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Learning goals and central argument

Syllabus link: UPSC CSE 2026 GS II covers constitutional features and basic structure, Union and
State responsibilities, federal challenges, and devolution of powers and finances. This lesson builds
the federalism foundation; local-government detail belongs in a separate lesson.

For UPSC CSE Mains GS II and RAS polity. After this lesson, explain the constitutional distribution of
power, distinguish federal safequards from centralising provisions, and evaluate cooperation,
competition and fiscal tensions using precise examples. Suggested study time: 40 minutes, plus 25
minutes of answer writing.

India is a federation with a strong Union. Article 1 describes India as a “Union of States”. This does
not make States administrative branches of the Union: their legislative and executive authority
flows from the Constitution. Federalism is part of the Constitution’s basic structure. The phrase
“quasi-federal”, associated with K. C. Wheare, is an analytical description, not a constitutional
provision or a substitute for explaining the actual distribution of power.

Constitutional map

* Articles 245-246 and Seventh Schedule: legislative competence is distributed across Union,
State and Concurrent Lists. Defence is a Union example; police and public health are State
examples; education and forests are Concurrent examples. Read entries with their
qualifications: a subject label alone does not settle every dispute.

* Article 246A: special GST legislative power is available to Parliament and State legislatures;
Parliament has exclusive power for GST on inter-State supplies. Do not mechanically apply the
ordinary three-list model to GST.

* Articles 73 and 162: executive authority broadly follows legislative competence, subject to
constitutional qualifications.

* Articles 131 and 368: judicial resolution of specified federal legal disputes and State
participation in specified constitutional amendments protect the federal arrangement.

Federal features and their limits

1. Dual polity: Union and State governments have elected institutions and constitutionally
assigned functions. This is more than decentralisation by an ordinary central law.

2. Supremacy of a written Constitution: neither Parliament nor a State legislature has unlimited
sovereignty. Their enactments are subject to constitutional limits and judicial review.

3. Division of powers: the State List creates a real sphere of State authority, although the
Constitution permits Parliament to enter it in specified circumstances.

4. Partly rigid amendment procedure: amendments affecting specified federal provisions
require ratification by at least half of State legislatures under Article 368, in addition to the
parliamentary special majority. Not every amendment requires State ratification.



5. Independent judiciary: Article 131 gives the Supreme Court original jurisdiction over specified
Union-State or inter-State disputes involving a legal right, subject to constitutional limits. It is
not a route for every political disagreement.

6. State representation: Rajya Sabha supplies a federal voice in Parliament. States do not have
equal representation; its powers are also not identical to those of Lok Sabha, especially on
Money Bills.

Centralising features without unlimited Union power

* Residuary legislation: Article 248 and Union List Entry 97 place residual legislative power with
Parliament, subject to Article 246A.

* Territorial reorganisation: under Article 3, Parliament can alter State boundaries or names. A
Bill needs the President’s recommendation; where the provision affects a State's area,
boundaries or name, it must be referred to its legislature for views within the specified period.
The legislature’s consent is not mandatory. This does not give the Union executive an
unrestricted power to redraw States.

State List exceptions: Parliament may legislate under Article 249 after the prescribed Rajya
Sabha national-interest resolution; under Article 250 during a national emergency; under
Article 252 for consenting States, with later adoption possible; and under Article 253 to
implement international obligations. Each route has its own conditions.

Concurrent List repugnancy: under Article 254, a valid parliamentary law normally prevails to
the extent of inconsistency. A conflicting State law reserved for and receiving Presidential
assent can prevail in that State under clause (2), but Parliament may subsequently override it.
“Central law always wins" is an incorrect shortcut.

Emergency provisions: Articles 352, 356 and 360 concern different situations. A national
emergency expands Union authority; President’s Rule concerns failure of constitutional
machinery in a State; financial emergency enables specified financial directions. They are not
interchangeable or free from constitutional checks.

