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THE RAJ BHAVAN’S NEW ROLE — TAKING CENTRE STAGE 
The political design behind increasing gubernatorial over-reach is simple —  

to crowd in on certain State governments 
 When in 2007 at the height of the agitation in Nandigram in West Bengal, Governor Gopalkrishna 

Gandhi had allowed himself to express his “cold horror” at the ugly violence, Raisina Hill overseers were not 

pleased and their displeasure was conveyed to the Raj Bhavan in no uncertain terms. There was a definite 

clarity in New Delhi that a Governor need not get involved in the fracas among the political parties and leaders. 

That was “old India” and there was a commitment to the federal principle. 

 In the “new India”, a new role is being scripted for the Raj Bhavan, as is for all other constitutional 

institutions. The Governors in the non-Bharatiya Janata Party-ruled States have been given a licence to convert 

Raj Bhavans into a rival centre of political activism — even intrigue — against the elected governments. 
 

The letter in Maharashtra 

 Hon’ble Jagdeep Dhankhar at the Kolkata Raj Bhavan, so far, had the distinction of being the most 

active licentiate — till his counterpart in the Mumbai Raj Bhavan decided last week to cross all limits of 

gubernatorial propriety. Maharashtra Governor Bhagat Singh Koshyari’s by-now famous letter to Chief 

Minister Uddhav Thackeray, demanding re-opening of the places of worship to the devotees across 

Maharashtra, is a brilliant but thoroughly unnerving innovation in a Governor’s bag of tricks of over-reach. 

 Various Raj Bhavans, of course, have become embroiled in extremely unsavoury controversies over the 

decade, partly because the Constitution of India does allow a certain discretion to the Governor. And a 

discretion invariably does get abused. The framers of the Constitution had definitely disfavoured the idea of an 

elected Governor because they were unambiguously clear that political power would only be vested with the 

Council of Ministers, headed by a Chief Minister; yet, they were not inclined to put in a formal Instrument of 

Instructions for the Governors and were content to believe that political decencies and correctness would be 

observed both by the Governor and the Chief Minister. 

 As the distinguished constitutional expert, Nani A. Palkhivala, saw it, “the Constitution intended that 

the Governor should be the instrument to maintain the fundamental equilibrium of the people of the State 

and to ensure that the mandates of the Constitution are respected in the State”. The assumption, of course, 

was that those appointed to a Raj Bhavan would be endowed with “a buddhi [wisdom] which sets apart a 

statesman from a politician”. 
 

A twist to discretion 

 In the post-Nehruvian era, as our politics became rough and our politicians rougher, that buddhi 

eluded most Governors. As an appointee of the Union Government, the Governors have, predictably enough, 

been all too prone to do the bidding of the ruling party at the Centre. 

 Inevitably the “discretion” — be it choosing a Chief Minister, or requiring a Chief Minister to prove 

his/her majority, or dismissing a Chief Minister, dissolving the legislature, recommending President’s Rule — 

came to be tainted with partisan political considerations. More often than not, the gubernatorial discretion 

was abused, sometimes absurdly, even whimsically. 

 The Supreme Court did try, through its judgment in the S.R. Bommai case, to restore some kind of 

order on the rampant proclivities of Raj Bhavans. That, of course, did not prevent a Governor from becoming 

difficult. For example, a Governor has been known for, once, withholding his assent to the Budget because the 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/what-is-the-sr-bommai-case-and-why-is-it-quoted-often/article23929119.ece
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Chief Minister was not inclined to accede to the Raj Bhavan’s demand for a fourth imported luxury car for “ His 

Excellency”. 

 But now, the BJP has accelerated the process of institutional lumpenisation. A new role for the 

Governors in the non-BJP ruled States has been devised. Without seeming to abuse his ‘discretion’, a 

Governor, like the gentleman in the Kolkata Raj Bhavan, can blatantly put the licence of ‘gubernatorial 

activism’ in the service of his bosses’ party interests. There is probably nothing in the Constitution that forbids 

a Governor from making a political nuisance of himself. The Twitter handle comes in handy. Or, no one can 

fault a Governor for granting an audience to delegations hostile to the Chief Minister. The Maharashtra 

Governor was all too willing to get himself photographed with a film actress, who was demonstratively 

brawling with Chief Minister Thackeray. 

