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Introduction 

“The freebie culture is not a road to prosperity. It is a passport to fiscal disaster.” 

-   NK SINGH, chairman, 15th Finance Commission  

As per the RBI’s 2022 report2 “Freebies” are “public welfare measures provided free 

of Charge”. Freebies are short-term, populist measures without a long-term vision.  

The collapse of the Sri Lankan economy has sparked a debate on the state’s role. The 

Sri Lankan government’s decision to implement widespread taxcutsand provide 

several free goods and services led the economy collapseand the country was left with 

no choice but to default on its commitments. Once offering free food to free transport, 

the Socialist Venezuela, an erstwhile rich economy, is now in complete shambles. 

Venezuelans stopped working, as most of their needs were offered for free by the 

Government, as the nation was oil rich. The Country turned towards importing most 

of its commodity requirements, and the economy finally collapsed around 2000. 

Cubans survive on the freebies offered by their government, and as a result, they have 

gone into deep stagnation 

Freebie Culture, also known as Rewadi culture, has taken center stage in our country’s 

politics. It is a topic of heated debate in India’s Elections. Political parties often 

promise to give things like Free electricity, loan waivers, Cash transfers to their Bank 

accounts, Free use of Public Transport, Free Ration or consumer goods to attract 

voters, etc. While many leaders advocate for these as necessary welfare measures, 

others believe they strain state finances. 

In the parallel context, the recent Delhi Assembly elections revealed a similar trend 

among the three major parties, i.e BJP, INC and AAP.All the parties deployed a suit of 

                                                             
1 Final year LLB student at Campus Law Centre, University of Delhi 
2RBI Bulletin. (2022, June). State Finances: A Risk 

Analysis. https://www.rbi.org.in/Scripts/BS_ViewBulletin.aspx?Id=21070  
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incentives commonly referredto as “freebies” to woo voters. The Aam Aadmi Party3 

promised a monthly allowance of a ₹2,100 for all women, an additional ₹21,000 for 

pregnant women, and subsidised LPG cylinders at ₹500 for those from impoverished 

backgrounds. Notably,  BJP, which has previously criticised the freebies by referring 

it as Rewadi Culture and tounted opposition parties, engaged enthusiastically in 

electoral competition, It either matched or bettered Congress’ offers in these elections 

and followed suit by offering ₹2,500 per month to women4 from impoverished 

backgrounds and ‘free electricity’ through its solar energy initiative. The Congress5, 

too, joined the fray.  

 The provision of freebies has become a focal point of political strategy in India.  

Over the last few years,the promises of giving free electricity to cash transfer have 

become an integral part of the politics in India to remain in power.  

The political discourse surrounding the provision of freebies has witnessed a notable 

shift, particularily in the recent high stake assembly elections in Jharkhand, 

Maharastra, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Rajasthan and Telangana saw the 

mainstreaming of freebies as political parties competed with each other in making a 

slew of promises in their manifestos—from free electricity and free bus travel for 

women to direct cash transfer to the bank accounts and subsidised gas cylinders.  

According to former Chief Election Commissioner OP Rawat6, any government 

provision lacking a clear justification can be categorised as a freebie. He cites 

examples such as the continuation of free ration for 80 crore Indians for an additional 

five years can be called a freebie. Are we saying that India has so many hungry 

people? Again, a free bus ride for every woman—rich or poor—is a freebie. A `500 

gas cylinder for a family above the poverty line is also a freebie. Even Ladli Behna 

benefits for 1.32 crore women in Madhya Pradesh will come under the category of 

freebies,” says Rawat, adding that the Election Commission’s hands are tied as 

freebies are announced when the model code of conduct is not in force. Early last 

year, Prime Minister Narendra Modi decried the culture of “Revdi” (a popular sweet), 

as he referred to freebies that were being announced and offered by political parties. 

The Supreme Court of India is currently hearing a set of petitions challenging the pre-

                                                             
3 https://aamaadmiparty.org/ 
4https://www.bjp.org/files/election-manifesto-documents/Delhi-Manifesto_25-01-2025_English_0.pdf 
5https://inc.in/delhi-manifesto 
6https://m.economictimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/freebies-frenzy-indian-politics-grapples-with-electoral-

promises-amid-economic-concerns/articleshow/106238055.cms 
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election promise of freebies, as well as government policies that dole out benefits as 

as means to capture vote banks. 

