
SUPREMO AMICUS 

VOLUME 34 | OCTOBER, 2023  ISSN 2456-9704 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
PIF 6.242                                                               www.supremoamicus.org 
 

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

 

By Rik Sarkar 
From University of Petroleum and Energy 
Studies, Dehradun 
 
 
Introduction 
 
S.R. Bommai v. Union of India stands as a 
pivotal moment in the annals of Indian 
constitutional law, where it grappled with the 
intricate matter of removing state 
governments and the President of India's 
involvement in these processes. Back in 
1994, India's Supreme Court rendered its 
verdict, casting ripples that extended far and 
wide, impacting the nation's federal structure 
and embodying the very core of legal thought 
in dealing with issues surrounding 
federalism, secularism, and democracy. 
 
This legal milestone, S.R. Bommai v. Union 
of India, etches its mark in India's legal 
history for its profound exploration of the 
procedures for dismissing state governments 
and the critical role the President plays in 
these actions. The Supreme Court's 
judgment, delivered in 1994, went beyond its 
immediate impact to profoundly influence 
the country's federal system, while also 
encapsulating the essence of jurisprudence in 
its handling of concerns related to federalism, 
secularism, and democracy. 
 
In 1994, the Supreme Court of India made a 
significant ruling in the case of S.R. Bommai 
v. Union of India. This case dealt with the 
intricate matter of how state governments 
could be dismissed and the role of the 
President of India in this process. This ruling 
had far-reaching consequences for India's 

federal system and served as a testament to 
the principles of jurisprudence when it comes 
to addressing issues related to federalism, 
secularism, and democracy. 
 
Background 
 
In the realm of jurisprudence, the genesis of 
the S.R. Bommai v. Union of India case can 
be traced back to the intricate tapestry of 
political events in the Indian state of 
Karnataka during the late 1980s. Within this 
framework, a coalition government, led by 
Chief Minister S.R. Bommai, found itself on 
the precipice of dismissal by the state's 
Governor, T.N. Chaturvedi. The Governor 
invoked Article 356 of the Indian 
Constitution, widely recognized as 
President's Rule, as the legal mechanism to 
effect this ouster. The crux of the matter lay 
in Governor Chaturvedi's subjective 
determination that the coalition government 
had lost its legislative majority due to 
defections among its members. 
 
This legal saga unfurled against the backdrop 
of a constitutional crisis, raising fundamental 
questions regarding the discretionary 
exercise of executive power. It delved deep 
into the philosophical underpinnings of 
jurisprudence, examining the very essence of 
the rule of law, separation of powers, and the 
safeguards put in place to protect democratic 
principles. 
 
At its heart, this case became a compelling 
exploration of the jurisprudential aspects of 
constitutional governance. It underscored the 
delicate equilibrium between the executive 
and legislative branches of government, 
challenging the established principles of 
constitutional interpretation. In doing so, it 
illuminated the jurisprudential concepts of 
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legality, legitimacy, and the limits of 
executive authority, reshaping the landscape 
of jurisprudential thought in the context of 
Indian democracy. 
 
Key Issues 
 
• The core dilemma that lay at the crux of 

this case revolved around the abuse of 
Article 356 by both the Union 
Government and state Governors. This 
misuse, often driven by political 
motivations, resulted in the unwarranted 
removal of state governments, 
significantly eroding the foundational 
principles of federalism and democracy. 
 

• This case probed the boundaries of 
judicial oversight in issues concerning 
Article 356. It grappled with the essential 
question of whether the judiciary had the 
authority to scrutinize the Governor's 
personal assessment, which, in itself, is a 
subjective judgment. In other words, it 
sought to determine whether courts could 
intervene and assess the Governor's 
contentment in such matters, effectively 
questioning the scope of judicial review. 

 
Legal Arguments and Court’s Decisions 
 
In its profound judgment, the Supreme Court 
ardently championed the bedrock principles 
of federalism, emphasizing the paramount 
necessity for Article 356 to be a measure of 
last resort. It stressed that the deployment of 
Article 356 should be resorted to only in the 
direst of circumstances, notably when there is 
a profound breakdown in the constitutional 
order of a state. 
 
In its wisdom, the court meticulously crafted 
a comprehensive set of guidelines and 

principles that would govern the exercise of 
authority under Article 356. It laid down a 
strict mandate that places the onus squarely 
on the Union Government. The Union was 
required to present unambiguous, tangible 
evidence before considering the ouster of a 
duly elected state government. This 
stipulation ensured that the Union had the 
weighty task of substantiating the existence 
of a genuine constitutional crisis before 
invoking Article 356. 
 
