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The re is no sin gle pu re mo del of fe de ra tion
that is ap pli ca ble every whe re. Rat her the ba -
sic no tion of in vol ving the com bi na tion of
sha red ru le for so me pur po ses and self-ru le
for ot hers wit hin a sin gle po li ti cal system so
tat neit her is sub or di na te to the ot her has been 
ap plied in dif fe rent ways to fit dif fe rent cir -

cums tan ces.

(1996:01) Ro mald L. WATTS

I. THE PROBLEM

Re gion al ism has re mained per haps the most po tent force in In dian pol i -
tics ever since in de pend ence (1947), if not be fore. It has re mained the
main ba sis of many re gional po lit i cal par ties which have been gov ern ing
many states since the late 1960s. The Na tional Dem o cratic Al li ance
(NDA) gov ern ment led by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), cur rently
rul ing at the fed eral level, is but a med ley of var i ous re gion-based par -
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ties. In ter est ingly enough, re gion al ism has also re mained the main ba sis
of the com mu nist move ments in In dia which have grown in close iden ti -
fi ca tion with the re gions, and are sus tained therein [Franda 1971; Sen
Gupta 1972; Nossiter 1982 and 1988; Singh 1993; Bhattacharyya 1998
& 1999]. In the post-in de pend ence pe riod, re gion is said to have of ten
vied with the na tion [Mitra 1997; Mitra and Singh 1999:155-79]. The
post-in de pend ence re sur gence of re gion al ism in many parts of In dia baf -
fled the ob serv ers of In dian pol i tics, and of fered as the ba sis of pre dic -
tion of the coun try’s ‘im mi nent balkanization’ [Har ri son 1960]. The
‘cri sis the sis’ which was im plicit in Har ri son has been the theme of
many sub se quent ac counts of In dian pol i tics [Kohli 1990; Basu and
Kohi ed 1998]. The ba sic ques tion that I seek to raise in this pa per re -
lates to the role played by In dian fed er al ism in en sur ing In dia’s unity,
sta bil ity and sur vival as a pol ity in the face of per sis tent re gion al ism,
of ten verg ing on sep a ra tion, rooted in man i fold and com plex so cial and 
cul tural di ver sity, and mass pov erty, il lit er acy, ex treme re gional un -
even ness in de vel op ment, and wide spread in equal ity. The ques tion has
as sumed spe cial sig nif i cance in the af ter math of the dis in te gra tion of
the multi-eth nic and na tional So viet Un ion, and the split up of the Fed -
eral Re pub lic of Yu go sla via. In dia’s re cord of rel a tive unity and in teg -
rity stands in sharp con trast to many post-co lo nial fed er a tions, which
have failed, or bro ken down. In the age of what Eric Hobsbawm has
called ‘na tion-split ting’ [Hobsbawm 1991], In dia’s rel a tive unity and
in teg rity, and sur vival as a state is re mark able in deed. 

To be sure, re gion al ism is rooted in In dia’s man i fold di ver sity of lan -
guages, cul tures, tribes, com mu ni ties, re li gions and so on, and en cour -
aged by the re gional con cen tra tion of those iden tity mark ers, and fu elled
by a sense of re gional de pri va tion. For many cen tu ries, In dia re mained
the land of many lands, re gions, cul tures and tra di tions. The coun try of
more than a bil lion peo ple in hab it ing some 3, 287, 263sq km., In dia’s
broad re gions, socio-cul tur ally speak ing, are dis tinct from one an other.
For in stance, south ern In dia (the home of Dravidian cul tures), which is it -
self a re gion of many re gions, is ev i dently dif fer ent from the north, the
west, the cen tral and the north-east. Even the east of In dia is dif fer ent
from the North-East of In dia com pris ing to day seven con stit u ent units of
In dian fed er a tion with the larg est con cen tra tion of tribal peo ples. The
Brit ish co lo nial di vi sion of the In dian ter ri tory broadly be tween the di -
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rectly-ruled prov inces, and (indi rectly-ruled) some 560 au to cratic
princely king doms of many sizes, re li gions, tribes, and lan guages added
com plex ity to re gion al ism in In dia. Even af ter var i ous phases of ter ri to rial
re or ga ni za tion since 1950, most re gions of In dia con tain many sub-re gions 
marked by some so cial and cul tural iden tity sym bols. In In dia, re gion al -
ism, or the acute sense of loy alty to the par tic u lar re gion man i fested it self
var i ously [Ram 1968; Rao 1975; Chandra, Mathur and Pandey eds 1976;
Reddy and Sharma 1979; Mishra 1984; Wallace 1985; Das Gupta 1988;
Sarkar 1991; Mukherjee 1992]. De cen tral iza tion that In dia has of late been 
un der go ing has also en cour aged, and been en cour aged by, some kind of re -
gion al ism [Jha 1999: 13-45]. It has of ten ex pressed it self in an tag o nis tic
terms to that of the na tion, fu elled as it is by the sense of en dur ing de pri va -
tion due to long-term ne glect in de vel op ment, and re source re dis tri bu tion.
Re gion al ism has of ten ex pressed it self in terms, which are op posed to na -
tional unity and in teg rity, and chal leng ing to the le git i macy of the state.
While the rul ers have most of ten liked to see in re gion al ism “a very se ri ous
threat to the de vel op ment, prog ress and unity of the coun try” [Gan dhi
1969: 85], some schol ars have ex pressed sim i lar views by see ing re gion al -
ism as “anti-sys tem, anti-fed eral” and so on [Reddy 1979]. But pos i tively
ori ented scholar have seen val ues in re gion al ism in the con text of build ing
the na tion, or na tional co he sion pro vided the po lit i cal sys tem is ac com mo -
da tive of timely meet ing the de mands of the re gions [Mukherjee 1992: 12]. 
The lit er a ture on re gion al ism, its mean ing, forms, causes and con se -
quences in In dia etc. are al ready vast, and there is per haps lit tle to add to
clar i fy ing the mean ing of re gion al ism in In dia, or its forms and con tent.
The ba sic point that I would high light in this re spect is that in ter nal self-de -
ter mi na tion of com mu nity, whether lin guis tic, tribal, re li gious, re gional, or 
their com bi na tions, has re mained the pre dom i nant form in which re gion al -
ism in In dia has sought to ex press it self, his tor i cally as well as con tem po ra -
ne ously. Most of ten, self-de ter mi na tion has been couched in terms of
state hood or state au ton omy.

II. ARGUMENT

As a study of the in ter ac tion be tween fed er al ism and re gion al ism in In -
dia, this pa per seeks to fo cus on In dian fed er al ism as a method of ac com -
mo da tion of re gion al ism in In dia. Fed er al ism is seen here as a po lit i cal

FEDERALISM AND THE REGIONAL ACCOMMODATION 473

Esta obra forma parte del acervo de la Biblioteca Jurídica Virtual del Instituto de Investigaciones Jurídicas de la UNAM 
www.juridicas.unam.mx                https://biblio.juridicas.unam.mx/bjv 

DR © 2005. Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México - Instituto de Investigaciones Jurídicas

Libro completo en: https://goo.gl/rD45uo



equi lib rium, which re sults from the ap pro pri ate bal ance be tween shared
rule and self-rule. In the post-Sec ond World War pe riod, many post-co lo -
nial coun tries adopted fed er al ism as a method of gov er nance in multi-eth -
nic con texts, but in ma jor ity of cases, the ex per i ments failed re sult ing in
ter ri to rial dis in te gra tion in some [Watts 1968; Bhattacharyya 2001;
O’Leary 2001]. The rea son why they failed was not be cause fed er al ism
was adopted as a rec ipe, but the way fed er al ism was per ceived and ap plied. 
As Watts has rightly pointed out above, there is no pure model of fed er a -
tion that can be ap plied ev ery where. The need for fed er al ism is en hanced
in coun tries with eth ni cally dis tinct re gions where the ter ri to rial ac com mo -
da tion of dis tinct groups of peo ple is of par a mount im por tance. For those
coun tries, a com bi na tion of shared rule (for gen eral pur poses for unity) and 
some kind of self-rule (for re gional/lo cal pur poses for di ver sity) is a must
if unity and in teg rity are to be main tained. 

This pa per thus seeks to ad vance the fol low ing four ideas as a con cep -
tual pref ace to the dis cus sion. First, there is no nec es sary con flict be tween
fed er al ism and re gion al ism. The re la tions be tween the two may be con -
flict ing as well as col lab o rat ing de pend ing on the man ner of ac com mo da -
tion, if any, which is un der taken in a fed eral sys tem. Fed er al ism and re -
gion al ism may be com ple ment ing each other in the prac ti cal po lit i cal
pro cesses. The need for bal ance is of ut most im por tance if unity of the
coun try is not to be risked.

Sec ond, fed er a tion rather than a na tion-state, ideal-typ i cally, is better
able to ac com mo date eth ni cally dis tinct re gions be cause while the na -
tion-state de mands uni for mity, fed er al ism is based on the rec og ni tion of
dif fer ences. This as sumes spe cial sig nif i cance when the top-down ap -
proach to fed er a tion-build ing is followed.

Third, a two-tier fed er a tion may not be suf fi cient to ac com mo date re -
gion al ism of many forms and lev els. A tier be low the ‘state’, or ‘prov inces’ 
with ap pro pri ate con sti tu tional guar an tee may be nec es sary for re gional
accommodation.

