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ABSTRACT

Indian federalism is characterised by a unique constitutional structure that blends a strong unitary bias with federal
features, ensuring both national unity and regional autonomy. The Constitution of India establishes a quasi-federal
framework wherein powers are distributed between the Union and the States through the Seventh Schedule, while
also granting significant authority to the Centre in matters of national importance.

State reorganization has played a crucial role in India’s political and administrative evolution, particularly in
accommodating linguistic, cultural, and regional aspirations. The power of Parliament under Article 3 to form
new states and alter boundaries reflects the dynamic nature of Indian federalism, enabling adaptation to changing
socio-political realities. However, such reorganization has often led to tensions between the Centre and the States,
raising questions about the limits of federal autonomy.

In this context, the Supreme Court of India assumes a pivotal role as the ultimate interpreter of the Constitution
and the guardian of federal balance. Through its power of judicial review, the Court has examined the
constitutional validity of state reorganization and Centre-State relations, ensuring that the exercise of power under
Article 3 does not violate constitutional principles.

Key issues that emerge include the scope of parliamentary power under Article 3, the extent of judicial
intervention, and the resolution of Centre-State conflicts. The Court’s approach reflects a continuous effort to
balance the need for national integration with the preservation of state autonomy.

This paper aims to examine how the Supreme Court has maintained this delicate balance, analysing its role in
reconciling unity with diversity through doctrinal and case law analysis.

INTRODUCTION

Background

India is constitutionally described as a “Union of States,” reflecting a unique federal structure with a strong unitary
bias.! Unlike classical federations, the Indian Constitution empowers the Union to reorganize the territorial and
political boundaries of States in the interest of administrative efficiency and national integration.? This distinctive
feature stems from historical imperatives following independence, when the newly formed nation faced the
challenge of integrating princely states and addressing demands for linguistic and cultural recognition.

The process of state reorganization gained momentum with the enactment of the States Reorganisation Act, 1956,
which reorganized state boundaries primarily on linguistic lines.> Subsequent reorganizations, including the
creation of new states such as Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, and Telangana, demonstrate the continuing relevance of
this constitutional mechanism.* While such reorganization aims to enhance governance and accommodate
regional aspirations, it also raises critical questions regarding the preservation of federal balance.

Problem Statement

The Constitution vests Parliament with broad powers under Article 3 to form new states, alter boundaries, or
change the names of existing states.> Although the President is required to refer such proposals to the concerned
State Legislature for its views, the opinion of the State is not binding on Parliament.® This asymmetry has led to
concerns regarding potential central overreach and the erosion of state autonomy.

The expansive nature of Article 3 raises the possibility of imbalance in Centre-State relations, particularly when
reorganization is undertaken without adequate consensus or consultation. The tension between parliamentary
supremacy in territorial matters and the principles of federalism has therefore become a recurring constitutional
issue.

“l The Constitution of India, art. 1.

2 M.P. Jain, Indian Constitutional Law 256 (LexisNexis, New Delhi, 8th edn., 2018).

3 The States Reorganisation Act, 1956 (Act 37 of 1956).

4 Reorganisation of states such as Telangana through The Andhra Pradesh Reorganisation Act, 2014 (Act 6 0f2014).
3 The Constitution of India, art. 3.

61d., art. 3 proviso.
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Research Questions

This study seeks to address key questions surrounding the judicial role in maintaining federal balance. First, it
examines whether judicial review acts as a meaningful limitation on Parliament’s powers under Article 3.
Secondly, it explores how the Supreme Court has interpreted federal principles in cases involving state
reorganization and territorial adjustments.

Objectives

The primary objective of this research is to analyse the constitutional framework governing state reorganization,
particularly Articles 1, 3, and related provisions. It further aims to evaluate the role of the Supreme Court in
safeguarding the federal structure by scrutinizing legislative actions and ensuring adherence to constitutional
principles.

