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1. Introduction :

Populist Policies Have Become a Defining Feature of Governance Across Indian States in
Recent Decades. With Rising Socio-Economic Disparities, Persistent Poverty, Unemployment,
And Regional Inequalities, State Governments Have Increasingly Turned to Welfare-Oriented
and Populist Interventions to Address Citizens’ Immediate Needs and Consolidate Political
Support. These Policies Include Subsidized Food Grains, Electricity, Water Supply, Healthcare
Services, Education Assistance, Housing Schemes, Loan Waivers, And Direct Cash Transfers. In A
Diverse and Unequal Society Like India, Populist Policies Are Often Presented as Instruments of
Social Justice and Inclusive Development.

India’s Federal Structure Grants Considerable Autonomy to State Governments in
Designing and Implementing Welfare Policies. This Autonomy Has Led to Wide Variations in
Populist Strategies Across States, Both in Scale and Scope. Political Regimes—Shaped by Party
Ideology, Leadership Style, Electoral Competition, And Institutional Capacity—Play A Critical
Role in Determining the Nature of Welfare Governance. Electoral Democracy Further Amplifies
the Role of Populist Policies, As Political Parties Increasingly Rely on Tangible and Immediate
Benefits to Attract Voter Support.

Supporters Argue That Populist Policies Empower Marginalized Communities, Expand
Social Protection, And Strengthen Democratic Participation. Critics, However, Contend That
Excessive Reliance on Populism Can Undermine Fiscal Discipline, Weaken Institutional
Accountability, And Prioritize Short-Term Political Gains Over Sustainable Development. This
Research Paper Examines Populist Policies Across Indian States, Focusing on The Interplay
Between Political Regimes and Welfare Governance, And Seeks to Understand How These
Policies Shape Governance Outcomes and State-Citizen Relationships.

2. Populism And Political Regimes in India

In The Indian Context, Populism Is Primarily Policy-Driven Rather Than Ideologically
Radical. It Is Manifested Through Welfare Measures That Promise Direct, Visible Benefits to
Citizens, Especially Economically and Socially Marginalized Groups. Unlike Some Populist
Movements in Other Democracies, Indian Populism Largely Operates Within Constitutional and
Democratic Frameworks.

Political Regimes Strongly Influence the Character and Scope of Populist Policies. States
Governed by Regional Parties Often Embed Populist Initiatives Within Broader Narratives of
Regional Identity, Social Justice, And Historical Redress. Conversely, States Under National
Parties Tend to Adapt Populist Measures According to Local Socio-Economic Conditions and
Electoral Imperatives. Leadership-Centric Regimes Often Personalize Welfare Delivery, Linking
Schemes to Individual Leaders to Reinforce Political Loyalty.

Institutional Capacity and Political Stability Are Additional Determinants of Populist
Governance. States With Strong Bureaucracies and Stable Governments Can Implement
Structured and Sustainable Welfare Programs. Conversely, Regions Marked by Political

87



International Journal of Academic Research P-ISSN: 2348-7666: Impact Factor: 7.215
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Homepage: https://www.ijar.org.in/
Attribution 4.0 International License [CC BY 4.0] Volume-13, Issue-1(3), Jan-Mar-2026

Instability or Weak Administrative Structures May Rely On Ad Hoc Populist Measures,
Prioritizing Short-Term Visibility Over Long-Term Impact.
3. Welfare Governance as A Platform For Populism

Welfare Governance Provides the Primary Platform for Populist Politics in India.
Governments Utilize Welfare Programs Not Only to Address Material Deprivation but Also to
Signal Responsiveness and Political Commitment. Citizens Increasingly Expect Direct State
Intervention in Ensuring Livelihoods, Health, Education, And Social Security.
Populist Welfare Governance Has Transformed State-Citizen Interactions. Citizens Increasingly
View the State as A Provider of Entitlements Rather Than Merely a Regulator. This Shift Has
Enhanced Political Participation Among Marginalized Groups but Also Raises Concerns
Regarding Dependency, Entitlement Politics, And the Sustainability of Welfare Provisions.
4. Sectoral Dimensions of Populist Policies
4.1 Education

Education Has Historically Been a Major Focus of Populist Interventions Across Indian
States. Policies Such As Free Textbooks, Uniforms, Scholarships, Fee Reimbursements, And Mid-
Day Meal Programs Aim to Reduce Financial Barriers and Improve Access for Disadvantaged
Communities. These Programs Have Contributed to Higher Enrollment and Retention,
Particularly at The Primary And Secondary Levels.
However, Education-Focused Populism Often Emphasizes Access Over Quality. Challenges
Remain in Improving Learning Outcomes, Teacher Training, Infrastructure, And Bridging Digital
Divides. Populist Policies, While Expanding Access, Require Complementary Investment in
Institutional Capacity, Curriculum Enhancement, And Quality Control for Long-Term
Effectiveness.
4.2 Health

