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Recognition in urban climate justice: 
marginality and exclusion of migrants 
in Indian cities

ErIC ChU  anD Kavya MIChaEl

AbstRAct This paper explores the recognitional dimensions of urban climate 
change justice in a development context. Through the lens of migrants in the Indian 
cities of Bengaluru and Surat, we highlight how experiences of environmental 
marginality can be attributed to a lack of recognition of citizenship rights and 
informal livelihood strategies. Specifically, the drivers of non-recognition in this 
situation relate to broken social networks and a lack of political voice, as well 
as heightened exposure to emerging climate risks and economic precariousness. 
We find that migrants experience extreme forms of climate injustice as they are 
often invisible to the official state apparatus, or worse, are actively erased from 
cities through force or discriminatory development policies. Current theories must 
therefore engage more seriously with issues of recognition to enable more radical 
climate justice in cities.

KeywoRds adaptation / climate justice / cities / India / informality / migration 
/ recognition

I. IntRoductIon

Recent scholarship on urban climate change justice – particularly in 
the context of climate adaptation and efforts towards resilience – has 
overwhelmingly focused on two dimensions. Some authors highlight the 
need for more representative and inclusive decision-making processes 
that consider differential interests, values and priorities.(1) Others note 
the importance of accounting for how the benefits and disadvantages 
of adaptation actions should be shared and distributed across the city, 
particularly in cases where communities experience varying levels of 
adaptive capacity, socioeconomic status, and political voice.(2) These 
procedural and distributive framings of urban climate justice have stimulated 
more critical reflections of policy beneficiaries and potential impacts; 
despite this, issues pertaining to recognitional justice have received less 
attention in both theory and practice.(3) In the context of climate change 
politics, the term recognition refers to the delineation of “valid” actors 
who are able to participate in policymaking, whose understanding of risk 
is deemed legitimate, and whose interests and priorities are accounted for 
when plans are actually implemented.(4) However, issues of recognition are 
imbued with conflict as they pertain to contextually dependent formations 
of social identities, epistemic communities, and everyday experiences.(5)
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This article unpacks the dynamics of recognitional urban climate 
justice in a development context. We draw upon Nancy Fraser’s articulation 
of recognition,(6) as well as Miranda Fricker’s application of epistemic 
forms of recognitional justice,(7) to evaluate how recent domestic migrants 
arriving in the Indian cities of Bengaluru (previously Bangalore) and Surat 
are exposed to intersecting forms of environmental marginality. From our 
field research with migrant communities, municipal planners/engineers, 
and elected community leaders in both Bengaluru and Surat, we find that 
climate injustice is driven by four factors:

1)  Broken political patronage and social networks as a result of the 
transition from rural to urban settings;

2)  An erasure of voice and local citizenship rights in a relatively foreign 
sociopolitical setting;

3)  The prevalence of conflict in communities with stark gender, class, 
caste, religious and ethnic divisions; and

4)  Heightened exposure to environmental risks due to the inability to 
secure employment opportunities, advocate for access to public and 
financial services, and, at times, mobilize against displacement.

Migrants thus face extreme forms of climate injustice as they are often 
invisible to the official state apparatus, or worse, are actively erased from 
cities through force or discriminatory development policies.

The paper is divided into eight sections. Sections II and III outline 
the theoretical basis for the paper, while Section IV recounts our 
methodological approach. Sections V and VI describe experiences from 
Bengaluru and Surat. Of note here is that we are not describing the 
reasons behind migratory behaviours, which may or may not be induced 
by climate or disaster impacts. Instead, we are highlighting the complex 
experiences of climate injustice once migrants arrive at their destinations. 
In Section VII, we build upon relevant theories and evaluate how migrants’ 
experiences of local environmental precariousness are in fact mediated 
via larger political and economic forces and sociocultural divisions that 
exacerbate climate risks and vulnerabilities. Finally, in Section VIII, we 
offer insights into how the non-recognition of citizenship rights actually 
hinders the adequate consideration of procedural and distributive equity 
concerns. Although migrants are an extreme case of non-recognition in 
climate change politics, our results do highlight a need to more seriously 
interrogate recognitional climate justice in the context of worsening 
economic inequality and structural poverty, disadvantage and marginality.

II. RecoGnItIonAL JustIce And cLIMAte cHAnGe

Recent literature notes the close relationship between neoliberal visions of 
urban environmental sustainability and the perpetuation of socioeconomic 
inequalities and resource degradation.(8) In this context, practices such as 
market-oriented governance, privatization of infrastructure and services, 
and urban entrepreneurialism reify the need for continued growth and 
wealth creation, albeit to the benefit of only a few.(9) Given that climate 
adaptation and resilience priorities in cities are commonly addressed 
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through these neoliberal practices, they are inherently tied to questions 
of equity, inclusion and justice.(10) However, climate justice requires 
considerations beyond the fair distribution of rights and responsibilities 
or the procedural requirements for participation and access to decision-
making.(11) It also entails recognizing existing forms of inequality and 
how climate change actions exacerbate or entrench underlying structural 
disadvantages.

