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Introduction

Theory and practice: rarely do they align in institutions and countries with high power distance and centralized governments.  Often, for one aspect of the theory or ideal all others are abandoned.  The same can certainly be true of the situation in West Bengal, India during the rule of the Left Front.  In this paper I will discuss how what I view as the paradox of Marxist economic theory played out during the rule of the Left Front in West Bengal.  I will then consider how some authors consider Marxist theory can be used to promote an asset-based view of the informal economic sector, and finally consider how the Christian concept of collective economics provides an independent yet socialist-inspired model of decentralization without the excessive external controls of Marxism.    
Marxism In Theory

Karl Marx saw capitalism as abstracting labor from its material origin. In profit-based production, “useful” labor becomes alienated from product as the demand for commodities increases and the value of the workers decreases.  The capitalist system removes the laborer from the means of production, putting it in the hands of an individual capitalist and forcing the laborers to sell their now abstract labor power.  When the value of the product is higher than that of the power with which it was made (what Marx calls labor power), the situation of the laborer is ripe for exploitation.  Marx considered the solution to this exploitation to be a strong, organized working class that makes its own decisions and is reunited with the process and product of its labor.  Wages and capital would be abolished, and objects would be created for use, not for their relative value.  For this workers' democracy to come about, Marx called for a sudden and violent class struggle in which the workers would overthrow the imperialist and capitalist state.  A central government would allocate state-owned resources. (Marx, 2009 and Grigg, 2014)
West Bengal's Marxist Experience 

 Along with Marx's demand for decentralization of power in the economic sphere for the purpose of laborer's rights, came the requirement of a massive power concentration in the central state government.  The city of Kolkata's political and economic situation during the Communist Party of India (Marxist)'s 24 years in power exemplifies how the central paradoxical tenets of Marxism can result in a new form of exploitation and disempowerment.  During the mid-twentieth century, West Bengal was a state in disarray.  Partition, war and famine drove tides of refugees to the state.  In the name of freedom and land redistribution among the land's oppressed peasants, left-wing extremists began spreading communist ideologies through violence.  India's new central government's inability to address the refugees flooding into West Bengal and migrating from villages into Kolkata, coupled with a history of economic exploitation, led the state's elite to gain interest in these left-wing ideologies.  By 1977, the CPI(M) was voted into power and remained there for 24 years.     
Labor and Power

“That the Left Front was a dismal failure should no longer be a matter of debate.  What is more significant is the nature of its failure” (Roy, 2003).  In her study on the realities of the urban poor in Kolkata during the rule of the CPI(M), A. Roy (2003) exposes the corruption inherent in the centralist system.  In villages, the state government kept control and organized resource distribution through the local governmental bodies, or panchayats.  These were, however, notorious for selective distribution of “common” resources and for the marginalization of women.  In the cities, party offices were the official political centers (sites of “endless negotiations” and “hyperpoliticization”), while local sports clubs kept order through the violent and invasive tactics of goondas.  Entire squatter settlements became associated with specific political parties, and the CPI(M) often resorted to evictions and demolitions to win control over areas.  The local men who had managed their way into the political system through club membership became disciplinarians, emissaries of the local party offices who were failing in providing infrastructure.  The violence encouraged by the Marxian value of violent political insurrection begat more violence as squatters became simultaneously victims of and participants in “an ensemble of oppressions, bearing down on their lives without mercy” (Roy, 2003).  
The Failure of Marxist Empowerment

At this time when through local emissaries the state government involved itself in every corner of one's private life, however, the issue of employment of women- the squatters' breadwinners- was ignored.  The Marxian desire to move from production for profit back to production for use was meant to empower laborers through connecting them through production with the real value of their labor.  Roy defines empowerment as “the ability of an individual or group to legitimately ensure that decisions related to entitlement are taken in its favor.” While the tenets of Marxism promote decentralization of power in economic decision making relating to labor, it ultimately failed the people of West Bengal through excessive centralization and control which forcefully removed such an empowerment.  


West Bengal saw an unemployment rate 5% higher than the national average, and deindustrialization left the state in greater poverty than before the Left's rule.  In their exegesis of the Marxian positive view of the informal sector, Chakraborti and Thakur (2010) indicate that exploitation results when the performers of surplus labor are excluded from the process of appropriation of such labor.  The realities of the Marxian leadership in West Bengal resulted in just that, contrary to the aims of its economic theory.  
Informal Sector

