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Chapter One


Blessed Are the Meek: 

Religion and Socialism in Italian American History

The relationship of religion to politics, and especially to mass social movements, has become a topic of increasing concern in recent years. This has been especially true with regard to the nations of the Third World where, the expectations of Marx to the contrary, religious communities have put themselves in the forefront of the struggle for national liberation and socialism (Berryman 1983). But for us in the United States as well the relationship between religion and politics has been very much on the agenda. The Republican program of militarism and social austerity finds its principal base of mass support in a rightist social movement of evangelical Protestant inspiration (Davis 1981), while the most credible opposition to this movement has come from political forces rooted in the Black Church, which forms the core of the Rainbow Coalition. 


The Italian American community, and the larger Euro-American Catholic community of which it forms an integral part, have stood in an ambiguous position to these developments. On the one hand, fully 57% of Italian Americans, and 55% of Catholics generally, supported the Republican Party in the 1984 general elections --considerably less than the 73% of Euro-American Protestants who voted Republican, but a substantial majority nonetheless (New York Times 8 November 1984). At the same time, the Italian Catholic governor of New York, Mario Cuomo, has played a critical role in resisting the “right turn” in the Democratic Party, and seems to be creating a new political discourse deeply rooted in the Christian tradition, which may play a critical role in ideological resistance to the rightist offensive (New York Times 17 July 1984). The Catholic hierarchy itself, with its recent Pastoral Letter on The Challenge of Peace and its pending letter on Economic Justice for All has set itself squarely in the ranks of the popular sectors. 


Clearly understanding the political valence of the Christian tradition is of critical importance if we are to understand current political developments in the United States. And it is especially important to understand the socioreligious outlook of Euro-American Catholics, who will undoubtedly play a decisive role in deciding between the currently dominant rightist course and the more progressive alternative offered by the Rainbow Coalition.


Most studies of Catholic political belief and practice have, unfortunately, focused on doctrinal and institutional questions, or when they have attempted to analyze the religious and political sentiments of the Catholic people, have used quantitative survey research methods (Greeley 1978). Rarely have such studies looked deeply into the role of popular religion in the formation of political consciousness. Because of this a long history of popular struggles deeply bound up with the Catholic tradition, a history which includes a rich socialist heritage, has remained buried, and important factors shaping the present situation of both the popular democratic and traditionalist sectors of the church have been obscured. This essay summarizes the findings of a longer study of Italian immigrant socialism in the United States. It outlines the roots of the movement in the peasant struggles and popular Christian traditions of post-Risorgimento Sicily and the Mezzogiorno,
 its growth and development during the first quarter of the twentieth century, and its decline in the fact of changing economic conditions and the assimilation of second generation Italian Americans to the dominant ethos of the market system during the postwar period. I argue that despite the apparent disintegration of the old, popular Christian socialist tradition, important elements of the old culture remain which, with proper leadership, may become once again the basis for a new culture of resistance to the marketplace in North America.


This study is based on oral testimony gathered as part of the Italians in Chicago Project during the years 1979-1980, as well as on a small number of informal interviews which I conducted in the Autumn of 1980 in the towns of Grotte and Piana degli Albanesi in Sicily and on testimony gathered from the popular socialist press, especially La Parola del Popolo and a range of popular devotional literature current in the Italian American community. It also draws on a wide range of secondary sources and theoretical works which are discussed more fully in the Introduction to the full study (Mansueto unpublished).


It is impossible to understand correctly either the Italian immigration itself, or the popular movements which grew up in the immigrant communities, apart from the tremendous changes which took place in the countryside of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno during the years which followed the “unification” of 1860. It has been customary among liberal and even some Marxist historians to regard this process of unification, and the larger Risorgimento of which it was apart as a great leap forward for the Italian people.  This revolution, it is argued, freed Italy from the feudal fetters which blocked formation of a national market and made possible the economic progress which eventually pushed Italy into the front ranks of the industrial powers. Italy threw off the yoke of Bourbon tyranny and created a liberal, constitutional state and laid the groundwork for a secular humanistic national culture which would eventually replace Catholicism. Along with this view of the Risorgimento goes a view of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno as a kind of half-civilized borderland, and of the contadini meridionali as a species of near barbarians in need of direction from the enlightened north if they are to progress. Typical of this view is the work of Edward Banfield, who chose the region of Baslicata in Southern Italy for his study of The Moral Basis of a Backward Society (Banfield 1958). 


Marxist historians have dissented from this view less vigorously than one might expect. Antonio Gramsci, for example, regarded the Risorgimento as an “incomplete agrarian revolution.” The peasants themselves, while by no means hopelessly reactionary, needed to be “harnessed to a modern movement” (Hobsbawm 1959: 107) since they are “incapable of thinking ... as members of a collective and prosecuting ... systematic action to change the economic and political conditions” (Gramsci 1966: 66). From the standpoint of most Marxists, the Risorgimento stopped short of carrying out the democratic tasks posed for it by the Italian people, but the fundamentally benign character of the Risorgimento project itself-- unification, capitalization of land, creation of a unified national market, and secularization-- are all unquestioned. According to this view, the emigration which followed hard on the heels of unification was imply a stage in the adaptation of a largely agrarian people to the pressures of industrialization and modernization. Those most enterprising and “advanced” elements of the peasantry, impatient with the slow progress of industrialization in backward Italy, made their way across the ocean to the Americans, to seek out their fortunes in the land of opportunity.