Four, regionalization may it self be a tech nique for eth no-re gional ac -
com mo da tion pro vided both the con sti tu tional in put and a suf fi cient eth -
no-re gional pres sures from be low are avail able. Fol low ing this tech nique,
the spill-over ef fects of re gional dis con tent are min i mized.
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III. ROOTS OF REGIONALISM IN INDIA: INDIA’S

MANIFOLD DIVERSITY

Re gion al ism in In dia has been rooted in In dia’s man i fold di ver sity. In -
dia, de mo graph i cally speak ing, is the sec ond larg est coun try (its pop u la -
tion over a bil lion now) af ter China, and so cially and cul tur ally the most di -
verse in the world. In dia’s one bil lion plus peo ple live to day in 28 States
(fed eral units) (dou bled since the in au gu ra tion of the Con sti tu tion in 1950) 
and 7 Un ion Ter ri to ries (cen trally ruled). Formed over many thou sand
years as a coun try of im mi grants who brought their own cul tures and tra di -
tions, In dia’s di ver sity is pro ver bial. Al though pre dom i nantly in hab ited by 
the ‘Hin dus’ (over 82 per cent) who are, how ever, re gion ally spe cific, plu -
ral in be liefs and prac tices, and di vided by castes, and lan guages, In dia
con tains large pro por tions of Mus lims (about 12%) spread over the coun -
try with more than a mil lion in as many as 13 states (out of 28), Sikhs,
Buddhists, Christian, Jains and so on (Table.1).

Ta ble. 1 Re li gious Com po si tion of Indian Po pu la tion (1991)

Re li gions Population (in ‘000)
% to total
population

Hin dus 687,646 82.00%

Mus lims 101,596 12.12%

Chris tians 119,640 12.34%

Sikhs 116,259 11.94%

Bud dhists 116,387 10.76%

Jains 113,352 10.40%

Other re li gions 113,269 10.39%

Re li gion not stated 415,000 10.05%

To tal 838,567 100.00%

SOURCE: Cen sus Re ports of India, 1991.
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Three fea tures stand out from Ta ble 1 above re gard ing re gional con cen -
tra tion of re li gious groups in In dia. First, there is only one Mus lim ma jor -
ity state in In dia, viz., Jammu & Kash mir. This was due, not to any re or ga -
ni za tion of ter ri tory, but to the fact that the Kashmiri Mus lims have been
liv ing in Kash mir for cen tu ries. Sec ond, there are three Chris tian ma jor ity
states in In dia, all in the North-East, viz., Nagaland, Mehgalaya and
Mizoram. These states, again, were cre ated since the 1960s, by carv ing out
of Assam, not on the ba sis of re li gion, but as a method of rec og niz ing tribal 
eth nic ity. Third, Sikhs are con cen trated in Punjab where they form a ma -
jor ity. Punjab was cre ated in 1966 as a re sult of re or ga ni za tion of In dian
ter ri to ries on eth no-re li gious ba sis. 

In dia’s lin guis tic di ver sity is pro ver bial. By one es ti mate, there were
some 1,632 lan guages spo ken in In dia [Basu 1997: 187]. So far, eigh teen
lan guages have been “of fi cially rec og nized” and placed un der the 8th

Sched ule of the Con sti tu tion as a sym bolic rec og ni tion of iden tity. (Ta ble.
2) To day, the speak ers of such 18 lan guage con sti tute about 91 per cent of
the pop u la tion. Many of In dia’s lan guages are very an cient with strong li -
terary tra di tions. Some of the so-called re gional lan guages, most no ta bly
Tamil (a south In dian lan guage), are, in fact, older than Hindi, spo ken by
the larg est (but not the ma jor ity) num ber of In di ans. Dur ing the pe riod of
Brit ish co lo nial rule, lan guage and re gion did not al ways co in cide. Thus,
the prov inces cre ated by the Brit ish in In dia were not lin guis ti cally ho -
mog e nous. Many of the prov inces as well as the princely au toc ra cies
were bi lin gual, or even tri lin gual. In the wake of In dia’s na tional lib er a -
tion move ments, many of the re gion-based lin guis tic groups be came
self-con scious, and de manded self-de ter mi na tion [Bhattacharyya 1989;
Chatterjee 1986 and 1993]. Lin guis tic Prov inces Com mis sion (pop u larly 
known as the Dar Com mis sion) formed on 17 June 1948 to ad vise the
Con stit u ent Assembly (1946-1949) cor rectly sensed the sit u a tion: “In dian 
na tion al ism is deeply wed ded to its re gional lan guages; In dian pa tri o tism
is ag gres sively at tached to its pro vin cial fron tiers” [Bhattacharyya 2001:
100]. In the post- in de pend ence pe riod, it is lan guage, not re li gion, which,
when cou pled with re gional and tribal iden tity, has pro vided the most pow -
er ful in stru ment for po lit i cal rec og ni tion as an eth no-na tional iden tity. 
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Ta ble. 2 India’s Offi cial Lan gua ges (1991)

Lan guage Num ber of Speak ers

Assamese 13,079,696

Ben gali 69,595,738

Guja rati 40,673,814

Hindi 337,272,114

Kannada 32,753,676

Kashmiri 56,693

Konkani 1,760,607

Malayalam 30,337,176

Manipuri 1,270,216

Mara thi 62,481,681

Nepali 2,076,645

Oriya 28,061,313

Punjabi 32,753,676

San skrit 49,736

Sindhi 2,122,848

Tamil 53,006,368

Tel ugu 66,017,615

Urdu 43,406,932

SOURCE: Cen sus Re port of India, 1991. Exclu des fi gu res from Jam mu & Kash mir.
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Ex cept Sindhi, Urdu and San skrit, all the lan guages listed above are
strongly re gion ally rooted, and states or sub-states have been cre ated with
au ton o mous pow ers in or der to ac com mo date, po lit i cally, lin guis tic iden -
tity. That does not mean, how ever, that all the lin guis tic com mu ni ties have
got state hood, or po lit i cal as so ci a tion in In dia. Be yond such ‘of fi cial lan -
guages’ there are some 96 lan guages [Cen sus Re port of In dia, 1991],
which are ‘non-sched uled’ lan guages [with, or with out scripts] with sig nif -
i cant num ber of speak ers re gion ally rooted as well as spread through out
In dia. Also, even af ter suc ces sive waves of re or ga ni za tion of fed eral ter ri -
tory since the 1950s, there are nu mer i cally sig nif i cant mi nor ity lan guages
in State and Un ion Ter ri tory [Cen sus Re port of In dia, 1991] .Thus, the is -
sue of re gion al ism, whether based on lan guages, tribal eth nic ity, or a com -
bi na tion of re gion, tribal eth nic ity, and or lan guage, re mains open. For in -
stance, in the cre ation of the last three states in 2000, namely, Uttaranchal,
Chhatisgarh and Jharkhand, lan guage did not play the pre dom i nant role.
[Bhattacharyya: 2001] A com plex of tribal eth nic ity, lan guage, re gional
de pri va tion and ecol ogy pro vided the ba sis of in tense re gion al ism, and its
res o lu tion in state hood [Bhattacharyya 2001]. The Tripura Tribal Au ton o -
mous Dis trict Coun cil (TTADC) in Tripura, in In dia’s North-East, formed
in 1983, un der the 6th Sched ule of the In dian Con sti tu tion with au ton o -
mous pow ers cov er ing some two-thirds ar eas of the state pre dom i nantly
in hab ited by the ab orig i nal peo ples (mi nor i ties in the state), pro vides a
suc cess ful ex am ple of ac com mo da tion of re gion al ism, which is pro tec tive
of en dan gered tribal iden tity [Bhattacharyya 2003]. The other suc cess ful
case is the Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Coun cil (DGHC) in the north ern most
dis trict of West Ben gal. In the pro posed Bodoland Ter ri to rial Coun cil in
Assam, in In dia’s North-East, to be cre ated un der the 6th Sched ule of the
In dian Con sti tu tion, the Bodos, the mi nor ity in Assam, will not, how ever,
be in ma jor ity in the Bodoland, but this is going to be an attempt to protect
their identity in the regions in which they live. 

IV. CONSTITUTIONAL INPUT

The Con sti tu tion of In dia (1950) has re mained a re source as well as an
in stru ment for var i ous re gional move ments for self-de ter mi na tion to fight
for the ap pro pri ate po lit i cal in sti tu tion within which to se cure eth no-re -
gional iden tity. The sec tion that fol lows dis cusses both the non-ter ri to rial
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and ter ri to rial mea sures avail able within the Con sti tu tion of In dia which
have strength ened rather than weak ened the hands of re gion al ism with out,
how ever, hampering the cause of national unity.

1. Non-Te rri to rial Mea su re: Offi cial Re cog ni tion of Lan gua ges

The non-ter ri to rial mea sures of ac com mo dat ing eth no-re gional iden tity
in In dia con sist of the fol low ing. First, the right to lan guage forms part of
the fun da men tal “cul tural and ed u ca tional rights of mi nor i ties” (Art. 30
of the In dian Con sti tu tion) which stip u lates that the mi nor i ties shall have the
right to es tab lish and ad min is ter ed u ca tional in sti tu tions of its choice.
The state shall not im pose upon it any cul ture other than the com mu nity’s
own cul ture.

 Sec ond, there is pro vi sion (un der Ar ti cles 345 & 347) for “of fi cially
rec og niz ing” lan guages by plac ing a par tic u lar lan guage (s) un der the 8th

Sched ule of the Con sti tu tion. So far eigh teen lan guages have been ‘of fi -
cially’ rec og nized in In dia (Ta ble. 2). This method seeks to ac com mo date
lin guis tic group (s) in three ways. First, it sat is fies the need for iden tity
(lin guis tic) for the ag grieved com mu nity. Sec ond, it en ti tles the lin guis tic
com mu nity to de mand to read, among oth ers, all of fi cial com mu ni ca tion
and doc u ments in their lan guage. Third, such lan guages as ‘of fi cially’ rec -
og nized and placed un der the 8th Sched ule of the In dian Con sti tu tion,
become the third lan guage in In dia’s so-called “three-lan guage for mula”
i. e., Hindi (na tional lan guage), Eng lish (link lan guage), and the 8th Sched -
ule lan guage, as men tioned above. In ac tual po lit i cal pro cess, the de mand
for the of fi cial rec og ni tion of lan guages has most of ten been in ter twined
with the move ments for po lit i cal rec og ni tion of iden tity.

