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Abstract 
This thesis is concerned with the food security of low-income, internal migrants in 

India. Based on a quantitative survey as well as qualitative fieldwork conducted in one 

of India’s biggest cities, Bangalore, it explores the relationship between internal 

migration and the access to food of migrant households at their destination of migration. 

The main research question raised in this thesis is: How does internal migration affect 

the access to food of migrant households in urban India? 

In 2013, access to food became a legal right in India. The National Food Security Act 

reinforced the pledge of the Government to provide food and nutritional security for its 

citizens. The Act converted into legal entitlements the provisions of some of the largest 

food security programs in the World; the Public Distribution System (PDS), the 

Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS), and the Mid Day Meal (MDM) 

scheme. Despite food security being high on the political agenda, the Indian state has 

failed to ensure that every Indian has enough food to eat. One of the most common 

debates around the short-comings of the food security programs concerns whether their 

entitlements should be targeted or universal in scope. This thesis contributes to this 

debate, and aims to provide one piece to the puzzle of paradoxes that surrounds the 

persistency of food insecurity in India. 

This thesis shows that internal migrants face exclusion from the targeted food security 

program at their migration destination, thus affecting their access to food through social 

support entitlements. It finds that there is a link between migrant status and exclusion 

from the targeted food security program, while the same is not the case for the universal 

programs. The thesis argues that the informality and mobility of internal migrants’ 

livelihoods conflict with the state practices employed in the targeted program, while the 

mode of delivery used in the universal programs provides better prospects for mediating 

informality and mobility. Furthermore, it argues that internal migrants’ own agency, 

their livelihoods, and other non-state influences also are important to consider if we are 

to understand the outcome of their food security entitlements in different contexts.  
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1 Introduction  
In 2015, world leaders adopted the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), and committed to end hunger and achieve food security for all by 2030. SDG 

number 2, “zero hunger”, recognizes that hunger, food insecurity and malnutrition 

remain huge barriers to achieve sustainable development. According to The State of 

Food Security and Nutrition in the World report of 2017, it is estimated that 815 million 

people globally are undernourished (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO 2017, ii). 

Succeeding on the goal to achieve food security for all by 2030 will require continued 

attention and focused efforts, especially in Asia and Africa (UN-DESA n.d.). 

Over a fifth of the World’s undernourished people live in India. 190 million people, or 

about 14.5 percent of India’s population, are estimated to be undernourished. 

Furthermore, it is estimated that one fifth of Indian children are wasted and 38 percent 

are stunted, 1 and that around half of Indian women in reproductive age are anemic 

(FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO 2017, 80, 89). The disreputable prevalence of 

food insecurity and hunger has been high on the political agenda for a long time in 

India. In 2013, the Indian Parliament passed the National Food Security Act, making 

access to food a legal right. Despite these efforts, the 2017 Global Hunger Index ranked 

India in the category of nations where severity of hunger is considered serious (von 

Grebmer et al. 2017, 12). Thus, it is crucial to increase the understanding of India’s 

contradictory food insecurity, if hunger is to be ended globally by 2030. 

This thesis is concerned with the food security of low-income, internal migrants in India 

– a group considered vulnerable to food insecurity and exclusion from social support. 

Based on a quantitative survey as well as my own qualitative field work conducted in 

one of India’s biggest cities, Bangalore, it explores the relationship between internal 

migration and the access to food of households in an urban context. The aim of the 

thesis is to provide a piece to the puzzle of paradoxes that surrounds the persistency of 

food insecurity in India – a democratic country that has experienced increased food 

production, high economic growth rates, and which in 2013 passed the National Food 

Security Act, aiming to ensure all Indian citizen’s “access to adequate quantity of 

                                                 
1 Wasting and stunting are indicators for measuring undernutrition among children. Wasting refers to 
having low weight for height, while stunting refers to having low height for age. 
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quality food at affordable prices, (…) to live a life with dignity” (The Gazette of India 

2013, 1). Why has the Indian state, despite its declared intention of ensuring the food 

security of its population, failed to help internal migrants become food secure? 

1.1 Food security 
Food security is a concept used in the development sector and in academic literature to 

describe and analyze the complexities of a situation where people do – or more 

commonly do not – have enough food to eat. As pointed out by Westengen (2012), the 

food security concept has been far from straight-forward to define, and is “both a story 

of successive refinement and a bush-like growth from which many overlapping and 

competing versions co-exists today” (2). However, the currently most influential and 

well-known definition, which stems from the 1996 World Food Summit, is that food 

security is 

“a situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and 
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO 
2001, 49).  

The opposite of this situation,  food insecurity, exists when people experience that they 

either chronically, seasonally or temporary “lack secure access to sufficient amounts of 

safe and nutritious food for normal growth and development and an active, healthy life” 

(FAO 2001, 49). Malnutrition and hunger is the result of serious and long-term food 

insecurity. 

What causes food insecurity has been an uncertain and contested issue, influenced by 

trends and paradigms in development and academic circles. However, to understand 

what factors are important to avoid food insecurity, a useful starting point is what the 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) suggests as the four 

dimensions of food security: availability, access, utilization and stability (FAO 2006, 1). 

Availability refers to the physical availability of food, and addresses the amount of food 

being produced as well as the way food is supplied and distributed. Access addresses the 

abilities of individuals to acquire food through adequate resources, for instance income 

and social support, given the legal, political, economic and social arrangements of the 

community in which they live. The utilization dimension brings out the importance of 
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non-food inputs and nutritional well-being reached through satisfactory diet, clean 

water, sanitation and health care, and stability refers to the importance of having access 

to adequate food at all times, without the risk of losing it because of shocks or cyclical 

events.  

These four dimensions are a result of debates which mainly started with the rise of the 

global food crisis in the mid-1970s. At that time, food security discussions focused on 

the availability of food (FAO 2003, 26), thought to solve the “Malthusian problem” of 

population growth. This focus emerged from what Lang and Barling (2012, 316) have 

called a “productionist policy paradigm”, centered on increased food production 

through improved technology, efficiency, investment, as well as management of land 

and distribution of food. However, in the wake of the global food crisis, the role of 

vulnerable people who experienced hunger and famine became increasingly examined 

by scholars, who found this dominant way of conceptualizing food security inadequate. 

One of the most influential of these scholars was economist Amartya Sen, who 

contributed to shift the focus of food security debates towards the demand side of the 

food chain, through his theory of entitlements. His studies of hunger and famine led to 

the realization that individuals need to have the ability to acquire food, through their 

“bundles” of different types of resources, rights and assets (entitlements), which further 

depend on society’s socio-economic structures. In addition came the realization that the 

rise in productivity during the “Green Revolution”2 did not lead to a corresponding drop 

in poverty and malnutrition levels. Today, availability of food is seen as only one of 

several preconditions to achieve food security, although it has continued to dominate 

many policy debates – as seen in the responses to the 2007-8 global food crisis (Lang 

and Barling 2012, 315).  

The four dimensions outlined above reflect the complexity of researching food security. 

When people experience food insecurity, it can be caused and influenced by multiple 

and entangled factors along these different dimensions, and at different scales, for 

instance at household, local, national or global level. For the scope of this research 

project, I have therefore chosen to focus mainly on one of these dimensions, and will 

                                                 
2 The “Green Revolution” refers to a period of large-scale technological investments and research in the 
agricultural sector in the 20th Century, which in India from the 1960s led to rapid agricultural production 
growth of mainly wheat and rice, with agricultural yields increasing about 30 percent in the 198Os 
compared to the 1970s (Drèze and Sen 2013, 27). 
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explore access to food at the level of households in an urban setting. I have chosen to 

focus on access to food, because the overall availability and supply of food is expected 

to play a minor role for household food security in this setting. Although agricultural 

exports has been falling in India compared to agricultural imports over the last years 

(Ministry of Commerce & Industry 2017, 27, 29), India is still a net exporter of food. 

This indicates that availability of produced food is not the most crucial issue for Indian 

households’ food security. Furthermore, there has been tendency to focus on availability 

and agricultural production in food security studies, and it has therefore been more 

common to do research on rural populations. Although people living in urban areas 

might not rely on their own food production, they still depend on the availability of food 

through market supply and access to food through various entitlements. In this thesis, I 

will therefore contribute towards broadening the scope of food security studies, by 

looking at the access to food of households in an urban setting in India. 

1.2 The paradoxes of India’s food insecurity 
India serves as an important and highly interesting context for food security research. 

The widespread food insecurity that exists in India today can be seen as a major 

contradiction, conflicting with common assumptions in the field of development and 

food security. First of all, India’s rise in agricultural productivity has not led to a 

corresponding drop in food insecurity and poverty. Researchers from the International 

Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) has argued that there in India exists an 

“agriculture-nutrition disconnect” (Gillespie, Harris, and Kadiyala 2012, 5, 16), and that 

there is little evidence suggesting that major agricultural-related policy reforms and 

increased agricultural production have led to substantial improvements, for instance in 

the nutritional status of women and children.  

Furthermore, India has experienced high economic growth rates during the last decades, 

without a corresponding drop in poverty rates and undernutrition levels. As pointed out 

by Jayal (2013, 174), the economic liberalization reforms initiated in the 1990s led to 

economic growth rates giving labels such as “India Rising” and “India Shining”, but 

this rise and shine was not reflected to the same extent in the country’s human 

development indicators. Drèze and Sen argue that the “history of world development 
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offers few other examples, if any, of an economy growing so fast for so long with such 

limited results in terms of reducing human deprivations” (Drèze and Sen 2013, ix). 

Another paradox is that India’s democracy has been unable to solve the prevalence of 

food insecurity. Sen has famously argued that there is less possibility for a “visible” 

disaster like a famine to occur in a democracy than in a non-democratic country, 

because of the political capabilities that citizens have to protest and raise their voice 

against the government. He claimed that no substantial famine had ever occurred in any 

independent country with a democratic form of government and a relatively free press 

(Sen 1999, 152). However, although it is unlikely that a large-scale famine would 

evolve in democratic India, the Indian state been less successful in preventing the more 

“invisible” problems of food insecurity, hunger or malnutrition. Banik (2011, 91) argues 

that although India’s democracy has prevented large-scale famines since independence, 

it has not been able to prevent chronic hunger and malnutrition.  

India’s food insecurity is also a paradox when considering that the country’s leaders 

have introduced some of the worlds’ largest social support programs aimed at 

improving food security and nutrition. In 2013, India passed the National Food Security 

Act (NFSA) converting into legal entitlements the support delivered through three 

already existing social support programs: The Public Distribution System (PDS), the 

Mid Day Meal Scheme (MDM) and the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS). 

These programs provide free or subsidized food rations, meals and nutritional 

supplements, and play an important part for the access to food of many poorer 

households in India. However, they have so far failed to deliver on the Indian state’s 

aim to provide access to food and ensure food security for all citizens – an aim 

reiterated in the 2013 NFSA.  

One of the most heated and common debates around the short-comings of the NFSA 

and the social support programs concerns whether entitlements should be targeted or 

universal. Targeting means that social support is given exclusively to a targeted group 

where individuals are selected based on their presupposed need of the services. The 

principle of universalism, on the other hand, guarantees the same social support 

entitlements to everyone, usually based on having citizenship of a nation state. 

Currently, the entitlements of the PDS are targeted, while the MDM and ICDS 

programs are universal in scope. In short, those in favor of targeted services argue that it 
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is more cost-effective to use what they see as limited resources on delivering 

entitlements only to the poor, and that such distribution can be used to reduce 

inequalities in the society. The proponents of universalism, on the other hand, argue that 

it is easier, often more efficient, and socially unifying to make entitlements universal, 

and that it avoids exclusion and inclusion “errors” that occur when poor households are 

excluded from accessing their entitlements and non-poor households are included 

although they are not entitled (Drèze and Khera 2015, 54; Drèze and Sen 2013, 195). 

The aim of this thesis is to contribute to this important and unsettled debate regarding 

these programs’ mode of delivery, and to provide a piece to the puzzle of paradoxes that 

surrounds food insecurity in India. A good starting point is to explore the access to food 

of internal migrants – a group considered vulnerable to food insecurity and exclusion 

from social support. 

1.3 Internal migration 
The term migrant can be understood in several ways, as there is no objective definition 

of migration (UNESCO 2016). The International Organization of Migration (IOM) 

defines a migrant as  

“any person who is moving or has moved across an international border or 
within a State away from his/her habitual place of residence, regardless of 
(1) the person’s legal status; (2) whether the movement is voluntary or 
involuntary; (3) what the causes for the movement are; or (4) what the length 
of the stay is” (IOM 2015).  

Thus, in its simplest form, a migrant refers to a person moving from one place to 

another. However, as implied in IOM’s definition, the term is more often used by 

adding a legal status of the migrant, stating the reason or motive behind the movement, 

and/or by defining the movement in space and time. Space is usually defined by the 

boundaries of a political or administrative unit, such as a municipality, district, state or 

country, while time can refer to months or years, but also the movement’s temporality, 

such as circular, temporary or return migration. Common ways to distinguish migrants 

by the causes of movement are by categorizing them as different types of refugees, or as 

economic, forced, displaced, family reunification, or environmental migrants.  
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For the purpose of this thesis, the terms migrant and migration will refer to internal 

migrants: people moving from one locality to another within India. The migrants of this 

study mainly move because of economic and/or environmental reasons, in search of 

work and a better life, and often due to unemployment and climate related hazards 

affecting livelihoods in their place of origin. Internal migrants can be people moving 

within one of the states of India (intra-state migrants), or people moving from one state 

to another (inter-state migrants). Both types are included in this study. Furthermore, 

when using the term “migrant status” in this thesis, I do not imply that these migrants 

have a status as migrants in the legal sense. I rather use “status” to refer to the 

categorical definition of migrant as used and defined in this thesis. 

The scale of internal migration in India is difficult to account for. As argued in a recent 

article by Chandrasekhar et al. (2017, 60), precious little is known about past and 

present trends regarding “Indians on the move”, since providing regular official 

statistics on migration has not been prioritized. However, their comparison of the 1991, 

2001 and 2011 Census of India indicates that the number of migrants as a share of the 

total population has increased steadily, with 182.6 million of the urban population and 

271.1 million of the rural population being enumerated as internal migrants in 2011 

(Chandrasekhar, Naik, and Roy 2017, 67). Intra-state migration is the dominating type 

of migration in India, but the share of inter-state migration has increased in recent years 

(Chandrasekhar and Sharma 2015, 73–74). Still, such numbers must be taken with 

precaution due to many shortcomings of the official data on migration, accounted for by 

Deshingkar and Akter (2009, 3–4), such as the tendency to underreport short term, 

seasonal and circular migration. The temporariness of such movements also makes them 

challenging to account for quantitatively. 

Nevertheless, there is much qualitative evidence to support the importance of internal 

migration for many people’s economic and social life in India (Breman 2013; Choithani 

2017; de Haan 2011, 2003; Deshingkar 2006; Deshingkar and Akter 2009; Mosse, 

Gupta, and Shah 2005). Labor migration has been a part of the livelihood strategies of 

many communities for a long time, and continues to play an important part of the lives 

of many of the poorest sections of rural India (Mosse, Gupta, and Shah 2005, 3036). 

Migrant workers are often occupied in construction, textiles, stone quarries and mines, 

brick-kilns, small-scale industries, crop transplanting and harvesting, plantations, 
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rickshaw pulling, food processing, domestic work, security services, sex work, small 

hotels and roadside restaurants/tea shops, and street vending (Deshingkar and Akter 

2009, 5). Furthermore, there are indications that agricultural distress caused by climate 

change, natural resource conflicts, new economic opportunities, as well as improved 

communications and transport networks, have created higher levels of mobility during 

the last decades (Deshingkar and Akter 2009, 1). 

Although migrant workers make enormous contributions to the Indian economy through 

their labor (Deshingkar and Akter 2009, 1), they often experience poor living and 

working conditions in the place they migrate to. Their work is often poorly paid, 

precarious and informal, and they usually live in settlements or slums that are not 

formally recognized and thus not included in public rehabilitation programs for 

improvement of sanitation and other services. Thus, although migration can be an 

import way for households to sustain their livelihoods through access to work and 

income, it can also be a source of vulnerability because of the poor conditions they face. 

Migrants can be vulnerable because of having to set out without the guarantee of a job, 

lack of effective regulation of employment conditions and absence of near relatives or 

social networks in the place they move to (Rafique, Massey, and Rogaly 2006, 5).  

Furthermore, internal migrants in India might experience obstacles in their access to 

shelter, education, health care and food, because of their informality, and a lack of 

supportive policies for migrants, discrimination at their migration destination, or the 

struggle of documenting their citizenship status through identification documents 

(UNESCO and UNICEF 2012; Abbas 2016, 152). Thus, there is a need to understand 

how India should plan for and address migration, through both new and existing 

policies. As argued by Chandrasekhar and Sharma (2015, 80), there are many gaps in 

our understanding of how internal migration in India affects the well-being of 

individuals. One of these gaps will be addressed in this thesis, more specifically by 

exploring the linkages between internal migration and access to food. 

1.4 Linking migration and food security 
Research on the relationship between migration and food security, especially in an 

urban context, remains scarce. As argued by Crush (2013) and more recently by Crush 
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and Caesar (2017), while migration and food security are both seen as critical issues 

high on the agendas in development policies and studies, they have so far remained in 

silos, resulting in a “massive disconnect between these two development agendas” 

(Crush 2013, 61). This is also the case in the Indian context. Choithani (2017, 195) 

argues in a recent paper that research on whether and how migration influences 

household food security in India has been virtually non-existent. While Choithani’s 

research contributes towards reducing this gap, his focus is predictably on the effects of 

migration on the food security of migrant households in rural areas. There has been a 

general tendency to focus on rural populations in food security research (Crush and 

Frayne 2011, 781), probably much due to the previously mentioned emphasis on 

availability and production, since food production mainly takes place in the rural areas. 

In the few studies addressing the linkages between migration and food security, the 

effects on households living in urban areas has therefore often been neglected 

(Pendleton, Crush, and Nickanor 2014, 191–192). In India, there has to my knowledge 

been few such studies, with the exception of a study by Rai and Selvaraj (2015) in the 

context of migrant laborers in Gandhinagar, the capital city of Gujarat. Thus, by 

focusing on the food security of migrant households in an urban area and at their 

migration destination, this thesis helps to challenge the rural bias in studies of food 

security and adds a contribution to an emerging field of research linking food security 

and migration. 

1.5 Purpose and main research question 
Based on the rationale presented above, the purpose of this research project has been 

three-fold: 

- To explore relationships between internal migration and the access to food of 

migrant households at their destination of migration;  

- to explain why and how such relationships might occur; and 

- to increase the understanding of migrant household’s access to food security 

entitlements at their migration destination in urban India. 

The main research question of this thesis is: 
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How does internal migration affect the access to food of migrant households in urban 

India? 

Using my theoretical framework which will be presented in chapter 3, I will in section 

3.5 further establish several sub-questions through which the main research question of 

this thesis will be pursued. I will now present the context for this research project. 

1.6 Bangalore, Karnataka 
The research of this project was carried out in Bangalore, situated on the Deccan 

Plateau in the middle of Southern India. In 2014, the city changed its official name to 

Bengaluru, but I will use Bangalore in this thesis as it is still the more commonly known 

and used name in English. Bangalore is India’s third most populous city, with a 

population estimated at 8.7 million in 2011 (Census of India 2011)3.  

 

Figure 1 Map of research location 

 

Bangalore is the capital city of Karnataka state – a state that performs around average 

on most human development indicators and poverty estimates among the Indian states. 

In recent years, the state government has in an Indian perspective been quite proactive 

                                                 
3 Population of Bangalore Urban District. 
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in improving the delivery of social support programs (Dulsrud, Kjærnes, and Austgulen 

2015, 18). However, the extent of poverty is still high. Of the state’s population, 23.6 % 

were estimated to live below the poverty line according to data from 2009-2010, 

compared to 29.8 % of the total population of India (Drèze and Sen 2013, 298). 

Bangalore is, except for its pleasant weather, best known as India’s IT capital or “The 

Silicon Valley of India”. In many ways, Bangalore represents the image of India as a 

successful “emerging economy”, with its highly skilled labor force, skyscraper 

buildings, and expensive shopping malls. However, this image hides the reality of 

Bangalore’s many slum settlements, where the poorer sections of the city reside. 

Bangalore’s population nearly doubled between 2001 and 2011 (Census of India 2011, 

2001), and the high number of migrants is stretching the city’s carrying capacity. In an 

Indian context, only Mumbai receives more migrants than Bangalore, in proportion to 

the total population (Sridhar, Reddy, and Srinath 2013, 292). It should be noted that 

these are not only unskilled, low-income migrants, but also highly skilled migrants – 

many of them working for the successful IT companies.  

Nevertheless, the high numbers of both high- and low-income migrants along with a 

rise in land prices and costs of living, has led the urban poor of Bangalore to settle in 

places with inadequate services and amenities (Sudhira, Ramachandra, and Bala 

Subrahmanya 2007, 385). The living standards are particularly low in the slums or 

settlements that are not officially “declared”, as these are not included in the slum 

rehabilitation programs implemented by the state Government. The uncertainty around 

the “undeclared” slums and their status as being unwished for by urban planners, 

sometimes means that “clearance” becomes the only official response (Nair 2005, 141), 

meaning that such slums are demolished. Furthermore, the households in these informal 

settlements often lack access to basic social services, for instance food rations, as shown 

in a study by Krishna (2013, 574–578). Many of the people living in such informal 

slums or settlements in Bangalore are internal migrants, coming both from within the 

state and from other Indian states to work in the city. Bangalore is therefore a highly 

relevant context for studying internal migration and its implications for access to food in 

India.  

In her book The Promise of the Metropolis: Bangalore’s Twentieth Century, historian 

Janaki Nair (2005, 141) remarks how official categorizations render poor slum 
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inhabitants invisible in a city like Bangalore. By the state’s legal terms, “slums” may be 

“notified”, “unnotified”, “declared”, or “undeclared”, but a precise calculation of the 

population living in slums is very difficult as these terms hide a range of other 

settlement arrangements. It is therefore worth making a precautionary note on the use of 

the word “slum” in this thesis. As argued by Braathen et al. (2016, 12–13), the 

definitions we use about human settlements are constantly being renegotiated in many 

urban struggles, and each term “triggers particular connotations in different regions of 

the world and is applied in particular local contexts, often associated with professional 

jargon and ideological stereotypes” (13). For those who live in the settlements that 

researchers, the state and others aim to describe, the word “slum” can be stigmatizing, 

and it can leave little space for imagining the vitality, dignity and heterogeneity of the 

people that live in such settlements (Holston 2009, 249). This is something I genuinely 

want to avoid in this thesis. However, in the context of India and Bangalore, I have 

found it very difficult to avoid using the word “slum”, as this is the term used in 

common parlance, as well as by state agencies of Karnataka and in much of the 

previous research I have used. I will therefore use this term in this thesis, but emphasize 

that it is important to not see these settlements as “places without hope” or those living 

there as people without creativity, aspirations or agency, or as stereotype “slum-dogs” 

(Roy 2011). 

1.7 Outline of thesis 
This thesis is structured in the following way. The next chapter provides a background 

to understand the different food security programs, their history, mode of delivery, and 

objectives, as well as an overview of the NFSA and the entitlements it covers. I will 

also provide a brief summary of the debate about whether social support entitlements 

should be targeted or universal, as this will be of relevance to my findings and 

arguments in this thesis. I proceed in chapter 3 to present the theoretical framework 

used to understand the findings of this thesis and to structure its enquiry. Chapter 4 

presents the methodological framework and the methods used to answer the research 

questions, and reflects on the role of the researcher and the interpreter in affecting this 

research, as well as some of the ethical considerations taken. The empirical findings of 

this research project are presented in four chapters. Chapter 5 presents the findings from 
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the survey, analyzing the role of different types of entitlements for the access to food of 

migrant and non-migrant households, exploring the linkages between internal migration 

and access to food. Chapter 6, 7 and 8 present the findings from my own field work and 

qualitative key informant and household interviews conducted in Bangalore. Chapter 6 

will address the implementation of the targeted food security program and the different 

state practices involved, while chapter 7 explores the universal food security programs 

and the characteristics of their implementation. Chapter 8 focuses on how migrants 

relate to the state and its social support programs, and explore how their livelihood 

opportunities and the social structures and norms they relate to affect their access to and 

use of the food security program. Finally, Chapter 9 provides the conclusion and 

summary of the findings of this thesis. 

I now turn to provide a background on India’s social support programs for food security 

under the NFSA, as the access to these programs among migrant households will play a 

key role in the enquiry of this thesis. 
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2 Background: India’s food security 
programs 
The prevalence of chronic hunger and malnutrition has been a major concern for the 

Indian government since independence. India has been known as “the hungry nation”, 

and the severity of the situation has remained a blot on the country’s development 

performance. One of the ways India has tried to address the problem is by introducing 

some of the largest social security programs in the world. Three of the most important 

programs aimed towards food security are the PDS, the ICDS and the MDM. The 

access to these programs among migrant households will be a main concern of this 

thesis, and this chapter therefore provides a brief background on the different programs, 

as well as an overview of their goals, methods and coverage.  

In 2013, some of the social support delivered through these three programs were 

included as legal entitlements in the NFSA. I therefore start with a description of this 

Act, as well as its translation into Karnataka’s state policies. Finally, I account for the 

main arguments of the debate around whether food security entitlements should be 

targeted or universal in scope. 

2.1 The National Food Security Act (NFSA) 
In 2013, the Indian Parliament passed the NFSA, converting some of the already 

existing food security provisions of the PDS, ICDS and MDM into legal entitlements. 

The Act was a culmination of the demands of a broad-based social movement, The 

Right to Food Campaign, which sprung out of the Right to Food Case in 2001 (Right to 

Food Campaign n.d.). The aim of the NFSA is “to provide for food and nutritional 

security in human life cycle approach, by ensuring access to adequate quantity of 

quality food at affordable prices to people to live a life with dignity” (The Gazette of 

India 2013, 1). Table 1 presents the provisions under the Act at the national level, while 

Table 2 gives an overview of how the Act is translated into the state policy of 

Karnataka. 



16 
 

Table 1 Provisions for food security in India after NFSA was enacted 

Program Target group Minimum entitlements* 

PDS Eligible households 5 kg of food grains per person per month at 
subsidized prices** 

Antyodaya Anna Yojana (AAY) 35 kg of food grains per household per month  
at subsidized prices** 

ICDS (supplementary 
nutrition) 

Pregnant and lactating mothers 
(6 months after birth) 

“Take home ration” meal free of charge,  
at least 600 kcal and 18-20 g protein 

Maternity benefit of Rs. 6000 

Children, 6 months to 3 years “Take home ration” meal free of charge,  
at least 500 kcal and 12-15 g protein 

Children, 3 to 6 years One morning snack and hot cooked meal free of 
charge, at least 500 kcal and 12-15 g protein 

Children, 6 months to 6 years, 
who are malnourished 

“Take home ration” meal free of charge,  
at least 800 kcal and 20-25 g protein 

MDM Children in lower primary 
classes of Government schools 

Hot cooked meal every school day,  
at least 450 kcal and 12 g protein 

Children in upper primary 
classes of Government schools 

Hot cooked meal every school day,  
at least 700 kcal and 20 g protein 

*entitlements vary between states. This is the minimum required by the central government. 
** Rs. 3.00 for rice, Rs. 2.00 for wheat and Rs. 1.00 for coarse grain. 
Source: National Food Security Act, 2013 (The Gazette of India 2013) 
 
Table 2 Current provisions for food security in Karnataka after the NFSA was implemented 

Program and 
responsible department 

Target group Entitlements per month 

PDS 

Food, Civil Supplies & 
Consumer Affairs 
Department 

Eligible/Priority households, in 
practice those categorized as 
Below Poverty Line (BPL) 

7 kg of rice per person free of cost, and 1 kg of 
toor daal (red gram or pigeon pea) per 
household at Rs. 38 

AAY 35 kg of rice per household free of cost, and 1 
kg of toor daal (red gram or pigeon pea) per 
household at Rs. 38 

ICDS (supplementary 
nutrition) 

Department of Women 
and Child Development 

Pregnant, lactating mothers and 
adolescent girls 

One meal free of charge 300 days a year, 
at least 600 kcal and 18-20 g protein,  

Children, 0 to 6 years One meal free of charge 300 days a year, 
at least 500 kcal and 12-15 g protein 

Children, severely malnourished One meal free of charge 300 days a year, 
at least 800 kcal and 20-25 g protein 
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MDM 

Department of Public 
Instruction 

Children in lower primary 
classes of Government schools 

Hot cooked meal every school day,  
at least 490 kcal and 8-10 g protein 

Iron and Folic Acid 45 mg tablet once a week, 
Albendazole 400 mg tablets twice a year 

Children in upper primary 
classes of Government schools 

Hot cooked meal every school day,  
at least 720 kcal and 12-16 g protein 

Iron and Folic Acid 100 mg tablet once a 
week, Albendazole 400 mg tablets twice a year 

Children in class I to VII Vitamin A tablet twice a year 

Sources: Department of Public Instruction (n.d.), Food, Civil Supplies & Consumer Affairs Department 
(n.d.), Department of Women and Child Development (n.d.). 