Methodology

This research adopts a doctrinal methodology, relying on primary sources such as constitutional provisions,
statutes, and judicial decisions. It also incorporates secondary sources, including scholarly writings and
commentaries, to critically assess the evolving jurisprudence on federalism and state reorganization.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF INDIAN FEDERALISM

Nature of Indian Federalism

The Indian Constitution establishes a unique federal structure often described as “quasi-federal,” combining
features of both federalism and unitarism.! Unlike classical federations such as the United States, where states
enjoy substantial autonomy, India adopts a model in which the Centre is constitutionally stronger.? This “unitary
bias” is evident in provisions that allow the Union to assume greater control during emergencies, legislate on State
subjects under certain circumstances, and reorganize state boundaries.’

The framers of the Constitution consciously adopted this model to ensure national unity and integrity in a diverse
and newly independent nation.* As a result, Indian federalism is not rigid but flexible, allowing the Centre to
intervene when necessary while still preserving the existence of states as constitutionally recognized units. This
balance reflects a pragmatic approach rather than a doctrinaire adherence to classical federal principles.

Federal Balance Concept

Federal balance in India refers to the equilibrium between the powers of the Union and the States. This balance is
primarily maintained through the distribution of legislative powers under the Seventh Schedule, which classifies
subjects into the Union List, State List, and Concurrent List.> The Union List contains matters of national
importance such as defence and foreign affairs, while the State List deals with local governance issues. The
Concurrent List allows both levels of government to legislate, with Union law prevailing in case of conflict.®
The concept of cooperative federalism has emerged as a key principle in maintaining this balance. It emphasizes
collaboration rather than confrontation between the Centre and the States.” Institutions such as the Inter-State
Council and mechanisms of fiscal federalism further reinforce this cooperative approach. The judiciary has also
increasingly recognized cooperative federalism as part of the constitutional ethos, ensuring that neither level of
government encroaches excessively upon the other’s domain.

Constitutional Provisions

The constitutional framework governing Indian federalism is primarily laid down in Articles 1 to 4 and Article
246 of the Constitution of India.® Article 1 defines India as a “Union of States,” indicating the indestructible nature
of the Union despite the possibility of altering state boundaries. Articles 2 and 3 empower Parliament to admit,
establish, or reorganize states, thereby granting significant authority to the Centre in matters of territorial
reconfiguration.’

Article 246 read with the Seventh Schedule provides the foundation for the distribution of legislative powers.!
It clearly demarcates the domains of the Union and the States while also allowing overlap through the

0

'"M.P. Jain, Indian Constitutional Law 200 (LexisNexis, New Delhi, 8th edn., 2018).

2 1d. at 205.

3 The Constitution of India, arts. 352, 356.

4H.M. Seervai, Constitutional Law of India 310 (Universal Law Publishing, Delhi, 4th edn., 1991).
5 The Constitution of India, Seventh Schedule.

61d., art. 254.

7S.R. Bommai v. Union of India, (1994) 3 SCC 1.

8 The Constitution of India, arts. 1-4.

°1d., art. 3.

1071d., art. 246.
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Concurrent List. This distribution is not merely administrative but reflects the constitutional vision of maintaining
unity while accommodating regional diversity.

Role of Judiciary

The judiciary, particularly the Supreme Court of India, plays a crucial role as the guardian of the Constitution and
the ultimate interpreter of federal boundaries.! It ensures that both the Union and the States operate within their
constitutionally assigned spheres. Through judicial review, the Court has the power to strike down laws that
violate the federal structure or upset the constitutional balance.?

Over the years, the Supreme Court has evolved principles to maintain federal equilibrium, including the doctrine
of basic structure, which recognizes federalism as an essential feature of the Constitution.> By interpreting
constitutional provisions in a manner that preserves the autonomy of states while upholding national unity, the
judiciary acts as a stabilizing force in India’s federal framework. Thus, it serves not only as an adjudicator of
disputes but also as a constitutional sentinel safeguarding the delicate balance of power.

STATE REORGANIZATION IN INDIA: LEGAL FRAMEWORK

Constitutional Basis

The constitutional framework governing state reorganization in India is primarily contained in Article 3 of the
Constitution of India, which empowers Parliament to form new states, alter boundaries, change names, or
reorganize existing states.* This provision reflects the flexible and dynamic nature of Indian federalism, enabling
the Union to respond to administrative, linguistic, cultural, and political demands.