Third, there is an in di vid ual di men sion to it. Al though ‘Hindi’ in
Devnagari script is the ‘of fi cial lan guage of the Un ion’ (Art. 343), any pe ti -
tioner (Art. 350) in sub mit ting any rep re sen ta tion for the re dress of any
griev ance to any of fi cer of the Un ion or a State, is au tho rized to use any lan -
guages used in the Un ion, or in the State. That is, any of fi cer can not re ject
such rep re sen ta tion on the ground that it is not writ ten in Hindi. It is fur ther
stip u lated that ev ery state and the lo cal au thor i ties within a state have to
pro vide ad e quate fa cil i ties for in struc tion in the month-tongue at the pri -
mary stage of ed u ca tion to chil dren of the mi nor ity groups. No less than
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the Pres i dent of In dia has been au tho rized by the Con sti tu tion (Art. 350
A) to is sue such di rec tive to the states to such ef fects.

Two re main ing is sues re gard ing the iden tity im pli ca tions of lan guages
must also be pointed out. In In dia, there are both state less lin guis tic mi nor i -
ties which speak a lan guage, which is not ‘of fi cially’ rec og nized, and
which do not have a state. Sec ond, there are states, most no ta bly in In dia’s
North east where the lo cal lan guage/di a lects spo ken by over whelm ing
num ber of the peo ple are not yet ‘of fi cially’ rec og nized. This is, for in -
stance, the case in Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland where the state
level of fi cial lan guages are not those spo ken by the ma jor ity of the peo ple
in the states. 

The above non-ter ri to rial mea sures for the rec og ni tion and pro tec tion of 
lin guis tic iden tity have served, how ever, to en cour age the move ment for
ter ri to rial/re gional rec og ni tion of eth nic iden tity, par tic u larly when the lin -
guis tic or other eth nic groups in habit a par tic u lar re gion, and are pre dom i -
nant. It can also work the other way round: achieve ment of state hood as a
re gional rec og ni tion of iden tity gives a fil lip to in creased self-aware ness
for a dis tinct lin guis tic iden tity. There are also odd ex am ples. In Mizoram,
Meghalaya and Nagaland, In dia’s three Chris tian-ma jor ity states in the
North-East, the lan guages used for of fi cial pur poses are Hindi, and Eng lish 
(link lan guage), and not the lan guages spo ken by the peo ple in those states. 
This is be cause dis tinct Naga, Khasi and Mizo lan guages are yet to be de -
vel oped which is in tel li gi ble to var i ous tribes. In Manipur, an other state in
the North-east, the sce nario is the same as above ex cept that there is a
Manipuri lan guage which is placed un der the 8th Sched ule of the In dian
Con sti tu tion.

2. Te rri to rial Mea su res for Accom mo da ting Re gio na lism

Ar ti cle 1 (1) of the In dian Con sti tu tion calls In dia “a Un ion of States”,
not a fed er a tion. Ex cept the Pre am ble (1976), the term “fed er a tion” has no -
where been used in the Con sti tu tion. The main rea son why the term ‘fed er -
a tion’ was not used was that the term ‘fed er a tion’ in the 1940s in In dia was
sus pect, a rec ipe for dis in te gra tion. Else where I have dis cussed the is sue
[Bhattacharyya: 2001] in de tail. Al though In dia is a “Un ion of States”, the
num ber of States con sti tut ing the “Un ion” is not spec i fied. Had it been so,
it would have been dif fi cult, if not im pos si ble, to ac com mo date the grow -
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ing eth no-re gional iden tity as pi ra tions. The po lit i cal map of In dia, at in de -
pend ence, was far from com plete. A lot of ter ri to rial ad just ment and re-ad -
just ment was to be done to right-size the state keep ing in mind the
coun try’s man i fold di ver sity, and mul ti ple iden ti ties. The num ber of States 
in In dia has thus re mained chang ing. One way of cre at ing a new State has
been by up-gra da tion of cen trally-ruled Un ion Ter ri to ries which to day are
7 in num ber. Up-gra da tion of Un ion Ter ri to ries to state hood has re mained
one method for ful fill ing the iden tity as pi ra tions of eth ni cally sig nif i cant
peo ple liv ing within the given ter ri tory. State hood means relatively more
autonomous powers, and freedom of action within the federation than a
Union Territory status affords. 

A. Mea su res for Sta tehood

The con sti tu tional pro vi sions for the cre ation of new states in In dia are
rather flex i ble. The In dian fed er a tion, con sti tu tion ally speak ing, is an in -
de struc ti ble un ion of de struc ti ble states. The In dian Con sti tu tion (Ar ti cles
3-4) em pow ers the Un ion Par lia ment (Lok Sabha (pop u larly elected
Lower House, and Rajya Sabha, the Coun cil of States) to re or ga nize the
states for ter ri to rial ad just ment. It is provided that Parliament may by law:

1) form a new state by sep a ra tion of ter ri tory from any state, or by
unit ing two or more states, or parts of states, or by unit ing any ter -
ri tory to a part of any state; 

2) in crease the area of any state; 
3) di min ish the area of any state; 
4) al ter the bound aries of any state; and 
5) al ter the name of any state etc.

The leg is la tive re quire ment on the part of Par lia ment to do so is by a
sim ple ma jor ity, and by the or di nary leg is la tive pro cess. How ever, the
Pres i den tial rec om men da tion for in tro duc ing such a Bill is re quired, and
the Pres i dent is re quired, be fore he rec om mends, to re fer the Bill to the
Leg is la ture of the state to be af fected by the pro posed changes within a
spec i fied pe riod of time. The Pres i dent is not, how ever, bound to ac cept
the view of the state leg is la ture. So far more than 20 Acts have been passed
by the par lia ment to give ef fect to states re or ga ni za tion. In the cases of the
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three new states, the con sti tu tional pro ce dures have been fol lowed, and the 
Leg is la tive As sem blies of the three af fected states have de bated the pro -
posed changes and the Bill for years be fore agree ing to the pro posed
changes. Democratic method has informed the legislative process.

B. Mea su res for Abo ri gi nal Self-Go ver nan ce: the Sixth Sche du le

The con sti tu tion of In dia con tains a num ber of spe cial pro vi sions un der
the sched ules five to seven for the self-gov er nance of var i ous tribal groups
liv ing in var i ous parts of In dia. These mea sures are de signed to ac com mo -
date sub-re gion al ism within a broader re gion, whether based on tribal
iden tity, or lin guis tic iden tity. How ever, the pro vi sions un der the fifth and
the sev enth sched ules are not as em pow er ing (the tribal) as those in the
sixth sched ule. The Sixth Sched ule has the con sti tu tional sanc tity, (and
hence more fed er al iz ing) than the fifth and the sev enth sched ules. The sa -
lient as pects of the Sixth Sched ule re lat ing to tribal self-governance may
be identified as follows:

1. The pro vi sions of the Sixth Sched ule (Ar ti cles 244(2) and 275(1)
deal with the tribal ar eas in Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura and
Mizoram. There are nine such ar eas fall ing un der the 6th Sched ule. 
These tribal ar eas are to be gov erned as au ton o mous dis tricts.

2. Al though they are within the over all ex ec u tive au thor ity of the
state con cerned, but pro vi sion is made for the cre ation of Dis trict
Coun cils for the ex er cise of cer tain leg is la tive, ex ec u tive, and ju di -
cial func tions.

3. Such Coun cils will con sist of not more than thirty mem bers of whom 
not more than four shall be nom i nated by the Gov er nor of the state
con cerned, and the rest shall be elected on the ba sis of uni ver sal adult 
suf frage.

4. The elected mem bers of the Coun cils shall hold of fice for a term
of five years from the date ap pointed for the first meet ing of the
Coun cil af ter the gen eral elec tions to the Coun cils, un less the Dis -
trict Coun cil is sooner dis solved by the Gov er nor, and the nom i -
nated mem ber shall hold of fice at the plea sure of the Gov er nor.

5. The Coun cil has leg is la tive power in cer tain fields such as the
man age ment of a for est, in her i tance of prop erty, mar riage, and so -

HA RIHAR BHAT TA CHARY YA482

Esta obra forma parte del acervo de la Biblioteca Jurídica Virtual del Instituto de Investigaciones Jurídicas de la UNAM 
www.juridicas.unam.mx                https://biblio.juridicas.unam.mx/bjv 

DR © 2005. Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México - Instituto de Investigaciones Jurídicas

Libro completo en: https://goo.gl/rD45uo



cial cus tom. The laws made by the Coun cil have to be ap proved
by the Gov er nor.

6. The Coun cil has ju di cial pow ers, civil and crim i nal, sub ject to the
ju ris dic tion of the High Court. The Gov er nor may also con fer
upon the Coun cil the power to try cer tain suits or of fences.

7. It has also the power to as sess and col lect land rev e nue, and to im -
pose cer tain taxes. 

8. The Coun cil may es tab lish, con struct, or man age pri mary schools,
dis pen sa ries, mar kets, fer ries, fish er ies, roads, road trans port and
wa ter ways, and also with the prior ap proval of the Gov er nor, pre -
scribe the lan guage and the man ner in which pri mary ed u ca tion
shall be im parted in the pri mary schools in the dis trict. The other
ar eas to which the pow ers of the Coun cil ex tend are: ag ri cul ture,
an i mal hus bandry, com mu nity pro jects, co-op er a tive so ci et ies, so -
cial wel fare, vil lage plan ning and so on. 

9. The Acts of State leg is la ture shall not ex tend to mat ters on which
the Coun cils have the power to leg is late un less the rel e vant Coun -
cil so di rects by pub lic no ti fi ca tion. On other mat ters, the Pres i -
dent of In dia, and the Gov er nor of a State will de cide the ex tent of 
ap pli ca tion of an Act of Par lia ment, or an Act of a State Leg is la -
ture re spec tively to an au ton o mous dis trict.

