing limit for States through the current 
year. In the bargain, it imposed conditionalities which reflected two deep dogmas: enforcing a singular 
standard for the implementation of policies across a vast and diverse country, and improving India’s ranking as 
a place for “doing business”. States will have unconditional access to borrowings equivalent to half a 
percentage point of their gross output. But, subsequently, every tranche of a quarter point will be premised on 
progress in implementing the “one nation, one ration card” scheme, and improvements in the “ease of doing 
business”. 
 “Doing business” is a parameter the World Bank has devised as an indicator of a country’s economic 
prospects. The Modi government has prided itself on rapid improvements registered in this index since 2014. 
This, despite criticism that the parameter is indifferent towards issues of equity, welfare and environmental 
sustainability, and concerns within the World Bank that data manipulations may have distorted estimates. 
 

The agrarian crisis 
 The “doing business” objective seemingly guided the central government when it introduced and 
pushed through — despite loudly vented reservations — laws that transform the infrastructure and regulatory 
processes of agricultural markets. There is a deep crisis in the agrarian sector that most evaluations have 
concluded, arises from ingrained asymmetries of market power. Absent a remedy for these, the malaise is only 
likely to be aggravated by the entry of private corporate buyers, who could overwhelm the fragile yet workable 
systems built up by State governments. 
 Federalism has always been a contested concept in Indian politics. Aside from the contents and 
definitions sections, the word “federal” occurs in only one operational article of the Indian Constitution, in 
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reference to the apex judicial body created in colonial times. When this body was transformed into the 
Supreme Court at the moment the Constitution came into force, the word seemingly lost all operative value. 
The administrative matter of the distribution of powers and responsibilities between various tiers of the 
governmental system, was achieved without explicit recognition of federalism as a governing principle. 
 In actual operational terms, the relationship of Centre and States followed different paradigms 
through various phases of politics. In the single-party state that India essentially was at the time of 
Independence, the distribution of powers between Centre and States was transformed into an internal 
discussion of the Congress. 
 

Evolution of power sharing 
 The “Congress system”, as the political scientist Rajni Kothari called it, was seen at one time to have 
sufficient internal flexibility and resilience to absorb all factional pressures and create a grand national 
synthesis. The challenge to that hegemonic vision came first from the cultural terrain, compelling a reluctant 
national leadership to concede the principle of the linguistic reorganisation of States. And then, as ambitions of 
nation-building through rapid industrialisation began to flounder, agrarian interest groups in particular began 
peeling off, joining other factions to create the possibility of a non-Congress politics. 
 The Congress lost power in a number of key States in 1967, retaining only a parlous grip at the Centre. 
Then, as political scientists Suhas Palshikar and Yogendra Yadav have theorised, the polity moved into a new 
phase, when politics was about “waves” at the national or State level either in favour of, or against the 
Congress. From 1989 onwards, politics settled into another distinct phase, when outcomes at the national level 
were the resultant of very separate State-level results. This was a process driven by the emergence of regional 
parties through the 1970s and 1980s, and the consolidation of Left politics in West Bengal and its continuing 
relevance in Kerala. 
 Since emerging in 2014 as the pole around which the polity revolves and underlining that status in 
2019, the BJP has taken all the cues, and now seeks to transform federalism into an internal dialogue. There is 
a hint here, that India could be living through a reprise of the “Congress system” of the 1950s and 1960s. 
Significant differences exist, though, which could make a difference to the BJP’s re-enactment. 
 

Agriculture subsumed 
 First, the BJP has grown in most parts of the country by wedging itself firmly into the deepest cultural 
fault lines in Indian society. This is integral to its ideology and not merely the kind of pragmatic tactical 
recourse that the Congress on occasion adopted. Second, the Congress’s inattention to the rural agrarian 
sector was relatively benign, born in its belief that agriculture was a vast reservoir that would gladly yield its 
surpluses of manpower and product to fuel the growth of the urban industrial frontier. In the BJP’s vision, 
agriculture is the tail-end of the economy which should be forcibly absorbed into the logic of private enterprise 
and the aggrandisement of India’s wealthiest business groups. 
 If there is a parallel to be drawn with the splintering of the Congress system and its replacement by a 
complex mosaic of politics led by the regions, it is simply this: that the agrarian sector could soon emerge as 
the force driving change. And typically, these interest groups begin coalescing at the level of State politics and 
then forge larger unities, which begin to contest the overweening power of the Centre. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 federalism/federal framework/system (noun) –

 a system of government in which 

establishments such as states or provinces 

share power with a national government. 

