


CHAPTER ONEPRIVATE 


THE REDEMPTION OF THE LAND

I.  The Roots of the Tradition: Popular Religion and Socialist Consciousness
Italian immigrant socialism, and the Italian socialist movement out of which it emerged, had deep roots in the popular religion which the immigrants brought with them from their homeland.  This religion mingled pagan elements ──in particular the cult of the Virgin, which had its roots in the diverse cults of the grain goddess and the other female deities of the ancient Mediterranean── with a particular strain of Christianity deriving from the Joachite controversies of the late middle ages.  This popular tradition provided an explanation of the suffering of the peasantry which, while cast in mythological form, reflected a real awareness of the realities of economic exploitation and of the oppression of women.  Furthermore, it embodied values of equality and solidarity which stood in marked contrast to the bourgeois individualism which characterized the culture of Risorgimento Italy and of late nineteenth and early twentieth century North America.  Because of this, Italian popular religion proved fertile soil for socialist ideas.  


A. Elements of the Popular Tradition


1. The Cult of the Virgin

The cult of the virgin, which lies at the very heart of Mediterranean popular religion, exemplifies with particular clarity the less eschatologically oriented type of pre‑political class consciousness.  The Italian form of this cult, while certainly incorporating Christian elements,  has its deepest roots in the cult of Demeter.  It must, therefore, be understood against the background of 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 Pluto, 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 Mercury, sent by Zeus as an emmisary, Pluto 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 Pluto 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 his 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 centuries and even 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.  "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 Adollorata, the "Mother of Sorrows." Each Good Friday in Trapani and other Sicilian towns the Madonna Adollorata is carried from church to church 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).  

In a culture known for its machismo, the cult of Mary serves as a powerful reminder of the suffering and endurance of women in the fact of the worst oppression.

The cult of the virgin embodies an understanding of sin and evil which is very different from that of orthodox Christianity, and one which points, albeit implicitly and in a clearly pre‑political fashion, towards a vision of salvation centered on real inner‑worldly social transformation.  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 time Mary had to spank the child Jesus, his divine status notwithstanding.  And Mary herself, immaculate conception or no, had her childhood moments over the knees of St. Anne (oral testimony).  Statues of the 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.  Marian symbolism mediated to the Sicilian people a deity who identified with them enough not to damn them forever for their sins, and who was herself not above the indignity of a spanking.  Clearly we are dealing here with collective representations of the solidarity not of the state or even of the village community, but rather of the immediate family.

One should note that the cross has very little redemptive significance in this tradition.  It is regarded 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 the rule of God to be established among them.

Sicilian Marian symbolism is not exclusively maternal, and speaks not only of suffering and compassion but of hope and liberation.  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 a s peasant girl, holding a book, her eyes filled with eschatological expectation (1980: 113).  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.  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, popularly known as the patron of these suffering from eye diseases, and in particular as protectress against the malocchio, had her own eyes put out for adhering to the subversive faith the Christians.  Santa Agatha was stripped naked in public and slowly and excruciatingly relieved of her breasts for the same offense (Birnbaum 1980: 134).  The healing power of the saints derives form their defiance of the "powers and principalities of the world," which, as we have seen are also the forces behind the chaotic and oppressing forces of nature.  The patron of Palermo, Santa Rosalia, renounced her family and her wealth, and retired to a hermitage in the mountains above the city. Her renunciation is a symbol of solidarity with the poor of the Palermitano.  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 Mary, therefore, far from being a conservative 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 of 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 hope of the people in a future in which sexuality will no longer be bound up with power and domination, when the fertility of the soil will no longer be bound up 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).  


2. Joachism

To the pre‑political class consciousness embedded in the essentially pagan cult of the virgin, Italian popular religion joined its own peculiar type of Christianity, a Christianity deriving from the Joachite prophecies and the radical Franciscanism of the late middle ages.  In order to understand the significance of this tradition, it is necessary to set it within the larger context of Christian theology.

The earliest roots of Christianity lie in the religion of ancient Israel.  Recent research suggests that Israel herself emerged out of the resistance of marginalized peasants in the hill country of Judah, Ephraim and Galillee to the exploitation of the Canaanite warlords,  and to the Egyptian empire which dominated the region (Gottwald 1979).  These peasants forged a new social order characterized by communitarian land tenure, intense suspicion towards the sacral monarchy which prevailed in the region, and a religious structure centered on fidelity to the "covenants" which established this system. The dynamic of rationalization which this experience set in motion led ultimately to the emergence of Pharisaic Judaism, which located the center of religious meaning not in the temple cult but rather in fulfillment of the law --i.e. in maintaining the right order of the community.  

Christianity originated as a messianic sect within Judaism, characterized by both a radically reformist attitude towards the structures of Jewish life and profoundly anti‑imperial sentiments.  Jesus shared with the Pharisees a commitment to the reorganization of Jewish life in a way which put the center of Judaism not in the temple cult, but in ethical conduct, in doing the will of God, and in organizing society in a manner consistent with the revolutionary ethical traditions embedded in the Hebrew scriptures. (Pawlikowski 1982: 92‑93)."   He joined to an essentially Pharisaic Judaism something of the popular religion of the Galilean peasantry out of which he emerged:  a rather powerful dose of pre‑political class consciousness, and an intense eschatological expectation, which are not otherwise attested for Pharisaism.  

The Christianity which developed in the great Hellenistic cities, and which eventually became the dominant religion of the late empire and of feudal Europe, was, however, a very different matter.  The social conservatism of Christendom was rooted in its fundamental dogmatic claim ──i.e. that Jesus of Nazareth was not only a rabbi or even a prophet, but was in fact the risen Lord, God's messiah, who had ushered in the final days before the establishment of the Kingdom.  This claim, juxtaposed with the obvious fact that the world remained unredeemed, almost inadvertently forced a redefinition of salvation in an increasingly otherworldly direction.

This is apparent as early as the time of Paul.


But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the law and the prophets bear witness to it, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.  For there is no distinction; since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified by his grace as a gift through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation by his blood, to be received by faith (Rom 3: 21‑25).  

Paul redefines radically the meaning of messianic expectation.   For Paul the messiah has already come and gone without either liberating Israel or seeing to it that God's will is done on earth as it is in heaven.  His liberating work consisted neither in promoting ethical conduct nor in catalyzing a social revolution, but rather in giving up his life as an expiatory sacrifice for the sins of all humanity.  When he comes again he will meet his followers not in the synagogue and marketplace, or even on the battlefield at Megiddo, but "in the sky (1 Thess 4: 18)."  This meant rejecting both the Pharisaic project of reorganizing the people of Israel into an effective force for social transformation, and the revolutionary project of liberation from Rome.  As the generations passed the element of eschatological expectation would disappear entirely from orthodox Christianity, and  the work of the messiah would be refined entirely in terms of a sacrificial expiation from the guilt of sin accessible to all who had faith in the risen Christ.

This theological shift had definite political implications.  While Paul condemned the contempt in which the Roman ruling classes traditionally held the poor -- a contempt which seemed to be very much in evidence in his congregations (1 Cor 1: 26‑29, Philippians 2:5‑8, 1 Cor 13), he does not command the wealthy  members of his Corinthian congregation to share their wealth with the poor, as was the custom in the Jerusalem community, (Acts 4:32) but only to refrain from turning the Eucharist into an occasion for conspicuous consumption (1 Cor 11: 17‑22;  Theissen 1982: 145‑174).  He does not command Philemon to manumit the Christian slave Onesimus, but only to treat him as a brother in Christ.  Indeed, Paul forbids political resistance of any kind.


... there is no authority except from God.  Therefore he who resists the authorities resist what God has appointed, and those who resist incur judgment (Rom 13: 1─2).

Christianity, unlike the messianic Judaism of Jesus and his earliest followers, had become a very conservative religion.  It was just precisely this paternalistic conservatism which made Christianity so attractive to the ruling classes of the late Empire (Theissen 1982, Mansueto 1989, Kyrtatis 1987).

This did not, to be sure, blot out the "dangerous memory" of the teachings of Jesus, or of the revolutionary ethics embedded in the traditions of the Hebrew Scriptures.  But this memory was dimmed by the Christological complex in which it was embedded, and supported revolutionary action only rarely, and then usually in the form of a hopeless insurrection.

