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As the stubble burning season
approaches, the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP),which isnow inpower inboth
Delhi and Punjab, is racing against
time to ensure that thiswinter is free
of smog in the National Capital
Region(NCR)andsurroundingstates.

In recentweeks, theAAPhas tried
to offer doles to farmers ahead of the
paddy harvesting season, including
the recently announced financial
incentiveof ~2,500per acre for farm-
ers to dissuade them from burning
stubble.ThePunjabgovernment said
theproposalhasbeensent to thecen-
tral and Delhi governments, and
Punjab and the Centre should bear
the cost.

Farmersunconvinced
But if farmers are to be believed, this
wouldhardlyworkand is likely to fail
inaddressing the issue, just likemany
such solutions in the past.

Sukhdev Singh Kokri Kalan,
Punjab general secretary ofBhartiya
KisanUnion (EktaUgrahan), saidhe
is not confident that the Centre will
contribute to the financial incentive
proposed by the AAP government,
but even if it does, the amount is too
low. “The Centre will not give
anything to farmers. Even if the
AAP governments give ~2,500, that
is less than half of the ~6,000 that
farmers require to decompose stub-
ble,” Kalan said.

Some farmer union leaders also
pointedout that the incentive isnoth-
ing new, as the National Green
Tribunalhadordered in2015has said
that the government should provide
monetary aid to farmers.

“The promises made by [Delhi
Chief Minister Arvind] Kejriwal are
only on paper. They have not paid
the compensation already approved
to farmers whose wheat crop was
destroyed last season.For landbelow
2 acres, every farmer should get
decomposermachineryat~5,000.But
nobody isgetting it.Thecostof [such]
machinery has doubled. A mulcher
now costs over ~2 lakh,” said Balbir

Singh Rajewal, founder of Bharatiya
Kisan Union (Rajewal) and member
of Sanyukt SamajMorcha.

Estimates by the Commission of
Air Quality Management (CAQM)
indicate that stubble burning con-
tributes up to 15 per cent of air pollu-
tion on an average in Delhi during
the post-monsoon and winter peri-
ods. But daily contributionmay vary
from 4 per cent to more than 35 per
cent,dependingon thedirectionand
speed ofwind.

In a first, the Centre in October
2020 brought a new Ordinance to
tackle air pollution in Delhi-NCR.
Under this, the Centre formed a leg-
islative commission for air pollution
under the Environment Protection
Act (EPA), 1986, which will monitor
air pollution inDelhi NCR.

Bio-decomposers
The commission in its latest report
hasoutlinedseveral steps that canbe
taken to avert the crisis this winter.
This includedbio-decomposers, sale
of stubble to thermal power units for
use as fuel with coal and creation of
a biomass supply chain.

State-ownedNTPCwasoneof the
foremost thermal power producers
to come forward to buy bio-pellets
made from crop residue. However,
the lack of an organised market and
bio-pellet makers has prevented
large-scale adoption of this plan.

Kalan said no PSUs have started
purchasing stubble from farmers.

Besides, thesuccessofbio-decom-
posers is up for debate. Last year,
Indian Council of Agricultural
Research (ICAR) claimed it has cov-
eredsignificantgroundunder itsproj-
ect of bio-decomposition in the five
states. In Delhi, they have covered
4,000 hectares, 100,000 hectares in
Haryana, and 400,000 hectares UP
of farm land with bio-decomposers.
This is against the targeted 1-million-
acrecoverageofbiodecomposers laid
downbyCAQM.

However, farmersarestillnotkeen
on it, given the time it takes for
decomposition, especially thosewith
large land holdings. A decomposer
typically takes 60 days and by then
it’s time for the next sowing.

Lastyear, the ImperialAgriculture
Research Institute launched a pilot
of the PUSA decomposer — 300
grams of this spray is enough to
decompose 1 acre of stubble to
manure. Around 210,000hectares of
land was identified by the company
toconduct trials.Unlikeotherdecom-
posers, this onedid its job in30days.
But the take-off has been limited
beyond the pilot.
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AkshayaMukul, who wrote
themuch-fetedGitaPress
and the Making of Hindu

India (2015), is back with a new
book calledWriter, Rebel, Soldier,
Lover: TheMany Lives of Agyeya.
It isabiographyofHindipoet-nov-
elist Sachchidanand Hirananda
Vatsyayan‘Agyega’(1911-1987).The
tome of 808 pages looks formida-
blebut is entirelyworthyour time
ifyouenjoyimmersioninscholarly
work that is rigorous in method
andracy in style.

Why did the Sahitya Akademi
Award and Jnanpith Award-win-
ning Agyeya, a man whose first
language was English, write in
Hindi?Mukulexplains, “Whilehe
never abandoned his cosmopoli-
tanism, over the course of his life,
Agyeya became more and more
adamant that an Indian writer
couldnotsuccessfullywritefiction
and poetry in the colonizer’s
tongue.” That said, Agyeya was
eager tohaveEnglish translations
of hisHindi poemspublished.He
even managed to coax
Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru towrite the fore-
word. The politician
kepthisword.

Mukul’s curiosity
leads him to tease out
interesting ironies; for
instance, the fact that
Agyeya’s“stanceonlan-
guage politics bordered
onHindi chauvinism”but hewas
profoundly inspired byEuropean
Romanticism, wrote characters
spouting T.S. Eliot and D.H.
Lawrence,andnurturedanetwork
of international collaborators. On
bad days, Agyeya found solace in
reading the poetry of Christina
Georgina Rossetti and Percy
ByssheShelley.AnarchistMikhail
Alexandrovich Bakunin was his
favourite thinker. John

Galsworthy,RabindranathTagore,
Anatole France, and Nicolas
Roerich were some of the major
influences on Agyeya. He
embarkedonprojects to translate
WaltWhitman and Aristophanes
intoEnglish.