 partisan (adjective) – biased, prejudiced, one-

sided. 

 live through (phrasal verb) – survive, undergo, 

experience (an unpleasant experience or 

period). 

 reprise (noun) – reiteration, repeating, 

iteration. 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/federalism
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/partisan
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/live_through
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/reprise
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 difference (noun) – disagreement, difference of 

opinion, misunderstanding. 

 re-enactment (noun) – the repetition of a past 

event. 

 stress (noun) – strain, pressure, tension, worry. 

 supplant (verb) – supersede, displace/replace, 

substitute/take over. 

 herald (verb) – publicize, declare, make public, 

announce, usher in. 

 theatrical (adjective) – exaggerated, 

melodramatic, overacted, showy, histrionic. 

 invocation (noun) – citation, mention, calling 

on. 

 tryst with destiny (phrase) – Jawaharlal Nehru, 

the first Prime Minister of India, delivered his 

“Tryst with Destiny” speech on the eve of 

independence (15th, Aug 1947, towards mid 

night on 14th, Aug 1947). It is considered to be 

one of the greatest speeches of the 20th 

century. This phrase means that 

“independence/freedom of India destined to 

happen”. Literally ‘tryst with destiny’ means “to 

make a secret deal with something that is in 

destined for us”. 

 seeming (adjective) – professed, supposed, so-

called; apparent, ostensible. 

 vindication (noun) – justification, 

rationalization. 

 singularity (noun) – distinctiveness, 

individuality,  particularity; peculiarity, oddity, 

eccentricity. 

 make one’s own (phrase) – adapt, assume, 

acquire. 

 miscued (adjective) – miscalculated, mistaken. 

 triumphalism (noun) – an attitude or a belief 

that a particular doctrine, religion, culture, 

social system is superior to and should triumph 

all over others. 

 live on (phrasal verb) – to continue to exist. 

 acolyte (noun) – assistant, helper, attendant. 

 premise upon (verb) – base on (something). 

 ideological (adjective) – relating to a system of 

ideas. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 pragmatic (adjective) – empirical, realistic 

/actual, practical. 

 accumulate (verb) – gather, collect, amass. 

 alarming (adjective) – worrying, disturbing, 

shocking/distressing. 

 Comptroller and Auditor-General (CAG) of 

India (noun) – it is empowered to audit all 

expenses from the combined fund of the union 

or state governments, whether incurred within 

India or outside.(Courtesy; https://cag.gov.in/). 

 cess (noun) – a form of tax charged/levied over 

and above the base tax liability of a taxpayer. 

A cess is usually imposed additionally when the 

state or the central government looks to raise 

funds for specific purposes. 

 remedy (verb) – put right, set right, rectify, 

solve, resolve. 

 shortfall (noun) – deficit, inadequacy, 

deficiency,  shortage. 

 yield (noun) – profit, gain, return, revenue, 

dividend. 

 violation (noun) – breach, breaking, non-

observance. 

 revelation (noun) – disclosure, announcement, 

surprising fact. 

 run dry (phrase) – (of a source) used up, 

exhausted, spent, depleted, utilized. 

 gratuitously (adverb) – unjustifiably. 

 go along (phrasal verb) – continue or progress. 

 onus (noun) – responsibility, duty; burden, 

liability, obligation. 

 absolute (adjective) – decisive, definite, 

categorical, unequivocal, outright. 

 sovereign (noun) – head of state; supreme 

ruler. 

 vastly (adverb) – extremely, immensely, 

exceedingly, hugely/largely. 

 fiscal deficit (noun) – the difference between 

total expenditure and total income of the 

government. 

 surmise (verb) – assume, conjecture, suppose. 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/difference
https://www.lexico.com/definition/re-enactment
https://www.lexico.com/definition/stress
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/supplant
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/herald
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/theatrical
https://www.lexico.com/definition/invocation
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/seeming
https://www.lexico.com/definition/vindication
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/singularity
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/miscue
https://www.lexico.com/definition/triumphalism
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/acolyte
https://www.lexico.com/definition/premise
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ideological
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pragmatic
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/accumulate
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/alarming
https://cag.gov.in/
https://www.lexico.com/definition/cess
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/remedy
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/shortfall
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/yield
https://www.lexico.com/definition/violation
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/revelation
https://www.lexico.com/definition/run_dry
https://www.lexico.com/definition/gratuitously
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/go_along
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/onus
https://www.lexico.com/definition/absolute
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/sovereign
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/vastly
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/surmise
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 contemplate (verb) – think about, consider, give 

thought to. 