Transformation of Christianity into a consistently revolutionary ideology, presupposed a rupture with the otherworldliness implicit in the claim that Jesus of Nazareth is the messiah.  It is little wonder that throughout the late imperial period, Judaism exerted a profound attraction on the urban masses of the Eastern Mediterranean, who had an opportunity to come into contact with the diaspora communities.  To be really effective as a mass ideology however, this transformation had to take a shape which was at least outwardly Christian.  This, precisely is the significance of the Joachite ideology which exercised such a profound influence on the development of Italian popular religion.

Joachim of Fiore was born around 1135 in Celico, in the  region of Calabria.  Some have said he was of Jewish descent.  After many years as a Benedictine,  rising to become abbot of Corazzo, he received permission to  found an order of hermits dedicated to ascending the mountain  of contemplation in remoteness and austerity, and retired to  the community of San Giovanni in Fiore, where he began to  produce a series of commentaries on the scriptures.

Through his long years  of prayer and study, Joachim arrived  at a new understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity, and of  its relationship with salvation history.  While the  scholastics, following Peter Lombard, held that the essence  of God existed separately from the persons, Joachim argued  that the unity of God could be understood only as an  interpenetrating community of persons, which was the perfect  realization of  divine charity  ‑‑a kind of prefiguration of  the classless and communal society of the Kingdom of God.   His doctrine is in this regard, more in continuity with  certain strains of the Orthodox tradition (cf Osthathios  1979:59‑79) than with Roman Catholic doctrine, and some have  argued that this reflects the persistence of Greek and  Albanian influence in the Mezzogiorno (Reeves 1976:3)  At the  same time, unlike the Orthodox, Joachim regarded the  historical process as the progressive and gradual realization  of the communal reality of the Trinity.  Each person was, he  argued, especially expressed in a particular "status," or  state of human history.  These states are not precisely ages,  but rather successive but overlapping stages int the  development of human social existence.  Thus the first  status, which corresponds to the activity of the Father, is  governed by the order of married men, and is thus  characterized by patriarchal rule.  The second status, that  of the Son, is associated with the clerical order and with  rule by priests and kings, of whom Christ is the perfect  exemplar.  The third status, that of the Holy Spirit, is  associated with the monastic order.

During the third status, all will live in community, under  the direction of a Spiritual Father, who resembles an abbot  more than an Emperor or a Pope.


They will have their own houses, but food and clothing  will be in common. . . the surplus will be taken from  those that have more and given to those who have less so  that there may be no need among them, but all things held  in common (in McGinn 1979:114‑48)

The transition to this new status was to be catalyzed by two  new religious orders: the first an order of contemplatives,  the second an order of preachers.

Joachim resolved, or at least mitigated, the political‑theological contradiction implicit in the claim that Jesus was the messiah, and laid the groundwork for a movement to reorganize the church into an effective force for promoting social transformation.  First of all,  he effectively displaced the drama of the cross and resurrection from the center of Christian doctrine in favor of a theory of redemption through concrete social‑historical transformation.  Indeed, Joachim's effort to penetrate behind the symbolic forms of religious language to the real historical content which these symbols at once disclose and conceal  ──to see in plenitudo intellectis, rather than through the dark eyes of faith── laid the groundwork for a progressive rationalization of Christian doctrine, and ultimately for its displacement by a scientific theory of human history.  In this sense Joachism must be regarded as an historical precursor of the Marxist tradition.  

Second, Joachim's reassertion of  community as the principal virtue of the  religious life, and his devaluation of clergy as a superseded  historical order (what Gramsci would later call "traditional  intellectuals") in favor of religious orders of a new kind  threatened profoundly ideological and institutional fabric of  the Catholic feudal bloc, of which the order of the clergy  were the principal mediators.  When then eventually took shape in the mendicant movement so the late middle ages, Joachim's new orders  threatened to become, in effect "organic intellectuals of the  peasant masses."  This doctrine set the stage for the emergence of a new type of leadership organization, which claims to be the authentic interpreter of the Christian tradition, in opposition to the magisterium, and which is devoted explicitly to the task of promoting social transformation.  The new orders are the precursor of the modern revolutionary organization.

Soon members of the left wing  of the Franciscan order began to integrate Joachim's  teachings with their own founder's insistence on a radical  interpretation of the vow of poverty.  The Franciscan  teaching on poverty had been subversive from the beginning.   Where previous religious orders regarded poverty primarily as  a form of spiritual discipline, which assisted the monk in  his struggle to grow in the virtues of faith, hope, and  charity, and to ascend the mountain of contemplation, for St.  Francis poverty was an integral part of a  spirituality centered on a literal and rigorous imitation of  Jesus and his disciples.  For the early Franciscans, Christ  was especially present in the poor peasants and popolino  among whom they lived and worked.  Objectively, the Franciscan understanding of poverty was an implicit critique of the exploitative social relations and the irrational use of wealth which characterized the feudal ruling classes.

Franciscan poverty, and the Franciscan presence among the  poor threatened to undo in a matter of decades the centuries  of scriptural commentary and theological disputation through  which the Church had suppressed the subversive implications  of Jesus' counsel to the rich young man (Matt 19:16‑30, Mark  10:17‑31, Luke 18:18‑30), and it called radically into  question the economic integration of the clergy with the  nobility which formed the material basis for the Catholic‑ feudal bloc.  A church which upheld poverty as a religious  virtue, could hardly serve as the principal ideological apparatus of the feudal ruling classes.  Because of this the  order soon came under attack.  The majority, increasingly  drawn to the new ideological center of gravity in the  universities agreed to modify their doctrine of poverty first  to permit use, and later to permit ownership of lands and  buildings as well as personal goods.  They were eventually  forced by the Vatican, and against their will, to renounce  their belief in the radical poverty of Jesus and the  disciples, which was, in a sense, the ideological foundation  of the order.  A substantial minority, however, who became  known as the Spirituals, resisted these changes and were  subjected to persecution. (cf Leff 1967, McGinn 1979).

The Spirituals found in the teachings of Joachim the  justification for their resistance, and the basis for a hope  that they, and the poor peasants and popolino with whom they  stood, would soon be vindicated.  Driven from their  monasteries, they retreated to hermitages high in the  mountains of South and Central Italy, where they took to  copying and interpreting the works of Joachim, and from which  they occasionally descended into the villages to preach and  teach.  Their teachings varied considerably, but most held  that the spirit of life had abandoned the "carnal" Church of  the secular clergy, the masters of arts, and the nobility,  and that St. Francis had represented a second, spiritual  advent of Christ, marking the beginning of the long period of  tribulations which was to precede the advent of the Third  Status.  The more extreme treatises are filled with visions  of a mass slaughter of the priests and the nobility.  By most accounts they played a central role in the numerous peasant revolts of the late middle ages. (Reeves  1967:126‑134, 151‑154, 1969:195‑210, Leff 1967:195‑255).  

These fraticelli, as they came to be called, together with  the small circles of lay supporters they gathered around  themselves, served, in effect as organic intellectuals of the  peasant masses, forming the basis for the emergence of the  tradition of autonomous, anticlerical popular Christianity  characteristic of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno  ──a tradition which ultimately bore fruit in the Christian socialism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

At just what point the fraticelli themselves disappeared we  cannot say for sure.  Perhaps some still dwell in the high  mountains of Basilicata, awaiting the day when the now  prolonged period of tribulations will come to an end, and the  status of the Holy Spirit will at long last begin.  But their  tradition has been carried through the generations by the lay  confraternities through which the men of the villages, ever  disdaining the sanctuaries of the priests, have developed their own, autonomous Christian tradition, faithful to the  spirit of Francis and Joachim, and of Jesus himself.  


B. The Popular Consciousness of the Nineteenth Century Italian Peasant

The average Italian peasant of the nineteenth century was not, to be sure, engaged in political interpretations of Marian devotion, in prophetic speculations of the Joachite variety, or in theological polemics over the true meaning of Franciscan poverty.  But the amalgam of religious traditions which characterized the italian countryside, including both the gentile cult of the virgin, and the Joachite version of Christianity propagated by wandering fraticelli, left behind a pre‑political class consciousness which made fertile ground for the emergence of a rationalized, political socialism in the years following the Risorgimento.

