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Federalism in India
Federalism, as a constitutional principle, is fundamental to the governance structure of India. The
Indian Constitution envisages a federal system with a strong unitary bias, designed to
accommodate the country's vast diversity while maintaining unity and integrity.

Framework of Federalism

The Constitution of India explicitly incorporates a federal structure with the existence of two levels
of government: the Union (central) government and the state governments. Article 1 of the
Constitution declares India as a "Union of States," highlighting the indestructible nature of its
federal units. The Constitution delineates the distribution of powers between the Union and the
states through three lists in the Seventh Schedule: the Union List, the State List, and the
Concurrent List.

The Union List comprises subjects of national importance, such as defence, foreign affairs, and
atomic energy, over which the central government has exclusive authority. The State List includes
subjects of local or regional importance, like police, public health, and agriculture, primarily under
state jurisdiction. The Concurrent List contains subjects like education and forest, where both the
Union and states can legislate. However, in case of a conflict, the Union law prevails .

Characteristics of Indian Federalism

Indian federalism is unique in its design, balancing federal features with unitary characteristics to
ensure the country's unity and integrity. Some key characteristics include:

1. Asymmetrical Federalism: The Indian Constitution provides for asymmetric federalism,
recognizing the special needs and distinct identities of certain states. For instance, Article
370 granted special autonomy to Jammu and Kashmir, while Articles 371 to 371J provide
special provisions for other states like Maharashtra, Gujarat, and Nagaland .

2. Strong Central Authority: Despite the federal structure, the Indian Constitution grants
significant powers to the central government. The Union Parliament can alter state
boundaries, and the President can impose President's Rule in a state under Article 356 in
case of a constitutional breakdown. This central dominance ensures the country's unity but
also raises concerns about state autonomy .

3. Fiscal Federalism: Fiscal federalism in India involves the distribution of financial resources
between the Union and states. The Constitution establishes the Finance Commission to
recommend the distribution of tax revenues. However, the central government controls
major sources of revenue, which can lead to fiscal imbalances and dependence of states
on central grants .

4. Judicial Interpretation: The judiciary plays a crucial role in maintaining the federal
balance. The Supreme Court of India acts as the guardian of the Constitution, interpreting
provisions related to federalism and resolving disputes between the Union and states .

Challenges and Issues in Indian Federalism

Indian federalism faces several challenges that impact its functioning:
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1. Centralization of Powers: The concentration of powers in the hands of the central
government often leads to tensions between the Union and states. The imposition of
President's Rule and the central control over financial resources are seen as mechanisms
that undermine state autonomy.

2. Regional Disparities: Economic and social disparities among states pose significant
challenges. Wealthier states like Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu have better infrastructure
and resources compared to poorer states like Bihar and Odisha. This inequality can lead to
demands for greater state autonomy and fiscal independence .

3. Inter-State Conflicts: Disputes between states over resources, such as water, are
common. The Cauvery water dispute between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu is a prominent
example. Such conflicts highlight the need for effective mechanisms for inter-state
cooperation and conflict resolution .

4. Implementation of Asymmetric Federalism: While the Constitution provides for
asymmetric federalism to accommodate diversity, its implementation is challenging. States
with special provisions often seek more autonomy, which can lead to tensions with the
central government. Balancing the demands for greater autonomy with national unity
remains a complex task .

Recent Developments and Reforms

Recent years have seen significant developments in Indian federalism:

1. Goods and Services Tax (GST): The introduction of GST in 2017 was a major reform in
India's fiscal federal structure. GST replaced multiple state and central taxes with a unified
tax, simplifying the tax system but also centralising tax administration. While GST aims to
create a common market, it also raises concerns about states' fiscal autonomy .

2. Abolition of Article 370: In 2019, the central government abrogated Article 370, revoking
the special status of Jammu and Kashmir and reorganising it into two Union Territories. This
move has significant implications for asymmetric federalism and has sparked debates on
state autonomy and federal principles .

3. Strengthening Local Governance: The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments aimed
to strengthen local self-governance through Panchayati Raj Institutions and Urban Local
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Bodies. While these amendments have empowered local governments, their effective
implementation remains a challenge due to the states' control over local bodies .

Conclusion

Federalism in India is a dynamic and evolving concept, balancing the need for national unity with
regional diversity. The Indian Constitution provides a robust framework for federal governance, but
its implementation faces several challenges. Strengthening state autonomy, addressing regional
disparities, and fostering inter-state cooperation are crucial for the effective functioning of Indian
federalism. As India continues to evolve, so must its federal structure, adapting to new challenges
and ensuring the principles of democracy, equality, and justice are upheld for all its citizens.
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