INDIAN FEDERALISM AND NATIONAL
INTEGRATION — A CRITIQUE

SANDEEP SHASTRI

'It is the Union of India that is the basis of our
nationality. It is in the Union that our hopes for the
futt_xrc are centered. The states are but the limbs of the
Union, while we recognise that the limbs must be healthy
and strong ... the strength and the stability of the Union
... should be the governing consideration.

Report of the States Reorganisation
Commission (1955)

The integrity and sovereignty of India must emerge
fl'Oﬂ.l a conscious effort towards harmonization of the
distm-ct linguistic, ethnic and cultural entities which
constitute our great nation ... It is against this back-
ground that we consider it altogether relevant to solve
expeditiously the problems of Centre-States relations.

— Statement Released by
Non-Congress Parties,
Srinagar (October 1983)

I
The Perspective

.The dynamics of national integration, in the context of the
I_ndla.m scenario has invariably been the principal focus of atten-
tion in any discussion of Indian politics. The nuances of national
integration, its multi-track dimensions and manifold perpectives
hav.c often been subjected to a searching and indepth scrutin
While scholars have emphatically endorsed the need to strength:r;
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the forces of national integration, there is a pitiable lack of con-
sensus on the finer details of realising this integration.

The concept of national integration as applied to the Indian
scene mecessitates its analysis in the broader framework of the
nation’s historical traditions, present conditions and the inter-
play of varied social, economic, political, religious and cultural
forces. When viewed from this perspective national integration
would imply, achieving cohesion amongst the varied — at times
divergent — forces and factors operating in the nation on the one
hand, and coordinating the mental processes of the individuals
that form a society on the other. Thus, national integration re-
quires to be viewed, both at the operational (administrative) level

and at the mental (intellectual) level.

Any analysis of India’s national integration must take cogni-
sance of the size of the nation and its in-built multi-faceted diver-
sities at the social, cultural, economic and political level. At the
socio-cultural level the forces of caste, class, region, religion and
language need to be considered; at the economic level the rich-
poor divide and the urban-rural dichotomy merits attention; and
at the political level the internal structuring of power relations
need to be borne in mind.

The present study confines itself to analysing the impertative
need for national integration and the challenges to its realisation
in the context of the working of the federal structure. At the
outset, a framework needs to be outlined to provide for a direc-
tion oriented and purpose analysis. National integration is viewed
as an integral part of the process of modernisation and nation
building. It involves a consolidation of the national indentity.
National integration is;

. the breakdown of fragmented group — existence
based on particularistic loyalties and its supression by
generalist loyalties to the total aggregation of the poli-
tical community — a nation.!

For national integration to be translated into a reality, it
needs to be viewed as the basic philosophy of the system, its
framework for reference, a fundamental instrument of action and
the overarching guide to policy formulation. Its goal should be
the harmonizing of the activities of diverse groups with each group
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rctammg its identity, bending together varied interests witho t
demanding their total merger, consolidating the process of de :
lopment, modernisation and change without overlooking the baw':-
values ant.:l roots: of the society, reconciling various dcmgand witsl;(-:
out permitting it to lead to regimentation, and synthesising

fhvcrsc t?pinions without any attempt at snuffing dissent. National
1nt_egrauc.'n, when viewed from the above parameters a.tlern t 'a
unity while recognising diversity. Unity sans diversity r i %
no mt.egration; diversity sans unity forestalls and eﬂ"oy;t C_qmlifs
direction of even a semblance of integration. Ep

tion singnifies: National integra-

C‘Oh.CS!OH but no fusion, unity but not uniformity

]

rf?C(?l'lCﬂ-latlon but not merger, agglomeration but no as-
similiation, solidarity but no regimentation of the dis-

crete segments of the ituti
' people constituting a iti
community/state.2? o

A lThf.c: working of the Indian federal system, over the last
: rly four decades needs to be analysed in the backdrop of the
t;111'gerhframework of national integration. The stresses and strain
at the system has been subj i 4
jected to — increasing tre
¢ gy nd tow

c::ntrahsatlon on the one hand and the growing de:marlclmf"ds
& o
State—autonomy on the other — have had their inevitab]::-

impa
thp ct on the arduous process of national integration. Thi
eme forms the focus of this study. : i

II
The Issues

Th ; 320
i ;Constltuent Assembly, in its approach to the federal
?0 0 a-sser:]ed that a fortified central authority was imperative
maintain the unity and integri
: grity of the nation. Granvi
‘ ] . anville
Austin eloquently outlines the practical realities that shaped the

approach of the Constituent Assembly to this vital issue:

The exigencies of the present as well as the pattern

of the past impelled the Constituent Assembly to creat
a strong central government.. 3, !

