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Freebie Culture and It’s impact on Democracy in India- 
Freebie Culture in Politics: Tamil Nadu Example 
TH Editorial-The need to move away from clientelism 
Welfare initiatives embody civil rights, whereas freebies cultivate a patron-client 
syndrome 

• A neoliberal economy encourages private capital and the market, while forcing 
the state to withdraw from welfare. The state is limited in taking concrete and 
constructive efforts to fulfil the aspirations of the people.  

• Even as the poor perceive the state as an arbitrator of their well-being and a 
facilitator for their mobility in all spheres of life, today’s political parties resort 
to unsolicited freebies to attract them. The line between welfarism and 
populism has blurred. 

• Welfare initiatives include a targeted Public Distribution System, 
providing social security for labourers, quality education, fair 
employment, affordable healthcare, decent housing, and protection 
from exploitation and violence.  

• Freebies, on the other hand, are provided to attract voters to cast their vote in 
a particular election. They create limited private benefit for the receiver and do 
not contribute towards strengthening public goods/facilities. 

 
A freebie culture- DMK EXAMPLE 

• The culture of freebies in Tamil Nadu was started during the 1967 Assembly 
elections. The then Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) chief C.N. 
Annadurai offered three measures of rice for ₹1.  

 
• The practice of providing freebies was followed by subsequent Chief Ministers 

of both the DMK and the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam 
(AIADMK), who promised free TV sets, free laptops to students, free 
rides for women in buses, free gas cylinders and stoves, a goat and 
a cow for poor farmers, and so on. 
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• In 2021, however, there was a qualitative difference in the manifesto of the 
DMK, which avoided most of the freebies except tablet devices to students 
studying in higher secondary schools and colleges.  

• The manifesto reflected more of a programmatic policy intervention towards 
better public services than narrow private benefits in the form of freebies.  

• But both the DMK and the AIADMK were silent on land distribution and 
enhancing budgetary allocation for maintenance of public infrastructure like 
schools, colleges, hostels and hospitals.  

• The GSDP share for health was better under AIADMK rule compared to DMK 
rule, but both were below 1.5%. Tamil Nadu’s 2021-22 Budget shows that it 
has allocated around 13.3% of its total expenditure for education, which is 
lower than average allocation for education by all States, which is 15.8%. 

 
Depoliticising the poor (T.N. Analysis)- 

• When Senior Counsel Arvind P. Datar submitted his arguments in S. 
Subramaniam Balaji v. Govt. of Tamil Nadu (2013), which 
challenged the freebies of both the DMK government in 2006 and 
AIADMK government in 2011, he emphasised that freebies violate the 
constitutional mandate of extending benefits for public purpose and instead 
create private benefits.  

 
• He asserted that the literacy rate in Tamil Nadu was around 73% and there 

were 234 habitations across the State with no school access whatsoever, and 
distribution of free consumer goods to the people having ration cards cannot 
be justified as “public purpose”.  

• Further, distributing laptops does not serve the purpose of increasing the 
quality of education. According to a report by ‘Anaivarukkum Kalvi 
Iyakkam’ (Sarva Siksha Abhiyan) in 2019, there were 3,003 
government schools attended by less than 15 students. 

• Due to lack of proper infrastructure facilities and specialised teachers, parents 
prefer to move their students to private schools. According to a report in this 
newspaper in 2019, more than 1,500 hostels for Scheduled Castes (SCs) and 
Scheduled Tribes (STs) were in a dilapidated condition.  
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• Hence, freebies will not only depoliticise the poor and marginalised 
communities but also indirectly deny them their due share of state resources. 
Freebies drastically widen the gap between the rich and the poor. Populism 
encourages mediocre political critics and erases critical and rational thinking, 
which are important to raise pertinent questions to people in power. 

• Compared to other States, Tamil Nadu has made impressive strides in many 
development indicators such as education, healthcare (mortality rate and life 
expectancy) and infrastructure facilities. However, it lags behind in other 
aspects. According to the Tamil Nadu State Agricultural Department’s 
publication, ‘Salient Statistics on Agriculture, 2019’, SCs, who constitute nearly 
20% of Tamil Nadu’s population, accounted for 10% of agricultural 
landowners and possessed 7.8% of the farmland in the State. 

