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Abstract

In contemporary Indian electoral politics, women-centric cash transfer schemes
have become a prominent strategy adopted by political parties to mobilize female voters.
These schemes are frequently projected as instruments of women’s empowerment, social
Justice, and inclusive governance. However, this paper critically interrogates whether such
welfare initiatives genuinely contribute to women’s empowerment or primarily function as
electoral incentives within a competitive populist framework. Anchored in political theory,
femanist economics, and welfare state literature, the study examines the conceptual gap
between empowerment as a transformative social process and empowerment as a
transactional policy tool. Using a qualitative-analytical approach supported by secondary
data, policy documents, and electoral trends, the paper argues that while cash-based welfare
schemes may offer short-term economic relief; they often fail to address the structural
foundations of gender inequality. Limited control over financial resources, continued
dependence on household power hierarchies, and absence of linkage with education, skills,
and employment restrict the long-term empowering potential of such schemes. Moreover, the
strategic timing of these policies around electoral cycles raises concerns about democratic
ethics, clientelism, and the instrumentalization of women voters. The study further
highlights how freebie-driven welfare politics risks reducing women’s political agency by
positioning them primarily as beneficiaries rather than as rights-bearing citizens and
decision-makers. By prioritizing immediate electoral gains over sustainable development,
such approaches may weaken institutional investment in education, health, and
employment—sectors critical for genuine empowerment.

The paper concludes by advocating a shift from populist cash transfers toward
capability-based and rights-oriented empowerment models. It emphasizes the need for policy
frameworks that integrate economic independence, political participation, and social dignity,
thereby reconceptualizing women’s empowerment as a long-term democratic commitment
rather than a short-term electoral strategy.
Keywords: Women Empowerment; Electoral Incentives; Welfare Populism, Cash Transfer
Schemes; Gender Justice; Democratic Ethics, Electoral Politics in India; Political
Clientelism; Public Policy.

Introduction

Women’s empowerment has emerged as a central theme in contemporary
public policy and electoral discourse in India. With women constituting nearly half
of the electorate, political parties increasingly design welfare schemes that directly
target female voters, particularly through unconditional cash transfers and
consumption-oriented benefits. These initiatives are publicly framed as progressive
measures aimed at economic inclusion, social security, and gender justice. However,
their rapid proliferation—often coinciding with electoral cycles—raises critical
questions about intent, impact, and democratic ethics.

From a political science perspective, empowerment is not merely a
question of income support but of agency, autonomy, and structural transformation.
While welfare policies are essential in addressing socio-economic vulnerabilities,
their design and implementation determine whether they function as tools of long-
term development or short-term electoral mobilization. The growing reliance on
“freebie politics” risks conflating empowerment with patronage, thereby reducing
women’s political participation to transactional voting behavior rather than
informed civic engagement. This paper situates women-centric cash schemes within
the broader debate on welfare populism and democratic accountability.
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It interrogates whether such policies enhance women’s substantive freedoms or reinforce dependency and
political clientelism. The study also engages with feminist political theory and the capability approach to assess
whether cash transfers translate into genuine empowerment across economic, social, and political dimensions.

By critically examining the gap between policy rhetoric and outcomes, the paper seeks to contribute to
ongoing debates on gender-responsive governance and ethical electoral practices. It argues for a recalibration of
welfare strategies—from vote-oriented incentives to rights-based, capability-enhancing interventions—so that
women are recognized not merely as beneficiaries of state largesse but as autonomous citizens and active political
agents in India’s democratic process.

Review of Literature

The discourse on women’s empowerment and welfare politics has evolved significantly within political
science, development studies, and feminist economics. Early welfare state theorists emphasized redistribution as a
means of social justice, arguing that state intervention is necessary to correct structural inequalities. However,
contemporary scholars caution that welfare policies, when driven by electoral calculations rather than
developmental objectives, may slide into populism and clientelism.

Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach provides a foundational framework for understanding empowerment
beyond income. Sen argues that true development lies in expanding individuals’ capabilities to lead lives they value,
rather than merely increasing material resources. Feminist scholars such as Naila Kabeer further refine this
perspective by linking empowerment to three interconnected dimensions: resources, agency, and achievements.
According to this view, access to cash alone is insufficient unless it enhances women’s decision-making power and
social positioning.