Even a brief examination of the evidence will, I think, convince us that this view is incorrect. The economic politics of the Piemontese bourgeoisie, which dominated the unified state, had three principal objectives: transformation of the South into a basis for the “primitive accumulation of capital” necessary for the industrialization of the North, the creation of a unified national market for the products of Northern industry, and capitalization of landed property, which had the result of supplying cheap food, prerequisite for the low wage policies of the Northern industry, while at the same time driving the peasantry off the land, creating a large supply of “free” wage labor for Italian --and, as it turned out-- North American industry.


Transformation of the South into a base for primitive accumulation of capital was accomplished largely through the mechanism of fiscal policy.  Increased state expenditures led to creation of a large national debt.  In 1859, the combined expenditures of the Italian states were L 570 million, and the combined debt, owed mostly by the Northern States, was L 1.5 billion.  By 1879, the annual expenses of the unified state had risen to L 1022 million, and the combined debt, now being serviced with the help of the Southern States, to L 8.3 billion (Sereni 1968:59).  Neither taxation nor expenditures were distributed equitably.  The North controlled 56% of Italy’s wealth, and paid only 47% of its taxes.  The Center controlled 17% of the wealth and paid 16% of the taxes.  The South, which controlled only 27% of the wealth, carried 37% of the total tax burden!  (Sereni 1968:78)  Per capita wealth was, further, lower in the South than in the North (L 1372 as against L 2411), making this taxation especially onerous.  Distribution of state expenditures was even more inequitable than the distribution of the tax burden.  Expenditure per capita in the North was L 25.27, in the Center L 29, and in the South and the Islands it was L 0.38.  While expenditure in the North supported land reclamation, railroad construction and the service of the national debt --and thus the accumulation of banking capital-- expenditure in the South covered only the costs of the “brigand war” (i.e. repression of the Southern popular movements) and the generous patronage which secured the continued support of the Southern middle classes (Zitara 1971:60-70).  Interest on the national debt, paid largely by the peasants and largely by the South, subsidized the creation of banking capital, which in turn financed Northern industrialization.


A market for Northern manufactured goods was assured by creation of a unified national market.  All internal tariffs were eliminated immediately, and external tariffs were cut by 80%.  Railroads were constructed which linked Southern markets to the industrial centers of the North (Sereni:1968:8).  This policy had, not surprisingly, a devastating effect on the South, which before unification had developing textile and sulfur industries.  Removal of internal tariffs opened Southern markets to Northern manufactured goods for the first time, while international competition nearly wiped out, within the space of a decade, the Sicilian textile and sulfur industries.  The North, meanwhile, profited from this regime of free trade.


Intimately connected with the commercial and fiscal exploitation of the South was the manner in which the new regime “resolved” the agrarian question.  Consider the following figures for the Agro romano, the rural hinterlands of Rome.  Prior to unification, 55% of all arable land belonged to the nobility, 30% was in mortmain (i.e., was church or demesne land), and 15% was held by the bourgeoisie.  After the land reform, 53% remained in the hands of the nobility, only 7% remained in mortmain, and fully 40% was in the hands of the bourgeoisie (Sereni 1968:44).


The real significance of this policy can be understood only if we consider the traditional uses of the lands in mortmain.  These lands were generally of two kinds:  demesne lands, and the lands of the church and so called “enti morali”, or charitable institutions. Demesne lands were administered by the communi, and served as commons where the poorest peasants could pasture their flocks, gather wood, and forage for wild asparagus and cactus fruit, mulberries, acorns and chestnuts, which formed the greater part of their daily fare.  Church lands, like those of the nobility were essentially feudal property, held by the peasants in tenancy, but usually on far more favorable terms.  The bulk of the lands in mortmain were, further, sold off in large parcels, ostensibly to prevent “minifundialization,” or simply deeded over to bourgeois usurpers.  As Sereni puts it, 


It was the peasant masses themselves who had to carry the burden of the capitalization of landed property.  The lands which they had formerly cultivated for the religious institutions on favorable terms were turned over to new owners who exacted far more (Sereni 1968:139).

Piemontese agrarian policy thus created a new class of land owners at the expense of the Church and the peasantry, who, it should come as no surprise, soon made common cause against the new regime.  


As the underdevelopment of the South progressed, agrarian contracts deteriorated.  Rents rose and the salaries of day laborers fell.  Small peasant property all but disappeared, as the total number of landowners in Italy as a whole declined from 4,153,645 in 1865, to 3,351,498 in 1881, due mostly to expropriation of the mountain small holders for non-payment of taxes (Sereni 1968:257).