 stem from (phrasal verb) – originate from, 

arise/come from, emanate from. 

 legitimate (adjective) – valid, reasonable, 

reliable. 

 perspective (noun) – outlook, viewpoint, 

 approach. 

 artifice (noun) – trickery, trick/tactic, deception, 

dishonesty. 

 fiscal (adjective) – financial. 

 jeopardy (noun) – peril, danger, risk/difficulty. 

 sanction (verb) – approve, support, endorse. 

 bargain (noun) – agreement, arrangement, 

understanding, deal. 

 conditionality (noun) – It refers to the 

conditions/requirements attached to the 

provision of loans, debt relief, or foreign aid by 

the provider to the recipient. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 

 percentage point (noun) – the difference 

between two percentages is termed 

as percentage point. (for example: “Interest 

Rates Jump From 10% to 12%”. In this case, the 

interest rate increased by “2 percentage points” 

or you can say that the interest rate is increased 

by 20%). 

 Ease of Doing Business (Ranking) (noun) – Ease 

of doing business is an index annually published 

by the World Bank. Economies are ranked on 

their ease of doing business, from 1–190. A high 

ease of doing business ranking means the 

regulatory environment is more conducive to 

the starting and operation of a local firm. The 

rankings are determined by sorting the 

aggregate scores on 10 topics. Doing business 

ranking is based on quantitative indicators on 

regulation for starting a business, dealing with 

construction permits, getting electricity, 

registering property, getting credit, protecting 

minority investors, paying taxes, trading across 

borders, enforcing contracts and resolving 

insolvency. 

 dogma (noun) – principle, rule, belief. 

 subsequently (adverb) – afterwards, later on, 

eventually. 

 tranche (noun) – part, section, portion (of 

something, particularly money). 

 devise (verb) – formulate, come up with, create. 

 prospect (noun) – hope, chance, possibility, 

probability, outlook. 

 pride (oneself) (verb) – be proud of, revel in, 

take satisfaction in, delight in. 

 index (noun) – indicator, guide, mark, measure. 

 indifferent (adjective) – unconcerned about, 

uncaring about, casual about, uninterested in. 

 sustainability (noun) – avoidance of the 

depletion of natural resources in order to 

maintain an ecological balance. 

 manipulation (noun) – manoeuvre,  stratagem,  

intrigue/ploy/trick. 

 seemingly (adverb) – apparently, evidently,  

outwardly. 

 push through (phrasal verb) – succeed in 

passing a law accepted by the people who 

oppose it. 

 agrarian (adjective) – relating to cultivating/ 

farming. 

 regulatory (adjective) – governmental, 

supervisory, organizational, controlling. 

 evaluation (noun) – assessment, analysis, 

appraisal. 

 ingrained (adjective) – entrenched, established, 

deep-rooted, firmly fixed. 

 asymmetry (noun) – lack of equality, non-

uniformity, unevenness, lack of symmetry. 

 remedy (noun) – solution, answer, 

antidote/panacea. 

 malaise (noun) – trouble, uneasiness,  

unhappiness, depression. 

 aggravate (verb) – increase, worsen,  

exacerbate; annoy, irritate. 

 overwhelm (verb) – engulf, swamp, overrun, 

overpower/inundate; overburden, beset. 

 fragile (adjective) – easily broken/destroyed, 

weak, risky, unreliable, insecure. 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/contemplate
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/stem?q=Stem+from#stem__17
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/legitimate
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/perspective
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/artifice
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/fiscal
https://www.lexico.com/definition/jeopardy
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/sanction
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/bargain
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/conditionality
https://www.lexico.com/definition/reflect
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/percentage_point
https://www.lexico.com/definition/dogma
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/thesaurus/subsequently
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/tranche
https://www.lexico.com/definition/devise
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/prospect
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/pride
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/index
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/indifferent
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/sustainability
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/manipulation
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/seemingly
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/push-something-through?q=Push+something+through
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/agrarian
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/regulatory
https://www.lexico.com/definition/evaluation
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/ingrained
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/asymmetry
https://www.lexico.com/definition/remedy
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/malaise
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/aggravate
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/overwhelm
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/fragile
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 build up (phrasal verb) – establish, set up, form. 