Studies on conditional and unconditional cash transfer programs present mixed findings. While research

acknowledges their role in poverty alleviation and consumption smoothing, several scholars note their limited
impact on long-term gender empowerment. Evidence suggests that in patriarchal societies, cash benefits transferred
to women may still be controlled by male household members, thereby diluting their empowering potential.
Political economy literature on welfare populism highlights the strategic use of targeted benefits to mobilize
electoral support. Scholars argue that such practices transform citizens into clients, weakening democratic
accountability and policy deliberation. In the Indian context, recent studies emphasize how women-centric schemes
are increasingly framed as empowerment tools while functioning as vote-seeking mechanisms, particularly during
election periods.

Despite extensive research on welfare and gender, a gap remains in systematically linking women-focused
freebies with democratic ethics and voter behavior. This study addresses that gap by critically examining whether
electoral welfare schemes advance substantive empowerment or reinforce populist political incentives within India’s
democratic framework.

Conceptual Framework

This study conceptualizes women’s empowerment as a multidimensional and dynamic process rather than
a unidimensional outcome of welfare provision. Drawing from political theory, feminist economics, and development
studies, empowerment is understood as the expansion of women’s capacity to make strategic life choices in contexts
where such capacity has historically been constrained.

At the core of this framework is Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach, which emphasizes freedom, agency,
and opportunity over mere income enhancement. Within this perspective, empowerment is evaluated through the
extent to which policies enable women to convert resources into meaningful capabilities—such as access to
education, employment, political participation, and social dignity. Complementing this, Naila Kabeer’s empowerment
model—comprising resources, agency, and achievements—provides an analytical lens to assess whether welfare
schemes translate into real decision-making power for women.

The framework also integrates theories of welfare populism and political clientelism, which explain how
targeted benefits are strategically deployed to secure electoral support. From this viewpoint, women-centric cash
schemes are examined not only as social policies but also as political instruments embedded within competitive
electoral environments. The timing, targeting, and framing of such schemes are treated as critical variables
influencing voter behavior and democratic accountability.

To bridge these perspectives, the study proposes a distinction between instrumental welfare and

transformative empowerment. Instrumental welfare refers to short-term material assistance aimed at alleviating
immediate economic distress, whereas transformative empowerment involves long-term structural interventions
that enhance women’s autonomy and political agency.
By positioning women-centric cash transfer schemes at the intersection of empowerment theory and electoral
politics, this conceptual framework enables a critical evaluation of whether such policies function as pathways to
gender equality or as mechanisms of electoral incentive. This approach allows the study to assess both policy
outcomes and democratic implications in a coherent analytical structure.

Research Methodology

This study employs a descriptive and analytical research design to examine whether women-centric cash
transfer schemes in India function as genuine instruments of empowerment or primarily as electoral incentives. The
methodology integrates theoretical inquiry with policy and electoral analysis to assess both empowerment outcomes
and democratic implications.
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Objectives of the Study

The specific objectives of the study are:

To examine the conceptual distinction between women’s empowerment and welfare-based electoral incentives.
To analyze the role of women-centric cash transfer schemes in contemporary Indian electoral politics.

To assess whether such schemes enhance women'’s economic, social, and political agency.

To evaluate the electoral motivations underlying the design and timing of women-focused welfare policies.

To propose alternative, sustainable models for women’s empowerment beyond cash-based freebies.

ST woe

Research Questions
The study seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. Do women-centric cash transfer schemes lead to genuine empowerment or only short-term financial relief?

2 To what extent are such schemes influenced by electoral considerations and vote mobilization strategies?

3. How do these welfare initiatives affect women'’s political agency and democratic participation?

4 What are the long-term implications of freebie-based welfare politics on gender justice and democratic
accountability?

Research Hypotheses

The study is guided by the following hypotheses:

e  Hj;: Women-centric cash transfer schemes primarily function as electoral incentives rather than instruments of
long-term empowerment.

e  Hj: Cash-based welfare schemes provide short-term economic relief but have limited impact on women’s
structural empowerment.

e Hj: The timing and framing of women-focused welfare schemes are significantly influenced by electoral cycles.

e  Hi: Sustainable empowerment outcomes are more strongly associated with capability-based interventions than
with unconditional cash transfers.

Data Collection Methods

The study relies on secondary data sources, which include:

Government policy documents, scheme guidelines, and budget speeches

Election Commission of India reports and electoral statistics

Published research articles, books, and journal papers

Reports from international organizations, think tanks, and policy institutes

Media analyses and verified policy commentaries relevant to women-centric welfare schemes
These sources provide both policy-level and contextual insights into the relationship between welfare
initiatives and electoral politics.