Far from being an “incomplete agrarian revolution,” the unification of Italy brought in its wake the expropriation of the few remaining land rights of the peasant of the South and the near liquidation of the small holders of the North and Center.  The policy of the Northern bourgeoisies wreaked havoc in the countryside, driving peasants off the land and into the great coastal cities.  At the same time, trade and fiscal policy had destroyed the silk and sulfur industries, so that when the dispossessed peasants arrived in Palermo and Naples, they found little prospect of employment.  A region which had once exported silk and sulfur, wheat, wool and wine, now became a net exporter of people, as poor peasants driven off their land fled first to the cities, and then, when work could not be found there, across the ocean to the Americas.


The peasants did not, however, accept this fate passively.  The years following Garibaldi’s invasion witnessed the emergence of a powerful movement of resistance to the penetration of capitalism in the countryside, a movement which gradually took on objectively socialist characteristics.  The South had a long tradition of popular resistance which reached back at least to Roman times.  The Apennines, the very backbone of Italy, from the high valleys of the Alps south to Calabria and across the straits of Messina to the mountains of the Sicilian interior, had long sheltered brigands and rebels, who gathered in small bands which subjected the landlords and their state to continuous harassment.  There was the slave Eunus who led an uprising which held the town of Enna, in the parched grain growing uplands of Sicily, for two years against the Roman legion, and Quintus Poppedius Silo, who led the resistance forces of the Marsi in Abruzzo, and from whom the novelist Silone took his nom de guerre (Silone 1971:7).  This tradition endured through the Middle Ages, reinforced by Arab and later Greek and Albanian settlers in the remote mountainous regions of the interior, who mounted fierce resistance to the designs of Angevin and Aragonese overlords intent on enclosing their pastures and wheat fields.  It was this tradition which gave rise to the famous revolt of the Sicilian Vespers.


The peasants also had a distinct ideological tradition, a tradition which predated Christianity, and which probably had roots in the religions which the Carthaginians brought with them millennia ago, but which had received a profound infusion of eschatological expectation during the later Middle Ages, when hermits and mendicant friars, fired with enthusiasm for the eschatological teachings of Joachim of Fiore and his Franciscan interpreters, took their place in the mountains beside the bandits and rebels whom they not infrequently joined.  The popular religion of the peasant communities gave meaning to the centuries of struggle against foreign oppression and feudal exploitation, and helped to keep alive the fire of resistance during the long years of despair and repression between revolts.


It was upon this tradition of popular resistance rooted in eschatological Christianity which the peasants drew in the years following unification.  It is not possible for us to trace here the whole history of the peasant movements during this period.  Suffice it to say that after a prolonged and tortuous process of development, the contadini meridionali eventually arrived, in the early 1890’s, at an objectively socialist position, and in fact began to adhere in large numbers to peasant leagues, called fasci, which were affiliated with the newly formed Partito Socialista dei Lavoratori Italiani (PSLI).  The movement of the fasci is in many ways the most direct ancestor of the socialist movement in the Italian immigrant communities in North America, and we should pause for a moment to examine its principal characteristics, and the course of its development.


The initiative towards the formation of the fasci came from two directions.  The first Congress of the PSLI in 1892, had committed the party to the “socialist conquest of the countryside” and the leadership of the Sicilian section of the party set about immediately organizing peasant leagues.  They came armed with an agrarian program calling for a minimum wage, a prohibition on sale of communal lands, transfer of uncultivated demesne lands to the peasants, and a general reduction in taxes.  But they brought more than a program:  they brought an organizational apparatus which could coordinate struggles on a national scale, disposing in a coordinated manner of strategic and tactical reserves, directing the main blow of the popular movement against the real centers of bourgeois power in the cities, which remained invisible to peasants.  They also brought a new arsenal of tactics -- the strike and the electoral struggle -- which enabled the peasants to contest with the bourgeoisie on its own terrain.  This “gospel of organization” was a new revelation to the peasantry, whose revolutionary traditions had been forged in the struggle against feudal oppression, and they hailed the socialists as “angels from heaven” (Hobsbawm 1959:59).


At the same time it was the indigenous organizations of the peasantry which furnished the cadre of the movement and its ideology.  Of particular interest in this regard were the lay confraternities, which were responsible for the local cults of the saints and which were carriers of the popular Christian tradition.  These confraternities had long served as mutual aid societies, and now began to transform themselves into organizations of struggle.  Because of this the political culture of the fasci was deeply rooted in the traditional idiom of the peasantry.  “In our league at Fossa, next to the bearded picture of Karl Marx,” writes Ignazio Silone, “there was a picture of Christ, dressed in red, the redeemer of the poor” (Silone 1955:216).  The Waldensian communities, descendants of an old medieval sect long known for its resistance to the agrari, also played an important role.  In Grotte, a certain S. Dimino, an ex-priest who had founded an evangelical church, which many of the sulfur miners joined, now formed a “Circolo Savonarola” where he taught the miners Christian Socialism.  Even a few of the priests supported the movement, among them Father Lorenzo, chaplain of the Church of the Madonna del Balzo, who between giving the peasants tips on the lottery, taught that joining the fasci did not mean excommunication, since St. Francis had been the first socialist, and had in fact abolished money.


