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Part One:  Introduction

PRIVATE 

Part One


Introduction


It was, perhaps, inevitable that I should study the sociology of religion. After all, I grew up in a family which presented me every day with religious paradoxes and contradictions which awakened my mind early on to the very questions which this discipline is dedicated to resolving. From a very early age I was set on the road which, for young Catholic boys, is intended, at least, to lead to ordination to the priesthood. As soon as I could learn to read, my mother introduced me to the lives of the saints and would recite the rosary with me every night before bed.  When I got a bit older my father (who for as long as I could remember had been the President of the parish council) introduced me to the peculiar masculine world of the nocturnal adoration society. I became an altar server as soon as I was old enough, and --perhaps alone among my peers-- found the liturgy sufficiently compelling that I could pronounce with joy and fervor the words which the old liturgy, before the reforms of the Second Vatican Council, set aside specifically for those who filled the place of the acolyte. The priest would approach the altar, saying, “Let us enter unto the altar of God.”  I would answer, “To God who gives joy to my youth.”


Then there was my grandfather. 


My grandfather was one of those anticlerical but profoundly religious men unique to Latin culture whose very being shatters the categories in terms of which the Church/State settlement in the United States has been cast and forces the religious question out into the public realm. A blacksmith’s apprentice from Trapani in Sicily, he lost his mother at a young age and was forced into what was very nearly slavery before following the great waves of refugees from the destruction of the Sicilian economy by the Piemontese bourgeoisie (Mansueto 1985) during the early years of this century. Arriving in Brooklyn in 1917, he learned a new trade, becoming a pattern maker and fabric cutter, and later an organizer for the International Ladies Garment Workers Union and the American Labor Party. 


As a child he would take me on long walks through the Bushwick-Ridgewood section of Brooklyn.  It was on those walks that he introduced me to a very different world --and a very different sort of religion-- than the one with which I was growing up. On the one hand, he would have nothing to do even with the “reformed” post‑conciliar church.  Once when we were passing a church he stopped, turned towards me as though in a fury and said,


A priest he is a no good. He is a womanize and steals the people’s money.

He pulled out the ice pick which he always carried with him “for killa the scabs” and drew it across his throat saying, 


We fixa good. We killa. Excepta the friar.  They are on-a side of the poor.

Still, he was profoundly religious, and it is his spirituality, rather than that of my mother or my father, which I seem to have inherited.  Once, I showed him a picture of Our Lady of Sorrows, Maria Addolorata, being carried in procession on Good Friday in his native Trapani.  He looked closely at the picture, his face overwhelmed with an unspeakable sadness and said,


I know thata wom’.  She isa very sad.  The police they killa her son.  So sad she is, we worship her for it.  I am not sure, but her son I thinka they calla him Jes’.

It was only later that I discovered that my grandfather’s religion represented a survival of the very ancient Mediterranean cult of the Magna Mater XE "Magna Mater" , whose various forms, each of which articulated a distinct dimension of the aspirations, sufferings, and struggles of the peoples of the Mediterranean Basin, had been subsumed, albeit with significant patriarchal distortions, in the cult of the Virgin Mother.  Isis, the Great Cosmic Librarian, storehouse of Wisdom, Demeter, the Grain Mother, symbol of the peasants’ labor, staging a cosmic strike to liberate her daughter, Persephone, symbol of the ripe, harvested grain, from the forces of Pluto, the god of wealth --they were all there for him, just beneath the surface, in that image of Maria, of Miriam (the name means rebellion) searching for her captured son.  And even though it was only later, after decades of study, that I came to understand the significance of this ancient cult, from the time I was a child, it was always the image of Mary --a woman clothed in the sun, her skirt covered with stars like the night sky-- rather than that of Jesus which was most powerful for me.