There was, and is to this day, to be sure, an element of "practical magic" in the religion of the peasant masses.  In any agrarian society, where  the productive process remains more or less opaque, the  silent growth of the seed beneath the soil as much the work  of the dark and hidden forces of the earth as of human labor,  the harvest forever at the mercy of the benign or malevolent  interventions of the heavens, the cosmos will remain a  mystery, and elements of "nature religion" will survive (cf  Belo 1981:16‑18).  And wherever social life remains  invincibly local, wherever the commune and the paese is more  important than the state, local and municipal gods will  survive, and indeed flourish, alongside the remote figure of  the High God.  As Durkheim pointed out, the idea of a high  god only originates when some kind of international  consciousness is present; so long as such consciousness is  weak, the person of the high god will remain on the margins  of religious consciousness.  We should hardly be surprised,  therefore, if, where the commune and the paese are  experienced as benign and  even benevolent communities, and  the state as remote and either threatening or ineffective,  the deities or saints of the locality should be regarded with  affectionate reverence and familiarity ‑‑and even punished  occasionally like naughty children‑‑ while the high god is  mostly ignored.  

Thus, a Sicilian peasant to this day will tell you that if one is having  trouble with  donkeys, one consults San Erasmo.  If, on the contrary, it is  the sheep  which are acting up, say a prayer or make a vow to  San Pasquale.  San Luca specializes in the raising of cattle,  San Antonio oversees the pig sty.  And so on (Sereni  1968:195).  Each town further has its own patron, who  functions in a manner not unlike that of the civic deities of  Greek and Roman towns.  Rival towns have been known to attack  each others' saints.  Saints and madonnas who fail to perform  adequately their assigned functions might be put in chains  (Sereni 1968:195‑6) or, for more minor offenses, given a spanking and made to stand in the corner.

There is more, however, to popular religion than residual  religious naturalism and localism.  Anticlericalism was a potent force in the milieu out of which Italian immigrant socialists emerged. The long term result of the Joachite controversy and the  conflicts within the Franciscan order was a de facto schism  between the church as a community  of believers and the  church as a clerical institution (Gramsci 1949b:294).  The  peasants clung tenaciously to the Christian tradition, of  which they regarded themselves, along with the fraticelli,  and sometimes the Franciscans generally, as the authentic  interpreters.  At the same time they sharply rejected the  clergy, whom they regarded as womanizers and servants of the  landed elite.  To this day popular anticlericalism  distinguishes between the secular clergy and the mendicants,  who retain some of the prestige of the fraticelli.  I have already noted my grandfather's point of view.


Priests are no good. The want to steal our wife and our  money.  They are a money lender.  We killa them.  We fixa  good.  Only if you become priest join the friar.  They are on the side of the people (oral testimony).

The same is true of the pre‑political class consciousness which we have identified as a consistent element of Italian popular tradition.  One need only examine the proverbs and songs through which  popular morality was passed on from one generation to the  next.  These proverbs demonstrate the existence of a clearly developed, if still pre‑political, class consciousness.


Caps and hats (peasants and landlords) can never agree.


Of all the animals that kick, keep furthest from the padrone.  From the donkey keep half a rod, from the horse a full rod . . .and from the padrone at least three  (Romano 1959:102)

The conflict between caps and hats is not a Hobbesian war of  all against all, as Banfield imagined. Justice, and God, are  on the side of the contadini.


He who works with  milk deserves to eat ricotta.


The land belongs to he who works it, not to he who wears  a hat (Romano 1959:106).

Wealth is the product of a ruling class monopoly on force. 


You hats have captured force and pride; to us there  remains only cunning with which to earn a living. (Romano  1959:105)

Thus, to rob the rich is permissible and even honorable; to  rob the poor, and especially for the rich to rob the poor, is  the most grievous of sins.  Legend tells of an officer who  robbed the poor: he was condemned to be tortured horribly in  hell, while San Gerlando, a poor thief, was rewarded with the  gift of miracles (Romano 1959:105).  Saint Joseph himself  took the baby Jesus to steal figs from the orchard of a  usurer, to give them to a sick peasant woman (Birnbaum 1980:  12).

Lest it be thought that such harsh judgments are reserved for  the especially evil padrone, or for rich criminals who  escaped punishment because of their wealth, it will do us  well to consider the following song.


Hell is full of judges and prosecutors, noted teachers, pharmacists and physicians.


And then you will find another dozen, between monks, priests and other clerics.


He who reads the code is himself judged,


and he who lifts the chalice.


In this world the poor man is constrained to gather asparagus


While the rich man robs with impunity. (Romano 1959:104)

Wealth is itself robbery.  Like the rich man in the parable  of Lazarus (Luke 16:19‑31) the padroni are condemned simply  because of their wealth.

It was in this kind of this kind of milieu that the Italian immigrants to the United  States were formed politically, morally, and intellectually ──and out of which the socialist movement of the late nineteenth century was to emerge.  But in order to understand the transformation of the essentially pre‑political and at best semi‑rational class consciousness of the peasantry into a modern, rational political socialism, capable of organized collective action and the elaboration of effective political strategies, it is necessary to examine the traumatic  economic and social changes set in motion by the unification of Italy after 1860, changes which undermined the traditional structures of rural life, and thrust peasants, still carrying with them the traditions of their ancestors, into a world dominated by capitalist relations of production.

II.  The Penetration of Capitalism into the Italian Countryside
From the very beginning of their history Sicily, the  Mezzogiorno, and the more remote regions of the Central Italian countryside, have been among the less developed and historically exploited regions of  Europe.  At the same time, it would be a mistake to see in the Sicily  and the Mezzogiorno of the years before unification the  underdeveloped colony which emerged in the wake of the  Risorgimento.  As one authority on the southern question put  it, the peasants of the South lived a "narrow life, but one  where consumption was notably high" (Nitti, quoted in Zitara  1971:23).  In any case, as another observer has pointed out,  "in general, the conditions of agricultural workers" in the  South during the early 19th century "were less unhappy than in certain provinces of the North" (Branca 1883:viii).  While  centuries of exploitation by Roman, Byzantine, Arab Norman, French, and Spanish overlords did more  than a little to hold back development of the region, Bourbon  policy in fact encouraged the sulfur and the silk industries,  and made tentative steps towards the development of a  diversified export agriculture.  It was, in fact  only with the formation of a unified national market and the penetration of capitalist relations of production into the countryside after  unification that the South started on the road to  underdevelopment (Zitara 1971:25).

The forces that came to power after the unification of Italy were interested first and foremost in creating the conditions for the capitalist development and industrialization of the North.  Lacking foreign colonies, they were forced to transform their own countryside into a base for primitive accumulation of the capital necessary for the industrialization.  They also needed to undertake formation of a  unified national market capable of creating sufficient  internal demand to sustain industrialization, free trade  policies favorable to the development of a commercial export  agriculture, and the capitalization of landed property, which had the result of supplying cheap food, prerequisite for the low wage policies of Northern industry, while at the same time driving the peasantry off the land, creating a large supply of "free" wage labor for Italian, and as it turned out, North American industry.  These policies would, in a short time, undercut the traditional way of life of the Southern peasantry, and set in motion both a movement of a communitarian resistance to capitalist development, and a process of rationalization, which would link the communitarian aspirations of the peasantry to modern, rational modes of collective action.

Transformation of the South and the countryside into a base for primitive accumulation of capital was accomplished largely through the mechanism of fiscal policy.  State financed rail construction, massive public works  projects (in the North) and the mounting costs of repression  (in the South) led to creation of a massive national debt.  In 1859 the combined expenditures of the Italian  states were L 570 million, and the combined debt, owed mostly  by the Northern states, was L 1.5 billion.  By 1879, the  annual expenses of the unified state had risen to L 1022  million, and the combined debt, now being serviced with the  help of the Southern states, which had not been responsible  for incurring it, to L 8.3 billion (Sereni 1968:59).  Neither  taxation nor expenditures were distributed equitably among  the regions.  The North controlled 56% of Italy's wealth, and  paid only 47% of the taxes. The Center controlled 17% of the  wealth and paid 16% of the taxes.  The South, which  controlled only 27% of the wealth carried 37% of the total  tax burden! (Sereni 1968:78)  Per capita wealth was, further,  lower in the South (L 1372) than in the North (L 2411),  making this taxation especially onerous.  The contadini soon  found themselves forced to sell what formerly they had eaten.   When taxes could not be paid land was confiscated.  The  unification of Italy, far from bringing the "redenzione della  terra" for which the peasants had struggled, and which they  had been promised, instead brought about the liquidation of  the new  state's already dwindling class of small holders.

