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Chapter Four


Mater/ia:

The Political Dimensions of Marian Devotion


Marian devotion has long been associated with the conservative and traditionalistic tendencies within the Roman Catholic Church. This is especially true of the devotion to Our Lady of Fatima, which for years functioned as the symbolic center of an anticommunist mass movement, as well as the more recent devotion to Our Lady of Medjugore, which has played no small role in the Croatian counter-revolution and the disintegration of the Yugoslavian multinational state. Conservative devotionalism, however, is only one dimension of Marian spirituality. Marian devotion has also been, in certain times and places, a catalyst for revolutionary social ferment. The role of the devotion to Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexican culture is certainly the best known example of this phenomenon (Wolf 1958), but similar evidence can be presented with regard to Sicilian Marian devotion, and in other cases as well.


This paper will explore the social basis and political valence of Marian devotion. I will argue that, far from being a uniformly reactionary social force, Marian devotion articulates profound socioreligious dynamics which would otherwise go unexpressed in the Christian tradition. More is at issue here than a generalized sense of the “feminine dimension of the divine” (Greeley 1977). The pre‑Christian myths which stand behind Marian devotion --the rape of Persephone, the murder of Coyolxauqui-- articulate symbolically the complex nexus between the rape of women, the rape of the peasantry, and the rape of the land which characterized tributary social formations (Amin 1980). Female deities such as Tonantzin, and Parthenia/Demeter/Persephone, as well as their Christianized Marian counterparts, articulate humanity’s hope that the self-organizing dynamic at work in matter itself will ultimately win out over the forces of death and destruction. When Marian devotion has become a reactionary force, this has happened in part at least because “progressives,” religious or secular, have failed to focus sufficient attention on the destructive impact of market forces and bureaucratic structures on the traditional communal institutions which help to conserve the social fabric and which are responsible for creating the minimum conditions for human development and social progress. 


I will argue this thesis in the context of a comparative historical analysis of Marian devotion. I begin by examining the pre‑Christian roots of Mexican and Sicilian Marian traditions. I will then assess in what ways, if any, Christianization affected the religious symbolism inherited from the past, and analyze the political significance which Marian devotion acquired in the course of Sicilian and Mexican history. I will conclude by examining the reasons for the re‑emergence of Marian devotion in the industrialized countries in this century, and will devote particular attention to an analysis of the political valence of the devotion to Our Lady of Fatima.

I. Peasant Resistance and Marian Devotion

In order to understand Marian devotion it is necessary to examine at least briefly some of the general characteristics of the religious traditions of peasant communities. Three points are in order here. First, the socioreligious organization of the peasantry is shaped first and foremost by the village community itself. Often the ultimate owner of the land, and organizer of the collective labor of the peasantry (Mandel 1968: 30-36), the village community provided the complex network of social relationships which permitted the development of human social capacities (Wolf 1969: 58-63). It was the social matrix out of which humanity first evolved the ability to grasp such concepts as part and whole, force and law, etc. It is little wonder that in many languages the word for village community (e.g. the Russian mir, the Hellenic kosmos) is also the word for universe and for peace or order (Bogdanov 1928/1980, Hayek 1973:37).


Second, peasant communities have, since at least the early bronze age, been subject to the predations of warlord states whose monopoly on weapons made it more profitable for them to extract and consume the surplus produced by others than to continue to invest in the development of human social capacities (Gerhard Lenski 1982: 145). Victorious warlords put the villages which they conquered under tribute, forcing the villagers to perform unpaid labor on their fields or to build palaces and fortifications. They imposed taxes, or distributed village lands to their retainers, who imposed rents. Where conditions were propitious, as in many parts of the Mediterranean Basin, they began converting grain lands to the production of wine and oil for export, or harvesting timber and deforesting the hills and the mountains, rendering barren what had once been fertile land. The warlords, meanwhile, continued to fight each other, with the strongest eventually emerging as monarchs and emperors. 


The transformation of the redistributional state from a progressive mechanism for the centralization and investment of surplus into an exploitative structure that actually blocked the development of human social capacities was reflected in the degeneration of religion into an increasingly bizarre system of sacrificial sacral monarchic cults. There are two dimensions to this process. First of all, as warlords extended their control over the villages, and displaced the progressive organizing activity of the village chiefs and priests, organizing activity generally came to seem more and more the province of one person alone. Thus the gradual tendency for communitarian polytheism to be replaced by a cult of divine monarchs presiding over a pantheon of heavenly retainers. Increasingly the productivity of the land, on which the community depended for its survival, was attributed to the activity of the monarch and his divine counterpart. We call this the land/lord/god complex. On the one hand the leading members of the emerging ruling class --the local warlords or monarchs-- were either deified or regarded as having a special relationship with the deity. On the other hand the already divinized forces of nature (sun, rain, soil, or cultivated plant) were identified with these new warrior gods, creating a complex nexus linking the fertility of the soil with service or payment of rents, taxes and forced labor to the ruling class. Thus the Canaanite god ba’al, whose name means lord, master, owner of land, and husband. The term was used not only for the deity, but for the local warlords who were identified with him. The result was an extraordinarily effective system of social control. Rebellion threatened to bring down not only the sword of the local warlord, but also the wrath of the gods. Fail to pay your taxes or perform forced labor and the sun itself will cease to shine, the rains will not come, the soil will lose its fertility. This pattern is nearly universal in the religion of tributary social formations. In some cases as in Egypt the ruler was regarded as divine in his own right, the Son of the Sun God. The Chinese Emperors took the only slightly more modest title of Tian Tzi, or “son of Heaven.” Mesopotamian rulers, on the other hand, were regarded as mere tenants of the gods, to whom they conveyed the tribute extracted from the peasant communities. 


The second dimension of this process was the emergence in most tributary societies of a more or less developed cult of sacrifice. Sacrifice was, to be sure, a well established practice in both hunter-gatherer and horticultural communitarian societies. In hunter-gather societies, however, the central element of sacrifice was the shared meal, which reconstituted the social bond among the members of the otherwise scattered clan (Durkheim 1911/1965). In predominantly communitarian horticultural societies sacrifice retained this character, with food offerings to departed ancestors or to the gods themselves regarded as a way of including the deity in the communal meal. The creative or instructing activity of gods and ancestors, however, was itself never conceived as a self-sacrificial act. In tributary social formations, on the other hand, we witness the emergence of religions in which the sustenance --and in some cases the very creation-- of the cosmos is itself regarded as a sacrificial process. Thus in ancient Mesopotamia, the gods were believed to have created human beings as a race of servants who would provide them with food and drink (Kramer 1963). According to the Rig Veda (X.90) humanity was created out of an original cosmic human Purusha, who was sacrificed by the gods.