On the face of it, Ar ti cles 3-4 ap pear to be un-fed eral, if not anti-fed eral,
since the flex i ble pro vi sions for state cre ation af fect the au ton omy and in -
teg rity of the states. This may not ac tu ally be the case if one con sid ers the
way fed er a tion in In dia was cre ated, or is still be ing cre ated. To be gin with, 
one needs to look at the mode of fed er a tion-mak ing in In dia. The fed er a -
tion-mak ing in In dia has been car ried out from above so that that the states
are the ef fects of the fed er a tion rather than the other way round. It was not
the states, or their rep re sen ta tives who sat at the Con stit u ent As sem bly to
make the fed er a tion. Un like the US and Swit zer land, there were no pre-ex -
ist ing sovereign states in In dia who would cre ate a fed er a tion as a com pact. 
As we will see later, the ter ri to rial sce nario in In dia at in de pend ence was
more com plex than it ap pears to be. The eleven prov inces di rectly un der
the Brit ish as well as the 500-odd princely au toc ra cies (in di rectly un der the 
Brit ish), af ter the Par ti tion of In dia, were eth no-lin guis ti cally het ero-
genous, and there was, in most, much mu tual ha tred, an i mos ity and con -
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flicts. The var i ous con sti tu tional mea sures, as we have de scribed above,
were so de signed as to ac com mo date eth no-re gional iden ti ties, and to re -
solve con flicts.

The au ton omy pro vi sions for self-gov er nance of ab orig i nal peo ples in
In dia (num ber ing about 100 mil lion to day) were de signed and served to
ac com mo date sub-re gional as pi ra tions of the rel a tively un der de vel oped
peo ple. Thus the re gional or dis trict coun cils for the tribal peo ple have of -
ten been the step ping stone for de mand ing greater re gional iden tity in the
form of states un der the In dian con sti tu tion.

Both types of con sti tu tional mea sures for re gional ac com mo da tion of
iden tity, as above, are de signed for self-rule. There are clear con sti tu tional
dis tri bu tion of pow ers and au thor ity un der three Lists be tween the fed eral
and the State gov ern ments. The pow ers and func tions of the tribal re gional
or dis trict coun cils have also been clearly de mar cated and pro tected in the
Con sti tu tion.

3. Indian Na tio na lism and Re gio na lism

The above flex i ble con sti tu tional pro vi sions re gard ing state hood, or
sub-state hood must be un der stood in the ap pro pri ate his tor i cal back drop.
His to ri ans of mod ern In dia have es tab lished how the growth in In dian na -
tion al ism against Brit ish co lo nial ism since the nine teenth cen tury also
gave birth to in tense awak en ing among var i ous re gion-based lin guis tic na -
tion al i ties for iden tity and self-de ter mi na tion, of ten in op po si tion to the
pan-In dian na tion al ism [Desai 1944; Sarkar 1983; Bhargava et al. eds:
1999; Banerjee 1992; and Das Gupta 2001]. The spe cific con tours some of
such re gional na tion al ism have also been iden ti fied in cases stud ies
[Bhattacharyya 1989; Chatterjee 1986; Majumdar and Singh 1997]. The
main stream In dian na tion al ism had con tin u ously to grap ple with re gional
na tion al ism. Given the heavy weight of re gional iden ti ties of the peo ple of
In dia, the In dian Na tional Con gress (INC) could have hardly re mained im -
mune from it. It grad u ally be came, in fact, an inter-re gional co ali tion of
forces. McLane (1977) [Das Gupta 2001: 51] ar gued that the INC had been 
so, since its for ma tion in 1885, in or der to gen er ate a com pos ite na tion hood 
in In dia. The re gional iden ti ties within the INC it self be came, how ever,
more in tense. An his tor i cal re search showed that more than a de cade af ter
1885, the most im por tant lead ers of the INC on a visit to UK on a po lit i cal
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mis sion chose to iden tify them selves in a pub lic state ment as lead ers of
their re spec tive re gional as so ci a tions based in dif fer ent parts of In dia
[Majumdar and Majumdar 1967: 44-45]. As early as 1908, the INC re cog -
nised Bihar as a sep a rate Con gress Cir cle for con gru ence be tween lin guis -
tic and po lit i cal bound aries, on the ba sis of a de mand made by some
Mahesh Narayan Singh in 1894 [Banerjee 1992: 42]. Some his tor i cal re -
searches have es tab lished that the co lo nial ad min is tra tion’s at tempt to see
In dia of the fu ture as a ‘Un ion of au ton o mous prov inces’ was a pow er ful
im pe tus be hind the growth in lan guage con scious ness among the com pos -
ite prov ince like the Ma dras Pres i dency [Subrahmanyam 1984:117]. The
for ma tion of the Andhra Con gress Com mit tee in 1913 was a tes ti mony to
the grow ing de mands of the Telegu speak ing ar eas of the (Tamil- dom i -
nated) Ma dras Pres i dency to es tab lish Telegu power over Telegu is sue in
the Pres i dency. Though till then con trary to its of fi cial pol i cies, the In dian
Na tional Con gress (INC), the main party of In dia’s in de pend ence, ap -
proved the Andhra Con gress Com mit tee in 1917, and at its Nagpur Con -
gress in 1920 of fi cially com mit ted it self to a fed eral In dia based on the lin -
guis ti cally re or ga nized states. The INC even re con sti tuted it self in some
fed eral form since the 1920s by re-cre at ing its var i ous pro vin cial com mit -
tees on the ba sis of lin guis tic di vi sions of the coun try in or der to give po lit -
i cal ex pres sion to the grow ing re gion-based na tion hood in In dia, and in -
creas ingly com mit ted it self to a fed eral In dia.

V. POST-INDEPENDENCE ACCOMMODATION

OF REGIONAL IDENTITY

Three clear pat terns can be iden ti fied in the post-in de pend ence (1947)
phases of ac com mo da tion of re gional iden tity through state hood. First, in
the 1950s and 1960s, in tense (eth nic) mass mo bi li sa tion, of ten tak ing on a
vi o lent char ac ter, was the main force be hind the state’s re sponse with an
in sti tu tional pack age for state hood. Andhra Pradesh in In dia’s south
showed the way. The fast unto death in 1952 of the leg end ary Gandhian
leader (Telegu) Potti Sriramulu for a state for the Telegus out of the com -
pos ite Ma dras Pres i dency moved an oth er wise re luc tant Jawaharlal Nehru, 
a top na tion al ist leader, and the first prime min is ter of In dia, to con cede to
the de mand for a sep a rate state of Andhra Pradesh. The Un ion gov ern ment
also in sti tuted the States Re or ga ni za tion Com mis sion (SRC) in 1953 for
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re draw ing the po lit i cal map of In dia, and passed the fa mous States Re or ga -
ni za tion Act, 1956 on the ba sis of the rec om men da tions of the Com mis -
sion. In ter est ingly enough, the S RC’s re port (1955) was sym pa thetic to
the regional cause:

It is ob vi ously an ad van tage that con stit u ent units of a fed er a tion should
have a min i mum mea sure of in ter nal co he sion. Like wise, a re gional con -
scious ness, not merely in the sense of a neg a tive aware ness of ab sence of
re pres sion or ex ploi ta tion but also in the sense of scope for pos i tive ex pres -
sion of the col lec tive per son al ity of a peo ple in hab it ing a state or a re gion
may be con du cive to the con tent ment and well-be ing of the com mu nity.
Com mon lan guage may not only pro mote the growth of such re gional con -
scious ness but also make for ad min is tra tive con ve nience. [Majumdar and
Singh 1997:104] 

Thus, on the ba sis, pri mar ily, of lan guage, ma jor re or gani sa tion of In -
dia’s ter ri tory was un der taken in the 1950 and 1960s. 27 states of cat e go -
ries A, B, and C in the orig i nal Con sti tu tion of In dia (1950) were re duced
to 15 with equal sta tus and pow ers. The 7th Amend ment to the Con sti tu tion
(1956) in cor po rated them into the Con sti tu tion. The state of Nagaland in
In dia’s North-east, cre ated in 1963, was per haps the sole ex cep tion to the
pat tern in the 1950s and 1960s. It was cre ated, af ter pro tracted strug gle of
the Naga tribes against the In dian state for a sov er eign land out of In dia, in
rec og ni tion of their tribal iden tity. In the case of Punjab (1966), a com bi na -
tion of lan guage and religion (Sikh) provided the basis of statehood.

Sec ond, in the 1970s and 1980s, the main fo cus of re or gani sa tion was
In dia’s North-east. The ba sis of re or gani sa tion was tribal in sur gency for
sep a ra tion and state hood. The main in sti tu tional re sponse of the Un ion
gov ern ment was the North-east ern States Re or gani sa tion Act, 1971 which
up graded the Un ion Ter ri to ries of Manipur and Tripura, and the Sub-State
of Meghalaya to full state hood, and Mizoram and Arunachal Pradesh (then 
Tribal Dis tricts) to Un ion Ter ri to ries. The lat ter be came states in 1986.
Goa (based on Kokani lan guage (8th Sched ule), which be came a state in
1987, was the sole ex cep tion. Since In dia’s North-east has re mained a pe -
ren nial base for var i ous kinds of move ments for sep a ra tion and po lit i cal
ex trem ism, bi par tite, or tri par tite eth nic peace ac cords [Datta 1995] have
been signed by the Gov ern ment of In dia, af fected State Gov ern ment, and
the eth nic lead ers for a ne go ti ated set tle ment. Such eth nic peace ac cords
have been the bases for sub se quent leg is la tion at Un ion and State leg is la -
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tures for in sti tut ing a new state, or a sub-state. Re gion-based tribal eth nic -
ity, not lan guage, was the prin ci ple of ac cord ing state hood, or sub-state -
hood in the North-east. In ter est ingly enough, given the pre dom i nance of
Chris tian ity (the Baptish Mis sion) in some re gions of the North-east, there
was a move ment for us ing re li gion as a ba sis of de mand ing state hood in the 
late 1960s. but real is ing that re li gion was not go ing to be re cog nised as a
ba sis, they quickly shifted to tribal loyalty. [Weiner and Kazenstein 1981]

Third, the move ments for the three new states (cre ated in 2000)
—Chhatishgarh out of Madhya Pradesh, Jhakhand out of Bihar and
Uttarnanchal out of Uttar Pradesh— were long-drawn but be came vig or -
ous in the 1990s. But, as I have shown else where, in de tail, [Bhattacharyya
2001] the main ba sis was com plex: a com bi na tion of tribal eth nic ity, lan -
guage, re gional de pri va tion, and ecol ogy. Lan guage played though no im -
por tant role in the cre ation of these states. The leg is la tive pro cesses, rather
than any Com mis sion, or eth nic peace ac cords, pre scribed in the Con sti tu -
tion were fol lowed in cre at ing the states in 2000. 