 

I will now further describe the entitlements of the NFSA under the heading of each 

specific program, and account for these programs’ history and mode of delivery. 

2.2 The Public Distribution System (PDS) 
One of the programs included in the NFSA, is the PDS. The program holds the 

impressive position as the world’s largest food security program, and is India’s most 

important food-based safety net (Pritchard and Choithani 2015, 62). The main objective 

of the program is to improve the welfare of poor families by giving access to basic food 

items and commodities at affordable prices through rations, as well as to maintain food 

price stability for farmers and consumers (Swaminathan 2008, 2–4). The system does 

not intend to provide the entire requirement of food or other commodities for the 

eligible households, but is rather supplemental in nature (Department of Food & Public 

Distribution n.d.). Rationed items include food grains such as rice, wheat and coarse 

grain, and in some states also sugar, salt and kerosene cooking fuel. The Food 

Corporation of India (FCI) is the main instrument of the Central Government for 

procurement and distribution of food grain under the PDS.4 The FCI procures food 

grain from farmers at a Minimum Support Price (MSP), which contributes to guarantee 

an income for farmers. In turn, this is mainly used for the food rations under the PDS 

and other social support programs, but also to maintain the public food stock pool of 

                                                 
4 However, some states/union territories use a decentralized procurement system, where they have 
established their own food corporations to handle procurement of certain food items. Karnataka is one 
of these states. 
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India. The food grain and other rationed items are distributed from the government to 

licensed “ration shops” called Fair Price Shops. This is where the head of the eligible 

households5, or other registered members of the households, buy or collect their entitled 

rations by presenting a ration card issued by the state. 

Public distribution of essential commodities has a long history in India. The British first 

introduced rationing during the World War II period, and it was later retained as a 

deliberate social policy of independent India (Nawani 1994, chapter 6). It gradually 

changed from a typical rationing system to a social support program, and expanded its 

geographical reach and the commodities on offer. The PDS was in principal universal 

without any specific target group until 1992, when the Government launched the 

Revamped Public Distribution System (RPDS). The RPDS used an “area approach” to 

target poor people in remote, hilly, and inaccessible areas. Later, in 1997, the system 

went through a major reform and changed its name to the Targeted Public Distribution 

System (TPDS). This is still the name of the program, but I use the more commonly 

known PDS in this thesis. The target group now became “the poor”, and the states were 

required to identify poor families as per state wise poverty estimates of the Planning 

Commission (Department of Food & Public Distribution n.d.). This divided the 

population into two categories: Below Poverty Line (BPL) and Above Poverty Line 

(APL) households. A third category was introduced in 2001 for beneficiaries of the 

Antyodaya Anna Yojana (AAY) scheme, which targets the “poorest of the poor”. These 

three groups are still treated differently in terms of quantities and prices under the PDS, 

which are given by the type of ration card possessed: BPL, APL or AAY card. It is 

important to note that, after the implementation of the NFSA, “eligible household” or 

“priority household” is used to denote a household entitled for rations under the PDS. 

However, in practice, the eligible households are still often called “BPL households”, as 

they must use their BPL ration card to access their rations. 

Overall, the implementation of the 2013 NFSA has increased the coverage of rations 

under the PDS (Varadharajan, Tinku, and Kurpad 2014, 263). The Act specifies that the 

category of “eligible” or “priority” households in a certain state can cover up to 75 

percent of its total rural population and up to 50 percent of its urban population. The 

                                                 
5 The eldest woman who is not less than eighteen years of age, in every eligible household, shall be head 
of the household for the purpose of issue of ration cards (The Gazette of India 2013, 2). 
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current basis for the calculation of people in each state covered by the Act is based on 

the 2011-12 Household Consumption Expenditure survey of the National Sample 

Survey Office (NSSO). For Karnataka, this means that 28.6 million people in the state’s 

rural areas, 11.6 million in its urban areas, or a total of 40.2 million out of the state’s 

total population of 61.1 million people are covered by the Central Government’s 

allocations to this program (Department of Food & Public Distribution n.d.). However, 

the identification of the eligible households is left to the states, and the actual number of 

eligible households at the state level can therefore differ from the calculation of covered 

households at the national level, depending on their identification criteria. The 

Government of Karnataka employs what Drèze and Khera (2015, 54) describe as a 

“quasi-universal system”, using an “exclusion approach” to identify households eligible 

for rations. This means that all households are entitled to rations, except if they meet 

pre-specified exclusion criteria. The opposite of this way of identifying eligible 

households in the PDS is the traditionally more common “inclusion approach”, whereby 

all households belonging to pre-specified “priority groups” based on a set of criteria are 

selected as eligible to receive social support (Drèze and Khera 2015, 54). A few states, 

such as Tamil Nadu, have also made the PDS universal, covering all households within 

the state. I will come back to the specific exclusion criteria for Karnataka in Chapter 6. 

2.3 The Integrated Child Development Services 
(ICDS) 
Another program aimed at improving food security in India is the ICDS. Launched in 

1975, it is one of the flagship programs of the Government of India. The beneficiaries 

are children up to 6 years old, pregnant women and lactating mothers. The program has 

universal coverage, although it is aimed towards women and children of households 

who suffer from or are prone to malnutrition and food insecurity. This is meant to be 

ensured through “self-selection”. Self-selection means that the beneficiaries are likely to 

be poor and in actual need of the services, since the more affluent citizens will not have 

the need or interest to use the program. 

The objectives of the ICDS are to improve children’s nutrition and health, lay the 

foundation for children’s psychological, physical and social development, reduce the 

incidence of mortality, morbidity, malnutrition and school dropout, achieve effective 
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coordination of policy and implementation among child development departments, and 

enhance the capability of mothers to look after the nutritional and health needs of their 

children (Ministry of Women & Child Development n.d.). These objectives are to be 

reached through six services: supplementary nutrition, immunization, health check-ups, 

referral services, pre-school education, and nutrition and health education. Of the six 

services that the ICDS covers, it is only the supplementary nutrition component of the 

program that is included as a food security entitlement under the NFSA. Thus, it is the 

supplementary nutrition component of the ICDS that mainly will be addressed in this 

thesis. 

The platform for providing the ICDS to the beneficiaries is the Anganwadi center. Over 

1.3 million Anganwadi centers were operational all over India as of March 2015, 

covering around 102.2 million women and children who received supplementary 

nutrition, according to the Government of India’s Ministry of Women & Child 

Development (MWCD) (n.d.). These centers are managed by female Anganwadi 

Workers and Helpers, chosen from the community and educated with about four months 

of health care training (Kumar and Rai 2015, 175). According to the MWCD, the 

Anganwadi Workers are meant to be agents of “social change, mobilizing community 

support for better care of young children, girls and women” (Ministry of Women & 

Child Development n.d.). The funding of the ICDS is shared between the Central 

Government and the states, and the sharing ratio for supplementary nutrition is 50:50, 

except for the North-Eastern states. For the other services, the Central Government 

covers 90 per cent of the cost. In addition, several international agencies and 

development partners provide technical assistance to the scheme both at the national 

and local level (Ministry of Women & Child Development n.d.). 

2.4 The Mid Day Meal Scheme (MDM) 
Another universal program included as a legal entitlement in the NFSA, are the school 

meals delivered through the MDM. MDM provides cooked mid-day meals of a certain 

nutritional value to all children in lower and upper primary classes, or within the age 

group of six to fourteen years, enrolled in schools run by local bodies, Government and 

Government aided schools. The aim of the scheme is to enhance school enrollment, 

retention and attendance, and simultaneously improve nutritional levels among children. 
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104.5 million children were covered in over 1.1 million schools during the school year 

of 2013-14 (Ministry of Human Resource Development n.d.). 

State-based initiatives for providing school meals have been quite common since the 

early 1990s in India, with twelve states implementing various universal or large-scale 

mid-day meal programs with their own resources (Ministry of Human Resource 

Development n.d.). On India’s Independence Day in 1995, the National Programme of 

Nutritional Support to Primary Education (NP-NSPE) was launched as a centrally 

sponsored scheme, to supply food grains to meals for children in lower primary classes. 

By the year 1997-98, the scheme was introduced in all blocks of the country. From 

2008-09, the program covered children in both lower and upper primary classes of 

government schools (Ministry of Human Resource Development n.d.).  

Free food grains for the meals are supplied to the districts from local depots of the FCI. 

The program provides 100 grams and 150 grams of food grain per child per day for 

lower and upper primary classes respectively. The MDM also covers some of the 

funding for cooking costs, including costs of ingredients, e.g. pulses, vegetables, 

cooking oil and condiments, payment of cooks and helpers, transportation, kitchen 

construction and kitchen equipment (Ministry of Human Resource Development n.d.). 

Implementation of the program at school level is usually managed by the school’s 

development and monitoring committee, and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 

are also involved in some places. In Karnataka, meals are delivered through a public-

private partnership between the state Government and the NGO Akshaya Patra, who is 

operating a central kitchen located inside the premises of the large temple complex of 

The International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) in Bangalore. 

2.5 Targeted or universal social support?  
A major debate concerning the organization of the above programs and the entitlements 

included in the NFSA is whether they should be targeted or universal in coverage. 

Targeting means that entitlements are given exclusively to a targeted group, which is 

selected based on criteria assumed to signify a particular need for the entitlements. The 

PDS is one example of a targeted program. The principle of universalism, on the other 

hand, guarantees the same social support to everyone, based on claims that individuals 
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make of each other as members of a “community”, usually a claim of belonging to a 

national “community” through having national citizenship. However, universal 

entitlements are in practice often limited to certain groups, often based on “life stages”, 

such as childhood, pregnancy, parenthood or retirement, or situations that people from 

different socio-economic backgrounds in theory can experience, such as unemployment, 

disability or sickness. Furthermore, universality is also sometimes limited by a principle 

of “self-selection”, meaning that all citizens in theory are eligible, but that they will 

have to be enrolled at for instance a public school or health care center to access the 

social support entitlements. The ICDS and the MDM are this type of universal 

programs. 

Targeting has historically been a widely accepted principle of social policy in India 

(Drèze and Sen 2013, 191), although it has more recently been disputed as a method. 

The main arguments of this dispute are summarized in an article by Drèze and Khera 

(2015, 54). Those in favor of targeted social support argue that resources should be used 

exclusively on the poor and vulnerable and not the privileged, and that this will ensure a 

redistribution of resources that can decrease inequalities in society. It is further argued 

that this is of particular relevance in states with limited resources and capacities. This 

“common-sense argument” is thus based on a concern about cost-effectiveness, and an 

assumption that the amount of finances and food produced is inadequate to make 

entitlements universal. In addition, proponents of targeting point out that universal 

services can have the unintended consequence of making people “welfare dependent”. 

A commonly used example of this is when people who receive unemployment 

insurance deliberately continues to stay unemployed rather than searching for work, 

because they consider the insurance sufficient and more secure than a job. This 

argument is however less relevant in the case of India, as the entitlements of the social 

support programs are minimal compared to for instance the unemployment insurances 

of many European welfare states.  

The proponents of universalism, on the other hand, argue that universal entitlements can 

end up being more cost-efficient due to reducing the need for administration during 

implementation. They point out that the procedures around identification and 

verification that are involved in the implementation of targeted programs are often 

demanding, and that the targeting of services such as the PDS in India has a history of 
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leading to arbitrary outcomes in addition to being a formidable challenge and financial 

burden for the bureaucracy (Drèze and Khera 2015, 55). Furthermore, if the eligibility 

criteria are not clearly defined, easily observable characteristics, it can open up for 

confusion, cheating and corruption because of low predictability and verifiability. This, 

and the demands of implementing targeting, can also lead to both inclusion and 

exclusion “errors”. “Exclusion errors” occur when poor households who are eligible are 

excluded from accessing their entitlements, while “inclusion errors” occur when non-

poor household who are ineligible gain access to entitlements, for several reasons. 

According to Drèze (2012), targeting can also heighten divisions in society, as conflicts 

around entitlements are more likely to erupt when there is an inherent competition to 

avail them. Thus, those in favor of universalism argue that it helps create a broader and 

more united stake in the integrity of social support services in all parts of society. The 

advantaged groups will have a greater incentive to support and campaign for the quality 

and extent of the social support delivery, something which can increase the bargaining 

power of disadvantaged groups that might have less capacity to raise their voice and 

influence social policy (Drèze and Sen 2013, 193). 

To counter the arguments of those in favor of universalism, supporters of targeting often 

propose technical and administrative adjustments as solutions to make the targeted 

programs work better. Although not an explicit proponent of targeting, Saxena (2012, 

9–10) for instance argues that exclusion or inclusion errors in the PDS can be managed 

by better “monitoring and transparency measures”, to reduce the number of fake ration 

card and IDs in the system. Furthermore, digitalization is often seen as a “savior” that 

can help improve targeting by making verification of identity easier and more reliable, 

eliminating the chances of cheating. In 2016, the Indian parliament enacted the unique 

identity program Aadhaar, urging residents of India to register their demographic and 

biometric information, to receive a 12-digit unique personal number and an 

identification card that should be used to access public services such as social support 

programs. One of the stated aims of Aadhaar is to provide “good governance, efficient, 

transparent, and targeted delivery of subsidies, benefits and services (…) to individuals 

residing in India through assigning of unique identity numbers” (The Gazette of India 

2016, 1). The introduction of Aadhaar is thought to improve targeting, and can be used 

as an argument to continue targeting of social support. Aadhaar is also assumed to 
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enable “portability” of targeted PDS rations (Saxena 2012, 10), 6 as beneficiaries are 

supposed to be able to withdraw their rations from any Fair Price Shop in the state, or 

even across India, through using their Aadhaar cards and biometrics. 

With this background, this thesis aims to contribute to the targeted – universal debate in 

India by taking an angle that to my knowledge has often been neglected in the 

discussions: the access to these different targeted and universal programs among 

internal migrants. As shown in the introduction, migration plays an important part in 

many people’s lives in India, and it is thus vital to understand how migration affects 

different modalities of social support, and to what extent the targeted and universal food 

security programs are successful in including internal migrant households in India. I 

now turn to address the theoretical perspectives and concepts that will be used in this 

thesis to explore and understand the access to food and food security programs among 

internal migrants. 

                                                 
6 Portability of rations refers to a situation where ration card holders can collect their rations from any 
Fair Price Shop, usually within a state, and not only from the Fair Price Shop they are allotted to based 
on their address. 
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3 Theoretical framework 
Despite the Indian state’s aim to promote development and provide food entitlements 

through some of the largest social support programs in the world, it has failed to ensure 

that every Indian is food secure. As outlined in the introduction chapter, one of the 

groups that must be considered vulnerable to food insecurity in India are internal 

migrants, for instance because they face obstacles in their access to work, social 

support, shelter and health care (UNESCO and UNICEF 2012). In this chapter, I outline 

some of the theoretical perspectives and concepts that will help us understand the food 

insecurity and livelihoods of internal migrants, and their access to different food 

security programs. These perspectives constitute the theoretical framework used in this 

thesis, to structure, understand and support the findings that emerged during the 

research process.  

I start by presenting perspectives on internal migration in India, and discuss features of 

their livelihood situation that are of relevance for this study’s topic. I then introduce the 

entitlement approach, and discuss how it provides a useful framework for a quantitative 

analysis of the access to food of migrant households. Considering the limitations of this 

approach, I proceed by presenting theories and concepts concerning the relationship 

between the state and “the poor”, paying particular attention to the Indian context. I first 

address the state’s ability to “see” its subjects through its bureaucratic procedures or 

state practices, and discuss how these might play a role in shaping the outcome of food 

security programs considering the informality and mobility of internal migrants’ 

livelihoods in India. I then shift my focus to how migrants might “see” the state, and 

discuss how agency and other non-state influences might also play a part in shaping the 

outcome of social support programs of the state. Based on these theoretical 

perspectives, I conclude by presenting the specific sub-questions through which the 

main research question of this thesis has been approached. 

3.1 Internal migration and livelihoods 
Across the Indian sub-continent, the movement of workers has been a longstanding 

phenomenon (de Haan 2011, 8). Labor migration has been a part of the livelihood 

strategies of many communities for a long time, and seasonal labor migration continues 
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to play an important part for the livelihoods of many of the poorest sections of rural 

India (Mosse, Gupta, and Shah 2005, 3036). Labor has therefore been a major concern 

in most studies on internal migration in India. This is not surprising, considering that 

internal migrants make enormous contributions to the Indian economy through their 

labor (Deshingkar and Akter 2009, 1, 5). Furthermore, the livelihood and labor 

opportunities and challenges migrants face shape their choices and strategies, which in 

turn can influence their access to food. For instance, they might choose to keep the land 

they have in their place of origin, and continue to produce food there, or they might 

abandon that land and rather use the money they earn to buy food instead. In this study, 

it is therefore useful to consider the different perspectives on internal migrants and their 

livelihoods in India, to understand how migration can influence food security. 

In studies of internal migration in India, one tendency has been to consider migration as 

a safety valve for peasants and workers who need to diversify their livelihood in case of 

needs, and for economies to adjust labor supply in up- and down-turns (de Haan 2012, 

225). Seen through this lens, migration becomes an opportunity for households in a 

situation of crisis, for instance when experiencing food insecurity. However, public 

policy scholar Arjan de Haan (2012, 226) argues that this view of migration is too 

limited, and that internal migration in India must be seen taking a longer-term view; as a 

historically and socially integral part of India’s economic development, processes of 

production and the associated insecurities for people. In his historical work on labor 

migrants from Bihar, he shows that out-migration has been an important part of the 

economic and social structure of the society for a long time, something reflected in folk 

songs and plays as well as in the ease and preparedness with which they move to new 

places. Their pattern of migration has mainly been temporal, and has not been 

associated with an uprooting of the links with their place of origin. For many of these 

migrants, the village remained home, and their income and savings were invested there 

instead of in the city (de Haan 2003, 195–196).  

While de Haan’s research represents a cautiously positive narrative of migration, there 

are other scholars who take a more negative stance towards internal migration in India. 

One of these are sociologist Jan Breman in his compilation At Work in the Informal 

Economy of India: A perspective from the Bottom Up, based on five decades of 

scholarship on informality and labor in Gujarat. Breman (2013) argues that informal 
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laborers, who usually are internal migrants, often find themselves entrapped in a state of 

“footlooseness” (6). With this he means that they are unable to establish a firm foothold 

in the place they move to for work, and that they often return home some time later. He 

argues that even if migrants might want to settle down at the place of arrival, they often 

have no option but “to go back or drift on to another halt, no less temporary than the last 

one” (Breman 2013, 6), because of the informality and insecurity of their working and 

living conditions.  

Mosse et al. (2005, 3026) have criticized Breman’s work, as well as other studies on 

internal migration in India, for framing migration in a powerful, pessimistic narrative of 

decline, de-peasantization, and ecological crises in the rural areas, with the result of a 

new traveling proletarian “underclass” living on the fringes of India’s cities. 

Nevertheless, Breman (2013, 6) also shows in his studies that the people pushed out of 

agriculture do not easily give up their habitat in the village, and he argues that migration 

should not be seen as being a shift from the rural to the urban. This is in line with the 

view of Mosse et al. (2005, 3026) that “migration may index neither transforming social 

mobility, nor the erosion of rural ways of living”. It also corresponds with the argument 

of de Haan (2011, 11, 2003, 193) that migration not necessarily represents a break with 

the past, but that it exists in a circular continuum of livelihood strategies between the 

rural and the urban.  

Nevertheless, these scholars have different views on why migrants might keep these 

links with their place of origin. Breman argues that the reason migrants do not give up 

on their habitat in the village is mainly because “they may have been accepted in the 

urban space as temporary workers but not as residents” (Breman 2013, 68). This 

separates his work from de Haan’s, who shows that migrants’ reasons for keeping their 

ties with the village might be more complex than this, being shaped by individual 

preferences and choices made at the household level that are not merely “forced” by 

external factors (de Haan 2003, 195–196). However, as pointed out by Mosse et al. 

(2005, 3026), rural to urban migration have in some cases paradoxically become the 

only way to sustain agricultural livelihoods and food security in rural areas.  

These perspectives on the livelihoods of internal migrants are of relevance to this 

research, because they provide different ways to understand the interplay between 

migrants’ livelihoods, the links they keep with their place of origin, their relations with 
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the “sending” and “receiving” community, and thus possibly also their access to food in 

these two places. I now turn to present a theory which has influenced this study’s 

quantitative exploration of the relationship between migration and food security. 

3.2 The entitlement approach 
In a city like Bangalore, food is certainly available in terms of food being supplied 

through the regular market. Thus, to understand why food insecurity can exist in a city 

like Bangalore, it is necessary to look beyond the concept of availability7 and bring in a 

more human-centered approach that can help assess why people do not have enough 

food to eat. One of the most influential theoretical frameworks for the understanding of 

individuals’ access to food is the entitlement approach. Developed by economist 

Amartya Sen in his seminal study on the Bengal famine of 1943, this theory was built 

on the contradictory finding that the famine was not caused by crop failure or lack of 

food supply, but rather by inequalities in society that affected certain people’s access to 

distributed food. This finding led to the realization that individuals need to have the 

ability to acquire food, through various entitlements, and thus that food security is not 

only dependent on the availability of food, but also on a society’s socio-economic 

structures. 

Entitlements are by Sen defined as “the set of alternative commodity bundles that a 

person can command in a society using the totality of rights and opportunities that he or 

she faces” (1984, cited in Dulsrud, Kjærnes, and Austgulen 2015, 17). This set of 

entitlements is the full range of goods and services (e.g. food) that the person can 

acquire by converting his or her assets and resources, including labor power, through 

“exchange entitlement mappings” (Sen 1981, 3; Devereux 2001, 246). Thus, an analysis 

of food security through the entitlement approach focuses on individuals or households’ 

bundles of entitlements, which they can use to acquire food. Sen (1981, 4) stipulates 

four types of sources that can be part of such bundles: production-based entitlement 

(growing food), trade-based entitlement (buying food), own-labor entitlement (working 

for food) and inheritance and transfer entitlement (being given food by others, for 

instance the government). The FOODSEC project, of which survey data is used in the 

                                                 
7 Availability is one of the pillars of the food security concept being used by the FAO (see introduction). 
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quantitative part of this thesis, draws on the entitlement approach in its analytical 

framework, distinguishing between three types of “entitlement bundles”:   

“1) entitlements through a person’s own production, which presuppose 
access to agricultural land or other sources of food (like hunting and 
gathering), 2) entitlements through market distribution, which presuppose 
sufficient market supplies, trade systems for efficient reallocation of food, 
functioning logistics, and purchasing power, and 3) entitlements through 
public systems (income replacement, price regulation, distribution in kind), 
which presuppose social rights and social security systems” (Dulsrud, 
Kjærnes, and Austgulen 2015, 17).  

Through this approach, the food security of individuals and households is thus seen as a 

function of different types of entitlements. 

The entitlement approach can have important things to offer in a study of household 

food security, since it can help to structure a “mapping exercise” of what kind of rights, 

assets and resources (entitlements) households have, which in turn they might use for 

acquiring food. I therefore use it as a framework for structuring this study’s quantitative 

analysis, which explores the relationship between migration and access to food of 

households. However, as argued by Pritchard et al. (2014, 5), it is important to note that 

the entitlement approach provides an analytical tool to help explain and understand 

food insecurity, but that it in isolation does little to contribute to a normative evaluation 

or interpretation of entitlement outcomes. Such normative questions were developed 

further by Sen through his capability approach, addressing how entitlements enable 

aspirations to be met (Pritchard et al. 2014, 5). Thus, when using the entitlement 

approach in this thesis, I do not aim to use entitlements as a normative concept, but 

rather as a descriptive, analytical tool. 

The entitlement approach has certain limitations, which are important to be aware of. As 

noted by the FOODSEC project: “a situation of household food insecurity depends not 

only on the bundle of legally founded entitlements that each person and household has 

at a given point, but even on how these entitlements function, how they are realised” 

(Dulsrud, Kjærnes, and Austgulen 2015, 17). In a review of different food security 

theories, Ola Westengen (2012, 49, 52–55) also points out that it is important to avoid a 

reduction of the entitlement approach into purely economic measurements, or that it 

assumes the existence of internalized rights. This can sometimes be seen when states 
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use entitlements theory to design social support programs. For instance, in a study 

concerning the implementation of social protection entitlements in Uttar Pradesh, 

Akerkar et al. (2016) warn against an uncritical application of Sen’s entitlement 

approach to such programs in India. They argue that legally based entitlements often 

assume the existence of a well-functioning social contract between the state and its 

citizens, which implies a particular mode of agency on the part of the citizens: it is 

expected that the entitled citizen will ensure their own inclusion in the programs 

(Akerkar, Joshi, and Fordham 2016, 48). It will therefore be important to investigate 

how entitlements are in fact realized by the migrant households, to fully understand the 

deviations in the realization of entitlements in this setting. I will come back to this in 

section 3.4. 

Furthermore, in a review of critiques and counter-critiques of Sen’s entitlement 

approach, development economist Stephen Devereux (2001) argues that the entitlement 

approach privileges the economic aspects of famines and excludes the social and the 

political, for instance the importance of social institutions in determining entitlements 

and the violation of entitlement rules by others. He summarizes these limitations by 

pointing at two common underlying themes. First, he argues that the entitlement 

approach fails to recognize individuals as socially embedded members of households, 

communities, and states. His second argument is that it fails to recognize that famines 

are political crises, as much as economic shocks or natural disasters (Devereux 2001, 

259). Although this thesis is looking at food insecurity and not large-scale famines as 

such, I believe that Devereux’ points can still be relevant in the case of migrants and 

their entitlements. The first point is relevant because migrants’ movement to a new 

place might influence, change, weaken or strengthen their inclusion as members of 

households, communities and the state, and thus also their entitlements. The second 

point Devereux makes must also be considered relevant, as migrants’ food security 

situation often has been looked upon simply as the result of agricultural and economic 

crises in the rural areas due to climate change. In this thesis, I will therefore also bring 

in a political perspective, by looking at how state practices and arbitrary outcomes in the 

bureaucracy might produce deviations from the expected entitlement outcomes, 

influencing internal migrants’ access to food. 
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3.3 State practices 
In the introduction to this chapter, I presented the paradox why the Indian state, who has 

a proclaimed motive of providing enough food to its citizens, has failed to help every 

Indian become food secure. This relates to the paradox of poverty in India, which is 

investigated in political anthropologist Akhil Gupta’s ethnography Red Tape: 

Bureaucracy, Structural Violence, and Poverty in India, and where he presents a new 

theory on the relation between the Indian state and “the poor”. Aiming to solve the 

puzzle of poverty in India, which exists despite development programs and democratic 

politics, Gupta (2012) shows that this cannot mainly be explained by the Indian state 

being indifferent to the conditions of the poor. In his study, the state rather showed great 

care for this part of population, although they were “unproductive” in an economic 

sense. Gupta argues that the paradox of poverty rather exists because of the way 

development programs actually unfold at the sites where the poor clients and the state 

agencies meet, and that the bureaucratic actions of the state repeatedly and 

systematically produces arbitrary outcomes in the provision of care. It is the procedures 

of planning and implementation, communication or lack thereof across hierarchies, and 

the rule-following actions of officials, which “opens up possibilities of interpretation 

different from those we might posit where we look only at finished outcomes” (Gupta 

2012, 13). Thus, it is not an indifference towards the poor, but an indifference towards 

arbitrary outcomes in the Indian state’s bureaucratic practices that is central to Gupta’s 

argument. 