 Or, take the case of the West Bengal Governor openly suggesting that the police officials and the 

bureaucrats should perform their duties as “public servants are not political workers”. Almost, a hit-and-run 

strategy. And, then, leave it to the media to whip up a political cloud over such loaded utterances. 
 

New low 

 Article 167 of the Constitution does allow a Governor to call for any information “relating to the 

administration of the affairs of the State”; but, with a wink from the bosses in the Union Home Ministry, a 

Governor like Mr. Dhankhar or Mr. Koshyari can become a total partisan. But, it was a new low when the 

Maharashtra Governor mockingly asked the Chief Minister if he had suddenly turned ‘secular’. 

 In the “old India”, the President of India would have mostly probably found a way of communicating 

the Rashtrapati Bhavan’s displeasure to the Maharashtra Governor for this ‘secular’ taunt. After all, secularism 

is very much a part of the basic structure of the Constitution, the very sacred book that a Governor takes oath 

to “preserve, protect and defend”. 

 “Secularism” is not a dispensable part of the Constitution, nor is it a dirty word, as Governor Koshyari’s 

letter implied. After all, it has been pointed out by jurists and constitutional scholars that in the Kesavananda 

Bharati case, the Supreme Court had declared secularism as a basic feature of the Constitution, even before 

the Forty-Second Amendment had introduced the word ‘secular’ in the Preamble to the Constitution. The 

political design behind an over-active Raj Bhavan is simple: poke, prod, pinprick and provoke the elected 

government to waste its political energies and capital in an unwanted war of attrition; the BJP can be the only 

beneficiary from the resulting skirmishes. 
 

Reflecting an arrogance 

 However, there is a certain method to this gubernatorial madness. Governors like Mr. Koshyari and 

Mr. Dhankhar are too insignificant as political players to have crafted on their own this new gubernatorial 

meddlesomeness; their overreach is only a reflection of a new arrogant mindset at work. 

 The Narendra Modi-Amit Shah leadership subscribes to a maximalist approach to the obligation of 

institutionalised sharing of power within our federal framework. Over and above the primacy of the Union, the 

BJP is allergic to the idea of having to share power and space with other political parties and players. The non-

BJP governments, an unafraid Mamta Banerjee and unintimidated Uddhav Thackeray, are seen as eyesores 

which need to be removed. To that end, wherever possible, the Raj Bhavans would become the State BJP’s 

extension counters. No one should be surprised if the BJP were to use the contrived Koshyari-Thackeray dust-

up in the Bihar election campaign later this month. 

 This itch for political intolerance is a recurring nightmare for the Indian Union. After she returned to 

power in 1980, Indira Gandhi was determined to use the Raj Bhavans to get rid of unhelpful non-Congress 
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governments. Remember Governor Ram Lal in Andhra Pradesh or Governor Jagmohan in Jammu and Kashmir. 

But, now, a new righteous of the “new India” is being deployed to beautify an old-fashioned power lust. An 

over-bearing Centre appeals enormously to wannabe emperors. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 centre stage (noun) – centre of attention, 

spotlight, public eye. 

 take centre stage (phrase) – to be at the centre of 

attention; to be in a very important position. 

 design (noun) – intention, aim, purpose, objective, 

plan. 

 gubernatorial (adjective) – Relating to a governor. 

 over-reach (noun) – an act of trying to do too 

much. 

 crowd in on (phrasal verb) – overwhelm, 

preoccupy, dominate, overpower (someone). 

 at the height of (phrase) – at the most extreme 

part/point of something. 

 fracas (noun) – disturbance, quarrel, scuffle. 

 cold (adjective) – characterized by the feeling of 

fear, panic, or horror. 