Emerging critical studies of climate adaptation all point to the general 
lack of a “people-oriented” vision – that is, addressing questions of for 
whom, through what mechanism, and to what end.(12) Many interventions 
billed as building resilience instead focus on pursuing infrastructures with 
high investment potential or strategies that protect elite interests rather 
than collective wellbeing.(13) Schlosberg, for example, argues that such 
discourses fail to capture the lived realities of how people are affected 
and actually adapt to the effects of climate change.(14) Shi et al., Patterson 
et al., Rosenzweig and Solecki, and others further note that a focus on 
justice and equity can offer alternative or more radical pathways for 
social transformation.(15) However, much existing research documents the 
trend towards redistribution or procedural inclusiveness, while the third 
structural driver of inequality – non-recognition – is not well represented.

Recognition calls for an understanding of the processes that determine 
distributive injustices and those that lead to institutionalized domination 
and oppression.(16) Early work on recognition in climate justice focused 
on the fact that climate change exerts disproportionate impacts on 
the poor,(17) and so their needs and interests must be represented and 
included within decision-making.(18) Others have pointed out that 
climate science is overwhelmingly dictated by positivist “Western” 
traditions, while indigenous knowledge systems are often excluded 
from policy conversations.(19) Decision-makers have thus responded 
by designing more participatory, community-based and collaborative 
processes(20) – especially those that incorporate alternative knowledge 
or epistemic traditions – as well as delineating criteria for distributing 
negative social, political and spatial implications in a fair and equitable 
manner.(21) Although procedural and distributive equity place the 
recognition of different interests, values and priorities at the centre, these 
ideas fail to account for the fact that recognition itself is contentious, 
socially constructed and context dependent. It is therefore imperative 
to enable more critical interrogations into how different sociocultural 
identities, values and behaviours are recognized and embedded into 
policy discourses.

Political theorists have long noted that if social differences exist, 
and are attached to both privilege and oppression, one must examine 
those differences in order to rectify distributive injustices.(22) A lack of 
recognition – demonstrated through various forms of insults, degradation 
and devaluation at both the individual and cultural levels – inflicts damage 
on both oppressed communities and the image of those communities 
in larger cultural and political spheres.(23) In her book Justice Interruptus, 
Nancy Fraser argues that justice requires attention to both distribution 
and recognition, where only the combination of economic and cultural 
justice can guarantee a form of “participatory equality”.(24) Accordingly, 
a lack of recognition is experienced in three ways: cultural domination, 
being rendered invisible, and routine stereotyping or maligning in public 
representations.(25) Those groups that are subjected to misrepresentation 



E N V I R O N M E N T  &  U R B A N I Z A T I O N  

4

26. McConkey (2004).

27. harris et al. (2018); Kaika 
(2017); anguelovski et al. (2016); 
Shi et al. (2016); Satterthwaite 
(2013).

28. Fricker (2007).

29. Michael et al. (2018).

30. according to Jan Breman 
(2013), “footloose” migrants 
constitute the workforce at the 
lower echelons of the society, 
often in circulation between 
rural and urban areas due to 
their inability to find stable 
livelihood options in either rural 
or urban areas.

31. Shrivastava and Kothari 
(2012); Chibber (2003).

32. viswanathan and Kavi 
Kumar (2015); rao and 
vakulabharanam (2018).

33. Breman (2010).

34. vakulabharanam and 
Motiram (2012).

35. Michael et al. (2018).

36. Kavi Kumar and 
viswanathan (2013).

37. viswanathan and Kavi 
Kumar (2015).

38. Santha et al. (2017).

find themselves less credible as knowledge claimants. They are also 
less likely to be “believed” because their claims differ sharply from 
the dominant interpretations in society. Finally, their ability to make 
knowledge claims is stifled by the lack of available rhetorical space or 
interpretive domain.(26)

Recognition therefore implies equal treatment of all social identities 
when delineating the distribution of environmental risk, acknowledgement 
of diverse participants, sensitivity to differential experiences in affected 
communities, and participation of relevant epistemic communities in 
policy creation.(27) However, this understanding of recognitional justice 
is still quite broad for analytical purposes, so we draw upon Miranda 
Fricker’s more concrete articulation of epistemic forms of recognitional 
justice, which refer to explicit forms of unfair treatment of experiences, 
understandings, and participation in communicative or decision-making 
practices.(28) The possession of information is central to climate action, 
but can also be used to exclude groups from formal decision-making, as 
it defines the ways in which political actors relate to one another and is a 
means of legitimizing authority.(29) Vulnerable communities can be more 
susceptible to exclusion due to an inability to access relevant information 
or, more fundamentally, a tendency to translate their awareness of 
environmental changes as embodied knowledge rather than more 
quantifiable scientific knowledge. Interrogating non-recognition through 
the prism of epistemic justice allows us to unpack a wider range of topics 
concerning wrongful treatment and unjust structures in meaning-making 
practices.

