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Abstract—Food security remains one of the most significant development challenges in India despite
substantial progress in agricultural production and economic growth. The concept has evolved from a
narrow emphasis on food availability to a broader multidimensional framework encompassing access,
utilization, stability, agency, and sustainability. This paper examines food security in India through a
theoretical lens by integrating classical and contemporary approaches, including the Malthusian
theory of population, Sen’s entitlement approach, sustainable livelihood theory, the capability
approach, and food sovereignty. The paper critically analyses the structural, economic, social,
environmental, and institutional determinants of food security in India. It argues that food security
cannot be understood solely through agricultural production or economic growth but requires a
comprehensive understanding of inequalities, governance, environmental sustainability, and human
capabilities. The study also evaluates major public policy interventions such as the Public
Distribution System (PDS), the National Food Security Act (NFSA), Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS), Mid-Day Meal Scheme (PM POSHAN), and employment guarantee programmes.
The paper concludes that achieving sustainable food security requires integrated policies that
combine agricultural innovation, social protection, climate resilience, gender equity, and participatory
governance.

Index Terms—Food Security, India, Entitlement Theory, Capability Approach, Sustainable
Development, Public Distribution System, National Food Security Act

I Introduction

Food security occupies a central position in the global development agenda and constitutes one of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 2: Zero Hunger). Although India has become one of the world’s
largest producers of cereals, fruits, vegetables, milk, and pulses, ensuring food security for its vast
population continues to be a complex policy challenge. Food insecurity persists due to poverty, unequal
access to resources, nutritional deficiencies, regional disparities, climate change, and institutional
inefficiencies.

The Food and Agriculture Organization defines food security as a condition in which 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.

India presents a paradox. It has achieved food self-sufficiency through the Green Revolution and possesses
one of the world’s largest food grain procurement systems. Nevertheless, malnutrition, child stunting,
anaemia among women, and micronutrient deficiencies continue to affect millions of households.

This paper explores food security in India from a theoretical perspective. Rather than limiting discussion to
agricultural production, it analyses food security as a multidimensional developmental issue shaped by
economic structures, institutional arrangements, environmental sustainability, and social justice.
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1. Conceptual Framework of Food Security

Food security has evolved considerably over the past five decades.

Initially, the concept focused primarily on national food availability. During the 1970s, policymakers
believed that increasing food production would automatically eliminate hunger.

Subsequent research demonstrated that food availability alone does not guarantee food security. Individuals
may experience hunger even when adequate food exists in markets due to poverty, unemployment,
discrimination, or inadequate public distribution.

Food security is commonly understood through four major dimensions identified by the FAO: food
availability, food accessibility, food utilization, and food stability. More recent scholarship has expanded this
framework by adding agency, which refers to people's ability to make food-related decisions, and
sustainability, which emphasizes the long-term ecological and social resilience of food systems.

These dimensions collectively provide a comprehensive understanding of food security beyond agricultural
output.

lll. Theoretical Perspectives
3.1 Malthusian Theory

Thomas Robert Malthus argued that population increases geometrically while food production grows
arithmetically, eventually leading to food shortages. Although technological innovations have disproved
many Malthusian predictions, the theory remains relevant in highlighting concerns regarding population
pressure, land degradation, water scarcity, and environmental constraints.

India’s rapid population growth places increasing pressure on agricultural land, groundwater resources, and
food distribution systems.

3.2 Boserup’s Agricultural Intensification Theory

Ester Boserup challenged Malthus by arguing that population pressure stimulates technological innovation
and agricultural intensification.

India’s Green Revolution supports Boserup’s argument. The introduction of: High-yielding varieties,
irrigation, fertilizers, mpechanization

However, excessive dependence on intensive farming has also generated ecological concerns such as
groundwater depletion and soil degradation.

3.3 Sen’s Entitlement Theory

Amartya Sen revolutionized food security studies by demonstrating that famines occur not only because of
food shortages but because individuals lose their entitlement to acquire food.

The Bengal Famine of 1943 illustrated that millions died despite adequate food availability because
purchasing power collapsed. In India today, food insecurity frequently reflects unemployment, poverty,
inflation, and social exclusion rather than insufficient food production.

Sen’s entitlement approach remains the most influential framework for analysing India’s food security
policies.
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3.4 Sustainable Livelihood Theory

This framework views food security as dependent upon multiple livelihood assets: - Human capital,
Physical capital, Financial capital, Natural capital, Social capital

Rural households diversify income through agriculture, livestock, migration, and wage labour to reduce
food insecurity.

The theory highlights vulnerability arising from climate shocks, market failures, and declining natural
resources.

IV. Food Security in India

Food security in India depends on agricultural production, economic access, social equality, climate
conditions, and urbanization. Although agricultural development has improved food availability, challenges
such as poverty, inflation, climate change, social disparities, and rapid urbanization continue to limit access
to nutritious and affordable food for many people.