 Raisina Hill (noun) – used as a metonym for the 

seat (headquarters) of the Government of India, it 

is a part of the Lutyens’ area of New Delhi, housing 

India’s most important government buildings, 

including Rashtrapati Bhavan, the official 

residence of the President of India and the  

Secretariat building housing the Prime Minister’s 

Office and several other important ministries. 

(Metonym is used as an alternative for something 

else with which it is closely related/associated). 

 overseer (noun) – supervisor, controller, 

 superintendent/head of department. 

 in no uncertain terms (phrase) – clearly, 

definitely, certainly. 

 federal (adjective) – relating to a system of 

government in which establishments such as 

states or provinces share power with a national 

government. 

 licence (noun) – freedom. 

 activism (noun) – involvement; campaigning/ 

supporting (to cause political or social change). 

 intrigue (verb) – plot, collude, conspire. 

 have the distinction of (phrase) – be different 

from others of a similar type (because of a 

great quality/achievement). 

 licentiate (noun) – a person holding a licence  to  

practise a particular profession/job. 

 counterpart (noun) – equivalent, equal (person); 

fellow, peer. 

 propriety (noun) – morality, correctness, 

 rightness,  good manners. 

 by-now (adjective) – at some time in the near 

past. 

 unnerving (adjective) – disconcerting, unsettling, 

discomfiting, disturbing. 

 a bag of tricks (phrase) – a set of brilliant plans/ 

techniques. 

 of course (phrase) – certainly, absolutely; as you 

would expect, needless to say. 

 embroil (verb) – involve, entangle, mix up. 

 unsavoury (adjective) – disreputable, unpleasant, 

disagreeable. 

 discretion (noun) – choice, option, preference, 

disposition. 

 invariably (adverb) – always, every time, each 

time. 

 disfavour (verb) – disapprove. 

 unambiguously (adverb) – undeniably, 

unquestionably, undebatably. 

 be vested with (verb) – give (someone) the legal 

right. 

 incline (verb) – tend to have a particular opinion. 

 instrument (noun) – mechanism, apparatus, 

system, means (to achieve/attain something). 

 content (adjective) – satisfied. 

 distinguished (adjective) – eminent, famous, 

renowned, prominent.  

 equilibrium (noun) – balance, symmetry, equality, 

evenness. 

 assumption (noun) – belief, supposition, 

 expectation, speculation, conjecture. 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/centre_stage
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/design
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/gubernatorial
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/overreach?q=Overreach
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/crowd
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/fracas
https://www.lexico.com/definition/cold
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/overseer
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/in_no_uncertain_terms
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/federalism
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/license
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/activism
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/intrigue
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/distinction
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/licentiate
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/counterpart?q=Counterpart+
https://www.lexico.com/definition/propriety
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/unnerving
https://www.lexico.com/definition/a_bag_of_tricks
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/of_course
https://www.lexico.com/definition/embroil
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/unsavoury?q=unsavoury+
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/discretion
https://www.lexico.com/definition/invariably
https://www.lexico.com/definition/disfavour
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/unambiguously
https://www.lexico.com/definition/vest
https://www.lexico.com/definition/incline
https://www.lexico.com/definition/instrument
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/content
https://www.lexico.com/definition/distinguished
https://www.lexico.com/definition/equilibrium
https://www.lexico.com/definition/assumption
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 endow (verb) – give, provide, equip. 

 statesman (noun) – senior politician, respected 

political figure, political leader. 

 elude (verb) – evade, avoid, get away from, dodge, 

slip away from. 

 appointee (noun) – one who is appointed to a 

job/position; representative, delegate, office 

holder. 

 predictably (adverb) – as expected, as anticipated. 

 prone to (adjective) – susceptible, vulnerable, 

liable, inclined; at risk of. 

 bidding (noun) – command, order, instruction. 

 inevitably (adverb) – unavoidably, certainly, 

definitely. 