Layered over the cult of the Magna Mater XE "Magna Mater"  was another, distinct form of religiosity, the true nature of which also took me years of study to uncover. “Excepta the friar ...”  My grandfather was also an heir to the tradition of Joachim of Fiore, the Calabrese Abbot who taught that the divine nature was fully present not in any one of the three persons of the trinity, but only in the community which exists between them, and that, furthermore, this divine nature is progressively revealed, even realized throughout history. The Age of the Father, what we would call tribal society, gives way to the age of the Son, rule by priests and kings, the tributary social order, which in turn gives way to the Age of the Holy Spirit, when all things will be held in common.  Joachim was the first thinker to offer a progressive vision of human history as an active participation in the life of God, and the first to argue that communism was both possible and necessary if humanity was to realize its place in God’s plan for the universe.  His vision captured the imagination of many members of the mendicant orders. Not surprisingly, many suffered excommunication or worse.  But others held out in the remote mountain villages of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno, passing the tradition on to lay confraternities, which then became a key constituency for the socialist movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Thus “... the friar, they are on the side of the poor.”


All this, however, came only much later.  For a boy of nine it was all a bit confusing. From the very beginning, therefore, religion became a question for me, rather than simply an answer.


My grandfather was not, however, the only one to pose the religious question for me. In a sense, much as they might later have regretted it, my parents themselves had a role in posing for me the questions which inevitably led me to turn away from the altar and then return to it only with new eyes. While my mother was busy cultivating my priestly vocation, my father in many if subtle ways cultivated a political vocation. Like many in his generation he had been inspired by Kennedy’s Camelot and perhaps saw in it a way to reconcile the values which had driven his own father’s frankly socialist vision with the capitalist reality of postwar American society. Kennedy’s assassination had left the task unfinished. Was his son the “once and future king” who would find the holy grail of social justice?


Both of my parents, furthermore, supported me in the pursuit of my third love, which was science: physical, biological, and eventually social. When I was still very young, they took me to the home of one of my father’s business associates who had a small telescope so that I could see the rings of Saturn. From then on I was deeply in love with the night sky.  Soon I had not only my own telescope, but also a small chemical laboratory, a microscope, terraria, and small animals of every kind. And we traveled. We journeyed to Rome and Athens. I followed Socrates’ path through the Agora and crawled though the catacombs of the old imperial capital.  I climbed the steps of the Great Observatory at Chichen Itza and entered the sanctuary of Bangkok’s Great Emerald Buddha.  I grew up feeling that each of these civilizations was my own, part of one great civilizational project, a project that extended back millennia, and which was about to open up into a bright and glorious new future for humanity. And I learned to appreciate the contributions of ordinary people to that project, people whose names would never be remembered: the people whose labor built the Parthenon and the Great Observatory, the Basilicas and the Pagodas, as well as the people who designed them.  Wandering through the narrow streets of the old Arab quarter in Palermo, or floating down the klongs of Bangkok, I came to know the tremendous beauty and energy of humanity.  Having seen what I had seen by the age of nine, I will never doubt humanity’s capacity for growth and development.


The Catholic Church, alas --even the reformed postconciliar Church of the late 1960s and early 1970s-- was not prepared for the questions I soon began to pose. I wanted to know how the big bang and Darwinian evolution could be reconciled with Catholic teaching regarding creation. I also wanted to know why God allowed the poverty I had seen in the slums of Port-au-Prince --and what, if anything, the Church was doing about it. 


It is not, of course, that the Catholic Church actually lacked the resources to answer these questions, but rather that it chose not to deploy those resources in a way which made them accessible to me. Religious education in those days had already degenerated into that amalgam of pious moralizing and psychologically intrusive attempts to be “relevant” which, I am convinced, effectively alienates every adolescent who comes into contact with it. By the time my father began pressing the Archdiocese of Chicago to find a priest who could engage me, I was already a self-proclaimed atheist and (not surprisingly) unreceptive to the lecture on the dangers of intellectual pride which the Rector of Holy Name Cathedral administered to me after a brief, ten-minute conversation regarding my “doubts.”  The second priest my father found simply told me it wasn’t important what I believed --so I left. 


The secularizing teachers at the elite preparatory school which I attended (Chicago Latin) were far more compelling.  After all, they had the past three hundred years of intellectual history on their side. They never, to be sure, took on religion directly.  Rather, they simply conveyed in passing that sentiment, characteristic of the secular intelligentsia, that “no reasonable person could ever believe in such things.”  And “such things” included, apparently, not only the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, but also God as such, and the ultimate meaningfulness and rationality of the world at large.  


