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RE-EXAMINING THE FEDERAL SYSTEM

S. P. Aiyar

Federalism is admirably suited for a country as
large and as diverse as India for it provides the
arrangement within which the cultural diversities as
well as the regional aspirations can express them-
selves. Every genuine federal system is therefore the
result of a deliberate choice by the framers cf the
Constitution who seek to balance the claims of State
autonomy on the one hand with the compulsions of
economic planning and the preservation of national
unity on the other. These opposing pulls, inherent in
the very nature of a federal polity, are the very stuff
of federal politics rendering the division of powers a
theme of perennial debate.

Every federal system must have its vehement
centralizers as well as its ardent decentralizers; and
their perspectives are fixed by their proximity to the
centres of power. This was brought home to me in
a vivid manner during a seminar organized many years
ago at Simla when some of the more ardent communi-
sts unwittingly let the cat out of the bag by indicating
that they would prefer a strong centre if they were in
power and a weak one if they were not. Thus the
arguments for and against a “strong” centre are un-
avoidably linked up with what I shall describe as the
“geography of political power”. Politicians ruling at
the State level, say in West Bengal or Kerala, Andhra
Pradesh or Karnataka, would necessarily view the
authority of the Central Government as a frustrating

‘obstacle to their efforts in developing the State and

working for the welfare of the local people. But from
New Delhi the situation looks very different: Lvery
increase of the Union powers seems indispensable for
coordination of national policies and nation-building.

It is against this background that one should view
the now controversial Memorandum on Centre-State
Relations by Jyoti Basu, the Chief Minister of West
Bengal, It has set in motion a debate for re-examining
the federal system and it has received wide publicity
through the press. The Memorandum was adopted
by the West Bengal Cabinet on December 1, 1977; it
was initially treated casually by the Prime Minister
who did not think it wise to open a Pandora’s box.

His initial attitude was described by Mainstream as a
“glaring specimen of short sighted unwisdom.” Rea-
lizing that it was no longer possible to ignore the
demand for State autonomy — the crux of the West
Bengal document — Morarji Desai clarified kis posi-
tion at a large public meeting in Calcutta on February
7. He stated that he was not opposed to any dialogue
on the issue of more powers to the States but caution-
ed that nothing should be done “to create bitterness
and mounting tension.” In a country like India, he
went on, the Centre should be strong but not at the
expense of the States and he reminded the audience
of what had happened to the country for the past five
or six years when the States had been weakened.
Indira Gandhi’s reaction was in keeping with her
style of politics. In May 1975, she had categorically
stated, “Our Constitution has struck a fine balance
between Centre and States and between State and the
Citizen.” Since then the political landscape had
undergone a transformation. She was no longer in
power but she was, as she herself said, the Opposition. -
It is no surprise that speaking at Tiruchi on February
4, she observed that there was no harm in having a
national debate. She conceded, however, that even
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We offer interesting fare this month. S. P. Aiyar
examines Centre — State Relations in the light
of the Jyoti Basu Memorandum; V. B. Karnik
writes on the Death Penalty; Geeta Doctor has
a dig at the warning tourists receive of health
hazards in India.

Bernard Levin treats us to an amusing satire on
protestors outside the Soviet Embassy in London,
in New York and the Kremlin. :

We are privileged to carry two book reviews by.
novelist Manohar Malgonkar and B. P. Adarkar.
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