 

Background of freebies in politics 

The historical context of freebies dates back over more than 2000 years ago, in 140 

B.C7., after the decline of the Roman Republic (nearly a democratic government, 

where the leaders were elected by voting), the Rome fell under autocratic rule. This 

shift precipated in social unrest, as widespread starvation, urban overcrowding and 

poor sanitation. As a result,it led to riots against the government. In response to these 

challenges, the Roman government did two things:First,  it made essential foods like 

grain, bread, meat, etc., free of cost. Second, it organized free entertainment on street 

parades, festivals, chariot races, and animal fights. This diverted the attention of 

citizens from the Governmental inactions. It was addressed as ‘Bread & Circuses’ by 

the Roman poet Juvenal in his satire “X”. This marked the birth of “bread and 

circuses”, a political strategy to keep the public content while sidestepping the deeper 

challenges faced by the state. 

In the Indian context,various political figures adopted similar strategies of providing 

incentives in favor of constituents. 

 Kumaraswami Kamaraj’s Initiatives (1954-1963) Initiated free 

education and free meals for school students in the erstwhile Madras 

state. 

 DMK founder Annadurai continued the trend, promising 4.5 kg of rice 

for a subsidised rate of Rs.1.  

 In the 2006 state election, DMK elevated the freebie trend by offering 

colour televisions to voters. 

 

Freebies vs. Welfare Policies 

There is a fine line between these two; distinguishing between a freebieand a 

welfarescheme requires the proper context of time and place. For instance, 

government provisions for essential services such as life-saving medicines, food, or 

funds during times of natural disasters or pandemics can be classified as welfare 

                                                             
7 Mungale, V. (2022, November). Analysis of government freebies in India. Maharashtra Economic 

Development Council. https://www.medcindia.com/article-

detail.php?page=1&ele_id=NOR_6387325dd21b73.01019208  
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schemes. Conversely, in normal circumstances, these schemes might be defined as 

mere freebies. What some recognize as a freebie may be regarded as welfare by 

others. For instance, while some may refer to free transport and free electricity as an 

unnecessary subsidy, others might view it as a critical welfare initiative. Ironically, 

critics often take advantage of availability. 

The core challenge in this debate is the absence of a clear consensus regarding what 

constitutes a freebie. Some scholars argue thatfreebies amount to bribery and 

discourage voters from making informed choices. Others, however, claim that such a 

manner diminishes voteragency and delegitimises welfare politics.  

The National Food Security Act, enacted by the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) 

government in 2013, mutated key welfare schemes such as the Public Distribution 

System, child development services and mid-day meal into legal entitlements. 

According to data released by the Centre, roughly 800 million people in total are the 

law’s beneficiaries,which include 75% of the rural population and 50% of the urban 

population. A 2023 study by the Centre for Financial Inclusion (CFI) found that the 

direct cash transfer programs to the bank accounts of women not only empower 

women but also help mitigate the risks of intimate partner violence, underscoring the 

complex interplay between welfare schemes and broader societal outcomes. 

Can schemes such as mid-daymeals, the public distribution system, and child 

development services be considered welfare? How do targeted cash transfer schemes 

impact lives? What are the social risks of freebie-driven politics?   

The trend of state governments' habituation towards allocating resources such as 

laptops, TV sets, loan waivers, etc., motivated by populist pressures or electoral 

considerations may appear questionable. It is essential to, it is essential to 

contextualize these actions within the framework of rising inequality observed over 

the past three decades. In light of this socioeconomic backdrop, the provision of relief 

measures, including subsidies, may not only be justified but could be deemed 

imperative for sustaining economic growth and ensuring social stability.  

 

Schools of thought on the welfare 

1. One school advocates for the provision of basic amenities through freebies for 

empowerment and welfare. 

2. Other school critics refer to freebies as unproductive and generating no welfare. 
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Arguments in favour of Freebies 

 Productivity Enhancement: Propenents of freebies assert that Freebies ensure the 

fulfilment of the population’s basic needs, resulting in good health and consequential 

productivity. 

Evidence supporting these successful initiatives, such as the Public Distribution 

System, MGNREGA, support for education, and enhanced outlays for health, 

particularly during crises like the pandemic.  

 Increased disposable income: The introduction of freebies can elevate more 

disposable income, and the economy may have a multiplier effect. For 

example, reduced out-of-pocket expenditures achieved through initiatives like 

Ayushman Bharat, Free electricity, etc. 

 Government responsibility: The government mustfulfil the citizens’ basic 

needs,especially where social and economic disparities are concerned. 

 Supports for less Developed States: With the states that have a comparatively lower 

level of development with a larger share of the population facing poverty, such kind 

of initiatives are demand-driven,and it becomes essential for the upliftment of such 

marginalised sections.  

 Socio-Economic Upliftment: Former CEC S.Y. Qureshi advocates for free food grains 

to address entrenched inequities and poverty in India. Similar outcomes have been 

observed with programs such as the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Anna Yojana.  

 Digital Empowerment: Free laptops, smartphones, and internet have now become 

essential for availing government schemes and enabling educational opportunities. 