Third, as human society began to seem increasingly out of harmony with the underlying order of the cosmos, the peasantry resisted. This resistance took two principal forms. The first has been more adequately studied, and is better understood (Cohen 1958, Lanternari 1965, Wolf 1969, Nesti 1972, Kliever 1987). The villages of the planet gave birth to one movement after another which attempted to “restore the mandate of heaven,” either by simply overthrowing the tributary state altogether (Hosea 1-3) or by supporting the claims of a reforming monarch, a “messiah,” who would rule in accordance with the principles of “divine law” embodied in the traditions of the village communities (Ps 72, Isaiah 9: 2-6, 11:1-9). This form of resistance played an important role in the emergence of the great world religions, which sought to bring humanity back into harmony with the pre-existing and extramaterial order of the cosmos.
 


But the villages also resisted by struggling to conserve the integrity of the ecosystem and the social fabric against the disintegrating impact of commercial agriculture and the destructive claims of the sacrificial cults. They struggled constantly to remind themselves that they did not need the “organizing” interventions of the warlords or the blood sacrifices of the warlords’ priests in order to make the earth fertile and human beings productive, but that matter itself was relational and self-organizing in character, and gave birth, through its own internal dynamics, to the tremendous wealth and diversity of the natural world, and to the complex networks of social relationships which made human productivity possible. This complex of relationships found its collective representation in the cult of the Magna Mater.


Let us examine two cases of this second, feminist type of resistance.

A. Marian Devotion in Sicily 

The Sicilian Marian tradition has its roots, among other places, in the old story of the rape of Persephone, which is said to have taken place beside Lake Pergusa, in the Province of Enna, in the parched grain growing uplands of the Sicilian interior.


This myth is usually told as a story explaining the origin of the seasons. Demeter, distraught by the abduction of her daughter by Hades, deprives the earth of her graces, and it becomes dry and barren. The people, threatened with famine, beseech Zeus for assistance. After the intervention of Hermes, sent by Zeus as an emissary, Hades agrees to release his prisoner, provided she has eaten nothing during her stay with him. Persephone, however, has swallowed six pomegranate seeds, and is thus condemned to pass six months of every year with Hades in the gloomy nether regions of Dis. It is during these six months that Demeter, ever distraught at the absence of her daughter, is mourning, and that the earth becomes dry and barren.


But this reading of the myth, like every naturalistic interpretation of the sacred, conceals another, more profound, and intensely political meaning. Demeter is the grain mother, and Parthenia/Persephone the new and the ripe, harvested grain. Hades, the god of the underworld, is so called because he is the god of the great underground storehouses where the grain was held. Thus the identification with Pluto, the God of wealth. The half year that Persephone spends with Hades is the half of the grain --the half‑year’s surplus labor-- which customarily belonged to the landlord. The pomegranate seeds represent the loan of seed grain, the interest on which indebted the peasant to the landlord, a debt which was often used to justify the extraction of rents, taxes, or forced labor.


This story should be read as a kind of “myth of the fall.” For the peasant the rents, taxes and the corvee to which he is subject are somehow integrally bound up with the barrenness of the land. There is an important truth embodied in this “mythological” notion. Historically, the destruction of mixed subsistence agriculture and the ensuing transformation of the uplands into pasture and wheat fields contributed in no small way to the deforestation and soil depletion which have been eroding the fertility of the Sicilian soil for millennia. The peasants of Western Sicily hoped as late as the end of the last century that the expected revolution would bring about a transformation of the climate and a restoration of the soil as well as a new social order (Hobsbawm 1959: 60, 183).


The myth speaks to us as well of the integral relationship between economic exploitation and the oppression of women. At one level the story can be read as an account of an event all too familiar to the women of the countryside: rape and abduction by a member of the ruling classes, who held steadfastly to the “right of the first night”
 well into the nineteenth century (Birnbaum 1980:136) and who had few scruples about usurping the “right” to any other night they might please. At a more profound level, the myth points towards the identification of sexuality and fertility with power and domination, which is the psychological basis of women’s oppression (Rubin 1975), and which, in its turn, makes economic exploitation seem to be simply an integral, in fact a necessary, part of the natural order. Rape becomes identified with sexual prowess and fertilization; the forcible seizure of surplus, sanctioned by the cult of Pluto/Hades, is likewise the precondition for the fertility of the soil. The myth exposes this identification and tells us that confiscation of the surplus is, in fact, nothing more or less than the rape of the peasant and the rape of the land. The emergence of the warlord state and the development of commercial agriculture, far from being progressive forces, in fact hold back the development of human social capacities and even undermine the integrity of the ecosystem and the social fabric. “Therefore the whole creation is groaning in travail ...” (Romans 8:32).


In Christian times the myth of Pluto and Persephone was absorbed into the cult of Mary, of which it forms a kind of irreducible ideological substratum. In Enna, in the Cathedral, there stood until this century an old pre‑Christian statue of a woman, and her female child. It was this statue which formed the center of the local Marian cult (Moss and Campannari 1982). The roots of Sicilian Marian devotion in the myth of Pluto and Persephone are, furthermore, apparent in the cult of Maria Addolorata, the “Mother of Sorrows.” Each Good Friday in Trapani and other Sicilian towns the Madonna Adollorata is carried from church to church in search for her lost son, just as Demeter searched for her lost Persephone. 


She is the symbol of the suffering of the Sicilian people, but above all the suffering of the women who are subject to rape and harassment by the ruling class, whose men have been forced to migrate in search of work (Birnbaum 1980: 132). 

One old man, when shown a picture of the Adollorata said


I know her, she is very sad. The police they kill her son. I am not sure, but I think his name was Jesus. So sad she is, she is the one we worship. (oral testimony)


In its Christianized form, Sicilian Marian devotion continues to advance an account of the human situation which differs profoundly from the Christocentric myth of fall and redemption. According to Sicilian tradition the sufferings of humanity derive from the “chain of woes.”