Distribution of state expenditures was even more inequitable  than the distribution of the tax burden.  Expenditure per  capita in the North was L 25.27, in the Center L 29, and in  the South and the Islands, it was L 0.38 (Zitara 1971:74).   While expenditures in the North supported land reclamation,  railroad construction, and service of the national debt ‑‑and  thus the accumulation of banking capital‑‑ expenditure in the  South covered only the costs of the "brigand war" (i.e.  repression of the Southern popular movements) and the generous patronage which secured the continued support of the  Southern middle classes (Zitara 1971:69‑70).  Interest on the debt, paid largely by the  peasants and largely by the South, subsidized the creation of banking capital, which in turn financed Northern industrialization.

An outlet for Northern manufactured goods was assured by creation of a unified national market.  All  internal tariffs were eliminated immediately, and external  tariffs were cut by 80% (Sereni 1968:8).  The unification of  the national market was further assured by the construction  of railroads.  In 1865 Italy as a whole had only 4420km of  railroads; by 1900 it had 15,880 km (Sereni 1968:8).  This policy had, not surprisingly, a devastating  impact on Southern industry.  The removal of internal tariffs  opened Southern markets to Northern manufactured goods for  the first time, while international competition nearly wiped  out, within the space of a decade, the Sicilian textile and  sulfur industries.  The North, meanwhile, profited from the regime of free trade.  Southern wheat production suffered  terribly, especially after 1870, when American grain flooded  the world market and new technology made it possible to ship,  store, and make pasta from cheap soft American wheat, thereby eroding the comparative advantage long enjoyed by Sicilian  durum.  Free trade forced conversion of arable land to exportable cash  crops, such as olives, wine, fruit and especially citrus, for  which the coastal lowlands and the eastern part of Sicily  generally  were well suited.  This meant displacement of peasant subsistence agriculture, and  a consequent deterioration in the peasants' diet, as vineyards and cattle pastures displaced grain fields, and citrus  trees encroached on acorn, chestnut and mulberry groves,  traditional sources of food for the poorest contadini (Zitara  1971:59).  

Intimately connected with the commercial and fiscal  exploitation of the South was the manner in which the new  regime "resolved" the agrarian question.  Consider the following statistics  from the Agro Romano, the rural hinterland  of Rome.  Prior to unification 55%  of all arable land belonged to the nobility, 30% was in  mortmain (i.e. was church or demense land) and 15% was held  in borghese (i.e. as private property, mostly by bourgeois  landlords, more rarely by middle peasants).  After the "land  reform" 53% of the land remained in the hands of the  nobility, only 7% remained in mortmain, and fully 40% was in  the hands of the bourgeoisie (Sereni 1968: 144).

The real significance of this agrarian policy can be  understood only if we consider the traditional uses of the  lands in mortmain.  These lands were generally of two kinds:  demense lands and the lands of the church and the so called  "enti morali," or charitable institutions.  Demense lands  were administered by the communi and served, in effect as  commons where the poorest peasants could pasture their  flocks, gather wood, and forage for the wild asparagus and  cactus fruit, mulberries, acorns and chestnuts which formed  the greater part of their daily fare.  Church lands, like the  lands of the nobility, were essentially feudal property, held  by the peasants in tenancy, in return for rents or labor  service, but usually on far more stable and favorable terms  (Sereni 1968: 139).  Further the greater part of the land in  mortmain was sold in large or medium lots, ostensibly to  prevent fragmentation or "minifundialization" which would  obstruct the modernization of agriculture.  In the South as a  whole, of 1,263,194 hectares, 393,957 were simply deeded over  to bourgeois usurpers, 461,296 were sold to wealthy citizens,  and only 407,941 were reserved for "civic uses" i.e. as  commons (Sereni 1968:139).   As Sereni put it, it was the


peasant masses themselves who had to carry the burden of the  capitalization of landed property.  The lands which  formerly  they had cultivated on favorable terms for the religious  institutions were turned over to new owners who exacted far  more, and who, for their part, lacked the resources to assist  them economically as the church had in the past (Sereni  1968:139)

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

As the penetration of capitalist relations of the countryside proceeded, the terms of agrarian contracts deteriorated rapidly.  Historically the dominant form of tenancy in  the South had been metateria, while in the North and Center mezzadria prevailed.  The mezzadro held a secure lease, on  a complete, integrated farm, and shared ownership of the farm  equipment, seed, etc., with the padrone, who took an active role in the managing the farm and was regarded, at least in  theory, as a kind of "senior partner" to the mezzadro, rather  than as a lord.  The mezzadro, further, worked the land with  assistance of his entire family.  The metatierro, on the  other hand, owned little or no farm equipment, worked widely  dispersed, shifting strips of land, without the assistance of  his family, and was often forced to  borrow seed grain at  usurious rates of interest, payable in cash, a practice which  had the effect of substantially increasing the padrone's  share of the harvest (Sereni 1968:150).  Conditions in the  southern part of the peninsula resembled those in Sicily,  though the average size of land holdings was somewhat  smaller, and small holders somewhat more common, especially  in the mountainous regions of the interior.

The period following unification witnessed the degradation of mezzadria and metateria into increasingly unfavorable forms, and its  displacement by the even more disadvantageous terragio and  retrometateria.  Parspolo and the so called "compagno e  padrone" were aggravated forms of metateria under which the  padrone received 2/3 and 3/4 of the harvest respectively  (Renda 1977:62‑4, Romano 1959:77‑80).  Under the terragio  contract the padrone received a fixed quantity of grain per  hectare of land rented, the quantity depending on the quality  of the land.  It was the terragio contract which proved most  disadvantageous to the contadini in a bad year, when many  returned home from the threshing floor with literally  no  more than a handful of grain, after rents and interest on  seed had been deducted.  While a few peasants, mostly those  fortunate enough to be cultivating orchards and  vineyards,  were able to accumulate a little capital, which they quickly  invested in usury, many were driven off the land entirely,  and forced to work as braccianti (wage laborers) or to  harvest sown land in return for as little as 10% of the  harvest, under a contract known as retrometateria.  Small  peasant property, always rare in Sicily, nearly disappeared,  as the total number of landowners in Italy as a whole  declined from 4,153,645 in 1865 to 3,351,498 in 1881, due  mostly to the expropriation of the mountain small holders  of  the South and Center for non‑payment of taxes (Sereni  1968:257).

We can see, therefore, that far from being an "incomplete agrarian revolution" the  unification of Italy brought in its wake the expropriation of  the few remaining land rights of the peasants of the South  and the near liquidation of the small holders of the North and Center.  The changing policies of the bourgeoisie in the  countryside destroyed subsistence agriculture, wreaking havoc in the rural economy and  precipitating a deterioration in the terms of agrarian  contracts and the degradation of the peasants into wage  laborers or, more often, into the ranks of the unemployed.   The North's industrial policy had, in the meantime, destroyed  the silk and sulfur industries of the South, so that when  dispossessed peasants arrived in Palermo and Naples they found little prospect of employment.  The social fabric of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno ──and indeed of most of the Italian countryside── began to come apart at the seems.  As Italy became increasingly interdependent economically, the communitarian values which might have provided a moral framework for managing the economy were undermined at every turn.  A region which had once  exported wheat and wool, and later silk and sulfur, oil, wine  and citrus fruit, now became an exporter of people, as poor  peasants driven from the land fled first to the cities, and  then, when work could not be found there, across the sea to  the Americas.

III.   Religion and Socialism in Post‑Risorgimento Italian Peasant Movements

The pre‑political class consciousness characteristic of the Italian peasantry was reflected not only in  popular religious traditions, but also in concrete resistance to exploitation and oppression. Southern Italy in particular, but also the mountainous  regions of the North and Center, had a long tradition of  peasant resistance, which reached back at least to Roman  times.  The Apennines, the very backbone of Italy, from the  high valleys of the Alps south to Calabria, and across the  Straits of Messina to the mountains of the Sicilian interior,  had long sheltered brigands and rebels, who gathered in small  bands which subjected the landlords and their state to  continuous harassment. There was the slave Eunus who led an  uprising which held the town of Enna, in the parched grain  growing uplands of Sicily, for two years against the Roman  legions,  and Quintus Poppedius Silo, who led the resistance  forces of Marsi in Abbruzzo, during the social wars of 90  B.C., and from whom the novelist Silone took his nom de  guerre (Silone 1971:7)  This tradition endured through the  Middle Ages, reinforced by Arab, and later by Greek and  Albanian settlers in the remote mountainous regions of the  interior, who mounted fierce resistance to the designs of  Angevin and Aragonese overlords intent on enclosing their  subsistence farms and communal pastures.  It was this  tradition which gave rise to the famous revolt of the  "Sicilian Vespers."  In 1282, after years of  corrupt rule  from France, the citizens of Palermo declared the city an  independent republic, and the peasant communities of the  interior followed suit, sending not deputies, but  "ambassadors" to the parliament which was to meet in the  capital.  It was this tradition which  was to provide the  impetus behind the revolts of 1799, 1820, 1848, and 1860,  without which the liberals of the Risorgimento could never  have come to power.

