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The Sound of One Hand Clapping

by Rebecca Haque

-

ANY many years ago, when I

was an energetic and buoyant

and athletic (and an

extremely curious) school-
girl,. 1 was also (somewhat
paradoxically) a voracious reader who
hunted out old classics and sundry
other musty and dusty volumes and
tomes from the equally dusty shelves of
silent libraries of whichever school I
happened to be in at the moment (my
father had a transferable job and I was
rarely in one school for more than two
or three years). Anyway, during one of
my foraging trips to the library | came
upnn a book — sadly, I have forgotten
the name, but it might have been one by
JD Salinger — which had an epigraph
which stuck in my brain and has
haunted me all my growing years. The
epigraph posed an ancient Zen Buddhist
riddle, "we know the sound of two hands

Do we ever clap with one hand, and if we do, then what would it sound like? To me, the sound of one

hand clapping is the soft swishing sound of a soft palm rubbed over the surface of pure raw Rajshahi

silk. The sound of one hand clapping is the loving hand placed on a child's or lover's cheek in a slow

and soothing caress. It is the firm grip of a reliable partner in life who can lead one to safety; it is the
music of Orpheus bringing Eurydice back from the underworld to let the sun

shine full on her beautiful face.

clapping, but what is the sound of one
hand clapping?’ Intriguing question!
Enough even to befuddle the Hegelian
synthesizers of today, to make the
Kantian dualists go into a spin — but
perhaps make the Lockeans think and
attempt to find a resolution to the puz-
zle.

In all modesty, | am no philosopher,
though one could call me a philosopher-

manque. When and why do we use two
hands for clapping? We clap to applaud
in celebration of some incident or event

or performance; sometimes to attract .

attention to ourselves if we are speaking
words of value to a group of inattentive
listeners; we even clap in joy at some ex-
traordinary or epiphanic moment even
when we are alone; we also clap with our
two hands to send a secret signal to

some secret messenger; and of course,
we stand up and clap vigorously with
our two hands at the arrival of certain
noble and illustrious personages whom
we respect and admire.

Do we ever clap with one hand, and if
we do, then what would it sound like?
To me, the sound of one hand clapping
is the soft swishing sound of a soft palm
rubbed over the surface of pure raw Ra-

jshahi silk. The sound of one hand
clapping is the loving hand placed on a
child’'s or lover's cheek in a slow and
soothing caress. It is the firm grip of a
reliable partner in life who can lead one
to safety; it is the music of Orpheus

bringing Eurydice back from the un-
derworld to let the sun shine full on her

beautiful face. ;
The sound of one hand clapping is

never, repeat never, the sound of a cruel
and angry slap; it is never the clap
(obviously, I am euphemistically refer-
ring to the Shakespearean/sexual
meaning of the world "clap”). The sound
of one hand clapping may take the form
of a kind warning, a red-alert flag in a
fleeting moment of danger, but it is
never a harsh rebuff or an insolent re-
buttal or an unjust refusal.

The sound of one hand clapping is
the pious hand of a venerable and
adored elder placed on our heads in
blessing or benediction. The sound of
one hand clapping is love and venera-
tion and joy.

O Great Buddha, is the sound of one
hand clapping also the sound of the
pink and white lotus and the purple hy-
acinth blooming in this green water-
land of ours?

book review

Political economy of reforms

by C T Kurien

The Political Economy of Development
in India: Expanded Edition with an
Epilogue on the Political Economy of
Reform in India by Pranab Bardhan:
Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1998;
pages 153, Rs. 150.

HEN the original version of
this book dealing with the
political economy of
development in India
appeared in 1984, it received a great deal

of attention because it was a rather rare -

attempt, especially by an economist, to
interpret the problems of economic de-
velopment in the countryin the context
of political processes based on what the
author had identified as the leading
class interests. P. N. Dhar, economist
and for some time Principal Secretary
to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. had
described it as a "notable contribution
in a field which, though exceedingly
important, has been neglected by Indian
economists.”