When Gesu Cristo sent Satan to hell, the devil agonized on how he could take revenge. The devil designed a cantina di guai, a chain of woes that encircled all men ... Constricted by the chain, men become bestial, rob, kill, commit all kinds of crimes, rebelling against God and the saints, giving body and soul to the devil.


To break the chain of woes, it would be necessary that all men not sin any more, either in thought or in deed against God and against neighbor --that all men live together as brothers, all forming a great family, observing reciprocally the rights and duties of each one, everyone more zealous for the common good than for himself (Birnbaum 1980:16).


This view of the origins of evil, while not in any sense releasing individuals from personal responsibility for their actions, indicates a profound understanding of the web of difficulties in which we are all trapped, which makes virtue so difficult --and eternal damnation an unreasonable punishment. According to one old Sicilian legend, Mary pleaded with her Son for centuries to end his barbaric practice of damning souls to hell for all eternity.


Christ resisted the entreaties of his mother until she delivered an ultimatum: either he allows all souls to enter heaven, or she would leave paradise. Furthermore, as Queen of Heaven, she would take her entire dowry with her. Whereupon she called all the angels, patriarchs, apostles, martyrs, and saints to leave heaven with her. Jesus, paling before this depopulation of heaven, acceded to his mother and conceded universal grace to all mankind (Birnbaum 1980: 11).


Universal grace does not, however, mean freedom from responsibility for one’s actions. If no one deserves eternal damnation, then even Gesu and Maria are in need of occasional discipline. Sicilian tradition shares with most European peasant cultures stories about the times Mary had to spank the child Jesus, when he used his divine powers to kill off a few of his playmates after they teased him one time too many. And Mary herself, immaculate conception or no, had her childhood moments over the knees of St. Anne (oral testimony). Statues of Mary and other saints which did not “perform” properly --i.e. which did not answer the prayers addressed to them-- were not infrequently sent to the corner for punishment. Sicilian Marian traditions mediate an understanding of the sacred which is intimately bound up with the experience of the village community. The “gods” themselves appear rather like family members or fellow villagers: capable of being productive and powerful, wise and loving, but also of being lazy or mischievous. The tradition also mediates a sense that these problems can be dealt with using ordinary means of discipline, without recourse to the repressive power of the state, with its draconian punishments. 


One should note that the cross has no redemptive significance in this tradition. It is regarded as a misfortune, and a sign that God shares the sufferings of ordinary people. At times it even seems as if old Gesu is being blamed for getting himself into so much trouble, and causing his mother so much pain and grief (oral testimony). In any case there is no evidence here for a belief in “substitutionary atonement.” Redemption will come about only when human beings obey the laws of God, breaking the chain of woes and permitting cosmic harmony to be re-established. And the laws of God, and the means of enforcing them, are conceived very clearly on the model of the moral norms developed and conserved by the family and the village community, rather than on the model of a divine law enforced by a messiah or reforming monarch. 


It would, of course, be possible to argue that, on the evidence presented thus far, Sicilian Marian devotion simply articulates the life experience of peasant women, including a significant degree of consciousness regarding the nature and causes of their own oppression, but offers very little in the way of a vision of liberation. Indeed, one might even read the symbolism as conservative in the sense of counseling women to fulfill their traditional roles as nurturers and guardians of the social fabric. But there is another dimension to the Sicilian Marian tradition, a dimension which very explicitly stresses the power of women to act without, and even against, men. Lucia Chiavola Birnbaum has pointed out that one of the important Sicilian portraits of Maria, the Annunciation of Antonello of Messina, shows Mary not as a mother, but as a peasant girl, holding a book, her eyes filled with eschatological expectation (Birnbaum 1980: 113). One might even argue that the tradition of the virgin birth itself, much as it has been used as a mechanism for repressing female sexuality, contains a deeper and profoundly feminist layer, which articulates the desire of women to exercise their creative powers --including the power to bear and raise children-- without being subjected to the oppressive demands associated with marriage in a patriarchal society. 


It should thus come as no surprise that Mary often functioned as a symbol of divine power, as well as a symbol of nurturing love. The people of Trapani call Mary their “glory and advocate” and they took the battlefield in the 1860’s --first against the Bourbons, and then against the Piemontese-- under banners reading “Long Live Liberty and Mary Immaculate (Hobsbawm 1959: 106).


The liberating power of this sort of feminist devotion is also evident in the cult of the female saints, which is in a very real sense an extension of the cult of Mary. These saints all resisted the demand that they marry or otherwise become subject to men. The patron saints of the two great cities of Eastern Sicily, Siracusa and Catania, were both martyrs who defied their fathers and the state. Santa Lucia, popular known as the patron of those suffering from eye diseases, and in particular as protectress against the malocchio, had her own eyes put out for refusing to marry. Santa Agatha was stripped naked in public and slowly and excruciatingly relieved of her breasts for the same offense (Birnbaum 1980: 134). The patron of Palermo, Santa Rosalia, renounced her family and her wealth, and retired to a hermitage in the mountains above the city.  Santa Teresa, whose cult became important during the long years when Spain ruled Sicily, defied the clergy and carried on a prolonged struggle to reform the convents, to insure that they lived only from the alms of the people and not from the revenues of dependent peasant communities. This she did without the help of men, who she regarded as no better than “bunches of dried rosemary” (Birnbaum 1980: 134). 


The Sicilian cult of the Virgin Mother, therefore, far from being a reactionary force, has been a form of cultural resistance to the Plutonic forces of rape, economic exploitation, and ecological devastation. The cult exposes the integral relationship between the different elements in the chain of woes which oppresses humanity. It articulates a vision for liberation which has no place for either substitutionary atonement or eternal damnation, but proposes instead the one thing which really will change the world --the transformation of human conduct. And it bears witness to the conviction that all matter, and especially the social form of matter, is self-organizing and thus rich in latent creative potential --potential which has no need for “form” imposed from the outside or from on high. It points towards a future in which creative potential will be unleashed, in which sexuality will no longer be bound up with power and domination, when the fertility of the soil will no longer be identified with the proprietorial claims of the agrari, when the restored earth will answer God’s sowing with grain, oil, and new wine (Hosea 2:23). 