The traditional political‑military and ideological resistance  of the peasant masses grew up in opposition to the  exploitation of feudal landlords, and to the  peripheralization of the countryside which accompanied the  rebirth of trade and commerce during the Middle Ages.  In an agrarian society, it is impossible to eliminate exploitation completely without undermining the entire civilizational project.  The peasants thus generally imagined a reformation and rationalization of the existing tributary order, under the rule of a just king, or "spiritual father," who would limit taxation and make rational use of public revenues, while restraining the abuses of the local landlords who were the bane of the peasants existence.   Even the most radical peasant movements, which looked to the abolition of earthly monarchies, still kept the heavenly monarch firmly in place.  Such a perspective left little room for the development of rational forms of collective organization or for the development of effective political strategies.  The  peasants of the Risorgimento period were unaware, furthermore, of the immense  power which the bourgeoisie had concentrated in the cities,  and they were unaware, therefore, of the necessity of a  worker peasant alliance.  As a result, much of the active resistance of the peasantry remained at the level of social banditry or jacquerie. 

The penetration of capitalist relations of production into the countryside which followed the unification of Italy in the 1860's was accompanied by a process of partial rationalization which prepared the peasantry for the rational collective action and the elaboration of effective political strategies.  This partial rationalization was carried out through the medium of a Christian socialist ideology forged through the interaction of the predominantly secular socialist intellectuals of the Partito Socialista Italiana del Lavoratori (PSLI) with the organic leadership of the peasant movement, drawn mostly from traditional religious confraternities in the villages.  This ideology drew on both the fidelity of the peasants to the revolutionary values of the Christian tradition, and the historic alienation of the peasants from the Church as a clerical institution, dating back to the period of the Joachite and Franciscan Spiritual controversies, and made it possible for the PSLI to create a conviction among the peasantry that the socialist movement, and not the Church, was in fact the legitimate heir of the Christian tradition and that the socialist organizers, and not the priests, the true followers of Jesus and St. Francis.  In this way the socialists were able to establish hegemony over the peasant movement, and to form what Gramsci would later call a "national popular bloc," laying the groundwork for the eventual development in Italy of the largest mass Communist party in the West.

In this section we will document the transformation of popular consciousness.  First we will examine the still largely traditionalistic peasant movement which emerged in the wake of the  Risorgimento and the penetration of capitalist relations of production into the Italian countryside.  Then we will examine the complex interaction of the socialist organizers of the PSLI with the organic leaders of the peasant communities, an interaction which transformed the initially conservative reaction of the peasantry to capitalist development into a progressive movement towards socialism.


A.  Traditional Forms of Peasant Resistance

Initially the peasants supported the Risorgimento.  Garibaldi realized that the bands of brigands which the  island had harbored for centuries, and which had expanded  their ranks in expectation of the coming anti‑Bourbon  insurrection, could be of no small value to him in  his  conquest of the island, and he courted the peasants with promises of  an end to the tax on flour, and vague promises of a division  of the lands of the clergy and those of the nobles who backed  the Bourbon dynasty (del Carria 1966:34).  When the peasants demanded more, he responded with fierce repression  (del Carria 1866:52), which in turn unleased a long period of  guerilla warfare and social banditry.  Indeed, it soon became apparent that the  new government, far from carrying out a comprehensive agrarian reform in the interest of the peasantry, planned to implement a series of policies which threatened to undermine the very existence of the rural communities and to destroy their traditional way of life.  

This drove many peasants into the arms of the Bourbons and the church. Land invasions and sacking  of palaces and town halls, which earlier had taken  place under the slogan "Death to the Bourbons! Long Live  Garibaldi!" now went forward to cries of "Death to the  Liberals! Long Live San Erasmo! Long Live Francesco! (the  Bourbon King)" (del Carria 1966:57‑92)

The following incident in Northern Basilicata is typical.


On the 7th of April 1861 the brigands descended from the  woods of Volture and Lagopesole, met up with the  miserable peasants of the latifundia of Prince Doria, and  adorned with the red cockade of peasant revolt, and  carrying the white banner of the Bourbons, invaded the  lands  to the cry of "Long Live Francis II!  Death to the  Usurping Lords!"  Encouraged by rumors that Bourbon and  Austrian troops had disembarked on the coast, the  peasants armed themselves with agricultural implements  and invaded the feuds.  Two to three hundred peasants  from the mud hut settlements of Filani, Frusci,  Iscalunga, San Ilario and Lavagnone struck Ripcandila on  the night of the 7th, where the lower classes were  already in revolt, killing the commander of the National  Guard, disarming the militia, and proclaiming a Bourbon  government, destroying the coat of arms of the House of  Savoy, electing new municipal officers. . . devastating  the palaces of the landlords, and celebrating their  victory with a Te Deum, fireworks, and a feast.  Carmine  Crocco, known as Donatelli, proclaimed himself a general  of King Francis and became     the leader of the peasant  movement (del Carria 1966:76). 

Similar developments took place in the North and Center after the reimposition of the tax on  flour on 1 January 1869 (del  Carria 1966:124).  Gramsci writes


The tax on flour was unbearable for the small peasants  who consumed what little grain they produced; the tax  required them to sell grain in order to procure money to  pay the millers tax, and was the occasion for usury of  the worst kind (1949b:161).

Forced to sell what formerly they had eaten, their lands  threatened with expropriation for non‑payment of taxes, or  for failure to repay the loans they had taken out in order to  pay their taxes, the peasants of the North and Center, and  especially small holders who were more numerous in these  regions, now followed the peasants of the South into the  piazze to seek redress.  "For the first time from the Alps to  the Sicily the peasant world was moved by the same struggle:  hunger and desperation unified the poor of the North and the  poor of the South" (delCarria 1966:91)  Their battle cry:


Long live bread without the tax on flour!


Long live the Austrian government, the Pope, and  religion!

And in the South:


Long live King Francis  .

These movements reflect the persistence of tributary ideology among the peasantry.  The king (and the pope) were guardians of the moral and even of the cosmic order, and the peasants looked to them to defend their traditional way of life against the forces of capitalist development and modernization.


Apart from the economic, organizational, and moral  influence of the clergy, the religious nostalgia which  manifested itself during the anti‑tax movement among the  peasant masses. . . finds its explanation in the  persistence of the social basis of religious ideology in  the Italian countryside.  The profound social crisis  which sowed destruction among the agricultural population  accentuated in those years the motives for religious  sentiment. . . Clerical and reactionary ideology could  all the better adapt itself to the peasant movements in  so far as these movements themselves had a reactionary  dimension of resistance to the advance of capitalism in  the countryside (Sereni 1968:92‑3).

The peasants, and the small holders and mezzadri of the  Center in particular, were embedded in fundamentally pre‑capitalist forms of land tenure, forms which the policies of  the liberal state, directed at the capitalist transformation  of the countryside, threatened.  The anti‑tax movement, in  resisting dispossession for failure to pay taxes, in effect  resisted the advance of capitalism.  In this sense it was  conservative in character, and naturally sought to articulate  itself in terms of conservative Christian and legitimist  ideologies.

Furthermore, the development of capitalist relations of production was profoundly inconsistent with the communitarian ethic of the Christian tradition  ──an ethic to which the Church adhered, albeit in rather paternalistic form.  Forced to choose between a liberal revolution which threatened to undermine their entire way of life, and a clerical elite which at least upheld their traditional values, the peasants opted for an alliance with the clergy.

The Church, of course, soon made an uneasy peace with the new state, and peasants were left to resolve their problems on their own.  Disillusionment with the clerical‑legitimist alliance further radicalized the peasantry, and set in motion a process of rationalization which issued first the emergence of neo‑Joachite tendencies, and ultimately in the  emergence of a Christian socialism.  

Of particular interest in this regard is the movement of the giurisdavidici, which developed in the region of the Monte Amiata.  Matters were particularly difficult for the peasantry of this region, where the capitalist transformation of  the countryside was in full swing, and small‑holders and mezzadri were being driven off the land in large numbers.   American grain had flooded the world market after 1875, and  wheat prices were plunging, making payment of the hated tax  on flour ever more difficult.  (Hobsbawm 1959:70)  By 1878, the peasants were ready to act.