VI. FEDERAL DEBATE IN INDIA: CENTRE VS. STATE,
OR NATION VS. REGION

Else where I have dis cussed in de tail the var i ous as pects of the on go ing
de bates on In dian fed er al ism [Bhattacharyya 2001]. In this sec tion. I will
pro vide a brief out line of the de bate in or der to drive home the is sue of re -
gion al ism as it fig ured in the on go ing dis cus sions of fed er al ism in In dia.
Sine the in au gu ra tion of the In dian con sti tu tion on 26 Jan u ary 1950 af ter
some two cen tu ries of Brit ish co lo nial rule, the na ture of fed er al ism that
this con sti tu tion in sti tuted has been sub ject to on go ing ac a demic and po lit -
i cal de bates. Rather than treat ing it as a dead is sue, ev ery gen er a tion of
schol ars, both In dian and for eign, have thought and re thought about the
na ture, and im pli ca tions of In dian fed er al ism. Pol i ti cians, po lit i cal par ties,
and mass me dia have also more or less reg u larly com mented upon the na -
ture and func tion ing of fed er al ism in In dia.

Fed er al ism in In dia is both a co lo nial and a na tion al ist leg acy in the in -
sti tu tional sense of the term. The Brit ish uni tary (na tion-state) model of
gov er nance proved rel a tively in ef fec tive for a vast and di verse coun try like 
In dia. The rel a tive fail ure of their model of gov er nance led them to in tro -
duce, by de grees, since the 1920s, doses of de vo lu tion and fed er al ism in
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In dia in which the Gov ern ment of In dia Act 1935 was the ma jor in sti tu -
tional step [Aiyer 1965: 16, Mor ris-Jones 1987: 15-48]. Mod elled af ter the
Ca na dian fed er a tion (Brit ish Ca na dian Act 1867), this Act. Mor ris-Jones
be lieves, pointed the pat tern of gov er nance in In dia firmly in the di rec tion
of fed er al ism [Mor ris-Jones 1987: 19]. None the less, the sys tem of gov er -
nance re mained till the days of In dia’s in de pend ence heavily cen tral ised.
This was re cog nised by Mor ris-Jones him self: “The form of po lit i cal struc -
ture handed over at in de pend ence was, for a country of India’s size and
diversity, remarkably centre-directed” [Morris-Jones 1987: 121].

VII. CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY (1946-1949, CA)

In dian fed er a tion was not the com pact of pre-ex ist ing sov er eign states.
The states in In dia, on con trary, have re mained the effects, rather than the
cause of, In dian fed er a tion. The mode of mak ing the fed er a tion fol lowed
was top-down rather than bot tom-up. The CA, which wrote the fed eral
con sti tu tion of In dia, was com posed of mem bers (elected by the peo ple on
the ba sis of lim ited fran chise) who were not the states rep re sen ta tives. The
CA de bates thus did not show the deep-seated con flict of in ter ests, which
were re vealed in Phil a del phia in 1787. On the con trary, there was a vir tual
ab sence of con flict be tween the cen tral ist and the provincialists (read “re -
gion al ist”), as one would ex pect in such a de bate on fed er al ism. In ter est -
ingly enough, the provincialist de manded in crease rev e nue for prov inces,
but were agreed that the un ion gov ern ment should col lect the money and
then dis trib ute it among the units. “This”, said Granville Aus tin “could
hardly be called a tra di tional de fence of pro vin cial au ton omy” [Aus tin 1966: 
187; Aus tin 1999]. There were de bates on the no men cla ture of the fed er a -
tion. While the “Un ion of States” was fi nally de cided, this de ci sion was pre -
ceded by de bates on pref er ence for the in dig e nous terms for “State” like
“Pradesh” [CAD. Vol. 2: 397-413]. In ter est ingly, in the course of the above
de bates, some mem bers made ref er ences to the “new ba sis in the near fu -
ture” for re con sti tu tion of the states [CAD. Vol. 2:406]. Writ ten in the
back drop of the great com mu nal ri ots of 1946 in In dia, and the Par ti tion of
In dia through a ma jor sep a rat ism that gave rise to Pa ki stan in 1947, the
states right is sue was sec ond ary to the CA, and the al le giance to pro vin cial
gov ern ments was muted [Mor ris-Jones 1957: 17]. None the less, state or
pro vin cial au ton omy was not sac ri ficed in the emerg ing po lit i cal model.
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While in tro duc ing the Draft Con sti tu tion. Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, the Chair -
man of the Draft ing Com mit tee, and the ar chi tect of the coun try’s con sti tu -
tion, de scribed the con sti tu tion “fed eral in as much as its es tab lishes what
may be called a dual pol ity (which)... will con sist of the Un ion at the cen tre
and the States at the pe riph ery each en dowed with sov er eign pow ers to be
ex er cised in the field as signed to them by the Con sti tu tion” [Aus tin 1966:
188] He also made it clear than un like the Amer i can con sti tu tion, the In dian
Con sti tu tion avoided the “tight mold of fed er a tion” but in stead was one,
which could be “both uni tary as well as fed eral ac cord ing to the re quire -
ments of time and cir cum stances” [Aus tin 1966. 188]. For the sake of unity
at that cru cial his tor i cal junc ture of In dia, the need for a strong cen tral gov -
ern ment was be yond dis pute. The In dian nationalists al ways sought to
blend fed er al ism with cen tral ism. As Nehru wrote in 1936: “It is likely that 
free In dia may be a Fed er a tion, though in any event there must be a great
deal of uni tary con trol” [Aus tin: 1966: 198]. The other ar dent na tion al ists
sit ting in the CA also ad vo cated uni tary prin ci ple and a strong cen tral gov -
ern ment for hold ing the vast. di verse coun try to gether. Re al is ti cally, the
found ing fa thers of the con sti tu tion were guided prag mat i cally not to ad -
here to any the ory or dogma for a vast and di verse coun try with its pe cu liar
prob lems like In dia. They were also aware that fed er al ism was “not a def i -
nite con cept”, and lacked a “sta ble mean ing” [Aus tin 1966: 187]. As a re -
sult, the CA fol lowed what Aus tin called “pick and choose” method to see
what fea tures of the ex ist ing fed er a tions suited the ge nius of the na tion
best. It meant mod i fi ca tions of the es tab lished ideas about the con struc tion
of fed eral gov ern ments and their re la tions with the con stit u ent units. The
re sult was “a new kind of fed er a tion to meet In dia’s pe cu liar needs” [Aus -
tin 1966: 187].

VIII. POST-1950 DEBATE

Im me di ately af ter its in au gu ra tion in 1950. In dian fed er al ism be gan to
re ceive di verse, of ten con trast ing and con tra dic tory as sess ments at the
hand of ac a demic ob serv ers. In dian and west ern. The ear lier ac counts of
In dian fed er al ism showed a lot of in tel lec tual res er va tions about the sub -
ject. The cen tral ised char ac ter of the In dian fed er a tion vis-à-vis the states’
rights has baf fled and pre oc cu pied most of the ob serv ers. K. C. Wheare
(1951/1953/1963) made one of the first au thor i ta tive com ments on In dian
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fed er al ism and de scribed the In dian con sti tu tion as “a sys tem of gov ern -
ment which was quasi-fed eral... a uni tary state with sub sid iary fed eral fea -
tures rather than a fed eral state with sub sid iary uni tary fea tures” [Wheare
1951:28]. But in the sub se quent fourth edi tion of his work in 1963 he was
still doubt ful of the fed eral na ture of the In dian con sti tu tion, and de scribed
it as ‘quasi-fed eral’ but added that it was not meant to be a crit i cism of the
con sti tu tion or the gov ern ment since: “A quasi-fed eral sys tem may well be 
most ap pro pri ate for In dia” [Wheare 1963: 28]. Ivor Jennings (1953) ac -
cepted In dia to be a “fed er a tion with strong cen tral is ing ten den cies”
[Jennings 1953: 01]. The states’ rights is sue, as we have seen above, has
hardly de bated in the CA. But it was taken up al ready in the early 1950s by
ob serv ers as a crit i cal area of judg ing the fed eral char ac ter of the In dian
pol ity. Thus K. V. Rao (1953) in a pa per on “Cen tre-State Re la tions in
The ory and Prac tice” took an ex treme view to show how the cen tre was
usurp ing the rights of the states. [Rao 1953] In his sub se quent work too he
main tained strong res er va tions about In dian fed er al ism: “We can now sum 
up our im pres sions about In dian fed er al ism. There are fed eral fea tures, but
they are not strong enough to make In dia a fed er a tion on par with any
known federation so far” [Rao 1966: 328].