B. The Cult of Guadalupe‑Tonantzin

The Sicilian cult of the virgin mother is by no means unique. Similar cults are found in peasant societies around the world Among the most powerful of these is the cult of Guadalupe-Tonantzin. 


It is impossible to grasp the precise significance of this cult apart from an understanding of the political economy and socioreligious structure of the Aztec empire. The Aztec empire was a tributary social formation characterized by an advanced hydraulic horticulture. Land was held, collectively, by the calpulli, or village communities, or else by the temples and various state institutions. The macehualtin or peasants were required to perform forced labor for the teuctli and pilli --the ruling classes. In these respects Aztec society differed little from the civilization of ancient Egypt, or from that of the Inca (van Zantwijk 1985).


The unique characteristics of Aztec society can be understood only by analyzing Aztec cosmology. According to Aztec tradition, there are to be five epochs in the history of the cosmos, each illuminated by a different sun. Each of these epochs begins when one of the gods sacrifices himself by means of self‑immolation, and is reborn as the sun of that epoch. Each epoch ends in a cosmic catastrophe.


These “suns” or epochs were not part of a continuous cycle. Each, rather, is a stage in an ultimately doomed cosmic experiment in creation through self‑sacrifice which will come to an end when the present sun, the fifth and the last, is extinguished, annihilating not only humanity, but the entire cosmos, and with it the gods as well (Brundage 1985: 27).


In the context of this cosmic economy, the motive force of which is self‑sacrifice, human beings are, in effect, food for the gods (Brundage 1985:36). Just as the cosmos is sustained by the sacrifice of the gods, so the gods themselves are sustained by the sacrifice of human beings. This sacrifice might take the form of bleeding or self‑mutilation, but heart sacrifice, in which captured warriors were relieved of their still beating hearts, was by far the most important aspect of the cosmic economy.


Presiding over this process was the god Tezcatlipoca, the “smoking mirror.” The name suggests that originally Tezcatlipoca was the god of the night sky, and more specifically of the Milky Way. But as the Aztecs transformed themselves into a militaristic empire this cosmological deity was himself transformed into the most warlike of all gods. Tezcatlipoca was the first god to sacrifice himself, and became the first sun. He was known by the names “We Are His Slaves” and “Master of the Lords of the Earth.” He ruled all the cities of the Aztecs through his ixtpla, a captured warrior who was offered symbolic obedience by the high priest and ruler throughout the year, and was then sacrificed and devoured. As One Death (Aztec gods were often known by their date names), he was called Yaotl, the Enemy of Both Sides, who fomented war in order to insure a steady supply of captives for human sacrifice, and thus an adequate supply of food for the gods. So central was the practice of human sacrifice to the Aztec cosmic economy that, when there was no ratio ad bellum, cities closely allied with each other would engage in “flower wars” --mock battles which had no other purpose than the exchange of “captives” who were then held for sacrifice. And as the god One Jaguar Tezcatlipoca was a warrior painted in black, ensconced in the interior of the earth, wielding sacrificial knives, lying in wait to steal the fifth and last sun, and thus to destroy the cosmos (Brundage 1985: 84‑99). 


Tezcatlipoca was worshiped universally, throughout all of the Aztec cities. Huizilopochtli, on the other hand, was the tribal god of the Mexica, the dominant Aztec grouping. According to Aztec tradition, Huizilopochtli, whose name means “hummingbird on the left,” was the son of the earth goddess Coatlicue. He slaughtered the southern warriors, the Huizilin, and murdered his sister, Coyolxauqui, and then led the Mexica from their homeland in the north, Azatlan, to the valley of Mexico, where he founded the city of Tenochtitlan. Each night Huizilopochtli re‑enacts this drama, doing battle with the Huizilin --the stars. Each day he drives the sun across the sky. And to sustain him in this work he requires, like all the other Aztec deities, a steady diet of beating human hearts (Brundage 1985: 128ff). Once again we see here the association of violence against women --the murder of Coyolxauqui-- with warfare and an oppressive social order.


It is interesting to note here that there is a very real point of contact between Aztec tradition and the Christian cult of the cross. If Aztec religion makes divine‑human sacrifice the principle of creation which drives the cosmos, then Christianity makes this same divine-human sacrifice the principle of redemption. It is little wonder that those tendencies within Christianity which sought out a material rather than merely sacramental participation in the sacrifice of the Christ --tendencies such as the penitente brotherhoods-- found a home in the Americas.


Can one not see the fruits of this same syncretism in the cult of revolutionary martyrdom which emerged out of the tragic sufferings of the people of Central America? It was, after all, an American, Che Guevara, who developed the (very un‑Marxist) idea that the armed struggle was not just a dismal necessity but in a very real sense the crucible of a new humanity. And this Christian‑Nahuatl syncretism figures powerfully in Nicaraguan revolutionary poetry. The work of Giocanda Belli illustrates this tempting vision in an unusually powerful manner.



We’ll be new love, 



we’ll wash away what is old and depraved



the putrid petty bourgeois tendencies and vices



with blood (Aldaraca et al 1980: 275).


Revolutionary armed struggle can be more than adequately justified on the basis of traditional just war theories. But I am far from sure that it is really the crucible of a new humanity.


In any case, this socioreligious economy of death did not go uncontested. At least one of the traditions surrounding the god Quetzalcoatl (the name means “feathered serpent”) speaks of a reforming priest (Topiltzin) from Tula who sought to substitute the sacrifice of snakes and birds for that of human beings. For this he was driven into exile. But most of the traditions surrounding this god suggest he was nearly as bloodthirsty as Tezcatlipoca. 


The most important recorded movement of resistance to the Aztec death cult, however, arose shortly before the Spanish conquest, among the Totonac, one of the peoples subject to Aztec rule. The Totonac erected a shrine to the goddess Tonantzin (the name means “our lady mother”) on the hill of Tepayac. This cult explicitly defined itself as a form of resistance to the cult of Huizilopochtli. Where the Aztec god demanded beating human hearts, the Totonac goddess required only chickens and grain and beverage offerings. Where the Aztec god drinks blood, and gives his devotees nothing in return, Tonantzin dispenses from her breasts the sacred pulque --a milky, mildly alcoholic beverage made from the maguey plant (Sandstrom 1982).