III. MIGRAtIon And cLIMAte InJustIce In IndIA

In this paper, we explore epistemic forms of recognitional injustice 
as experienced by “footloose” migrants,(30) who are among the 
most marginalized and invisible groups in India. Neoliberal reforms 
implemented since 1991 have transformed the Indian state from being a 
land regulator to an active agent for private interests.(31) People from rural 
areas began moving into cities in search of employment opportunities 
after experiencing land expropriation, chronic joblessness and declining 
welfare.(32) Many migrants are termed “footloose” because of their 
temporary nature, as they circulate between villages and cities throughout 
the year, often unable to find viable livelihood options in the agricultural 
sector while their temporary status prevents them from attaining a 
foothold in the city.(33) Some migrants have no fallback options in their 
villages, and so lead a transient, disconnected and isolated life in the 
city.(34)

Climate impacts dictate migration decisions only after being filtered 
through social, political and economic conditions on the ground.(35) 
In India, increasing drought frequency and changing temperature and 
rainfall patterns are significant drivers of “footloose” migration, although 
they exert less influence on permanent migration.(36) Large landholders 
with strong social capital and large asset bases are able to resist climate 
stresses, while small landowners, marginal farmers and landless labourers 
are forced to migrate.(37) Such groups often have poor access to social 
networks and political agency, and so travel to cities, take on precarious 
or insecure jobs, and congregate in informal settlements.(38) Migrants are 
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therefore exposed to large-scale political and economic changes – such 
as increasingly exploitative labour practices and dwindling welfare and 
job security – as well as everyday risks by working outdoors in extreme 
temperatures, living in precarious housing conditions, and having 
inadequate access to public schemes.(39) All of these trends, along with 
the high concentrations of informality that so often characterize urban 
poverty and inequality, are exacerbated by climate change.(40)

Research suggests that current urban governance mechanisms in 
India are unprepared to address this influx of migrants, often resulting 
in inadequate provision of infrastructure and public services.(41) The 
wellbeing of migrants is further undermined by the fact that social safety 
nets and welfare programmes are sometimes tied to jurisdictionally 
bounded citizenship rights. For example, migrants from one state can 
lose access to different state health schemes and public distribution 
systems. Others encounter difficulty in accessing basic services, education 
and employment opportunities due to unfamiliar local contexts, 
unrecognized documentation, language barriers, and diminished local 
ties that inhibit collective bargaining and advocacy abilities. Migrant 
labourers participate in the informal sector under extremely exploitative 
conditions, with limited access to employment security, social protection 
schemes, and housing and tenure rights.(42) While the maintenance of 
this pliable migrant labour force enables easy extraction of surplus capital, 
these workers often embody vulnerabilities related to environmental 
risks in their daily interactions with the multiple hazards of economic 
production.(43)

The outcomes of historic development pathways have thus yielded 
highly unequal patterns of resource allocation and access to spaces within 
Indian cities.(44) Social divisions and hierarchies based on caste, religion 
or gender make exploitation even starker.(45) In this context, we apply 
epistemic dimensions of recognitional justice to explore the heightened 
climate vulnerability of “footloose” migrants in Bengaluru and Surat. 
The Bengaluru case is written from the perspective of interregional 
migrants, while the Surat case is presented from the perspective of local 
planners and policymakers working closely with migrants. The goal is 
to illustrate inductively the reasons behind and the larger implications 
of non-recognition in urban climate adaptation action. The following 
sections present insights from field research conducted in informal 
settlements across the two cities. Both reveal the fraught experiences of 
migrants who are unable to access citizenship rights and remain invisible 
or marginalized from the unfolding benefits of neoliberal urbanization. 
In these spaces, injustices are embodied as intersecting forms of political 
marginalization, social precariousness, and environmental marginality, 
all of which can be attributed to disenfranchisement caused by non-
recognition.

IV. MetHodoLoGy

This research is largely qualitative in nature, focusing on Bengaluru and 
Surat as emblematic cases of local climate injustice through the lens of 
migrants or local planners and community leaders who work closely 
with migrants. Case studies offer in-depth accounts of local experiences, 
while our comparative approach allows for the cross-examination of 
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various dimensions of recognitional climate injustice across the two 
cities.

We explore Bengaluru and Surat because both are experiencing high 
levels of population growth that is supported, in part, by an influx of 
interstate migrants, particularly from more rural north-eastern and 
eastern states in India. Both cities are also home to strong industrial and 
commercial sectors – information and communications technologies 
(ICTs) in the case of Bengaluru and diamonds, textiles and petrochemicals 
in the case of Surat – that rely on informal labour. Finally, both cities have 
experience in climate adaptation and resilience action. Bengaluru has 
been the urban research site for the Collaborative Adaptation Research 
Initiative in Africa and Asia (CARIAA) project funded by the International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC) and the governments of Canada 
and the UK. Surat was part of the Rockefeller Foundation’s Asian Cities 
Climate Change Resilience Network (ACCCRN) until 2014, and has since 
institutionalized local climate action through the establishment of the 
Surat Climate Change Trust. Both cities therefore serve as exemplars of 
cities in India with a history of climate risk assessment, scenario building, 
policy development, and implementation of adaptation and resilience-
building projects.