The peasants of the Monte Amiata found their leader in a  certain Davide Lazzaretti, a carter from Arcidosso.   Lazzaretti's spiritual development reads like a political  history of Italy at mid‑century.  Born in 1834, he  experienced a vision in 1848, and underwent a more profound  conversion in 1868 ‑‑the year when the tax on flour was  reimposed (Hobsbawm 1959:68)‑‑ after which he began to  elaborate his prophetic teachings systematically.  


He believed himself to be a remote descendent of a French  king (France at the time being the principal defender of  the papacy). . . he foresaw a prophet, a captain, a  legislator, and a reformer of laws, a new pastor from  Sinai who was to arise and liberate the peoples now  groaning  "as slaves under the monster of ambition" . . .  Increasingly he left the old orthodoxy behind. . .  hitherto had been the Kingdom of Grace, which he  identified with the papacy of Pius IX.  It would be  followed by the Kingdom of Justice and the Reform of the  Holy Ghost, the third and last age of the world.  Great  calamities were to presage the final liberation of men at  the hand of God.  But he, Lazzaretti, would die (Hobsbawm  1959:69).

Lazzaretti almost certainly stands as the last of the  important popular  interpreters of the old Joachite  prophecies of the Third Age, a genuine heir to the fraticelli  of the Middle Ages.  The alliance with the church and the  crown nearing the end of its usefulness, the peasants thus  began to reassert the traditional, autonomous form of their  Christianity.

Lazzaretti's monarchist pretensions notwithstanding, the giurisdavidici were strong Republicans. In  1878 Victor Emmanuel and Pius IX both died.  Lazzaretti  returned from France in July and proclaimed himself Messiah,  whereupon he was excommunicated.   On August 18th, during the  octave of the Assumption, a traditional time of rest and  feasts in Italy, he descended from his holy mountain.  Crowds  greeted him singing


We go by faith to save our fatherland,


Long live the Republic, God and Liberty (Hobsbawm     1959:66)

They ran up their banner, on which were inscribed the words:


The Republic is the Kingdom of God.

Lazzaretti addressed his people:


What do you want of me? I bring you peace and compassion. 


Is that what you want?

The crowd responds "Yes!"


Are you willing to pay no more taxes?

Again the crowd responds in the affirmative.


Are you for the Republic?

Again "Yes!"


But don't think it will be the Republic of 1848.  It will  be the Republic of Christ.  Therefore all cry with me:  Long live the Republic of God.

The carbinieri fired, killing Lazzaretti and a few others.  His "apostles" and "Levites" were tried and sentenced, and  the giurisdavidici ceased to be a mass movement. . . though  a few still hold out in the district of the Monte Amiata.

The peasants, who, only a few years before had been making  common cause with the Bourbons and the Hapsburgs, now  joined their autonomous popular Christianity to the  republican cause.  It would be only a little while before  they realized the necessity of an alliance with the working  class.

Of similar significance was the incursion of Waldensian  missionaries into  the South, and especially  into Sicily, during this period.  The Waldensians were the  descendants of a twelfth  century sect, founded by a rich  merchant of Lyons who undertook a life of apostolic poverty,  which, following literally the counsel to the rich young man,  he regarded as the only road to salvation.  In this sense the  Waldensians rather resembled the Franciscans, except that  rather then being reabsorbed into the church as a religious  order they were persecuted vigorously by the Inquisition, and  they survived only in a few high valleys in the Piemonte,  where they later came under the influence of the Calvinist  Reformation, many of whose doctrines they adopted.  The  Waldensians always retained, however, a stronger sense of  identification with the poor, and a rather more sharply  defined eschatological horizon, than that of most Reformed  Churches.

Abandoned by both the church and the liberals, the peasants were searching for a  vehicle through which to express their discontent, which  would be faithful to their own autonomous Christian  tradition, with its strong eschatological sensibility and its  anticlericalism.  The Waldensians thus found in the peasants  a ready audience.  Their preaching resonated with the  peasants' own understanding of the Gospel, and their  suspicion of the priests.  The simplicity of their services,  the spirit of comradeship ‑‑the Waldensians to this day call  each other brother and sister‑‑ and the emphasis on literacy  demanded by a rigorously biblical spirituality, all helped to  "clear a path in the wilderness" for the socialist organizers  who would arrive in just a few years.  Especially in the  sulphur mining regions around Agrigento and Caltanissetta,  the Waldensians played a critical role in the popular  movements, and the "evangelical miners" as they were called,  were probably the first socialists on the island.  Even today they enjoy great prestige among the popular classes.  As  Maria Smilorda (her name means "not my lord"), the old   school teacher and Waldensian church leader at Grotte put it:  "It is due to the socialism of a century ago that the gospel  has been able to spread."  (oral testimony: Smilorda).


B. The Formation of a Worker‑Peasant Alliance: the Fasci Siciliani and the Tradition of the Gesu Socialista
By the end of the 1880's the popular movements of the  countryside were entering a new political conjuncture.  First of all the penetration of capitalism into the  countryside was an established fact.  Subsistence farming and  domestic crafts had been effectively eliminated.  While the  average contadino remained a tenant rather than a wage  laborer, agricultural contracts were increasingly subject to  the pressures of the national, and after 1874 international  market for agricultural commodities.  Further,  a large part  of the surplus extracted from the peasantry was transferred by  tax and price mechanisms to the Northern bourgeoisie, for  whom it provided badly needed capital for industrialization  and infrastructure construction.  The peasants who bore the  brunt of the taxes sensed this, and increasingly directed  their wrath at the state and its representatives in the  municipio, rather than at the agrari.  This created the material conditions for the transition from an essentially conservative struggle to resist the penetration of capitalist relations of production to a progressive struggle to displace capitalist with socialist forms of economic organization.  

The emergence of a fully socialist movement in the countryside, however, was not a spontaneous outgrowth of the peasant movement. It  required the conscious leadership of the newly created PSLI.  The PSLI was effective in this task because important tendencies within the party understood both the importance of popular religious traditions, and the necessity of promoting a thoroughgoing rationalization of these traditions and the development of rational forms of collective organization and effective political strategies.  

The PSLI was, in may ways the heir of the Partito d'Azione, and the radical wing of the Risorgimento.  While predominantly urban and rooted in the artisanate of the North and Center, there were elements in the tradition of the PSLI which prepared it for its work among the peasantry.  

The first of these elements was an interest in the religious question, and a commitment o drawing on the religious traditions of the masses as a way of forging a national-popular bloc, while at the same time carrying out a reformation and rationalization of popular religion.  

This is most evident in the work of Giuseppe Mazzini.   Unlike many of his radical comrades Mazzini was a deeply  religious man.  Profoundly influenced by his mother's  Jansenist piety, Mazzini regarded religion as a means to  achieve selflessness, which he believed was necessary for the  successful prosecution of the national democratic revolution.  Christianity had been corrupted by the priests.  As a  hierarchical, supra‑national institution, the Catholic church  was incompatible with democracy and national liberation.  It  was necessary to found a new, humanistic religion to carry  forward the moral and intellectual reform which Italy so  desperately needed.


God has called the People to rise and to establish a new  unity between the spheres of  temporal and spiritual  power. . . The Papacy and the Austrian Empire are doomed  to perish, one because for at least three hundred years  it has been hindering the general mission which God has  entrusted to mankind; the other because likewise for  three centuries it has hindered the special mission which  God entrusted to each people.  Mankind will triumph over  the ruins of the Papacy, and the Nation upon the ruins of  Austria (Lovett 1982:13).

Mazzini's new religion was governed by three central  principles.  The first of these is the direct relationship  between God and the People.  The will of God is manifested in  the history of the nation.  There is, therefore, no need for  clergy, ecclesiastical courts, or a Pope with temporal  powers.  We should note that we are not dealing here with a  kind of neo‑Protestant individualism.  God's will is  manifested not to individual faith, but through the  collective destiny and the collective experience of the  nation.  Second, the common destiny of the People provides  them the means to overcome, and eventually to eliminate class  conflicts.  This principal Mazzini calls "association."   Mazzini never made explicit what structures or policies he had in mind to implement this principle, but clearly they point in a socialist direction, in much the same way that the ideas of Rousseau pointed French radicalism towards socialist ideas.