In the back drop of the first ma jor and suc cess ful fed eral ter ri to rial re or -
gani sa tion of In dia in the late 1950s (mostly on lin guis tic ba sis), on the one
hand, and the first ma jor Con gress’s elec toral de feat (since in de pend ence)
in In dia’s fourth gen eral elec tions in 1967, which re turned re gion ally ori -
ented non-Con gress gov ern ments to ma jor ity of Indias’states, on the other
hand, the In dian fed er al ism be gan to re ceive se ri ous ac a demic at ten tion
from the 1960s on wards [Bhattacharyya 2001: 1-53]. In dian pol i tics wit -
nessed from the mid-six ties on wards a grow ing as ser tion of state and re -
gional iden ti ties for mu lated of ten in de mands for more au ton omy for
states, and a restructuring of ‘cen tre-state’ re la tions. The Indo-Pak war of
1962, the death of Jawaharlal Nehru, the ar chi tect of In dia’s post-co lo nial
state, in 1964, and the grow ing or gani sa tional weak nesses in the INC
which split in 1969 added to the chal lenges to In dian de moc racy and fed er -
al ism.

Mor ris-Jones, who saw fed er al ism as a mat ter of pro cess and de gree,
con sid ered it fair to say that In dia’s con sti tu tion was fed eral with im por tant 
uni tary fea tures [Mor ris-Jones 1987: 19] al though he was alert that In dia
called it self not a fed er a tion but a ‘un ion’, and that the fact that other ob -
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serv ers termed it ‘quasi-fed eral’ [Mor ris-Jones 1987: 121]. But on the
whole, he did not fail to iden tify the crit i cal as pects of In dian fed er al ism,
and the forces which made it to work. The po lit i cal char ac ter of In dian fed -
er al ism at tracted most his at ten tion. He iden ti fied the ‘hard com pet i tive
bar gain ing’ as ‘the char ac ter of In dian fed er al ism through out’ [Mor -
ris-Jones 1987: 132]. He also pointed out that it was the ‘in for mal power
struc tures of Con gress’ that had been serv ing as the lu bri cant to the prac ti -
cal mech a nisms of fed er al ism in In dia [Mor ris-Jones 1987: 121m 153] a
view which has been shared by many ob serv ers of In dian pol i tics ever
since [Watts 1966; Kothari 1970; Rudolph and Rudolph: 1987]. He also
took note of the changes in In dian fed er al ism since 1947 when it was ‘re -
mark able cen tre-di rected’ to the six ties when there took place the ‘ten -
dency for the bal ance of power to move against the Cen tre and in fa vour of
the States’ [Mor ris-Jones 1987: 121, 249]. How ever, such ten den cies and
changes were enough ba sis for tak ing In dia into the fed eral club: “In dia
must, how ever, be put along side other fed eral states: it must also be prop -
erly put in re la tion to its own past. Now this en tails see ing that nei ther the
pe riod of alien rule nor the first years af ter in de pend ence can be at all rea -
son ably taken as the norm... This means first that In dia must be judged as a
fed eral state”.1 Marcus Franda also be lieved in the fed eral char ac ter of the
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1 The in no va tive ca pac ity of In dian fed er al ism im pressed Mor ris-Jones ev i dent in
the cre ation of more sta tus and sub-state within sta tus (e. g., Meghalaya within Assam
in 1970). He was very ap pre cia tive of such mea sures: “The de vice is in ge nious —the
area has its own as sem bly and min is ters and re spon si bil ity for most of the sub jects dealt
with by state, but Assam still re tains law and or der and po lice func tions and the Gov er -
nor. High Court and pub lic ser vice com mis sion are com mon. With re gional res tive ness
ev i dent in some other states— Saurastra in Gujarat. Telengana in Andhra it may be a
model whose im i ta tion, while fur ther com pli ca tion gov ern men tal pro cess, will ease cer -
tain trou ble some ten sions” (p. 124). There were, how ever, In dian schol ars like S. A. H.
Haqqi (1964) who still stuck to the old ap pel la tion of In dia as not a fed er a tion but a uni -
tary state wish sub sid iary fed eral fea tures which Carl J. Friedrich (1968) crit i cized as
‘too nar row a con cep tion of fed er al ism’. See for more de tails, Friedrich, C. J., Trends of
Fed er al ism in The ory and Prac tice, Pall Mall Press, Lon don, 1968, p. 135, chap. 18 of
“In dia: Fed er al ism and Cul tural Di ver si fi ca tion”, In this chap ter, he had no hes i ta tion in
ac cept ing In dia as a fed er a tion. He said: “…In dia is clearly un der go ing a fed er al iz ing
pro cess in the course of which fed eral di ver sity is in creas ing”, a state ment which was
con trary to many dan ger ous pre dic tions made about In dia’s dis in te gra tion found in such
works as Har ri son S., In dia: The Most Dan ger ous De cades (1960), K. Santhanam, Un ion 
State Re la tions in In dia (1960) too took a neg a tive view of the func tion ing of In dian fed -
er al ism.
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In dian pol ity, and ar gues that on the whole the Cen tre had been respectful
of states’ rights [Franda 1968].

Granville Aus tin’s The In dian Con sti tu tion Cor ner stone of a Na tion
(1966) of fered the most au thor i ta tive and ex haus tive ac count of In dian
fed er al ism from con sti tu tional-le gal point of view. Re ject ing such
appellations as ‘stat u tory de cen trali sa tion’ or ‘quasi-fed eral’ as in ter est ing 
but ‘not par tic u larly il lu mi nat ing’, he pointed out the prag matic char ac ter
of In dian fed er al ism which, to him, was a ‘new kind of fed er al ism to meet
In dia’s pe cu liar needs’, and which is what he calls ‘a co-op er a tive fed er al -
ism’ that ‘pro duces a strong cen tral gov ern ment yet not nec es sar ily re sult -
ing in weak pro vin cial gov ern ments [Aus tin 1966: 186-87. 186-243, Aus -
tin 1999].

In the six ties, the most thor ough po lit i cal sci en tific ac count of In dian
fed er al ism was of fered by Watts (1966) [Watts 1966]. Go ing be yond the
many res er va tions of ob serv ers since the in au gu ra tion of the re pub lic.
Watts con cluded: “In dia may, there fore, be best de scribed as a pre dom i -
nantly fed eral sys tem with some uni tary fea tures” [Watts 1966: 356]. The
found ing fa thers of the In dian Con sti tu tion were very much prag mat i cally
de ter mined in de vis ing the model for In dia be cause for a vast, di verse
coun try with many spe cial prob lems and pe cu liar i ties, no sin gle the ory or
model bor rowed form abroad was use ful. Also, the In dian fed eral model
was made to be flex i ble in or der to adapt to chang ing cir cum stances. Watts
quoted ap prov ingly Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, the Chair man of the Draft ing
Committee of the In dian Con sti tu tion who said: “The Draft Con sti tu tion
can be both uni tary as well as fed eral ac cord ing to the re quire ments of the
time and cir cum stances. In nor mal times, it is framed to work as a fed eral
sys tem” [Watts 1966: 356]. This has equipped the fed eral pol ity with the
mech a nisms, and the ca pac ity to adapt to chang ing cir cum stances. The In -
dian fed er al ism’s suc cess as an in sti tu tional so lu tion to intra-so ci etal con -
flicts and ten sions in a di verse so ci ety has also been noted by Bombwall
(1967) [Bombwall 1867: ed. 1978]. Echo ing per haps Watts. Carl Friedrich 
also re cog nised the grow ing strength of In dian fed er al ism and its ca pac ity
to in creas ingly dif fer en ti ate it self. He said: “In dia is clearly un der go ing a
fed er al iz ing pro cess in the course of which fed eral di ver sity is in creas ing.
It is..., a re cur rent fea ture of this pro cess that in the course of de moc ra tiz ing 
of a so ci ety, re gional and lin guis tic-cul tural com mu ni ties be come more ar -
tic u late and de mand rec og ni tion in the form of a set of po lit i cal
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institutions, in clud ing safe guards for the iden tity of the par tic u lar com mu -
nity” [Friedrich 1968: 135-36].

In the back drop of the Par ti tion of In dia in 1947 sig nal ling the fail ure of
the last co lo nial at tempt at fed er al ism in In dia be tween the Hin dus and the
Mus lims, fol lowed by the great com mu nal vi o lence in 1946, cou pled with
the spe cial prob lems of in te grat ing some 561 princely au toc ra cies with the
In dian Un ion, a fed er a tion with a strong cen tre seemed to be a fore gone
con clu sion. But to Rajni Kothari (1970) this went against two de cen tral is -
ing tra di tions of In dia. First, it went against the strong tra di tion of a de cen -
tral ised pol ity and the great roles that lo cal pol i ti cians and no ta bles played
in giv ing the na tion al ist move ment its na tion-wide char ac ter [Kothari
1970:91]. Sec ond, it also went against Gandhian ideal of vil lages as the
foun da tion of the In dian na tion [Kothari 1970: 91]. Given the above, fed er -
al ism that came out, ar gued Kothari, as an am biv a lent fed er al ism which
gave the Cen tre much scope and ini tia tive, a ma jor share in re sources and
all re sid ual func tions, but si mul ta neously gave the states con sid er able
pow ers and scope for ma noeuvre’ [Kothari 1970: 91-92].

