
IJFANS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FOOD AND NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES 

ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876 

Research Paper   © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved, UGC CARE Listed ( Group -I) Journal Volume 12, Iss 01, 2023 

6285 

 

“FEDERALISM IN INDIA: A STUDY OF CENTER-STATE RELATIONS” 

Mr. Ghughe Govind Bhausaheb 

Assistant Professor, Political Science Department, New Bhagwan Arts, Com & Science College, 

Tanpurwadi 

Abstract: 

This paper delves into the intricate dynamics of federalism in India, particularly focusing on the 

relationships between the central government and the states. It begins by examining the 

constitutional framework that outlines the distribution of powers, responsibilities, and functions 

between the two levels of government. The Indian Constitution establishes a unique federal 

structure that aims to accommodate the country's vast diversity while promoting national unity. 

The historical evolution of federalism in India is also scrutinized, highlighting key events and 

developments that have shaped center-state relations since independence in 1947. This evolution 

includes the impact of regional movements, the rise of state parties, and the changing political 

landscape that influence the balance of power. The analysis addresses contemporary challenges 

faced by the federal system, including fiscal relations and resource distribution, which are crucial 

for the effective functioning of both the central and state governments. The role of political 

parties is also examined, as they play a significant part in shaping federal dynamics, often 

affecting the stability and cooperation between the center and the states. The paper aims to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the complexities of Indian federalism and its 

implications for governance and democracy. 
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Introduction: 

Federalism, as a political system, is characterized by the division of powers between a central 

authority and its constituent units, allowing for a system of governance that accommodates 

diverse interests and local needs. In India, federalism is enshrined in the Constitution, which 

meticulously delineates the distribution of powers and responsibilities between the central 

government and the individual states. This framework was established to address the vast 

diversity of the nation, which encompasses a rich tapestry of linguistic, cultural, and regional 

differences. The framers of the Constitution were acutely aware of the challenges posed by such 

diversity and sought to create a system that would promote unity while simultaneously allowing 

for regional autonomy and self-governance. The Indian federal structure is unique in its 

approach, balancing the need for a strong central authority with the necessity for regional 
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empowerment. This dual structure is designed to ensure that while the central government has 

the authority to maintain national integrity and security, the states are granted significant powers 

to manage local affairs. The Constitution divides the subjects of governance into three lists: the 

Union List, which enumerates subjects exclusively within the jurisdiction of the central 

government; the State List, which contains subjects under the purview of the state governments; 

and the Concurrent List, where both levels of government legislate. This division of powers is 

not only a reflection of India's federal ethos but also a response to the historical context in which 

the Constitution was framed, particularly considering the country’s colonial past and the desire to 

create a democratic framework that respects regional identities. The evolution of center-state 

relations in India has been shaped by various historical events, political developments, and socio-

economic changes that have occurred since independence in 1947. The dynamics between the 

central government and the states have been influenced by factors such as national integration 

efforts, the rise of regional political parties, and the impact of economic policies on state 

autonomy. For instance, the imposition of President's Rule in states under certain conditions 

demonstrates how the central government exerts control over state affairs, leading to tensions 

regarding the autonomy of state governments. Furthermore, economic liberalization and 

globalization have introduced new challenges and opportunities for states, prompting debates 

about the balance of power and the need for cooperative federalism to address shared concerns 

such as economic development, environmental sustainability, and social justice. 

The impact of regional movements and demands for greater autonomy has also been significant 

in shaping federal relations in India. Various states have sought to assert their rights and control 

over resources, leading to conflicts with the central government. This has sparked discussions 

about the adequacy of the existing federal framework and the need for reforms to ensure a more 

equitable distribution of power and resources. India continues to navigate the complexities of its 

federal structure, the ongoing discourse around federalism remains critical in addressing the 

challenges of governance, representation, and regional aspirations. Indian federalism is a 

dynamic and evolving political system that reflects the country’s diversity while striving to 

maintain unity. The Constitution provides the foundation for this federal structure, yet the reality 

of center-state relations is shaped by historical experiences and contemporary developments. 