 Women Empowerment:  programs that offer female pensions and free equipment like 

sewing machines, contributing to the socio-economic empowerment of women. 

Reports from NITI AYOG observed increased enrollment with free bicycles to female 

students in Bihar  

 

Arguments Against Freebies 

 Skewed Expenditure: Critics argue that a greater share of freebies and populist 

measures can distortgovernment expenditure priorities. For example, Rajasthan’s 

decision to revert to the old pension favours 6% of the population yet costs 56% of the 

state’s revenues. 
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Freebies can undermine macroeconomic stability,the politics of freebies distorts 

expenditure priorities and outlays remain concentrated on subsidies of one kind or the 

other. 

 No Productivity Enhancement: MNREGA and other cash transfer initiativesare often 

criticised forpoor or no productivity. 

 Environmental Unsustainability: The CAG reports have indicated that free electricity 

provisionfor farmers in Punjab led to over-exploitation, a decline in groundwater 

level, and poor performance of electricity distribution companies.  

 Fiscal Challenges and Debt Burden:  The Supreme Courthas discussed that 

the economy is becoming unsustainable because of the current welfare expenditure 

pattern. Former Finance Commission  N  K Singh has also warned against the same. 

 Impact on public exchequer:  Offering freebies, ultimately, has an impact on the 

public exchequer. Excessive spending on populist measures for supposed political 

gains can jeopardize fiscal prudence and lead to fiscal instability. 

 Low Infrastructure investment:  Increased allocations towards  freebies typically 

result in  diminishedinvestment in infrastructure projects  

 Dependency Syndrome: By recognising freebies as entitlements, the population may 

lose its motivation to engage in productive activities. 

 Debilitating Effect on Future Manufacturing: The prevalence of Freebies canlower the 

quality and competitiveness of the manufacturing sector by diverting resources away 

from efficient and competitive infrastructure that enables high-factor efficiencies in 

the manufacturing sector. 

 Destroys Credit Culture: Giving away loan waivers as a part of welfare measures may 

have undesired consequences such as destroying the whole credit culture, and it blurs 

the very basic question as to why is it that a large majority of the farming community 

is repeatedly getting into a debt trap. 

 

Economic Implications 

The provision of Freebies can strain state finances, especially when they are not 

backed by sustainable revenue sources. For instance, offering a free electricity scheme 

may lead to increased fiscal deficits and reduced funds for essential services like 

infrastructure development. On the other hand, proponents of freebies argue that 

certain freebies, like subsidies for farmers, can boost economic productivity. 
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A critical examination of the impact of the Freebie effects should be examined from 

an economic standpoint rather than via a political lens. It is crucial to distinguish 

between freebies and genuine welfare initiatives as well as targeted social sector 

expenditures. In the Long-term perspective, states should work to enhance the 

productive capital, develop long-term assets, generate income, and improve 

operational efficiency. Additionally, regular fiscal risk assessments and stress-testing 

their debt profiles should be their integral component of fiscal policy.  

 

Social and Political Impact 

Freebies can influence voter behavior, often creating a sense of loyalty among the 

constituents toward the party offering them. However, this practice can also cultivate 

a culture of dependency, where voters prioritize immediate gratification over long-

term governance. This dynamic raisespertinent questions about the quality of the 

democratic process and the role of informed decision-making electoral context. 

 

Constitutional, Legal and Ethical Considerations 

Terms such as "irrational" or "freebies" are open to subjective interpretation and have 

no precise legal definitions. The answer to this question lies within the ambit of the 

Indian Constitution, particularly in the context of  Directive Principles of State 

Policy(DPSP), these principles ensures for set up of the socioeconomic conditions for 

citizens to live a quality life. As a welfare state, the Indian Constitution mandated to 

promote the economic and social welfare of its citizens through active measures. 

Despite the legitimacy of government freebies, criticism abounds regarding the ethical 

implication of such measures. 

 

For instance, Articles 38,39 and 41 of the Indian Constitution mention the provision 

for   

 State to secure a social order for the promotion of the welfare of the 

people. 

 Certain principles of policy are to be followed by the State. 

 Right to work, to education and public assistance in certain cases. 
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The Supreme Court of India has suggested the need to regulate freebies, advocating 

for a clear distinction between welfare initiatives and populist promises. Ethical 

dilemmas arise as the offering of freebies could be perceived as a form of bribery, 

undermining the integrity of elections. 

 In the S. Subramaniam Balaji vs Government of Tamil Nadu case (2013)8, the SC  

ruled that expenditures authorised by the state legislature cannot be deemed illegal 

nor the promise of such items be termed a ‘corrupt practice’. 