IX. CRISIS IN FEDERALISM

The pe riod be tween the late 1960s and the late 1970s was the most dif fi -
cult one for In dian de moc racy and fed er al ism. It was when In dian fed er al -
ism faced so far with a cri sis threat en ing its very ex is tence. This was the
most crit i cal phase in the life of the re pub lic since in de pend ence in 1947.
But this cri sis in In dia fed er al ism was not its own mak ing. It was caused by
fac tors and forces, which were ex ter nal, em a nat ing from the socio-eco -
nomic and po lit i cal re al i ties of In dia. More im por tantly, it was caused by a
se ries of po lit i cal fac tors. Be gin ning with the Con gress elec toral de feat in
the fourth gen eral elec tions (1967), the fa mous split in the INC (1969), the
most de ter min ing force in the In dian pol ity, the fa mous Op po si tion move -
ment es pe cially by Jay Prakash Narayan in the early 1970s in Bihar, the
left ex trem ist move ments in West Ben gal, and its vi o lent state re pres sion
in the early sev en ties, the pe riod was closed with the im po si tion of a na -
tion-wide au thor i tar ian Emer gency rule for 18 months (1975-1977) which
sus pended both de moc racy and fed er al ism. This was the pe riod which wit -
nessed ex treme con cen tra tion and cen trali sa tion of pow ers in the Cen tre, to 
be more pre cise, in the per sonal lead er ship of Mrs Indira Gan dhi, then
Prime Min is ter of In dia. The crip pling ef fects of this re gime on In dia’s po -
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lit i cal in sti tu tions have been doc u mented in many ac counts of In dian pol i -
tics writ ten ever since [Kothari 1996: 1988: 1989; Rudolph and Rudolph
1987; Mitra 1978; Hasan et al. (eds.) 1989; Bhattacharyya 1994]. It was
when trough cen trali sa tion and con cen tra tion of power, the In dian pol ity
grossly de vi ated from fed er al ism. As Kothari wrote: “The po lit i cal con sti -
tu tional sphere has it self be come prone to the same ten den cies of cen trali -
sa tion, dom i na tion and in eq uity” lead ing to “in sti tu tional dis or der”.
[Kothari: 1970, 351] Mor ris-Jones char ac ter ised the 1960s as the pe riod of
what he called “di min ish ing institutionalisation” [Mor ris-Jones 1987: 294].
With the end of the Emer gency and the res to ra tion of de moc racy in 1977,
fed er al ism in In dia was given a new lease of life, le git i macy and ca pac ity.
This has been re flected in the schol arly re flec tions on In dian fed er al ism in
the 1980s and 1990s.

X. POST-EMERGENCY (1977) PERIOD

The lin ger ing doubts about the ex is tence of a strong cen tre in In dian
fed er a tion have re mained in minds of schol ars who have writ ten or com -
mented upon In dian fed er al ism [Kurian and Varughese 1981: Bose ed
1987]. And yet. In dian fed er al ism has also been re ceiv ing some pos i tive
ap praisal of its crit i cal role in In dia’s unity since the 1980s from some
schol ars. In the new chap ter that was added to the 1987 re print of his fa -
mous book Mor ris-Jones was sceptical about the man age ment ca pac ity of
the Cen tre to ef fec tively hold the sys tem al though he still found enough
ev i dences, which made the sys tem to move on [Mor ris-Jones 1987:
259-272]. Bombwall view ing it from an eth no-na tion al ist stand point was
con fi dent about the “req ui site in sti tu tional and processual flex i bil ity and
re sil ience” of In dian fed er al ism “to ac com mo date eth nic and re gional dis -
cord while at the same time, de fin ing the pa ram e ters within which such
dis cord will be tol er ated” [Bombwall 1985: 191]. Rudolph and Rudolph
noted the how both the grow ing cen trali sa tion and con cen tra tion of pow -
ers, on the one hand, and the grow ing strength of re gion al ism, on the other
hand, had put the fed eral sys tem un der se vere strain. [Rudolph and
Rudolph: 98-99] But they ad mit ted that In dia’s cul tural het er o ge ne ity has
been ex pressed in the ‘fed eral or gani sa tion of power’.2 Amal Ray [Bose ed
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2 They also noted that Ander the Janata gov ern ment (1977-1980), the fed eral sys -
tem and lo cal and vil lage ad min is tra tion were re ju ve nated (p. 163). In the pe riod since
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1987] also ac knowl edged the fed er al ist im pli ca tion of the Janata ex per i ment
(1977-1980). The Janata gov ern ment, it self an ag glom er a tion of many re -
gion ally based groups and par ties, was con du cive to the sta tus of re gional
gov ern ment, and there fore there took place a bal anced op er a tion of the In -
dia’s fed eral sys tem dur ing the Janata phase [Ray 1987: 157].

XI. DEBATE SINCE THE 1980s

The most dis tinc tive as pects of the de bates on In dian fed er al ism since
the 1980s are that apart from the per sis tent is sue of states’ rights, re gional
and lo cal iden ti ties and de cen trali sa tion have con tin u ously been the fo -
cussed. The of fi cial com mis sions set up for the pur pose, whether at the
federal or state lev els, have also rec om mended fur ther state au ton omy and
de cen trali sa tion: “De cen trali sa tion of real power to these lo cal in sti tu tions
would thus help de fuse the threat of cen trif u gal forces, in crease pop u lar in -
volve ment all along the line, broaden the base of our dem o cratic pol ity,
pro mote ef fi ciency and im prove the health and sta bil ity of inter-gov ern -
men tal re la tions” [Khan (ed.) 1997: 212].

Fur ther state au ton omy and de cen trali sa tion and the ques tion of re gional
and lo cal iden ti ties are the themes of many pub li ca tions.[Khan (ed.) 1992:
1997; Mitra and Lewis (eds.) 1998; Vijapur (ed.) 1998; Sathyamurthy (ed.)
1985; Bhattacharyya 2000 & 2001; Pal 1984]. Kurian and Varughese [1981] 
pref aced the dis cus sion on cen tre-state re la tions with the sug ges tion that ‘the 
frame work has yet to be de vised for combining lo cal ini tia tive with na tional 
as pi ra tions, and im por tant fed eral fea tures with cer tain uni tary char ac ter is -
tics to en sure all-In dia per spec tive of de vel op ment’. The Marx ist leader F.
M. S. Nambudripad found in re gion al ism the as ser tion of rights of the fed -
er at ing units, and strongly ad vo cated for ex pand ing states’ rights
[Numbudripad: 1981: 65-66]. The greater pow ers to the states was also the
cen tral theme in the fa mous West Ben gal Gov ern ment Mem o ran dum on
Cen tre-State Re la tions of De cem ber 1, 1977 sub mit ted to the Un ion gov -
ern ment in which it was as serted: “We are def i nitely for strong states, but
on no ac count do we want a weak cen tre. The con cept of strong states is not 
nec es sar ily in con tra dic tion to that of a strong cen tre, once their re spec tive
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the Emer gency, fed er al ism has re mained a top agenda for most po lit i cal par ties in In dia,
and re ceived con tin u ous ju di cial sup port.
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spheres of au thor ity are clearly marked out” [Kurian and Vareghese (eds.)
1981: 204-214].

To take a step fur ther down state au ton omy, lo cal self-gov ern ment as
an other tier of In dian fed er al ism has also been emphasised in creas ingly in
this pe riod. Maheswari strongly ar gued in fa vour of mak ing lo cal gov ern -
ment as an es sen tial el e ment of fed er al ism in view o the ‘step moth erly
treat ment of lo cal gov ern ment at the hands of the state gov ern ments’ [Bose 
(ed.) 1987:30]. Khan also ad vo cated si mul ta neously the need for ur ban
and ru ral grass roots de moc racy as a devolutionary mea sure as well as
space for the re gions and sub-re gional iden ti ties in his pro posal for a new
fed eral bal ance, and iden tity in In dia [Khan: 1992: 15]. He de scribed In -
dian fed er al ism as a ‘bou quet’ that ex hib its dif fer ent flow ers, each with its
in di vid u al ity yet tied to gether as a sin gle whole [Khan 1992:13]. He wrote:

The pro cess of infrastructuring of the In dian fed er a tion is not yet over.
There fore po lit i cal de mands of vi a ble re gions for new ad min is tra tive ar -
range ments are not nec es sar ily an ti thet i cal to the ter ri to rial in teg rity of the
coun try. For, ev ery urge for au ton omy is not di vi sive, but most prob a bly a
com ple men tary force: it would not lead to balkanisation but to the re struc -
tur ing of na tion iden tity [Khan 1992: 16].

Nirmal Mukarji, for mer Cab i net Sec re tary, Gov ern ment of In dia and
for mer Gov er nor of Punjab, emphasised the need for a more fed eral In dia
for link ing de cen trali sa tion with sub-na tion al ism. He said:

The start ing point for fresh think ing in re gard to de vo lu tion has to be the
rec og ni tion of sub-na tion al ism as a grow ing re al ity: The fed eral cen tre
would, as a first in fer ence, have to be viewed as the fo cal point at which var i -
ous sub-na tional iden ti ties con verge rather than as a source from which
power is im posed upon them. Devolutionary mea sures would, as a con se -
quence, need to be worked out in a spirit of part ner ship be tween the fed eral
and sub-na tional lev els rather than uni lat er ally by a dom i nant cen tre”
[Grover and Arora (eds.) 1994: 399].

Paul Brass [Brass 1990/1992:66] has pointed out that of ten the ad vo -
cates of re gional au ton omy see with sus pi cion that moves ini ti ated by the
cen tre for de cen trali sa tion of In dian pol i tics to the lo cal level since this
might un der mine re gional au ton omy. In his ear lier work on In dian fed er al -
ism and de cen trali sa tion he ar gued that on a long-term ba sis In dia had not
been a case of con tin u ous cen trali sa tion. As he said: “In so far as long-term
ten den cies or un der ly ing per sis tent pat terns can be dis cerned across
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institutions and pol icy ar eas in In dia, the di rec tions or the un der ly ing pat -
terns are to wards plu ral ism, re gion al ism, and de cen trali sa tion” [Brass
1989:225].

He also added that the ten den cies to wards plu ral ism were clearer than
those to wards re gion al ism and de cen trali sa tion made so pos si ble by the
high de gree of in ter de pen dence of the cen tre and the states. The cen tral
gov ern ment, for Brass, has pur sued per sis tently pol i cies of plu ral ism in re -
la tion the rights of lin guis tic and re li gious mi nor i ties in In dia in the face of
the assmilationist and dis crim i na tory pol i cies of sev eral states in re la tion
to their mi nor i ties [Brass: 1989:228]. But none the less the di lemma of
build ing a sta ble power by the cen tre has been im mense since power in In -
dia is in her ently re gional and lo cal in char ac ter [Brass 1989: 227].3

Rajni Kothari, In dia’s lead ing po lit i cal sci en tist gave full rec og ni tion to
the grow ing fed eral po lit i cal re al ity in India:

Never be fore has the In dian pol ity been more multi-centric than now.
With so many states be ing run by var i ous op po si tion par ties and with each
of them be com ing more as ser tive vis-à-vis the cen tre than was ear lier the
case, with the wide spread of re gion al ism and the up surge in so many
places of re gional iden ti ties [Sem i nar, 357:1989:13].