The procedure under Article 3 requires that any Bill for state reorganization must be introduced in Parliament
only upon the recommendation of the President.® Before such introduction, the President is mandated to refer the
Bill to the concerned State Legislature for expressing its views within a specified period.® However, the opinion
of the State Legislature is not binding on Parliament, and the latter retains the ultimate authority to enact the law
irrespective of the State’s consent.” This aspect has been a subject of significant debate, as it tilts the balance in
favour of the Union.

The Supreme Court has clarified the scope of Article 3 in Babulal Parate v. State of Bombay, holding that the role
of the State Legislature is merely advisory and does not restrict Parliament’s legislative competence.® Similarly,
in Pradeep Chaudhary v. Union of India, the Court reaffirmed that procedural compliance under Article 3 is
sufficient so long as the State Legislature is given an opportunity to present its views.? Thus, constitutionally, the
process is designed to ensure consultation, not concurrence.

Key Legislations

The most significant legislation in the history of state reorganization is the States Reorganisation Act, 1956, which
was enacted following the recommendations of the States Reorganisation Commission.!'® This Act reorganized
state boundaries primarily on linguistic lines, marking a turning point in the consolidation of Indian federalism. It
led to the creation and restructuring of several states, thereby promoting administrative efficiency and regional
identity.

Subsequent reorganizations have been carried out through specific parliamentary enactments. For instance, the
Bihar Reorganisation Act, 2000 resulted in the creation of Jharkhand, while the Uttar Pradesh Reorganisation Act,
2000 led to the formation of Uttarakhand.!" Similarly, the Andhra Pradesh Reorganisation Act, 2014 facilitated
the creation of Telangana as a separate state.!> These enactments demonstrate the continued relevance of Article
3 as a tool for addressing regional aspirations.

Each of these legislative measures followed the constitutional procedure but often triggered political and social
debates, particularly regarding the adequacy of consultation with the affected states. The role of Parliament as the
final authority underscores the unitary tilt within India’s quasi-federal structure.

! Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala, AIR 1973 SC 1461.

21d.

31d.

4 The Constitution of India, art. 3.

S1d.

°Id.

7M.P. Jain, Indian Constitutional Law 312 (LexisNexis, New Delhi, 8th edn., 2018).
8 Babulal Parate v. State of Bombay, AIR 1960 SC 51.

? Pradeep Chaudhary v. Union of India, (2009) 2 SCC 1.

10 The States Reorganisation Act, 1956 (Act 37 of 1956).

! The Bihar Reorganisation Act, 2000 (Act 30 of 2000); The Uttar Pradesh Reorganisation Act, 2000 (Act 29 of 2000).
12 The Andhra Pradesh Reorganisation Act, 2014 (Act 6 of 2014).
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Issues in Reorganization

One of the primary issues in state reorganization is the absence of a mandatory requirement for obtaining the
consent of the concerned State. Although consultation is constitutionally mandated, the non-binding nature of the
State Legislature’s opinion has led to criticisms of democratic deficit.! This has been particularly evident in cases
where states have opposed bifurcation or territorial changes.

Another significant concern is the influence of political motivations in the reorganization process. Decisions
regarding the creation of new states are often perceived as being driven by electoral considerations rather than
objective criteria such as administrative convenience or economic viability.> This raises questions about the
impartiality of the process.

Regional conflicts and identity-based movements also play a crucial role in shaping reorganization demands.
While some reorganizations have successfully addressed long-standing grievances, others have led to disputes
over resources, capital cities, and territorial claims, thereby complicating the federal balance.?

Federal Concerns

State reorganization in India highlights the inherent tension between central dominance and state autonomy. While
the Constitution envisages a federal structure, the wide powers conferred on Parliament under Article 3 indicate
a strong centralising tendency.* The ability of the Union to alter state boundaries without binding consent raises
concerns about the erosion of federal principles.

From the perspective of democratic legitimacy, the process of reorganization has been criticised for insufficient
public participation and limited role of state institutions. The absence of mechanisms such as referendums or
mandatory state approval undermines the representative character of the process.’

The Supreme Court has played a crucial role in maintaining the constitutional balance by ensuring procedural
compliance and safeguarding the basic structure of federalism. While it has generally upheld Parliament’s
authority, it has also emphasised the importance of constitutional morality and fairness in the exercise of such
powers.