After the Spanish conquest, the Franciscan missionaries attempted to repress the “pagan” practices of the Indian communities. The cult of Tonantzin survived, however, under the sponsorship of the secular clergy, after a Christianized Indian, Juan Diego, convinced the Archbishop of Mexico that he had seen an apparition of the Virgin Mary at the old shrine of Tonantzin on the hill of Tepayac.


The image associated with this apparition is itself worthy of some comment, in so far as it fuses Aztec and Christian cosmological and eschatological symbols in a particularly powerful way. It shows “Mary” as a young Nahuatl woman, wearing the sash which Aztec women wore when they were pregnant. Her blue mantle is covered with stars --something which cannot help but remind us of Tezcatlipoca, the old god of the night sky. And all around she is clothed with the sun (Rev 12:1-2).


The cult persists today in both more and less Christianized forms. Among the Eastern Nahua the goddess is still worshiped under her own name. Joseph is regarded as her son, and an embodiment of the spirit of work (ehkite) through which humanity cultivates and develops the earth. Mary is Joseph’s wife. Tonantzin herself is at once a symbol of fertility, and of the unity among people which derives from our common origin in the single womb of the earth. Her feast coincides with the winter solstice, and is celebrated with four days of visiting, song, and dance during which offerings of food and drink are collected. On the fifth day there is a communion feast at which chickens are sacrificed. On the sixth day, which coincides with Christmas, the people rest.


In its more Christianized form, the cult of Guadalupe‑Tonantzin has become a symbol of the new Mexican nation which is emerging out of the collapse of the Aztec empire and the struggle against Spanish colonialism and North American imperialism (Wolf 1958). While the Creole Spanish in Mexico venerated Nuestra Senora de los Remedios, the indios and mestizos worshiped Guadalupe. As early as 1648 Miguel Sanchez wrote that Mexico was Mary’s chosen land and the Mexicans her chosen people. Guadalupe was identified with the woman clothed in the sun who appears in the Book of Revelations 12:1. He regarded this as a sign of Mexico’s eschatological vocation. Fr. Francisco de Florencia echoed these themes, and argued that the apparition of Guadalupe was a sign that Mexico was indeed Mary’s chosen nation. During the struggle for independence Servando Teresa de Mier wrote that the apparition indicated that Mexico had already been substantially Christian at the time of the conquest, and that Spanish rule was, therefore, illegitimate (Wolf 1958). Both the struggle for Mexican independence, and the Revolution of 1910, during which the Mexican people sought to restore the traditional rights of the peasant communities (Wolf 1969) were fought under the banners of La Morenita de Tepayac.


Contemporary Mexican and Mexican American theology has continued to develop this theme. Virgilio Elizondo argues that Guadalupe represents the new woman from whom the new humanity, la raza cosmica de las Americas will be born (Elizondo 1983: 43). One might even go so far as to suggest that in the context of Aztec tradition, she represents the sixth sun --an unexpected and everlasting sun born not of the blood of sacrificed warriors but of the labor of the macehualtin working together to cultivate the earth and build a new, more complex, and infinitely more beautiful world. 

II. Fatima and Conservative Marian Devotion

We have established clearly that at its roots Marian devotion is very far from being a reactionary social force --that in fact it articulates a profoundly progressive socioreligious dynamic rooted in the struggle of the peasantry to conserve the integrity of the ecosystem and the social fabric. But this does nothing to change the very clearly rightist political alignment of most contemporary Marian devotion in Europe and North America. There is no better example of this phenomenon than devotion to Our Lady of Fatima. Let us examine this question more closely.


There is nothing explicitly rightist in the story of Fatima itself. Indeed, there are many elements of the Fatima devotion which stress God’s clear choice to reveal himself to, and act on behalf of, the poor, against the faithlessness and betrayals of both the clergy and secular elites. A woman dressed in a simple white tunic, and holding two rosaries appears to three peasant children in Northern Portugal in May of 1917, and returns monthly until October. On one occasion, while the children are speaking with the Lady, several thousand people assembled for the occasion claim to see the sun leave its place in the sky and gyrate several times --and this in spite of the fact that the sky was overcast, and the sun previously hidden in the clouds. The event took place at a time promised to the children by the Lady. No unusual solar phenomena are recorded for that day. Finally the Lady identifies herself as the Immaculate Conception, and demands that people return to the faith and devote themselves to prayer and self sacrifice.


If only they heed my request, Russia will be converted and there will be peace. If not, she will spread her errors throughout the world, promoting war and persecution of the Church; the good will be martyred, the Holy Father will have much to suffer, various nations will be annihilated. But in the end, my Immaculate Heart will triumph. The Holy Father will consecrate Russia to me, she will be converted, and an era of peace will be conceded to humanity.

Before taking her leave, she confides a secret to one of the children, the substance of which has never been fully revealed.
 Then she departs (cf. e.g. McGrath 1950:18ff).


This vision draws a great deal from traditional apocalyptic themes: the Lady, the Sun, the promise of peace, the warning of tribulations yet to come. Apocalyptic tradition, we will remember, is nearly always an expression of the discontent of the popular classes (cf Cohen 1958) ‑‑in this case probably of the Catholic middle peasantry of North and Central Portugal. What, precisely, would have been the source of their discontent? Portugal during this period was undergoing a secular and liberal revolution, which was setting into motion a penetration of capitalist relations of production into the countryside, eroding the social fabric and undermining the structure of the village community. The revolutionary state was, furthermore, mounting a frontal assault on the religions traditions of the peasant community. 


Resistance to such a program of modernization and secularization is reflected in the specific content of the Fatima vision. The events, we will remember, transpired before the October Revolution. Lenin and the Bolsheviks were unknown to all but a very few. No one, not even the Bolsheviks themselves, imagined that by November Russia would be a Soviet Republic. The “errors of Russia” therefore, almost certainly refer in the minds of those who experienced and first heard of the vision, to the liberal February revolution ‑‑a revolution which no doubt seemed similar to Portugal’s own, rather than to the socialist revolution which had not yet occurred. The Fatima vision, in other words, originally had a fundamentally popular character, expressing as it did the resistance of the dispossessed rural elements to the pro-market “revolution” of the liberal bourgeoisie.