Within Bengaluru and Surat, our field research involved collecting 
qualitative data by means of semi-structured interviews and focus groups 
with migrant communities. Field research in Bengaluru was conducted 
between 2013 and 2016, and included 16 gender-differentiated focus 
group discussions, 30 semi-structured interviews, and five key informant 
interviews across eight settlements. These settlements were selected to 
ensure the diversity of livelihood strategies and sociocultural backgrounds. 
In Surat, the field methodology focused on obtaining the perspectives 
through semi-structured interviews of 25 municipal planners, engineers, 
and local elected political leaders who work closely with migrant 
communities. Conducted between 2011 and 2015, these interviews 
focused on issues related to the adaptation/resilience planning process, 
associated institutional interests, policy mechanisms, and long-term 
impacts for the city’s more vulnerable and marginalized communities, 
including migrants. In both Bengaluru and Surat, interviews and focus 
group discussions were recorded or, at times, transcribed in real time by a 
team of community researchers.

Our analytic approach draws on a robust interrogation of theories 
pertaining to environmental justice, urban political economy, governance, 
and climate change politics in a development context. Interviews 
and focus group transcripts were analysed according to the themes 
of migrant experiences of climate risks, local strategies for addressing 
poverty and environmental vulnerabilities, and the social, political and 
economic implications for migrants of a lack of recognition in ongoing 
policymaking in Bengaluru and Surat. These thematic codes were then 
employed to structure both the brief case descriptions below as well as 
the subsequent analysis in Section VII. The Bengaluru case is written from 
the perspective of interregional migrants while the Surat case is presented 
from the perspective of local planners and policymakers working closely 
with migrants. The goal is to inductively illustrate the reasons behind and 
the larger implications of non-recognition in urban climate adaptation 
action.
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V. MIGRAtIon And PeRPetuAtIon oF VuLneRAbILItIes In 
benGALuRu

Bengaluru is situated in the southeastern dry zone of Karnataka, in the 
south of India, and is characterized by a semi-arid climate. The city has 
made significant contributions to the development of the state, claiming 
around 34 per cent of Karnataka’s total economic output. However, 
this growth has also put tremendous pressure on Bengaluru’s natural 
environment. In addition to increasing temperatures, a significant 
decline in annual precipitation, and erratic rainfall patterns, Bengaluru 
has experienced a greater number and intensity of floods due to poor 
spatial planning and the blockage of natural drainage channels.

Historically, Bengaluru was known for a local economy that catered 
to poor and middle-income groups. However, following economic 
liberalization in 1991, the city was transformed for the entry of 
transnational corporations – primarily those in the information technology 
sector – through land and tax incentives and the construction of new 
privatized infrastructure.(46) To advance Bengaluru’s development as an 
emerging “world city”, throughout the 1990s the city pursued a number 
of mega-projects including the Bengaluru–Mysore Infrastructure Corridor 
(BMIC), the IT corridor, and the Bengaluru International Airport (BIAL) 
and its surrounding development area. This led to a boom in Bengaluru’s 
real estate market targeting high-income groups, such as investors from 
abroad and the local elite. It also created numerous opportunities in the 
informal construction sector, which attracted migrants from across the 
country. Despite growing employment opportunities, this period also saw 
sharply rising socioeconomic inequality, mass displacement, proliferating 
informal settlements, increasing social tensions, and unequal access to 
water, health and sanitation services.(47) As a result, Bengaluru now serves 
as an example of the transformation of the physical and social landscape 
of a city for the benefit of private interests through neoliberal forms of 
urban growth.

In the context of climate change, migrants experience multiple 
dimensions of exclusion and vulnerability. Our field research showed that 
migrants residing in informal settlements are typically unskilled workers 
from rural areas. These communities are mostly found along railway lines, 
tank beds, quarry pits, storm water drains, and solid waste dumpsites.(48) 
Their vulnerability is driven by both climatic and non-climatic factors. 
For example, most migrants residing in Bengaluru’s informal settlements 
belong to Other Backwards Class (OBC) or Scheduled Caste communities, 
which include Dalits, landless agricultural labourers, and Muslims who 
are subjected to discrimination, misrepresentation in popular media, 
residential segregation, and social stigmatization. While some migrants 
are from more drought-prone districts within Karnataka, a significant 
proportion are interstate migrants from Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and West 
Bengal. Both inter- and intrastate migrants referred to the agrarian crisis 
in rural villages and a lack of viable employment options as primary 
factors leading to their departure.(49) Many note how reduced state 
support for small farmers, fragmentation of land holdings, and failed land 
reform policies have undermined rural livelihoods.(50) Climate change 
acted as a crisis catalyst by further decreasing the number of viable rural 
employment options. For example, migrants from West Bengal recall a 
major flood in 2002 that triggered waves of migration to Bengaluru.(51) 
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Intrastate migrants from within Karnataka attributed their decision to 
migrate to increasing droughts and inadequate governmental support to 
deal with disaster impacts.