The various different departments of the school conspired with each other unconsciously in this work. The department of mathematics eschewed a synthetic approach to mathematics based on geometric intuition and deductive proof in favor of the artificial and humanly contrived “rationality” of analytic geometry, to which we were introduced by the tenth grade. The science teachers railed endlessly against the “teleological world view,” and lobbied constantly in favor of the idea that life, reason, and human culture were ultimately the product of the random interactions of elementary particles, expressing no necessity higher than the fundamental laws of physics and chemistry.  The literature department, meanwhile, pushed Nietzsche and the existentialists, insisting that humanity could find no meaning in a world governed by the laws which physics discovered, but must, rather, create this meaning for itself.  The school’s adolescent literary intelligentsia took as its own the Sartrean slogan “Life begins on the other side of despair.”


Even so, my point of view could never have been described as nihilistic. On the contrary, I was firmly committed to the idea that human beings had to create the meaning which the universe itself lacked. For me this meant politics, the struggle for justice.  I was elected Vice President of the Student Council at my Junior High School, at age 12, as an open Communist, and the next year, when we moved to Chicago, became active in electoral politics, working first for George McGovern, and then for a number of progressive Democratic candidates for the Illinois state Assembly, learning the art of politics by struggling toe to toe with some of Mayor Richard J.  Daley’s most experienced precinct captains. By night I would read revolutionary novels--Malraux’s La conditione humaine, Gorky’s Mother--and began to find in the political struggle that sense of meaning and direction, and that experience of transcendent solidarity, which the Roman Catholic Church could no longer provide.  


It was in this frame of mind that I began my undergraduate studies at the University of Chicago --an institution fully as secular as Chicago Latin. Like most in that milieu, I took it for granted that the religious question --both for me and for the society has a whole-- had been resolved, and that the persistence of religion was simply a matter of cultural lag. It was, to be sure, unlikely that, given my history, I would have continued long in that attitude, but it was a very peculiar series of events indeed which forced the question for me once again, this time from the other side. During the Spring Quarter of my first year I took a course entitled “Alienation and Solidarity in Contemporary Literature,” offered by the Religion and Literature department of the Divinity School. The course was being offered by Jean Kellog, a Visiting Professor from Rosary College (now Dominican University), and the readings ranged from Dostoevsky (on whose Brothers Karamozov we spent fully half the quarter) through Faulkner and Teilhard. It was the first time that I had been exposed to a sympathetic but intellectually credible discussion of religious themes, and I could not help but be moved. 


That summer I traveled to San Francisco and found myself lured by a very attractive young woman to what I only later learned was a Unification Church compound in Mendocino County. After a few futile attempts at escape (my friend always caught me, and cried that I was abandoning her) I settled into their routine. Mornings were spent in the fields, cultivating zucchini and other garden crops; afternoons were absorbed in lectures on Unificationist theology. In the evening Lydia and I would walk together and talk, arguing under the summer stars. Their theology was profoundly unattractive, but I found myself joining the debate with Lydia not from an atheistic standpoint, but rather from the point of view of the traditional philosophical theism shared by Maimonides, Ibn Rusd, and Thomas Aquinas. 


When I returned to Chicago (something which required that I threaten the leaders of the San Francisco Unification Church with kidnapping charges, and which involved a terrible parting with Lydia) I attended Paul Ricoeur’s lectures on “Ideology and Utopia,” and began to steep myself in the writings of Hegel and Marx, Lukacs and Althusser.  But I also developed, thanks to the efforts of a medieval historian by the name of Karl Morrison, a sense of the larger philosophical tradition of which these revolutionary thinkers are the heirs. So I pored over Plato and Aristotle, Augustine and Aquinas, Teilhard and Maritain.  Somewhere, between the arguments of the Platonists and the Aristotelians, the Thomists and the Hegelians, I found satisfying rational arguments for the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe and the existence of God. 