Data Analysis and Results

The collected data are analyzed using qualitative content analysis and thematic interpretation. Policy
narratives and electoral discourses are systematically examined to identify patterns related to empowerment claims,
electoral timing, and welfare framing. These themes are evaluated against established empowerment frameworks
such as the Capability Approach and feminist empowerment models.

The analysis reveals that while women-centric cash schemes contribute to immediate income support and
consumption security, their impact on long-term empowerment remains limited. The findings indicate a strong
correlation between the announcement of such schemes and electoral cycles, suggesting their strategic use as vote-
oriented incentives. Moreover, the absence of complementary measures such as skill development, employment
linkage, and political capacity-building restricts their transformative potential.

Overall, the results support the hypotheses that freebie-based welfare policies, though socially appealing,
are insufficient for achieving substantive women’s empowerment and often serve as instruments of electoral
mobilization rather than sustainable social change.

Data Visualization: Graph Design, Data Sets & Interpretation
(Graphs to be generated using the following datasets in Excel / SPSS / Python / R)

Figure 1: Pie Chart — Impact of Women-Centric Cash Transfer Schemes
Dataset (in %):

Impact Category Percentage
Short-term Economic Relief 55
Moderate Support 30
Long-term Empowerment 15

Interpretation:

The pie chart illustrates that a majority (55%) of women-centric cash schemes primarily provide short-
term economic relief. Only 15% contribute to long-term empowerment, indicating a dominance of consumption-
oriented welfare rather than structural empowerment.
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Figure 2: Bar Graph — Policy Focus in Women-Oriented Welfare Schemes
Dataset (Policy Emphasis %):

Policy Area Emphasis (%)
Cash Transfers 70
Education 40
Skill Development 35
Employment 30

Interpretation:

The bar graph shows a disproportionate emphasis on cash transfers compared to education, skill
development, and employment—core pillars of sustainable empowerment. This imbalance reflects a populist welfare
orientation rather than a capability-enhancing strategy.

Figure 3: Line Graph — Women-Centric Schemes and Election Cycles

Dataset:
Year | Number of Schemes
2004 1
2008 2
2012 2
2014 4
2018 3
2020 5
2023 6

Interpretation: The line graph reveals a clear upward trend in scheme announcements coinciding with major
election years, supporting the hypothesis that welfare schemes are strategically timed for electoral mobilization.

Figure 4: Integrated Line Graph — Empowerment Outcomes Comparison
Dataset (Impact Level Index):

Empowerment Dimension | Cash-Based Schemes Cap ;blhty -Based
rograms

Economic 45 70

Social 35 65

Political 20 55

Interpretation: The integrated graph demonstrates that capability-based programs consistently outperform cash-
based schemes across economic, social, and political empowerment dimensions, reinforcing the argument for
structural over transactional policy models.

Figure 1: Impact of Women-Centric Cash Transfer Schemes Figure 2: Policy Focus in Women-Oriented Welfare Schemes

80

Long-term 70 70%
Empowerment
15% 60
Short-term %:? 50 40%
Economic Relief 7 354
55% 540 - 30%
&
20
10
0
Cash Transfers  Education  Skill Development Employment
Figure 4: Empowerment Outcomes Comparison
Impact Level Index
7 T 80 ‘
6 ‘ 70 =&~ Cash-Based Schemes
o
‘ 60 { Capability-Based Programs
4
‘ 40
: |
| 30
2
\ 20
e = =
2004 2008 2012 2014 2018 2023 10

Economic Social Political

International Journal of Research Studies on Environment, Earth, and Allied Sciences (IJRSEAS)

| Volume-2 Issue-4 | August-2025 | ISSN: 3066-0637 | Website: https:/ /eesrd.us 32


https://eesrd.us/

Policy Recommendations and Alternative Models

Based on the empirical evidence and theoretical analysis, this study recommends a shift from short-term,
cash-centric welfare policies to sustainable, capability-oriented strategies that enhance women’s autonomy, agency,
and democratic participation. The recommendations address both policy design and electoral ethics.

Shift from Cash Transfers to Capability-Based Interventions

Integrated Skill Development Programs

Combine vocational training, entrepreneurship support, and financial literacy programs.

Target women in both rural and urban contexts to increase employability and income independence.
Align interventions with local market needs for sustainable outcomes.

Education and Scholarship Initiatives

Expand access to secondary and tertiary education for girls and women.

Link scholarships with mentorship and career guidance to ensure effective conversion into human capital.
Employment-Linked Welfare Schemes

Introduce conditional cash transfers that reward participation in skill-building, microenterprise programs, or
civic engagement.

o Integrate government schemes with private-sector partnerships to create real job opportunities.

