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In the ongoing hot debates on freebies, the major problem is the
complexity involved in finding the dividing line between welfare
schemes and freebies. As far as the discipline of economics is
concerned, there is nothing free of cost. If one gets a free lunch, it
means that someone else bears the cost. That is why it is often
said in economics that ‘there is no free lunch.’
However, it is the government’s primary duty to redistribute
wealth or material things from one to another. Only through such
initiatives, imbalances and poverty plaguing the society can be
eliminated. “Distribution of wealth benefits one; but it should not
cause loss to others,” said Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto. But in
practice, any distributive initiative causes loss of benefit to others.
For instance, only through collections of taxes the people’s
welfare schemes are implemented. Pareto’s theory can be
accepted theoretically. But economists such as Nicholas Kaldor

and Sir John Richards Hicks among others put forward an
alternative theory which postulates, “an ideal distribution of
wealth and income will be the one in which the beneficiaries
benefit from it and also the tax-payers are compensated.”
It is an economic rule that a scheme should be implemented only
if the benefits of the scheme outweigh the losses caused to others
by the implementation of the scheme.
Sudipto Mundle, an Indian economist, has categorized freebies
into ‘the eligible’ and the ‘ineligible’ on the basis of experiences
and speculations. The expenses incurred for food security,
primary-secondary education, medicine, drinking water and
health should be considered as eligible expenses and others as
ineligible, he said.
The unwanted or unwarranted expenses are regarded as causing
more losses than social benefits; as providing no boost to the
people for working hard; as not encouraging productivity; as
triggering unwanted changes in the prices and as increasing
public debt not only for the present generation but also for
posterity.
In the matter of categorizing freebies on the basis of benefits,
there are certain practical problems in gauging the worthiness of
the freebies. For instance, it is a well-known fact that it is the poor
who are supposed to benefit more from the public distribution
system. But in practice, the scheme is implemented cutting across
the divisions of the rich and the poor because it is hard to entirely
identify the poor. So, the expenses incurred for the rich are, no
doubt, unwanted. The PDS can be made more beneficial to the
poor, preventing the rich from exploiting the system if the
benefits of the PDS that accrue to the poor as well as the rich are
measured. But there is a catch. Because the scheme is meant for
all people, it is hard to categorise the really ‘poor’ beneficiaries
and those people who can very well do without the PDS. It is more
difficult either to know which scheme makes how much impact
when the ‘freebies’ and social welfare schemes are implemented

at the same time. Therefore, there are complex problems in
implementing only the useful schemes drawn up after weeding
out unwanted and ineligible expenses and zeroing in on the useful
expenses. This explains why the government is probably
incurring unwanted expenses, announcing scheme after scheme
in the belief that all freebies are useful ones. Now that there is a
considerable advancement in research methodologies used for
economic evaluation of the schemes, research-based and datadriven schemes can possibly be implemented. Then it will become
possible to utilise the government’s precious financial resources
for the productivity-linked schemes.
Political parties’ stances and contradictions
The political parties, by and large, support the common practice
of dishing out freebies though they very well know that it is
economically not feasible to keep giving out freebies. It is
inevitably a part of the electoral scenario that political parties use
announcement of freebies as a ploy to woo voters, vying with one
another and trying to outsmart one another in this respect.
Supposing that a party is of the strong view that freebies eat into
the economy and so it does not support the practice, it is also
forced to announce freebies when it finds other parties promising
freebies and when it sees the likelihood of its vote bank getting
usurped by other parties though its prospects of capturing power
are bright. The low percentage of votes that parties against
freebies garner in the elections sends chills down the spines of
other parties which, as a result, decide to swim along with the
current. The ‘herd behaviour’ theory makes it clear what stance a
party will take when it sees other parties’ supportive stand on
freebies. According to this theory, a party may personally have a
principle against freebies, but finally it decides to not buck the
trend, going by a majority of parties’ decision to promise freebies
in their election manifestos. This sends messages to other parties
on this count and with all stake-holders giving a green signal to
this ‘freebies’ syndrome, the overall political scenario is totally
favourably inclined towards this ‘culture of freebies.’

The median voter theorem introduces yet another dimension to
explain the political parties’ stances on freebies. For an easy
understanding of this theorem, let us imagine that there are two
parties – one supporting freebies and another against them – in
the electoral fray and that there are three voters ready to exercise
their franchise. If the first voter is in favour of freebies and the
second voter against the culture, the electoral outcome hinges on
the decision taken by the third ‘median’ voter. If the median voter
finally throws in his/her lot with the pro-freebies party, it is
obviously the party supporting the freebies culture, which romps
home to victory. So, it is manifest that as it is generally believed
the median voters support the freebies, most of the parties think
that if they promise freebies in their electoral manifestos, the
‘median’ voters will fetch them electoral victory.
Who’s going to bell the cat?
As far as freebies are concerned, most parties are operating
according to the theories aforesaid. So, more or less all parties
have fallen into the groove of freebies, leaving none able to bell
the cat.
The messages that the theories elaborated above drive home
poignantly is that unless a consensus is reached by all parties on
the need for weeding out unwanted freebies, the syndrome
cannot totally be eliminated. The need of the hour is to make
assiduous concerted efforts to make all parties reach a consensus
on this count. The efforts will pay off in the long run.
But the catch is that the people long accustomed to the freebies
will not, all of a sudden, shed their habit. The major reason is the
feeling of stagnation in the individual and social mindset. Most
people are unaware of how much financial resources are being
wasted to keep promises of freebies.
The people should be awakened to the issue of freebies. A
situation should be created so as to make the rich forego the

freebies. The really deserving people in dire need of freebies
should be identified through the panchayats, members of the
Legislative Assembly and Parliament, prominent honest
politicians and non-governmental organisations. Assiduous
researches backed up by data should be undertaken to formulate
policies on freebies. To top it all, measures should be taken to
expedite the process of increasing job opportunities. Then only
the unwanted and unwarranted freebies can be eliminated.
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