It was during this same period that I began my tumultuous romance with dialectical materialism. It was already clear to me (the efforts of my neoliberal professors at the University of Chicago notwithstanding) that the marketplace was not an adequate mechanism for centralizing and allocating society’s surplus product.  At the same time, dialectical materialism seemed to have lost the sense, which I treasured in Hegel, that human history was part of a great cosmic evolutionary process, the process of God’s own, gradual, self-realization, the sense that we are here for a reason, to add something to the universe, in favor of an ultimately more somber view of humanity as an island of meaning and order in an ultimately meaningless and chaotic universe.  This sense of ontological rootlessness troubled me, and even in the late 1970s I had a sense that it had something to do with the historical failures of the communist movement. Already, by the time I was nineteen, what would become my principal intellectual life-task was laid out for me: a rectification of the dialectical tradition which would restore the metaphysics which Marx had stripped away, while conserving and developing his critique of the market order, something which would eventually require that I engage the many critiques of rational metaphysics which had been advanced since the end of the eighteenth century, which argued that the task was either impossible on logical (Ayer), epistemological (Kant), or scientific (Engels) grounds or in fact actually spiritually damaging and/or politically oppressive (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Levinas, Derrida). 


This was not, however, the direction in which life first took me. Rather, I found myself on a long but ultimately very productive detour into the sociology of religion. This happened for a number of reasons. First, it was already clear to me as an undergraduate that the sort of philosophy which I wanted to do was no longer really regarded as academically respectable. It was possible to be a scholar of Aristotle or of Hegel, but not to actually write Aristotelian or Hegelian philosophy, at least not of the systematic sort which attracted me. And the Department of Philosophy at the University of Chicago was dominated by analytic philosophers, so that my interests found a better, if still very inadequate home in the Divinity School than in the Humanities Division. More important, however, were certain key historical and autobiographical events. By the time that I received my B.A. in August of 1977, the religious question had ceased to be a merely personal concern. News of the strange alliance between Catholics and Marxists in Latin America changed radically the political context of the question just as I was steeping myself in both the Catholic philosophical tradition and in dialectics. The United States had just elected a centrist President who made no secret of his Evangelical commitments, while the evangelical right was rapidly gaining strength. Within two years the Islamic Revolution in Iran would add still another dimension to the problem.


The personal side of the question was, furthermore, soon given a new dimension. After finishing my undergraduate work at the University of Chicago, I decided that I wanted some new perspectives, so I spent two years in New Haven, at Yale University, where I received an M.A. in Religion --and an education in Protestantism, becoming intensely aware of the culturally still very subaltern position of Catholics generally and of Italian Americans like myself. This struggle was fought out on two levels. On the one hand, the faculty of the Divinity School at Yale made war on philosophy and its claims in the religious arena. Unlike my professors at the University of Chicago, most of whom at least tolerated my Hegelianism, the Yale theologians taught that reason could at best pose theological questions, but that the answers always came from faith, and that the human drive towards knowledge, far from being authentic love of God, was simply a kind of refined selfishness.  Christian love was always self-effacing and self-sacrificial. The cross, which defied all reason, was the norm for Christian belief and action. 


At the same time, being an Italian American at Yale meant crossing cultural battle-lines which were all the more obvious to me because I continued to be involved in local politics as a precinct worker for the De Lauro family. I loved walking the little Polish and Italian and Puerto Rican neighborhoods during election times, entering houses filled with the strong smell of kielbasa and garlic and chicharón. The studied reserve and moralizing reformism of my Protestant fellow-students --and not a few of the more assimilated Catholics who made up fully 40% of the student body at the Divinity School-- seemed to me by comparison to be a denial of everything good and strong and alive. The tension was compounded for me by the death of my grandfather in the Autumn of 1977, which refocused my attention on the different world I had entered as a child whenever I was with him, and which I was determined would not die with him, and by long discussions with an elderly Lithuanian Jew by the name of Al Science, who served as my political mentor in New Haven, and who joined the skills of a Chicago ward heeler with the wisdom of a Talmudic scholar. He was, needless to say, far more compelling than most of my professors at Yale. 


During this period it also became clear that my prospects for any kind of academic career were dim indeed.  It was already apparent in the late 1970s that the academic job market was tight and getting tighter.  It was also already apparent that the kind of philosophy I wanted to write was very much out of fashion. My teachers viewed my work with the sort of amused respect that is generally reserved for the most advanced products of other cultures which one secretly regards as backward and outmoded. They seemed to assume that I was a bright enough that I would eventually grow out of my infatuation with systematic philosophy and bow to the norms of the contemporary, postmodern academy. Until then, they made it clear, I was unlikely to find the kind of academic sponsorship which is necessary for an academic career.  I nonetheless applied to the doctoral program in Ethics and Society back at Chicago, figuring it would at least be intellectually more rigorous and stimulating than what I had found at Yale, but was turned down.  I frankly had no idea what I was going do after I became a “Master of Arts in Religion.” 