The dominant mood in the Consti

: - onstituent A :
f'elanng to federalism was summed up by Dr sf:rl:;)lzkon 1ssu.es
introducing the provisions of the Draft : .

s Constitution relating to
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... though India was to be a federation, the federa-
tion was not the result of an agreement by the States to
join in a federation not being the result of an agree
ment, no State has a right to secede from it. Though
the country and the people may be divided into different
States for convenience of administration, the country is
one integral whole, its people a single people living
under a single imperium derived from a single source... .
The Drafting Committee thought that it was better to
make it clear at the outset rather than leave it to

speculation. ...*

Thus the federal framework erected by the Constituent
Assembly provided for a strong centre. Even while tilting the
power equation distinctly in favour of the centre, the Constitu-
tion provided for specific areas of influence and operation for
both the centre and the states. Thus, the Constituent Assembly,
keeping in mind the ground realities of India’s political history
and the need to preserve and cement the forces of political unity
ensured the existence of a strong centre even while providing
specifically for a measure of state autonomy. It was their fervent
hope that the balance that they had so assiduously arranged,
would strengthen the forces of national integration and pave the
way for constructive and harmonious co-operation between the
centre and the states, in the larger interests of national unity.

The premise that the strengthening of the centre was funda-
mental for effectively channelizing the forces contributing to
national integration, was reiterated by the Statef Re-organisation
Commission.’ Even while issues relating to strengthening the
forces of national integration ranked high in the agenda of prio-
rity, the States Re-organisation Commission took into account the
existence of strong linguistic and cultural forces within the nation.

It stated in its Report that:

Linguistic homogeneity provides the only rational
basis for reconstructing the states, for it reflects the
social and cultural pattern of living obtaining in well

defined regions of the country.®

Thus while the States Reorganisation Commission recognised
the compulsions of having to reorganise states on a linguistic basis
(it hoped that such a step would contribute to the strengthening
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of national integration), the pre-ponderance of the centre and a
specific focus on the need to strengthen the union continued to
remain the dominant consideration. The statements of Jawaharlal
Nehru (during the period when the demand for the reorganisation
of states on a linguistic basis reached a crescendo) echoed similar
sentiments. It was his belief that “provincial expansionism?®
would destroy the unity of the nation. He even threatened to
resign if such issues assumed a high degree of priority.” His own
statement succinctly summarize his approach.

I can very well appreciate the desire in some parts
of the country for a separate provincial existence... but
so-me.times we have to take first things first ... . First
priority must necessarily be to preserve
strength and stability of India.
the way of that may prove harmful.®

the unity,
Everything that comes in

Nehru’s approach to boundary disputes was similar:

... it does not make much difference to me whether
any internal boundry of the State is drawn here or
there ... . There may be other things which may be more
important.®

Thus the working of the Indian political system, the attitudes
of the political leaders, the stark realities of Indian politics and
the crosscurrents that operated therein, contributed significantly
to the evolution of independent India’s federal traditions and
experience. An increased degree of centralisation, in the working
of Indian federalism was further accentuated by the inter-play of
" a variety of forces and factors.1 Invariably, primacy to con-
siderations of national integration were sighted as the reason for
this phenomenon.