The new initiative of the PSLI and the popular traditions of the rural masses combined to form the basis of a mass socialist movement.  One after another, in village after village, fasci sprang up during the winter of 1892-1893, and one after another they adhered to the newly formed PSLI (Romano 1959:14-41, Renda 1977:5-13).


We should point out here that the Christian peasants of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno proved themselves far more radical in their vision of social transformation than the supposedly Marxist PSLI.  Where the PSLI envisioned only a “minimum of equality necessary to guarantee normal social evolution” (Romano 1959:190), the peasants envisioned a radically communal and classless society, where all things would be held in common, as Joachim of Fiore and St. Francis had taught them centuries ago.  These are the words of a peasant woman from Piana dei Greci:


We want everybody to work as work.  There should no longer be rich or poor...It will be enough to put everything in common and to share with justice what is produced.  Jesus was a true socialist and he wanted precisely what the fasci are asking for (Hobsbawm 1959:183).

Indeed, the peasants saw in their leagues and the socialist movement to which they had adhered the genuine heir, and perhaps the ultimate fulfillment of, the Christian tradition. As Maria Smilorda, an old schoolteacher and Waldensian church leader at Grotte put it, “It is due to the socialism of a century ago that the Gospel had been able to spread” (oral testimony).


In the spring and summer of 1893, the fasci won some extraordinary victories, successfully contesting the municipal elections under their own banners, and prosecuting a successful agrarian strike against the landlords of the wheat growing uplands of the Sicilian interior (Renda 1977:151, 160-83).  But in the autumn events took a new turn.  The fasci adopted a more militant tactic, turning towards direct confrontations with the authorities in the piazze in front of the municipio, and initiating a campaign against the onerous taxes imposed by the communal administrations.  The agrari, fearful that the movement would move swiftly towards insurrection, brought down the government of Giovanni Giolitti, which had taken a cautious attitude towards the movement, and brought to power the old Garibaldian radical, Francesco Crispi, who moved to crush the movement.  On the night of 3 January 1894, he declared a state of siege, ordered the arrest of the leaders of the movement, and sent 40,000 troops to Sicily to “contain the socialist threat.”  Massacres and executions and savage prison terms followed.  The fasci never recovered, and a similar movement, among the braccianti of the North and Center, in 1897-1898 was also put down.


The PSLI, for its part, did little to assist the fasci, even as the leadership of its Sicilian section was being thrown into prison.  During the autumn the party, along with the Socialist International of which it was a member, had held their Second Congresses.  The International rejected a policy of class alliances, arguing that the working class had to take the field under its own banners.  The Italian party went further, voting to terminate its work among the Southern peasants, who were mostly coloni (tenant farmers), and to concentrate its rural work among the braccianti -- and this in the wake of a successful agrarian strike among tenant farmers under its leadership.  This turn was rooted in an understanding of socialism different from that of the peasants. The PSLI saw the roots of socialism in the development of the productive forces under capitalism --and not in the mobilization of traditional forms of resistance, such as those embodied in the peasant leagues, against new forms of exploitation.  Socialism is, according to this view, an extension and radicalization of the process of modernization (industrialization, bureaucratization, secularization) which had been initiated by the bourgeoisie.  Because of this it was in the cities, among the industrial working class, and not in the backward countrysides that the mass base for socialism was to be found.  The PSLI thus abandoned the peasants in their moment of greatest need, in effect sabotaging their movement.  This pattern we will see repeated in the relationship of the Socialist Party and Communist Party to the immigrant socialist movement in North America.  


Defeat of the fasci meant that the course of economic development which had been charted by the bourgeoisie of the north was now secure. As Nicola Zitara puts it:


The policies of the first 40 years of unification effected the industrialization of Lombard, Liguria, and Piemonte, allowed the development of an advanced capitalist agriculture in Romagna, which had been one of the most desolate regions of the papal States, and was large with benefits for Tuscany.  Into these regions, the ruling classes of which governed the country as a whole, flowed the better part for the disposable resource of the nation, while the Mezzogiorno, at the close of the nineteenth century, was reduced to an outlet for the products of Northern industry ... unity, in assigning to the South a colonial function, made it an underdeveloped nation where conditions are worse than in many parts of the Third World ... a country the hopes of which could only find refuge in the American dream (Zitara 1971: 76).

Italy lost 1.5 million people in all between unification and the time when the U.S. closed its doors in 1924. Most left after 1894, and most came from the South. Half were braccianti, and another quarter coloni of various kinds (Sereni 1968: 353-355).