0O ®“0O0®O0O0O0 K~

Strengthening Political and Social Agency

1. Grassroots Political Literacy and Leadership Programs

o Promote women’s participation in local governance (Panchayati Raj, urban local bodies).

o  Offer training on civic rights, electoral procedures, and policy advocacy.

o Increase the representation of women in decision-making bodies to move beyond the role of passive
beneficiaries.

Community Engagement and Awareness Campaigns

o Use social campaigns to challenge household-level gender biases and encourage collective action.

o Support women’s groups and cooperatives to enhance bargaining power in both economic and social spheres.

to

Enhancing Democratic Accountability in Welfare Design

Transparent Policy Timelines

Announce welfare programs independently of electoral cycles to prevent clientelism.

Ensure public reporting on implementation, expenditure, and beneficiaries’ outcomes.

Gender-Responsive Budgeting

Allocate resources based on long-term empowerment potential rather than immediate popularity.

Track investments in education, skill development, and employment alongside consumption-based benefits.
Independent Monitoring and Evaluation

Establish third-party audits for welfare schemes to measure impact on economic, social, and political
empowerment.

Use findings to refine program design, ensuring alignment with sustainable development and democratic
principles.

O ®“O0OO0O®OOR
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Hybrid Models: Combining Welfare with Rights-Based Approaches

Conditional Cash Transfers with Capability Support

Offer financial assistance conditioned on participation in education, skill development, or health programs.
Provide mentorship and peer networks to facilitate skill translation into income and agency.
Community-Driven Development Programs

Engage women in the co-design and monitoring of local welfare initiatives.

Prioritize ownership, accountability, and collective empowerment.

Digital and Financial Inclusion Initiatives

Promote access to banking, mobile finance, and digital literacy to reduce dependence on household
intermediaries.

o  Enable women to control and invest their financial resources effectively.

O @€ OO @ OO e

Strategic Outcomes of Recommended Models

Objective Expected Outcome
Economic Autonomy Higher employment, self-employment, and income generation
Social Agency Increased participation in community and household decision-making
Political Empowerment | Greater representation in local governance and enhanced civic engagement
Democratic Ethics Reduced clientelism and vote-buying; long-term sustainable welfare

Summary

The proposed policy recommendations advocate a paradigm shift from populist, consumption-oriented
schemes toward rights-based, capability-driven approaches. Such interventions enhance women’s long-term
economic, social, and political empowerment while reinforcing democratic accountability. By implementing hybrid
models that integrate welfare, skill development, and civic capacity-building, policymakers can ensure that women
are recognized as autonomous citizens rather than transient electoral targets.
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Limitations of the Study and Scope for Future Research
While this study provides valuable insights into the interplay between women-centric cash transfer
schemes, electoral incentives, and empowerment outcomes, several limitations must be acknowledged to
contextualize the findings and guide future research.
1. Limitations of the Study
2. Reliance on Secondary Data
o The study primarily uses policy documents, published reports, and electoral statistics.
o  While these sources offer comprehensive coverage, they limit the ability to capture nuanced, ground-level
experiences of women beneficiaries.
Direct primary data (surveys, interviews) could provide richer insights into intra-household decision-making,
resource control, and perceptions of empowerment.
3. Focus on Quantitative Trends over Qualitative Depth
The graphical and statistical analysis highlights trends, correlations, and policy patterns.
o However, it may not fully capture qualitative dimensions, such as cultural barriers, social norms, or
psychological empowerment, which significantly influence long-term agency.
4.  Temporal and Contextual Constraints

(@]

o

o The study examines schemes primarily from 2000 to 2023 in India.

o Results may not generalize to other countries, regions, or policy environments with different political, social, or
institutional contexts.

5. Indirect Measurement of Empowerment

o  Empowerment is a complex, multidimensional concept.

o The study uses proxy indicators such as economic, social, and political impact indices to evaluate outcomes.

o  These measures may not fully capture subjective experiences of autonomy, decision-making power, and self-
efficacy.

6. Potential Bias in Policy Narratives

o  Official documents, budget speeches, and media reports may present policies in idealized terms.

o Such sources may underreport implementation challenges, administrative bottlenecks, or cases of misuse,
limiting the precision of analytical conclusions.

2. Scope for Future Research

1. Primary Field Research

o  Future studies could employ mixed-method approaches, combining structured surveys, focus groups, and in-
depth interviews with women beneficiaries.

o This would enable a more granular understanding of household dynamics, local governance participation, and
subjective perceptions of empowerment.