Gupta’s theory brings out the importance of analyzing the state practices that are used in 

India’s food security programs to understand the paradox of why households are food 

insecure despite being eligible to receive food rations, supplementary nutrition and mid-

day meals. In this thesis, I will therefore not only explore migrant’s formal entitlements 

and their access to these, but also seek to understand the state practices that are being 

used in the food security programs and how these might affect the migrant’s access to 

different types of entitlements. I define “state practices” in this thesis as the bureaucratic 

methods, procedures and technologies used by state officials in order to control, 

discipline, and “recast a political problem as a scientific or technical problem” 

(Fernandez 2010, 417), through applying what is seen as rational, modern practices of 

government. 
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It is here important to note that there are few terms in social science that are more 

contested than that of the state (Harriss-White 2003, 8:72). Policy makers and 

academics have tended to view the state as consisting of one, formal institution with 

clear boundaries, and to assume the bureaucratic state apparatus as being rational, A-

political, technical, and based on rules, rather than being influenced by ties of kinship, 

friendship, or patrimonial or charismatic authority. This idea of the bureaucracy is 

highly influenced by Weber’s ideal model of bureaucracy (“Bureaucracy” 2013). 

However, as noted by development scholar Bina Fernandez (2010, 416–417), there are 

several scholars that have challenged such assumptions in the Indian context, often 

through anthropological studies of the state. These studies demonstrate the “blurred 

boundaries” between state and society India, and argues that state autonomy from 

society cannot be presumed. Thus, in this thesis, I recognize that “the state” should not 

be seen as one, separate entity, but rather as “bundles of everyday institutions and forms 

of rule” (Corbridge et al. 2005, 10:5). However, as this thesis will not investigate the 

everyday actions of bureaucrats, but rather the more general “state practices” applied in 

the social support programs, I will think of the state in this thesis as 

“consisting of diverse and not always cohering human technologies of 
government. These are the quotidian practices of rule that structure and even 
produce settings for the conduct of business between ‘the state’ and its 
citizens or subjects. They refer not only to institutions (…) but also to those 
forms of knowledge, vocabularies, practices of calculation and so on, that 
help to produce designated social groups (…) and bring them into contact 
with agencies of government.” (Corbridge et al. 2005, 10:5–6). 

 

State practices does not only affect the implementation of policies, as shown by Gupta, 

but also the vision through which state officials are able or unable to “see” the migrant 

households. In his influential book Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to 

Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, Scott (1998) shows how the methods of 

modern, authoritarian states in the twentieth century, created utopian visions of central 

planning and social reforms that failed to deliver. He argues that they failed because of 

the narrow vision created by the state officials and bureaucrats’ attempts to administer, 

utilize, improve and control both nature and human beings through what they saw as 

rational methods and scientific knowledge. This knowledge was produced through 
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techniques of “state simplifications” (Scott 1998, 77), such as censuses, maps, land 

records and standard measurement units. These techniques reduced details and 

contextual factors into a set of categories, which enabled the state officials to calculate, 

measure, compare, and report. The categories created by these “high-modernist” states 

often reflected their interest of utilizing and controlling their territory: plants become 

crops or weeds, animals become livestock or predators (Scott 1998, 13). Thus, the state 

ended up “seeing” both nature and humans largely through simplified categories, 

creating a narrow vision that brought “into sharp focus certain limited aspects of an 

otherwise far more complex and unwieldy reality” (Scott 1998, 11).  

Furthermore, Scott (1998, 32) argues that the most revolutionary political simplification 

of the modern era was the idea of uniform citizenship. This was in part a result of the 

homogenous system of measurements, taxation systems and laws, which made it 

necessary to create a homogenous citizenry who could be equal under these laws. In 

many cases, this represented a removal from previous local, historical and contextual 

specificities. The citizens of the nation had to be counted, measured, and assessed, in 

order to be controlled, utilized and “seen” by the state. The concept of citizenship is of 

importance to migrants, as citizenship has traditionally functioned as a way for a state to 

control or affect peoples’ migration and mobility across and within its borders. The 

mobility of travelers, nomads and migrants has sometimes been found to clash with the 

norms of residing and identifying with a fixed, place-based community or a bounded 

geographical space within a state (Desforges, Jones, and Woods 2005, 442). Thus, the 

mobility of migrants can sometimes be seen as disrupting the control and “order” of 

citizenship implicit in the state’s practices. The significant role of differences and 

inequalities – spatial, social, economic and gendered – in the realization of citizenship 

rights is also pointed out by anthropologist Sidsel Roalkvam, in a study of health 

governance and the “rights regime” in India. Roalkvam (2014, 910) argues that the 

rights of citizenship in India are not only dependent on the legal, but also on the social 

conditions that make their effective realization possible. 

One category of citizenship that migrants in India must relate to in order to access 

certain welfare programs is the category of “the poor”. This is a category which has 

been much contested, both in national and international development discourse. In 

India, there is a long tradition of classifying the poor under the BPL category. If a 
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household or person is classified as BPL, it means that they will get an official ID card 

stating that they belong to this category, and that they are entitled to certain social 

support programs, such as the subsidized rations of the PDS. In a paper analyzing the 

construction of the BPL status in India, Bina Fernandez (2010) argues that the 

classification of poor people is a profoundly political process, which in India is being 

contested at multiple levels of the policy implementation process both formally and 

informally. This often leads to the erosion of the redistributive intention behind such 

policies. In line with Scott’s theory, Fernandez (2010, 417, 428) argues that more 

technical procedures, for instance to improve the identification of poor people, is not 

necessarily the solution to improve the implementation of the policies and to reach the 

most vulnerable population. However, such technical and bureaucratic methods are 

often seen as the solution to the problem by the government and policy experts. 

Fernandez uses the term political technologies to refer to these administrative methods, 

which are seen as simple technical exercises and “rational, modern, practices, systems 

and relationships of government that have disciplinary effects” (Fernandez 2010, 417). 

Her theory around the political technologies surrounding the BPL status is relevant in 

the case of my study, for instance because I seek to explore how migrants use their 

ration card to access their food rations of the PDS. 

Fernandez’ study shows how classification is important in the operation of some of the 

Indian state’s welfare programs. The concern with productivity and economic growth, 

as well as “human development”, has made it even more important for modern states to 

calculate, categories, measure, compare, and report on their “progress”. Such 

categorization and state simplifications might be problematic for migrant communities, 

because of the informality of their living situation in undeclared slum settlements, and 

because of their mobility. Their informality and mobility might conflict with or cut 

across boundaries and categories created by the state in maps, censuses and 

development programs. In the comparative compilation titled Anthropology in the 

Margins of the State, edited by Veena Das and Deborah Poole (2004), the contributors 

investigate how everyday practices and politics are shaped along a state’s territorial or 

social boundaries or margins. One of the chapters in the book shows how state 

documents shadow and constrict migrants, travelers and refugees as they move across 

different boundaries of the state: legal and political administrative units such as districts, 

states or nations. Some of these people “in the margins” have a temporal experience of 
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the state, because of what they see as arbitrary and illegitimate interventions in the 

issuance and withdrawal of identity documents. The documents issued by the state 

become important parts of the life of those who use them, affecting their ideas of being 

subjects and citizens (Das and Poole 2004, 10, 16). Documentary state practices, such as 

the use of the BPL ration card in India, might play a role in shaping the everyday life of 

migrants and others who are crossing the state’s invisible and visible boundaries. 

However, although certain populations are sought restricted by the state, they are often 

not passively allowing this to happen. As argued by Das and Poole (2004, 19–21), the 

arbitrariness of the state’s laws and interventions sometimes becomes a resource, and is 

used as opportunities to form new border-bending practices and forms of economic and 

political citizenship. It is such opportunities and practices I now turn to discuss, in an 

exploration of theories around the agency of the poor and non-state influences on the 

outcome of welfare programs in India, and how these might be relevant for studying the 

relationship between the migrants and the state. 

3.4 Agency of “the poor” and non-state 
influences 
As noted by Scott, we need to keep in mind not only the capacity of state simplifications 

to transform the world, “but also the capacity of the society to modify, subvert, block, 

and even overturn the categories imposed upon it” (Scott 1998, 49). It is therefore 

important to take into account that migrants’ “agency” as well as other “non-state 

influences” also play a part in determining their inclusion in and use of the Indian 

state’s social support programs. Drawing on Ortner (1996, 12, 19–20), I take agency in 

this thesis to mean the capacity of individuals to be active, intentional subjects, however 

realizing that agency hinges on mutual determinations of agents and socio-cultural 

structures, and that  

“social life is precisely social, consisting of webs of relationship and 
interaction between multiple, shiftingly interrelated subject positions, none 
of which can be extracted as autonomous ‘agents’; and yet at the same time 
there is ‘agency’, that is, actors play with skill, intention, wit, knowledge, 
intelligence” (Ortner 1996, 12). 
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Thus, agency cannot be seen independent from the moral ideas, norms and power 

structures of societies, or what I in this thesis refer to as non-state influences – a term 

used in the article of Akerkar et al. (2016, 46). Such influences play a part in limiting 

agency and determining an individual in his or her decisions, in this case vis-à-vis the 

state.  

One reason why agency and non-state influences are important when studying the 

outcome of a state’s policies is that we can never assume local practices to conform to 

the theories and simplifications of the state. In their book titled Seeing the State: 

Governance and Governmentality in India, Corbridge et al. present studies on how poor 

people confront the state in India. They argue that: 

“the sightings of the state that poorer people make are never straightforward 
or unitary. (…) We always see the state through the eyes of others, and with 
close regard for past memories, accounts that circulate in the public sphere, 
and how we see other people getting on or being treated” (Corbridge et al. 
2005, 10:8).  

To understand the formation of citizenship among the poor in India, the authors show 

that there is a need to know how the technologies of the government are “seized upon, 

understood, reworked and possibly contested by differently placed people within the 

population” (Corbridge et al. 2005, 10:7). This brings out the importance of 

understanding how migrants’ choices, perceptions and experiences might affect the 

outcome of state practices. 

Furthermore, Corbridge et al. (2005, 10:108) find that when poorer people meet local 

state officials, they do so with reference to their “non-state social networks”, for 

instance through a broad range of caste leaders, brokers and political fixers. This 

argument is in line with several other studies of state-society relationships in India and 

the workings of the local state that have illuminated the “blurred boundaries” (Gupta 

1995) between “the state” and “the society” in India. As noted by economist Barbara 

Harris-White (2003, 8:75), access to welfare programs in India is not only influenced by 

the everyday practices of bureaucrats and politicians, but also of the activities of what 

she calls “the shadow state”: the brokers, advisers, political workers, crooks and 

contractors who surround the official state. This has major implications for studies 

seeking to gain a deeper understanding of how social policies are implemented at the 
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local level. However, Corbridge et al. argue that an exclusive emphasis on the shadow 

state sometimes fails to address the more positive opening of spaces of citizenship and 

participation that are being created through such actors (Corbridge et al. 2005, 10:5). 

This means that it is important to look both at the possibilities and challenges in the way 

non-state influences play out in the relation between the state and the migrant 

communities. 

An analysis of migrant households’ food security must also consider social influences 

such as moral ideas and power structures when looking at the materialization of social 

support programs and entitlements in practice. I here find the analytical concept 

“cultures of entitlement” useful, introduced and used by Akerkar et al. (2016) in an 

article studying the outcomes of social support programs implemented in a rural district 

of Uttar Pradesh. Here, they show that legal entitlements or rights are not the only moral 

categories used to make claims “on the ground” (Akerkar, Joshi, and Fordham 2016, 

51–54). In the study, they found that social power relationships embedded in gender and 

caste, moral ideas of shame and honor, as well as a lack of trust based on clientele and 

patronage relations, affected the way in which entitlements were realized by people. 

They thus put forward an already mentioned critique of the application of the formal 

entitlements approach of Sen to social support programs in India, and proposes and 

defines the concept “cultures of entitlement”. They argue that, in India, entitlements are 

not only seen and acted upon as formal, legal rights, but are also affected by social and 

moral claims where entitlements become “mediated through multiple notions of rights 

and social relationships of power” (Akerkar, Joshi, and Fordham 2016, 48). On the 

ground, people for instance often rely on their connections or “moral contracts” with 

influential patrons and powerful persons to access their entitlements. This might be of 

particular relevance to migrants, as such social power relations vary across space, with 

different conditions for accessing their entitlements in their place of origin compared to 

at their migration destination. 

3.5 New research questions raised 
In this chapter, I have presented perspectives and concepts that together provide the 

theoretical framework of this thesis. This framework will be used in the structure of this 

thesis’ enquiry, and to understand and support the findings regarding internal migrants’ 
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access to food and social support later in this thesis. I started by outlining some of the 

perspectives through which internal migration in India and migrants’ livelihoods have 

been conceptualized in the literature, and showed how these might provide different 

understandings of migrants’ relationships with state and society in the sending and 

receiving community, and thus possibly also of their access to food. I then introduced 

the entitlement approach, which will provide a useful analytical tool for the quantitative 

analysis in this thesis, concerning migrant households’ access to food through different 

types of entitlements. However, noting that the entitlement approach has certain 

limitations, I showed that it will be important to investigate how entitlements are 

actually realized by the migrant households, in order to fully understand their access to 

food. Due to the limitations of the entitlement approach, I presented theories and 

concepts that can shed light on the relationship between the state and “the poor” in 

India, focusing on how the informality and mobility of migrants might conflict with 

state practices that are being used in the implementation of social support programs, and 

that it might also affect the state’s ability to “see” migrants. I then changed my focus to 

how migrants might “see” the state, and showed that their agency and other non-state 

influences can also play a part in shaping the outcome of their entitlements. 

Based on these theoretical perspectives, I conclude by presenting the specific sub-

questions through which the main research question of this thesis will be approached. 

As recalled from the introduction, the main research question of this thesis is: How does 

internal migration affect the access to food of migrant households in urban India? This 

main research question will be pursued by the following sub-questions: 

What role do different types of entitlements play for migrant households’ 
access to food in an urban context, and are there any linkages between 
internal migration and the access to food? 

How does the informality and mobility of migrants’ livelihoods shape their 
access to food security programs in the city? 

How do internal migrants’ agency and other non-state influences shape their 
use of and access to food security programs? 

 

I will now describe the methodological framework and methods used to answer these 

research questions.  



39 
 

4 Methodology 
This chapter will describe and explain the rationale behind the chosen methodological 

framework and the methods applied in this project. I will also discuss critical features of 

this framework in terms of reliability and validity, and how my own and my 

interpreter’s roles might have affected the research process and outcome. Finally, this 

chapter presents ethical considerations taken when conducting this project.  

Before addressing my methodological framework and chosen methods, I provide a short 

background that account for issues that were part of informing this project’s structure of 

enquiry.  

4.1 Background to methodology 
This master’s project has been part of a larger research project (FOODSEC), conducted 

by a consortium of Norwegian and Indian researchers.8 A starting point for my 

inclusion in FOODSEC was that I would be able to use the data collected through their 

survey to support my own research, on a topic which we found interesting and feasible 

to explore within the limits of my master’s thesis. I was included in FOODSEC in 

December 2015, and was able to join a workshop and meetings conducted in Bangalore 

at the Institute for Social and Economic Change (ISEC) in January 2016. At this point, 

the research team had already completed a household survey in three out of their four 

study areas in Karnataka and Bihar, but not yet in Bangalore. ISEC was appointed as a 

local partner to conduct this last part of FOODSEC’s household survey. Through this 

one-week visit, I established contacts at ISEC and was introduced to the context of 

Bangalore. To establish contacts that can help in “entering the field” can be both 

difficult and time-consuming for researchers, especially when “the field” is not situated 

close to where you live, and you rely on a certain time frame for conducting your field 

work. The research team and I therefore decided that a focus on Bangalore would be 

beneficial to accomplish my research for this thesis, mainly for such practical reasons. I 

had never visited Bangalore before, but had been traveling to other places in India due 

to my personal interest in the country as well as my previous studies.  

                                                 
8 See «Project background» at the start of this thesis for more information about the FOODSEC project. 
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Before and during this visit to Bangalore, we discussed that access to food in urban 

slums, and possibly in relation to migration, could be an interesting topic for me to 

explore in my thesis. This was mainly based on indications from the key informant 

interviews conducted by FOODSEC researchers in Bangalore and Patna (in Bihar) that 

migrants were experiencing exclusion from access to food rations. During the pre-

survey meetings with ISEC, it was therefore decided to include some questions related 

to migration in the survey to be conducted in Bangalore, for the purpose of my research. 

Apart from this, I did not take part in the design and implementation of the survey used 

as a basis for my quantitative analysis in this thesis. 

4.2 Methodological framework 
The research of this project was conducted using a mixed-methods design, and by 

combining qualitative and quantitative methods. It can be argued that quantitative and 

qualitative methods are challenging to combine, due to commonly being placed at 

separate sides of the ontological and epistemological “divide” between naturalists 

(positivists) and constructivists (see Moses and Knutsen 2012). However, being aware 

of this challenge, I draw on the “critical realism” movement in the methodological 

approach of this project, which challenges some of the dichotomies between naturalists 

and constructivists, and between quantitative and qualitative methods. Thus, in this 

research, I acknowledge that an external world exists independently of our human 

consciousness and knowledge of it, but at the same time that there exists a dimension 

that is not fixed and immediately observable, but which is socially determined, complex 

and changing (Danermark et al. 2002, 6–10). It is in this “deeper” dimension where both 

natural and social scientists find that interesting “something” beneath the surface, or 

what critical realists call the multiple mechanisms which produce and influence the 

empirically observable events (Danermark et al. 2002, 6).  

Applying a mixed-methods design to this project allowed for the different methods to 

inform each other throughout the research process. For instance, one method was used 

to develop the other (e.g. through sampling choices), or to elaborate and complement 

the findings of the other, contributing to deepening my analysis and strengthening 

validity and reliability. Triangulation was also applied, to search for convergence and 

contradictions during the research process, contributing to greater validity. However, I 
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agree with Fielding and Fielding (2008) in that “when we combine theories and 

methods, we do so to add breadth or depth to our analysis, not because we subscribe to a 

single and ‘objective’ truth” (560). Thus, although triangulation was used to cross-check 

parts of the data collected through the different methods, the main goal of applying 

multiple methods was to deepen my analysis. 

The research of this project was conducted without being contingent on a particular 

discipline’s methodology, methods or theories. The topic of the research fits well within 

such an interdisciplinary approach. As described in the introduction, food (in)security is 

a complex and multi-dimensional concept, and its many causes and effects cannot be 

understood in a comprehensive way without taking an interdisciplinary approach. 

Furthermore, migration and the “mobilities” it involves is also a topic that fits well with 

an interdisciplinary perspective. As argued by Cresswell (2014, 551), mobility is about 

meaning, ethical and political issues, as well as practical concerns that can be mapped 

and calculated, and studies on “mobilities” have therefore often linked natural science, 

social science and the humanities. I believe that the interdisciplinary approach has been 

beneficial in this project, reflected in the use of literature and theoretical concepts from 

different disciplinary quarters in this thesis. 

4.3 Methods 
I will now present the details of the three main methods used in this project, and discuss 

their advantages and limitations within the research design. 

4.3.1 Survey 

The starting point of my research process was to use a quantitative method, to analyze 

data from the FOODSEC survey conducted in Bangalore. Combined with a review of 

relevant literature on my initial research topic, this was done to explore and 

contextualize the setting of my research. Furthermore, the quantitative analysis was 

used with the aim of identifying interesting relationships (correlations) between 

variables, and to derive at a set of research questions to be further investigated by 

conducting my own field work.  



42 
 

The quantitative data was collected through a household survey designed and 

implemented by the FOODSEC project. The overall rationale of the survey was to get a 

better understanding of how households’ food security depends on various sources of 

provision and government support programs, to get better insight into conditions that 

together produce and protect against vulnerabilities, thus showing where the need for 

intervention is greatest. Respondents of the survey were for instance asked about the 

frequency of eating certain food items, using a retrospective method of dietary 

assessment, where an individual is interviewed about their food and beverage 

consumption during the day before on an “ordinary” day. Such a 24-hour dietary recall 

ensures validity of the results, as it is easy for respondents to remember what they ate 

yesterday. Respondents were also asked about how key food items were procured, their 

access to land, employment and paid labor. A series of questions addressed their use 

and assessment of governmental support programs, including the PDS, MDM, and 

ICDS. Most questions were pre-coded, but the survey also included some open-ended 

questions. The survey conducted in Bangalore also included questions related to 

migration.  

The survey used “household” as a unit of analysis, which was defined as the unit of 

people sharing one chulha (cooking facility).9 In Bangalore, the survey was conducted 

by ISEC during February 2016, and covered 171 households, living in four different 

slums in Bangalore. The households taking part in the survey were randomly chosen 

within each slum, to ensure representability. The slums were all “undeclared”, which 

means that they were not legally notified as a slum or other type of residential area, and 

thus that they were lacking access to basic services and public slum rehabilitation 

programs. Based on the living conditions of undeclared slums, it was considered likely 

that households living in such settlements would be vulnerable to food insecurity. Table 

3 presents the socio-economic characteristics of the sampled households from the 

primary data of the survey. 

                                                 
9 The survey addressed the female or females who are doing the cooking for the household. In 
some cases, the respondents were men due to absence of female household members. 
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Table 3 Socio-economic characteristics of households in Bangalore sample in percent (n=171) 

Socio-economic characteristic Households (%) 

Illiteracy 44 

Scheduled Caste (SC) 67 

Scheduled Tribe (ST) 6 

Other Backward Class (OBC) 23 

Household income: Less than 5000 Indian Rupee (INR) a month 21 

Household income: 5001 – 10.000 INR a month 51 

Household income: 10.001 – 20.000 INR a month 24 

 

This presentation clearly brings out that the households included in the sample can be 

considered disadvantaged households, vulnerable to food insecurity. They comprise 

mostly of households from a lower-caste background (Scheduled Caste)10, and 72 

percent of the households earn less than 10.000 INR a month. These are socio-economic 

contextual factors likely to influence food security in a negative way. 

The sample of households consisted both of migrant and non-migrant households. The 

quantitative analysis presented in this thesis will focus on the migrant households in the 

sample. Out of the 171 households sampled in the survey, 144 households defined 

themselves as being migrant households. Table 4 presents the distribution of households 

based on state of origin. 

Table 4 State of origin of migrant households in Bangalore in percent (n=144) 

State of origin Households (%) 

Karnataka 69 

Tamil Nadu 24 

Uttar Pradesh 1 

Don’t know 7 

 

                                                 
10 Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe and Other Backward Class are categories used by the Indian state to 
promote proportionate representation through employment quotas, deliver extra services, etc., for 
groups that are regarded disadvantaged due to their caste, class or tribal background. 
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It shows that the sampled migrant households are mostly intra-state migrants coming 

from within Karnataka, but that there are also inter-state migrants coming from 

neighboring states, mainly Tamil Nadu. In my analysis, I will also categorize migrants 

by how long they have been living in Bangalore. Figure 2 presents the distribution of 

migrant households by years since migration.  

The figure shows that responses ranged from 1 to 45 years since migration, with a 

median of 12 years and mean of 15 years. Considering this wide range of responses, I 

have categorized the migrants in my analysis to explore if there are any differences 

between those who are recent migrants and those who have stayed for a longer time 

period. 

The data collected through the survey in Bangalore was analyzed in this research project 

by using simple bivariate crosstabs computed in SPSS Statistics software, focusing on 

correlations and relationships between two variables. Using migrant/non-migrant 

“status” as an independent variable, I explored its relationships with multiple dependent 

variables, for instance variables addressing the use of food security programs and other 

sources for food procurement. I tested the statistical probability of my findings using a 

Figure 2 Distribution of migrant households in survey by years since migration 
(n=144) 
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0.05 significance level. To ensure validity, I also checked for other “lurking variables” 

that might challenge such relationships, what Moses and Knutsen (2012, 77) calls 

“spurious relationships”. I did this through exploring correlations between other 

independent variables and the same dependent variables. For instance, I used migrants’ 

origin state, category of household (caste/class) and income as independent variables, 

and ration card possession as dependent variable, to check for other correlations that 

could influence my results. The findings from the analysis are presented in this thesis 

using tables and figures. 

One risk when using survey as a method, is that the questions and the response options 

might prove to be irrelevant or inaccurate for the sampled population, thus reducing 

reliability of the findings. The pre-coded questions can easily miss out on important but 

unknown nuances and contextual factors. However, the FOODSEC researchers aimed at 

avoiding this through designing the survey based on a study of literature, key concepts 

and statistics, summarized in a project note by Dulsrud et al. (2015), and by conducting 

interviews with key informants in both Bihar and Karnataka, which also informed the 

design of the survey. Furthermore, they piloted the survey in the four different research 

settings.  

Nevertheless, since the survey questions regarding migration were added at a later stage 

of this process, I encountered a few such limitations during my analysis. The first was 

that migrants were asked to provide how long since they migrated in years, thus not 

accounting for those who had migrated more recently or for those who considered 

themselves circular or seasonal migrants. However, most of the sampled households 

answered that they had been in Bangalore for a longer time period (median of 12 years), 

indicating that recent and circular migration might have been less relevant in this 

setting. The second limitation I encountered, which came to light after my qualitative 

field work, was that the question regarding possession of ration card did not address 

whether the households had a ration card in Bangalore or in their place of origin. 

However, I experienced during my own field work that most households answered that 

they were not ration card holders when they did not have a ration card in Bangalore, 

while the same households could have a ration card in their place of origin. Thus, I 

assume in the analysis that ration card possession addresses ration cards in Bangalore, 
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and not in the migrant’s place of origin. Nevertheless, this is something I would have 

addressed if I were to replicate the survey in another setting.  

The FOODSEC researchers collected data from a great number of households – a 

number I would probably never get close to if I conducted the survey on my own. This 

has been one major advantage of using survey as a method in this project, and have 

contributed to improve the generalizability of my analysis. Furthermore, the scale of the 

data set was also astounding for use in a master’s thesis, providing over 600 variables to 

explore. This has made a considerable contribution to the breadth and validity of this 

research. Nevertheless, there has been one limitation in this respect, stemming from the 

fact that the survey initially was not designed and implemented with the aim to compare 

migrant and non-migrant households. That is the low number of non-migrant household 

in the sample (n=27). Thus, when comparing the migrant and the non-migrant sample, it 

could be argued that the non-migrant sample is too low to be able to generalize. 

However, the data I present points to a clear tendency within the groups of non-migrants 

and migrants, and I have also tested the statistical significance of my findings. 