Although Bardhan, who is Professor
of Economics at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley, United States, had
then expressed concern over prevailing
mass poverty in the country, and thus
over the distributive aspect of develop-
ment, he had, for his analytical pur-
poses, identified development with eco-
nomic growth. His justification for do-
ing so was his perception that the slug-
gish economic growth in the post-Inde-
pendence period itself was the main
cause for the persistence of mass
poverty. And so, towards the end of his
introductory chapter he had posed the
central development question as: "What
are the factors that constrain the

owth performance in India" (page 8).
e wenP on to say: "I shall fn[fuﬁ" pri:'-

marily on the political and economic
constraints, and bring out the role of
public investment in the agricultural
and industrial infrastructure, and of
public management of capital, as key
determinants of economic growth.,

In connection with this role of the
public sector, I shall explore the nature
of the Indian state and its relationship
with society, and the kind of economic
classes that dominate the latter and the
types of pressures for patronage and

It is well known how the big business groups were able to utilise even the measures aimed at

preventing monopolies to build up their own em

pires. The rich farmers succeeded in strengthening

their position through a variety of state-sponsored efforts to make the country self-sufficient in food.
The professionals exercised their influence over the state to shape policies of taxation and subsidies
and thus to divert public funds for their benefit. "The Indian public economy has thus become an

elaborate network of patronage and subsidies. The hetero
bargain for their share in the spoils of

subsidies that they generate. | shall
then try to trace the impact of these
forces on the functioning of the econ-
omy, especially its growth process, and
on the functioning of the polity, espe-

cially its democratic process” (page 9).
shall briefly indicate how Bardhan

elaborates this political economy anal-
ysis of development before turning to an
exposition and critique of his political

economy treatment of reforms. Bard-:

han recognises the plurality and het-
crogeneity of interest groups or classes
on the Indian scene, but for analytical
purposes concentrates on "proprietary
classes”, dividing them into three
groups - the industrial capitalist class,
the rich farmers. and the "profession-
als" consisting of the civil and military
bureaucracy and white-collar workers
of all kinds.

Although these three classes together
may constitute only 20 per cent or so of
the Indian population, numerically
they are a large segment and eco-
nomically they are the most powerful
section. Each one of these groups is in-
terested in protecling and promoting its
own interests. How they achieve it using
the state as a means is the crux of the
political economy problem that Bard-
han deals with. The role of the state is
significant not only because it exercises
political and legal powers, but also and
mainly because in a regime of state-
dominated planned economic develop-
ment the state owns and controls a sub-
stantial share of economic resources.

In terms of this analytical approach

Bardhan makes a review of planned

Deity and Doubt

by Gertrude Himmelfarb

"God’s Funeral”
By A.N. Wilson

402 pp

Norton. 8 27.95

WO and a half centuries after
Diderot's famous
pronouncement, “Let us strangle
the last king with the entrails of
the last priest," religion is alive and
well, and not only in the fundamen-
talist Near East but in the most modern
of Western countries. In the aftermath
of the Enlightenment, of moderniza-
tion, secularization and globalization.
we are left with one perennial, religion.
This has been a problem for intellectu-
als, who, so attuned to the spirit of
progress, cannot understand this
atavistic phenomenon. "The God-ques-
. tion," as A.N. Wilson says at the opening
of "God's Funeral does not go away."

It has not gone away for Wilson him-
self, a much praised biographer, novel-
ist and journalist. Religion for him is
not only a subject for intellectual specu-
lation (most recently in books about
_Paul and Jesus) but also, obviously, for

6

The varieties of doubt and disbelief are as im
tury, Gibbon's contempt for the primitive belj
with the elevated thought of the Greeks and

Kant's "Copernican revolution," which saw r

painful self-examination. Like the fig-
ures in this book, he appears to be God-
tormented.

The title comes from a poem by
Thomas Hardy in which he fancies
himself attending "God's funeral,” not
triumphantly but sadly, reflecting "that
what was mourned for, I, too, long had
prized." The poem, written about 1910,
comes at the end of the period covered in
this book, which focuses on 19th-cen-
tury English "doubters” and "disbeliev-
ers,” with a preliminary chapter on
their 18th-century predecessors.

The varieties of doubt and disbelief
are as impressive as the thinkers who
professed them. There was, in the 18th
century, Gibbon's contempt for the
primitive beliefs of early Christianity,
which contrasted so disagreeably, in his
opinion, with the elevated thought of
the Greeks and Romans. Or Hume's em-
piricism, which was conducive to skep-

rolling’ in the usual fashion of pressure group".

economic development in India of the
first three decades since Independence.
Over this period the state became a dom-
inant economic power, an "overdevel-
oped” one, by virtue of the large public
sector owned by it, its key role in capital
formation, the controls it came to have
over the allocation of credit and, above
all, the manifold regulatory powers it
acquired. Because of such enormous
power the state did not become a mere
tool in the hands of any of the interest
groups. It had a large measure of auton-
omy which it used to reconcile or con-
strain inter-class conflicts and thus to
shape class realisnments. However, the
groups constantly strove to take advan-
tage of the policies and programmes of
the state and succeeded in large mea-
sure. A few examples may be recalled.