He has iden ti fied three ma jor forms of the move ments, which de mand
fur ther fed er al iz ing of the In dian pol ity. First, there is the grad ual re turn to
the tra di tion of vol un ta rism, which as a char ac ter is tic of In dian so ci ety for
a long time has been re sur fac ing again. Sec ond, there is de mand for de cen -
tral iza tion of power and re sources, not just to the state level, but to the lev -
els be low. This is re lated to the grow ing con sen sus that a cen tral ised state
ap pa ra tus is un able to de liver goods and ser vices ef fi ciently in a vast and
di verse coun try as In dia. Third, there is the up surge of eth nic iden ti ties,
which are de mand ing more au ton o mous spaces for them selves, with some
of them de mand ing state hood within the fed eral set-up. Wel com ing those
de vel op ments for a more fed eral dem o cratic In dia. Kothari has per ceived
the is sue of fed er al ism in In dia within a broader dem o cratic can vass. As he
says. “The bat tle for fed er al ism in In dia is fun da men tally a bat tle for grater
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de moc racy in which the peo ple come into their own through so cial iden ti -
ties, organisational forms and in sti tu tional frame works with which they
feel com fort able and through which they can find their po tency and self-re -
spect” [Kothari 1989: 14]. This is a novel dem o cratic point in un der stand -
ing fed er al ism. The fed eral de bate in In dia has usu ally been re duced to the
prob lem of cen tre-state re la tions i. e., strong cen tral au thor ity ver sus
states’ rights. Kothari finds this rather ar ti fi cial which does not re flect he
peo ple or the great di ver sity of In dian so ci ety and cul ture. He rightly
pointed out that the ex po nents of states’ rights are as mucho to blame as the 
cen tral au thor ity for the plight of the peo ple.

XII. IMPACT OF REGIONAL ACCOMMODATION OF IDENTITY

To be sure, the man ner of re dis tri bu tion of fi nan cial re sources among
the states by the na tional level in sti tu tions such as the Plan ning Com mis -
sion and the Un ion Fi nance Com mis sion, are di ver sity-sen si tive, and de -
signed to re dress re gional im bal ances in de vel op ment [Bhattacharyya 2000:
247-305]. But such mea sures are com ple men tary to the more im por tant
method of state hood, which al lows greater scope for au ton o mous ac tion.
The var i ous fed eral in sti tu tional mea sures al low ing for the ex er cise of in ter -
nal self- de ter mi na tion of col lec tive iden tity whether lin guis tic, or tribal, in
In dia since the 1950s, has served to con tain much of secessionism, and po lit -
i cal sep a rat ism, and thus to strengthen na tional unity, and co he sion. State -
hood for re gional au ton omy, whether lin guis ti cally based (e. g., in the 1950s
and 1960s), or oth er wise (e. g., tribal iden tity, ecol ogy and so on since the
1970s) in In dia has served to trans form yes ter day’s eth nic re bels into to mor -
row’s re spon si ble rul ers. Das Gupta has shown that af ter gain ing au ton omy,
the ‘lin guis ti cally re or ga nized re gions quickly set tled down to work out a
con struc tive part ner ship with the na tional lead er ship, the na tional eco nomic
plan ning and the na tional ad min is tra tive sys tem’. [Das Gupta 1988: 151]
Das Gupta has also noted re mark able eco nomic per for mance of the newly
cre ated states (in the 1950s and 1960s): of the 6 such states (Andhra
Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Gujarat, Haryana and Punjab), 4
(Punjab, Haryana, Gujarat and Maharashtra) achieved the high est per cap i -
tal in come in the coun try [Das Gupta 1988: 152]. These four states re -
mained con sis tently at the top un til the 1980s; Andhra Pradesh ranked 9 of
15 states in 1950-51 (in terms of de vel op ment), but raised it self up to 7 in
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1971-72 and re tained it un til 1981-82. In terms of an nual growth rate as
well as the suc cesses at pov erty al le vi a tion, these states’ re cord was above
the na tional av er age [Das Gupta 1988: 152-53]. This is a pow er ful ex -
am ple of how a rec og nized and se cure iden tity rather than caus ing
secessionism can be a fac tor for eco nomic de vel op ment. 

What has been the po lit i cal im pact of re gional ac com mo da tion of iden -
tity? Has it meant only the region ali sa tion of pol i tics? Is the na tional identity 
a lost ter rain? The avail able re searches do not sug gest so. The pres ence of
the re gion on the na tional scene is seen by many as pos i tive, as part of the
pro cess of com mu nity for ma tion and em pow er ment [Mitra and Singh
1999: 156]. Mitra and Singh’s sur vey of par ti san vot ing in the 1996 (Lok
Sabha) gen eral elec tions showed that while there had been a “higher
aware ness of the re gional level of gov ern ment”, vot ers still re tained a “a
great deal of trust” in all three lay ers of gov ern ment (35.2% in Cen tral
Gov ern ment; 37.2% in State Gov ern ment; and 39% in Lo cal Gov ern ment)
[Mitra and Singh 1999: 161]. This is a fur ther proof that the re gional iden -
ti ties in In dia have not al ways de fined them selves in op po si tion to and at
the ex pense of, the na tional iden tity. D. L. Sheth, a lead ing In dian po lit i cal
sci en tist, has no ticed a dem o cratic ef fect of such pro cess in that In dia’s
rep re sen ta tive de moc racy has moved closed to the peo ple who feel more
in volved and show greater con cern for in sti tu tions of lo cal and re gional
gov er nance [Mitra and Singh 1999: 156]. In my study of sub-state level re -
gional ac com mo da tion of iden tity in Tripura in In dia’s North-east, I have
shown how the Tripura Tribal Au ton o mous Dis trict Coun cil (TTADC),
formed in 1985, has served to pro tect an oth er wise en dan gered tribal iden -
tity in the state by pro vid ing a dem o cratic plat form for for mer sep a rat ists to 
be come a party of gov er nance, and thereby re duced sig nif i cantly the bases
of po lit i cal ex trem ism in the state [Bhattacharyya 2003: 11-12]. For a long
time since in de pend ence, In di ans’ abil ity to gov ern them selves has been
the sub ject of wild spec u la tion among ob serv ers of In dian pol i tics. The rise 
of vig or ous re gion al ism in var i ous parts of the coun try since the 1950s for
rec og ni tion and iden tity led the schol ars to pre dict the coun try’s im mi nent
‘balkanization’ and col lapse [Har ri son 1960]. To talk of re gion al ism, then,
was to talk of ‘balkanization’. Af ter some fifty years of in creas ing fed eral
dif fer en ti a tion in mat ters of iden tity, such fears and anx i ety seem to have
gone. The fol low ing ed i to rial of The New York Times (Oc to ber 8, 1999)
(af ter the gen eral elec tions in 1999) stands in sharp con trast to all the pre -
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vail ing mis con cep tions about In di ans’ abil ity to gov ern the world’s most
di verse coun try of more than one bil lion peo ple:

As 360 mil lion In di ans voted over the last month, the world’s larg est
and most frac tious de moc racy once again set a stir ring ex am ple for all na -
tions... In dia’s rich di ver sity some times looks like an ob sta cle to unity. But 
the lat est elec tion has proved that a com mit ment to re solv ing dif fer ences
peace fully and dem o crat i cally can trans form di ver sity into a source of
strength. [Kohli ed. 2001: 01]

XIII. CONCLUSION

In con clu sion, I would like to high light two is sues. First, In dia’s fed eral
rec on cil i a tion of re gional iden tity with au ton omy has a dem o cratic as pect.
It op er ates at two lev els. Any po lit i cal de mand for state hood, or sub-state -
hood, to be gin with, must, first, dem on strate iden ti fi able pop u lar sup port
born of mass mo bi li za tion, be fore such de mands are con ceded to. Sec -
ondly, the po lit i cal in sti tu tions achieved (whether a state gov ern ment, or a
re gional or tribal coun cil) must be elected by uni ver sal adult suf frage in ev -
ery five years, as it is the nor mal po lit i cal prac tice for such rep re sen ta tive
in sti tu tions through out In dia. De moc racy rather than eth nic ity, fi nally, is
thus the le git i macy ba sis of such po lit i cal in sti tu tions. Das Gupta [Kohli
2001: 49] has termed this “dem o cratic re spon sive ness to cul tural dif fer -
ences” in In dia. 

Sec ond, go ing be yond the above, I have ar gued else where [Bhatta-
charyya: 2003] that In dian fed er al ism has pro vided the in sti tu tional ter rain
within which var i ous ‘eth nic na tions’ in In dia (e. g., Tamil, Telegu, Ben -
gali, Sikh, Guja rati, Manipuri, or Assamese) have taken shape, de fined
them selves, and are able to pro tect and to cel e brate their iden tity. The un -
der ly ing prin ci ple in var i ous re gional ac com mo da tion of iden tity in In dia
has re mained in ter nal self-de ter mi na tion. As we have em pha sized in the
pa per, in ter nal self-de ter mi na tion has re mained the pre dom i nant form in
which re gion al ism, and even sub-re gion al ism, has sought to ex press it self.
The re gional and sub-re gional ac com mo da tion of iden tity in In dia has
served to weaken the bases of po lit i cal secessionism and sep a rat ism while
not de feat ing the prin ci ple of (in ter nal) self-de ter mi na tion (of na tions). 
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