The legal framework governing state reorganization in India reflects a delicate balance between flexibility and
federalism. While it enables the Union to address evolving needs, it simultaneously raises important concerns
regarding state autonomy, democratic participation, and the preservation of federal equilibrium.

JUDICIAL REVIEW AND FEDERAL BALANCE

Scope of Judicial Review

Judicial review constitutes one of the most essential features of the Indian constitutional framework and has been
firmly recognised as part of the Basic Structure Doctrine. It empowers the judiciary, particularly the Supreme
Court, to examine the constitutional validity of legislative and executive actions.® In the context of state
reorganisation, judicial review plays a crucial role in ensuring that Parliament exercises its powers under Articles
2 and 3 of the Constitution within constitutional limits and does not disturb the federal equilibrium.

The power of judicial review enables the Court to scrutinise whether the procedure prescribed for reorganisation
has been followed and whether such reorganisation violates fundamental constitutional principles.” Although
Parliament enjoys wide discretion in altering state boundaries, the judiciary acts as a constitutional sentinel to
prevent misuse of such powers. Judicial review thus operates as a safeguard against arbitrary or politically
motivated reorganisation that may undermine the federal structure.

Landmark Case: Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala (1973)

The doctrine of Basic Structure was authoritatively propounded in Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala,
wherein the Supreme Court held that while Parliament has wide powers to amend the Constitution under Article
368, it cannot alter its basic structure.® Among the features recognised as part of the basic structure is the principle
of federalism.

The recognition of federalism as a basic feature imposes substantive limitations on Parliament’s power, including
in matters of state reorganisation. The Court emphasised that the Constitution envisages a delicate balance
between the Union and the States, and any attempt to disturb this balance would be subject to judicial

"H.M. Seervai, Constitutional Law of India Vol. 1,289 (Universal Law Publishing, Delhi, 4th edn., 2013).

2 Upendra Baxi, “The Crisis of the Indian Legal System” 45 (Vikas Publishing House, Delhi, 1982).

3S.R. Bommai v. Union of India, (1994) 3 SCC 1.

41d.

5 Granville Austin, The Indian Constitution: Cornerstone of a Nation 234 (Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 1966).
¢ Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala, AIR 1973 SC 1461.

7 The Constitution of India, arts. 13, 32.

8 Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala, AIR 1973 SC 1461.
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scrutiny.! Thus, even though state reorganisation is primarily a legislative function, it cannot be exercised in a
manner that destroys or substantially alters the federal character of the Constitution.

Limits on Parliamentary Power

While Articles 2 and 3 grant Parliament the authority to form new states and alter existing boundaries, such power
is not absolute. The Supreme Court has consistently maintained that constitutional powers must be exercised in a
manner consistent with the basic structure.? Judicial review serves as a mechanism to check arbitrary or excessive
use of parliamentary power in matters of reorganisation.

The Court examines whether the reorganisation process adheres to procedural requirements, such as obtaining the
views of the concerned State Legislature, and whether it respects constitutional principles. Although the opinion
of the State Legislature is not binding, its consideration reflects the cooperative federal spirit embedded in the
Constitution.?

Further, the judiciary ensures that reorganisation does not result in discrimination, violate fundamental rights, or
disproportionately affect the autonomy of states. By imposing such limitations, the Court reinforces the idea that
federal balance is not merely political but constitutionally mandated.

Doctrine of Federalism

The doctrine of federalism in India is characterised by a unique blend of rigidity and flexibility. While the
Constitution grants significant powers to the Union, it simultaneously preserves the autonomy of states within
their respective spheres. Judicial interpretation has consistently reinforced that federalism is a basic feature and a
constitutional necessity.*

In matters of state reorganisation, the Supreme Court has played a pivotal role in maintaining this balance. It
recognises that reorganisation may be necessary for administrative efficiency, linguistic identity, or regional
development, but such measures must not erode the federal structure. Judicial review thus ensures that the
reorganisation process respects both unity and diversity, which are foundational to the Indian constitutional
scheme.

The Court’s approach reflects a commitment to preserving constitutional equilibrium by preventing central
overreach while allowing necessary flexibility. In doing so, it upholds federal balance as an indispensable
component of constitutional governance, ensuring that the power of reorganisation is exercised in a manner
consistent with democratic and constitutional values.