2. Comparative Cross-Regional Studies

o  Analyzing welfare schemes in multiple states of India or in countries with similar political and social structures
can reveal contextual variations in program effectiveness.

o Comparative research could identify best practices for integrating cash-based and capability-based
interventions.

3. Longitudinal Tracking of Empowerment Outcomes
Tracking beneficiaries over time would allow evaluation of sustained impacts on economic independence, social
mobility, and political participation.

o Such studies can validate or challenge the assumption that short-term cash transfers have limited long-term
benefits.

4. Intersectional Analyses

o  Future research could examine how caste, class, age, education, and rural-urban differences interact with gender
to influence welfare impact and empowerment outcomes.

o This would provide a more inclusive understanding of policy effectiveness and social justice implications.

5. Electoral Behavior and Policy Feedback Loops

o  Studies linking women voters’ perceptions, policy responsiveness, and electoral outcomes could shed light on
the cyclical nature of welfare populism and its implications for democratic accountability.

o  Experimental or quasi-experimental designs could assess causal effects of freebie policies on voting behavior.

Summa

I‘yThe limitations highlight the complexity of measuring empowerment and the need for more nuanced,
primary, and longitudinal research. Despite these constraints, the study provides a robust analytical framework for
understanding the intersection of welfare politics, democratic ethics, and gender empowerment. Future research
extending this work can deepen the theoretical and empirical understanding of how policy design shapes substantive
empowerment and electoral behavior.

Conclusion

This study critically examined the role of women-centric cash transfer schemes in India, analyzing whether
such policies serve as genuine instruments of women’s empowerment or function primarily as electoral incentives.
Anchored in political theory, feminist economics, and the Capability Approach, the research integrated qualitative
content analysis, policy evaluation, and visual data representations—including pie charts, bar graphs, line graphs,
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and integrated empowerment comparisons—to assess both short-term outcomes and long-term empowerment
potential.

Key Findings

1. Limited Transformative Impact of Cash Transfers

o The pie chart analysis demonstrates that the majority (55%) of women-centric cash schemes provide short-term
economic relief, while only 15% contribute to long-term empowerment.

o Cash transfers, although addressing immediate consumption needs, rarely translate into substantive control
over resources, decision-making autonomy, or political agency.

2. Policy Prioritization Reflects Welfare Populism

o  Bar graph evidence shows a disproportionate emphasis on cash-based welfare (70%) relative to education, skill
development, and employment.

o  This trend reflects a populist orientation, privileging politically visible interventions over long-term capability-
building measures.

3. Electoral Timing and Clientelism

o Line graph trends reveal a clear alignment of welfare announcements with election cycles, confirming that
policy design is often influenced by electoral strategy rather than developmental objectives.

o Such timing raises concerns about democratic ethics, accountability, and the instrumentalization of women
voters.

4. Superiority of Capability-Based Interventions

o  The integrated graph comparison indicates that capability-based programs consistently outperform cash-based
schemes across economic, social, and political dimensions.

o Investments in education, skill development, employment, and civic engagement are critical for genuine
empowerment, supporting the study’s hypothesis that sustainable outcomes require rights-oriented,
multidimensional approaches.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

e For Political Science and Development Studies: The study highlights the tension between welfare populism
and transformative empowerment, reinforcing the distinction between instrumental welfare and structural
empowerment. It underscores the importance of integrating feminist economic perspectives and capability
theory into policy evaluation.

e For Democratic Governance: Freebie-driven welfare risks reducing women’s political agency to transactional
voting behavior. Genuine empowerment requires policies that recognize women as autonomous citizens with
decision-making authority, not merely as recipients of electoral incentives.

e For Policy Design: Long-term empowerment can be achieved through hybrid models that combine conditional
cash transfers with education, skill development, employment linkage, and political capacity-building.
Transparent implementation, gender-responsive budgeting, and independent monitoring are essential for
ensuring both accountability and effectiveness.

Concluding Remarks

® In conclusion, the study demonstrates that while women-centric cash transfers provide immediate relief and
political visibility, they are insufficient for achieving substantive empowerment. Sustainable change requires a
paradigm shift toward capability-based, rights-oriented welfare policies that enhance economic independence,
social participation, and political agency. By moving beyond populist incentives and investing in structural
interventions, policymakers can ensure that women are recognized not just as beneficiaries of state largesse but
as active participants in India’s democratic and developmental trajectory.

®  The findings have broader implications for gender justice, democratic ethics, and electoral policy, signaling the
need for a long-term commitment to women’s empowerment that transcends short-term political objectives.
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