Another limitation of using a quantitative analysis at the initial stage of research, is that 

it can limit the open-mindedness of the researcher at a later stage, “steering” and 

narrowing the research questions, and possibly the research topic and the next stages of 

the research. However, I would argue that it was a fruitful approach in this master’s 

project, because it helped me to focus on an interesting issue which could be further 

explored within the time frame and other limits of a master’s project. Using primary 

data collected in the context of the research and not only secondary sources also enabled 

me to ask questions that were relevant in my specific research context, and to select an 

appropriate sample to further explore these questions. Nevertheless, as I was aware of 

this possible bias at the initial stage of the research, I consciously aimed at disclosing 

any “lurking variables” in the data and keeping an open mind during the rest of the 

research process, for instance by being open to alternative, contradictory or 

disapproving observations during my own field work. I now turn to present the 

qualitative methods used in this research. 
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4.3.2 Key informant interviews 

A rule that lies at the core of quantitative social science is that “correlation is not 

causation” (Ragin and Becker 1992, 3). This stems from the fact that the “objects” 

social scientists study are intelligent, willful and reflective agents, making the social 

world full of agency, ruptures and contextual factors that must be described and 

considered when aiming to explain and understand social phenomenon. Because of 

qualitative methods’ attention to details and complexity, it is argued that “qualitative 

research is particularly valuable for identifying and understanding multi-causal 

linkages” (Alasuutari, Bickman, and Brannen 2008, 114). Because of my purpose to 

explain, probe and create a more holistic understanding of the findings from my 

quantitative analysis, I therefore chose to add two different qualitative methods to this 

project’s research design: key informant interviews and qualitative household 

interviews. 

The purpose of using key informant interviews in this research was to analyze the 

practices, perceptions, and values of relevant actors in the government and civil society 

sectors regarding my research topic, but also to gather information that had not been 

easily available elsewhere, for instance information about the practices and 

implementation of programs, and the context of migrants in Bangalore. I conducted a 

total of nine key informant interviews for this project, over a period of five weeks in 

March and April 2017.11 One interview was conducted in Delhi, while the remaining 

eight interviews were conducted in Bangalore. All interviews were conducted in 

English without interpretation. Two interviews were with government representatives 

from two different state departments under the Government of Karnataka, and the other 

seven interviews were with representatives from relevant Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs) or Civil Society Organizations (CSOs), working with migrants 

and/or slum communities within Bangalore and/or with delivery of social programs.  

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured, conversational manner, using a 

majority of open-ended questions. This was done to encourage the interviewee to 

structure the account of the situation, in order to understand his or her notions of what 

                                                 
11 A list of key informant interviews is included in the appendix. 
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was regarded as relevant, and probe into their perceptions and values. Another reason 

for my choice of semi-structured interviews was that I expected my key informants to 

require a non-standardized treatment, due to their expertise on my topic and my “status” 

as being a student from a different country, probably assumed to know little about the 

topic. An interview guide was prepared and adjusted to every interviewee beforehand, 

but this guide was mainly used towards the end of each interview to make sure that all 

relevant topics had been covered. On acceptance of the interviewees, all the interviews 

were recorded. I also kept a field diary, where I noted down my immediate reflections 

after each interview. 

My key informants were selected based on expectations that they were persons who had 

in-depth knowledge and insights on my topic of study. I used snowball sampling to 

locate my key informants, starting off with a list of initial contacts that were relevant to 

my project, and then using these to make other contacts during the course of my field 

work. The initial list of contacts was made up by organizations suggested by researchers 

involved in the FOODSEC project, as well as people I knew at the University of Oslo 

and at ISEC in Bangalore. I also found other relevant organizations by searching for key 

words such as “organization”, “Bangalore”, “slum” and “migrants” online. I selected 

key informants that were fluent in English, since I wanted to conduct the interviews 

without the use of an interpreter. This was easy, as people working in the higher 

positions of the bureaucracy at the state level and in the NGO sector come from a part 

of the Indian society (middle/upper class) where it is common to be fluent in English.  

I started by interviewing the NGO and CSO representatives, as these were expected 

(and found) to be more accessible compared to the government representatives, and 

because I expected that they could be valuable in locating other informants and 

locations to conduct my field work. Most of the organizations and individuals that were 

suggested were found to be relevant for my topic and there was only one organization 

who turned down my interview request. However, to make appointments with the 

government representatives was a different story. My e-mails were never responded to, 

and to approach them by telephone was also a hurdle, because I often did not receive or 

find the correct telephone number, and because the persons answering sometimes did 

not understand English. I finally managed to get two appointments with public officials 

in two different state departments, and made one appointment with the Karnataka Slum 
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Development Board. However, upon my appointment with the latter institution, the 

person that I was supposed to interview never appeared. Thus, one limitation of my 

research is that I could have done more interviews with public officials, to improve the 

validity of my research. I have therefore chosen to not only explore what was said in the 

two specific interviews, but also other aspects regarding the state’s practices, through 

testimonies from both migrant households and key informants, as well as based on 

official documents. I also did more interviews with representatives from organizations 

than I initially aimed for. 

The audio-recordings of the key informant interviews were transcribed and then coded 

using NVivo software. I started by separating the transcripts into government and non-

government key informants, and then examined each interview through identifying 

themes and topics that were coded separately. I then coded these themes and topics into 

broader headings, which enabled me to locate some recurrent topics and patterns. I also 

cross-checked any information that was collected in my key informant interviews with 

other sources, such as public documents, whenever possible. 

4.3.3 Qualitative household interviews 

The purpose of using qualitative household interviews as a method in this research 

project was to analyze internal migrants’ experiences, actions, motivations and 

perceptions, to be able to explain the findings from the quantitative analysis and to 

enable a more holistic understanding of the research topic. Through these interviews, I 

also wanted to avoid the sometimes static and structurally predetermined view of 

individuals observed in the use of quantitative analysis within the social sciences 

(Alasuutari, Bickman, and Brannen 2008, 114).  

I conducted a total of 16 interviews in two different undeclared slum settlements; “BR 

Colony” and “Govinda Nagar”.12 I visited BR Colony four times covering the period of 

one week, and conducted eight interviews, out of which six were with the female head 

(wife) of the household and two were with both husband and wife. Govinda Nagar was 

visited for three days covering a period of eight days. I also conducted eight interviews 

in this area, out of which two interviews were with the male head (husband) of the 

                                                 
12 Names of the actual settlements have been changed to ensure anonymity. 
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household, three interviews were with the female (wife) head of the household, and 

three were with both husband and wife in the household. In some of the interviews, 

other relatives were also present.13 The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured 

manner, using interpreter which translated between English, Kannada and Telugu 

language. I used an interview guide consisting mainly of open-ended question, but also 

some close-ended questions. All the interviews were recorded and later transcribed, 

except the first four interviews in BR Colony, which were summarized based on my 

notes immediately afterwards. 

As demonstrated in a study of Bangalore by Krishna (2013, 574, 578), there are major 

differences in living standards between different types of “low-income settlements” in 

Bangalore. As previously mentioned, the FOODSEC researchers chose households 

living in undeclared slums for their sample, in order to improve reliability and 

generalizability. To make sure that the quantitative and qualitative sample would have 

the same preconditions, I therefore also chose to conduct my field work in two 

undeclared slums. The first slum I visited was BR Colony, which was also included in 

the survey conducted by ISEC. Thus, my interpreter from ISEC had easy access to this 

slum, and we did not have any challenges in finding households who wanted to be 

interviewed. The households in this slum mainly consisted of intra-state migrants, 

coming from Northern Karnataka. 

I also chose to visit a second undeclared slum, with the initial purpose of wanting to 

interview both inter-state and intra-state migrants, to see if there were any differences 

between them. This slum, Govinda Nagar, was however not a part of the survey. The 

reason for my choice of this slum was that the two slums in the survey which consisted 

mainly of inter-state migrants were no longer accessible to ISEC. In the first of these 

two slums, their researchers were denied access by the slum leader towards the end of 

the last survey. In the other slum, my interpreter and I tried to get access, but were 

unable to find any relevant migrant families that were willing to talk to us. However, I 

was able to get access to another slum through my contact with the leader of a local 

charitable trust running educational centers and slum programs in the area where I 

conducted my field work. This contact proved very valuable, not only because he 

                                                 
13 A list of qualitative household interviews conducted is included in the appendix. 
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helped me find a relevant slum to conduct my field work, but also because of his 

knowledge stemming from a long-time engagement in working with housing and 

educational rights for the slum population in Bangalore, thus providing important 

contextual background. Govinda Nagar was also chosen due to that the migrants living 

in this slum were from Andhra Pradesh, thus they were Telugu and (partly) Kannada 

speakers, and my second interpreter knew both Telugu and Kannada. It is important to 

note that this slum was also different from the other slum in some other ways, although 

both slums were undeclared. As these different characteristics were found important 

during my qualitative analysis, I have summarized them in the table below. 

Table 5 Characteristics of the two slums where qualitative household interviews were conducted 

 BR Colony Govinda Nagar 
Ownership of land 
where slum was 
situated 

Public Private 

Rental agreement Free of cost, no rent 300 INR a month, and 200 INR 
for access to water 

Facilities Drinking water, bathroom 
facilities, street lights – all free of 
cost 

Charged per pot of drinking 
water and bore-well water, no 
electricity 

Type of dwelling More permanent, but small 
dwellings. Walls mainly of 
corrugated iron and bricks. 

Less permanent, lower quality 
dwellings. «Tents» covered 
with tarpaulins. 

 

During my field work, I also made some observations which were written down in my 

field notes. An important part of the observation phase was when I travelled around 

with the already mentioned leader of the charitable trust. We travelled together to many 

of the slum areas where he had done or was still doing social work, and I asked him a 

lot of questions along the way. These conversations were never recorded, but I later 

asked for his permission to use the information from these conversations as background 

in my study, something he accepted. During my field work, I was also able to visit one 

Anganwadi center, a nursery (or crèche) for children of migrant construction workers, 

and the kitchen of Akshaya Patra where Bangalore’s Mid Day Meals are prepared. This 

contributed to provide contextual knowledge that was important for my understanding 

of the setting. 

Upon my return to Norway, I transcribed the audio-recordings of the translations of the 

household interviews. When I had any uncertainties about words or statements on the 
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recordings, I checked with my interpreter. I then coded my interviews and the notes I 

had taken from the first interviews, using NVivo and the same method as in the key 

informant interviews. 

One limitation of my use of qualitative household interviews in this research was that I 

sometimes found it very difficult to be alone with the intended interviewee, and this 

might have constrained their answers in some situations. I was planning to conduct my 

interviews one-to-one, however this turned out to be quite difficult in reality. This was 

mainly because people’s homes were situated very close to each other, and that there 

were many people around who were curious about me and what was going on. Due to 

time constraints, I therefore had to conduct some of my interviews with relatives around 

the main interviewee, and sometimes other people (mainly children) listening. I also did 

several interviews where I interviewed both the husband and wife of the households, or 

other relatives together. I found that this was not necessarily unfavorable, as they often 

complemented each other’s answers. However, in theory and retrospect, it would have 

been beneficial to avoid any such influence from others, as it could lead to a bias in my 

findings, especially in terms of gender sensitivity. Nevertheless, I found that people 

tended to disappear after a short while, because they figured out that it was not that 

interesting to listen after all, and I therefore asked about the least sensitive issues at the 

start of the interviews. 

I will now turn to explain my own and my interpreter’s role, as this is an important 

factor when conducting interviews and field work, since personal experiences or biases 

might mean leaning towards certain themes and evidence, but also because my own, my 

interpreter and my informants’ social position, frame of reference and possible purposes 

(Dexter 2006, 20) might influence the reliability and validity of the findings.  

4.4 My role during field work 
Reflexivity is an important part of the qualitative research process, since the background 

of the researcher may shape the direction of the study as well as the interpretation (Aléx 

and Hammarström 2008, 169; Creswell 2014, 186), thus affecting reliability and 

validity of the study. Conducting field work in a different country and culture than my 

own, I was constantly aware of how my informants would define me, how I would 
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define them, and how this might influence my research. Being a foreigner with a fair 

complexion in India means that people might think you are wealthy and influential, 

which again can lead to certain expectations. This was reflected when some of my 

informants in the slum asked for my help, for instance to be able to build a house. My 

research might have been affected by this in the way that they were more willing to tell 

me about their lives and their problems, but it is also possible that some might have 

exaggerated their problems to appeal for my help. I tried to minimize this by explaining 

the purpose of my visit and study before each interview, that I was not there as an NGO 

representative, donor, or similar, and that I as a student would not be able to help them 

in any way, but that I was interested to learn about their situation. I also wore local style 

clothing (kurta) without any jewelry or accessories, to try to reduce any impression of 

me being a rich foreigner. On the other hand, my identity as a foreigner also meant that 

I received a lot of attention and interest from everyone, which I believe made it easier 

for me to get access and conduct my interviews. 

Identities are intersectional and change from situation to situation. Thus, my role during 

field work was not only affected by my nationality and looks, but also by my age, 

gender and position. I was not only “the white foreigner” – I was also “the young 

woman” and “the master’s student”. For instance, being a young, female, and “junior” 

student, meant that my key informants did not expect me to know much about the topic 

of inquiry, hence they were not hesitant to talk and explain to me. However, it also 

influenced my access to informants, as a few of the government representatives I 

approached did not seem very interested in using their time on a “junior” student. Thus, 

I was only able to interview two government representatives. The fact that these two 

representatives were willing to talk to me also means that their representability could be 

questioned. This also became clear to me since the people who suggested these two 

representatives described them as being particularly “proactive” or “open”. This has 

been taken into consideration when interpreting their interviews in the analysis.  

4.5 The interpreter’s role 
The household interviews for this project were conducted using two different 

interpreters, translating between English and Kannada and sometimes also English and 

Telugu. My first interpreter was an ISEC employee, who was assigned to be my 
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interpreter by my contact person at the Institute. Since she was part of the team who 

conducted the FOODSEC survey, she knew my topic quite well. She was also 

indispensable in getting access to the first slum I went to, as she had been there before. 

However, I quickly realized that her background from conducting quantitative surveys 

probably affected her style of interpretation and possibly the way my informants 

responded. I got a strong feeling that she was missing out on some of the details and 

nuances in what my informants said, because she was reducing long answers into 

shorter quotes. Understanding that interpretation can be difficult, I nevertheless 

instructed her to interpret in a more direct way, and to ask the informants to take breaks 

if she found their answers too long. However, I also found that she did not really 

empathize with my informants. The fact that she was assigned to be my interpreter and 

did not choose to do it herself, and that I was a “junior” master’s student, might also 

have been a reason for her lack of interest and wish to complete the interviews quickly. 

I know that she had a lot of work at the office, which she now had to postpone because 

of me, although she was paid to compensate for this. It was also quite uncomfortable to 

go to the field on a hot and sunny day, compared to staying at the office. Realizing that 

she was not really interested in being my interpreter, I started looking for other options. 

We conducted six interviews together, before I found a new interpreter. 

My second interpreter was a young computer engineer, whose dream was to quit her job 

for an IT company and complete a degree in social work or development studies. She 

had previous experience from being an interpreter for a foreign PhD student in political 

science. I found our attitudes towards field research to match very well. I noticed a 

greater degree of sincerity in the way my informants responded to her compared to the 

other interpreter. The reason for this might have been that she was younger and also 

humbler in the way she addressed them. As caste and socio-economic background also 

plays a major role in structuring power relations in Indian society, this might also have 

affected the differences in interaction. My second interpreter’s rural background might 

have been beneficial in this context, since my informants were migrants coming from 

rural areas. It was also easier for me to give her instructions, and we discussed the 

interviews afterwards to make sure that we did not miss out on anything being said. 

However, since she was working every weekday, we were not able to spend a lot of 

time on observation in the field, but we managed to complete a total of 10 interviews 

together during the weekends. 
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4.6 Ethical considerations 
The topic of this project touches upon issues around which there can be a risk of 

negative consequences for respondents and informants, such as corruption and fraud in 

the delivery of social support. Respondents of the survey as well as my household 

interviewees were therefore given assurance of anonymity and voluntary participation 

before being interviewed. They also received information about the purpose of the 

study. The survey respondents were asked to give their explicit consent to participation 

on paper. For the qualitative key informant and household interviews, the informants 

consent to participate was made verbally, since I experienced in my first key informant 

interview that the written consent form was looked upon with suspicion. My key 

informants were asked if they would like their organization to be anonymized, out of 

which only one wanted anonymity for the organization. When it comes to the household 

informants, I chose to anonymize all of them completely, since these interviews were 

more private, focusing on their private life experiences rather than their public life and 

career. I have also changed the names on the actual settlements where the households 

lived in this thesis. All interview recordings have been deleted after transcription, and 

the project has been approved by the Norwegian Social Science Data Services (NSD). 

During my field work, I found it very important to develop trust between my 

informants, my interpreter and myself, and to avoid any violations of local norms. To 

avoid this, I ensured that the leaders of the slums were informed and accepted the 

purpose of our visit. All the interviews were conducted during daytime. I also address 

the interviewees in a respectful manner, told them a little bit about myself, and started 

by asking them the least intrusive questions. Nevertheless, towards the end of my stay 

in the first slum, an elder woman told us how she was tired of people coming there to 

ask questions, because in the end these people never did anything to help the people 

living in the slum: “I am not sure if it is you who are helping us, or if you are just 

helping yourself,” she said. This statement addresses one of the major ethical dilemmas 

I encountered during my field work: that many people living in slums are tired of the 

many surveys and interviews conducted by NGOs or bureaucrats, as they don’t seem to 

be helping them anyway. Thus, some of my informants might have been left with a 

feeling of being somehow “used” as objects of research – not only because of my study, 

but because of all these studies in combination. This was more apparent in the first 



56 
 

slum, as they seemed to have more people coming there to conduct surveys. In 

retrospect, it would have been wise to select slums that were less accessible for 

researchers and others, and where people were not tired of being “investigated”.  

I now proceed to present my empirical findings, and start by presenting my findings 

from the survey, exploring linkages between internal migration and the access to food 

among households. 



57 
 

5 Migration and entitlements: 
exclusion from targeted social 
support 
In the theory chapter, I brought out the importance of taking a human-centered approach 

if we are to understand why people do not have enough food to eat, especially in a city 

with adequate food supplies such as Bangalore. I showed that one way to address this 

analytically is by using the entitlement approach, through “mapping” the bundles of 

entitlements of individuals or households; the kind of resources, assets and rights they 

have which in turn they might use to acquire food.  

In this chapter, I draw on the entitlement approach as a tool to chart and analyze the 

“bundles of entitlements” of migrant households, based on a quantitative survey 

covering 171 households in four different undeclared slums of Bangalore. Following the 

FOODSEC project’s conceptualization of entitlements as outlined in my theoretical 

framework, I divide entitlements into the categories of (1) own production, (2) 

employment and income, and (3) social support. When relevant, I present a comparison 

of the entitlements of migrant and non-migrant households, to further illuminate 

outcomes that might be specific to migrants. This is based on the hypothesis that an 

observed difference between the outcome of migrant and non-migrant households’ 

entitlements would indicate a relationship between internal migration and the access to 

food through the relevant entitlements. Thus, in this chapter, I address the first sub-

question of my research: What role do different types of entitlements play for migrant 

households’ access to food in an urban context, and are there any linkages between 

internal migration and the access to food? I will show that there are some significant 

linkages between migrant status and entitlements providing access to food, particularly 

in the case of access to social support entitlements. 

5.1 Own production 
As previously mentioned, availability and production of food has historically played a 

central role in the discourse around food security. Availability through production is 

usually assessed on a macro level, for instance by looking at how much food is 
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produced in a country and then dividing it by its population size. However, based on the 

insights of the entitlement approach, food security researchers should also assess the 

role of production at the household or individual level, by looking at the role of food 

produced through own fields for the access to food. 

At the level of urban households, own production is expected to play a minor role for 

access to food. This is because households in urban areas usually are not involved in 

food production, and because bigger cities often are well integrated into regional, 

national or even global food supply chains. However, there are reasons to expect that 

this might be different for migrants, especially those who have migrated from rural to 

urban areas, as they might still be involved in or benefit from rural food production. 

Migrants often keep the links with their place of origin intact even if they migrate, and 

they can also be circular or seasonal migrants. Research in other contexts has shown 

that the food security of migrant households can be enhanced because of substantial 

rural-urban food transfers (e.g. in Windhoek, Namibia, see Frayne 2007; Pendleton, 

Crush, and Nickanor 2014). 

Table 6 shows the role of own production for the access to food of the internal migrants 

in the sample. It shows the extent to which some of the most common staple food items 

(or crops) are being procured through own fields. 

Table 6 Use of own fields for food procurement of different staples last month among migrant 
households, in percent (n=144) 

Staple crop procured through own fields Migrant households (%) 

Wheat  2 

Rice 4 

Pulses 6 

Millets 15 
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The use of own fields for food procurement is found to be minimal among the migrant 

households, especially for the main staples wheat and rice. Only two percent of the 

households procured wheat through their own fields, while four percent procured rice. It 

is however interesting to note that the highly nutritious staples pulses and millets are to 

a larger extent procured through own fields, indicating that the access to these through 

own production are of importance for some migrant households, even though they are 

living in urban areas. Based on the survey, we do not know the quantity of food that the 

households procured from their own fields, which makes it difficult to know exactly 

how much this source contributes to the households’ access to food. Nevertheless, the 

share of households procuring pulses and millets through own fields is quite small. The 

findings could have been influenced by seasonal variations, but they are assumed to 

have modest impact due to interviews being conducted in February during the spring 

harvest season (rabi) of the winter crops (National Food Security Mission n.d.).  

Thus, although the food security of some of the migrant households in Bangalore might 

be enhanced by food procured through their own fields, the findings show that 

production-based entitlements play a minor role for the access to food of the migrant 

households. This means that research on food security among urban migrant households 

should primarily focus on the influence of other types of entitlements, for instance by 

investigating the access to food through income or social support. This agrees with the 

view that in an urban setting, research on food security needs to be extended beyond the 

focus on availability and production (Pendleton, Crush, and Nickanor 2014, 192), also 

when assessing the food security of migrant households.  

5.2 Employment and income 
Because of the minor role of own production for the procurement of food among 

migrants, it can be expected that the regular market is a significant source of food for 

these households instead. Figure 3 compares the use of regular shops, markets and 

mandis14 for food procurement among migrant and non-migrant households 

respectively. 

                                                 
14 Mandi in Hindi and other Indian languages means a big market place, traditionally for food and 
agricultural commodities. 
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Figure 3 Use of regular shops, market and mandi for food procurement of different food items last 
month in percent of migrant households (n=144) and non-migrant households (n=27) 

The presentation in figure 3 confirms that the regular market is a common and essential 

source of food among both migrant and non-migrant households. 87 percent of the 

migrant households and 78 percent of the non-migrant households were found to 

procure rice through regular market supply last month. Furthermore, 94 percent of the 

migrant households and 93 percent of the non-migrant households procured pulses 

through the regular market. There is however one significant difference between non-

migrant and migrants households in their use of the regular market for food 

procurement. Only 30 percent of the non-migrant households were found to procure 

wheat through the regular market, while 63 percent of the migrant households procured 

wheat this way. One reason for this might be that the migrant and non-migrant 

households have different dietary preferences. Consumption of wheat-based roti or 

chapatti (a type of bread) is for instance more common among the population living in 

the rural areas of Northern Karnataka compared to people living in Bangalore and 

Southern Karnataka, who use rice more frequently. Another reason might be that many 

of the non-migrant households procured most of the wheat they needed through other 

sources, such as through the rations of the PDS. This is something I will come back to 

later in the section addressing the access to social support in this chapter. 

The findings presented in figure 3 demonstrates that regular market supply must be 

considered crucial for the access to food among both types of households, and even 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Wheat Rice Millets Pulses

Pe
rc

en
t

Migrant households Non-migrant households



61 
 

more so for migrant than non-migrant households. Since the households rely on the 

regular market and thus purchasing power for their access to food, this finding further 

brings out the importance of income for the access to food of households in this context. 

There are reasons to expect the income of migrant households to be lower compared to 

non-migrant households, as they might face discrimination in the labor market due to 

language or cultural differences, or lack the contacts and networks needed to get a job in 

the city as discussed by Rafique et al. (2006, 5). Figure 4 compares the monthly income 

among migrant and non-migrant households. 

 

Figure 4 Monthly household income in percent of migrant households (n=144) and non-migrant 
households (n=27) 

It shows that 19 percent of the migrant households earned less than 5000 INR, while the 

same number for non-migrant households was 26 percent. There is a larger proportion 

of migrants in the category of 5001 to 10 000 INR monthly income, compared to non-

migrant households. 54 percent of the migrant households and 37 percent of the non-

migrant households are included in this income category. I found the differences 

between migrant and non-migrant households’ income levels to be statistically 

insignificant. However, it is difficult to draw a general conclusion due to the small 

sample of non-migrant households (n=27) divided on each income category. 

Nevertheless, the data clearly brings out that a majority of both migrant and non-

migrant households are in a vulnerable economic situation due to their low monthly 

income. 73 percent of the migrant households and 63 of the non-migrant households 
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had a monthly income below 10.000 INR.15 This can have negative consequences for 

their access to food, considering their reliance on the regular market for food 

procurement. 

Since the regular market was found to play an important role for the households’ food 

procurement, their work arrangements also become important for their access to food. 

Before addressing the employment conditions of migrant households at their migration 

destination in Bangalore, it can also be relevant to look at their motives for migration, as 

there are reasons to expect that many migrants come to the city in search of work and 

better employment conditions. Table 7 presents the main reasons for migration. 

Table 7 Reasons for migration among migrant households in percent, multiple answers (n=144) 

Reason for migration Migrant households (%) 

Unemployment, lack of work in place of origin 63 

Drought, lack of rain, crop loss 22 

Employment, in search of work in migration destination 13 

Livelihood reasons 9 

Less work or low wages in agriculture 6 

No food 4 

Family reasons 2 

 

It is noteworthy that the main reason for migration is unemployment or lack of work in 

their place of origin. As many as 63 percent of the households have migrated for this 

reason. Additionally, 13 percent state that they migrated in search of work, nine percent 

for livelihood reasons, and six percent because of less work or low wages in agriculture 

– which can be said to be another side of the same coin. Furthermore, the table brings 

out the influence of environmental hazards and/or climate distress on migration. 22 

percent of the households reported that they migrated particularly because of drought, 

lack of rain and crop loss. Such reasons might also be influential factors behind the 

                                                 
15 157 USD or 1232 NOK in currency rate as per 21.01.2018 (1 USD = 63.8424 INR, 1 NOK = 8.11593 INR). 
However, numbers not adjusted in terms of purchasing power parity (PPP). 
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other reasons for migration, such as unemployment or lack of food. In summary, the 

table indicates that the reasons for migration are mainly so-called “push factors”; 

economic and/or environmental factors that to various extents are pushing or forcing 

people to migrate. 

Since the households are found mainly to migrate because of lack of work and income, 

an important question becomes whether and what kind of work they find in the city. 

Table 8 gives an overview of the main occupations of the migrant households in the 

sample, and table 9 presents their type of work arrangements. 

Table 8 Occupations of adults in migrant households in percent, multiple answers (n=144) 

Occupation Migrant households (%) 

Construction worker 42 

Other unskilled/manual labor 16 

Factory work (mostly garment industry) 9 

Domestic help (e.g. maid) 9 

Street vender / shop owner 6 

Sweeper for the municipal corporation 5 

Auto driver 4 

Unemployed 5 

Sick, handicapped, old/retired 2 

 

Table 9 Work arrangements of adults in migrant households in percent, multiple answers (n=144) 

Work arrangement Migrant households (%) 

Casual labor 80 

Permanent employment 20 

Contract work 7 

Self-employment 5 
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The first table shows that a majority of the adults in the migrant households are 

occupied as construction workers, other unskilled or manual laborers, factory workers 

and domestic helpers. Only five percent of the non-migrants reported unemployment. 