V. Food Security Policies

Food security in India is supported by several government policies and programmes. The Public
Distribution System (PDS) provides subsidized food grains through fair price shops, helping stabilize prices
and ensure food availability, although leakages and implementation gaps remain. The National Food
Security Act (NFSA), 2013, guarantees subsidized food grains and nutritional support for pregnant women,
lactating mothers, and children. The PM POSHAN (Mid-Day Meal)

Scheme improves child nutrition, school attendance, and learning outcomes. Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS) provides nutrition, health, immunization, and preschool education for -children.
MGNREGA strengthens food security by generating employment, increasing household income, and
creating rural assets that support agriculture.

VI. Challenges to Food Security

India continues to face several persistent food and nutrition challenges, including child malnutrition,
micronutrient deficiencies, anaemia, regional disparities, climate change, small landholdings, food waste,
post-harvest losses, agricultural distress, and urban food insecurity. At the same time, the country is
witnessing a growing double burden of malnutrition, where obesity and undernutrition coexist. These
interconnected issues affect public health, agricultural productivity, and food security, highlighting the need
for comprehensive and sustainable policies to improve nutrition, strengthen farming systems, reduce food
losses, and ensure equitable access to safe and nutritious food for all.

Towards Sustainable Food Security

VIl. Future food security requires integrated strategies

Future food security requires integrated and sustainable strategies. These include increasing
agricultural productivity through climate-smart farming, promoting crop diversification, reducing
post-harvest losses, and strengthening nutritional security rather than focusing only on cereal security. It also
involves expanding social protection, improving digital governance in food distribution, supporting women
farmers, investing in irrigation, storage, and rural infrastructure, enhancing agricultural research and
extension services, and encouraging the sustainable management of natural resources to ensure long-term
food and nutrition security.
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VIIl. Discussion

The theoretical approaches discussed in this paper collectively demonstrate that food security
extends far beyond food production. Malthus reminds policymakers about ecological constraints, while
Boserup highlights technological adaptation. Sen shifts attention toward economic access and institutional
arrangements, whereas the capability approach emphasizes human well-being and nutritional outcomes.
Sustainable livelihood theory underscores resilience, and food sovereignty advocates democratic control
over food systems.

India’s policy framework reflects elements from multiple theories. Procurement and buffer stocks ensure
availability, employment programmes enhance purchasing power, nutritional schemes improve utilization,
and legal entitlements strengthen access. However, persistent inequalities, climate risks, and nutritional
deficiencies indicate that policy integration remains incomplete. Food security has remained an important
component of India’s poverty-reduction strategy. The restructuring of the Public Distribution System (PDS)
into the Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS) in 1997 improved the targeting of subsidised food
grains towards Below Poverty Line households. The Antyodaya Anna Yojana, introduced in 2000, further
strengthened food security by providing highly subsidised food grains to the poorest sections. Subsequently,
the National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013, institutionalised food entitlements for nearly two-thirds of
India’s population and strengthened protection against hunger and food-price shocks. Programmes such as
the Mid-Day Meal Scheme and Poshan Abhiyaan have also contributed to improving nutritional outcomes,
particularly among children, women, and vulnerable groups (Keshava & Hanumantharayappa, 2025).
Keshava (2010) provides a systematic discussion of fundamental economic concepts that are relevant to
understanding the broader dimensions of economic development. The study covers key issues including
economic growth, national income, inflation, poverty, unemployment, and public finance, thereby providing
a conceptual foundation for analysing economic conditions. It also emphasizes the significance of
government policies and economic institutions in addressing developmental challenges and promoting
economic stability. The work is therefore useful as a theoretical reference for examining economic issues
and understanding their implications within the context of the Indian economy.

Food security should therefore be viewed as an intersection of agriculture, economics, public health,
environmental sustainability, and social justice. India has achieved significant progress in food security,
transforming from a food-deficit country into a food-surplus country. Agricultural production increased
substantially, with food-grain production rising from 46.2 million tonnes in 1950-51 to 296.7 million tonnes
in 2020-21. However, challenges related to poverty, malnutrition, and unequal access to food continue to
affect food security in India (Keshava, 2022).

IX. Conclusion

Food security in India has undergone a significant conceptual transformation from a production-
oriented paradigm to a multidimensional human development framework. While India has achieved
remarkable success in food grain production and established extensive welfare programmes, ensuring
equitable access to nutritious food remains an ongoing challenge.

Theoretical perspectives provide valuable insights into understanding these complexities. Sen’s entitlement
approach explains why hunger persists despite adequate food availability, while the capability approach
broadens the focus to nutrition and human well-being. Sustainable livelihood and food sovereignty
perspectives further highlight the importance of resilience, ecological sustainability, and participatory
governance.

Future policy should integrate agricultural innovation with social protection, nutritional interventions,
climate adaptation, and institutional reforms. Achieving food security requires not only increasing food
production but also ensuring that every individual has the capability, opportunity, and resources to obtain
nutritious food consistently and sustainably. Such an integrated approach will strengthen India’s progress
toward inclusive development and the realization of Sustainable Development Goal 2.
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