During the Left rule in West Bengal, however, employment increased in the informal sector.  Chakraborti and Thakur (2010) suggest that a Marxist-based perspective favors the development of the informal sector contrary to that possible though the capitalcentric orientalist biases present in much development theory.  The authors posit that the term “informal sector” is a result of a value judgment from a capitalcentric orientalist worldview, citing the International Labour Organization's goal of bringing all informal sector businesses into the formal sector.  Such a view groups a heterogenous entity into a homogenous whole and thereby fails to acknowledge all the dynamics and assets involved in “informal” business.  In the class-focused economy which the authors derive from Marxian theory, the heterogeneity of the informal economy is acknowledged based on a collection of production methods, appropriation, wage types and output distribution (commodity or non-commodity).  It is varied and decentralist, enabling “an imaginative space outside the first world/third world register, in which contemplating and carrying out social reconstruction beyond the captive language of modern capitalism becomes a possibility” (Chakraborti and Thakur, p. 433).  This perspective should, in theory, better allow for the development of local economies (most of which exist within the informal sector), than its Western capitalist counterpart. 
Assets Become Capital 

In Hernando DeSoto's The Mystery of Capital (2000), he argues that capital (the concept of abstract value in commodities that Marx so opposed) is what increases labor productivity and national wealth.  Indeed, West Bengal's period of decline under CPI(M) rule is not an exception, given the historical fact of underdeveloped and formerly (or currently) communist countries being unable to find their feet financially.  DeSoto says the reason for this is an inability to produce capital from their assets due to a lack of formal property system.  This apparent panacea records, links, transports, controls, fixes potential, provides accountability and fungibility, and protects transactions (DeSoto, 2000).  A formal property system is an impossibility in a Marxist society, given the state-enforced redistribution mechanisms that prohibit a free market of private property.  In fact, DeSoto says it is only found in capitalist societies.  

Collective Alternatives

The formal property system is one of many proofs that experts claim make capitalist societies the model for development.  It is also, however, evident that much of capitalist theory and reality goes against the basic notions of human value, equality and connection to the work of one's own hands.  Chakraborti and Dhar (2008) discuss Bengali nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore's views of capitalism as a process of “exploitation, plunder, and devastation” (p. 491), but simultaneously the notion that ‘‘the artificial distribution of wealth can do no good’’ (p. 492).  Chakraborti and Dhar (2008) promote the creation of “alternative, non-exploitative modes of wealth creation and fair modes of wealth distribution and receipt,” but associate this with specific “political power structures” and an intensified “social movement against capitalism” (p. 497).  

Neither the socialist nor capitalist models allow simultaneously maximum freedom and flourishing of members.  Is there therefore no hope for just development of local economies?  In Humanizing the Economy, Restakis (2010) describes the failure of socialist economies and relative success of the social democracy model.  He ends with a call for “viable alternatives to the free market myth” (p. 54), especially in the developing world.  The Christian discourse seems to provide a plausible alternative.  The 1990 Oxford Declaration on Christian Faith and Economics affirms the value of labor but decries labor exploitation.  While acknowledging that “no political system is directly prescribed by Scripture... we believe that Biblical values and historical experience call Christians to work for the adequate participation of all people in the decision-making processes on questions that affect their lives” (p. 26).  This would suggest the possibility of incorporating socialist principles into a free market.  In so doing, the practice of collective economics provides an alternative practice of some Marxist theories that allow for empowerment, development and harmony without the requirement of violent class struggle or restrictions of a state-controlled economy.


In Conversations on Economic Discipleship, V. Grigg (2010) discusses what he calls a “Third Way.”  This model is based on principles of the Kingdom of God, and bridges Chakraborti and Thakur's heterogenous view of the local economy and the Marxist call for un-exploitative communal labor practice with the relative economic freedom of capitalist societies.

Both Marxism and forms of Capitalism differ from the Biblical view in their 
concept of humanity. Both seek to accomplish the good of society as a whole at 
the cost of the individual. It matters little whether the individual is crushed as a 
cog in the machinery of production (Capitalism) or as a cog in the worship of 
the Government (Marxism). In both cases humanity is at the service of the 
economy. Economics is God. The economics of the Government is God. (p. 71)

His suggestion is a cooperative model of business within a free market- chosen by the workers and managers, not the government.  J. Abrams (2008) suggests the models of employee stock ownership plans (ESOP) and worker co-operatives, the latter of which he practices successfully in his own business.  These models decentralize power within individual (or networks of) businesses, and allow individuals to partake in the fruit of their labor.  Yet, they do so within the context of a free market where the heterogeneities of businesses and the people involved can be dealt with on an individual basis without interference from the state.  Worker cooperatives and ESOPs affirm the dignity of human beings while simultaneously allowing for growth and development of the products and services.  They allow for God to remain God.  The business owners become, in the words of A. Mbola (2014), business stewards, given the responsibility to ensure the care and flourishing of not only production and sales, but each individual participant in the process. 
Conclusion

In conclusion, the failed history of Marxism in West Bengal serves as an example of how the paradoxes of Marxist theory can result in disempowerment, economic stagnancy and violence.  The Christian-based collectivist model of business allows for an integration of both the Marxist and Capitalist theories that promote the principles of the Kingdom of God in freedom and socio-economic uplift within a free market context that acknowledges the heterogeneity of its members.  It requires more responsibility on the part of individual business stewards, but enables a decentralization of both power and profit, benefiting all involved in such businesses and ultimately the greater society.  
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