In 1979, I returned to Chicago. I taught Religion at Mother Guerin High School for less than a full term before being dismissed for heterodoxy and for refusing to enforce the school’s repressive disciplinary regime.  I had no prospects for employment whatsoever when I saw a notice at the University of Illinois that the History Department was recruiting interviewers for an oral history project studying Italian immigrants and their descendants in the Chicago metropolitan area. I was hired, and soon became lead interviewer.  The interviews which I conducted later became the basis for my doctoral dissertation, which I completed at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley in 1985.  The people I met and came to know shaped me forever.  I was able to re-enter, now with a more mature intellectual perspective, the world into which my grandfather had introduced me --a world of labor militance and revolutionary secret societies, of an often frankly pagan devotion to the Magna Mater XE "Magna Mater"  and of crypto-Joachite doctrine, all preserved behind the storefronts of quiet neighborhoods on Chicago’s West Side. 


During this same period, I entered more deeply into the realm of revolutionary politics. Those were heady days for the left.  The economic stagnation of the 1970’s seemed at long last to be opening up into a real crisis, and municipal governments all around the country were in disarray.  In just over one year, the city of Chicago faced strikes by teachers, police, and firemen, turned the public hospital over to Hyatt Corporation, and raised transit fares by 66%.  To many of us it seemed there was a real opening for the left.  Then in 1980 Ronald Reagan was elected president, and when his program was announced it seemed that we might be able to draw together --under communist leadership no less-- a broad front of resistance to austerity and militarism.  And so I threw myself into the struggle, building a small community organization in West Englewood, preaching on the virtues of socialism in a tiny Lutheran Church, and serving on the steering committees of several ill-fated “united front” and “popular front” formations.  I was even named “Secretary of Transportation” in former Chicago Alderman Dick Simpson’s “shadow government” for the State of Illinois!  By August, however, it became apparent that we had no base outside the ethnic minority communities, where despair and social disintegration made organizing almost impossible.  Our base organizations atrophied as the real implications of Reagan’s victory began to take hold of the popular consciousness, and our united fronts and popular fronts disintegrated in a frenzy of sectarian strife. Clearly we needed to give more thought to just how to engage the working classes in what was, after all, supposed to be their struggle for liberation.


In 1981, I moved to San Francisco, where I continued my studies, pursuing a doctorate in Religion and Society at the Graduate Theological Union at the University of California at Berkeley. I had been drawn there because the place had a reputation as one of the intellectual centers of the Christian left, and I hoped to find some support and assistance in my intellectual and political project. By the time I arrived, however, this center was already disintegrating. Among the faculty, only Marvin Chaney and Norman Gottwald, who had pioneered the application of social scientific methods to the Hebrew scriptures, could really be called supportive, but my interests were rather broader and my project more ambitious than theirs. The rest regarded me with the same mixture of respect and incredulity which had damned me at Yale.


During this period I steeped myself in the social sciences, mastering political economy and political and ideological analysis in the Marxist tradition. Samir Amin and the dependency and world systems theorists were especially important to my thinking on economics; Gramsci, Althusser, Poulantzas and (the earlier) Laclau and Mouffe to my thinking on politics and ideology. I also immersed myself in the works of Durkheim, whose theory of religion seemed to me to complement Marx’s nicely.  Durkheim explained the underlying genesis of religion in the collective effervescence of ritual and revolutionary upheaval, something which explained its progressive political potential; Marx analyzed the alienation which affects religious forms under various social formations. Weber, on the other hand, did nothing for me, and it was only much later, as a result of my philosophical studies, that I was able to fully understand his position --which I now reject even more firmly than I did at the time. 