ROLE OF THE SUPREME COURT IN STATE REORGANIZATION CASES

Early Approach: Deference to Parliament

In the formative years following India’s independence, the Supreme Court exhibited significant deference to
Parliament in matters concerning state reorganization. This approach was underpinned by the principle that the
creation or reorganization of states fell squarely within the legislative domain, as envisioned under Article 3 of
the Constitution of India. The Court’s intervention was minimal, emphasizing respect for parliamentary discretion
in such politically sensitive matters.

A notable illustration of this approach is Babulal Parate v. State of Bombay, where the petitioners challenged the
constitutionality of the Bombay Reorganization Act.”> The Supreme Court refrained from invalidating the
legislation, holding that the Parliament, under Article 3, enjoyed the authority to reorganize state boundaries.
Judicial interference was limited to ensuring that procedural mandates such as the President’s reference to the
concerned state legislature were observed.® This early period highlighted the Court’s cautious stance, prioritizing
legislative supremacy over judicial activism in state reorganization matters.’

Expanding Judicial Scrutiny

By the early 1960s, the Court began to adopt a more scrutinizing role, particularly in cases that raised questions
about Centre-state relations and federal equilibrium. In State of West Bengal v. Union of India, the Court
confronted the constitutional validity of certain amendments affecting the powers of states during the

'Id.

2 Minerva Mills Ltd. v. Union of India, AIR 1980 SC 1789.

3 The Constitution of India, art. 3.

4S.R. Bommai v. Union of India, (1994) 3 SCC 1.

5 Babulal Parate v. State of Bombay, AIR 1960 SC 1200.

1d.

7M.P. Jain, Indian Constitutional Law 432 (Kamal Law House, Calcutta, 6th edn., 2000).
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reorganization process.! Here, the Court articulated a strong Centre doctrine, affirming Parliament’s prerogative
while also emphasizing that legislative action should not unduly undermine the federal balance.’

This period saw the judiciary evolving from a passive observer to a cautious examiner of whether legislative
action conformed with constitutional safeguards. While the Court did not directly invalidate any state
reorganization statute, it signaled that extreme central encroachment could invite judicial intervention.’

Basic Structure Era

The advent of the Basic Structure doctrine in Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala (1973) marked a pivotal
moment in constitutional jurisprudence.* Federalism was recognized as an essential component of the
Constitution’s basic structure, implying that state reorganization could not compromise this principle. Post-
Kesavananda, any legislative attempt to alter state boundaries or reorganize states had to respect federal principles,
failing which judicial review could be invoked.’

During this era, the Supreme Court emphasized the equilibrium between Parliament’s legislative authority and
the Constitution’s commitment to federalism. Judicial review became a tool to prevent disproportionate
centralization while allowing Parliament to exercise its reorganization powers.®

Modern Approach

In contemporary jurisprudence, the Court’s approach balances cooperative federalism with deference to legislative
authority. In Kuldip Nayar v. Union of India, the Supreme Court addressed challenges to central encroachment
over state autonomy.’” The Court underscored the importance of dialogue and negotiation between the Centre and
states, reflecting an evolved understanding of cooperative federalism.®

Similarly, in NCT of Delhi v. Union of India (2018), the Court clarified the delicate balance between the Union
and state authority within a federal framework.’ The judgment reinforced that while Parliament retains the ultimate
authority under Article 3, judicial oversight ensures that reorganization does not erode state powers or disrupt
federal cooperation.'”

Telangana Reorganization Context

The creation of Telangana in 2014 exemplifies the Court’s continued restraint in political questions. The Supreme

Court avoided direct interference in the reorganization process, acknowledging the political nature of state

bifurcation.'" Judicial scrutiny was confined to procedural compliance and constitutional validity, without

encroaching on Parliament’s discretion.'? This restraint reflects the Court’s recognition of its role as a balancer

rather than an intervener in state reorganization.'

Key Observations

Across decades, the Supreme Court has demonstrated a consistent pattern in state reorganization cases:

o It rarely invalidates reorganization laws, showing deference to legislative competence.'*

¢ Judicial intervention occurs primarily to ensure compliance with procedural mandates and preservation of
federal principles.'?