Third, Mazzini argued for the creation of a  Terza Italia.  Rome and the Roman heritage  belonged not to the Papacy but to the Italian people, and  the traditions surrounding the eternal city could form  the basis for a new, humanistic Italian culture, rooted in  the "first" (classical) and "second" (renaissance) Italies.   

While Mazzini himself showed little interest in the countryside, a few members of the Partito d'Azione attempted to incorporate the rural masses into the national popular bloc.  Pisacane, who had also been influenced during this period by Proudhon, tried to integrate a democratic struggle  against the Bourbon monarchy with a socialist struggle for  land in the South. Pisacane even endeavored to transform the  social banditry of Basilicata into a cohesive guerilla army.   (Gramsci 1949a,  Lovett 1982).  

The second element in the heritage of the Partito d'Azione  was a marked tendency towards positivism. Apparently in tension with the party's interest in the religious question this positivism in fact complemented it, and provided a powerful impetus towards development of rational forms of political organization.  Colajanni, the guiding light of  Sicilian  socialism in its early years, and a criminologist by  training, saw human history as the gradual development of  social equality and solidarity, not, however, because these  characteristics were values in themselves, but because they  enhanced the prospects of the species for survival, and thus  furthered the evolutionary process about which Darwin had  taught him so much (Romano 1959:130‑2).  De Felice Giufredda,  a leader of the socialist fascio in Catania, was a socialist  because "science is socialist and art is socialist  (1959:113), while a certain Prof. Menza, in an article in a  "social scientific review" called "Lucifero" wrote that


to reform according to science all institutions,  governments, and customs is the mission of modern  philosophy.  Believe firmly to act forcefully.  This is  the great mission of the epoch called to redeem man from  the prejudice and privilege which have too long retarded  the triumph of the right of reason, of liberty and of  work, of peace, and  universal charity. (Romano 1959:139)

This work was made possible by the "immense genius of Darwin  and Spenser," declared another review, Gli Atomi, (Romano  1959:120). Marx's political economy, on the other hand, was  almost unknown in socialist circles (Romano 1959:139).

Italian positivism, in other words, was essentially a doctrine of the evolutionary development of human societies towards increasingly complex forms of organization.  This outlook permitted the socialists to see the traditional communal institutions and popular religious traditions of the peasant communities as an adaptation to pre-capitalist conditions which needed not so much to be abolished as to be restructured so as to promote effective political action in the present period.

The PSLI brought both its emphasis on religious transformation, and its concern for the development of rational forms of collective organization to its work in the countryside.    Following the Genoa Congress of the PSLI in August  1892, and the Marseilles Congress of the French socialists  the following month, there was a sudden burst of enthusiasm  throughout the socialist movement for the "socialist conquest of the  countryside."  The Sicilian delegates returned home from the  Genoa Congress and immediately began setting  about the work  of organizing leagues of resistance to the landlords, an  initiative which contributed in no small way to the peasant  uprising the following year.  This initiative received  further  impetus after the Marseilles Congress the next  month, which adopted an agrarian program calling for a  minimum wage for agricultural workers, fixed through  negotiations between the unions and the municipal councils,  for a prohibition on the alienation of communal lands, the  passage of all uncultivated demense lands to the  municipalities, the concession of these lands to landless  peasants either in association or individually, provided they  did not employ wage labor, and for the reduction of taxes  levied on tenants (Renda 1977:47).  

The socialists' appeal for a minimum wage struck deep chords in  a region where the wages of the braccianti had dropped to  less than L 0.7/day (Romano 19559:82‑3).  Their appeal for a  prohibition on the sale of communal lands and for the  transfer of uncultivated demense land to the peasants  affirmed the collectivist traditions of the peasantry and  made the old demand for restoration of communal land rights  and partition of the demense into a bridge to a full scale  socialist assault on private property.  The demand for a reduction in taxes constituted an appeal for all sectors of  rural society, including the small holders, the artisans and  even the middle classes, to join their struggles to those of  the workers and the peasants, with whom they would constitute  an invincible force which the bourgeoisie would be unable to  resist.

But the socialists brought more than a program; they brought  an organizational apparatus which could coordinate struggles  on a national scale, disposing in a coordinated matter of  strategic and tactical reserves, directing the main blow of  the popular movement against the real centers of bourgeois  power in the cities, which had remained invisible to the  peasants, while striking deep roots in  the revolutionary  traditions of the  countryside.  They also brought a new  arsenal of tactics ‑‑the strike, the electoral struggle‑‑  which allowed the peasants for the first time to contest with  the bourgeoisie on their own terrain.  This "gospel of  organization" was a new revelation to the peasantry, whose  revolutionary traditions had been forged in the struggle  against feudal oppression, and they hailed the socialists as  "angels from heaven" (Hobsbawm 1959:99).

At the same time it was the indigenous organizations of the  peasantry which furnished the mass base of the movement and its linking ideology (Lancaster 1988).  Of particular interest in this regard were the lay  confraternities which had responsibility for the local cults  of the saints, and which were the carriers of the popular  Christian tradition.  These confraternities had long served  as mutual aid societies.  Their counterparts in the cities ‑‑ often guided by masonic or Mazzinian ideologies‑‑ had  longstanding ties with republican, radical, and socialist  organizations.  Though direct evidence is somewhat scarce,  these lay confraternities now seem to have begun to transform  themselves into educational circles and organizations of  struggle.  We do know, in any case, that the resulting form  of popular organization, the peasant league, shared the idiom  of the old confraternities.  Silone writes that


In our league at Fossa next to the bearded picture of  Karl Marx, there was a picture of Christ, dressed in red,  redeemer of the poor.  On Saturday evening the cafoni  (the landless peasants) would gather to sing Onward  Brothers! Onward Comrades! and on Sunday they would go to  mass and respond Amen. (Silone 1955:216)

The Waldensian communities also played an important role.  In  Grotte, a certain S. Dimino, an ex‑priest who several years  earlier had founded an evangelical church, which many of the  sulfur miners joined, now formed a "Circolo Savonarola" where  he taught the miners Christian socialism.  Even a few of the  priests supported the movement, among them Father Lorenzo,  chaplain for the church of the Madonna del Balzo, who between  giving the peasants tips on the lottery, taught that joining  the fasci did not mean excommunication, and that St. Francis  had been the first socialist, and had, in fact, abolished  money (Hobsbawm 1959:100).

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

Rational forms of collective action at once depended on and laid the groundwork for ideological rationalization. On the one hand, the peasants' tie with the clergy,  never very strong in the South in any case, had to be broken  once and for all to make way for the new socialist organic  intellectual.  Second, the peasants' hopes for a new society,  previously cast in eschatological terms, had to take on a  political character.  Specifically, the peasants needed to develop both the conviction that they could reorganize society, and the capacity to carry out that reorganization.  Finally the expectations of the peasantry would have to take  on an explicitly socialist character: i.e. they had to  recognize that the only solution to their  exploitation lay in collectivization of the means of  production.

Oral testimony from the period in question suggests that this  is precisely what happened.  Drawing on the popular religious  traditions  which had given them hope throughout the  centuries, but also adapting these traditions to the changed  conditions of class struggle, the peasants developed  religious forms which were explicitly socialist, this worldly  in character, and radically anti‑clerical, yet still deeply  rooted in the Christian tradition.  These are the words of a  peasant woman from Piana dei Greci.


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

Or consider the words of Andrea Mamola, a former PCI  secretary from the same town, and in a very real sense the  heir of the leaders of the fasci.


The church has been a soldier of capitalism.  But I  worship God in grace and truth, and I know that he is on  the side of all the contadini who are shedding their  blood for the redemption of the earth in a world of  liberty and peace (oral testimony).

The fasci catalyzed formation of a popular Christian  socialist tradition, centered on the figure of the socialist  Jesus, which was faithful to the religious traditions of the  peasant masses, but which also bound the peasants to the  socialist project of the urban proletariat, and guarded against any renewal of clerical hegemony.

The doctrine of the Gesu socialista was not confined to the  peasants of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno.  After a wave of  agrarian strikes swept the North in 1897‑8, the PSI having  learned from its experience with the fasci, recognized more  explicitly the importance of resolving the religious question  if it was to "conquer the countryside" and began to take an  active role in transforming the  religious consciousness of  the peasantry, and reinterpreting the Christian tradition in  explicitly socialist terms.  Consider this skit published in  the satirical journal L'Asino in 1904 (Nesti 1974).