During this period I also completed my initiation into the communist movement. I joined what was then the Communist Workers Party, a mostly Asian and African American group of Maoist origins, which was undergoing a period of self-examination, but I was suspended within a matter of weeks for “violations of democratic centralism,” and soon resigned.  This did not, however, end the relationship.  The party continued, largely of its own accord, what amounted to a cross between an “investigation” of my “case” and an open-ended theoretical dialogue.  My work was never published in party journals because, I was told, my critiques of atheism would be regarded as “too controversial.” But they were widely circulated among the party leadership, and seemed to have some influence. In 1985, the party dissolved and reconstituted itself as the New Democratic Movement. The new strategy called for positioning cadre in key institutions, and struggling for “cultural hegemony.” There was a significant overture to the religious left, religious traditions being recognized as one of many bridges to the formation of what was now called “postindustrial society,” along with new technologies, democratic struggles, etc.  The party did not, however, accept my critique of atheism, and indeed, sympathy for this aspect of my position seemed to be stronger among the more orthodox Maoists, particularly those of Asian immigrant origin, than among partisans of the new thinking, who had absorbed more than a little of North American “new left” culture, with its incipient postmodernism.  In 1986 I somewhat reluctantly rejoined the new formation, but the “new line,” as it was called, never caught on, and the organization disintegrated within a matter of two or three years, leaving little more than a mailing list and an unemployed former general secretary.


It was this context which framed my move into the sociology of religion and which posed the problems addressed in the first two essays in this collection.  The larger metaphysical question of just how one grounds a critique of the market order has its practical counterpart in the problem of legitimating socialism in a period in which the dominant outlook is skeptical and individualistic. It seemed clear to me, as I reviewed current developments in both the United States and the Third World, that far from being an obstacle to the development of mass socialist movements, religion --perhaps religion of a very specific kind-- was in fact an essential precondition. But I needed to demonstrate this --and to understand why. I also had to account for what was the obvious fact that religion often did serve the interests of exploitative ruling classes. What is more, I had before me a body of empirical evidence --the interviews I had conducted in 1980-1981, in Chicago, which I could use to document my claims regarding the affinity between religion and socialism, and analyze in order to find an explanation for this affinity. 


The first two essays in this book represent the first fruits of this labor. “Blessed Are the Meek ... “ is a summary of my doctoral dissertation, completed in 1985, and first published in the Proceedings of the American Italian Historical Association for that year. It documents the existence of a popular, anticlerical Christianity centered on Marian devotion with its roots in the ancient cult of the Magna Mater XE "Magna Mater"  and on the cult of the Gesu Socialista in the peasant milieu from which most Italian immigrants emerged and shows that this tradition played an important role in generating socialist consciousness in both Italy and in Italian immigrant communities in the U.S. The paper links the decline of immigrant socialism to the decision by the Communist Party to liquidate the language federations, and to the destruction of national parishes in the United States by Cardinal Mundelein and other elements in the U.S. Catholic hierarchy, as well as to the dissolution of the urban immigrant communities under the pressure of the postwar boom. At the same time, I document the persistence of elements of the tradition --for example in the speeches of Mario Cuomo, and argue that these survivals provide the best hope for a revival of socialism in the Italian American community --and by extension in other Euro-American ethnic communities as well.


The second essay, “Religion, Solidarity, and Class Struggle,” first published in Social Compass in 1988, attempts to draw out the theoretical implications of my empirical research.  I show the roots of Marx’s critique of religion in an essentially bourgeois problematic centered on individual autonomy and argue instead for a Durkheimian-Gramscian synthesis in which religion is fundamentally an expression of human solidarity --and atheism its negation, and thus a means of bourgeois ideological hegemony. I also develop at length the Gramscian claim that Marxism emerged as a result of a series of intellectual and moral reforms within the Christian tradition, and argue that this process must continue --and that the communist movement must reject Marxist atheism if it is to fulfill its historic vocation: the creation of a classless and communal social order.


In retrospect the analysis behind these papers seems more Durkheimian, the politics more Maoist, and the spirituality more Franciscan than anything I could currently embrace. I am more inclined now to read the role of religion in legitimating socialism in terms of its role in grounding an ethics which is at least implicitly critical of the market order, rather than narrowly in terms of solidarity. I am more inclined to see the Soviet experiment in a positive light than I was at the time these essays were written. And I am far less comfortable with the notion that a socialist spirituality must above all be one of solidarity and self-sacrifice --though both, to be sure are often required by revolutionary struggle.  But I believe the insights contained in the essays are still fundamentally valid.  The story behind my change in perspective will be told in Part Two.