Integrating institutions: single citizenship, an integrated judiciary and All-India Services
support national coordination. Governors are appointed by the President under Article 155;
ordinarily they act on State ministerial advice except where the Constitution permits discretion.
Appointment does not make the Governor an unlimited supervisory authority over an elected
State government.

Cooperation competition and asymmetry

Cooperative federalism means governments coordinate to address shared problems while
retaining their constitutional roles. The GST Council under Article 279A enables tax dialogue;
Article 263 permits an Inter-State Council for inquiry, discussion and recommendations; the
Finance Commission under Article 280 recommends tax distribution and grants-related measures.
NITI Aayog is an executive, non-constitutional policy institution. Do not classify all coordination
bodies as constitutional.

Competitive federalism involves States improving services, investment conditions and
development outcomes by learning from one another and comparing performance. Competition is
useful when indicators are credible and poorer States retain capacity to compete. A race to offer
unaffordable incentives or dilute safequards can be harmful. Cooperation and competition can
coexist.



Asymmetric federalism allows differentiated arrangements for distinct regional needs, for
example special provisions for particular States under Article 371 and related articles and tribal-
area arrangements under the Fifth and Sixth Schedules. Asymmetry need not mean inequality of
citizenship. Panchayats and municipalities add constitutionally recognised local government, but
their powers depend substantially on State legislation; they are not simply equivalent to States in
the Seventh Schedule.

Worked example GST voting

Article 279A requires at least three-fourths of the weighted votes of members present and voting
for a Council decision. The Union’s vote carries one-third of the total weight; State governments
together carry two-thirds. Quorum is one-half of the Council's total membership. This is a weighted
rule, not a simple headcount majority.

Formula: W = C/3 + (2/3)(S/N), where C = 1 if the Union supports the proposal and 0 otherwise; S =
supporting State votes; N = State votes present and voting. A proposal passes if W = 3/4, assuming
quorum and a valid vote. With Union support and 24 State votes cast, at least 15 must support it:
1/3 +(2/3)(15/24) = 3/4. With only 14, W = 13/18, below 3/4. Even unanimous State support without
the Union gives only 2/3. Union support alone is also insufficient.

Legal caution: in Union of India v. Mohit Minerals (2022), the Supreme Court distinguished the
persuasive character of GST Council recommendations for legislatures from requirements in GST
statutes that governments act on recommendations when making specified secondary legislation.
A Council recommendation does not itself replace the required Act or notification.

Issues and balanced analysis

* Fiscal federalism: vertical imbalance concerns the mismatch between the revenue capacities
and spending responsibilities of different tiers; horizontal imbalance concerns differences
among States. Analyse predictable transfers, transparent grant conditions and room for State
priorities. The divisible tax pool does not include every Union receipt; distinguish shareable
taxes from constitutionally excluded cesses and surcharges.

* President’s Rule: S. R. Bommai v. Union of India (1994) made Article 356 subject to judicial
review and strengthened federal safeguards. Test legislative majority on the floor of the House
where relevant, rather than treating political disagreement as constitutional breakdown.

* Governors and legislation: identify Articles 200-201, the precise constitutional option and
current judicial position. Avoid claiming a universal fixed deadline or automatic “deemed
assent” without checking the applicable judgment; this area has seen important recent
litigation.

* Shared problems: river pollution or water sharing crosses State boundaries. Coordination
needs shared evidence and credible dispute resolution, not merely a claim that one
government is supreme.

+ Reform direction: regular intergovernmental dialogue, consultation before measures
affecting State finances, reasoned constitutional decisions and objective outcome comparisons
can improve trust. These are policy recommendations, not claims that the Constitution already
mandates every suggested practice.



Model answer in 150 words
Question: “India’s federalism combines State autonomy with a strong Union.” Explain.

India combines constitutionally protected State authority with a strong Union. Article 1 describes
India as a Union of States, while Article 246 and the Seventh Schedule distribute legislative
subjects. An independent judiciary, State representation in Rajya Sabha and State ratification for
specified constitutional amendments provide federal safeguards.