Understanding the nuances of Indian federalism is essential for analyzing the effectiveness of 

governance in a diverse society and exploring potential pathways for enhancing the democratic 

process in the country. 

Constitutional Framework of Federalism in India: 

The roots of Indian federalism are traced back to the Government of India Acts of 1919 and 

1935. These acts laid the foundation for a federal structure in India, albeit with significant 

limitations on the autonomy of provinces. The 1935 Act established a federal structure with a 

distribution of powers between the central government and provinces, but it was largely 

ineffective due to the centralized nature of British rule. With independence in 1947, the 
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Constituent Assembly aimed to create a federal system that would address the diverse needs of 

the country. The Constitution of India, enacted in 1950, established a quasi-federal structure, 

combining elements of federalism and unitary governance. 

Distribution of Powers: 

The Indian Constitution delineates powers between the center and the states through three lists: 

the Union List, the State List, and the Concurrent List, as specified in the Seventh Schedule. 

 Union List: This list comprises subjects on which only the central government legislates, 

including defense, foreign affairs, and atomic energy. 

 State List: The subjects in this list are within the purview of state governments, such as 

police, public health, and agriculture. 

 Concurrent List: Both the central and state governments legislate on subjects in this list, 

including education, marriage, and bankruptcy. In case of conflict, central laws prevail. 

The Role of the President and Governors: 

The President of India plays a crucial role in maintaining the federal structure. The President 

legislates on state matters under certain circumstances, such as the imposition of President's Rule 

in a state (Article 356) if the constitutional machinery breaks down. Governors serve as the 

representatives of the central government in the states, further centralizing power. 

Center-State Relations: A Historical Perspective: 

Early Years of Federalism: 

In the early years after independence, center-state relations were characterized by a dominant 

central government. The political landscape was largely shaped by the Indian National Congress, 

which had a significant presence in most states. This dominance often resulted in the central 

government exercising substantial control over state matters, limiting the states' autonomy. 

 Emergence of Regional Parties: 

The emergence of regional parties in the 1980s marked a significant shift in center-state 

relations. As regional parties gained strength, they challenged the central government's authority 

and advocated for greater state autonomy. This period saw increased demands for 

decentralization and federal governance. 
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 Political Developments in the 1990s: 

The 1990s brought significant political changes with the rise of coalition governments at the 

center. This shift necessitated greater cooperation between the center and states, as coalition 

governments relied on regional parties for support. Consequently, center-state relations became 

more collaborative, leading to a more balanced federal dynamic. 

Contemporary Challenges in Center-State Relations: 

Fiscal Federalism: 

Fiscal federalism in India presents several challenges. The distribution of financial resources 

between the center and states is a contentious issue, with states often arguing for a larger share of 

resources. The Finance Commission plays a crucial role in determining the distribution of tax 

revenues, but the allocation process remains a source of friction. 

 Centralization of Power: 

Despite the federal framework, there has been a trend towards centralization of power in recent 

years. The introduction of central schemes and programs often bypasses state governments, 

leading to tensions. States argue that they are better positioned to address local needs and that 

central policies may not align with regional priorities. 

Use of Article 356: 

The frequent invocation of Article 356, which allows the central government to impose 

President's Rule in states, raises concerns about the misuse of power. Critics argue that this 

provision undermines the federal structure and erodes the autonomy of states. 

Case Studies of Center-State Relations: 

Tamil Nadu: 

The state of Tamil Nadu has been a significant player in the discourse on federalism. The rise of 

regional parties, such as the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and the All India Anna 

Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), has led to a strong assertion of state rights. The state 

has often challenged central policies, particularly regarding language and cultural issues, 

asserting its identity and autonomy. 
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Punjab: 

Punjab's relationship with the central government has been complex, particularly in the context 

of agricultural policies. The state has been vocal about its demands for greater autonomy in 

managing its resources, especially in the wake of the Green Revolution. Tensions have often 

arisen over issues such as water-sharing agreements and agricultural subsidies. 

Jammu and Kashmir: 

The special status of Jammu and Kashmir under Article 370 was a unique aspect of Indian 

federalism. The abrogation of this article in 2019 by the central government marked a significant 

shift in center-state relations. This move was met with widespread criticism and raised questions 

about the implications for federalism in India. 

