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Making sense of the ‘freebies’ issue 

• Recently, the Chief Justice of India remarked that ‘freebies’ were a serious issue and 

asked the Central government to take a stand on the need to control the announcement 

of ‘freebies’ by political parties during election campaigns.  

• The Court also suggested that the Finance Commission could be involved to look into 

the matter and propose solutions. 

Defining Freebies: 

• The discussion on 

the demerits of 

‘freebies’ 

distributed to the 

public as a result of 

election promises is 

not new in India. 

However, there is 

often confusion on 

what constitutes 

‘freebies’, with a 

number of services 

that the 

Government 

provides to meet its 

constitutional 

obligations towards 

citizens also being 

clubbed in this 

category.  

• The basic argument is that these are a waste of resources and place a burden on already 

stressed fiscal resources.  

• In such discussions, ‘freebies’ not only include the free distribution of what may be 

considered ‘club goods’ such as televisions and gold chains but also welfare schemes 

such as free or subsidised rations under the Public Distribution System (PDS), cooked 

meals under the mid-day meal scheme, supplementary nutrition through anganwadis, 

and work provided through the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 

Guarantee Act (MGNREGA). 
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In perspective 

• Undermining the importance of these interventions of the Government by calling them 

‘freebies’ exposes the elitism in our society, where the poor are seen as being 

unproductive and dependent on charity.  

• Rather, the problem in fact is that these issues are not given enough attention in the 

political process. If anything, building public pressure toward making welfare delivery 

an electoral issue is the need of the hour.  

• A discussion on whether eggs will be served in the mid-day meal programme, how 

many days of work will be provided under the employment guarantee scheme, schemes 

for access to free medicines, or at what price subsidised grain will be given under the 

PDS are positive signals of electoral democracy responding to the needs of the majority 

of people.  

• It is important to recognise that most welfare schemes contribute to improving human 

development outcomes, which also results in higher economic growth in future.  

• Sometimes, this process throws up initiatives that seem ‘wasteful’ — while these must 

be discussed, one cannot deny them completely. 

• Around ₹1 lakh crore is the revenue forgone annually as a result of ‘major tax incentives 

for corporate taxpayers. Putting together all tax exemptions and concessions, including 

on foreign trade and personal income taxes, the revenue forgone each year is over ₹5 

lakh crore.  

However, one does not see much pressure for a justification for these concessions in 

mainstream discussions. The fact that small amounts given to the poor by a system that has 

mostly failed them are called ‘freebies’, while the freebies that the rich get all the time 

through low tax rates and exemptions are ‘incentives’ is nothing but a reflection of the 

nature of democracy in our country. 

 


