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FRESH STIRRINGS ON FEDERALISM AS A NEW POLITICS 
There are factors, which if harnessed well, that can create a political moment  

for a principled politics of federalism 
Between vaccine wars, heated debates over the Goods and Services Tax (GST), personnel battles like the 

fracas over West Bengal’s Chief Secretary, and the pushback against controversial regulations in Lakshadweep, is 

India ready for a new federal bargain? 

Emboldened by victories in the recent State Assembly elections, the idea of a third ‘federal’ front is once 

again gaining political cache as was evident in the Sharad Pawar organised Opposition meet. The Dravida Munnetra 

Kazhagam, since taking office, has begun to craft an ideological narrative on State rights, by re-introducing the term 

Union into the public discourse and pushing back against increased fiscal centralisation. Is this renewed emphasis on 

federalism, a genuine opportunity for forging a new politics? 

Federalism in India has always had political relevance, but except for the States Reorganisation Act, 

federalism has rarely been an axis of political mobilisation. This was true even in the days of coalition politics when 

State politics mattered to national electoral outcomes. Fiscal and administrative centralisation persisted despite 

nearly two decades of coalition governments. Ironically, rather than deepen federalism, the contingencies of 

electoral politics have created significant impediments to creating a political consensus for genuine federalism. 

When confronted with entrenched centralisation of the present regime, the challenge is, ironically, even greater.  

 

Nationalism on strong wicket 

First, the rhetoric of nationalism has greater political purchase. Ideologically, the Bharatiya Janata Party 

(BJP) has had relatively little patience with federalism as a device to accommodate India’s multiple linguistic, 

religious, and ethnic identities. Post-2014, the BJP has couched its discomfiture with federalism in the grammar of 

development and nationalism, which has mass electoral appeal. To accelerate progress, India must become ‘one 

nation, one market’, ‘one nation, one ration card’, ‘one nation, one grid’. In this framing, federalism as a principle 

necessary for negotiating diverse political contexts and identity claims risks being equated with regionalism and a 

narrow parochialism that is anti-development and anti-national. 

Thus, a politics for deepening federalism will need to overcome a nationalist rhetoric that pits federalism 

against nationalism and development. This is a hard ask, especially because most regional parties have failed to 

uphold principles of decentralisation in their own backyard. 

Second, and relatedly, despite a rhetorical commitment to federalism, the politics of federalism has 

remained contingent rather than principled. As Pratap Bhanu Mehta has pointed out over the decades, federal 

principles have been bent in all kinds of ways to co-produce a political culture of flexible federalism — “federalism 

for me, but not for thee”. 

Federalism in this rendition is reduced to a game of political upmanship and remains restricted to a partisan 

tussle rather than a regions’ genuine demand for accommodation. Especially, when claimants of greater federalism 

often maintain silence on unilateral decisions that affect other States. 

Take for instance, the downgrading of a full-fledged State in Jammu and Kashmir into a Union Territory in 

2019, or more recently, the notification of the NCT of Delhi (Amendment) Act, 2021. This blatant undermining of 

State’s rights hardly witnessed protest by parties that were not directly affected by these. Upholding federalism 

requires political maturity and a commitment to the federal principle. This is lacking in our politics. 

 

Divide among States 

Third, the increased economic and governance divergence between States. Economic growth trajectories 

since liberalisation have been characterised by growing spatial divergence. Across all key indicators, southern (and 

western) States have outperformed much of northern and eastern India resulting in a greater divergence rather than 

expected convergence with growth. This has created a context where collective action amongst States becomes 

difficult as poorer regions of India contribute far less to the economy but require greater fiscal resources to 

overcome their economic fragilities. Glimpses of these emerging tensions were visible in the debates around the 

15th Finance Commission (FC) when the Government of India mandated the commission to use the 2011 Census 

rather than the established practice of using the 1971 Census to determine revenue share across States.  

This, Southern states feared, risked penalising States that had successfully controlled population growth by 

reducing their share in the overall resource pool. The 15th Finance Commission, through its recommendations, 

deftly avoided a political crisis but the growing divergence between richer and poorer States, remains an important 

source of tension in inter-State relations that can become a real impediment to collective action amongst States. 

With the impending delimitation exercise due in 2026, these tensions will only increase. 