In August 2022, the Supreme Court referred several petitions challenging the 

constitutional validity of electoral freebies to a three-judge Bench. The Bench even 

suggested forming an expert panel to gather recommendations from key stakeholders. 

This marked a significant departure from the Court’s earlier position inthe case of S. 

Subramaniam Balaji vs Government of Tamil Nadu (2013). However, there has been 

no effective hearing in the challenge since November 23, 2023. According to senior 

advocate Sanjay Hedge, there is little that courts can do to distinguish welfare 

measures from populist sops and pre-election inducements.  

The promise of excessive and unsubstantial freebies from public funds in pre-

elections unduly influences the voters, disturbs the level playing field, and vitiates the 

purity of the poll processand can be viewed as unethical, akin to bribery intended to 

influence the electorate's choices. 

 

The Way Forward 

Policymakers must prioritize sustainable development rather than short-term gains. 

Enhancing Public awareness and implementing voter education initiatives can also play a 

role in reducing the allure of freebies. 

 Expert Committee: The Supreme Court has suggested setting up an expert 

committee composed of diverse stakeholders, including members from the NITI 

AAYOG, the Finance Commission, and the RBI, to look into the matter of 

freebies and their impact on the economy and democracy. 

 Priority to Investment:  A member of The Economic Advisory Council to the 

Prime Minister (EAC-PM)  proposedthat ‘open-ended’ freebies should be 

                                                             
8 Sathasivam, P. (2007). JUDGMENT – S. Subramaniam Balaji v. The Government of Tamil Nadu & Ors. 

In IN THE SUPREME COURT OF INDIA [Legal case]. https://www.scobserver.in/wp-

content/uploads/2022/08/S.-Subramaniam-Balaji-v-Government-of-Tamil-Nadu-Judgment.pdf  
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discouraged and the amount can be relocated towards building infrastructure or 

investing in the health and other sectors. 

 Empowerment of Election Commission of India: The Election Commission of 

India needs to be empowered to enforce the Model Code of Conduct to counter 

such corrupt practices during elections. 

 Realising Economic Impacts of Freebies: The discourse surrounding freebies 

should shift from merely assessing nominal cost tohow expensive they are for 

the economy, life quality and social cohesion in the long run. 

Instead of a race to provide freebies, the focus should be oncompetition towards 

efficiency,  where states use their authority to develop innovative ideas and 

solutions to common problems.  

 Judicious Demand-Based Freebies: India is a large country, and there is still a 

significant number of individuals living below the poverty line. It is 

also important to have all the people accommodated in the development agenda. 

The judicious and sensible offering of freebies or subsidies can be easily 

accommodated in the state’s budget. Ideally, a proportion of state expenditure 

should be earmarked to ensure an effective allocation of resources. 

 Differentiating Subsidies and Freebies: There is a need to understand the impacts 

of freebies from the economic sense and connect it with the taxpayer's money.It 

is also essential to distinguish between subsidies and freebies as subsidies are 

justified and specifically targeted benefits to needy people. 

Pronab Sen9, economist and former chief statistician of India, says the financial landscape 

of some states would have been more damaging had political parties implemented every 

promise they had made when they came to power. “The actual impact of freebies on the 

Indian economy is still limited because some promises remain unfulfilled,” he says, 

adding that legacy subsidies are the real problem. “At times, voters don’t mind if a 

promise is not fully implemented. But once a freebie is given, no political party will dare 

to withdraw it, fearing a backlash”.  

 

 

 

 

                                                             
9https://m.economictimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/freebies-frenzy-indian-politics-grapples-with-electoral-

promises-amid-economic-concerns/articleshow/106238055.cms 
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Conclusion 

 

“Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day, teach a man to fish and you feed 

him for a lifetime.” This proverb highlights the difference between temporary relief 

and long-term empowerment. In modern politics, especially in India, the increasing 

reliance on freebies offers short-term benefits but does little to build sustainable 

economic or social infrastructure. Instead of addressing root problems, these handouts 

create a dependency that burdens state finances and limits investment in essential 

public services like education, healthcare, and infrastructure.  

By Amartya Sen's "Capability Approach," governments must prioritize long-term 

empowerment enhancing human capabilities and freedoms over short-term freebies. 

Such a paradigm shift can help in avoiding the ‘race to the bottom’ and prevent fiscal 

disaster, as articulated by NK Singh (Chairman, 15th Finance Commission) 

 Critics contend that these short-term benefits not only strain state finances but also 

divert attention from essential public services. The Supreme Court has called for a 

clear distinction between genuine welfare initiatives and politically motivated 

giveaways. This practice harks back to ancient Rome's “Bread and Circuses,” where 

governments offered free provisions to win public favor while sidelining critical 

societal issues. Achieving a balance between urgent relief measures and sustainable 

growth remains a pressing concern. 
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