But the contadini who left their villages in the dark years after the defeat of the fasci did not leave their vision of a new social order behind them when they boarded the ships for New York.  Rather, they brought these traditions with them and adapted them to the new conditions and the new forms of exploitation which they found when they arrived in America.  And out of these traditions, arm in arm with their fellow peasants from Poland and Ireland, Russia and the Balkans, farmers from Oklahoma and Jewish merchants and artisans, they helped forge a socialist movement in the United States.
II


The history of post-Risorgimento Italy suggests to us, therefore, that the whole phenomenon of Italian emigration ought to be regarded not as the result of some “natural” or “evolutionary” adaptation to an inexorable process of industrialization, but rather as the desperate response of people whose homeland was being transformed into the colonial playground of an alien occupying power --the Piemontese bourgeoisie. It was, further, a last resort, for which the peasant of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno opted only after the road of popular struggle had been closed off by the defeat of the fasci. Today’s Italian Americans are, in a very real sense, the children of refugees, who fled an exploitation and repression every bit as brutal as that suffered by the peoples of the Third World in the present period.


Also like immigrants and refugees from the oppressed countries of the Third World today, immigrants from Sicily and the Mezzogiorno, and the remote and impoverished mountain regions of the Italian North and Center, did not discover in the United States a land of opportunity. On the contrary, they found themselves consigned to relatively backward sectors of the economy, working under coercive, semi-feudal contracts, for wages which were often well below the value of labor power. Rarely employed in what were then the advanced industrial sectors such as steel and machine tools, and concentrated instead in mining, railroad, and construction work, or low wage industries such as textiles and garments, forced to pay what amounted to feudal tribute to the padroni who organized the labor gangs, and often working under armed guard, the immigrants saved as much as 80% of their earnings to send to their families.  But this was still insufficient, and they were unable to support their families, who had to stay behind in the old country, or else fend for themselves in the crowded slums of the great cities of the Northeast and Midwest. Consider the following example from Vecoli’s study of Italian immigration: 


In 1903 a gang of Italians was sent to work on the Little Kanawana River in West Virginia, but upon discovering that the construction site was a swamp covered with several inches of water they demanded to be sent back. The contractors, however, were heavily armed, and told the men that they would have to work until their transportation costs were paid. When the Italians attacked them with axes and clubs, the bosses opened fire, wounding several, while others fled into the forest (Vecoli 1963: 315).


The movement of popular resistance which grew up among the immigrants in the years after 1894 was, like the movement of the fasci, deeply rooted in the popular communal institutions and the popular democratic and religious traditions of the immigrant communities themselves.  This is nowhere more evident than in the popular base and political strategy of the principal organization of Italian immigrant socialism, the Federazione Socialista Italiana.  


The roots of the FSI lie, first and foremost, in the società di mutuo soccorso or mutual benefit societies which were the principal assistential, revindicative, social, and religious organizations of the immigrant communities. These società were organizations of the paesani in emigration, which developed in order to provide sickness and death benefits to the immigrant families, who would otherwise have been left destitute when misfortune struck.  They were often at the same time, however, social centers where the immigrants would gather for wine and conversation, and lay religious confraternities responsible for the cult of the patron saint of the village from which the immigrants had come, and as such were the carriers of the popular religious traditions of the community. Consider the following description of the Società della Santissima Crocifessa di Cimina in Chicago.  


There was a large cross, a table with Bible, candles, a cup and a dish for bread and wine.  I remember they would say the Our Father, the Hail Mary, maybe the rosary. Then there would be drinking and eating, and cigar smoking. It was a fraternal gathering (oral testimony).

We see here a radical laicization of the liturgy, and a transposition of the symbolic solidarity of the Eucharist into a real solidarity among friends without, however, any loss of the transcendent, eschatological hope embodied in the symbolism of the cross and articulated in the worlds of the Our Father.  This real solidarity among friends, a solidarity mobilized on a day to day basis through the assistential functions of the società in the community’s struggle for survival, could not help but begin to take on political dimensions.


Gradually, beginning in the early 1890’s, the società took on trade union and eventually political and educational functions. The Società Politica Operaia Italiana founded in 1894, attempted for a while to establish collective bargaining agreements among the padroni and the braccianti, though it met with little success (Vecoli 1963: 261).  In small mining and mill towns in Pennsylvania mutual benefit societies not infrequently transformed themselves into socialist circles or even independent “parties.”  Typical of such societies was the Circolo Socialista “Camillo Prampolini” in Latrobe, which under the influence of Paolo Mazzoli “became a true center of irradiation of a prolific propaganda which later bore fruit in a network of socialist sections, which federated to form the Italian Socialist Party of Pennsylvania” (Velona 1958: 19). Other societies retained more humble names, but nonetheless became known as real centers of revolutionary activity. When I asked one old shopkeeper in Chicago’s 24th/Oakley district about the Società Lovagnini, she looked at me fearfully and said “Oh you’re treading on dangerous ground there.  They were a benevolent society. But they had some tie in .. somewhere along the line ... We used to call them socialisti (oral testimony: Tarabori)”.  When she later discovered that I was sympathetic, she reassured me that they were all “very uprighteous men who wanted the same as Jesus did.”