These challenges notwithstanding, the BJP’s impatience with federalism affords an opportunity for regional 

parties to craft a new federal bargain. At one level, the BJP’s homogenising ideological project risks creating new 
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forms of cultural alienation and associated regional tensions as occurred during the Citizenship (Amendment) Act 

protests in Assam. There is a very real possibility of the emergence of new forms of regional sub-nationalism, 

glimpses of which were visible during the recent Assembly elections particularly in West Bengal. 

 

Fiscal management 

Moreover, the realities of India’s macro-fiscal position risk increasing the fragility of State finances. Weak 

fiscal management has brought the Union government on the brink of what economist Rathin Roy has called a silent 

fiscal crisis. The Union’s response has been to squeeze revenue from States by increasing cesses. Its insistence on 

giving GST compensation to States as loans (after long delays) and increasing State shares in central schemes. The 

pandemic-induced economic crisis has only exaggerated this. 

Against this backdrop, if harnessed well, both sub-nationalist sentiments and the need to reclaim fiscal 

federalism create a political moment for a principled politics of federalism. However, there are risks along the way. 

As Suhas Palshikar has argued, the politics of regional identity is isolationist by its very nature. An effort at collective 

political action for federalism based on identity concerns will have to overcome this risk. On the fiscal side, richer 

States must find a way of sharing the burden with the poorer States. States will have to show political maturity to 

make necessary compromises if they are to negotiate existing tensions and win the collective battle with the Union. 

An inter-State platform that brings States together in a routine dialogue on matters of fiscal federalism could be the 

starting point for building trust and a common agenda. The seeds of this were planted in the debates over the 15th 

Finance Commission and the GST. 

Finally, beyond principles, a renewed politics of federalism is also an electoral necessity. No coalition has 

succeeded, in the long term, without a glue that binds it. Forging a political consensus on federalism can be that 

glue. But this would require immense patience and maturity from regional parties. Are they up to the task? 

 

 stirring (noun) – the starting of a motion, activity, 

feeling, emotion, idea, etc. 

 federalism/federal framework/system (noun) – a 

system of government in which establishments such 

as states or provinces share power with a national 

government. 

 harness (verb) – utilize, use, make use of, put to 

use, capitalize on, employ, apply. 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 heated (adjective) – intense, vehement, passionate. 

 fracas (noun) – disturbance, uproar, commotion, 

quarrel, tussle, fight. 

 pushback (noun) – resistance, opposition, force 

back, repulse drive. 

 regulation (noun) – rule, order, directive, act, law. 

 federal (adjective) – relating to a system of 

government in which establishments such as states 

or provinces share power with a national 

government. 

 bargain (noun) – agreement, arrangement, 

understanding, deal. 

 emboldened (adjective) – encouraged, motivated; 

strengthened, fortified. 

 front (noun) – political group. 

 cache (noun) – store, stock, collection, 

accumulation, reserve. 

 craft (verb) – exercise skill in making something. 

 ideological (adjective) – relating to a system of 

ideas (ideology). 

 narrative (noun) – a representation of a particular 

situation; portrayal/account. 

 discourse (noun) – discussion, conversation, 

communication, expression. 

 push back (phrasal verb) – force back, repel, fight 

off; refuse, reject, prevent. 

 fiscal (adjective) – financial. 

 centralisation (noun) – the process of having 

functions, powers, people or things only in a central 

location or authority. 

 fiscal centralisation (noun) – it involves shifting all 

responsibilities for expenditures and/or revenues to 

the union/center government.  

 emphasis (noun) – importance, significance; 

priority, insistence. 

 forge (verb) – form, create, establish, set up. 

 relevance (noun) – significance, importance. 

 States Reorganisation Act, 1956 (noun) – An Act to 

provide for the reorganisation of the States of India 

and for matters connected therewith. In 1956, when 

the Constitution of India was amended to 

implement the provisions of the States 

Reorganisation Act, only two categories, namely, 

States and Union Territories remained in the Indian 

Union. The States Reorganisation Act of 1956 

remains the single most extensive change in state 

boundaries since the Independence of India in 1947. 

 mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 

forces/people/resources together for a particular 

cause. 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

 ironically (adverb) – paradoxically, unexpectedly, 

strangely. 

 deepen (verb) – intensify, strengthen, increase. 

 contingency (noun) – a possible event or 

circumstance, happening, occurrence of a possible 

incident but not guaranteed/certain to 

happen/occur. 

 impediment (noun) – obstacle, barrier, obstruction, 

hindrance. 