¢ The Court functions more as a constitutional balancer than an active policymaker, emphasizing cooperative
federalism and dialogue.'¢

¢ The evolution from deference to cautious scrutiny and finally to cooperative oversight underscores the Court’s
role in maintaining India’s federal equilibrium.!’

! State of West Bengal v. Union of India, AIR 1963 SC 1241.

21d.

3 Granville Austin, The Indian Constitution: Cornerstone of a Nation 241 (Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 1966).
4 Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala, AIR 1973 SC 1461.

S1d.

¢ M.P. Singh, V.N. Shukla’s Constitution of India 1025 (Eastern Book Company, Lucknow, 14th edn., 2019).
7 Kuldip Nayar v. Union of India, (2006) 7 SCC 1.

81d.

® NCT of Delhi v. Union of India, (2018) 8 SCC 501.

1071d.

! Telangana Reorganization Act, 2014 (Act 6 of2014).

21d.,s. 7.

13 G. Austin, Working a Democratic Constitution 389 (Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2000).

14 Supra note 1.

15 Supra note 4.

16 Supra note 10.

17 Supra note 12.
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Overall, the Supreme Court’s jurisprudence illustrates that while Parliament retains primary authority in state
reorganization, the judiciary ensures that legislative action remains within the bounds of constitutional federalism.

Critical Analysis

The Supreme Court of India occupies a pivotal role in maintaining the delicate federal balance envisaged by the
Constitution. During episodes of state reorganization, its judicial oversight ensures that both Union and State
powers are exercised in accordance with constitutional mandates. One of the Court’s primary strengths lies in its
capacity to uphold constitutional supremacy. By interpreting Articles 245-255 and related provisions, the Court
ensures that legislative or executive actions do not undermine the federal structure.! Through its pronouncements,
it delineates the contours of the Centre-State relationship, thereby preventing extreme central overreach. In cases
such as State of Punjab v. Union of India (1977),? the Court asserted that while Parliament enjoys the power to
reorganize states under Article 3, such powers must be exercised with due regard to the federal principle and
cannot arbitrarily diminish state autonomy.

Another strength is the Court’s ability to act as a safeguard against political encroachments. Judicial review
ensures that central directives or reorganizational schemes comply with constitutional provisions, especially those
concerning state boundaries, representation, and legislative competencies.® By scrutinizing procedural compliance
and the reasonableness of executive action, the Court prevents the misuse of legislative powers in a manner that
could destabilize federal equilibrium.

However, the Supreme Court’s role is not without limitations. Judicial restraint often constrains active
intervention, particularly in matters that are perceived as political questions. The Court has consistently adhered
to the doctrine of non-interference in strictly political matters, citing separation of powers.* While this approach
preserves institutional propriety, it sometimes results in insufficient guidance for states facing central pressures
during reorganizations.

Furthermore, the Court confronts the absence of clear standards for evaluating “federal balance.” While
principles such as proportional representation, equitable distribution of resources, and respect for linguistic or
cultural identities are cited, these remain largely judicially inferred rather than codified.> This ambiguity can
generate inconsistency in judicial outcomes, leaving states uncertain about the limits of central authority.
Another critical issue is the over-reliance on Parliament for remedial measures. Reorganization often entails
legislative solutions to disputes between states or between a state and the Centre. While the Court provides
interpretive guidance, it cannot substitute for legislative action. Consequently, the effectiveness of judicial
intervention is sometimes circumscribed by the willingness of the legislature to implement Court suggestions.®
The debate on the Supreme Court’s role raises the question: should the Court adopt a more active role in
safeguarding federal balance? Proponents argue that a proactive judicial stance could prevent incremental
encroachments on state autonomy and provide consistent standards for reorganizations. Critics, however,
caution against judicial overreach, stressing that excessive activism may compromise democratic legitimacy and
intrude upon legislative discretion.” The balance between assertive review and prudent restraint remains central
to this debate.