In the devotional literature, however, the political valence of the vision takes on another character entirely. First of all, the devotional literature reflects profound concern over the dangers of global annihilation, whether through nuclear war or some other technological menace. Second, anticommunism, rather than antiliberalism, is the political order of the day ‑‑though liberalism is attacked secondarily because of its inability to adequately contain the “communist menace.” Consider, for example, the very titles of the devotional tracts Fatima or World Suicide (McGrath 1950) or Russia Will Be Converted (Haffert n.d.). And consider the ominous significance of Fatima’s predictions of war and annihilation to a generation trying to come to terms with Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Clearly this is a literature that appeals to those who feel their world coming apart at the seams --for whom the outward confidence of the post war period lacks credibility, and who, in this sense, see more clearly than most the fragility of the American Dream and the Pax Americana on which it rests.


What are we to make of this complex symbolic structure? In order to understand the devotion to Our Lady of Fatima it is necessary to keep in mind the character of the postwar North American society in which this devotion found its most receptive audience. The war took the sons of farmers from small rural towns and of workers from tightly knit ethnic neighborhoods who were themselves just one generation removed from the village community, and molded them into a highly disciplined war machine. Then it returned them to a society characterized by unprecedented prosperity. A few returned to the old neighborhoods and attempted to reintegrate themselves into the world they had left. But as one women put it, “when the boys came back they just weren’t the same. Something had changed (oral testimony).” Most moved to new neighborhoods on the fringe of the cities, or to the suburbs. Their lives became increasingly dominated by career and consumption. Gradually market relations penetrated every sphere of life, eroding the residues of the village community which had been conserved by the urban neighborhood and the local parish or synagogue. The social fabric which for millennia had created the minimum conditions for human creativity was coming apart at the seems. 


Meanwhile, the war also brought to power a new generation of “experts.” Some of these experts continued to refine the weapons of destruction which had won the war and defeated fascism. Others turned their talents to “social engineering.” Drawing on a whole host of new disciplines which emerged from the war effort, such as information theory, cybernetics, game theory, decision theory, and general systems theory, they set about attempting to manage human social life on a rational basis. For all their talk of a “holistic, systems approach” however, these technocratic intellectuals failed to grasp the complex, radically interdependent and above all the self-organizing character of matter generally and of human societies in particular. They regarded human beings as social atoms, driven by a desire to consume, who could be manipulated by means of a series of purely external stimuli.


The results, of course, were not encouraging. The world slipped ever closer to nuclear annihilation. As market relations penetrated every sphere of social life, the social fabric disintegrated. The interventions of bureaucratic state structures, acting under the guidance of the technocratic intelligentsia, just seemed to make things worse. Rising levels of consumption dulled the social sensibilities of many, but for those who were left behind --especially for Euro-American workers who could not attribute their “failure” to racism-- the impact of these developments was devastating.


At the same time, these workers could hardly turn towards Communism. The war had forged a strong “patriotic” identity among these children of Italian, Irish, German, Slavic, and Jewish immigrants, who naturally identified with their new homeland in its geopolitical struggle with the Soviet Union. And while even the most backward variants of Soviet dialectical materialism were light years ahead of North American “social engineering,” dialectical materialism seemed to offer little to people whose principal problem was not poverty but rather the disintegration of the social fabric.
 


The anticommunism of the Fatima literature is itself an expression of dissatisfaction with developments in capitalist North America. Nowhere is communist economic doctrine or class analysis criticized. The communists are wrong, rather, because they teach that we are nothing more than “super animals” descended from the apes (Haffert n.d.:n.p.) --a teaching not of Marx, but of (a very bastardized) Darwin. Worse still, Marxism maintains that human beings are not free persons but just “cogs in the wheel of the social machine” (Haffert n.d.:n.p.). Workers and “organization men” in McCarthyite North America certainly knew well what that was like, and hardly wanted more. Finally, the communists taught atheism, which could never produce the kind of dedication shown by Jesus, who died on the cross for his fellow human beings, or by St. Francis of Assisi who provides the normative model for the imitation of Christ ‑‑a model Lenin himself acknowledged when he cried out on his deathbed, fearful of Russia’s future under Stalin, “If only we had seven men like St. Francis, we could have saved Russia.” (Haffert n.d.:n.p.)


Clearly this kind of anticommunism has nothing to do with promarket ideology or even with the privileged status of many Euro-American workers in the post war period. Indeed, there is less evidence here of attachment to rising levels of consumption and upward social mobility than we find in the liberal Catholic speeches of Mario Cuomo. The “anticommunism” of Fatima, on the contrary, represents an indirect protest against the bureaucratic and technocratic capitalism which dominated the postwar world, and the experience of the Euro-American Catholic working class, and points towards an eschatological future in which the humble of the earth, be they Portuguese peasant children or poor factory workers and clerks, will at long last be redeemed from the apocalyptic horrors created by the “best and the brightest.”


At the same time these concerns have, very definitely, become bound up with militant anticommunism of a distinctively authoritarian variety. Haffert, for example, tells the story of Fatima in such a way that Portugal becomes a kind of testing ground for the struggle between Catholicism and Communism. Santos, for example, who ruled Portugal in those days, becomes an “atheist dictator” who is little different from the Bolshevik Lenin, and who is, in fact, part of Lenin’s pincer strategy to encircle Europe, beginning with revolutions in the “weak links” of Russia and the Iberian peninsula. Santos subjects the children to torture ‑‑just like the Catholic martyrs behind the Iron Curtain during the Cold War-- and he does so (interestingly enough) with the collaboration of faithless clergy, who are compared to the collaborationist Russian Orthodox Church.


But all is not lost. As a direct result of the events at Fatima (even though it took place ten years later, in 1927), Portugal experienced a counter‑revolution, led by Catholic generals, who brought to power a man named Salazar. Consider Hafferts’ description of the Salazar dictatorship. Portugal became 


a republic run on democratic lines with free elections. Salazar lived in a modest bungalow [just like Chicago’s Mayor Daley!] setting an example of personal sacrifice, asking the people to make the solvency of their government a personal matter[!]. In one election after another he was approved in office without opposition. To any student of sociology and economics the “counter revolution” in Portugal begun by the events of Fatima and rising directly from them is most amazing. Not only is there the economic miracle ... But the Communists have been unable to stage a comeback (Haffert n.d.:n.p.) 

Salazar’s Portugal is Hafferts’ model for the conversion of Russia. Fatima also gets credit for the Christian Democratic victory in the Italian elections in 1948, and for the conversion of many Communists to the Catholic cause.