However, that unemployment is not reported, does not necessarily mean that they 

always have access to work. Table 9 shows that 80 percent of the adults in the migrant 

households reported working as casual laborers, which means they are employed 

temporarily on a day-to-day or weekly basis for the performance of specific tasks. Thus, 

although few of the migrants reported unemployment, we can expect that they 

experience instability in their access to work, as they are mostly casual laborers. This 

can be a challenge for their access to income, and thus also their access to food through 

the regular market. 

Considering the households’ low level of monthly income (presented in fig. 4) together 

with the often unstable working conditions that casual laborers experience, it can be 

assumed that the migrant households’ access to food are sometimes negatively affected 

by their lack of access to income. Table 10 gives an overview of migrant households’ 

experience of having or not having enough food, and the main reason given for not 

having enough (adequate) food.  

Table 10 Adequacy of food in percent of migrant households, multiple answers (n=144) 

Food adequacy Migrant households (%) 

Always enough food 17 

Not enough food: Flood/drought 1 

Not enough food: Unemployment 54 

Not enough food: Lack of income 71 

Not enough food:  Illness  16 

Not enough food: Delay in payment 3 
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Table 10 shows that only 17 per cent of the migrant household respondents report that 

they always have enough food for their household. As was assumed, lack of income is 

the most common primary reason behind not always having enough food to eat among 

the migrant households. As many as 71 percent state that lack of income is the main 

cause for not having adequate food, and 54 percent state unemployment as the main 

cause. This is consistent with the findings that the households had a low level of income 

(fig. 4), and that they are dependent on the regular market and thus income for 

procurement of food (fig. 3).  

Furthermore, table 11 presents how often migrant households find the money they have 

sufficient or insufficient to buy enough food. 

Table 11 Sufficiency of money to buy food in percent of migrant households (n=144) 

Sufficiency of money to buy food Migrant households (%) 

Always sufficient money to buy food 9 

Sometimes too little money to buy food 76 

Often too little money to buy food 8 

Always too little money to buy food 5 

 

The table reflects whether the issue of not having enough food due to lack of income is 

a persistent problem or if it is more occasional, maybe due to sudden events such as 

unemployment or other shocks. Only 9 percent of the migrant households responded 

that they always have sufficient money to buy food. 76 percent stated that they 

sometimes have too little money to buy food. This indicates that for the majority of the 

households, their lack of access to enough food is mainly an occasional issue. However, 

13 percent of the households reported that they often or always have too little money to 

buy food, thus indicating a much more severe food security situation among a 

considerable number of migrant households.  

That lack of income and unemployment are the primary reasons for not having enough 

food further strengthens the argument that access to the regular market through 
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purchasing power is vital for migrant households’ access to food. However, this also 

means that entitlements delivered through social support could potentially play an 

important role in this context, considering that the households have a low income and 

face unstable employment conditions. Thus, I now turn to describe and analyze the 

functioning of the social support entitlements delivered through the various food 

security programs among the households. 

5.3 Social support 
In the background chapter, I presented some of the major social support programs 

aimed at food security in India: the PDS, ICDS and MDM. I further outlined the 

provisions of these programs that in 2013 were included as legal entitlements in the 

NFSA. In this section, I focus on the entitlements of these three programs, although 

there are also other social support programs that might affect internal migrant 

households’ access to food, for instance the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) in their place of origin. However, as this 

is mostly relevant in the rural areas, it is outside the scope of this thesis to address the 

access to this and other social support programs. I have chosen to focus on the social 

support entitlements that explicitly addresses food security and nutrition, and which are 

of relevance both in urban and rural areas.  

On paper, the entitlements of the PDS, ICDS and MDM programs would together make 

a considerable contribution to poor households’ food security and nutrition. However, 

as outlined in the background chapter, there are reports about eligible households 

experiencing exclusion from access to their entitlements, for instance in the case of 

exclusion errors in the targeted PDS (Drèze and Khera 2015, 55). A major debate is also 

whether these programs should be targeted or universal in scope. In this section, I will 

therefore compare the targeted and the universal social support entitlements 

respectively, to see if there are any differences between migrant and non-migrants 

access to these different types of programs. 
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5.3.1 Targeted social support 

According to Abbas (2016, 158–161) one of the challenges internal migrants in India 

face when arriving at a new place can be to access their social support entitlements, 

such as the food rations of the PDS. This is for instance due to a great variation in how 

BPL ration cards and other ID proofs are issued and used across India, and the 

documents of the migrants might therefore be considered invalid in the new place. A 

migrant must also often offer documentary proof that his or her name does not appear 

on any other ration card to get a new one. Many find it difficult to obtain this proof, and 

many do not know the procedure for obtaining a new card at all (Abbas 2016, 159). 

Proving their identity and issuing a new BPL card can become problems persisting for 

years or even decades after they migrate (Abbas and Varma 2014). In a study of food 

security among urban migrant households in Gujarat, Rai and Selvaraj (2015, 156) also 

found that none of the migrant households had ration cards or proof of residence, which 

meant that they could not access their entitled food rations. In this section, I will explore 

this issue in the context of Bangalore, and compare the access to social support 

entitlements among groups of migrants and non-migrants. 

A prerequisite for access to food rations under the PDS is to have a ration card. As 

recalled from the background chapter, the eligible households will either get a BPL card 

or an AAY card if they are found to be particularly vulnerable to food insecurity. Figure 

5 presents the share of BPL and AAY ration card holders among the households in 

Bangalore. I have divided the households into categories based on migrant and non-

migrant status as well as time since migration. This is based on the expectation that 

more recent migrants might be more susceptible to being excluded, since they have not 

yet gained a “foothold” in the city, and the procedures to get a ration card might take a 

long time. 
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Figure 5 Ration card holders in percent of groups of non-migrant and migrant households by years 
since migration 

Figure 5 shows that many of the migrant households in Bangalore do not have a ration 

card they can use to access their entitled PDS food rations in Bangalore. There are also 

significant differences between the most recent migrants and those who migrated more 

than ten or twenty years ago. As many as 74 percent of the households who migrated 

less than ten years ago do not have a ration card. Around half of the migrants who came 

to Bangalore between ten and nineteen years ago are also without a ration card in the 

city. However, among the non-migrant households, 82 percent are ration card holders. 

The difference between the non-migrant households and the migrant households who 

migrated less than 19 years ago is found to be significant. Furthermore, it is first among 

those who migrated 20 or more years ago that the number of ration card holders are 

higher than the number of those who do not have a ration card. This clearly 

demonstrates a relationship between being a migrant and lacking a ration card in 

Bangalore, and also shows that ration card ownership corresponds with and increases by 

number of years since migration. 

Based on this finding, we can assume that the lack of ration card also will mean that 

many of the migrant households are unable to procure their entitled food rations through 

the PDS ration shops (Fair Price Shops) in Bangalore. Figure 6 presents the groups of 

migrant and non-migrant households’ use of the Fair Price Shops for food procurement 

last month. 
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Figure 6 Use of the PDS for procurement of food items last month in percent of non-migrant 
households and groups of migrant households by years since migration, multiple answers 

Figure 6 confirms the assumption that since many migrants do not hold a ration card, 

they are also unable to procure their food rations through the PDS Fair Price Shops in 

Bangalore. It shows that, of the migrant households who migrated less than 10 years 

ago, only 18 percent procured wheat, 24 percent procured rice, 13 percent procured 

millets, none procured pulses, and 18 percent procured ghee (clarified butter) or oil 

through ration shops last month. This is a significant finding when compared with the 

non-migrant households, of which as many as 74 percent procured wheat, 78 percent 

procured rice, 44 percent procured millets, 11 percent procured pulses and 70 percent 

procured ghee/oil last month. Thus, the share of ration card holders among the different 

groups (fig. 5) is reflected in and consistent with these groups’ use of the PDS for 

procurement of different food items (fig. 6).  

This is also consistent with the finding regarding use of the regular market for 

procurement of food, which showed that non-migrant households did not procure a 

large amount of wheat through the regular market (fig. 3). It indicates that since many 

of the non-migrant households are able to use the PDS to procure the wheat they need, 

they do not need to use the regular market to procure this food item. Furthermore, figure 

6 also reflects that although migrants might have access to a ration card, they do not 

necessarily use it to procure as much pulses and millets as they procure wheat, rice and 

ghee. One reason for this might be what was found in the section regarding own 
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production, which was that pulses and millets were to crops that were to some extent 

procured through own fields and food production. 

However, the most important finding is the clear indication of a relationship between 

migration and exclusion from the PDS in the destination of migration, and that it is 

particularly the most recently arrived migrants that are excluded from accessing their 

PDS entitlements in Bangalore. Although these findings are inadequate in terms of 

explaining what lies behind such exclusion of migrants, it is possible to make some 

assumptions. As presented in the background chapter, one of the major debates about 

the PDS is questioning whether the programs should be targeted or universal. One of the 

arguments made against targeting is that it can lead to exclusion errors, compared to 

universal programs that are thought to be more inclusive. Considering this debate and 

the findings above regarding exclusion from the targeted program, I will now present 

what I found regarding the sampled households’ access to the two universal food 

security programs.  

5.3.2 Universal social support 

The two universal social support programs that I address in this thesis is the MDM and 

ICDS. Among the entitlements that are included in the NFSA of these two programs are 

the free school lunches (or mid-day meals) of the MDM, delivered to children in the age 

group 6 to 14 years in public or other government-aided schools, and the hot cooked 

meals of the ICDS that are daily delivered through an Anganwadi center to children in 

the age group from 3 to 5 years. Table 12 and table 13 presents the relevant households’ 

use of these two programs yesterday, comparing migrant and non-migrant households.  

Table 12 Children’s use of MDM meals yesterday, in percent of relevant migrant households (n=73) 
and non-migrant households (n=12) 

Entitlement Eligible group Migrant 

households (%) 

Non-migrant 

households (%) 

MDM meal 

provided at school 

Households with 1 or 

more children age 6 to 14 

years 

73 75 
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Table 13 Children’s use of ICDS meals yesterday, in percent of relevant migrant households (n=53) 
and non-migrant households (n=7) 

Entitlement Eligible group Migrant 

households 

(%) 

Non-migrant 

households (%) 

ICDS meal 

provided at 

Anganwadi 

Households with 1 or 

more children age 3 to 5 

years 

51 57 

 

It should be noted that the samples of relevant non-migrant households used in the two 

tables above are very small (n=12 and n=7), thus the validity of these numbers can be 

questioned. I have however chosen to include them here, since they do reflect a general 

tendency in the data. Table 12 indicates that a large share of the relevant households 

have access to the meals of the MDM. 73 percent of the migrant households, with 

children in the age group between 6 and 14 years, reported that their children received 

mid-day meals yesterday. The data further reflects no significant difference between 

migrant and non-migrant households and their access to the MDM, although the sample 

of the latter group is small. Table 13 shows that the number of relevant households who 

accessed the meals of the ICDS was lower than the MDM. 51 percent of the migrant 

households, with children aged 3 to 5 years, reported that their children had been using 

the meals of the ICDS provided through an Anganwadi center yesterday. However, 

there was no significant difference between the migrant and non-migrant households. 

What this indicates is that the ICDS might be less successful in terms of including both 

migrant and non-migrant households compared to the MDM. However, the number of 

migrant households who do not have access to the ICDS is not as high as the number of 

recently migrated households who do not have access to the PDS. Thus, taken together, 

the findings from the two tables above indicate that universal programs do not 

“discriminate” between migrant and non-migrant households, and that they are more 

successful in including migrant households compared to the targeted program, although 

this is more evident for the MDM than the ICDS. 
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Taking these findings further, one assumption could be that migrant households are 

excluded from accessing some of their social support entitlements because their lack of 

awareness about these programs. Assuming lack of inclusion into different local 

networks for migrants in urban areas, it might be difficult for these households to know 

about the different programs. Figure 7 addresses this issue, and presents the share of 

migrant and non-migrant households who are aware of the different social support 

programs. 

 

Figure 7 Awareness of food security programs in percent of migrant households (n=144) and non-
migrant households (n=27) 

It indicates that the lack of awareness about the social support programs is not a 

significant factor in the determination of the households’ access to these programs. All 

the sampled households were aware of the rations of the PDS, reflecting the crucial 

position of this program in India. Most of the households also knew about the 

Anganwadis of the ICDS. In terms of the MDM, the difference between the awareness 

of the migrant and non-migrant households is however significant. 81 percent of the 

migrant households, and 96 percent of the non-migrant households were aware of the 

meals provided in schools through the MDM. This might be a reflection of the 

responses given by households without children in school age or by households where 

the children do not go to school in Bangalore. In conclusion, we can assume that there 

might be other and more important reasons than lack of awareness behind the exclusion 
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from access to some of the social support programs among the migrant households, 

especially in terms of the PDS and ICDS. 

5.4 Findings and limitations 
In this chapter, I have drawn on Sen’s entitlement approach in carrying out a “mapping” 

of migrant households’ entitlements, thus the kind of resources, assets and social rights 

they have which in turn they might use to acquire food. I have presented findings 

related to three different types of entitlements; own production, employment and 

income, and social support. I have explored the features and importance of these 

entitlements among migrant households in Bangalore, and when relevant, I have 

presented comparisons with non-migrant households and groups of migrant households. 

This was done with the aim to explore linkages between migration and the access to 

food in an urban setting, at the migrants’ destination of migration. 

Based on my findings, I argued that own production must be regarded to play a minor 

role for the access to food of the migrant households, and that research on food security 

among urban migrant households needs to be extended beyond production-based 

entitlements. The use of own fields for food procurement was found to be minimal, 

although higher for the nutritious crops pulses and millets. This is further reflected in 

the finding that one of the most common sources for procurement of food for both 

migrant and non-migrant households was the regular market. Since the regular market 

was found to be of crucial important for the access to food among the migrant 

households, I argued that their purchasing power and thus their access to the trade-based 

entitlements of income through employment must also be regarded as essential for their 

access to food. The importance of this entitlement was also demonstrated through 

unemployment and lack of income being reported as a major cause of migration among 

the households. Although few of the migrants reported unemployment in Bangalore, I 

also found that most of the migrants were casual laborers in the construction sector. 

Casual laborers’ opportunities for work and thus income are often unstable, and it can 

be assumed that the migrant households’ access to food are sometimes negatively 

affected by their lack of access to income. Lack of income was also the most common 

primary reason behind sometimes not having enough food to eat among the households. 
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Although there were indications that this was an occasional issue for most, there were 

still some who experienced that they often or always did not have enough food to eat. 

However, the key finding I brought forward in this chapter is the relationship between 

internal migration and exclusion from access to the targeted social support entitlements. 

I found that a major share of the migrant households did not have a ration card, and the 

comparison also showed that there was a significant difference between those migrant 

households who migrated less than twenty years ago and the non-migrant households. 

As many migrants did not have a ration card, they were unable to access their transfer-

based entitlements of the targeted PDS, something which could have contributed to 

sustain their food security should they experience lack of income to buy enough food. 

However, I found no similar differences in migrant and non-migrants’ access to the 

universal programs; the MDM and ICDS. Although the ICDS was found less inclusive 

of the relevant migrant households compared to the MDM, it still fared better than the 

PDS when compared to the ration card holders among the most recent migrants. Thus, I 

would argue that the situation of internal migrants must be considered highly relevant to 

the debate concerning use of targeted or universal social support programs in India. 

Further enquiry is necessary in order to fully understand the exclusion and inclusion of 

migrants in these programs. The findings based on a mapping of entitlements in this 

chapter are insufficient as explanations of why migrants are facing restricted access to 

their targeted PDS entitlements in Bangalore, and why the same is not the case for the 

universal MDM and to some extent also the ICDS. As argued by Akhil Gupta (2012, 

159), statistics and forms of classification can enable certain insights into systemic 

patterns, but they may paper over an understanding of explanatory conditions in 

different contexts, and therefore also underestimate the need for diverse strategies. As 

shown in the theory chapter, the practices of the state, non-state influences, as well as 

the agency and livelihood strategies of migrants, might all play a part in determining the 

outcome of entitlements and social support programs in this context. Thus, to fully 

understand how some of the entitlements are realized by migrants while others are not, I 

will in the next three chapters present findings regarding these three food security 

programs based on my qualitative field work and interviews in Bangalore. 
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6 Targeting migrants: exclusionary 
state practices 
The mapping of the households’ food security entitlements in the previous chapter 

showed that many of the migrant households did not have a ration card in Bangalore, 

and consequently that they were unable to access their entitled PDS rations in the city. 

This was not the case for the majority of the non-migrant households, who were mostly 

able to use their rations, thus indicating a relationship between migrant “status” and 

access to the targeted program. Furthermore, by comparing groups of migrants by years 

since migration, I found that the likelihood of having access to the PDS for a migrant 

household increased with the years the household had lived in the city, however quite 

slowly. The same relationship between migrant “status” and inclusion was not observed 

for the two universal food security programs, indicating that these do not “discriminate” 

between migrant and non-migrant households.  

However, these findings are inadequate in terms of explaining the exclusion of migrant 

households from the targeted program, and why there is a difference between the 

targeted and universal programs in this respect. Thus, to understand why and how 

migrant households are able or unable to access their different food security 

entitlements, I will in the following three chapters present the empirical findings from 

my qualitative field work and interviews in Bangalore. This will enable a broader 

contextual understanding, and will substantiate and explain the major findings from the 

quantitative analysis presented in the previous chapter. 

The next two chapters will together address the second sub-question of my research: 

How does the informality and mobility of migrants’ livelihoods shape their access to 

food security programs in the city? To answer this question, I will apply a comparative 

perspective in two ways. First of all, I will compare the implementation of the targeted 

program with the universal programs. In this chapter, I will address the targeted 

program and the different state practices involved in its implementation, while I in the 

next chapter address the universal programs and the characteristics of their 

implementation. In each of these chapters, I will also compare the two different slum 

settlements where the migrant households I interviewed in Bangalore lived; Govinda 
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Nagar and BR Colony. The differences and similarities between these two settings will 

also play a key role in my analysis. 

In the theory chapter, I brought out the importance of examining the practices that the 

state and its officials use in the implementation of social support programs, if we want 

to unpack how the mobility and informality of migrants might shape their access to 

social support entitlements in India. I defined these “state practices” as the bureaucratic 

methods, procedures and technologies used by state officials in order to control, 

discipline, and “recast a political problem as a scientific or technical problem” 

(Fernandez 2010, 417), through applying what is seen as rational, modern practices of 

government. The analysis in this chapter will show that it is necessary to consider the 

characteristics of the settlements where migrants live and their living situation, if we are 

to understand how different state practices limit their access to the targeted food 

security program. Before presenting my findings in this chapter, I therefore start by 

clarifying the concepts of informality and mobility, their importance in relation to state 

practices, and how they apply in the context of my research. 

6.1 Informality and mobility 
As described in the introduction and methodology chapter, the migrant households 

included in this study all live in undeclared, temporary slum settlements. This means 

that these spaces are not formally declared or registered as legal slums by any public 

institution in Bangalore or Karnataka. Thus, these migrants’ homes are situated inside 

what is often called “informal settlements”.  

As indicated in the name of the term, informality can be considered the opposite of 

formality. When residential spaces are labelled as informal, it is therefore implied that 

they lack recognition in formal systems of the state, for instance that they operate 

outside the state’s formal urban planning system, decision-making processes and the 

law (Jacobs, Jordhus-Lier, and de Wet 2015, 430; Braathen et al. 2016, 10). People who 

live in informal settlements often lack official documents that can approve and 

acknowledge their addresses, tenancies, or ownerships in relation to the place they 

inhabit. Additionally, informal settlements and the people living there are often not 

recognized in public registers, surveys, or maps. Thus, the formal practices that the state 
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uses to govern can be said to produce and constitute these settlements as being informal, 

illegal or “unplannable” (Roy 2005, 147,155, 2011, 233).  

Informal settlements come in many different forms in India. They can be anything from 

high-end gated communities to sub-standard squatter settlements (Roy 2005, 155). It is 

the latter type of informal settlements that is the focus of this study. The informality of 

slum settlements in Bangalore can be illustrated by comparing a regular street map with 

a satellite photo, as seen in Figure 8 below.  

 

Figure 8 A regular street map’s lack of demarcation of an informal settlement in Bangalore, 
compared to a satellite photo of the same area.16  

                                                 
16 Source: Google Maps (http://maps.google.com). 

http://maps.google.com/
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The blue spots inside the red circle on the satellite photo are the blue tarpaulin canvas 

sheets covering the homes of the people living in this random but common example of 

an informal slum settlement in Bangalore. However, these homes are not demarcated on 

the regular street map above. It is only the permanent, “formal” houses that are visible 

and demarcated on this map, in light grey color. The comparison of the street map and 

the satellite photo serves as an illustration of how informal settlements often remain 

“invisible” and unrecognized in formal systems and practices, for instance those used by 

the state in planning and implementing social programs. This means that engagement 

with informal settlements and the migrants living there can in many cases be quite 

difficult for state officials. It requires them to deal with claims and appropriations that 

do not fit neatly into their formal practices and systems, such as for instance the 

ownership model of property, as pointed out by Roy (2005, 148) in the case of urban 

planning officials. Thus, the informality of settlements where migrants live often 

contradicts with state officials’ formal practices and imaginaries, which is shown to 

have implications for their social support entitlements later in this chapter. 

Furthermore, a migrant’s mobility – his or her movement across space – can also 

contradict with state officials’ conceptions, or the ideas assumed in social support 

programs, of who are “proper”, “civilized” and “governable” citizens. It is here useful 

to note that the mobility of migrants in many ways connects to ideas and practices of 

citizenship, as previously addressed in the theory chapter. This is because citizenship 

has traditionally functioned as a way for a state to control or affect peoples’ migration 

and mobility. Such control has mainly been used in the case of citizens moving between 

different states, but also in the case of citizens whose mobility has conflicted with 

normative conceptions of residing and identifying with a fixed, place-based community 

or a bounded geographical space within a state (Desforges, Jones, and Woods 2005, 

442), such as travelers, nomads and migrants. Thus, when migrants transgress the 

different administrative borders of a state, they are sometimes seen as disrupting the 

“order” of the state and norms of citizenship – norms which are often implicit in state 

practices, as I will show later in this chapter. 

However, the boundaries and norms of citizenship are not imagined in the same way in 

all practices and programs of the Indian state. In the next chapter, I will show that a 

migrant’s mobility and the informality of his or her living conditions are not 
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automatically disrupting factors that challenge the way which some programs are 

implemented. However, I now turn to present the state practices that a migrant 

household who wants to obtain a BPL ration card in Bangalore will have to encounter, 

and show how these often contradict with their living conditions. 

6.2 Steps towards acquiring a ration card in 
Bangalore 
A prerequisite for a household’s access to rations under the targeted PDS is that at least 

one of the household members holds a ration card – a state practice which is introduced 

with the aim to ensure that only poor or “priority” families will benefit from the 

program. However, one of the findings from the survey presented in the previous 

chapter was that a majority of the most recently migrated households do not have a 

ration card. This was further supported during my field work, where I found that none 

of the migrants I interviewed in either Govinda Nagar or BR Colony had a ration card in 

Bangalore. To understand and explain this finding, I will in this section describe and 

analyze the different steps that in principle and/or practice are necessary towards 

obtaining a ration card for a migrant household in the city. I will show how the practices 

and ideas of the state embedded in the targeted program play a part in explaining why 

migrants are facing exclusion, because they conflict with the informality and mobility of 

migrants’ living situation. I will more specifically look at the role of the ration card, the 

surrender certificate, the Aadhaar unique identity card, the address proof, as well as the 

process around the verification of BPL eligibility criteria.  

6.2.1 The surrender certificate and Aadhaar authentication 

One of the first steps in the process for a migrant household to obtain a ration card in 

Bangalore is to prove that they do not have a ration card that can be used in another 

place, for instance at their place of origin. A ration card is tied to a household’s address 

and is registered in the relevant district, and there is usually no common register of 

ration card holders across the administrative borders of a state, making it difficult for 

state officials to check whether the person has a ration card in a different address or not. 

Thus, the burden of proof is placed on the migrant households. In Bangalore, this 

applied to both to inter-state and intra-state migrants at the time of this research, 
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although the Government of Karnataka had an ambition to introduce portability of 

rations and subsequently ration cards through Aadhaar biometric authentication17 in the 

shops for acquiring rations (Fair Price Shops) across the state. During my field work, I 

visited one of the “model shops” where this had been introduced. 

 

Figure 9 Authentication of fingerprint biometrics in a model Fair Price Shop in Bangalore.18  

However, portability through the Aadhaar system was far from realized in all the Fair 

Price Shops across the state at the time of this research. According to my key informant 

in the Food, Civil Supplies & Consumer Affairs Department of Karnataka, hereafter the 

Food Department, it had so far only been possible to introduce authentication in certain 

areas of Bangalore. He explained that this was because the Fair Price Shops need both 

stable electricity and mobile/internet connectivity to use this system, and this was 

lacking in many places both in rural and urban areas of Karnataka: 

“(…) the Department is facing a problem regarding switching over from the 
manual system to the digitized system. Because in India, in particular in 
India, in almost all rural areas, electricity and connectivity is a major issue 
for us. Electricity is a major issue, because in this summer season there has 
been no electricity for more than two hours in rural areas. (…) Mobile 
connectivity is not available in some of the rural areas. In Bangalore city 
itself in some areas, you will not get mobile connectivity.” 

                                                 
17 Using registered fingerprints, facial photograph and/or iris to verify a person’s identity. 
18 Photo taken by the author. 
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Due to such technical challenges in implementation, as described by my key informant 

in the Food Department, ration portability was therefore still not realized in Karnataka. 

Upon realization, this would still only ensure portability for intra-state migrants, and not 

migrants coming from other states in India. Thus, I found that the ration card as a state 

practice was still fixed to a “static” norm assuming members of households to “orderly” 

belong to and remain in one place – an assumption that I would argue conflicts with the 

mobility of migrants, and can become a major obstacle for them to access rations. 

Nevertheless, to deal with this challenge of migrants’ mobility, the Government of 

Karnataka had made what my key informant in the Food Department called a “provision 

in the system”. Before migrating, the person or the household would have to go to the 

office of the relevant sub-district (taluka in Karnataka), to surrender their old ration card 

and ask the officers to produce a surrender certificate. When they apply for a new 

ration card in Bangalore, they would have to show this certificate as a proof that they do 

not have their old ration card anymore. My key informant in the Food Department 

described this as a simple exercise. He told me that if a person moves from one area to 

another, the ration card can easily be changed:  

“Any name can be added, any name can be deleted, any name can be 
corrected. You can correct your address also. (…) You can take the 
surrender certificate and go to some other district or some other town or 
some other area.”  

He further explained that “data will be transferred from this district to that district” in 

order for the migration person to acquire a ration card in the migration destination. 

Thus, he described the surrender certificate as a quick-fix technical facility, simply as a 

transferring of data in “the system” of the state. 

However, what is seen by state officials as a simple, technical provision in the system, 

is often not sufficient in realizing the intended outcome. First of all, migrants often 

don’t know before they migrate that they should surrender their ration card to be able to 

apply for a new one in the migration destination. This was pointed out by my key 

informant in the CSO Citizens’ Voluntary Initiative for the City (CIVIC) in Bangalore, 

who saw this mainly as a cause of “lack of awareness” among the migrants:  

“They [the migrants] need awareness. There is not enough publicity or… 
The Government doesn’t do that awareness, you know, that before you go 
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you should surrender your ration card, [and then] it will be easy for you to 
get another ration card when you go to the destination of migration.” 

She blamed the Government for not providing enough publicity and information about 

the surrender certificate.  