 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is shared 

by all the people in a group. 
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 confront with (verb) – trouble, bother, distress, 

oppress. 

 entrenched (adjective) – ingrained, established, well 

established. 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 nationalism (noun) – it refers to a system (with a 

narrow set of ideas) created by a group of people 

who believe their nation is superior to all others. It 

is also a perception of national superiority and an 

orientation toward national dominance- called 

chauvinism (excessive nationalism). 

 wicket (noun) – barrier. 

 rhetoric (noun) – the art of speaking or writing 

effectively & persuasively or impressively (but, often 

lacking substance); bombast, loftiness, 

hyperbole/extravagant language. 

 purchase (noun) – advantage, support, grip, 

leverage. 

 ideologically (adverb) – dogmatically, 

conventionally; in a method which relates to an 

ideology. 

 relatively (adverb) – comparatively, 

proportionately, somewhat, to a certain 

extent/degree. 

 accommodate (verb) – adjust, adapt, attune, get 

accustomed, come to terms with, come to accept. 

 linguistic (adjective) – relating to language; lingual. 

 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population 

subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk) with a 

common national or cultural tradition. 

 identity (noun) – a social category, a set of persons 

marked by a label and distinguished by rules 

deciding membership and (alleged) characteristic 

features or attributes; individuality, character, 

originality. 

 couch (verb) – express, formulate, communicate, 

set forth, put across. 

 discomfiture (noun) – embarrassment, discomfort, 

humiliation. 

 grammar (noun) – the basic elements (of an area of 

knowledge). 

 appeal (noun) – attraction, interest, temptation, 

drawing power, enticement. 

 framing (noun) – statement, identification, 

definition, description. 

 regionalism (noun) – excess caring for one’s region 

and to all related to it. 

 narrow (adjective) – narrow-minded, intolerant, 

illiberal, shortsighted, myopic, inward-looking. 

 parochialism (noun) – narrow-mindedness, 

localism, provincialism. 

 nationalist (noun/adjective) – relating to 

nationalism. 

 pit against (verb) – set against, match against, put in 

opposition to, put in competition with. 

 ask (noun) – demand. 

 uphold (verb) – confirm, endorse/approve, 

vindicate/validate. 

 decentralisation (noun) – the process of distributing 

or dispersing functions, powers, people or things 

away from a central location or authority. 

 backyard (noun) – the territory/area close to a 

particular country. 

 rhetorical (adjective) – relating to the art of 

speaking or writing effectively & persuasively or 

impressively (but, often lacking substance); 

oratorical, overblown, extravagant, bombastic. 

 contingent (adjective) – subject to chance, 

unpredictable; conditional, dependent. 

 principled (adjective) – ethical, righteous, high-

minded, right-minded, proper/correct. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 thee (pronoun) – archaic (old-fashioned) form of 

“you” (when “you” as the object of a sentence (e.g. I 

love thee!)). 

 rendition (noun) – depiction, portrayal, 

representation. 

 upmanship (noun) – one-upmanship; the way of 

behaving in which a person attempts to get an 

advantage by appearing superior to/better than 

another person (a friend/opponent); boastfulness, 

showing off, self-promotion, attention-seeker.  

 partisan (adjective) – biased, prejudiced, one-sided. 

 accommodation (noun) – adjustment, adaptation, 

attunement; arrangement, understanding, 

settlement. 

 unilateral (adjective) – relating to a method of 

taking decisions (particularly on international 

relations) by a state (country) individually without 

considering other states (countries). In general, it is 

relating to the decision taken individually without 

consulting with the others concerned. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 

 downgrade (verb) – lower in 

status/rank/importance, demote. 

 full-fledged/fully fledged (adjective) – fully 

established. 

 The Government of National Capital Territory of 

Delhi (GNCTD) Act (noun) – The Government of 

National Capital Territory of Delhi (Amendment) Bill, 

2021 was introduced in Lok Sabha on March 15, 

2021.  The Bill amends the Government of National 

Capital Territory of Delhi Act, 1991.  The Act 

provides a framework for the functioning of the 

Legislative Assembly and the government of the 

National Capital Territory (NCT) of Delhi.  The Bill 

amends certain powers and responsibilities of the 

Legislative Assembly and the Lieutenant Governor. 

 blatant (adjective) – evident, flagrant/glaring, 

obvious. 

 undermine (verb) – weaken, subvert, sabotage, 

damage. 

 maturity (noun) – sense of responsibility, level-

headedness, practicality. 

 divergence (noun) – difference, dissimilarity, 

variance, departure. 
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 trajectory (noun) – track/course, route, path, 

direction, approach. 

 liberalisation (noun) – removal or loosening of 

restrictions on something, typically an economic or 

political system. 

 convergence (noun) – junction, intersection, 

interchange, meeting point, confluence. 

 fragility (noun) – vulnerability, riskiness, 

unreliability. 

 glimpse (noun) – brief look, glance, sight. 

 tension (noun) – strained relations; strain, stress, 

pressure, unease. 