Health Sector Populism Has Expanded Through Free Healthcare Services, Health
Insurance Schemes, And Subsidized Medicines. These Measures Have Reduced Out-Of-Pocket
Expenditures and Improved Healthcare Access for Low-Income Households. During Public
Health Emergencies, Such As Pandemics, Populist Interventions Have Provided Immediate Relief
and Medical Support.
Despite These Gains, Financial Sustainability, Service Quality, And Administrative Efficiency
Remain Major Concerns. Unequal Regional Implementation and Shortages of Skilled Personnel
Limit the Long-Term Effectiveness of Populist Health Policies.
4.3 Food Security

Food Security Initiatives Constitute One of The Most Enduring Forms of Welfare
Populism in India. Subsidized Food Distribution and Free Meal Schemes Have Addressed Hunger
and Nutritional Insecurity Among Vulnerable Populations. Such Programs Reinforce the State’s
Role in Ensuring Citizens’ Basic Survival Needs.
Challenges Include Targeting Errors, Leakage, Rising Fiscal Costs, And Concerns Over
Nutritional Adequacy. Efficient Implementation Remains a Critical Policy Concern.
4.4 Housing and Basic Services

Populist Policies Regarding Housing, Electricity, Water, And Sanitation Aim to Improve
Living Standards and Social Inclusion. These Measures, While Essential for Human Dignity, Place
Significant Demands on State Finances and Service Delivery Mechanisms. States Must Balance
Short-Term Populist Benefits with Long-Term Infrastructure Development to Ensure
Sustainability.
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4.5 Social Protection and Cash Transfers

Direct Benefit Transfers, Pensions, And Targeted Income Support Schemes Have
Become Increasingly Common in Indian States. These Policies Provide Immediate Financial
Relief and Household Security. Critics, However, Warn That Excessive Reliance on Cash
Transfers May Create Dependency and Divert Attention from Structural Reforms Such as
Employment Generation and Skill Development.

5. Comparative Patterns Across Indian States

A Comparative Analysis of Indian States Reveals Considerable Variation in Populist
Approaches and Outcomes. Some States, Particularly Those with Strong Regional Parties, Have A
Long Tradition of Welfare Populism Rooted in Social Reform Movements. Other States Have
Adopted Populist Measures More Recently, Often in Response to Electoral Competition. Political
Stability, Leadership Continuity, And Institutional Capacity Significantly Influence the
Effectiveness of Populist Governance.

Fiscal Capacity Emerges as A Key Determinant Of Sustainability. States With Strong
Revenue Bases and Prudent Fiscal Management Can Maintain Welfare Commitments Without
Compromising Long-Term Development Expenditure. Fiscally Constrained States Struggle to
Balance Populist Promises with Other Developmental Priorities.

Administrative Efficiency Also Plays a Crucial Role. Well-Functioning Bureaucracies
Facilitate Better Targeting, Monitoring, And Implementation of Welfare Programs, Whereas
Weak Institutions Create Gaps and Reduce Policy Effectiveness.

6. Political Implications of Populist Governance

Populist Policies Have Reshaped Electoral Politics in Indian States by Redefining Voter
Expectations. Welfare Delivery Has Become a Key Criterion for Political Evaluation, Influencing
Voting Behavior and Party Strategies. Populism Has Enhanced the Political Visibility of
Marginalized Communities and Increased Their Bargaining Power Within Democratic Processes.
However, The Personalization of Welfare Delivery Raises Concerns About Democratic
Accountability. Concentration Of Power in Executive Leadership and Politicization of Welfare
Schemes Can Blur the Line Between Governance and Electoral Campaigning.

7. Economic And Governance Challenges

While Populist Policies Provide Immediate Social Benefits, They Pose Significant
Economic and Governance Challenges. Rising Welfare Expenditures Strain State Budgets,
Potentially Crowding Out Investment in Infrastructure, Education, And Productive Sectors.
Fiscal Stress Reduces Policy Flexibility and Increases Dependency on Central Transfers.
Administrative Challenges Include Bureaucratic Overload, Coordination Difficulties, And
Monitoring Constraints. Ensuring Transparency, Accountability, And Efficiency in Large-Scale
Welfare Programs Is Essential to Maintain Credibility and Sustainability.

8. Reimagining Populism and Welfare Governance

The Key Challenge Lies Not in Abandoning Populist Policies but In Reimagining Them
Within a Framework of Sustainable Development. Integrating Welfare Measures with Long-
Term Strategies for Employment Generation, Skill Development, Healthcare Infrastructure, And
Education Quality Is Essential. Strengthening Institutions, Improving Fiscal Discipline, And
Designing Efficient Policies Can Help Balance Social Protection with Economic Growth and
Sustainability.

9. Conclusion
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Populist Policies Across Indian States Reflect a Complex Interplay Between Political
Regimes, Democratic Pressures, And Welfare Governance. These Policies Have Expanded Access
to Essential Services, Strengthened State-Citizen Relationships, And Addressed Immediate
Socio-Economic Needs. However, They Also Raise Concerns Regarding Fiscal Sustainability,
Institutional Capacity, And Long-Term Developmental Planning. Populism In Indian State
Politics Should Be Understood Both as A Response to Structural Inequalities and As a Strategic
Adaptation to Democratic Competition. A Balanced Approach That Combines Social Protection
with Sustainable Governance Reforms Is Essential for The Future of Welfare Governance in

India.
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