Gradually, thanks largely to the work of Giuseppe Bertelli, these societies were united in 1910, into a single federation, the FSI, which was affiliated, albeit tenuously, with the Socialist Party in America. The political strategy of the new federation continued to be concentrated on an effort to integrate itself into the social life of the immigrant communities, becoming indistinguishable from the immigrants’ own social and economic institutions and developing a political discourse deeply rooted in their popular religious traditions. What the FSI understood, better than so may other socialist organizations, is that socialism grows out of the immanent solidarities already present within a community and that as important as trade union struggles are in defending the immediate interests of the people, it was only by nourishing and refining these already existing solidarities that it would be possible to create among the people a fervent faith in the immanent advent of a classless and communal social order. 


As we have already suggested, at the center of these already existing solidarities were the popular religious traditions.  Indeed, nearly all of the immigrant socialists, whether atheists or believers, saw socialism not as a break with the Christian tradition, but as the realization of the Christian ideal of a society based on fraternal love, which the Church itself had long ago betrayed. Issue after issue of La Parola del Popolo debated the religious question, and at Christmas and Easter in particular the paper published socialist interpretations of the life of Jesus ... and of the terrible suffering endured by his proletarian father and peasant mother.  These stories created a fervent cult of the Gesu Socialista, and a profound revolutionary spirituality which bound the immigrants together in their protracted struggle for a classless and communal social order.


Of central importance to this spirituality was the poverty into which Jesus was born.  Thus “F.M.”, a writer for Difesa della Lavoratrice (Defender of the Working Woman), in a column reproduced in La Parola (14 October 1922):


Born of the people ... raised in a carpenter’s shop ... Christ knew ... the difficult life of those who own nothing but the strength of their arms and saw the abject poverty of the slaves in the Roman world, and the iniquity of wealth, made from their blood and their tears (F.M. 1922).

Writers in La Parola continuously remind their readers that the teachings of Jesus were a “system of principles without any link to an external cult” (Crivello 1922).  Jesus preached “universal brotherhood” and a struggle against egoism --essentially the same values for which the socialists themselves were struggling (F.M. 1922). At the end of this struggle lies the fulfillment of the promise made by Jesus himself long ago. Socialism is the “kingdom of heaven, the kingdom of justice invoked by Jesus in his immortal prayer.  The resurrection of the working people will be the resurrection of Christ (F.M. 1922).”


Perhaps the most marked characteristic of La Parola’s treatment of the life of Jesus, however, is its political reading of the crucifixion.  Consider the following account (Giancadula 1922):


The Nazarene ... is 33 years old, neither blind nor ill, and has the nerve to publicly proclaim that he possesses nothing ... he hates all the venerable laws of our country, laws which protect the rights of our property owners.  He hates the rich.  This sinner is guilty of treason.  He has preached the pernicious doctrine of peace on earth and human brotherhood ... it is clear that if the inferior classes come to believe that they are all brothers ... then Rome will surely perish.


That night while the prosecutor entertained himself with the caresses of his concubines, and enjoyed select wines at a banquet offered in the house of Pontius Pilate, the poor leader for the derelicts, whom men called “the carpenter of Nazareth,” hung from the cross, with his flesh in tatters and with his dead eyes closed in their bleeding orbits.  

Similarly, the socialist periodicals fostered an image of Mary as una compagna militante who had chosen the painful mountain road, and who endured inexpressible suffering because for her participation in the struggle of her son.  She is the “poor mother pursued by the swords of Herod’s retainers” as she flees into political exile after the massacre at Bethlehem (Crivello n.d.)


This effort to link the socialist project to the popular traditions of the immigrant communities meant that the FSI was able to have a profound impact on the political consciousness of Italian Americans, including many who were never members of the federation. We have already heard from one woman who believed that the socialists wanted the same thing as Jesus.  Consider now the testimony of Maria Valiani, a garment worker who was active in unionization drives --and who is deeply devoted to the Virgin Mary:


The owners of the companies, they don’t care. They want to do all the touring and all the spending, and all the enjoyment. And that’s no good. Jesus said ... he told the rich man “You shall never enter the Kingdom of Heaven ... because if you’re rich that means you didn’t pay your subjects enough to live on.”  So those are the laws of God.  And that’s the way it is.  It says it in the Bible. Didn’t he say to the rich man, “if you’re rich that means you didn’t pay your subjects enough?  And that’s why they’re suffering. So you’re gonna go down in the pit, and they’re gonna come to heaven with me.” So you gotta learn (oral testimony: Valiani.).