The thesis of those who advocate greater consolidation of
the powers of the centre (in the context of national integration)
rests on certain fundamental convictions. It is opined that pro-
viding an impetus to the forces of nationalism was critical to
strengthening national integration. Further, those criticizing the
trend towards centralisation, were believed to represent the forces
that were in favour of the rise of sub-nationalism. Greater state
autonomy would further encourage such sub-national forces,

_ The advocates of a strong centre, are emphatic in their
belief that any step in the direction of weakening the centre
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would only open the flood-gates to eventual ‘balkanisation’. A

strong centre is the only panacea to stem the institutionalisation
of sub-national loyalties, they assert. The imperatives of the past
and the conditions of the present could push the system towards
disintegration and negate the very ideals of national integration,
in the event of centralisation not being effectively encouraged.
The proponents of this approach assert that the bonds of nationa-
lism need to be sufficiently strengthened and consolidated before
permitting the sentiments of regionalism from gaining ground.
The centre is believed to protect and project national integration
while other centres of power would only encourage and abate the

rise and growth of divisive forces:

These new constant forces will inevitably collide
with regional and parochial demands ... the future is
dependent largely on the degree to which the Centre
can assert itself — not as a ‘mix’ of contradictory regional
involvements but as the supreme arbiter of the nation’s
interests 1

The Sarkaria Commission, also, commented on the rise of
sub-national forces and viewed this phenomenon as being detri-
mental to the interests of the nation:

Very often the sub-nationalist sentiments which is
initially based on linguistic, religious or ethinic groupings
gains strength with a blend of economic issues such as
those relating to ... economic backwardness. One of the
most significant developments has been the rise of lin-
guistic chauvinism, rearrangement of the boundaries of
the States on linguistic basis ... resulting in fissiparous
tendencies.!?

The Indian National Congress which has consistently argued
in favour of the pre-eminence of the central authority, has cate-
gorically stated that the nation was able to effectively counter
the forces of disunity only because of the strong central authority.

It has asserted that:

... the strength of the Centre cannot and should
not be diluted in any manner whatsoever at any timein
the forceable future. The ‘strength’ of the Centre,

P—4
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however, is not a static concept. What is considered
adequate ‘strength’ at a given time may well fall short
of the needs thrown up at another time. ‘Strength’,
therefore, should be taken as a Junction of effectiveness.13

In their memoranda submitted to the Sarkaria Commission,
the Congress governed State Governments have also subscribed
to this approach. A classic example was the approach of the
then Rajasthan government which opined that:

Historically a weak Centre has given rise to fissipa-
rous tendencies, on the other hand a strong Centre has
held the country together. Now that centrifugal forces
and such tendencies in form of linguism, regionalism,
religious seperatism are rearing their heads, provisions
which promote centripetal forces should not only be
retained ... be further strengthened.14

Thus, the creation and strengthening of a strong central
authority has been advocated by some as the principal device to
consolidate the forces to national integration. However over the
years, the demand for a greater and more meaningful devolution
of power has been assertively and more stridently articulated as

the only realistic solution to overcome the obstacles that confront
the process of national integration,

The supporters of this view-point argue that the preservation
of national unity and the process of consolidating the forces of
national integration presuppose the acceptance of the manifold
diversities present in the nation and the urgent need realistic and
logical attempts to handle these diversities at the local level, by
harnessing local initiative and utilizing local talent. Any attempt
to tackle these diversities from a central point of control would
only serve to heighten the tensions in the system. Given the
inter-play of diverse forces, true integration would be possible
only when authority was decentralised. A Document prepared

by the Left Front Government in West Bengal (1977) draws
attention to this fact:

In a country like India, with such diversities in
race, religion, language and culture, national integration
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can be achieved only through conscious volu‘ntary
efforts. Devolution of power may help ward off fissiparous
tendencies instead of encouraging them. A strong an.d
unified India can only be one in which the dcmos:ratu:
aspirations and the distinctiveness of the. peo;.ale of the different
States are respected and not treated with disdain®

The pronounced centralisation that has characterised the
working of Indian federalism, it is asserted, has nr?gatcd the
process of national integration. The centre has cons1.stently at-
tempted to expand and enlarge its power base. I-n this context,
the Sarkaria Commission commented that those in power at {:he
centre, “have been obliged to use diverse s%ratcgles’?nd tactics,
which were not always sound from long-term interests 1% to main-
tain their control over state-level forces. Many a time, the acuonls;
of the centre, its discriminatory approach toward.s some sta_t(?s,
its lack of understanding of local problems, its ab_]fect 1nsens:t1vti;
ness and the blatant misuse of authority 0is-a.-vzs the Stat(‘:s,.
have all distanced it from the people. This in turn has, 1.t is
believed, reversed the process of national integration. The divi-
sive tendencies have been further compounded by such a shf)rt-
sighted approach, Commenting on the ills of over-centralisation,
the Sarkaria Commission averred that:

There is considerable truth in saying that undu-e
Centralisation leads to blood pressure at the Centre fm'd anaemia
at the periphery. The inevitable result is morbidity and in-
efficiency. Indeed,centralisation does not solve but aggra-
vates the problems of the people.®

Further, it is also argued that the stre-ngtl.\cning of regional
loyalty, in a political context, would mal"gm.a.hsc commu.nal and
caste loyalties. Such a process wcuulc"n mdm_‘:ctly co‘ntnbufc t(;
the ongoing process of national integration. Discouraging rt;gmna
loyalty would only serve to further strc-ngt}_men caste an com{-
munal feelings.2® Thus, regional loyalty is viewed by some as a
national asset.

It is also emphasised that it would be detrimental to the
interests of national integration, if any attempt was made to force

its pace. National integration, is a gradualistic process. The
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narrow sectarian interests need to be fused and integrated, in a
Systematic manner with the broader national loyalty:

As a manifestation of the democratic demand, it is
arguable that the rise of what are called ‘parochial loyal-
ties’ probably are more primary, more inevitable and
more ‘legitimate’ that the demands for ... agglomerative
loyalties ... looked at from the angle ofsocial-psycho]ogy
probably the primacy of the ‘parochial loyalties’ and
their prior ‘integration, as a necessary pre-requisite for
the stabilization of a rational and firm foundation of
larger loyalties.. 21

Further, the belief that the process of decentralisation would
weaken the roots of the central authority has been questioned by
those who espouse the cause of greater state autonomy. Those
who favour decentralisation, are convinced that Initiating such a
move would not trigger off the process of disintegration. Con-
versely, it would further strengthen the foundations of national
integration. Decentralisation, they argue, aims at fulfilling the
hopes and aspirations of the people in a more purposive and
meaningful manner. A Government which is in a position to
effectively respond to the demands of the people would in its own
way strengthen the process of national integration. The forces
of national integration, when viewed from this Perspective, gains
strength when there exists a contented populace, that is satisfied
with the performance of the administration. Contradistinctly a
government which does not live up to the expectations of the
people would be, in an indirect way, retarding the process of
national integration. The advocates of decentralisation believe
that the devolution of Power would create the necessary congenial
conditions for the efficient functioning of the administration,
The erstwhile Janata Government in Karnataka, in its memor-

andum to the Sarakaria Commission, stressed this issue in no
uncertain terms:

The real cause for autonomy rests not on the claims of
territorial rights of Juridical entities or political parties but
on the comprehension, based on experience that in 4 country
like India a centralized polity is incapable of dealing with
an unjust social order that is inimical to the democratic

political process, and that s inherently unstable.22
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Attention needs to be focused on the vi.cws CXP:;S:S }}.))Lm;z
regional parties — the D.M.K. and th(? S.hlroma}llu i3 exp;.es_
their menoranda to the Sarkaria Commission. T c.twscs b
sed in these documents, cloqucn.tly reflect the. attlttlx IR
two leading regional parties which have consistently

greater state autonomy.

The election manifesto of the D.M.K., : released prior toht}:)t;
1967 General Elections, emphatically outlines the approac
the party to the issue of state autonomy:

The D.M.K. has taken upon itself the f'csponsibitl;zty
of seeing that no region of the c:c-mnut.r_y domt_nates a(z:zf) e;rs
region in the name of implern‘mtmg integration ... 1bein
determined to protect the rights of the States from g

supressed... *

The party further stated that itsdemand for state auttoni):rllz
i a
was rooted in the belief that it was the state govi:hnrie:xpccta
' i to thei -
i he people and live up
which could truly serve t : *
tions, because they were in constant contact with t};c p:)oylzng
i ose of enj
' tates was not for the purp :
Greater powers for the s AN
! king for the good of the people.
the power but for wor _ od ta bl
mcni:oramlum to the Sarkaria Commission, t::'e p:;:}r boidee,
' i t be labelled as something ~nal
that regionalism should no ' : : ta
Regiongalism and sub-regionalism, it believed, were recogn y
the constitution. It further added:
i er
Wholesome freedom alone can keep Ir?dla togetilhe
and strengthen her from within and w1th01;t ..:fmm
Union and the states, must have comple.'lefree.z o:nv'zz5
mutual control ... This freedom is the soul of federalism.

The Shiromani Akali Dal, through the Sri Anandlpur dS:l:zz
Resolution (1973) and other declarations has frequently en

' i i eral princi-
the principle of state autonomy in keeping with fed p

1 It has appealed to the Central Government on several
ples.

occasions, to:

take cognisance of the different linguistic and
culturz;] sections ... and recast the Constitutional struc-




11

THE INDIAN JOURNAL oF POLITICAL SCIENCE

phenomenon, in itself, the pa
integration. The rea] threat
Hind Chauvinists’ who wi
political domination through
the formation of a:

and complex tasks of consolidat-

egration, the advocates of state
autonomy believe that the devolution of Power and authority

alone can safeguard and strengthen  the forces of national
integration.

ITI
Resolving the Paradox

National integration
achieving cohesion amo
and coordinating the me

> as outlined in the framework, implies
ng the diverse interests on the one hand

ntal process of the people on the other.

12
EGRATION
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i text it
incipal focus. In this con
. . - and princiP i el
This remains the primary ] f Centre-state relation
i sue O ! :

t be mentioned that the 18 iticized, The increasing
(r)r:::i the years come to be highly pOILu;mt:i centre on the one
emphasis on the need to further strengthe state autonomy on the
hanpd and the growing demand for grc:;tc:) e e
other has to be considered as part of tolfticzl system. It appears,

; : in the P ) :

t times divergent forces in , Seail with ‘ulteribr
:rdti?nes that both the demands have b?f:nv:;cek to justify the
motives.’ The lofty explanations thi:)t Odcdicatcd e e
demands have seldom been matched dY ol sehul aitlens
ideaing "SEEROen thc profeSST calthe process of national

s
: in terms paraly
would in no uncertair
integration,

i he
i t an attitude of t

National integration is to a ccrtalc‘:i ‘:’;‘tfgc e

| onviri€ 5

Unless the people are c i

mit:ﬂ;lum ol the government, no CH:')"'C:(:){‘ s

may be, would help in cementing th¢ ;r\:hcn B

tion, 'I'I.liuimcgrntion is most thrf:atc'-‘l":“‘-‘mcmions e b -

are violated and defiled. A purity o ‘i“ .lhc i
du\l'ollon to the accepted principh®8

national integration.

; iginal form ensures the
The Indian constitution, in AN orllm:‘:llity’f and integrity of
authority of the centre (to maint’“:' |lmstatc autonomy. The
the nation) and provides for sumlt‘:l:'rrt'\in historical circums-
siren ; eated unclfr certs entre
wvisions, which were cr relations between the ¢
Pr:::::s wa; meant to harmonise the lrlilllft)l.lb e R
:Ii:ld the states. It was hoped tha.l( t u,s:;l pin et Mo
. tler a .
both in le hreat to
rupulously adhered to : ses the great thre
:;‘"::uhope: have been belied. TIals8 poses ’
168

national integration.

i served
f national integr Ation would be am].)tlza ire
B e * ith issues wi
her;lboth the centre and the statc.." dt-dltwnléatioual i
::f sincerity, sensitivity and comml“l';:::v- R e
would be severely threatened when g-i.v‘c L A A
in the states = e o e
at the centre and in auiisie intés
hrm:lations and conventions. The I}“:“: O{mt ' EAbhetis ot
:ui not institutions and processes ':t‘i)on. Sk tianhiciin
and consu ' b
ual trust, confidence : Sl
T:;:Jircs a spirit of dedication. Polit ical comp
r
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