• Even though the literacy rate is high in Tamil Nadu, according to the National 
Family Health Survey (NFHS)-4 (2015-16), only 32% of women aged 15-49 
had completed 12 or more years of schooling, compared with 38% of men.  

 
• The NFHS-4 showed sharp differences between SCs and Other Backward 

Classes in Tamil Nadu. The neonatal mortality was 12.3% for OBCs, but 17.4% 
for SCs. Infant mortality was 18.4% for OBCs but 23.6% for SCs. And under-
five mortality was 24.8% for OBCs and 31% for SCs. The data reflect inequal 
access to public health infrastructure. 

• According to a paper by the Indian Council for Research on International 
Economic Relations, ‘Explaining the contractualisation of India’s workforce’ 
(2019), the share of contract workers in Tamil Nadu increased sharply from 
8.3% in 2000-01 to 20.17% in 2013-14, which shows the withdrawal of the 
state in providing social security, and leaving the workforce at the mercy of 
neoliberal market forces. 

 
A dichotomy 

• Theoretically, there is a qualitative distinction between being subjects in an 
authoritarian regime and being citizens in a democratic polity. Unsolicited 
freebies cultivate a patron-client syndrome and encourage personality cults in 
a democratic polity. 
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• Besides, they affect the critical faculties of citizens, particularly the poor and 
the marginalised. Providing freebies is to treat people like subjects, whereas 
citizens are entitled to constitutional guarantees.  

• Welfare initiatives are an embodiment of civil rights, whereas unsolicited 
freebies show benevolence at best and apathy at worst towards the poor by the 
ruling parties. 

 
 
TH Editorial-States, freebies and the costs of fiscal profligacy 
The need for instituting more effective checks that can make wayward States fall in 
line is compelling 
      Punjab Example- Aam Aadmi Party 

• During the planning last year and the campaign ahead of the Punjab 
Assembly election, the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) promised a sum of 
₹1,000 per month to every woman in the State.  

• To drive home the generosity of the promise, the AAP leader and Delhi Chief 
Minister, Arvind Kejriwal, emphasised that under AAP’s ‘Mission Punjab’ 
for the Punjab polls 2022, if there were three adult women in a household 
(daughter-in-law, daughter, mother-in-law), each of them would get ₹1,000.  

• When questioned how Punjab, already reeling under heavy debt, could afford 
this, Mr. Kejriwal said something to the effect that if there is good political 
management, money would not be a problem. 

 
Growing freebie culture 
Electoral promises of this kind raise several questions.  

• Is borrowing and spending on freebies sustainable?  
• Is this the best possible use of public money?  
• What is their opportunity cost — what is it that the public are collectively 

giving up so that the government can fund these payments?  
• Should not there be some checks on how much can be spent on them? 
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• I am using Punjab to illustrate a point and by no means to suggest that it is 
unique. In fact, many States are pursuing the freebie culture, some even more 
aggressively than Punjab. 

• Ideally, governments should use borrowed money to invest in 
physical and social infrastructure that will generate higher growth, 
and thereby higher revenues in the future so that the debt pays for 
itself.  

• On the other hand, if governments spend the loan money on populist 
giveaways that generate no additional revenue, the growing debt burden will 
eventually implode and end in tears. 

• Concerned by an increasing number of States that are embarking on this 
financially ruinous path, senior bureaucrats reportedly flagged the issue at 
a meeting with the Prime Minister, telling him that ‘some States might 
go down the Sri Lankan way’. 

• There is an argument that this concern is being exaggerated. After all, if you 
look at any analysis of State Budgets by the Reserve Bank of India or any think 
tank, the inference you will draw is that State finances are in good, if indeed 
robust, health, and that all of them are scrupulously conforming to the Fiscal 
Responsibility and Budget Management (FRBM) targets. 

• This is a misleading picture. Much of the borrowing that funds these 
freebies happens off budget, beyond the pale of FRBM tracking.  

• The typical modus operandi for States has been to borrow on the 
books of their public enterprises, in some cases by pledging future 
revenues of the State as guarantee.  

• Effectively, the burden of debt is on the State exchequer, albeit well concealed. 
The Comptroller and Auditor General of India (CAG) had in fact 
pointed out that in respect of some States ‘if extra-budgetary 
borrowings are taken into account, the liabilities of the government 
are way above what is acknowledged in the official books’. 