There has just been a "revolution in paradise" and the "young  eternal father just named president of the council," is  called upon to adjudicate the case of some peasants who have  been accused of shouting "Down with the priests!"  At first  the eternal father is  angered by this "grave sin" and he is  about to condemn the peasants.  But Jesus, his son, shakes  his arm and reminds him that he is supposed to let the  defendants tell their side of the story.  "Oh, Father, don't  condemn them without hearing their side of the story, like  Domenico di Guzman did."  And so the peasants speak.


‑‑We have worked all our lives.


‑‑Then why are you so poor? asks the eternal father.


‑‑Because the fruit of our labor goes into the purse of the padroni, answers the peasant.  We plow the earth, sow  and harvest the grain, but when the moment comes to cart  it away, do you know where we take it?


‑‑To your granary, I should hope, interrupts the eternal  father.


‑‑No. . . to the granary of the padrone!


‑‑But is it possible that this is the custom?


‑‑It has always been this way, ever since the Popes said  so in the name of God.


‑‑But I never ordered any such thing!

St. Basil interrupts:


‑‑Not you, but your predecessor.

The peasants go on to tell how one day the padroni reduced  their wages still further, from L 0.8 to L 0.7/ day and they  decided to go on strike.  The strike stretched on and on, and  the priest in the village preached against the peasants and  organized scabs from far away.  The peasants said that the  priest was a traitor to Christ, whereupon they were arrested for disturbing religious functions.  The eternal father  orders the priest brought before him.


‑‑I am being libelled by the wicked sect of the  socialists, inspired by L'Asino‑pig!


‑‑Oh priest! exclaimed severely the President of the  Council.  Who taught you to call by such insulting names  the journal of these fine gentlemen?


‑‑What, you father almighty buy that dirty rag?


‑‑You be damned! I have been reading it for three years,  ever since St. Clement, the one who condemned private  property, got me a subscription.

The President of the Council interrogates the priest, and  calls the peasants as witnesses.  He is found guilty of false  imprisonment, of living off the fruits of the peasants'  labor, of teaching that it is no sin to have sexual  intercourse with a priest, thereby corrupting the women of  the  town and forcing the peasants to support his  illegitimate children.  The eternal father is furious, "as  mad as when he condemned Satan himself" and is about to pass  sentence, and condemn the priest to eternal torment, when one  of the old peasants speaks.


‑‑Oh padre! O illustrious President of the celestial  tribunal! You said that the poor would get to judge!


‑‑Very well then, judge him!

The peasant opens his mouth.


‑‑We are socialists and socialism knows no vendetta.  You  are forgiven!

St. Basil sighs, the Archangel Gabriel dries his forehead with  a handkerchief, and St. Clement blows his nose.  In one  corner St. Cecilia, with a chorus of harpists and singers,  intones


--Onward brothers! Onward comrades!


--Onward march in the tightest ranks!


--Socialism is the banner which waves even in heaven!

By July the fasci were ready to act in mass, and their first  action was to contest the municipal elections under the  banners of the PSLI.  These elections were to choose one  fifth of the municipal councils of each commune.  The results  were better than could ever have been expected:  the PSLI  won overwhelmingly in Messina, Piana dei Greci, San Ciperello,  and San Giuseppe Jato, and scored impressive gains throughout  the rest of the island.  This was the first time the PSLI had  contested an election.  The people rejoiced; Rome trembled  (Renda 1977:151).

On the 30th of July the fasci held a Congress of coloni at  Corleone to consider renegotiation of agrarian contracts for  the coming year.  The peasants demanded that the terragio  contract be abandoned in favor of mezzadria, with the padroni  providing seed and a loan of grain, without interest.   Strikes followed around the island. Many of the gabelloti, caught by surprise, and anxious to get on with the fall  planting, made substantial concessions.  The peasants of the  interior, considered by the PSLI to be the most backward, and  struggling for what most considered to be an archaic form of  land tenure, thus became the first force in this history of  Sicily to challenge the power of the latifundisti.  They also  became the protagonists of what may have been the first  socialist led agrarian strike in history (Renda 1977:160‑183).

In the autumn of 1893, however, events took a new turn.  On the 24th  of November, the government of Giovanni Giolitti, hardly  sympathetic to the peasants, but hesitant to apply direct  repression, fell under the pressure of the Southern  landowners, who were seeking assistance in putting down the  movement, and Northern industrialists who feared separatist  aspirations.  The new government of Francesco Crispi would  not hesitate to repress the movement when the time to do so  arrived.

Second, there were increasing tensions between the fasci and  the PSLI.  The peasants, made bold by their victories earlier  in the year, and anxious to expand their base of support,  decided to undertake a new campaign, this time against the  onerous taxes imposed by the communal administrations.  Their  principal tactic in this campaign involved direct  confrontations with the authorities in the piazze in front of  the municipio.  On the one hand this move broadened the  peasants' base of support immeasurably, bringing into their  camp the shopkeepers, artisans, and the small holders of the  coasts.  At the same time, the tactics used by the fasci  caused the ruling classes, who feared a replay of the anti‑ tax movement of 1869 to panic.  With the PSLI at its head,  they feared, such a movement could easily advance towards  insurrection (Renda 1977:313‑338).

During this same period the Second International and the PSLI  held their second congresses.  The  International rejected a strategy of political alliances, and  argued that the working class had to take the field under its  own banners.  This was a real setback for the fasci, which  had, in some jurisdictions, contested the elections jointly  with radical democratic parties.  Worse still, however, was  the Italian party's repudiation of its founding congress'  line on the agrarian question, and its decision to limit its  work in the countryside to the braccianti ‑‑and this in the  midst of a successful strike of coloni under its leadership.   The national leadership saw in the agrarian strike only the  efforts of a backward peasantry to restore a more favorable  but fundamentally reactionary and semifeudal form of land  tenure.  The PSLI leadership was also suspicious of the anti‑ tax campaign.  On the one hand, they criticized the peasants'  tactics, arguing, probably correctly, that the only way to  reduce taxes was to win the national elections, and that the  peasants were, in any case, incorrectly mounting a frontal assault on the bourgeoisie at a time when positional warfare  would have been more appropriate.  At the same time, however,  their opposition to the anti‑tax movement had deeper roots.  Having rejected a policy of class alliances, they had little  interest in broadening the social base of the fasci.  On the  contrary, they wanted very much to narrow it to include only  wage laborers.

On the night of 3 January 1894 Francesco Crispi declared a  state of siege, ordered the arrest of the Sicilian leadership  of the PSLI and sent 40,000 troops to "contain the socialist  threat."  Massacres and executions and savage prison  sentences followed.  The fasci never recovered, and a similar  movement in the North and Center in 1897‑8, concentrated  among the braccianti, was also put down.

The history of the fasci tells us more than a little about when and why and how mass socialist movements emerge.  The process which Marx described ──development of capitalist forces of production, and of distinctly capitalist forms of economic crisis, the emergence of socialist consciousness rooted in the day to day experience on the part of the working classes of the "social character of the productive forces" and of the contradiction between these forces and capitalist relations of production── are only part of the story.  Socialism develops first among the displaced rural masses whose traditional communal institutions give them a basis in experience for imagining the socialist reorganization of society, and whose popular religious traditions form a bridge to socialist consciousness.   Socialist consciousness itself, furthermore, has a profound religious dimension.  It presupposes an understanding of and commitment to the development of the cosmos towards ever higher levels of organization --even if this understanding and this commitment is not yet scientific in character.

The traditional forms of popular class consciousness, however, are essentially pre‑political.  Transformation of popular religion into an effective force for socialist transformation presupposes a process of rationalization, which makes the realization of the values carried by the tradition a human responsibility, something to be carried out through inner‑worldly political transformation, governed by rational political strategies, and led by modern secular intellectuals rather than by the clergy.  This, precisely is what happened with the fasci.

In the next chapter we will see that a similar process took place in Italian immigrant communities in the United States.  

Defeat of the fasci meant that the course of economic  development which had been charted by the bourgeoisies of the  North was now secure.  With Sicilian industry destroyed by  the free trade policies of the right, and Sicilian  agriculture stagnating under the protectionist policy of the  left, the peasants bled by rents and taxes while the agrari  attended balls in Palermo, Naples, and Rome, and the middle  classes grew fat on the expenditures of an unwieldy and  bloated bureaucracy, the South was consigned to  underdevelopment.  As the contadini were driven off the land,  they crowded the slums of Palermo and Naples which, deprived  of industry offered them no hope of employment.  As Zitara  puts it:


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

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

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