Interstate migrants are additionally vulnerable due to linguistic 
disconnects – that is, the inability to communicate in Kannada, the 
local official language. This results in their exclusion from political and 
social life, including their ability to access various public distribution or 
rationing programmes as well as different state-based health schemes.(52) 
Social differences such as class, caste and religion constitute barriers to 
communication and cohesion among residents. This then exacerbates 
their vulnerability to environmental risks and hazards by inhibiting 
their ability to secure basic services. Further, Muslim migrants often 
take on waste picker jobs, which are perceived as lower status and add 
to the community’s social stigma and alienation. For these migrants, 
their religious background, identity, and status as informal settlers all 
contribute to their gradual spatial segregation and exclusion from basic 
services, political voice, and access to local citizenship rights.

Many of their settlements are relatively new and not publicly 
recognized, and migrants also constantly fear eviction. Such forms 
of political and economic marginalization intersect with changing 
climatic conditions in the city. For Bengaluru, climate stressors include 
increasing temperature and the rising number and intensity of urban 
floods. Karnataka’s first Disaster Management Plan (2010) identified 
urban flooding as a key risk for Bengaluru, the result of both extreme 
precipitation events and the increase in built-up areas, impervious 
surfaces, obstruction of natural channels causing increased runoff 
rates, silted drains, occupation of floodplains, and inadequate waste 
management.(53) Migrant settlements are vulnerable to flooding as they 
are often located in low-lying and flood-prone areas. Dwellings are often 
constructed using metal or tarpaulin sheets and unbaked bricks, and offer 
inadequate protection against inundation or leakage.

Migrant respondents noted that floodwaters enter their homes during 
extreme precipitation events, and ineffective drainage systems can mean 
that over a foot of water stagnates for hours afterwards, resulting in severe 
property damage.(54) In some cases, inundation causes mudbrick houses 
to collapse.(55) For most informal settlers, the only response is to wait for 
the water to recede and then manually shovel it out of their homes along 
with the accumulated mud and debris. As these settlements tend to lack 
paved roads, the surrounding areas remain swampy and sodden, providing 
ideal breeding grounds for disease-carrying mosquitos. Several outbreaks 
of dengue fever and the chikungunya virus have been recorded during 
recent rainy seasons across Bengaluru.(56) With a general lack of access to 
adequate sanitation facilities, this can lead to near epidemic-level health 
problems for women, young children, and the extremely poor.

Aside from flooding, Bengaluru has also witnessed warming trends 
over the past several decades. In 2016, Bengaluru experienced its highest 
daytime temperature (39.2 degrees Celsius) since records began in 
1931. Manual wage labourers and waste pickers are directly exposed to 
extreme episodes of heat, and some of our research participants reported 
heatstroke, dehydration, headache, fatigue, and heat rashes.(57) Increasing 
temperatures in Bengaluru have also led to second-order effects like water 
scarcity and a lack of potable drinking water. Most migrant settlements 
depend on expensive private water tankers, exacerbating their economic 
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precariousness.(58) Water scarcity translates into the intensification 
of work for women, who are often responsible for collecting water for 
cooking, cleaning, and other basic household needs. The cost of water also 
necessitates women pursuing additional income by obtaining domestic 
work in nearby high-rises.

The structural nature of the vulnerabilities experienced by these 
migrants due to their caste, religion, economic status or gender is 
compounded by insecure livelihood options, which are exacerbated by 
environmental hazards. The needs of migrants and informal settlers 
go unrecognized in municipal policies. For example, although often 
hampered by governance constraints(59) and the prioritization of 
economic growth,(60) Bengaluru has pursued some limited climate action, 
such as compulsory rainwater harvesting in residential and commercial 
buildings in certain areas as well as initiatives for the maintenance of 
urban lakes.(61) These programmes, however, are highly technocratic in 
nature and mainly focus on emissions reduction and resilience-building 
priorities for the urban middle class. There are currently no plans to 
reduce the vulnerability of low-lying informal settlements or to extend 
the supply of clean drinking water to migrant communities. Some NGOs 
have initiated small-scale efforts – such as the Selco Foundation’s solar 
lanterns project – but citywide development, disaster management, or 
climate change initiatives have failed to recognize or include the specific 
needs and experiences of migrant communities.

The case study of Bengaluru therefore depicts how historic structures 
of marginalization intersect with climatic change to reinforce migrants’ 
exclusion from public life and heighten the risks they face. Migrant 
communities are not only exploited for the gain of middle-class consumers 
or transnational corporations; their experiences of environmental risk 
also go unrecognized in public policies. Women who bear the “double 
burden” of labour casualization and insecure household incomes – 
together with religious minorities or lower-caste individuals who face 
social stigmatization – endure heightened forms of recognitional injustice. 
The city has effectively invisibilized migrants and unskilled labourers 
from the unfolding benefits of development by entrenching experiences 
of economic exploitation, social exclusion and environmental stress.