The Role of Political Parties 

Political parties play a crucial role in shaping center-state relations. The dominance of national 

parties, such as the Indian National Congress and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), influences 

the dynamics of federalism. Regional parties, however, have emerged as significant players, 

advocating for state rights and challenging central authority. 

Coalition Politics: 

The rise of coalition politics has necessitated a more collaborative approach to federalism. 

Parties at the center must engage with regional parties to maintain stability and governance. This 

dynamic has led to a more nuanced understanding of center-state relations, with greater emphasis 

on negotiation and compromise. 

 Political Mobilization and Federalism: 

Political mobilization along regional, linguistic, and cultural lines has reshaped the federal 

landscape. Regional parties often capitalize on local sentiments to assert their demands, 

influencing center-state negotiations and policy decisions. 

Findings: 

1. Constitutional Framework: The Indian Constitution establishes a quasi-federal structure, 

with a clear distribution of powers among the Union List, State List, and Concurrent List. This 

division aims to address the country's diversity while ensuring national unity. 

2. Historical Evolution: The evolution of center-state relations has been influenced by 

historical events, such as the dominance of the Indian National Congress in the early years post-
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independence, the rise of regional parties in the 1980s, and the shift towards coalition politics in 

the 1990s, which necessitated collaboration between the center and states. 

3. Contemporary Challenges: Fiscal federalism remains contentious, with states often 

advocating for a larger share of resources. Centralization of power has increased, exemplified by 

the introduction of central schemes that bypass state governments. Additionally, the frequent 

invocation of Article 356 raises concerns about state autonomy and potential misuse of power. 

4. Regional Dynamics: Case studies from Tamil Nadu, Punjab, and Jammu and Kashmir 

highlight the complex interplay of regional movements and demands for autonomy, showcasing 

the challenges and conflicts that arise in center-state relations. 

5. Role of Political Parties: Political parties, especially regional ones, play a significant role in 

shaping federal dynamics, advocating for state rights, and influencing center-state negotiations. 

Coalition politics has led to greater emphasis on negotiation and compromise in federal relations. 

Suggestions: 

1. Strengthening Cooperative Federalism: There is a need for frameworks that promote 

cooperative federalism, enabling the central and state governments to work collaboratively on 

shared concerns such as economic development, environmental sustainability, and social justice. 

2. Reforming Fiscal Federalism: To address grievances over resource allocation, the Finance 

Commission should adopt more equitable measures that consider the diverse needs of states, 

ensuring a fair distribution of financial resources. 

3. Reviewing Central Schemes: Central policies should be developed in consultation with 

state governments to ensure that they align with local needs and priorities, thereby enhancing the 

effectiveness of governance. 

4. Amending Article 356: A thorough review of the provisions of Article 356 is necessary to 

prevent misuse and protect state autonomy. Clear guidelines should be established to limit the 

circumstances under which President's Rule is invoked. 

5. Encouraging Regional Political Engagement: Greater recognition and engagement with 

regional political parties enhance the representation of diverse interests within the federal 

framework, fostering a more inclusive governance model. 

6. Promoting Dialogue and Negotiation: Establishing regular forums for dialogue between 

the central and state governments facilitate discussions on contentious issues, fostering a more 

harmonious relationship and reducing conflicts. 

Conclusion: 

Federalism in India is a complex and evolving system characterized by a delicate balance 

between the central government and states. While the constitutional framework provides for a 

federal structure, the practical dynamics of center-state relations are influenced by historical, 

political, and socio-economic factors. Contemporary challenges, such as fiscal federalism, 

centralization of power, and the invocation of Article 356, pose significant hurdles to effective 
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governance. However, the emergence of regional parties and coalition politics has led to a more 

collaborative approach to federalism, fostering greater negotiation and compromise. 

The future of federalism in India will depend on the ability of both the central and state 

governments to engage in constructive dialogue and address the diverse needs of the country's 

population. As India continues to navigate its federal journey, the ongoing evolution of center-

state relations will play a pivotal role in shaping the nation's democratic governance. 
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