Why did Agyeya take issue
with Pragativad (Progressivism)
in Hindi literature? How did he
contribute to the Prayogvad
(Experimentalism) movement?
Which literary journals was he
associatedwith?Whatmadehim
warm up to the idea of facilitat-
ing exchanges between Hindi,
Bengali, Malayalam, Gujarati,
andMarathiwriters?Howdidhis
romantic liaisonsaffecthis intel-
lectual life? What role did the
Rockefeller Foundation play in
his evolution as an internation-
ally renowned writer? The book
looks into all these aspects of
Agyeya’s life.

What did he think of his con-
temporaries? Mukul writes,
“Agyeyatendedtobecondescend-
ingtowardsliterarytrendsinHindi
thatweredrivenbymoral postur-

ing, finding it hard to
accept that writers who
hadnot seena thatched
hut were writing about
peasants,thatthosewho
had not seen a factory
werewritingaboutwork-
ers”. He believed that
thiskindofwriting “can
bringtearstotherichliv-
ing in their high-rises,

but it is far from inspiring a revo-
lution.” Agyeyawent to prison for
engaging in so-called seditious
activities against British rule in
India but he also served in the
British Indian army during the
SecondWorldWar in 1942.

Using state archives, jail
records, private papers, and
documents belonging to the
Congress for Cultural Freedom
fundedbytheCentral Intelligence

Agency of the United States of
America, Mukul depicts Agyeya
as a complex person shaped
by multiple preoccupations.
Some of the details may not be
easy to digest for peoplewho like
to idolise Agyeya but Mukul’s
effort to ground his claims and
observations inarangeofsources
is admirable.

Agyeya is presentedas apoly-
math — a photographer, jour-
nalist and travelwriterwho also
dabbled in painting. He was a
student of physics. Agyeya knew
how to make bombs. He was a
pamphleteer and revolutionary.
He had intense relationships
with women, which were
“extractive, whether financially
or for creative gain.” He was
“emotionally involved” with a
cousin, and had homosexual
encounters in college. He docu-
mented his “nocturnal fan-
tasies”. Clearly, no one will be
able to accuse Mukul of writing
a hagiography.

The book is divided into five
parts, following a chronological
order that makes sense because
Mukul has so much material at

hand that organising it would
have been a nightmare. The end
notes, bibliography, and index
together make up close to 200
pages of this volume that will
acquaint youwithAgyeya’s life in
Kushinagar, Lahore, Delhi,
Nagpur, Lucknow, Shillong,
Allahabad, Bombay, Calcutta,
Santiniketan, Paris, Vienna,
Dublin,Berkeleyandotherplaces.

Many luminaries from poli-
tics, literature and cinemamake
brief appearances in this book.
You will run into Munshi
Premchand, Sarojini Naidu,
Chandra Shekhar Azad, Balraj
Sahni,NemichandraJain,Minoo
Masani,HarivanshRaiBachchan,
Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay,
Mahadevi Varma, M.N. Roy,
Khwaja Ahmed Abbas, Chetan
Anand, andKrishanChander.

Mukul has written a fascinat-
ing book, exploring serious ques-
tions. Why did Agyeya, once a
cheerleader for communism,
begin to find it oppressive?What
made peers view him as a man
with right-wing sympathies
despite the fact that he called out
“therising tideofcommunalism”
fostered by divisive history text-
books that referred toHindu and
Muslim periods in India’s past?
How did Agyeya end up being
drawn to Zen Buddhism and
Taoisminhis lateryears?

Mukulpoints out thatAgyeya
was “a proud Hindu” but “tore
into the concept of Hindutva”.
According to this book, Agyeya
saw the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh and the All India Muslim
Majlis as “two sides of the same
coin”becausebothorganisations
“used religion to encourage nar-
row-mindedness and enmity”.
He was a nationalist invested in
having India become “a nuclear
state” to protect its strategic
interestswith respect toPakistan
and China.

This book is an ambitious
undertaking,andMukulhasdone
justice tohis subject.Abiography
of Agyeya would have been
incompletewithoutthewomenin
his life — Santosh Malik, Kapila
Vatsyayan, andKripa Sen.Mukul
has written them with dignity. If
youtendtoskiptheacknowledge-
mentssection,makeanexception
this time. It is a testament to the
generosityoffriendsandstrangers
that made this book possible. It
was to be published byWestland
beforeAmazonpulledtheplugon
the operation but, thankfully,
Vintage stepped in.

WillDelhibreathebetter
thiswinter?
InpowerinbothPunjabandDelhi,theAamAadmiPartyhasitstaskcut
outifitwantstostubfarmfires

Hindi, Hindu
sans Hindutva
Afascinatingaccountshowshowmuch
ofthemaverickwriterandpolymath’s
thinkingwasrootedincosmopolitanism
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LAST YEAR’S CROP
RESIDUE BURNING DATA
State Sep’21 Oct’21 Nov’21 Dec’21

Haryana 26 4,340 6,381 298

Punjab 234 15,439 69,609 306

Rajasthan 12 126 1,189 10

Uttarakhand 3 218 293 74
Source: IARI - CREAMS Portal