 dissolve (verb) – dismiss, disestablish, disband, 

abolish. 

 the legislature (noun) – a deliberative body of 

persons, usually elective, who are empowered to 

make, change, or repeal the laws of a country or 

state. 

 taint (verb) – tarnish, damage, spoil, ruin, vitiate. 

 partisan (adjective) – biased, prejudiced, one-

sided. 

 consideration (noun) – thought, deliberation, 

analysis, examination. 

 absurdly (adverb) – ridiculously, farcically, 

laughably. 

 whimsically (adverb) – unusually, playfully,  

mischievously. 

 rampant (adjective) – widespread, present 

everywhere/pervasive, unrestrained/out of 

control. 

 proclivity (noun) – liking, inclination, tendency/ 

leaning. 

 withhold (verb) – deny, refuse (to give), stop, hold 

back. 

 assent (noun) – approval, consent, sanction, 

agreement, acceptance. 

 accede to (verb) – agree to, consent to, accept. 

 His Excellency (noun) – expression used for 

addressing governors. 

 probably (adverb) – most likely, in all likelihood, 

all things considered, perhaps. 

 lumpenisation (noun) – an act of disfranchising/ 

dispossessing someone/something from the 

(socioeconomic) class or status. 

 blatantly (adverb) – flagrantly, glaringly, openly. 

 nuisance (noun) – inconvenience, irritant, 

problem. 

 come in handy (phrase) – to be useful. 

 delegation (noun) – assignment, giving, committal, 

devolution, deputation. 

 hostile (adjective) – opposed, inimical, averse. 

 demonstratively (adverb) – openly. 

 brawl (verb) – fight, skirmish, scuffle, tussle. 

 bureaucrat (noun) – a powerful officer, public/ 

government servant, office-bearer, civil servant, 

functionary, mandarin. 

 hit-and-run (adjective) – relating  to a tactical 

principle using short surprise attacks, withdrawing 

before the enemy can respond in force, and 

constantly manoeuvring to avoid full engagement 

with the enemy. 

 whip up (phrasal verb) – excite, evoke/provoke, 

stimulate, encourage (strong emotions in 

someone intentionally). 

 cloud (noun) – trouble, problem, worry;  menace/ 

threat, gloom. 

 utterance (noun) – remark, comment, word, 

expression, statement. 

 call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly ask/ 

necessitate, demand. 

 affairs (noun) – concerns, matters, activities. 

 wink (noun) – signal, indication, sign. 

 mockingly (adverb) – derisively, teasingly, 

insultingly. 

 secular (adjective) – non-religious. 

 taunt (noun) – insult, barb, gibe. 

 secularism (noun) – the belief that religion should 

not have a strong influence in education or other 

public parts of society. 

 oath (noun) – vow, sworn statement, promise/ 

pledge. 

 dispensable (adjective) – unnecessary,  

unessential,  replaceable. 

 imply (verb) – say indirectly, suggest, indicate. 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/endow
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/statesman
https://www.lexico.com/en/synonym/elude
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/appointee
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/predictably
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/prone
https://www.lexico.com/definition/bidding
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/inevitably
https://www.lexico.com/definition/dissolve
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/legislature
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/taint
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/partisan
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/consideration
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/absurdly
https://www.lexico.com/definition/whimsically
https://www.lexico.com/definition/rampant
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/proclivity
https://www.lexico.com/definition/withhold
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/assent
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/accede
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/probably
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/blatantly
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/nuisance
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/come_in_handy
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/delegation
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/hostile
https://www.lexico.com/definition/demonstratively
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/brawl
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/bureaucrat
https://www.lexico.com/definition/hit-and-run
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/whip_something_up
https://www.lexico.com/definition/cloud
https://www.lexico.com/definition/utterance
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/call_for
https://www.lexico.com/definition/affair
https://www.lexico.com/definition/wink
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/mockingly
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/secular?q=Secular
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/taunt
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/secularism
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/oath
https://www.lexico.com/definition/dispensable
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/imply
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 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 jurist (noun) – an expert in law. 

 scholar (noun) – academic, intellectual,  expert/ 

pundit, learned person. 