 Finance Commission (FC) (noun) – It is a 

Constitutionally mandated body that is at the centre 

of fiscal federalism. Set up under Article 280 of the 

Constitution of India, its core responsibility is to 

evaluate the state of finances of the Union and 

State Governments, recommend the sharing of 

taxes between them, lay down the principles 

determining the distribution of these taxes among 

States. The first Finance Commission was set up in 

1951 and there have been fifteen so far. 

 Fifteenth Finance Commission (FC-15) (noun) – The 

Fifteenth Finance Commission was constituted on 

27 November 2017 against the backdrop of the 

abolition of the Planning Commission (as also of the 

distinction between Plan and non-Plan expenditure) 

and the introduction of the goods and services tax 

(GST), which has fundamentally redefined federal 

fiscal relations. It is constituted to give 

recommendations for devolution of taxes and other 

fiscal matters for five fiscal years, commencing 

01.04.2020. 

 mandate (verb) – instruct, direct, order, require; 

make mandatory. 

 census (noun) – an official survey, particularly of a 

population. 

 penalise (verb) – punish, discipline, mete out 

punishment to, sentence. 

 pool (noun) – fund, reserve. 

 deftly (adverb) – cleverly, proficiently, skillfully. 

 inter- (prefix) – between. 

 delimitation (noun) – an act of fixing boundary or 

limits. 

 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in spite 

of the fact that, despite the fact that, even though. 

 impatience (noun) – frustration, agitation, 

nervousness; irritability, intolerance, dissatisfaction, 

displeasure.  

 homogenise (verb) – unite, make uniform/similar, 

merge. 

 alienation (noun) – isolation, detachment, 

estrangement/separation. 

 Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA) (noun) – The 

Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, 2019 seeks to grant 

citizenship to religious minorities of Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, and Bangladesh, who had to flee their 

homeland facing persecution. The six minority 

groups that have been specifically identified are 

Hindus, Jains, Sikhs, Buddhists, Christians, and 

Parsis. 

 sub-nationalism (noun) – support for interests of a 

particular region within a nation/country. 

 fiscal position (noun) – the fiscal position of a 

government refers to how it’s level of spending and 

taxation impact on aggregate demand and 

economic growth. 

 on the brink of (phrase) – on the edge/verge of 

difficult/dangerous situation; at a crucial or critical 

point. 

 squeeze (verb) – impede, restrict, inhibit, obstruct, 

limit. 

 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. 

 insistence (noun) – assertion, declaration, 

statement, announcement, pronouncement, 

assurance, affirmation, avowal, swearing. 

 compensation (noun) – payment, repayment, 

settlement (for loss/damage). 

 GST Compensation (noun) – Under the GST law (In 

India), state governments are guaranteed full 

compensation for any revenue loss for the first five 

years after the introduction of the goods and 

services tax (GST) in July 2017. The compensation is 

a gap between actual revenue collected and 

projected revenue. 

 pandemic-induced (adjective) – caused/produced 

by the pandemic. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a new 

disease; The illness spreads around the world and 

typically affects a large number of people across a 

wide area. 

 exaggerate (verb) – magnify, amplify, inflate. 

 sentiment (noun) – feeling, thought, view, opinion. 

 isolationist (noun) – a person who believes in or 

advocates isolation (a policy of remaining apart 

from the affairs or interests of other groups, 

especially the political affairs of other countries). 

 compromise (noun) – agreement, understanding, 

settlement. 

 collective (adjective) – combined, united/joint, 

cooperative (by all people as a group). 

 seed (noun) – genesis, source, origin, starting point, 

beginnings. 

 necessity (noun) – (essential) requirement, 

prerequisite, indispensable thing. 

 in the long term (phrase) – over a long period of 

time; in the future. 

 are they up to the task? (phrase) – are they 

capable/competent enough to complete the job? 
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