In order to advance the work of converting Russia, Haffert and others founded a group they call the Blue Army. While in reality the group is in no sense an army or even a militia, but rather a lay confraternity devoted to prayer (something which distinguishes the anticommunist organizations of the 1950’s from the extreme wing of the New Right today), it is organized on a military model as a self‑conscious counterforce to the Red Army of Stalin and his successors. Members even wear blue ribbons or buttons to symbolize their devotion to the anticommunist cause.


How has the anticommunist right been able to hegemonize the fundamentally progressive, antitechnocratic sentiment embodied in the devotion to Our Lady of Fatima? In order to understand this dynamic we need to recall that neither the marketplace, which treats individuals as social atoms who are related to each other in a purely external manner, nor bureaucratic structures (technocratic or socialist) which regard order as something imposed on matter form the outside, are very friendly to the organic social formations which make up the fabric of most working class communities --family, parish, etc. But the corrosive effects of the marketplace are invisible, mediated as it were by the apparently free decisions of morally responsible individuals, who appear to be “falling into sin.” Erosion of the social fabric under the pressure of the marketplace thus creates pressure to shore up moral standards and strengthen religious institutions, but not pressure to restrict the operation of market forces. Bureaucratic interventions, on the other hand, are highly visible and in fact often loudly proclaim their intention to “rationalize” traditional social structures. 


Gradually, over the course of the postwar period, the bourgeoisie was able to create an ideological dynamic which linked two very different types of “spontaneous” social formation in the minds of the people: traditional communal institutions such as the family, the neighborhood, and the parish, on the one hand, and the marketplace on the other. In its “high” form this ideology finds its expression in the neoliberal economics of the Austrian school. F.A. Hayek, for example, explicitly links spontaneity of the marketplace with that of the family, language, religion, etc. (Hayek 1988) and even argues their superiority to “socialist” bureaucracy on information-theoretical grounds.
 In its popular form this ideological dynamic takes the form of popular resistance to high levels of taxation, and to “government intervention” in general, on the two very different grounds that they restrict consumption and undermine “traditional family values.” The bourgeoisie was thus able to mobilize communitarian resistance to bureaucratic structures in the defense of the marketplace and against the international communist movement.


Marian devotions such as that to Our Lady of Fatima, which focused working class defense of the social fabric, and of the advanced self-organizing dynamic of the social form of matter, against communism and mechanism, played an especially important role in this larger strategy. Rather than resisting the encroachments of the marketplace, which was in fact responsible for the disintegration of their families and communities, Euro-American workers directed their wrath against communist infiltrators and bureaucratic social engineers.


The communist movement must, to be sure, take its share of the blame for the success of this strategy. Insofar as dialectical materialism regarded teleological organization as purely and simply a result of the human labor process, rather than as part of a self-organizing dynamic written into matter itself, it could never appreciate the complex and subtle way in which the social form of matter develops. Specifically, it never appreciated the vitally important role of the family, and of the neighborhood and the parish, which are residues of the old village community, in the development of human social capacities. It thus never really understood the principal complaint which most workers in advanced industrial societies have against the marketplace --that it undermines the social fabric-- and thus never grasped the revolutionary potential of their struggle to defend the social fabric. On the contrary, through bureaucratic methods and antireligious propaganda, they aligned themselves with the enemy, and opened the door to rightist mobilization of Marian devotion. 

Conclusion

It should be clear by this point that, far from being unambiguously conservative, Marian devotion is deeply rooted in the sufferings and struggles of the subaltern classes. It articulates the complex interpenetration of ecological, psycho‑sexual and economic forms of oppression to which these classes are subject, and it expresses hope in a new social order in which the creative self-organizing potential latent in all matter, and most especially in the social form of matter, will be unleashed. Where Marian devotion has aligned itself with the forces of reaction this is at least in part because the left itself has not understood the self-organizing potential latent in matter and thus the revolutionary significance of the workers’ struggle to defend the social fabric. 


The past quarter century has witnessed a profound scientific revolution which had altered fundamentally the way in which we see the universe. Unified field theories, complex systems theory, postdarwinian evolutionary biology, and anthropic cosmology have shattered the old atomistic and mechanistic paradigm and suggest that matter itself is fundamentally relational, self-organizing, and teleological in character. This scientific revolution opens up the road to the development of a new, synergistic
 world view, and a new, synergistic mode of social organization. It is increasingly apparent that complex organization develops neither through the imposition of “form” on dead matter from the outside, nor through the spontaneous operation of competitive processes such as natural selection or market forces across aggregates of fundamental participles which are related to each other only in a purely external manner. Complex organization, rather, is a product of the self-organizing dynamic inherent in matter which, at the social level, becomes fully conscious, purposeful, and teleological in character. The task of the “organizer,” whether parent, engineer, political leader, artist, scientist, philosopher, or religious leader, is, first and foremost, to identify new organizing dynamics, tap into them, draw out their latent potential, make conscious their internal contradictions, and drive towards a higher synthesis. 


As we work to develop this new synergistic mode of organization we will do well to tap into the rich mater/ialist spirituality conserved by the Marian traditions. 




    1  In agrarian societies the underlying order of the cosmos tends to be regarded as something distinct from matter.  This is because, due to the low level of development of human organizing capacities, human beings seem to play only a very limited role in the self-organizing activity of the cosmos.  The endless cycle of the seasons and the harmonious motions of the heavenly bodies, which were fixed for all eternity, seem infinitely better ordered, and thus more beautiful, than the pitiful creations of human beings, who are forever at the mercy of forces beyond their control.  This dynamic is reinforced by the emergence of the tributary state.  Even within the realm of human society, “ordering” and “organizing” appear increasingly as activities wholly distinct from the direct material production (the cultivation of food) in which the vast majority of people are engaged.  The notion thus develops that order is a pre-existing form imposed on matter from the outside, like the laws of a conquering monarch on a recalcitrant people.


	When the peasantry begins to resist the predations of the warlord state it at first simply taps into the sacral monarchic dynamic, and begins to put forth its own royal pretenders who promise to bring human society back into harmony with the divine cosmic order.  Gradually this impulse is rationalized, and the peasantry begins to look forward to the direct rule of God himself, (e.g. the Kingdom of God) or, at a later stage, under the influence of the emerging philosophical tradition, to a just social order organized in accord with the natural law, which itself forms part of a larger eternal law existing perfectly in the mind of God.  Thus the emergence of messianic religion and philosophical idealism which, their limitations notwithstanding, have a real social basis.