Centralising features include Parliament’s residuary powers, territorial reorganisation under Article
3 and exceptional authority over State subjects. However, these powers have constitutional
conditions: State views must be sought where Article 3 requires, and Article 356 is judicially
reviewable. States are not merely administrative agents of the Union.

Institutions such as the GST Council and Inter-State Council enable coordination, while
competition can encourage better public services. Yet fiscal dependence and political conflict can
weaken autonomy.

Therefore, effective federalism requires predictable fiscal transfers, consultation and respect for
constitutional boundaries. National cohesion and regional diversity are best reconciled through
accountable cooperation rather than routine central domination.

A 250 word answer framework

Prompt: “Cooperative federalism needs institutional trust as much as constitutional design.”
Discuss. Allocate roughly 30 words to definition and thesis; 70 to constitutional institutions and
their contribution; 70 to tensions with two examples; 60 to feasible reforms; 20 to a balanced
conclusion. Use two or three accurate provisions, not a catalogue. Link each example to an
argument: GST demonstrates negotiation over shared taxation; fiscal transfers show why
predictability matters; Article 356 demonstrates the need for reviewable limits. Acknowledge that
legitimate disagreement can improve policy. End by connecting national coordination with State
policy space.

Original practice and self assessment

1. 10 marks, 150 words: Why does a strong Union not make India a purely unitary State?
Evaluation: thesis 1; federal features with provisions 3; centralising powers with limits 3;
relevant example 1; balanced conclusion 1; clear structure and word discipline 1.

2. 15 marks, 250 words: Can cooperative and competitive federalism reinforce each other?
Evaluation: definitions and thesis 2; institutional basis 3; two explained examples 3; risks and
unequal State capacity 3; feasible reforms 2; conclusion and organisation 2.

3. Application, 5 marks: The Union and 17 of 28 State votes present and voting support a GST
proposal. Does it pass? Answer: W = 1/3 + (2/3)(17/28) = 31/42 = 0.738, so it fails the 0.75
threshold. With 18 supporting votes, W = 16/21 = 0.762 and it passes, assuming quorum.
Evaluation: rule 1; formula 1; computation 2; conclusion with assumption 1.

4. Diagnostic, 5 marks: Correct these claims: all constitutional amendments require State
consent; Article 3 requires State consent; Article 254 has no exception; every GST
recommendation is automatically law; NITI Aayog is a constitutional body. Award 1 for each
accurate correction using the lesson.



These questions and rubrics are original practice material, not official UPSC/RPSC questions or an
official marking scheme. A strong answer explains consequences and qualifications rather than
merely listing articles.

Common errors and glossary

Avoid equating strong Union powers with unlimited sovereignty; treating “quasi-federal” as
constitutional text; calling all emergencies President’s Rule; assuming equal Rajya Sabha
representation; overlooking Article 254(2); or presenting historical GST compensation
arrangements as automatically continuing today. Verify any current Finance Commission
percentage, compensation claim or judicial deadline before adding it to an answer.

Federalism: constitutionally distributed authority across government tiers. Residuary powers:
legislative competence over matters not assigned to the State or Concurrent Lists, with the GST
qualification. Repugnancy: legally relevant inconsistency between laws in the concurrent sphere.
Devolution: transfer or assignment of powers or resources. Basic structure: constitutional
fundamentals that the amending power cannot destroy. Asymmetry: differentiated constitutional
arrangements for particular units.

A careful analogy

Think of a housing cooperative governed by a binding charter. The central committee handles
shared security and infrastructure, while each unit controls specified internal matters. The charter,
not the committee chair’s personal wishes, allocates powers and sets procedures for exceptional
intervention. An independent referee resolves legal disputes. The analogy illustrates shared rule
and self-rule; it does not mean States own sovereign territories, can secede, or have a veto over
Article 3 reorganisation. Unlike an ordinary housing association, State powers come directly from
the Constitution.