VI. PoLItIcs oF excLusIon In suRAt

Surat, located in the western state of Gujarat, has experienced major urban 
growth since the early 1990s. With a current population of more than 4.5 
million, the city is a major hub for diamonds, textiles and petrochemical 
industries.(62) Recognizing the city’s economic strengths, the Surat 
Municipal Corporation (SMC) has facilitated investment-friendly policies 
to attract small- and medium-sized enterprises as well as larger textile, 
petrochemical and information technology firms.(63) As seen in Bengaluru 
and across India, the growth of Surat’s economic base over the past three 
decades has led to high levels of in-migration. The numerous opportunities 
in Surat’s diamond and textile factories have attracted migrants from rural 
Odisha, Bihar and Jharkhand. To cater to the growing housing needs of 
these migrants, the Surat Municipal Corporation has partnered with the 
urban development authority – which is responsible for local and regional 
planning matters – to develop additional housing units in the northern 
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and western zones of the city.(64) However, the newly built units were 
unaffordable to the recent migrants. This has led to the concentration 
of migrants in informal settlements across the city, including around the 
Tapi River flood zones and on marginal land in the city’s periphery, all of 
which are environmentally precarious and lack adequate access to public 
services and infrastructure.

Over the past decade, a unique aspect of Surat’s development has been 
a focus on environmental management. Surat has developed one of the 
most comprehensive sanitation and public health programmes in India 
in response to a number of disasters, including a plague epidemic in 1994 
and a major flood in 2006. The 2006 floods led to a severe public health 
crisis, with vector-borne diseases – including leptospirosis and dengue 
fever – promoted by stagnant water, and gastrointestinal maladies such 
as cholera.(65) There was also significant infrastructural damage in the city 
centre, leading to high rebuilding costs for the city’s burgeoning small 
enterprise sector.(66) Our research with municipal officials highlighted 
the subsequent development of a vector-borne disease surveillance unit 
within the local government as well as a renewed focus on public health 
standards and policies.(67) The twin disasters also galvanized momentum 
around the need for a more comprehensive disaster risk management and 
resilience-building approach in the city.

In 2009, Surat was selected by the Rockefeller Foundation to be a pilot 
city for the Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience Network (ACCCRN). 
ACCCRN’s interventions in Surat between 2010 and 2014 helped develop 
local government capacities to assess climate risks and vulnerabilities, 
build institutional partnerships, and formulate projects to improve the 
adaptive capacity of critical infrastructure sites. Notable interventions 
include setting up water gauges along the Tapi River to create a unified 
flood warning system and bolstering flood protection systems.(68) 
Gradually, the city also started to prioritize inclusive decision-making 
approaches that included the representation and participation of different 
sectoral interests in resilience-building projects. Research respondents 
noted that many resulting interventions focused on integrating climate 
change priorities into existing public health, economic competitiveness, 
and infrastructure-upgrading agendas. For example, the city constructed a 
number of climate-sensitive housing units with natural sources of cooling, 
established a vulnerable people’s database to inform emergency services 
in the event of disasters, and embarked on different “shared-learning 
dialogue” workshops to gather citizen ideas, priorities and interests.(69)

Following the completion of ACCCRN’s engagement in 2014, the 
city established the Surat Climate Change Trust (SCCT) to formalize 
earlier pilot interventions, particularly in the domains of public health 
and disaster early warning systems, and to raise awareness of climate risks 
and vulnerabilities among local government actors. Many have noted the 
relative success of Surat’s approach to introducing procedural equity and 
inclusiveness in the initial planning and piloting phases.(70) Notably, the 
Surat City Resilience Strategy (2011) focused on building social cohesion 
in water pipeline, infrastructure, and public health resilience interventions 
and associated planning processes.(71) Such a focus on collective action 
– especially that around kinship, caste, ethnic and religious identities – 
drew upon the experiences of rebuilding after previous disaster events.(72) 
The mercantile and industrial classes were able to utilize existing social 
and political networks to rehabilitate property, share resources, and 
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collectively advocate for better risk management approaches. However, 
our field research shows that Surat’s experience has also been criticized 
by migrant communities and civil society organizations because it was 
largely limited to expert decision-makers and notable city leaders, such 
as those representing the interests of the local commercial and industrial 
sectors.(73) The interests of those not belonging to dominant classes or 
the political elite were not represented.(74) As a result, subsequent climate 
change interventions – including various infrastructure-upgrading 
projects such as fortifying river embankments and upgrading pipelines 
– were built in ways that displaced communities living in the floodplains, 
which housed much of the city’s migrant labour population.(75) This 
highlights uneven responses to climate-related vulnerability when 
marginalized communities are not recognized or involved in the decision-
making process from the outset.

Though many ACCCRN-supported interventions paid some attention 
to the unequal distribution of climate change risks across the city, 
eventual infrastructural outcomes actually shifted climate risks from sites 
of commercial and industrial value to economically and environmentally 
precarious informal settlements along the floodplains. In anticipation of 
increasingly severe flood events,(76) many of these informal settlements 
along the floodplains were razed to make way for new embankments 
and riverside reinforcements, which were much-needed upgrades that 
improved the city’s flood defence infrastructure. The city also established 
more robust early warning systems to monitor water levels and disease 
trends in the event of a disaster.(77) The improvements focused on 
protecting factories and small enterprises located in the city centre.