In conclusion, the Supreme Court’s intervention during state reorganization exemplifies both its strengths and
constraints. It acts as a constitutional sentinel, safeguarding federalism and curbing central excesses.
Simultaneously, judicial restraint, absence of codified standards, and reliance on parliamentary implementation
limit its practical influence. The Court’s evolving jurisprudence demonstrates a careful negotiation between
assertive protection of federal principles and respect for the political and legislative domain, highlighting the
dynamic and context-sensitive nature of Indian federalism.®

Comparative Perspective

United States

The United States is recognised for its strong federal structure, where constituent states enjoy a high degree of
autonomy. The Supreme Court of the United States plays a central role in maintaining federal balance,

! Constitution of India, arts. 245-255.

2 State of Punjab v. Union of India, (1977) 3 SCC 592.

3 M.P. Jain, Indian Constitutional Law 221-225 (Kamal Law House, Calcutta, 7th edn., 2020).

4 Upendra Baxi, “On how not to judge the judges: Notes towards evaluation of the Judicial Role” 25 Journal of Indian Law
Institute 211 (1983).

5 Granville Austin, The Indian Constitution: Cornerstone of a Nation 135-140 (Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2016).
¢ B.B. Pande, “Federalism” XLI Annual Survey Indian Law 45-60 (Indian Law Institute, 2005).

"H.M. Seervai, Constitutional Law of India 88-92 (Universal Law Publishing, Delhi, 4th edn., 2015).

8 Supra note 2.
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particularly during disputes arising from state reorganisation or federal encroachment.! Through doctrines such
as the Commerce Clause and the Tenth Amendment, the Court has consistently adjudicated conflicts between
state and federal authorities, ensuring that neither level of government exceeds its constitutional mandate.?
Notable examples include New York v. United States and Printz v. United States, where the Court emphasised
the limitations on federal overreach and reinforced state sovereignty within the constitutional framework.?
Canada

Canada presents a quasi-federal model where the Supreme Court of Canada is pivotal in resolving federal disputes.
The Court adopts a pragmatic approach, balancing national and provincial interests, particularly in areas such as
resource management and linguistic rights.* The Court often relies on the principle of cooperative federalism,
interpreting constitutional provisions to accommodate both federal authority and provincial autonomy.® Cases
such as Reference re Secession of Quebec illustrate the Court’s role in mitigating conflicts arising from potential
disintegration or demands for reorganisation, thus preserving national unity while respecting provincial powers.®
Lessons for India

India’s experience with state reorganisation highlights the need for clear judicial standards to maintain federal
equilibrium. The comparative analysis underscores that judicial intervention is most effective when guided by
well-defined principles balancing central authority and state autonomy.” Lessons from the United States and
Canada suggest that India’s Supreme Court could adopt a more structured framework for adjudicating federal
disputes, particularly in the context of Article 3 and Article 162 of the Constitution of India, which govern the
creation of new states and distribution of powers.® Clearer judicial standards would not only reduce litigation but
also reinforce cooperative federalism, ensuring that reorganisation processes respect both national and state
interests.’

Suggestions & Reforms

Maintaining the delicate federal balance during state reorganization requires a proactive and nuanced judicial
approach. Strengthening judicial review standards is essential to ensure that reorganization proposals adhere not
only to the procedural requirements of the Constitution but also to the principles of federalism and justice.!® The
Supreme Court, as the guardian of the Constitution, should adopt a more structured framework for evaluating the
constitutionality and fairness of state reorganization bills, with clearly defined criteria for assessing both
legislative competence and the protection of minority interests.!!

Mandatory consultation with states must be institutionalised to prevent unilateral decision-making at the central
level.'? While the Constitution mandates consultation under Article 3, in practice, the depth and impact of such
consultations often remain inadequate. By formalising consultative mechanisms and requiring documented state
feedback before final approval, the Court can reinforce cooperative federalism and ensure that local voices are
meaningfully incorporated.'®

The establishment of an independent commission for reorganization could further professionalise the process.
Such a body, consisting of constitutional experts, federal law scholars, and administrative specialists, can
objectively evaluate the socio-economic, linguistic, and administrative implications of proposed reorganizations.'*
The Supreme Court could mandate reliance on the commission’s recommendations as part of judicial review,
thereby enhancing transparency and reducing arbitrariness in state restructuring decisions.'

'R.C. Waters, American Federalism and the Role of the Supreme Court 22 (Oxford University Press, New York, 2010).