It is well known how the big business
groups were able to utilise even the mea-
sures aimed at preventing monopolies
to build up their own empires. The rich
farmers succeeded in strengthening
their position through a variety of
state-sponsored efforts to make the
country self-sufficient in food. The
professionals exercised their influence
over the state to shape policies of taxa-
tion and subsidies and thus to divert
public funds for their benefit. "The In-
dian public economy has thus become
an elaborate network of patronage and
subsidies. The heterogeneous propri-
elary classes fight and bargain for their
share in the spoils of the system and
often strike compromises in the form of
log-rolling’ in the usual fashion of
pressure group” (pages 65-66).

ticism. Or Kant's "Copernican revolu-
tion,” which saw reality as a reflection
of mind, thus God as "not a being outside
me, but merely a thought in me." ;

In the 19th century there was Comte's
‘Religion of Humanity," which dis-
carded Christianity in favor of "scien-
tific" religion. Or Mill's utilitarianism.
which tolerated Christ as a great "moral
reformer” but regarded Christianity as a
threat to liberty, Or Carlyle's tortured
religiosity, which saw the necessity of
faith but could invoke nothing more
than a God "immanent" in History or
Nature, Or Engels's "historical materi-
alism,” which inspired his assertion
that "all the possibilities of religion are
exhausted.” Or Bishop

Colenso's discovery, when he under-
took to translate the Bible into the Zulu
language, that there were factual in-
consistencies in it that cast doubt on
revelation.

eality as a reflection of mind
merely a thought in me."

‘These processes led to two cnn’se;

quences, according to Bardhan. First,

the private draining of public resources
led to a gradual, but dangerous, decline
in both public and private investment
in the economy and consequently
slowed down the growth rate. The fiscal
crisis that developed (growth of non-de-
velopmental public expenditure, budget
deficits and so on) also made it virtually
impossible to continue the strategy of
state-dominated economic develop-
ment. On the other hand, the class bal-

ance and heterogeneity may have indi-
rectly contributed to the maintenance
ol democratic processes. Bardhan's in-
terpretation of the situation reads: "In a
country where the elements in the
dominant coalition are diverse, and
each sufficiently strong to exert pres-
sures and pulls in different directions,
political democracy may have a slightly
better chance.” The combination of
these two had, by the early 1980s, led to
something of a low-level political eco-

nomic equilibrium whose stability
Bardhan was not sure of when he wound
up his analysis. In the Epilogue, Bard-

han's attempt is to use his analytical
frame for an understanding of the polit-
ical economy of the Reforms started in
the early 1990s,

He recognises "an increase in the di-
versity, fluidity, and fragmentation in
the coalition of dominant interest
groups” (page 131). The industrial bour-
geoisie is divided, some enthusiasti-
cally supporting liberalisation and
globalisation and others continuing to
seek state support at least to ensure a

Most dramatic was Darwin's theory
of evolution, which, more than any
other single event, was responsible for
the Victorian plaint of the "loss of faith”
2 despite the famous last sentence of the
"Origin of Species," which paid tribute
to "the Creator'" who ‘"originally
breathed life" into those few forms from
which all else, including man, devel-
oped.

And so on through a remarkable cast
of characters: Matthew Arnold, George
Eliot, John Ruskin. T.H. Huxley, Alger-
non Swinburne, Beatrice Webb. As a by-
product of this study, we are reminded,
yet again, how fallacious is the myth of
Victorian conformity and conven-
tionality. |

But if we are properly impressed by
the varieties of disbelief, we should also
keep in mind the persistence and di-
versity of belief.. Here Mr. Wilson does
an injustice to the Victorians. He does

geneous proprietary classes fight and
the system and often strike compromises in the form of log-

level playing field. The rich' farmer

farnilies 'are diversifying their invest-
ments, often branching out into trade,
transport, small industry and real es-
late. And a section of the bureaucracy
grudgingly accepts that the state had
over-extended itself in the economy.
These changes and realignments of the
dominant coalition have led to some
measure of support for deregulatory re-
forms. Secondly, in the realm of poli-
tics there has been something of a shift
from the Centre to the regions and in
favour of the backward and lower
castes. Bardhan admits that this is an
expression of the "victorious march of
democracy in India" although it has its
"banality and gaudiness” and the
propensity to become populist.