Even though these infrastructure improvements enabled more general 
economic development and disaster resilience, the communities that 
had to be moved in the process were never formally recognized within 
the city’s planning framework. Local planners and engineers responsible 
for developing these sites noted that many of those displaced were the 
same migrants who arrived in the city in search of job opportunities, but 
were confined to these precarious sites due to their inability to secure 
tenure rights in permanent sites.(78) These communities were eventually 
rehoused in public housing developments with formal connections to 
public services, but this also meant increased distances and travelling 
times to job opportunities in the city centre.(79) Previously developed 
social and political networks were also severed as a result.

Planning strategies supported by the Rockefeller Foundation between 
2009 and 2014 to address climate change risks were carried out under 
the leadership of notable and economically powerful actors. This led to 
the emergence of a policy discourse where climate change was seen as an 
opportunity to strengthen the city’s economic base and render it more 
competitive through upgrading infrastructure, improving environmental 
quality, and enabling wider industrial and manufacturing growth. 
However, many have noted that the primary focus of these interventions 
was not on the justice or equity dimensions of climate change. In fact, 
the benefits of climate change action were concentrated among the 
economic and political elite, while migrants and informal settlements 
were displaced for the sake of environmental resilience. As in Bengaluru, 
Surat’s migrants and informal settlers face heightened vulnerabilities 
because of insecure livelihoods and environmental precariousness. These 
stressors are compounded as their experiences go unrecognized in current 
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municipal disaster management, climate resilience building, or economic 
development plans.

VII. coMPARAtIVe PeRsPectIVes oF RecoGnItIonAL 
cLIMAte JustIce

The Bengaluru and Surat case studies illustrate how a lack of access to 
citizenship rights, housing tenure, secure employment, and political 
representation exacerbates migrants’ experiences of climate impacts. 
These forms of non-recognition point to a need to renew our approach 
to identifying, delineating and evaluating climate injustices in cities 
beyond the duality of procedural inclusiveness and (re)distributive equity. 
We argue that forms of recognitional injustice are equally powerful 
determinants of marginality in India (and possibly beyond), and indeed 
underpin procedural and distributional forms of injustice. In this section, 
we reflect on four implications of non-recognition in the context of urban 
climate justice.

First, non-recognition manifests through broken social networks, 
severed communal ties, and disconnected patronage systems. Our brief 
investigations into Bengaluru and Surat – both cities with extraordinarily 
high population growth rates – highlight the need to examine 
climate justice through the pathways and flows of human and capital 
movement across space. The movement of people, however, severs the 
collective capacities, social networks and kinship ties that are important 
contributors to adaptive capacity,(80) and hence critical to ensuring 
welfare in development contexts. As the two case studies highlight, cities 
are nodes of transformation amidst a wider network of economic, social 
and political change. Social change, in the form of increasing diversity, 
often lacks the corresponding mechanisms to rebuild social networks and 
kinship ties among formerly rural communities, exacerbating social and 
political exclusion. Because migrants are often not considered “native” 
to the places, they are thus prevented from effectively accessing public 
services and political advocacy opportunities. As the Bengaluru case 
shows, migrants belonging to lower castes or religious minorities are often 
negatively stereotyped, so they are susceptible to discriminatory policies, 
misrepresentation in the media, and predatory labour practices, and go 
unrecognized in any claims for housing, job security or environmental 
rights.

Second, non-recognition implies the erasure of identity, political voice 
and, more crucially, access to citizenship rights. The case studies illustrate 
that migration outcomes are largely determined by complex social 
processes, power dynamics, and the reorganization of labour. Addressing 
climate vulnerabilities on a city scale thus calls for due recognition and 
participation of the expanding unskilled migrant groups that remain 
spatially disengaged from broader urban systems and excluded from 
mainstream urban opportunities. From both Bengaluru and Surat, we see 
that climate change action tends to be spearheaded by the local political 
and economic elite. This proves critical from agenda setting, leadership 
and policy entrepreneurship points of view because climate priorities 
are new and unfamiliar, and require sustained political mobilization 
for their implementation.(81) From Surat’s experience, we see the need 
for specialized decision-making bodies to advocate for climate change 



 R e c o G n I t I o n  I n  u R b A n  c L I M A t e  J u s t I c e

1 3

needs amidst complex sets of urban development challenges.(82) Where 
such bodies exist, though, they are often critiqued for their lack of wide 
participation and inclusion of vulnerable and marginalized residents, who 
will likely experience the brunt of extreme impacts.(83) Such lack of broad 
participation is even more problematic for migrant communities, as they 
are often not even considered for basic “tick-box” participatory planning 
exercises when participation is called for. Migrant communities’ inability 
to claim citizenship rights – combined with the public authority’s active 
erasure and marginalization of their interests – serves as a double burden 
on their capability to advocate for resources to further adaptation and 
resilience building.