2 Ibid., p. 35.

3 New York v. United States, 505 U.S. 144 (1992); Printz v. United States, 521 U.S. 898 (1997).

4H.P. Lee, Constitutional Law in Canada 78-79 (Irwin Law, Toronto, 3rd edn., 2016).

5 Ibid., p. 85.

6 Reference re Secession of Quebec, [1998] 2 S.C.R. 217 (Can.).

7 Granville Austin, The Indian Constitution: Cornerstone of a Nation 212-214 (Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2nd
edn., 2016).

8 The Constitution of India, arts. 3, 162.

9 Ibid., art. 14; see also S.P. Sathe, Judicial Activism in India: Transgressing Borders and Enforcing Limits 101 (Oxford
University Press, New Delhi, 2002).

10M.P. Jain, Indian Constitutional Law 320-322 (Kamal Law House, Calcutta, 5th edn., 1998).

! Granville Austin, The Indian Constitution: Cornerstone of a Nation 118-120 (Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2nd
edn., 2000).

12 The Constitution of India, art. 3.

13§ P. Sathe, Federalism and Constitutional Governance 145-146 (LexisNexis, New Delhi, 2010).

14V. Bhargava, “Reorganizing States in India: Legal and Administrative Dimensions”, in B. Choudhary (ed.), Federalism
and Governance in India 55-60 (Sage, New Delhi, 2015).

15 Ibid.
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Finally, time-bound judicial review mechanisms should be implemented to prevent prolonged litigation from
stalling administrative action.! The Court could prescribe specific timelines for filing and adjudicating petitions
challenging reorganization, balancing the need for procedural fairness with the imperative of administrative
efficiency. A combination of expedited hearings and detailed reasoned judgments would not only safeguard
federal balance but also uphold citizens’ trust in constitutional governance.?

Collectively, these reforms aim to create a systematic, consultative, and time-sensitive framework, in which the
Supreme Court’s role is clearly defined as both a constitutional sentinel and a facilitator of cooperative federalism.
By integrating rigorous review standards, mandatory consultations, expert commissions, and time- bound
adjudication, India can ensure that state reorganization strengthens rather than undermines the federal fabric.

CONCLUSION

The federal structure of India represents a delicate equilibrium between the autonomy of states and the unity of
the Union. This balance becomes particularly critical during the reorganization of states, which inherently
involves adjustments in political, administrative, and fiscal arrangements. The Supreme Court of India has
consistently acted as a guardian of this federal balance, ensuring that the constitutional framework is respected
while avoiding undue interference in legislative and executive processes of the states.

Through its jurisprudence, the Court has reinforced the principle that while the Union has the authority to
reorganize states under Article 3 of the Constitution, such authority must be exercised in conformity with the
federal principles enshrined in the Constitution. Landmark judgments, including State of West Bengal v. Union of
India and Basant Kumar v. Union of India, demonstrate that the Court recognizes its role as a sentinel, exercising
restraint and deference to the legislative domain while intervening to prevent constitutional transgressions.
Moreover, the Supreme Court’s evolving jurisprudence emphasizes a contextual understanding of federalism—
balancing unity with diversity. It recognizes that the reorganization of states affects linguistic, cultural, and
administrative identities, and therefore, judicial oversight must be sensitive to these dimensions. The Court has
also underscored procedural fairness and transparency, particularly when state boundaries, representation, or
resources are impacted, thereby reinforcing democratic legitimacy and preventing arbitrary action.

Despite its active role, the Court has consciously maintained a restrained approach, avoiding judicial overreach
while ensuring that neither the Union nor the states exceed their constitutional mandate. This dual approach—
protection of federal principles coupled with judicial restraint—ensures that the constitutional design remains
intact even during politically sensitive reorganizations.

In conclusion, the Supreme Court continues to be a vital actor in preserving the federal balance, simultaneously
guarding against the erosion of state autonomy and maintaining national cohesion. The need for an evolving
jurisprudence remains imperative, as emerging challenges—such as inter-state disputes, asymmetric development,
and linguistic-cultural assertions—require a nuanced judicial response. The delicate balance between unity and
diversity, which lies at the heart of India’s federal design, must continue to guide the Court’s interventions,
ensuring that federalism is not merely a structural formality but a living constitutional principle.
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