Bardhan also recognises a disjunc-
ture between economics and politics in
this situation. On the one hand, the
dominant elite, who till now were eager

lo use the state for their economic ad-
vantage, have accepted market-oriented

reforms both as beneficial and irre-
versible. On the other hand, some of the
major political events in the last decade
and the emphasis they give to group
equity and special dispensation to
emerging groups are essentially anti-
market. They amount, according to
Bardhan, "to a drowning of considera-
tions of efficiency in the name of inter-
group equity” (page 134). At this point
the economist in Bardhan comes out
clearly and decisively.

"Our collective passion for group eq-
uity, for group rather than individual
rights, and the deep suspicion of com-

pressive as the thinkers who profe'ssed them. There was, in the 18th cen-
efs of early Christianity, which contrasted so disagreeably,
Romans. Or Hume's empiricism, which was conducive to skepticism. Or

, thus God as "not a being outside me, but

In his opinion,

so by omission, by paying little atten-
tion to the Methodism and Evangelical-
ism that left an ineradicable mark on
the century (the Labor Party, it has been
said, was born in the Chapel); and by
commission, by denigrating some of the
most influential religious thinkers of
the time,

We are regaled, at some length, with
the famous story of the meeting of the
British Association for the Advance of
Science, when Bishop Wilberforce made
a- fool of himself by asking Huxley
whether it was "through his grandfather
or his grandmother that he claimed his
descent from a monkey." But we are not
introduced to his equally famous fa-
ther, William, who was one of the most
influential Evangelicals of the time, a
prominent figure in the Clapham Sect
and a leader in the movement to abolish
the slave trade. We are asked to admire
Francis Newman, who exposed the "vice

petition... work against the market and
allocational efficiency” (page 136). But,
surely. from a political economy per-
spective this uncritical acceptance of
the market - the allocative efficiency it
is supposed to achieve and the individ-
ual rights it is assumed to guarantee - is
not defensible. For, while the market is
a useful social institution and arguably
can have a greater role in the Indian
economy, the allocative efficiency it
brings about is not unambiguous, but is
conditioned by the pattern of the distri-
bution of resources among the partici-
pants, and will favour those who are
well endowed. The ‘market does no
guarantee the rights of the individua{;
at best it confers benefits on those wh
have the resources to make use of it.

The political economy issue of dis-
tributive justice cannot be pushed aside
merely by invoking the alleged alloca-
tive efficiency of the market and com-
petition. It becomes more palpable and
pertinent in a situation as in India
where, as Bardhan documents in this
book, the distribution of resources is
glaringly unequal and millions of peo-
ple cannot claim to have any physical
ERRIT B AL RREe 2Tl Shcrefore, be
siveness that the market forces make a
reality, and the political inclusiveness
which is the essence of democracy. The
.modalities of resolving this tension are
historically contingent, but emphasis-
ing group equity is a fairly standard
procedure. This emphasis is not an end
in itself. Those who plead for group
equity are not primarily concerned
with the greup as such.

Their interest is in achieving indi-
vidual rights, mainly economic rights,
but they see in the group the political
power to achieve their individual ob-
jectives. Surprisingly, Bardhan does
not seem to be aware of this basic prin-
ciple of political economy, possibly be-
cause by reducing development (o eco-
nomic growth and by attributing mass
poverty solely to the inadequacy of
growth in the 1984 version of the book,
he had [ailed to place the distributive
issue at the centre of what he claimed to
be a political economy analysis.

Courtesy of Frontline

of Bigotry" that infects Christianity: but
not his far more distinguished brother,
John Henry Newman, who is faulted for
being dogmatic and obscurantist.

Yet Wilson cannot rest content with
his doubts and disbelief. Although not
himself a Catholic, he is drawn to the
Catholic modernists at the turn of the
century who tried to retain a sense of
spirituality and even a respect for the
church while discarding revelation and
dogma. "Most church-goers today," he
says, "are in some respects Modernists."
In spite of science, the impatience with
tradition, the exaltation of the self, the
pervasive sense of skepticism and cyn-
icism e in spite of all the hindrances to

belief 2 "the Christian thing, the
Christian idea" persists, for Wilson as

for so many of his generation.

The news of God's funeral, it turns
out, is premature. He may seem to be dy-
Ing, may even be reported as dead, yet
somehow, miraculously, he is always
resurrected, perhaps not in his original
incarnation but (for Wilson. at any rate)
in a reasonable facsimile thereof.

This 'Book Report' appeared in
"Bookshelf," a WSJ column on June 15,
1999.