Although what my key informant in CIVIC pointed out might be an important reason 

for the failure of this practice in some contexts, as shown for instance by Deshingkar 

and Akter (2009, 53) in the context of Maharashtra, my household interviews indicated 

that it is more than just a problem of awareness. Even if migrants are aware of the need 

for a surrender certificate, they can be reluctant to carry this process through. As I will 

come back to in detail in chapter 8, several of the migrants I talked to already had a 

ration card in their place of origin, and they wanted or regarded it as necessary to keep it 

there for multiple reasons. In this respect, it is also important to remember that the BPL 

ration card is not only used for collecting rations, but also to avail other government 

provisions. It therefore has an immense importance to most people, and to surrender it 

would mean risking loss of access to many public services. 

Thus, although there were good intentions behind the introduction of the surrender 

certificate, it was found unable to solve the problem it aimed to address in this context. I 

would argue that this was because it as a state practice assumed a certain type of agency 

on the part of the citizens; an agency which orderly would relate to the state and its 

boundaries in a permanent and “rational” way. However, migrants often have other 

“rationalities” than those that the state assumes in such practices, as I will come back to 

in chapter 8. 

6.2.2 Proof of address and Aadhaar cards 

The next step in the process for a migrant household to obtain a ration card in Bangalore 

is to apply for it through the online application portal of the Government of Karnataka’s 

Food Department. To fill out the form, the applicant’s Aadhaar number is mandatory. 

This means that the migrants need to have an Aadhaar card before applying for a new 

ration card. The majority of the migrant households I interviewed in Bangalore were 

registered in the Aadhaar system. However, they had all been registered in their place of 

origin and not in Bangalore. It was therefore the address of their place of origin which 

was registered and printed on the front of their respective Aadhaar cards. Talking to a 
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group of young men in BR Colony, who were eager to tell me about their experiences, I 

was told that the major problem related to getting a ration card for the households in this 

colony was that they were unable to prove their current address in Bangalore. 

According to them, there were two reasons why this problem occurred. First of all, their 

Aadhaar cards were registered in the address of their place of origin, and they were told 

that before applying for a new ration card, they would have to change the address on 

their Aadhaar card so that they would match. The second problem, which relates to the 

first, was that that they were unable to get written documentation to prove that they now 

lived on an address in Bangalore, as they did not have a house agreement. Such a 

document is often called an address proof or a residential proof in India. However, they 

could not get hold of such documents, because they were staying in an informal 

settlement without an address, and they were also not paying any rent to anyone. They 

told me that they were unable to apply for ration cards in Bangalore, mainly for these 

two reasons.  

The experience shared by the young men in BR Colony illustrates the paradox of how 

migrants and others who are living in informal settlements are asked by the state to 

provide documents, which they because of their informality and mobility are unable to 

produce. Although BR Colony was situated on public land, it was still an undeclared 

slum, which means that the space the migrants were living on in this area was not yet 

“legalized” by the state. They were living in a settlement without a permanent street 

address demarcated on a map and systematized into the state’s space. They did not have 

any rental agreement or other papers that could prove that they lived where they lived.  

Migrants staying on private land, such as the households in Govinda Nagar, can also 

experience that it is difficult to get the proper papers to prove their address. As pointed 

out by my NGO key informant in The Association for Promoting Social Action 

(APSA), landowners are usually reluctant to give people living on their land a rental 

agreement or other documents that could function as address proofs, since they are 

sometimes renting out this land illegally, or they are afraid that a document will lead 

their tenants to acquire their land at some point, by using the document to claim it as 

their property: 

“The residential proof is very difficult because where they [the migrants] are 
living in a temporary shelter, and it is not government land, sometimes they 
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are living on private land… The private land owner doesn’t want them to get 
the ration cards on his land. Because there is a threat that he might lose that 
land, because people are establishing that they are staying on this land. So, 
after a period of time, they can get the land rights in that piece of land. So, 
he will lose his entire land. That is why he is very keen, the private land 
lords, where they allow the private families to stay, and they are paying rent 
to the owner. So there… the people find it very difficult to get the ration card 
or any ID card. Because the owner doesn’t want them to apply in his 
address.” 

Thus, being aware of the power and importance that documents can have in the Indian 

context, land owners can be reluctant in issuing such documents to someone staying on 

their land. This makes it difficult for migrants and others staying in informal settlements 

on private land to access such documents. One of my informants in the NGO Indian 

Social Institute (ISI-B), summarized his views about obtaining a ration card for a 

migrant in Bangalore in this way: 

“A good number get, but a good number they don’t get [a ration card]. 
Because they cannot produce the documents. They are not able to produce 
all the documents, so they do not get. Because of their moving, and their 
non-permanency, they are deprived of that. To produce these documents.” 

Thus, although migrants might be eligible for having a BPL ration card in Bangalore, 

the importance of documents in the practices of the targeted program makes it difficult 

for them to access their rations, due to the informality and mobility of their living 

situation. 

6.2.3 Verification of BPL eligibility criteria 

The third step for a migrant household to obtain a ration card in Bangalore is the 

verification process. The Food Department must verify that the applicant household 

does not match specific exclusion criteria that makes the household ineligible for 

receiving rations. Thus, it is first at this stage that the actual criteria for targeting are 

applied. The criteria are decided at the state level, so they are the same in Bangalore as 

in the rest of Karnataka. The Government of Karnataka uses what is called an 

“exclusion approach” to target eligible households, as explained in the background 

chapter. Karnataka’s exclusion approach to targeting means that a household is 
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currently ineligible for receiving BPL or “priority” rations if any of the members 

either:19   

(1) pay income tax, service tax, VAT or professional tax and is not a 
permanent employee of any governmental, government-aided, government-
sponsored or government owned organisation, board or corporation; 

(2) own three hectares of dry land or irrigated land in rural areas, or own a 
solid and permanent (pukka or pakka) house with a dimension above 1000 
square feet (approx. 92 square metres) in urban areas; 

(3) own a four-wheeler, except self-driven commercial vehicle either tractor, 
maxicab, taxi, etc., for livelihood purpose; 

(4) use more than 150 units (150 kWh) of electricity per month; or 

(5) have a monthly income above Rs. 120 000. 

 

A review of these criteria based on what I have presented and will present regarding the 

internal migrant households of this study (i.e. see 4.3.1 and 4.3.3), would lead to the 

conclusion that these households would be eligible for inclusion in the BPL or 

“priority” category. Most of the migrants were working as informal, casual laborers, and 

were thus not paying taxes or working for the government. In their place of origin, they 

were landless agricultural workers or smallholder farmers. They did not own any 

concrete, permanent house in Bangalore. None of the households owned four-wheelers, 

although some of them were working as tractor drivers. The slums where they lived 

were not electrified, except for the street lights in the BR Colony. The socio-economic 

characteristics presented in the methodology chapter also showed that 95 per cent of the 

migrants earned less than 20.000 INR a month. Thus, based on the households own 

account of their situation as well as my own observations in the field, they would be 

eligible BPL households according to Karnataka’s criteria.  

However, it becomes more complicated if we see the verification process through the 

lens of the state practices; the methods, procedures and technologies used by state 

officials to rationalize the problem of verification. The state practices employed by the 

relevant officials in this situation can mainly be categorized into two interrelated 

                                                 
19 As of 12.04.2017, according to a document received from my key informant at the Government of 
Karnataka’s Food, Civil Supplies & Consumer Affairs Department. 
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practices: inspection and documentation. First of all, to be able to verify which 

households should be excluded from the BPL category, the Food Department uses what 

they call “spot verification”. This means that after receiving an application for a BPL 

card, one of the officials will go to the field to verify whether the person can be 

excluded based on the criteria or not. My main key informant in the Food Department 

told me that an inspector will go to the applicant’s address, and simply “verify” whether 

the relevant person comes under these criteria or not. He said that the Food Inspector  

“will check whether the information provided by the applicant is correct or 
not. He will verify it. And if he has any doubt, he will cross-verify with the 
neighbors, whether this person is a government servant, whether this person 
has any four-wheelers, or if he is living in his own house, big house, and he 
will also verify the electricity also – for how many units he is utilizing. All 
these things he will verify. And then – if he is satisfied – he will approve the 
application.” 

The quote shows that the verification process is a practice that can involve certain 

“doubts”, contingent on the Food Inspector’s subjective ideas of what are “satisfactory” 

proofs of the household’s eligibility. Furthermore, my key informant in the Food 

Department first explained that except the Aadhaar card, no documents would be 

necessary during the verification process. However, he later told me that the households 

“if need be” would also have to show an electricity bill as a proof that their 

consumption of units is less than prescribed in the exclusion criteria. This reflected an 

uncertainty around the verification process as a whole, and also the necessity of 

providing documentation.  

This uncertainty was also reflected in my household interviews, as well as in my 

interviews and conversations with key informants in the CSOs and NGOs. For instance, 

in a group discussion with three staff members of the NGO ISI-B, the need for different 

types of documents to get a ration card was a recurrent issue. In this discussion, I was 

not the only one confused about which documents were mandatory to get a ration card 

in Bangalore. They discussed in length whether address proofs or Aadhaar cards were 

necessary documents – or what about electricity bills or income certificates? It is 

difficult to know what documents will be required in any particular case. This is an 

important point, as it can open up for corruption and arbitrary outcomes in the 

verification of BPL households.   
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Furthermore, the need for documentation can also pose major problems because of the 

informality of the settlements where migrants live, as discussed above in relation to the 

address proof. Another such example of a problematic document for people living in 

informal settlements is the already mentioned electricity bill. As pointed out by my key 

informants in ISI-B, even if landowners provide electricity to migrants or others who 

are living in slum settlements on their land, they will often be unwilling to share the 

electricity bill, because of the illegality of the settlements. Another paradox, pointed out 

by my key informant in an NGO working with migrant communities in Delhi, is that 

many migrants live in settlements that have limited or no access to electricity. If they 

have access, it is in some cases through illegal electricity lines. People living in 

informal settlements are therefore usually unable to present any electricity bill. The 

NGO in Delhi had experienced that local officials were unable to look past the need for 

such documents, to genuinely consider the reality of people living in such settlements. 

My key informant saw it as a big irony that they were sometimes asked to produce an 

electricity bill to be included in a category titled “Below Poverty Line”, since many who 

are poor in India do not have permanent access to electricity: 

“Most of these people are living either in an unauthorized colony or they are 
homeless or they sleep in their rickshaws only. So they do not have any place 
to live, so they don’t produce electricity bill! And similarly, in unauthorized 
colonies… Some of them also don’t even have electricity also. (…) So, all 
this, it is a kind of… I will call it a vicious cycle.” 

This example illustrates the paradoxes that the importance of documents in the Indian 

state’s practices can create, which can be especially challenging for people living in 

informal settlements.  

In light of my theoretical framework, I will now discuss how we can understand that the 

informality and mobility of migrants’ livelihoods hinder their access to food rations in 

the city, due to the state practices that are used in the implementation of the targeted 

PDS. 
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6.3 Informality and mobility: the challenges of 
targeting migrants 
The findings in this chapter have demonstrated that the state practices used in the 

implementation of the targeted PDS have major implications for how the state is able to 

see and include migrant households in this program. The migrants living in Govinda 

Nagar and BR Colony are excluded from accessing their PDS food rations in Bangalore, 

and I would argue that this must partly be seen as a cause of the state practices used in 

the targeting exercise, because they conflict with the informality of migrants’ 

settlements as well as their mobility.  

First of all, I would argue that the ration card as a state practice is not adapted to 

movements across the Indian state’s administrative borders, through being bound to a 

family’s address. It rather assumes orderly citizens that are based in fixed communities, 

something which is disturbed and challenged by the mobility of migrants. When 

migrants cross the boundaries of the state, they are no longer able to use their ration 

card, and are partly brought outside the vision of the state. This aligns with the theory 

on how state documents shadow and constrict migrants when they move across the 

state’s different boundaries (Das and Poole 2004, 16, 19). The Aadhaar card is another 

state document which in theory is supposed to remove the ration card’s portability 

problem and enable mobility of citizens and their social rights. However, the Aadhaar 

card is in practice still firmly bound to a person’s address and there are still local 

constraints that must be overcome before the linking of Aadhaar with ration cards can 

fulfill the promise of portability in Karnataka. The practice of introducing Aadhaar in 

the targeted program has so far not been able to solve the “problem of mobility” in the 

case of the households in this study. Although the ration card and the Aadhaar card are 

practices the state uses to recognize its citizens, individuals are in the case of the 

targeted program only fully recognized as entitled citizens when they stay inside the 

borders inscribed by the state through the practices involved in acquiring a ration card 

for the PDS. 

Furthermore, the responsibility for the “problem” that mobility causes in the 

implementation of the targeted PDS is placed on the migrants themselves, who must 

prove that they have surrendered their old ration card. This creates a reverse burden of 
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proof that can be problematic because migrants might not be aware of the targeted 

programs’ “provisions”, rules and procedures. As argued by Deshingkar and Akter 

(2009, 53), it should not come as a surprise that many Indian citizens are unaware of the 

state’s laws, policies and resolutions – as they are numerous and constantly changing. 

Additionally, often only those policies that are high on the political agenda are properly 

implemented. The large quantity of policies, notifications and orders, together with a 

lack of implementation, can make it difficult for people to stay oriented. Thus, if the 

burden of proof is put on the migrants themselves, they might end up being excluded 

because of lack of awareness, but also because of an unpredictability in the way policies 

and provisions are implemented. 

Secondly, the practices used in the application, targeting and verification processes of 

the PDS are also based on notions of “legal” or formal populations, something which 

can lead to an exclusion of poor migrants, since they often live in informal, “illegal” 

settlements. The targeting criteria must be verified by the state through the practices of 

inspection and documentation, but as the migrants in this study live in informal 

settlements outside the systematized spaces of the state, they are often unable to provide 

such documents and the different kinds of official “proofs” that the state requires. The 

power and significance of writing and documents in the Indian bureaucracy is well-

known (Gupta 2012, 142–156; Sharma and Gupta 2006, 13–14), and is also reflected in 

the plethora of documents mentioned in my interviews. Because of the state’s 

preoccupation with proving, categorizing and controlling eligible households of the 

PDS through documentation and verification, migrants and others living in informal 

settlements can end up being excluded from this targeted program. The ration card thus 

stands as an example of what Scott (1998, 77) calls “state simplifications”, where 

practices of the state neglect and reduce important contextual factors, such as 

informality, because of what is seen as a need to increase cost-effectiveness and 

bureaucratic control – for instance the control of targeting of poor families. Such state 

simplifications can end up narrowing the vision of the state, in this case with the effect 

of excluding migrant households.  

However, as pointed out by Gupta (2012, 23, 48), it is not necessarily the state’s 

indifference to the poor that excludes them from accessing services and programs in 

India; it is rather the complexity of bureaucratic procedures in these programs and the 
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indifference towards the arbitrary outcomes of these procedures that causes the 

exclusion. This is also seen in the case of the targeted PDS and exclusion of migrants in 

Bangalore. I would argue that the state is not simply unresponsive to the reality of 

migrant households, as shown in its introduction of the surrender certificate and the 

attempts to link Aadhaar with the ration card database. Nevertheless, the state officials’ 

faith in technical solutions and what is seen as simple bureaucratic procedures can lead 

to unintended outcomes. For instance, the practice of the surrender certificate is 

intended to solve the problem of mobility, but does not recognize migration as a 

complex issue, and therefore fails to resolve this issue. Thus, seen through the analytical 

frame of Scott (1998, 11), the technology of the surrender certificate plays a part in 

removing the state from the society that it is trying to govern and in narrowing the 

vision of the state. Migrants are seen as simple, reasonable agents with only one type of 

rationality that will make them surrender their ration card. 

I would argue that the state’s ideas about the surrender certificate, the ration card and 

Aadhaar corresponds to “political technologies” as conceptualized by Fernandez (2010, 

415–417), where the administrative methods of the state are seen as simple, rational and 

technical exercises thought to have a disciplinary effect. In this case, several “political 

technologies” are employed by the state to control and rationalize the political problem 

of making sure that the poor, and only the poor, receive food rations. As shown by 

Fernandez (2010, 428), the intent of rational, systematic political technologies is 

however often eroded through contested processes at multiple levels in India, and more 

technical procedures will therefore not necessarily be the solution to improve the 

implementation of such policies and to reach the most vulnerable population. This is 

also seen in the introduction of the surrender certificate and the Aadhaar card, which are 

believed by the state to solve exclusion errors, but which end up as additional 

obstructing steps in the way for migrants to acquire a ration card in the city. Thus, I 

would argue that it is important to be careful in assuming that adding more technology 

and more control will solve the challenges of targeting migrants. 

The steps and practices of the targeted PDS that I have presented in this section are 

neither exhaustive nor fixed in every situation. Nevertheless, the presentation illustrates 

a wider argument, which must be considered applicable in other related situations: that 

the state practices involved in the targeted program are often problematic for low-
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income, internal migrants in India, because of the “illegitimacy” of the informal 

settlements where they live, as well as the temporality and mobility of their living 

situation. Migrants are difficult to target by employing the state practices presented in 

this chapter, and this must be considered an important part of the reason behind the 

finding from the survey that many migrants were excluded from the PDS in Bangalore. 

I now turn to present my findings concerning the characteristics of the universal 

programs, and show how these often represent a better way of “seeing” and including 

migrants in social support programs, although they also have limitations. 
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7 Situating migrants: inclusionary 
places of universal programs 
The ICDS and the MDM are two of the Indian Government’s flagship programs, aiming 

to improve child and maternal health and nutrition as well as educational enrollment and 

retention. Under the ICDS and the MDM, meals and nutritional supplements are 

accessed through Anganwadis and schools respectively. While entitlements under the 

targeted PDS are means-tested based on financial and other resources, entitlements 

under the ICDS and MDM are universal in nature, based on the principle of “self-

selection”. This means that all citizens who are in the group of the programs’ targeted 

life stages are eligible, regardless of financial or other capacities, but that they will have 

to be enrolled at an Anganwadi center or at a public school20 to access the food security 

entitlements of these programs. 

The findings from the survey presented in chapter 5 indicated that there was no major 

difference between migrant and non-migrant households’ access to the ICDS and MDM 

in Bangalore, thus pointing towards that the access to universal programs does not 

depend on migrant “status”, and that these programs might be more successful in 

including migrant households compared to the targeted program. However, I also found 

that many of the children in both the migrant and non-migrant households, had not used 

the meals of the ICDS yesterday, indicating a certain lack of access to this program in 

general across the sample in Bangalore. The same extent of exclusion was not found in 

the MDM. 

These findings from the survey were confirmed during my own field work in 

Bangalore. I found that most of the relevant migrant households living in BR Colony 

were able to access both the ICDS and the MDM. However, the households living in 

Govinda Nagar did not have access to any of the universal programs, although they 

were receiving mid-day meals through a private school. In this chapter, I will describe 

the universal programs in these two different contexts, drawing on the two comparative 

perspectives mentioned in the introduction to the previous chapter. The findings will 

shed light on some of the characteristics of the universal programs that are found to play 

                                                 
20 School run by local bodies, Government and Government aided schools (The Gazette of India 2013, 4). 
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a role in explaining the differences in access to the universal and targeted programs 

among migrant households in different contexts. I will here use the geographical 

concept of “place” in my analysis, as it helps to illustrate why the universal programs 

are sometimes better able to adjust to the informality and mobility of migrant 

households – but not always. Thus, I will first describe how I use this concept in 

relation to mobility, informality and social support programs. 

7.1 The concept of “place” applied to food 
security programs 
In the last chapter, I showed that the state practices involved in the targeted PDS had 

major implications for the access to rations among internal migrants in Bangalore. This 

was because the informality of the settlements where they lived, as well as the mobility 

of their living situation, conflicted with the boundaries and norms of citizenship that 

were assumed in the state practices used in the implementation of the targeted PDS. 

However, such boundaries and norms are not imagined in the same way in all practices 

and programs of the Indian state. In this regard, I find it useful to bring a human 

geography perspective into my analysis, to juxtapose the concept of state practices as 

used in the last chapter, and to untangle the geographies of “place” and “space” that are 

assumed and practiced within a state’s social support programs.  

As pointed out by Scott, contemporary development programs often require the creation 

of state spaces “where the government can reconfigure the society and economy of 

those who are to be ‘developed’” (Scott 1998, 187). It is in these abstract spaces where 

the rational, modern and objective state practices are envisioned as the best instruments 

for the “development” of society. However, I would like to add that the state in its 

social support programs also creates or uses physical places, such as Anganwadis and 

schools, which in some ways can be seen as different from the more objective and 

rational practices and spaces of the state.  

I here use the concept of place in its traditional geographical sense of being “a 

meaningful segment of space” (Cresswell 2014), seen as something bounded, situated, 

subjective and emotional, in contrast to space that is abstract, objective and expansive 

(D’Mello and Sahay 2007, 166). Places also have a distinct materiality and a material 
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environment that is historically constructed, and which regulate and mediate “social 

relations and daily routines” (Leitner, Sheppard, and Sziarto 2008, 161). As I will show 

later in this chapter, it is useful to think of Anganwadis and schools as such situated 

places, and that their “situatedness” contribute to their ability to mediate and facilitate 

the mobility and informality of migrants, in comparison to the more abstract and 

“rational” state practices used in the implementation of the targeted PDS. 

7.2 Situated places of the state 
During my field work I found, on the one hand, that the relevant migrant households in 

BR Colony were able to access their food security entitlements of the ICDS and MDM, 

while they on the other hand did not have access to their entitlements of the PDS in 

Bangalore. A comparison of this inclusion in the universal programs with the exclusion 

from the targeted program in the same context, makes it possible to distinguish some of 

the universal programs’ characteristics that contribute to this inclusion of migrant 

households, despite their informality and mobility. 

First of all, I found that one of the most important characteristics for understanding why 

migrant households are more often included in the ICDS and the MDM compared to the 

PDS, was that the households did not have to provide any kind of documentary proof to 

access these programs’ entitlements. As seen in the previous section, the role of 

documents in the state practices of the targeted PDS can pose a challenge for migrants 

because of the informality of the settlements where they live as well as their mobility. 

However, in the case of access to the universal programs, the households in BR Colony 

told me that such documents had never been an issue. They told me that they simply had 

to provide the names of their children when they enrolled at the Anganwadi and school 

nearby, and that no documents were needed. When I asked the Anganwadi Workers the 

same question, however, they told me that parents should bring their child’s birth 

certificate to be able to enrol. This was thus contrary to the statements of the relevant 

households in the slum. The reason I was told this by the Anganwadi Workers might be 

that this is the official procedure of enrolment. Nevertheless, the most important finding 

was that none of the relevant households in the first slum had experienced any 

difficulties because of lack of documents in their access to entitlements under the ICDS. 
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Furthermore, I found that another important characteristic of the universal programs that 

facilitated inclusion of migrants was the “situatedness” of the places through which 

these programs are delivered. During my field work, this was particularly striking in the 

case of the Anganwadi center in BR Colony. Here, I found an Anganwadi located in a 

building close by the colony, which had been operating for around three decades. Two 

rooms on the ground floor of the building were designated for the center, which was a 

combination of a public Anganwadi and a private school run by a local charitable trust. 

My interpreter and I dropped by the center one day during their opening hours, but since 

the time of our visit was during the summer holiday, we realized that this could not be 

taken as a regular day at this Anganwadi. According to many of the households, there 

were usually less children staying in BR Colony during the school holiday, because 

some of the children stayed in their parents’ native place during this season. 

Nevertheless, despite the summer holiday, the Anganwadi center and the school was 

still open for the children that were staying in BR Colony, and it would also be open for 

the other children upon their return to Bangalore. There was no question of excluding 

these children because they left for a few months. Thus, the center’s delivery of the 

ICDS entitlements was not affected by the mobility of the migrants’ children.  

Moreover, even though there was a holiday during our visit, the Anganwadi seemed to 

be a well-functioning, important place – popular among the children of the migrant 

households. When we arrived at the center around noon, it was crowded with around 25 

children in the age group between three and 14 years old sitting inside. They were 

served a hot mid-day meal consisting of lentil-based vegetable stew (sambhar) and rice. 

There were three employees at the center at that moment; two Anganwadi Workers and 

one teacher. They told us that pregnant women and children under three years of age 

were also receiving take-home rations from them under the ICDS monthly, consisting of 

rice, green gram (lentils), milk powder, jaggery (brown palm sugar) and biscuits. This 

was confirmed by the households in BR colony. I noticed that the employees seemed 

happy and proud to show and tell us about the services that they delivered to the 

children and women, taking care of the people living in this neighborhood through what 

they told me were nutritious and tasty meals.  

Both for the employees at this center and for the migrant households’ children, the 

Anganwadi thus seemed to be a meaningful place – a place where “the state”, 
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represented by the Anganwadi Workers, and the eligible households, represented by the 

children and women, had a direct, frequent and subjective relationship. Through being 

physically situated in the neighborhood and open on an every-day basis, the Anganwadi 

center and its employees provided a more personal and context-sensitive delivery of 

entitlements – something which is even more striking when compared to the “objective” 

control mechanisms and “rational” practices used in the implementation of the targeted 

PDS. 

The “situatedness” of the Anganwadi center can be further seen supported by that the 

ICDS partly involves the delivery of ready-cooked meals to children, and not only take-

home rations such as in the PDS. This is because cooked meals are less transferrable 

and transportable and thus less susceptible to be leaked to ineligible people after they 

are made, because of short shelf life and low portability. This is also seen in the case of 

the MDM, which provides ready-cooked lunches to children enrolled in government 

supported schools. My key informant in the NGO Akshaya Patra, which delivers the 

MDM in Bangalore through a public-private partnership with the Government of 

Karnataka, explained the benefits of ready-cooked meals in this way: 

“The biggest strength of the Mid Day Meal is that it is cooked food. That is 
why in 90 percent [of the program], corruption is not there. The existence of 
corruption in the Anganwadi scheme or the Public Distribution System is 
because you are giving something that can be exchanged, can be borrowed, 
can be sold, can be stolen, all of that. The moment you give something that 
is cooked food, you can only reach the hungry more, right. Even if it is not 
the directed beneficiary, somebody that is hungry is eating that food. So, the 
moment you change the dynamics from take home rations and public 
distribution to cooked food I think… that is the one who is less corrupt than 
the rest, right. It is because you can’t do much of corruption when the cooked 
meal which has shelf life it will go bad in the next three hours, so… that’s 
the biggest change.” 

The situated or physical characteristic of the meals delivered through the ICDS and 

MDM can thus be seen to create a more direct, “uncorrupt” and subjective relationship 

between “the state” and the “beneficiaries” of the universal programs, compared to the 

PDS that needs multiple “rational” control mechanisms because its rations are more 

susceptible to leakages. This “situatedness” and the subjective relationships embedded 

in the delivery of the Anganwadi meals, must be considered facilitating factors in 
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providing access to entitlements among migrant households, despite the mobility and 

informality of their situation. 

As already mentioned, the children of the migrant households’ in BR Colony were all 

receiving mid-day meals. However, it is important to note that the meals provided for 

the children enrolled at the private school were not sponsored or delivered by the state 

through the MDM. The employees at the Anganwadi center told us that it was only the 

mid-day meals served to the children between three and five years old that were 

publicly funded through the ICDS, while the other mid-day meals were funded by 

private donors. Thus, while all the relevant children of the households I interviewed in 

BR Colony received mid-day meals, there were some of the children who received this 

through the private school located at the same place as the Anganwadi, while others 

were receiving it through a local public school where they were enrolled.  

I now turn to describe the situation for the households in Govinda Nagar, which will 

illuminate some of the challenges that depending on place in the delivery of social 

support can bring in a city such as Bangalore. 