 federal (adjective) – relating to a system of 

government in which establishments such as 

states or provinces share power with a national 

government. 

 come into force (phrase) – come to effect (a 

new law, rule, change etc.). 

 tier (noun) – grade, level, step, echelon. 

 explicit (adjective) – clear, detailed, definite, 

categorical. 

 paradigm (noun) – model, pattern, example. 

 resilience (noun) – strength, toughness; the 

capacity to recover quickly from difficulties. 

 factional (adjective) – partisan, sectarian, 

group. 

 synthesis (noun) – combination, union, 

amalgam, mixture. 

 hegemonic (adjective) – dominant in a context. 

 terrain (noun) – territory. 

 reluctant (adjective) – unwilling, disinclined, 

unenthusiastic. 

 concede (verb) – admit, acknowledge, accept. 

 linguistic (adjective) – relating to language; 

lingual. 

 industrialisation (noun) – the extensive 

development of industries in a region, country, 

culture, etc. 

 flounder (verb) – struggle, have difficulty, be 

confused, be in difficulties, be in dire straits. 

 peel off (phrasal verb) – leave, abandon (a 

group). 

 faction (noun) – group, side, camp. 

 parlous (adjective) – awful, difficult, uncertain. 

 polity (noun) – a politically organized society. 

 consolidation (noun) – the process of 

combining a number of things into a single more 

effective one; unification. 

 relevance (noun) – significance, importance. 

 underline (verb) – emphasize, underscore, 

highlight. 

 cue (noun) – hint, indication. 

 make a difference (phrase) – be important, 

have a significant effect on, to cause a change; 

signify. 

 subsume (verb) – include, incorporate, absorb, 

encompass. 

 wedge (verb) – force, thrust, push. 

 fault line (noun) – a divisive issue; a difference 

of opinion. 

 on occasion (phrase) – occasionally, sometimes, 

from time to time, now and then. 

 inattention (noun) – lack of concentration, 

inattentiveness, negligence, disregard. 

 relatively (adverb) – comparatively, 

proportionately, somewhat, to a certain 

extent/degree. 

 benign (adjective) – gracious, kind; agreeable, 

helpful; favourable, advantageous, beneficial. 

 reservoir (noun) – reserve, stock, accumulation. 

 yield (verb) – produce, provide, give. 

 surplus (noun) – excess, oversupply, 

overabundance. 

 fuel (verb) – stimulate, encourage, intensify. 

 frontier (noun) – limit, border. 

 tail-end (noun) – the last part of something. 

 aggrandisement (noun) – exaggeration, 

magnification, overplaying, amplification. 

 splinter (verb) – separate, break away (in to a 

smaller groups). 

 parallel (noun) – similarity, comparison, 

correlation. 

 mosaic (noun) – mixed bag, mixture/patchwork, 

collection of diverse elements. 

 coalesce (verb) – come together to form a 

larger group/community; unite, join, combine, 

merge, grow together as a whole. 

 overweening (adjective) – high-

handed, domineering, overbearing. 

 
 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/build
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/federalism
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/tier
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/explicit
https://linksredirect.com/?pub_id=30205CL27237&source=js&url=https%3A//en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/paradigm
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/resilience
https://www.lexico.com/definition/factional
https://www.lexico.com/definition/synthesis
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/hegemonic
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/terrain
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/reluctant
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/concede
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/linguistic
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/industrialization
https://www.lexico.com/definition/flounder
https://www.lexico.com/definition/peel_off
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/faction
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/parlous
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/polity
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/consolidation
https://www.lexico.com/definition/relevance
https://www.lexico.com/definition/underline
https://www.lexico.com/definition/cue
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/make_a_difference
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/subsume
https://www.lexico.com/definition/wedge
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/fault_line
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/on_occasion
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/inattention
https://www.lexico.com/definition/relatively
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/benign
https://www.lexico.com/definition/reservoir
https://www.lexico.com/definition/yield
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/surplus
https://www.lexico.com/definition/fuel
https://www.lexico.com/definition/frontier
https://www.lexico.com/definition/tail_end
https://www.lexico.com/definition/aggrandizement
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/splinter
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/parallel
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/mosaic
https://www.lexico.com/definition/coalesce
https://www.lexico.com/definition/overweening