We should pause here to consider briefly some of the implications of our account of Italian immigrant socialism for our understanding both of the Italian American heritage and of the socialist project. Far from being either backward, fatalistic peasants lost in a capitalist metropolis and seeking solace in festivals and rituals which reminded them of their lost homeland or budding entrepreneurs anxious to embrace the competitive values of their new home, the immigrants proved themselves a sophisticated political force capable for drawing on their own traditions to forge a movement of resistance to the new forms of exploitation they encountered in North America. They proved themselves far more sophisticated, in fact than much of the Marxist left in the United States. Where Marxists have traditionally believed that the basis for the emergence of mass socialist movements lies in the development of the productive forces under capitalism, which by increasing real social interdependence creates the material conditions for  the emergence of collective property forms and socialist consciousness, the FSI realized that the socialist ideal grew organically out of the pre-existing solidarities of the village and the neighborhood community, and out of the popular religious traditions which had nourished popular resistance for centuries.  By drawing on these solidarities and traditions, the immigrant socialists were able to develop among the people an aspiration for --and faith in the imminent advent of-- a classless and communal social order. 

III


What happened to the socialist movement in the Italian immigrant communities?  How is it that a people who built such a powerful movement for socialism could, two generations later, lend their support to a Republican administration which represents the interests of the most reactionary sectors of the North American bourgeoisie? The decline of socialism in America is a problem which has long troubled historians of the popular movement in the United States, and we cannot even summarize in this context the general lines and current state of this debate.  But our inquiry suggests that there were some important factors involved in this decline which historians have hitherto ignored.


We have already suggested that the immigrant socialist movement was integrally bound up with, indeed was the organic express of, the whole way of life of the immigrant communities. It had its roots in and was nurtured by the pre-existing solidarities of the società, which proved a living sign in the present of the social relations which would prevail in the classless and communal society of the new age.  The decline of socialism as a mass movement in the Italian American community was, likewise, integrally bound up with the disappearance of this way of life --that is with the decline of neighborhood and ethnic solidarities, the disintegration of the old popular religious traditions, and above all with the displacement of the società from the center of community life.


There were a number of factors involved in the disintegration of the old immigrant communities and the assimilation of the second generation of Italian Americans to the American Way of Life. Of critical importance, of course, was the new economic situation after the Second World War, which opened up new and unheard of opportunities for the immigrants’ children for whom life became increasingly centered around career and consumption. Along with these changing economic conditions, children of the immigrants began to look for a sense of dignity and purpose not in their family and community, but in their work and above all in economic success. The expanded opportunities of the post war period gave creditability to the notion that America really was a “land of opportunity” and that the individual really was responsible for his own success or failure.  Italian Americans came to share in what Michael Lewis (Lewis 1978) has called the “culture of inequality” which regards prosperity as a mark of moral or intellectual superiority and poverty as a sign of sinfulness or incompetence --hardly the basis for the development of a socialist worldview.  Many began to abandon the old ethnic neighborhoods for the suburbs, and those who remained endeavored to give their neighborhoods a more “middle class” character.  No longer did people gather in the barber shop or at the lodge of the società, or pass their evenings on the front porch over wine.  The Democratic Party replace the FSI and the mass media the lay confraternity as the principal political and cultural organizations of the immigrant communities.  For immigrant men in particular the experience of service in World War II hastened the development of an “American” identity.  Indeed, “America” came for these men to embody not only the promise of unheard of prosperity, but also the democratic ideals in the name of which the antifascist struggle had been waged.


The North American bourgeoisie, in other words, by means of the New Deal and its role in the antifascist struggle, was able to establish itself as the representative of the economic aspirations and democratic ideals of the popular sectors, and thus secure its hegemony over them.


This larger trend notwithstanding, however, we must ask ourselves why it was that the immigrant communities were unable to resist the political and cultural offensives of the bourgeois in the postwar period.  This is a complex question which certainly does not admit of a single answer.  One critical factor, however, in the collapse of political and cultural resistance in the immigrant communities was the liquidation of the “language federations” --the immigrant socialist organizations such s the FSI-- by the Communist Party in 1925.


The fact is that the Marxist left in the United States had a long history for chauvinism towards the immigrant communities and the socialist organizations which developed out of them, a chauvinism which was bolstered by their adherence to a productivist understanding of Marxism which overestimated the role of the development of the productive forces, and underestimated the role of pre-existing solidarities and the religious traditions which nourished them, in the development of socialist consciousness. This chauvinism reached back to the old Socialist Party, the dominant elements of which feared that competition from immigrant workers would alienate the better paid Anglo, Irish, and German American workers among whom they found their base, and who were alarmed at the radicalism of the immigrant socialists, who stood to the left of the party (Kipnis 1952: 286). In part because of this chauvinism, and in part because of dissatisfaction without the Socialist Party’s reformist line, the immigrant language federations led the way in creation of the new Communist Party after the schism of 1919. 


Conditions in the new party, however, were little better from the standpoint of the immigrant communities which taken together contributed by far the greatest part of the party’s cadre.  In 1922, only 10% of the party’s members belonged to the English speaking section, and by 1925 this figure had grown to only 14% (Glazer 1961: 40).  The party was, further more, organized around the semi-autonomous language federations.  The leadership, however, did not understand what it had achieved by conquering for itself the allegiance of the immigrant working class. Indeed, in 1925 the party expressed its recognition of the contributions of the immigrants by undertaking a campaign of “Bolshevisization” designed to “raise the level of organization, political, and ideological discipline.”  At the center of this campaign was the liquidation of the language federations, which were the carriers of the immigrant socialist traditions, and the reorganization of the party around a system of factory nuclei.  English classes were to be mandatory for all comrades who were not already fluent in the language, and leadership cadre were to be drawn from among the “American” comrades (Glazer 1961: 47-52, 56)!!!  “Strengthen ideological discipline” meant that the orthodox atheistic position of the communist movement on the religious question was much more in evidence, and religious propaganda of the sort promoted by the FSI was out of the question.