Quick reference

* 1: Union of States; 3: territorial reorganisation, State views not mandatory consent.

* 73/162: executive power; 131: specified federal legal disputes; 155: President appoints
Governor.

* 246 + Seventh Schedule: three lists; 246A: GST; 248: residuary powers, subject to 246A.
*+ 249/250/252/253: distinct routes for parliamentary legislation on State subjects.
*+ 254: repugnancy; 254(2): Presidential-assent exception, later Parliament can override.

* 263: Inter-State Council; 279A: GST Council; 280: Finance Commission; NITI Aayog is non-
constitutional.

* 352/356/360: national emergency / State constitutional breakdown / financial emergency.
* 368: at least half the States ratify specified federal amendments, not all amendments.
+ GST vote: Union 1/3; States together 2/3; threshold 3/4; quorum half total membership.

« Bommai (1994): federalism and review of Article 356. Mohit Minerals (2022): distinguish
recommendations from statutory requirements.

* Answer checklist: claim — provision —» example — qualification = balanced conclusion. This is a
writing aid, not a legal formula.
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« 246 3R GraEt s A gREl; 246A: GST; 248: SrafIE R, 246A & 3|
. 249/250/252/253: 315y fawat TR T 3 i S & S 77|
« 254 JT; 254(2): Ipufd St SAR aTer sudre, T9¢ 916 | Sifd o Tehd! 8l
« 263: siaxfsg uRug; 279A: GST uRwg; 280: famr smahT; Hfifar s iR-Gaeanfes |
« 352/356/360: IAET ATUTAhI | AT el JduT=eh oot fathe / o=t smaTdare |
- 368: fAfde Ty dxnteT # wA-8-H 1Y TSTT 1 SITEHYA, B M= | 81|



« GST AdeH: 99 1/3; I ¥fec ¥U 9 2/3; W41 3/4; T0TYfd el G&IdT ohl MTe|
« IS (1994): Tuarg 3R sreae 356 i wHten| Aifgd fAm=ew (2022): RwiRka ofik denfae sat & 91
« ITR SI14: deh - UG — IaTR0T - HHAT - Hferd Feeny | g e agraes g, fafde g =&

Sources and verification

Primary and official sources checked on 30 September 2026. This foundational lesson avoids
unsupported current percentages, continuing compensation claims and universal assent
deadlines. Original explanations, practice questions and worked examples.

1. UPSC CSE 2026 official notification, GS II syllabus, printed page 34. Scope mapping:
constitutional features, federal relations and devolution.

2. Constitution of India, official English-Hindi diglot, as on 1 May 2024. Articles cited and Seventh
Schedule; primary constitutional text.

3. Supreme Court of India: Constitution. Federal constitutional structure and judicial framework.

4.S. R. Bommai v. Union of India, Supreme Court, 1994. Federalism and constitutional limits on
Article 356.

5. GST Council: GST and Cooperative Federalism. Mohit Minerals and the distinction between
recommendations and statutory implementation.

6. GST Council official voting rules and worked illustration. Weighted voting formula and quorum.

7. Supreme Court Presidential Reference opinion, 20 November 2025. Current-law caution around
Governors and assent, without asserting a universal judicial deadline.
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https://www.upsc.gov.in/sites/default/files/Notif-CSP-2026-Engl-060226Rev.pdf
https://cdnbbsr.s3waas.gov.in/s380537a945c7aaa788ccfcdf1b99b5d8f/uploads/2024/07/20240716890312078.pdf
https://www.sci.gov.in/constitution/
https://api.sci.gov.in/jonew/judis/11570.pdf
https://www.gstcouncil.gov.in/sites/default/files/gst-knowledge/GST-and-Co-operative-Federalism.pdf
https://gstcouncil.gov.in/node/3866
https://api.sci.gov.in/supremecourt/2025/39157/39157_2025_1_1501_66169_Judgement_20-Nov-2025.pdf
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