A pivotal declaration made by the court, one 
that resonates profoundly, is that the 
Governor's judgment in such matters is not 
beyond the purview of judicial scrutiny. This 
implies that if the Governor's decision is 
perceived to be rooted in irrelevant or 
extraneous factors, it opens the door for a 
legitimate legal challenge. This significant 
pronouncement underscores the pivotal role 
of the judiciary in ensuring that the 
application of Article 356 remains just and in 
accordance with the constitutional ethos. 
 
Furthermore, the judgment resoundingly 
affirmed the significance of democracy and 
the people's mandate. It stipulated that a 
majority achieved through defections is not a 
legitimate majority, and the floor test 
emerged as a dependable means to ascertain 
the true majority within the state assembly. 
 
Furthermore, the court ventured into another 
crucial dimension by resolutely affirming the 
secular nature of the Indian state. With 
unwavering determination, it pronounced 
that any government found entangled in the 
act of promoting or favoring any particular 
religion could be subject to dismissal under 
the provisions of Article 356. This 
unequivocal stance sent a powerful message 
about the court's steadfast dedication to 
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preserving the state's impartiality in religious 
affairs. 
 
The court's pronouncement on secularism 
was more than just a legal decree; it 
symbolized a commitment to ensuring that 
the Indian state remains a neutral and 
inclusive entity, devoid of religious bias. This 
principled stance underscored the court's 
recognition of the significance of religious 
pluralism in a diverse and multicultural 
society, reiterating its pivotal role in 
upholding the core values of the Indian 
Constitution. 
 
Jurisprudential Aspect 
 
Natural law jurisprudence, which hinges on 
the idea that laws should be in harmony with 
higher moral or ethical standards, played a 
nuanced role in the S.R. Bommai case. The 
court's ruling championed the principles of 
federalism and constitutional morality, 
underscoring that Article 356 should only 
come into play when there's a profound 
constitutional crisis within a state. This 
resonates with the concept of "right reason" 
intrinsic to natural law jurisprudence, 
signifying that laws should find their roots in 
rationality and equity. 
 
The court's insistence on the need for 
concrete evidence before dismissing state 
governments and its commitment to 
safeguarding democracy harmonize with the 
tenets of natural law, asserting that legal 
judgments should be equitable and anchored 
in ethical principles. This viewpoint, which is 
deeply ingrained in natural law, aligns with 
the belief that legal decisions should stand as 
paragons of justice and be founded on moral 
and ethical values. 
 

Key Aspects of Jurisprudence’s Evident 
 
• Rule of Law: This case underscores the 

fundamental importance of upholding 
constitutional principles and the rule of 
law. It stands as a bulwark against the 
misuse of constitutional powers for 
political or arbitrary ends, ensuring that 
governance adheres to the principles set 
forth in the Constitution. 
 

• Balance of Powers: The judgment serves 
as a vivid illustration of the judiciary's 
pivotal role in maintaining a delicate 
equilibrium among the different branches 
of government. By restraining potential 
abuses of executive authority, it reinforces 
the essential doctrine of the separation of 
powers, which is a linchpin of democratic 
governance. 

 
• Judicial Vigilance: The case brings to the 

forefront the proactive and vigilant stance 
of the judiciary in safeguarding 
constitutional values. In situations where 
other institutions might falter in upholding 
these values, the judiciary steps in to 
ensure that the bedrock principles of the 
Constitution remain intact. 

 
• Constitutional Interpretation: This case 

vividly showcases the judiciary's role in 
interpreting and elucidating constitutional 
provisions. It demonstrates how the courts 
meticulously scrutinize and clarify these 
provisions to ensure their faithful 
implementation, thereby preserving the 
integrity of the Constitution. 

 
Conclusion 
 
The case of S.R. Bommai v. Union of India 
holds a hallowed place in the annals of Indian 
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legal heritage, serving as a beacon that 
illuminates the judiciary's steadfast 
commitment to upholding the cherished 
tenets of the Indian Constitution. It 
symbolizes a resolute defense of India's 
federal, democratic, and secular identity. 
 
This comprehensive analysis of the case 
unfurls an essential truth about the profound 
influence of jurisprudence in shaping the 
legal landscape of the nation. It underscores 
the pivotal role of jurisprudence in crafting 
and fortifying the foundations of the legal 
system, underlining the importance of 
safeguarding the sacrosanct principle of the 
rule of law. Furthermore, it highlights how 
jurisprudence acts as a guardian, maintaining 
the delicate balance of power that is integral 
to the functioning of a vibrant democratic 
society. 
 
In essence, S.R. Bommai v. Union of India 
not only offers a legal precedent but also 
stands as a testament to the enduring 
commitment of the Indian judiciary to 
preserve the core values of the nation, making 
it a landmark case that echoes through the 
corridors of legal history. 
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