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ABSTRACT

Pesticides, along with chemicals fertilisers and high-yielding variety of seeds, are
considered to be indispensable inputs within productivist forms of agriculture. Concerns around
the health and environmental effects of these chemicals are equally pervasive, however. In the past
decades, the Insecticides Act, the statute undergirding the framework for regulating pesticide use
in India, has been at the centre of public debates due to poisoning incidents among farm workers,
rejection of export produce of Indian origin due to the presence of pesticide residues, as well as
emerging studies on links between pesticides and chronic health issues.

This dissertation probes into how the framework of regulation of agricultural pesticides in
India and dominant notions of risk, safety, causality and acceptable levels of pesticide exposure
across a range of actors mutually constitute each other. It discusses the debates around the
Insecticides Act and the Pesticide Ban Order 2020 between actors such as regulators, scientists —
toxicologists, pesticide chemists, entomologists, and industry players — from generic and
international companies, civil society organisations and farmers’ representatives. The debates
bring out the overlap and contradictions of interests between different actors— and illustrate how
the framework to regulate pesticides is configured not only by legal structures rooted in scientific
risk assessment processes but also by economic, socio-political interests, as well as the knowledge
claims, institutional cultures and values of the different actors who participate in these
contestations around knowledge claims. The debates bring out the expertise paradox where the
actors question the ‘scientific’ rigour and hence the legitimacy of the decision-making process
followed by the advisory bodies and the evidence informing the same but call for injection of more
expertise to remedy the lacunae.

The dissertation goes on to argue that pesticide-use practices, as well as notions of risk,
safety and uncertainty among farmers and farm workers in western Uttar Pradesh across caste,
class, and gender, are shaped not only by the laws regulating pesticide-use but also by the nature
of the pesticides themselves, the agroecology of farming systems, and engagements of farmers
with various ‘agents of knowledge’ among other things. This brings out the diverse subjectivities
within which pesticide use is embroiled and further underscores the perceptual weakness of the
technocratic discourse around pesticide use that equates safety with regulation. The dissertation

concludes that these understandings of the place-based nature of the pesticide-use complex, and



the structural drivers of agrarian change must be broadened to incorporate more-than-human
assemblages to reconstitute the tropes, categories and frames through which pesticide use and

exposure are understood.
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