7.3 Challenges of depending on place 
That the universal food security programs are based on “situated” places of Anganwadis 

and schools, can also be a challenge for migrants and other households living in 

informal, slum settlements. This is illustrated by the case of the households in Govinda 

Nagar, where there was no Anganwadi situated close to the migrant households’ 

settlement. Thus, these households were unable to benefit from their food security 

entitlements under the ICDS. Additionally, none of the children in school age in this 

slum were enrolled at public schools, and they were therefore excluded from accessing 

the MDM as well. Nevertheless, the children in school age in this settlement were 

enrolled at a private school nearby, run by a local charitable trust, from which they also 

received meals. As seen in the example above from BR Colony, mid-day meals were 

therefore provided through the charity of private donors and not by the state. 

What the example of Govinda Nagar illustrates is that inclusion in the universal delivery 

of the entitlements of the ICDS and MDM depends on the availability of Anganwadis 

and schools in the areas where people live. There can be many reasons why there are no 
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Anganwadis or schools available to migrants and other people living in informal 

settlements, but there are a few important reasons that were highlighted and repeated in 

my interviews with key informants in Bangalore, mainly related to Anganwadis. First of 

all, for new Anganwadis to be established it most often requires an active demand from 

the side of the community. Upon such a demand to establish an Anganwadi, the relevant 

government department will do a survey where they record the number of eligible 

beneficiaries of the ICDS scheme in that area. However, as pointed out by several of my 

NGO informants, this “demand of demanding” an Anganwadi can be a major problem 

for migrants who are not aware of their entitlements, and who do not always have the 

connections needed in the city to “get things done”. The local community will also have 

to find the premises for the location of the Anganwadi. My key informant in CIVIC 

explained the situation this way, in a frustrated tone: 

“The Women & Child Development Department has this funny rule that the 
community has to provide the premises where they can run the Anganwadi. 
The community! The community has to show where they can run the 
Anganwadi, and that is only through rent. The Department does not acquire 
a house to start an Anganwadi. They have no provision for buying land or 
buying a place. They only allow rented premises. And they have a fixed 
amount that they give as rent. In Bangalore they were giving 3000 rupees. 
(…) for 3000, you will probably get only a toilet.” 

At the time of my research, the Government had however raised the maximum rent to 

7000 INR a month, according to my key informant in the Government of Karnataka’s 

Department of Women & Child Development (DWCD). Nevertheless, to be able to rent 

a place in Bangalore, I was told by my key informants in CIVIC and APSA that 

someone would have to pay a 10-months advance on the rent. Thus, there has to be 

someone around with the money and time to invest in order for an Anganwadi to be 

established. 

Furthermore, since the ICDS is mainly a centrally sponsored program, the state 

government depends on the Central government for the approval of new Anganwadis. 

The DWCD can identify locations where new Anganwadis are required, but they will 

have to send a proposal to the Central Government and then wait for them to sanction 

the proposal before they can start a new project. As pointed out by my key informant in 

the NGO APSA, it therefore often takes many years to establish a new public 
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Anganwadi. Nevertheless, he told me that he had seen some places where people were 

able to demand and establish an Anganwadi quite quickly, but that this was in places 

where the local elected representative had supported the community’s demand. In other 

places, and especially for new migrant communities, it usually took much longer, he 

told. 

Another reason behind why there often are no Anganwadis situated in places where 

migrants live in Bangalore, is that the ICDS has tended to have a rural focus. This was 

pointed out by my key informant in the DWCD. According to her, there are 204 ICDS 

projects in Karnataka state, and only 10 of these are projects are located in urban areas. 

This means that around 5 per cent of the total number of ICDS projects in Karnataka are 

situated in cities, such as Bangalore, Mysore and Mangalore. Knowing that roughly 14 

percent of Karnataka’s population lived in Bangalore city alone according to 2011 

estimates,21 it certainly demonstrates the rural focus of the program. Although 

Bangalore’s population also consist of many people with a high income that would 

probably not want to use the Anganwadi services, this is still an indication of a lack of 

public Anganwadis that in a growing city could ensure migrants access to their 

entitlements under the ICDS.  

My key informant in the DWCD explained the lack of urban Anganwadis by pointing at 

the Central Government. The ICDS is partly a centrally sponsored program which, 

according to my key informant, has now reached “a stage of saturation”, which means 

that they will not get any more funding from the Central Government to open any new 

centers. It is also difficult to close or relocate the centers that are already there in the 

rural areas, she explained, and added that a restructuring of where Anganwadis should 

be located in the city would require a lot of “political juggling”. Nevertheless, she 

admitted that they at some point would have to do something in urban areas:  

“We really need to start thinking – both the state and the Government of 
India – about urban early childhood and nutrition. How do you provide 
nutrition in urban centres, to the children as well as the mothers? It is a whole 
different challenge. And this is something we need to think about.” 

                                                 
21 According to the 2011 Census of India, the population of Karnataka was 61.1 million and the 
population of Bangalore was 8.4 million. 
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However, such thinking and restructuring was not a priority at the moment, as their 

Department was occupied with rolling out other, new programs, she said. 

Access to public schools, and thus the MDM, among migrants in Bangalore was also 

mentioned as an issue in my key informant interviews. Schools might be a problem to 

access in some cases due to language issues, for the migrant children that comes from 

outside the state and do not speak Kannada. Additionally, teachers and school managers 

are required to report enrolment, to prove their accountability, efficiency and progress, 

and the state practices of reporting, inspection and supervision have become essential 

tools towards this aim. Several of the organizations I interviewed pointed out how 

schools in Bangalore are often not willing to accept students that they are unsure will 

attend the full academic year due to this. As my key informant in the NGO Sampark 

complained: 

“Our [India’s] Education Act says: Any child who is eligible, is to sit inside 
a school. But at the same time, the school should not have a dropout rate…”  

School managers have to ensure that the drop-out level is low, so that their school 

passes the inspections. Thus, there are instances where migrants’ children are unable to 

enroll, because the need for reporting attendance conflicts with the mobility and 

temporality of their situation. 

I will now discuss my findings in this chapter in relation to theory, and compare them 

with the findings from the previous chapter, in order to answer how the informality and 

mobility of migrants’ livelihood situation shape their access to the different food 

security programs in the city. 

7.4 Better prospect for including migrants in the 
universal programs 
The findings presented in this section have brought out some characteristics that can 

help us understand and explain the findings from the survey presented in chapter 5; that 

the universal food security programs were found to be better able to include migrant 

households compared to the targeted program. First of all, I found in this chapter that 

one of the characteristics of the universal programs that enabled inclusion was that no 

formal documents or other verification procedures were necessary in order for the 
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migrants to access these services. The universal programs are based on self-selection, 

where those who regard themselves as being in need of the services will be included. 

Thus, the norms of citizenship imagined in the universal programs are not fixed to a 

person’s address, and there is no need for the households to be “recognized” in the 

formal systems or categories of the state in order to access the universal entitlements. 

Compared to the exclusionary effects of the “state simplifications” (Scott 1998, 77) and 

“political technologies” (Fernandez 2010, 417) used in the implementation of the 

targeted program, I would argue that the universal programs are therefore better able to 

facilitate for informality and mobility – something that corresponds better to the reality 

of migrant households. 

Furthermore, another characteristic I found to contribute to the universal programs 

inclusion of migrant households, was the “situatedness” of the places through which 

these programs are delivered. The universal programs are delivered through the places 

of Anganwadis and schools that are situated in the eligible households’ neighborhoods. 

This enables “the state”, through the employees in these places, and the households to 

have a more direct, frequent and subjective relationship. Furthermore, the low 

transportability and shelf life of the cooked meals that are delivered through the ICDS 

and MDM, also creates a more direct relationship between the “caring” state and the 

“cared for” households that contributes to this “situatedness”. Seen through a human 

geography lens, Anganwadis and schools can therefore be seen as segments of space 

that have become “meaningful places” (Cresswell 2014), characterized by subjectivity, 

emotional bonds and sensitivity to context.  

The importance of this characteristic becomes particularly visible when compared to the 

“objective” and “rational” state practices that are used in the implementation of the 

targeted PDS – which in many cases removes the state from the context of the citizen it 

is trying to reach. While one could argue that the PDS is also situated through being 

delivered from Fair Price Shops, these shops cannot be said to have the same emotional 

attachment and meaning in people’s lives as health care centers and schools of which 

employees are daily involved in practices of upbringing and care. Furthermore, as the 

previous section showed, there are many obstructing steps on the way towards a 

household’s actual use of these ration shops. Thus, seen in comparison with the 

implementation of the targeted program where migrants’ informality was found to limit 
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the access to social support, I would argue that the “situatedness” of the places through 

which the ICDS and MDM are delivered must be seen as a factor contributing to the 

capacity of the universal programs to mediate and facilitate the mobility and informality 

of migrants. 

Nevertheless, this section has also shown that there are challenges that the dependence 

on place poses in some contexts. By comparing the situation of the households in in BR 

Colony with the households in Govinda Nagar, I found that the dependence on situated 

places in the ICDS and MDM also means that there is one prerequisite before these 

programs become genuinely universal: there must be enough Anganwadis or schools to 

cater for the population in the places where they actually live – thus also for those 

households who migrate, for instance to the city. In the case of Govinda Nagar, there 

were no Anganwadi centers situated nearby the settlement, hence they were excluded 

from accessing their ICDS entitlements.  

The reasons for the lack of Anganwadis to cater for the population that needs these 

services are multiple. My interviews indicated a few of these reasons in the context of 

Bangalore. First of all, one hindrance to establish new Anganwadis in areas where 

migrants live is the “demand of demanding” a new center. This calls for resources and 

networks that migrants often do not have, and also assumes a rights-based agency on 

behalf of citizens. In assuming that people will automatically demand new centers to be 

established in places where there they are needed, it is taken for granted that citizens 

will themselves ensure that they receive their rightful entitlements. This assumption of 

both a demanding and aware citizen corresponds to what Akerkar et al. (2016, 48) 

shows in the case of other social support programs implemented in India: that it is often 

uncritically expected that the entitled citizen will ensure their own inclusion in the 

programs.  

Furthermore, should they be able to demand an Anganwadi, there are still obstacles that 

must be overcome. Since the state government depends on the Central government for 

the approval of new Anganwadis, it can take a lot of time to establish a new center. 

Currently, the establishment of new or relocation of old centers is also not a priority. In 

Karnataka, the ICDS has mainly had a rural focus, and there is therefore a lack of 

Anganwadis to cater for the need of the growing urban population. Regarding the lack 

of access among migrant children to public schools, and thus the MDM, an important 
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reason behind is often that the school’s is required to report enrolment, something 

which sometimes conflicts with the mobility of migrants and their children. Thus, I 

would argue that there are still major constraints in an urban setting like Bangalore for 

migrants’ access to universal entitlements.  

The findings from this and the preceding chapter have demonstrated that the informality 

and mobility of internal migrants limit their access to both targeted and universal social 

support, although in different ways, and with better prospects for including migrants in 

the universal programs. On the one hand, I argued that the state practices used in the 

targeted program end up excluding migrant households from access in the city, because 

they assume “legal”, rational citizens, based in fixed communities – something which is 

disturbed and challenged by the mobility of migrants and conflicts the informality of the 

settlements where they live. On the other hand, I argued that the “situatedness” of the 

places through which the universal programs are delivered must be seen as a factor 

contributing to their ability to mediate and facilitate the mobility and informality of 

migrants, but the prerequisite is that there is enough of these places to cater for the 

entitled population in the places where they live. However, I now turn to describe some 

of the ways in which migrants themselves respond to the state and its practices, and how 

they are active in shaping their use of and access to their food security entitlements, 

sometimes in unexpected ways. 
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8 Agency and non-state influences 
on the outcome of migrants’ 
entitlements 
In the two previous chapters, I showed how the practices and characteristics of food 

security programs in different ways affected the access to entitlements among migrant 

households in Bangalore. I explored to what extent the state was able to “see” and 

include migrants in the different programs considering the informality and mobility of 

their livelihoods. In this chapter, I will show that it is also important to consider the way 

migrants “see” and relate to the state and its social support programs, and explore how 

their agency and livelihood opportunities as well as the social structures and norms that 

they relate to affect their access to and use of food security entitlements. In this chapter, 

I address the last of the sub-questions in this study: How do internal migrants’ agency 

and other non-state influences shape their use of and access to food security programs? 

As outlined in the theory chapter, I take agency in this thesis to mean the capacity of 

individuals to be active, intentional subjects, however realizing that agency hinges on 

mutual determinations of agents and socio-cultural structures (Ortner 1996, 12, 19–20), 

and thus that agency cannot be seen independent from the moral ideas, norms and 

power structures of society, or what I in this thesis refer to as “non-state influences” 

(Akerkar, Joshi, and Fordham 2016, 46). Such influences can limit agency and 

determine an individual in his or her decisions vis-à-vis the state. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, none of the migrant households in Govinda 

Nagar and BR Colony had a ration card they could use to collect rations in Bangalore. 

However, during my field work, I found that many of the households had a ration card 

in their place of origin, and that they in some cases still collected their rations there. I 

found this an interesting point to explore further, as it indicated how migrants are 

flexible in reshaping and responding to the categories and boundaries that the state 

defines and imposes upon them, in this case through the BPL ration card. In this 

chapter, I therefore choose to focus my attention on the ration card and the targeted 

program, and will in the first section start by presenting an overview of the different 
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outcomes regarding the ration card and the use of rations among the migrant 

households, both in Bangalore and in their place of origin.  

With this background, I will further show how local power structures and non-state 

social networks might affect migrants’ access to and use of targeted food security 

entitlements, and describe the role of family norms and values, as well as migrants’ 

outlooks on their future and their livelihood possibilities. In the concluding section, I 

will compare my findings from Govinda Nagar and BR Colony, to discuss how these 

two migrant communities illustrate different ways of how non-state influences and 

migrant’s agency can shape the outcome of their food security entitlements.  

8.1 Outcomes of the PDS for migrants 
One of the main findings from the survey, presented in chapter 5, was that a majority of 

the most recent migrant households do not have a ration card in Bangalore. During my 

qualitative field work, I was interested to learn more about the reasons behind this. I 

made the hypothesis that there was an exclusion error in the PDS, since most of the 

migrant households did not have a ration card in Bangalore, and that they because of 

this were unable to access their entitlements under the PDS. However, during my field 

work, I found this assumption misleading to some extent, something that underlines the 

importance of using mixed methods. While none of the households I interviewed held a 

ration card in Bangalore, many of them still had a ration card in their place of origin – 

either in Northern Karnataka or Andhra Pradesh. Furthermore, the ration card in their 

place of origin was often still used to collect rations there. However, there were 

differences between Govinda Nagar and BR Colony, and within these two settlements 

as well. I found that that the way these migrant households were able or unable to 

access the PDS can be summarized in four different “outcomes”, where they either:  

(1) had a ration card in their place of origin and regularly travelled there to 
collect their rations; 

(2) had a ration card in their place of origin and had left it with one of their 
family members there, who were collecting their rations; 

(3) had a ration card in their place of origin, but no one was using it there; 
or 

(4) had no ration card at all.  
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In BR Colony, an equal share of the households I interviewed came under outcome 2 

and 4, and only one household came under each of outcome 1 and 3. This meant that 

very few of the households I met in this slum were, at least directly, collecting and 

using rations from the PDS. However, in Govinda Nagar, almost all the households I 

interviewed came under outcome 1. Most of the households in this slum were directly 

collecting their rations, however not in Bangalore. It is important to note that although 

they were the ones collecting these rations, it was not necessarily the household 

members living in Bangalore that were consuming the food items delivered through 

these rations. Instead, household members who were staying behind in their place of 

origin were sometimes using these rations, something I will come back to later.  

I now turn to present some of the varied but interconnected reasons behind these 

different outcomes that together shed light on the role of non-state influences, as well as 

migrants’ agency and outlooks for the future, in explaining the outcome of their access 

to and use of social support entitlements.  

8.2 Corruption and the importance of “knowing 
people” 
One reason why some of the migrant households chose to keep their ration cards in their 

place of origin, instead of applying for a new one in Bangalore, was their past 

experiences with corruption and inefficiencies in the bureaucracy. The migrants 

described such experiences both specifically related to the issuance of ration cards, but 

also more generally related to other public services and programs. Several of the 

migrant households in Govinda Nagar told me that they were hesitant to apply for a new 

ration card in Bangalore because of such experiences in their place of origin. For 

instance, the husband of an elder couple, who had moved to Bangalore one and a half 

years back, described with frustration the process their household went through in order 

to get a ration card in their home district in Andhra Pradesh. He told me that the office 

where he had to go to apply for a ration card was far away from where they lived at that 

time, and that he had to pay for a lift in a vehicle to get there. The first time he went to 

this office, the system used to register biometrics (fingerprints) was down. The officials 

told him to come back another day. However, the next time he came back, the officer in 

charge of processing ration card applications was not there. After several unsuccessful 
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visits, he ended up paying bribes to the officials in order to get the ration card issued. It 

became too expensive to keep on traveling back and forth to the office, as he had to pay 

for the vehicle lift as well as food when he was there. In the end, it took around two 

years for their household to get a ration card. “After paying off so many people there to 

get a ration card, we don’t want to do the same thing again here,” he told. 

This example shows how migrants’ experiences with and ideas of corruption and 

inefficiencies in the bureaucracy can affect their willingness to apply for a new ration 

card in Bangalore, and hence also their use of and access to entitlements in their 

migration destination. The norms and discourses of corruption in the society, and the 

way state officials abused their power, created a trust deficit and ideas of being 

powerless vis-à-vis the state among several of the migrant households. Such 

experiences, norms and discourses were found to shape and limit migrants’ agency and 

their wish to “claim their rights” to be able to receive their entitlements in Bangalore. 

Norms and discourses of corruption in the society, must therefore be considered factors 

influencing the choices migrants make in relation to their use of the targeted PDS. 

Another related factor influencing the realization of migrants’ entitlements, according to 

themselves, was their relations with people and networks outside their community that 

could help them access the public programs. I found that the migrant households 

considered having local contacts as crucial for obtaining a ration card. Some of the 

households in Govinda Nagar told me that the major obstacle for them to get a ration 

card in Bangalore was that they did not know any people who could assist them, and 

who could help them get the information they needed, regarding how to apply for a 

ration card. Several of the migrants also thought it was easier for them to get a ration 

card in their place of origin because they “knew people there”. As one man in Govinda 

Nagar explained:  

“There, in the village, the government provides rations, and also if we don’t 
have a house, we will get a house. Here, if you know someone and if you go 
and beg them… If you know those things, you will get everything here. But 
we don’t know anything, anybody, so we haven’t got anything.” 

Interestingly, the obstacle towards getting a ration card in Bangalore was not explained 

merely as a result of lack of information per se, but rather as a result of “not knowing 

people”.  
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Furthermore, some of the households told that they did not consider it likely that they 

would get a ration card in Bangalore, because they were not from Karnataka and did not 

have an address there or a house. This made them hesitant to try to access any public 

services at all. For instance, when I asked one of the households in Govinda Nagar if 

they had ever needed their Aadhaar card in the city to access any services, the husband 

in the household replied: 

Nobody will ask us [for Aadhaar] – who will ask? Because our address is 
somewhere else. The Karnataka people they will not ask, because it is not 
their job. It is not their headache. Even if we are here. We are afraid to ask 
them, because… If we were from here and if we were a large group here, 
then we would have the courage to ask. But now that they know that we are 
not from here, then they will say: “Ah, they are not from here! Why do we 
have to care?” So, it would not be of any use. 

Thus, the migrant households in Govinda Nagar both explained that it was because they 

were not from Karnataka that they would not have access to the PDS and other services, 

and also because they lacked a network in the city that could help them access programs 

and services. 

The importance of local networks and “knowing people” was also reflected in my 

interviews with the migrant households in BR Colony. Compared to the households in 

Govinda Nagar, they were better “connected” to networks and people outside their own 

community in Bangalore. They were for instance affiliated with the Karnataka Dalitha 

Sangharsha Samithi (DSS) – a civil society organization working for the rights of Dalit 

communities in Karnataka,22 and which in relation to this also organize many slum 

communities in Bangalore. The households in BR Colony saw one of the DSS members 

as their “leader” or representative, although he was not living inside their slum. He was 

often referred to when I asked about issues related to government services and public 

matters. Several of the migrants also mentioned him and the DSS as possible helpers 

who could assist them when applying for ration cards in Bangalore, but told me that 

they so far had been unable to “take care of” the ration card and Aadhaar card issue, as 

their leader was working and did not have the time it required to get things done. 

Additionally, they mentioned a few other “outside persons” who were trying to help 

                                                 
22 Dalit is a term traditionally used about members of the lowest caste in the caste system, or those who 
were previously referred to as “untouchables”. 
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them in dealing with public matters. For instance, a group of young men told me that 

there was “some educated person” living outside the slum that had earlier tried to talk to 

the area’s legislative assembly representative (MLA), to solve their ration card issues. 

Some of the other migrants also told me that this person would approach the leader of 

their slum, and would give him information regarding when and where to apply. They 

made it clear that they would not try to apply for ration cards individually, but only 

collectively if the leader of their slum told them to. 

In summary, the migrant households in BR Colony’s main strategy to access public 

programs and services in Bangalore was to use their “non-state”, “civil society” network 

in the city. This network consisted of civil society organization workers, as well as what 

they called educated, “outside” people, who could function as middlemen or had the 

authority and skills required to influence politicians or bureaucrats. However, the 

migrants’ non-state network had so far not managed to solve the issues around their lack 

of ration cards in Bangalore. The only card that some of the households had been able to 

get hold of were voter IDs, so that they could vote for the “correct” party candidate in 

the elections – in this case the candidate of the Indian National Congress (INC). They 

told me that in return for these votes they were given some basic facilities, such as a 

building with bathrooms and toilets, bore-well water facility as well as electricity for 

street lights inside the slum. This illustrates how the migrants were in some cases also 

able to access services in the city through relationships based on clientelism, by giving 

support to a political candidate through their votes in exchange for public services. 

8.3 Family norms and moral values 
I also found that family norms and moral values played a role in shaping migrants’ use 

of the food security entitlements of the targeted PDS. This was supported by the fact 

that the entitlements of the PDS are allocated to households rather than to individuals. 

The NFSA does not define what kind of family members can be included in an “eligible 

household” under the targeted PDS (The Gazette of India 2013, 4). The household on 

the ration card can therefore consist of for instance the members of a nuclear family or 

the members of a joint family, something which is up to the family to decide. The 

prevalent household norm in India is the patrimonial joint family, but it is often the case 

that only some members of such a joint household migrate. If migration leads to a 
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separation of the members of the “eligible household” on the ration card, it can 

therefore have implications for their PDS entitlements. 

That PDS rations are allocated to households, was in some cases found to affect the 

individual access to entitlements of migrants in Bangalore. Several migrants still had 

their name printed on a ration card in their place of origin. They pointed out that they 

had left the ration card with their family members there when they migrated, because 

they wanted them to keep using it. For instance, a young woman in BR Colony, who 

arrived in Bangalore around two years ago with her husband and four children, 

explained that their household’s ration card in her husband’s name was being used to 

collect rations in their village by her mother-in-law. She said that her mother-in-law was 

using the ration card as she was staying behind in the village, and since she was the 

eldest person in the family. Through her authoritative position as “an elder” and mother-

in-law of their joint household, she was seen as the one who should keep their 

household’s ration card. This reason for keeping their household’s ration card in their 

place of origin was repeated by several of the households, although they also told me 

that they would eventually like to have their own ration card in Bangalore.  

What this illustrates is that family norms and values related to who deserves or needs 

the entitlements the most, can also play a role for the outcome of the access to PDS 

entitlements among migrants. This is supported by the fact that their ration cards and 

thus their entitlements are often bound to the joint household of their place of origin and 

not to themselves as individuals. When migrating household members decide whether 

to change their ration card and bring their entitlements with them, they must consider 

how other family members would react and could be influenced by their decision. The 

household members that are staying behind might also be in a more dire need of food 

rations than those who are migrating. As seen in chapter 5, the reasons for migrating 

were usually lack of work or crop yields in their place of origin, affecting both the 

availability and access to food in these areas. For many migrants, it therefore seemed 

reasonable to let remaining family members continue to use their households’ ration 

card, instead of surrendering this card or removing their names from it. Doing this, they 

could also risk losing their entitlements for a while, both in their place of origin and in 

their migration destination, instead of their family members continuing to benefit from 

receiving their entitlements. 
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8.4 Outlooks for the future 
The way the migrants saw their future livelihood opportunities and challenges also 

played a role for the outcome of their entitlements. I found that the migrant households’ 

outlooks for the future shaped their actions regarding whether they should either keep 

the ration card and their PDS entitlements in their place of origin, or try to access them 

in Bangalore instead. First of all, this was reflected in migrants’ thoughts and 

considerations about the place they lived in Bangalore. For instance, one of the 

households in Govinda Nagar explained that the reason they wanted to keep the ration 

card in their home district in Andhra Pradesh was that the private landowner of their 

settlement in Bangalore had threatened to evict them from the area, although they were 

unsure if and when this could happen. Nevertheless, due to this threat, they wanted to 

keep their ration card in their home district. As one of the women in the household 

expressed the problem:  

“What if we can’t live here anymore? What if we have to leave Bangalore? 
If we don’t have a ration card there [in home district], it will be a problem 
for our children.”  

The threat of not having a place to live in Bangalore anymore was also part of the 

reason why most of the households in Govinda Nagar were going back to their home 

district to collect their rations there every month. They were afraid they would lose the 

ration card if they did not use it regularly. It is important to note that they did this 

despite the travel being both costly and time consuming. Most of the households in 

Govinda Nagar came from the district of Prakasham in Andhra Pradesh, and the 

distance by road from Bangalore to the district headquarter, Ongul, is about 500 

kilometers. They told me that they would spend about one and a half day and 1000 INR 

for traveling one way. This reflects how important they considered it having a ration 

card, although it was in their place of origin and not in Bangalore. 

Furthermore, the migrant households in Govinda Nagar wanted to keep their ration 

cards in their place of origin not only because they were threatened by eviction, but also 

because they had their own plans of returning in the future. These reasons are 

interlinked, but it is important to recognize that migrants are not always “forced” out of 

the city and back to their village – in some cases they have also invested their money 

there and want to return after a while. For instance, several of the households in 
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Govinda Nagar told me that when they were too old to work anymore, or when they had 

been able to repay their loans, they would go back to live in Andhra Pradesh. The wife 

and husband of a household that had already been living in Bangalore for around 20 

years, told me that they travelled to their home district almost every month to collect 

their rations there because they “would not be able to work and live in Bangalore 

forever”. The reason they moved to Bangalore in the first place was to earn money for 

building a house in their home district, Prakasham. This one-room house was now 

finished, but they had to stay in Bangalore to be able to earn enough money to repay the 

loan they took to build the house. However, they told me that as soon as the loan was 

repaid, and they were too old to work and earn anymore, they would go back to their 

house there. The wife of the household also added that since they had kept their ration 

card there, they would “at least get something” when they went back for retirement. 

Thus, the plans this household had for the future meant that they wanted to keep their 

ties to their place of origin, and their ration card there as well.  

Most of the households in BR Colony, on the other hand, had no future plans of leaving 

Bangalore. Compared to the households in Govinda Nagar, who visited their place of 

origin regularly, the households in BR Colony were usually visiting their place of origin 

only once a year during an important festival. Furthermore, many of the people I talked 

to in BR Colony told me that the government had decided that they would construct 

houses for them in Bangalore. However, I was told by an informant who were running a 

private school for the children in this slum, that it was still uncertain when and whether 

this would happen at all, due to a land dispute between the government and a private 

land owner. Nevertheless, compared to the households in Govinda Nagar, the people 

living in BR Colony imagined a future in Bangalore because of these rehabilitation 

promises. They also told me that the life they had in Bangalore was more comfortable 

compared to the life in their villages in Northern Karnataka. In Bangalore, they had 

access to work, water, different types of food, and they also found the climate more 

pleasant. The aspirations and opportunities to stay in the city were reflected in their 

wish to have ration cards in Bangalore. Instead of keeping it in their place of origin such 

as the households in Govinda Nagar, most of them had left their ration cards with one of 

the family members who were staying behind in the village, or they had no ration card 

at all. They rather wanted, and had also attempted, to get a ration card in Bangalore. 