This campaign had disastrous results.  Membership dropped from 14,037 to 7,215 in the space of one month, between 25 September and 25 October 1925, as immigrant workers resisting the new line left or were purged from the party.  Worse still, the party lost its precious roots in the popular communal institutions and the popular religious traditions of the immigrant working class --roots it has never been able to rebuild.  


The liquidation of the language federations had two critical results. First, liquidation of the language federations deprived the immigrant communities of the cultural resources and the institutional apparatus they needed to resist the impending cultural offensive of the North American bourgeoisie.  Second, the party essentially sent a strong and clear message to the immigrant communities that the struggle for socialism had nothing to do with them or their traditions. On the contrary, it meant the destruction of their institutions and the devaluation of their traditions. Not surprisingly, many of the immigrants abandoned socialism once and for all and sought other outlets for their eschatological aspirations, most notably traditionalist devotionalism, often linked to reactionary political projects, which became the principal form of popular religious expression in Italian American communities in the post war period. This traditionalist devotionalism, far from being a celebration of the status quo of contemporary capitalism, in fact draws on profound discontent with the individualism and consumerism of contemporary North American society, discontent which, had it not been for the fatal errors of the Marxist left, might well have been mobilized in the struggle for a classless and communal social order. 

IV


Where do things stand today with respect to the socioreligious outlook of the Italian American community? Perhaps I can answer this question best by telling a story.  This past summer (1985) I attended the Feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel at Greenpoint in Brooklyn.  On the surface of things there seemed to be very little in the way of “politics” involved --except, that is, for the presence of the area’s recently converted anticommunist congressman, Stephen Solarz, working the crowd like an old fashioned ward heeler.  The traditionalist devotionalism of the second generation mixed with the secularism and brash ethnic chauvinism of the third.  Middle aged women had themselves consecrated to Our Lady of Mount Carmel, and received scapulars promising that those who wear them need never fear eternal fire, while teenagers hawked the --apparently obligatory-- “Kiss Me, I’m Italian” T-shirts. Not a very likely scene for a socialist revival.  


Upon entering the church building, however, I was reminded of the irreducibly revolutionary core of the religion to which these people still adhered.  Along the walls of the tacky pseudo-Baroque sanctuary were rows of liturgical banners. And on those banners: the text of the Magnificat.


He has brought down monarchs from their thrones, but the humble have been lifted high.


The hungry he has filled with good things, but the rich he has sent empty away. (Luke 1: 52-53).

Where else in the contemporary United states could one find a great hall, filled with people, the walls covered with such revolutionary slogans? Even where the original meaning of the tradition is lost, and where its present meanings are often deeply ambiguous, the symbols themselves preserve dangerous memories which, in the hands of those who understand them, can catalyze renewed social ferment.


That feast summed up for me the paradox of the current situation in the Italian American community.  On the one hand, we are the children of refugees, the product of an immigration set in motion by the imperial designs of the Piemontese bourgeoisie, who made the lands of our ancestors their colonial playground.  We are thus bound by our historical memories to the present struggle of the peoples of the Third World.  We are a people with a proud history of socialism, a tradition deeply rooted in our religious traditions. To be an Italian American means, in the most profound sense, to be a socialist.  At the same time the cultural offensive of the bourgeoisie during the post-war period has erased all but the faintest memories of this tradition so that, in a very real sense, for most second and nearly all third generation Italian Americans, our history quite simply does not exist.  Even when we are surrounded by revolutionary symbols we no longer know what they mean.  Thus the difficulty in weaning our people away from the pro-imperialist and pro-capitalist project with which they have become entangled.


Standing in that crowded church, however, surrounded by hundreds of my own people, and by those revolutionary banners --the banners of the Magnificat around which the working people have rallied for centuries--I could not help but hope that the traditions of our ancestors will once again move us into the ranges of the popular movements, and catalyze the formation of a new culture of solidarity and resistance. 

Postscript


This essay was written at the end of a period of resurgence interest in ethnic identity among European-Americans.  The reassertion of “American Identity” under the Reagan regime largrly obliterated this movement, and 15 years of capitalist restoration and consumerism have carried even further the process of assimilation described in the later sections of this paper. I continue to believe, however, that the recovery of ethnic identity among European-Americans is an important reserve in the struggle against the identification of the working classes with U.S. Imperialism and the racist “white” identity which helps to sustain it.




	� The term Mezzogiorno refers to the Southern Italian regions which formed part of the old Kingdom of the Two Sicilies: Campagna, Basilicata, Apulia, and Calabria.