Third, non-recognition exacerbates social tensions, particularly in 
situations of stark gender, class, caste, religious and ethnic divisions. 
The case studies show that migrant communities are not uniform or 
homogenous. In fact, many come with pre-existing social categories that 
are discriminatory towards women and religious minorities. As a result, 
particular sections of migrant communities are even less able to respond 
to emerging climate risks and livelihood stressors. Women, for example, 
often experience the double burden of informal employment and unpaid 
household duties, which further inhibits their ability to pursue climate 
adaptation measures.(84) Additionally, as shown in the case of Muslim 
migrants in Bengaluru, religious minority communities continue to 
face actively discriminatory policies of Hindu-majority local authorities. 
Similarly, migrants who are not able to communicate in local official 
languages – Kannada in the case of Bengaluru and Gujarati in the case of 
Surat – are discouraged from accessing public services or contributing to 
social and political life in the city. In view of the increasing incidence of 
religious tension in India,(85) we find that the structural marginalization 
experienced by migrants in the form of class, caste and gender 
discrimination exacerbates climate injustices. Migrants form an invisible 
category of people who are either completely forgotten or are actively 
erased from the urban fabric.

Finally, non-recognition leads to heightened exposure to environ-
mental risks due to the inability to secure employment opportunities, 
advocate for access to public services, and, at times, mobilize against 
displacement. Migrant labourers are particularly vulnerable to economic 
transformation and climate impacts, as the poor often experience 
heightened precariousness due to entrenched economic insecurity 
and informality. Migrant communities are particularly vulnerable 
to flooding, heat island effects and periods of water scarcity. This not 
only causes detrimental health effects but also prevents migrants from 
earning an adequate daily wage. We also see that migrants have little or 
no negotiating power in the city and are ignored by many government 
programmes. For example, in Surat, a lack of political representation in 
decision-making meant that migrants were unable to resist displacement. 
As adaptation and resilience priorities are increasingly integrated with 
the priorities of economic growth, competitiveness and speculative 
property development in both Bengaluru and Surat, migrants are likely 
to be continue being ignored in the future. Advocates of climate justice 
therefore must recognize how marginalized residents are “doubly 
exposed” to the compounding effects of urban environmental changes 
and socioeconomic transformations.(86)

Our discussion of recognitional injustice points to a need to renew 
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our approach to unpacking the sources, experiences and consequences 
of climate change in cities. These arguments are supported by our two 
case studies, where we see a transfer of socioeconomic precariousness 
from rural to urban spaces due to the introduction of neoliberal policies 
and the transformation of economic production in India over recent 
decades. Given these realities, theories of climate justice are not only 
about the actors and the sites of inequality and marginality, but also 
about the flows, exchanges and processes that contribute to risks and 
vulnerabilities across the city. Analyses of the unjust distribution 
of infrastructure or the exclusion of vulnerable populations from 
decision-making must therefore be tied to larger discussions of urban 
entrepreneurialism, the revanchist city, land reform, a diminishing 
social welfare system, and the gradual deconstruction of state authorities 
in India.

VIII. concLusIons

In this paper, we unpacked the dynamics of recognitional urban climate 
justice in a development context. We drew upon Nancy Fraser’s and 
Miranda Fricker’s articulations of recognitional justice(87) to reveal 
how migrants in Bengaluru and Surat embody intersecting forms of 
environmental marginality – all of which can be attributed to active 
processes of sociopolitical domination and non-recognition. Since 
liberalization in the early 1990s, urban policies across India have 
promoted opportunities for increasing economic competitiveness, 
enhancing capital’s speculative potential and improving environmental 
quality for middle-class consumers. These ideals are now further promoted 
within the articulation of emerging climate change priorities, and offer 
a utopian vision of economic growth, environmental sustainability and 
human wellbeing.(88) However, as both case studies show, this process 
simultaneously exacerbates vulnerabilities for migrants, who benefit 
from few or no citizenship rights. Migrants face extreme forms of climate 
injustice as they are often invisible to the official state apparatus, or 
worse, are actively erased from cities through force or discriminatory 
development policies. Those who were marginal or invisible to the benefits 
of urban development in the past therefore continue to be marginalized 
and invisibilized in current climate change actions.

From a theoretical standpoint, we assert that recognitional forms of 
climate injustice should receive additional scholarly attention. Although 
recent literature on procedural and distributive framings of climate 
justice have introduced more critical reflections of policy beneficiaries 
and potential impacts, the delineation of “valid” and “legitimate” actors 
continues to underpin who gets to participate in policymaking and 
whose interests and priorities are accounted for.(89) As our case studies 
from Bengaluru and Surat have shown, issues of recognition are imbued 
with conflict as they pertain to contextually dependent formations of 
social identities, epistemic communities and everyday experiences.(90) 
For migrants, this means that they are constantly invisibilized, often 
negatively stereotyped, and maligned in public or cultural representations. 
The recognition of different sociocultural, experiential and productive 
frames is therefore critical to enabling more radical climate justice in 
cities in India and across the global South.
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