Thus, that the households in BR Colony imagined and experienced that they had some 
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opportunities to become “recognized” as citizens of Bangalore, and not only to remain 

temporary workers in the city, shaped the way they thought about and accessed the 

entitlements of the targeted PDS. 

8.5 Migrants’ agency and non-state influences 
affect their use of and access to entitlements 
When recapitulating the findings from this chapter, it is useful to revisit the first section, 

where I presented four different “outcomes” of how the migrant households in 

Bangalore were able or unable to access and use their entitlements of the targeted PDS. 

On the one hand, a majority of the migrants in BR Colony either had no ration card at 

all or had a ration card in their home district that was being used by another family 

member who still lived in their place of origin. On the other hand, the migrants in 

Govinda Nagar had a ration card in their place of origin, and travelled there to collect 

rations regularly. To understand these differences between the two migrant 

communities, the findings presented in this chapter provides important clues, something 

I will now discuss with reference to my theoretical framework. 

First of all, I would argue that the differences between the two migrant communities 

must be seen in light of their capability to engage with networks and influential 

individuals in the city when approaching the state. The importance of knowing 

influential people for accessing public services and programs was a recurrent topic in 

my household interviews. This corresponds to the findings of Corbridge et al. (2005, 

10:108), that poor people in India often engage with the state through their “non-state 

social networks”, including for instance caste leaders and other influential brokers or 

“political fixers” (see Manor 2017). A major reason why people engage with the state in 

this way is what Gupta (1995, 384) calls the “blurred boundaries” between the state and 

the society in India, where resources of the state are not only distributed based on 

impersonal, bureaucratic procedures, but more often based on personal contacts and 

networks.  

This can pose major problems for migrants, since they sometimes lack this sort of 

personal network in the city, as seen in the example of the households in Govinda 

Nagar. The migrants in this settlement also emphasized that this was different in their 
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place of origin, where they had the social network they needed to access their 

entitlements. As shown by Akerkar et al. (2016, 52) in their study of access to public 

programs in rural Uttar Pradesh, poor families in India often spend time establishing 

social relationship with influential and powerful persons for obtaining government 

support in their villages. When moving to the city, migrants such as the households in 

Govinda Nagar might experience that they do not have the same possibilities to 

establish such social relationships. They can also be reluctant to claim their rights 

because they think of themselves as “outsiders” that will not be recognized by the state 

and the “resident” population. Partly for such reasons, the migrants in Govinda Nagar 

kept visiting their place of origin to collect their food security entitlements there, instead 

of attempting to get access in the city. Thus, their access to public programs were partly 

contingent on what Akerkar et al. (2016, 49) have called “cultures of entitlement”, 

where access to entitlements are not only based on legal or formal rights, but rather 

based on moral claims and norms, for instance those that are part of social relationships 

with patrons or other powerful individuals or networks. Migrants did not see their food 

security entitlements merely as legal rights that they could claim. They rather saw them 

as “culturally entitled” rights, shaped by the social, cultural and political norms or 

structures in society. This influenced their perceptions of what was “acceptable, 

legitimate and proper behavior” (Akerkar, Joshi, and Fordham 2016, 48–49), and 

shaped their decisions regarding whether and how they would claim their food security 

entitlements. This stands in contrast to the assumption made in the state practices of the 

PDS; that migrants will “rationally” claim and be able to ensure their rights in a new 

place, as was demonstrated in chapter 6. 

Furthermore, I also found that the ideal state-society relationship assumed in the 

practices of the PDS was challenged by experiences and discourses of corruption among 

the migrant households. Corruption in social support programs and services of the state 

created a lack of trust and sometimes also a feeling of being powerless vis-à-vis the 

state. As argued by Gupta (2012, 76), corruption in India often creates the paradox that 

programs which are set up and justified in the name of the poor, actually ends up 

denying the poor the benefit of these programs. Without rejecting that many of the 

migrants had direct experiences of corruption, it is also important to note that the role 

corruption often plays in stories about the Indian state can also reinforce people’s trust 

deficits. As shown by Akerkar et al. (2016, 51), people are often aware that they have a 
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right to claim their entitlements from the state, but they might not feel empowered to 

demand such benefits because of popular perceptions about the “corrupt state”, which 

contribute to a trust deficit among the citizens. As argued by Gupta, in India “the 

discourse of corruption is a key arena through which the state, citizens, and other 

organizations and aggregations come to be imagined” (Gupta 2012, 77). As people’s 

actions are “configured, enabled and mediated by discourses“ (Gupta 2012, 77), both 

the experiences and the discourses of corruption that the migrants presented are 

important, shaping and limiting their agency and wish to claim their entitlements in 

Bangalore. I would therefore argue that power relations, as well as norms and 

discourses of corruption in the society, must be considered factors influencing the 

choices migrants make in relation to their PDS entitlements. 

Nevertheless, I also found that some of the migrant households were able to locate 

avenues to establish social networks in the city and access public services through these. 

Thus, it is crucial that we do not see migrants merely as “lonely victims” in the city. 

Corbridge et al. (2005, 10:5) reminds us that accounts of the “blurred boundaries” of the 

state and the society in India sometimes fail to see the more positive openings for 

participation and realization of citizenship rights that are created through such 

relationships. For instance, the migrants in BR Colony used their social relationships 

and networks in the city to access public services and programs, using different 

strategies. They engaged with a “grass-root” caste-based activist organization, which 

they saw as their representatives in public matters, and they also knew other influential 

people in their neighborhood who sometimes could help them. Furthermore, they 

engaged in mutually dependent relationships based on clientelism with a political 

candidate, who could provide some public services to their colony in return for their 

votes in the election. Thus, in some cases, the migrants’ network in the city created 

openings for access to public services and programs. Nevertheless, they had not been 

successful in accessing their PDS rations in Bangalore, although they had made 

attempts to get ration cards through their non-state social networks. Access to 

entitlements should therefore not be understood as a product of having a network in the 

city. However, I would argue that it must be regarded an influential factor for the 

realization of migrants’ entitlements and access to public services. 
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The second important aspect I have demonstrated in this chapter is the role of the 

migrants’ outlooks for the future, as well as their family norms and values. This is 

important for understanding the differences in the ration card outcomes among the two 

migrant communities. Their “outlooks” were based on livelihood aspirations, 

possibilities and challenges, which they faced both at their place of origin and in 

Bangalore. The migrant households in Govinda Nagar were less “settled” in the city, 

and their living situation was more characterized by temporality compared to the 

households living in BR Colony. In Govinda Nagar, the households had less permanent, 

lower quality dwellings, and they did not have free, government-provided water and 

sanitation facilities. They faced threats of eviction regularly from their private landlord 

in Bangalore. Such uncertainties and challenges can be said to contribute towards this 

community’s feeling of “footlooseness” – the term used by Breman (2013) to describe 

the way many migrant workers are unable to settle in their migration destination, and 

therefore have no option to go “to go back or drift on to another halt” (6). Breman 

(2013) further argues that migrants are often “accepted in the urban space as temporary 

workers but not as residents” (68) and that this is a reason why migrants keep ties to 

their place of origin. The “footlooseness” of the situation for the households in Govinda 

Nagar must can be as a contributing factor to their wish to keep their ration cards in 

their home district – and thus affecting the realization of their food security entitlements 

in the Bangalore. 

However, it is important to remember that migrants might have their own aspirations 

and reasons to go back to their place of origin, which are not merely a result of their 

situation in the city. For instance, some of the migrant households in Govinda Nagar 

wanted to keep their ration cards in their home district because they had plans to live 

there later. They used the money they earned in Bangalore to invest in these plans, 

through repayment of loans they had taken up to build a house or buy a plot of land. 

This is in line with what de Haan (2003, 195–196) has argued; that migrants’ reasons 

for keeping their ties with the village often are more complex, based on individual 

preferences and choices and not merely because they are “forced” to do so by their 

living conditions in the city. As argued by Mosse et al. (2005, 3026), we must therefore 

be careful to frame migration merely in light of pessimistic narratives of decline and “a 

new traveling proletarian underclass”. Thus, it is important to consider migrant’s own 
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agency and aspirations, in order to understand migrants’ relationship with “the state” 

and their entitlements, both in their place of origin and their migration destination. 

Furthermore, I also found that family norms and values can play an important role in 

shaping the use of the targeted entitlements among migrants. This must however be 

seen in relation to the program’s design of targeting households instead of individuals. 

This led many migrants to leave their PDS entitlements with their family members 

staying in their place of origin, instead of surrendering or removing their name from the 

ration card. Thus, they did no longer have access to their legal entitlements because of 

the norms that are embedded in the social ideal of the joint family, but also because of 

moral claims and ideas based on who needs these entitlements the most. This 

corresponds to the previously mentioned concept of “cultures of entitlements” as coined 

by Akerkar et al. (2016, 48), which acknowledges that moral claims and norms in the 

society also affect the realization of social support entitlements. 

In conclusion, I would argue that the two migrant communities in this study illustrate 

some of the different ways that migrants’ agency and other non-state influences can 

affect the outcome of their social support entitlements. In general, the households living 

in Govinda Nagar exemplify cases where internal migrants experience and see 

themselves as “workers” at their migration destination and “residents” at their place of 

origin. The households in BR Colony, however, represent cases where internal migrants 

experience that they to some extent are recognized as “citizens” at their migration 

destination, and not only as “workers”. Their situation is characterized by a greater 

degree of stability and security, supported by access to networks and public services, 

and a more distant relationship with the place of origin. These different experiences are 

not only shaped by the state’s practices and programs, but also by the topics explored in 

this chapter, such as migrants’ social networks in the city, their outlooks for the future, 

and society’s moral norms and ideas that they relate to. In turn, these experiences shape 

their use of and access to food security entitlements, in this case of the targeted 

program, however with different results in different contexts, and in interplay with how 

“the state” is able to see and include the internal migrants through its programs and 

practices. 
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9 Conclusion: enabling access to 
food for “Indians on the move” 

“What if anything, can social citizenship mean in the presence of deep social 
inequalities? Even as citizenship professes equality as its foundational 
essence, we know it to be the deceitful purveyor of a misleading promise. 
(…) Social citizenship is generally seen as a way of mediating this 
contradiction. The public provision of welfare – whether through social and 
economic rights or through progressive and sometimes redistributive 
policies associated with welfare states – can be a plausible way of bridging 
this gap” (Jayal 2013, 163). 

 

In 2013, access to food became a legal right for citizens of India. The NFSA reinforced 

the pledge of the Indian Government to provide food and nutritional security for its 

population. The Act also converted into legal entitlements the food rations of the PDS, 

the supplementary nutrition of the ICDS, and the school meals of the MDM. However, 

despite the good intentions behind the NFSA and the related strengthening of India’s 

national food security programs, India was in 2017 still placed in the category of nations 

where severity of hunger was considered serious (von Grebmer et al. 2017, 12). How 

can we understand that the Indian state fails to provide food security for its citizens? 

This study has been an attempt to provide one piece to the puzzle of paradoxes that 

surrounds the persistency of food insecurity in India. By exploring the access to food 

and food security programs of “Indians on the move”, this thesis also contributes to an 

emerging field of research linking food security and migration (Pendleton, Crush, and 

Nickanor 2014; Choithani 2017). Furthermore, while there has previously been much 

research on the effects of migration upon the food security of rural populations, there 

have been fewer studies concerned with the situation of migrants at their destination of 

migration, for instance in cities such as Bangalore. This research project has aimed to 

oppose this rural bias in studies of food security, by focusing on the food security of 

migrant households in an urban context. 

The purpose of this research has been three-fold: first, to explore relationships between 

internal migration and the access to food of migrant households at their destination of 
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migration, secondly, to explain why and how such relationships might occur, and 

finally, to increase the understanding of migrant households’ access to food security 

entitlements at their migration destination in urban India. In the choice of analytical 

concepts and perspectives in this thesis, I have made a point of taking an 

interdisciplinary approach, drawing on methods, theories and concepts from various 

disciplinary quarters, with the intention of exploring the complex phenomena of 

migration and food security from different angles. The main research question raised in 

this thesis was: How does internal migration affect the access to food of migrant 

households in urban India? To answer this question, and the sub-questions stated in 

section 3.5, I employed a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative and 

qualitative methods. 

One of my arguments in this thesis has been that internal migrants’ access to food, 

through the food security programs of the Indian state, is affected by their own agency 

as well as other non-state influences, however with various outcomes. I have argued that 

migrants’ experiences of “the state”, and their beliefs and attitudes towards their own 

capability to engage with the state either directly or through non-state social networks, 

shape how and whether they claim their food security entitlements, thus affecting their 

use of and access to food security programs. I have shown how migrants look at their 

access to entitlements as being dependent on having moral “contracts” with patrons or 

other influential people, being seen as rightful, belonging residents in the receiving 

society, and that these together with their experiences and ideas of corruption influence 

their decisions regarding their entitlements. Such decisions were also found to be 

shaped by family norms, something which must be seen in relation to the design of the 

PDS of targeting households rather than individuals. 

I partly explained these findings by pointing to what Gupta (1995, 384) has called the 

“blurred boundaries” between state and society in India, implying that the resources of 

the state are not only distributed through impersonal, “Weberian” bureaucratic 

procedures, but rather often through mutually dependent relations of patronage, 

personal networks, or corruption. I also employed the concept “cultures of entitlement” 

as proposed by Akerkar et al. (2016), to provide an understanding of how food security 

entitlements were seen by the migrants not merely as their legal rights which they could 

automatically claim in the city, but rather as “culturally entitled” rights shaped by 
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social, cultural and political structures in the society. These structures informed their 

perceptions of what was “acceptable, legitimate and proper behavior” (Akerkar, Joshi, 

and Fordham 2016, 48–49), and shaped their decisions regarding whether and how they 

would claim their food security entitlements. 

I further showed that this can have different outcomes in different contexts. For the 

inter-state migrants living in the least permanent settlement, the “blurred boundaries” 

were experienced and understood as an obstacle towards claiming their food security 

entitlements in the city, due to their lack of non-state social networks, their experiences 

and ideas of corruption, and their thoughts about whether or not they would be seen as 

“culturally entitled” residents in the city. However, for the intra-state migrants who had 

been able to gain a better foothold in the city, I showed that the “blurred boundaries” 

provided some avenues for access to public services, since they were involved in non-

state networks and clientelist relations. Thus, drawing on Corbridge et al. (2005, 10:5), I 

argued that it is also important to recognize that the “blurred boundaries” of state-

society relationships in India sometimes create more positive openings for realization of 

entitlements than is often assumed, although these openings might not adhere to 

“Weberian” norms of impersonal bureaucracies. 

Nevertheless, we should not think of access to entitlements merely as a product of 

having a network or being “culturally entitled” in the city. I also showed that migrants’ 

own agency and their outlooks for the future affected their decisions regarding use of 

entitlements in their place of origin and at their migration destination. Drawing on 

studies of internal migration and livelihoods in India, I argued that the choices migrants 

make in some cases can be understood through their experiences of “footlooseness” – a 

term used by Breman (2013) to describe how many migrant workers in India are unable 

to settle down in the place they migrate to, due to the informality and instability of their 

livelihoods. However, in agreement with Mosse et al. (2005, 3026), I also argued that it 

is important to avoid seeing migrants’ situation merely as “forced” and framed in light 

of exceedingly pessimistic narratives. I agreed with de Haan (2003, 195–196) that 

migrants’ reasons for keeping their ties with the village often are complex, based on 

individual preferences and choices, and not merely because they are forced to do so by 

their living conditions in the city.  
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Furthermore, I have argued in this thesis that migrants’ access to food security programs 

is shaped by the informality and mobility of their situation, and that this often 

contributes to exclude them from access to food security entitlements. However, I 

showed that the universal food security programs must be seen to provide better 

prospects for mediating migrants’ informality and mobility compared to the targeted 

program. I explained this by pointing out how the citizenship imagined in the universal 

programs is not fixed to an idea of immobile citizens living in static communities, and 

that there is no need to be “recognized” in the formal systems or categories of the state 

in order to access the universal entitlements. I also called attention to the “situatedness” 

of the places through which the ICDS and MDM are delivered, and how this also 

contributes to the inclusion of migrant households. I argued that Anganwadis and 

schools can be seen as “meaningful places” (Cresswell 2014), characterized by more 

direct, frequent and subjective relationships between “the state” and the households, and 

that this can enable a mediation of the informality and mobility of the migrant 

households. 

However, I also showed that a prerequisite for the universal programs to be inclusive of 

migrant and other households is that there are enough Anganwadis and schools to cater 

for the entitled population. The universality of the ICDS and MDM is dependent on 

decisions taken regarding where, when, how and whether to establish new Anganwadis 

and schools in the areas where people decide to live. I showed that there are major 

constraints in an urban setting such as Bangalore for the ICDS to become truly universal 

in scope, and that there can be several reasons for this. One reason particularly relevant 

to migrants, is the “demand of demanding” a new center. As argued by Akerkar et al. 

(2016, 48), the Indian state often uncritically expect that entitled citizens will ensure 

their own inclusion in its social support programs. In the case of the ICDS, I argued that 

such assumptions regarding demanding new Anganwadis can be unfavorable for 

migrants, as they might lack the resources and contacts needed to make such demands. 

While the universal programs provide better prospects for including migrants, I have 

argued in this thesis that migrants are excluded from the targeted program, because the 

state practices used in the targeting and implementation exercise contradict with the 

informality and mobility of internal migrants’ livelihoods. First of all, I showed how the 

ration card as a state practice is not adapted to the mobility of migrants, since it is bound 
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to a family’s address. In agreement with accounts of how state documents often shadow 

and constrict migrants (Das and Poole 2004, 16, 19), I argued that the assumption of 

orderly citizens in fixed communities embedded in the practice of the ration card 

contradicts with migrants movements across the borders of the state. The Aadhaar card 

is another state document that in theory is supposed to enable mobility of citizens and 

rights, but I showed that there are still local constraints that must be overcome before 

this promise can be fulfilled in Karnataka. Secondly, I showed how the state practices 

used in the application, targeting and verification processes of the PDS are based on 

notions of “legal” or formal populations, and that these conflict with the informality or 

“illegality” of the settlements where internal migrants live. As internal migrants often 

live in settlements outside the systematized spaces of the state, they are unable to 

provide the required documents and proofs. I argued that because of the state’s 

preoccupation with proving, categorizing and controlling eligible households of the 

PDS, migrants and others living in informal settlements often end up being excluded 

from this program. 

By drawing on the work of Scott (1998), I understood the state practices of the PDS as 

examples of “state simplifications” (77), where the practices of the state end up 

neglecting and reducing important contextual factors. Seen through his analytical frame, 

the state simplifications used in the implementation of the PDS thus play a part in 

removing the state from the society that it is trying to govern, and in narrowing the 

vision of the state (Scott 1998, 11). Furthermore, I also showed that the state practices 

of the PDS can be understood as “political technologies” as conceptualized by 

Fernandez (2010, 415–417). Such technologies of the state are seen as simple, rational 

and technical exercises thought to have disciplinary effects, but their intention is often 

eroded through contested processes at multiple levels in India, as shown by Fernandez 

(2010, 428). In agreement with her view, I argued that adding more technology and 

more control mechanisms will therefore not necessarily improve the implementation of 

the targeted PDS and solve the exclusion of migrant households. Although the state is 

not unresponsive to the reality of migrant households, their faith in technical solutions 

and what is seen as simple bureaucratic procedures often lead to unintended outcomes. 

For instance, the practice of the surrender certificate is intended to solve the problem of 

mobility, but fails not recognize migration as a complex issue. Thus, as pointed out by 

Gupta (2012, 23, 48), it is not necessarily the state’s indifference to the poor that 
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excludes them from accessing services and programs in India. It is rather the complexity 

of bureaucratic procedures in these programs and the indifference towards the arbitrary 

outcomes of these procedures that cause the exclusion.  

Moreover, the findings and arguments presented above are all important to understand 

and explain my findings from the survey in this thesis. Drawing on Sen’s entitlement 

approach in my quantitative analysis, I carried out a “mapping” of migrant households’ 

entitlements to explore the linkages between internal migration and access to food. I 

demonstrated that own production played a minor role for the migrant households’ food 

procurement. This corresponded with my next finding, which was that the most 

common source of food procurement for both migrant and non-migrant households was 

the regular market. Thus, I argued that the role of purchasing power and access to 

income through employment must be considered crucial for internal migrants’ access to 

food. I found no significant differences between migrant and non-migrant households in 

terms of access to income, although I did not draw any general conclusion, as the 

sample of non-migrant households in each category was small. Nevertheless, I showed 

that both the migrant and non-migrant households of the sample had a low income, 

demonstrating their vulnerability for experiencing food insecurity. I therefore argued 

that social support entitlements could play a crucial role for both migrant and non-

migrant households’ food security in this context. 

However, my key finding from the mapping of entitlements was that migrants are 

excluded from their access to targeted social support at their migration destination. I 

found a relationship between having migrant “status” and being excluded from access to 

the entitlements of the PDS. A major share of the migrant households did not have a 

ration card, and were therefore unable to access their food rations. One the one hand, I 

showed that there was a significant difference between the most recent migrants and 

those who migrated more than ten or twenty years ago, showing that the likelihood of 

having a ration card increased by years since migration – however slowly. On the other 

hand, I showed that a majority of non-migrant households had a ration card and were 

able to access their food rations, further demonstrating the relationship between migrant 

“status” and exclusion. However, I found no similar significant differences in migrant 

and non-migrants’ access to the universal programs. Although the ICDS was found less 

inclusive of the relevant households compared to the MDM, it was still found to be 
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more inclusive of migrant households than the PDS when compared to the share of 

ration card holders among the most recent migrants. Thus, I argued that migrant 

households’ situation must be considered highly relevant to the debate concerning 

whether social support entitlements should be targeted or universal, and also to other 

policy discussions on how to support and enable the access to food of internal migrants. 

Based on the findings and arguments presented above, the answer provided to the main 

research question of this thesis is that internal migrants face exclusion from the targeted 

food security program at their migration destination, and thus that internal migration 

affect their access to food through social support entitlements. There is a link between 

having migrant “status” and being excluded from the targeted food security program, 

while the same is not the case of the universal programs. I explained this by arguing that 

the informality and mobility of migrants’ livelihoods conflict with the state practices 

employed in the targeted PDS, while the mode of delivery used in the universal 

programs provides better prospects for mediating the informality and mobility of 

migrants. Furthermore, I argued that internal migrants’ own agency, their livelihoods, 

and other non-state influences also are important to understand the outcome of their 

food security entitlements in different contexts. 

Taking my findings and arguments in this thesis one step further, I would like to make a 

strong point in the debate regarding targeted and universal social support in India, and 

insist that the situation of internal migrants must be considered in this debate. My 

findings in this thesis raise several arguments against employing targeting in the design 

of social support programs, if the Indian state wants to enable internal migrants’ access 

to food at their migration destination. Furthermore, making access to services dependent 

on ID cards that are bound to an address or a household, can also be a misjudgment if 

the aim is to improve internal migrants’ access to these programs. This feeds into the 

current debate regarding whether Aadhaar should become mandatory for accessing the 

services and meals of the MDM and ICDS. The last years have seen major protests 

regarding the Aadhaar Act and several other notifications from the Central 

Government’s side aiming to make Aadhaar mandatory for access to social support 

programs (Drèze 2017; The Wire Staff 2017; Srivas 2017; Bhuyan 2018). The many 

petitions have been brought under a Supreme Court case that is still ongoing. If Aadhaar 

is made mandatory for access to the universal programs, the findings in this thesis 
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indicate some possible challenges of this for internal migrants, although further enquiry 

would be necessary to address this issue.  

Furthermore, I would like to take up a more general point regarding the access to social 

support of “Indians on the move”. For the Indian state to enable inclusion of internal 

migrants, I would call for a shift in the general way of thinking about migration in social 

support programs. De Haan (2011, 37) has pointed out how the policies of the Indian 

state often are aimed at reducing migration instead of supporting migrants where they 

are. Furthermore, while social support policies for the rural poor have been common, 

there has in the past been less focus on the infrastructure and welfare of the urban poor 

(Deshingkar 2006, 96). This rural focus of development policies might be a reflection of 

what both Nair (2005, 2) and Deshingkar (2006, 96) point out: the tendency in the past 

among Indian politicians, planners and scholars to imagine the country’s villages as the 

moral ideal of the country, with agriculture as the engine of poverty reduction. Thus, I 

would claim that there is a need to support migrants in the places where they actually 

stay, and not assume that the “problem” of migration will automatically be solved by 

investing only in the rural areas. 

Finally, it is important to stress that India is a heterogeneous country. As pointed out by 

Ruud et al. (2014, 12), India is in many ways similar to the continent of Europe in terms 

of both size and complexity. Due to for instance cultural, religious, economic, political 

and geographical differences, it is therefore a difficult country to describe and 

understand using simple categories. Yet, the food security programs I have investigated 

in this thesis are national in scope. Their minimum requirements and fundamental 

modes of delivery are part of the National Food Security Act. Furthermore, although 

some Indian states experience net out-migration while other experience net in-

migration, the phenomenon of internal migration spans across the Indian sub-continent. 

Although internal migrants’ experiences and livelihood opportunities will vary from 

place to place, and from state to state, I believe the findings and arguments I have made 

in this thesis provide insights that are useful and applicable not only in the context of 

Bangalore but also in other parts of urban India. As I have demonstrated in this thesis, it 

is necessary to look beyond the formal entitlements that are established in the NFSA if 

we want to uncover how entitlements are realized or not by internal migrants. The 

formal practices of the state, the non-state influences on entitlements, as well as the 
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agency and livelihood strategies of migrants, can all play a part in determining the 

outcome of food security entitlements among internal migrants in India. 
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Appendix 

List of key informant interviews 
Date of interview Position and organization 
15.03.2017 Representatives from an NGO working with migrant communities in 

Delhi (anonymous) 

20.03.2017 Representative from Sampark 

22.03.2017 Representatives from the Indian Social Institute, Bangalore (ISI-B) 

03.04.2017 Representative from Citizens’ Voluntary Initiative for the City (CIVIC) 

05.04.2017 Representative from The Association for Promoting Social Action 
(APSA) 

10.04.2017 Representative from the Alternative Law Forum (ALF) 

12.04.2017 Public Official at the Food, Civil Supplies & Consumer Affairs 
Department, Government of Karnataka 

12.04.2017 Public Official at the Department of Women and Child Development,                      
Government of Karnataka 

18.04.2017 Representative from The Akshaya Patra Foundation 

 

List of qualitative household interviews 

BR Colony 

Date of interview Family member(s) interviewed 
03.04.2017 Female and male head of household 

04.04.2017 Female head of household 

04.04.2017 Female head of household 

04.04.2017 Female and male head of household 

06.04.2017 Female head of household 

06.04.2017 Female head of household and male relatives 

09.04.2017 Female head of household 

09.04.2017 Female head of household 
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Govinda Nagar 

Date of interview Family member(s) interviewed 
09.04.2017 Male head of household 

09.04.2017 Male head of household 

09.04.2017 Female and male head of household 

09.04.2017 Female and male head of household 

16.04.2017 Female head of household and female relative 

16.04.2017 Female head of household and male relative 

16.04.2017 Female head of household 

16.04.2017 Female and male head of household 
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