 Forty-Second Amendment (noun) – The 42nd 

Amendment changed the description of India from 

a “sovereign democratic republic” to a “sovereign, 

socialist secular democratic republic”, and also 

changed the words “unity of the nation” to “unity 

and integrity of the nation”. The Forty-Second 

Amendment officially known as The Constitution 

Act, 1976, was enacted during the Emergency by 

the Indian National Congress government headed 

by Indira Gandhi. 

 poke (verb) – prod, nudge, rouse. 

 prod (verb) – rouse, stimulate, motivate, 

 persuade. 

 pinprick (verb) – annoy, irritate, vex. 

 war of attrition (noun) – a military strategy 

consisting of aggressive attempts to win a war by 

wearing down (weakening) the enemy to the point 

of collapse through continuous losses in personnel 

and materiel. 

 skirmish (noun) – a small or minor fight/conflict;  

tussle/quarrel, squabble. 

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

 arrogance (noun) – egotism, self-importance. 

 meddlesomeness (noun) – interference, meddling. 

 reflection (noun) – indication, display, 

demonstration. 

 subscribe to (verb) – agree with, be in agreement 

with, support/endorse. 

 maximalist (adjective) – relating to an approach of 

a person/organisation (particularly in politics) with 

extreme thoughts and not ready to compromise. 

 obligation (noun) – duty, responsibility, 

commitment. 

 institutionalise (verb) – set up a standard practice 

(in an organisation/culture). 

 federalism/federal framework/system (noun) – a 

system of government in which establishments 

such as states or provinces share power with a 

national government. 

 over and above (phrase) – in addition to, as well 

as, besides. 

 primacy (noun) – importance, priority, 

preference, first place. 

 allergic to (adjective) – averse, opposed, hostile. 

 unintimidated (adjective) – unfrightened, fearless. 

 to that end (phrase) – for that reason, with that 

goal. 

 eyesore (noun) – defect, blot, blemish, mess. 

 contrived (adjective) – deliberate, calculated, 

intentional, designed. 

 dust-up (noun) – quarrel, argument, fight, dispute, 

disagreement. 

 itch (verb) – long, yearn, need. 

 intolerance (noun) – prejudice, bias, 

bigotry/partisanship, discrimination. 

 recurring (adjective) – happening repeatedly; 

reappearing/reoccurring. 

 nightmare (noun) – very unpleasant or frightening 

experience; ordeal, horror, torment. 

 get rid of (phrase) – remove, discard, eliminate, 

wipe out. 

 righteous (adjective) – justifiable, legitimate, 

defensible, supportable. 

 deploy (verb) – use, utilize, employ.  

 old-fashioned (adjective) – old, out of date, 

outdated. 

 lust (noun) – greed, desire, thirst, appetite. 

 overbearing (adjective) –

 dominating, oppressive, high-handed. 

 wannabe (adjective) – aspiring/wanting to look or 

act like someone else. 

 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/point_something_out
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/jurist
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/scholar
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/poke
https://www.lexico.com/definition/prod
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/pinprick
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/skirmish
https://www.lexico.com/definition/reflect
https://www.lexico.com/definition/arrogance
https://www.lexico.com/definition/meddlesomeness
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/reflection
https://www.lexico.com/definition/subscribe
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/maximalist
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/obligation
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/institutionalize?q=institutionalised+
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/federalism
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/over_and_above
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/primacy
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/allergic
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/eyesore
https://www.lexico.com/definition/contrived
https://www.lexico.com/definition/dust-up
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/itch
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/intolerance
https://www.lexico.com/definition/recurring
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/nightmare
https://www.lexico.com/definition/get_rid_of
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/righteous
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/deploy
https://www.lexico.com/definition/old-fashioned
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/lust
https://www.lexico.com/definition/overbearing
https://www.lexico.com/definition/wannabe