    � We should keep in mind that the Latin mater (mother) and materia (matter) share a common root.  This linguistic relationship suggests the existence of a profound link between the cult of the virgin mother and the conviction that matter itself, independent of any “form” acquired from the outside, is inherently self-organizing, and thus capable of being fertile, creative, powerful, knowing, loving, etc. In this sense, the cult of the Magna Mater might be regarded as a remote ancestor of dialectical materialism and of synergistic theory, which stress the relational, self-organizing, and teleological character of matter, much as messianic religion is the precursor of philosophical idealism and the natural law tradition.


	� This was a feudal privilege granting the landlord the right to sleep with any woman he chose on the night of her marriage. 


	� The Vatican’s claim that the secret predicted, in effect, the attempted assasination of Pope John Paul II merely carries the Vatican’s long-standing practice of attempting to use popular religion to its own benefit to new heights of absurdity. 


 	5 “Systems theory” is a diverse field which includes many different tendencies.  It is possible, however, to distinguish between a broadly positivistic trend, on the one hand, and an incipiently dialectical or synergistic trend on the other hand.  The positivist trend is characterized by a tendency to understand systems in atomistic and mechanistic terms as aggregates of discrete particles of matter or information which are related to each other in only a purely external way.  Organization is either something imposed on the system from the outside, or else something which emerges spontaneously through the operation of natural selection, the marketplace, etc.  But ultimately all organizing processes are reducible to mechanics. I would include in this “positivistic” tendency much, though not all, of the information-theoretical and game theoretical work developed by such cold-war theoreticians as Claude Shannon, Warren Weaver and John von Neumann. The dialectical trend, on the other hand, has increasingly stressed the relational, self-organizing, and teleological character of matter, in a way which converges with the most advanced elements in the dialectical idealist and dialectical materialist traditions.  Alexander Bogdanov (Bogdanov 1928/1980) was an early exponent of this trend, as was R. Buckminster Fuller (Fuller 1975-1979, 1981, 1992).  More recently this trend has won support from the emerging discipline of complex systems theory (Pines 1988, Campbell 1990, Zurek 1990), postdarwinian evolutionary biology (Waddington 1957, Lenat 1980, Denton 1985, Sheldrake 1981, 1989, Margulis 1991, and Wesson 1991), and “participatory” as opposed to “many worlds” interpreters of the anthropic cosmological principle.  The “General Systems Theory” of Ludwig von Bertallanfy (von Bertallanfy 1968) and his collaborators stands roughly in between these two trends.


	There is no better indication of the ultimate significance of cold-war positivistic “systems” thinking than the “physical eschatology” advocated by Tulane mathematician and cosmologist Frank Tipler.  Tipler argues that if complex organization is to survive into the far future of the universe, it must overcome its current dependence on carbon-based biochemistry. Complex organization, however, according to the information theoretical tradition, is simply a matter of “information content,” or, at the higher levels, of “information processing.”  In order for complex organization to survive to the Omega point, to the consummation of the universe, therefore, it is only necessary to insure that the system which exists at Omega be capable of complex information processing activity.  He proposes, therefore, that we develop, produce, and launch into space a “race” of self-replicating, intelligent machines, which he calls “von Neumann probes,” after cold war theoretician John von Neumann who developed the theory of self-replicating automata. These probes would spread throughout the universe, devouring matter, reproducing themselves, gradually evolving ever higher levels of intelligence.  Eventually they would organize all of the matter in the universe, and control its evolution as the universe collapsed back towards a final singularity, using the powerful energies available at this point in cosmic evolution to construct a universal supercomputer which, among other things, would run simulations of all previously existing systems, “resurrecting” them and consigning them to eternal bliss or eternal damnation in accord with its own sovereign decrees.  Tipler  provides sophisticated (if for all that not very convincing) arguments that this “final observer” would experience the last few micro seconds of the universe as an eternity, and that its “resurrected” simulations of earlier life forms would in fact be ultimately identical to the originals.


	What the information content approach to complex organization ignores, of course, is the fact that, as IBM scientist Charles Bennet has pointed out (Bennet 1988), the most complex systems of which we are aware --human beings and the social systems which they create-- are in fact intermediate in information content (or, what is the same thing, in negative entropy or order) between a crystal and a gas.  Far from conserving and developing the complex organization which we value, Tipler's plan, like most of the products of cold war social engineering, represents a real threat. Second generation Italian and Slavic workers (historic constituency of the devotion to Our Lady of Fatima) whose worlds are disintegrating around them anyway might be forgiven if they see in schemes like Tipler's shades of the old Beast of the Apocalypse.


	In a telephone conversation  in April of 1993, Gary Doolan, Director of the Center for Nonlinear Studies at the Los Alamos National Laboratory told me that his research teams have already developed robots which are able to “solder themselves together.”





	6 Dialectical materialism has generally recognized the relational and self-organizing character of the material world.  But it has stopped short of recognizing the teleological character of the matter, for fear that this would give ground to religious interpretations of cosmic evolution.  Teleology --purposeful organization-- has been regarded as a product of the human labor process. This leads dialectical materialists to neglect and devalue those aspects of human social reality which are logically “prior” to labor or conscious organizing activity: family life, and the complex web of informal relationships which characterizes the village community and its residues in the urban neighborhood.  Communist strategy in particular has tended to regard efforts to conserve this rich social fabric as essentially conservative and even “romantic and reactionary” in character.


	In its conviction that human labor is the sole origin of teleological organization and its infatuation with “conscious” leadership, dialectical materialism seems paradoxically “idealist,” at least by comparison with the feminist mater/ialism we have been excavating.


	7 Specifically, Hayek argues that the marketplace is able to encode and process more information regarding social interests and capacities than any centralized planning agency, and thus more effectively promotes the development of complex organization (Hayek 1988). 


	8 The term synergism derives from the Hellenic syn- (with) and -ergon (work) and is meant to suggest the dynamic self-organizing potential latent in matter itself, and the human capacity to tap into and develop this potential in new and ever more complex ways.