• How big is the problem? There is no comprehensive information in the public 
domain to assess the size of this off-budget debt, but anecdotal evidence 
suggests that it is comparable in size to the debt admitted in the Budget books. 
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• The obvious motivation for States in expanding freebies is to use the 
exchequer to build vote banks. A certain amount of spending on 
transfer payments to provide safety nets to the most vulnerable 
segments of the population is not only desirable but even necessary.  

• The problem arises when such transfer payments become the main plank of 
discretionary expenditure, the spending is financed by debt, and the debt is 
concealed to circumvent the FRBM targets. 

• The more States spend on transfer payments, the less they have for 
spending on physical infrastructure such as, for example, power 
and roads, and on social infrastructure such as education and 
health, which can potentially improve growth and generate jobs.  

• The truth of the Chinese saying, ‘give a man a fish and you feed him 
for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime’ is self-
evident to everyone, including politicians. But electoral calculations tempt 
them to place short-term gains ahead of long-term sustainability. 

 
Institutional checks, balances 
What about the institutional checks and balances that should prevent 
this downward spiral?  

• Unfortunately, all of them have become ineffective. In theory, the first line 
of defence has to be the legislature, in particular the Opposition, 
whose responsibility it is to keep the Government in line. But given the perils 
of our vigorous democracy, the Opposition does not dare speak up for 
fear of forfeiting vote banks that are at the end of these freebies. 

• Another constitutional check is the CAG audit which should enforce 
transparency and accountability. In practice, it has lost its teeth since 
audit reports necessarily come with a lag, by when political interest has 
typically shifted to other hot button issues.  

• Besides, our bureaucracy has mastered the fine art of turning audit paras into 
‘files’ which run their course and die a quiet death. 

• The market is another potential check. It can signal the health or 
otherwise of State finances by pricing the loans floated by different State 
governments differently, reflecting their debt sustainability.  
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• But in practice this too fails since the market perceives all State 
borrowing as implicitly guaranteed by the Centre, never mind that 
there is no such guarantee in reality. 

 
The costs can be huge 
 

• The costs of fiscal profligacy at the State level can be huge. The amount 
States borrow collectively every year is comparable in size to the 
Centre’s borrowing which implies that their fiscal stance has as 
much impact on our macroeconomic stability as does that of the 
Centre.  

• The need, therefore, for instituting more effective checks that can make 
wayward States fall in line is compelling. 

 
Here are two suggestions towards that end. 
First, the FRBM Acts of the Centre as well as States need to be amended 
to enforce a more complete disclosure of the liabilities on their exchequers.  
Even under the current FRBM provisions, governments are mandated to disclose 
their contingent liabilities, but that disclosure is restricted to liabilities for 
which they have extended an explicit guarantee. The provision should be 
expanded to cover all liabilities whose servicing obligation falls on the 
Budget, or could potentially fall on the Budget, regardless of any 
guarantee. 

• Second, under the Constitution, States are required to take the 
Centre’s permission when they borrow. The Centre should not 
hesitate to impose conditionalities on wayward States when it 
accords such a permission. States slapped with conditionalities will of 
course baulk and allege political motives. The challenge for the Centre will be 
to act transparently and in accordance with well-defined, objective and 
contestable criteria. 

• Finally, there is the draconian provision in the Constitution of India 
which allows the President to declare financial emergency in any 
State if s/he is satisfied that financial stability is threatened.  
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This Brahmastra has never been invoked so far for fear that this will turn 
into a political weapon of mass destruction. But the provision is there in the 
Constitution for a reason.  

• After all, the root cause of fiscal irresponsibility is the lure of 
electoral nirvana. It will stop only if the political leadership fears 
punishment. It is therefore important to ensure that the prospect of a 
financial emergency in case of gross and continuing fiscal irresponsibility is 
not just an abstract threat but a realistic one. 

• Disappointingly, the Centre itself has not been a beacon of virtue 
when it comes to fiscal responsibility and transparency. To its credit, 
it has embarked on course correction over the last few years. It should 
complete that task in order to command the moral authority to enforce good 
fiscal behaviour on the part of States. 

Duvvuri Subbarao was Finance Secretary to the Government of India and 
Governor, Reserve Bank of India 
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All the best 
JAI HIND 

Class explanation- mind map 
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