


CHAPTER THREEPRIVATE 


THE REDEMPTION OF LABOR

Between 1860 and 1924 more than one and one half million men  and women, most of them braccianti and contadini, and most of  them from the South, left behind their families and their  village communities, journeyed to the coastal cities of  Naples and Palermo, and boarded ships for America (Sereni  1968:355). These emigrants were not adventurers or seekers  of fortune.  They left home unwillingly and only when all  other hopes were exhausted, as a final and desperate measure  in their struggle for a decent life for themselves and their  families.  Almost without exception they expected someday to  return home.

Many did return.  With the savings from fifteen years labor  on the railroads or in the coal mines they managed to buy a  scrap of land or a vendor's cart and eek out a precarious  existence on the very lower margins of the peasantry or the  petty bourgeoisie.  A few did better and bought a vineyard or  a citrus grove and lived in comfort, supplementing their  incomes with usury.    But for most the proletarian condition  became a permanent snare, the currents of "progress" and  economic development proving far stronger than their  individual aspirations.  So they settled into their ghettos  in the great cities of the industrial Northeast and Midwest,  or into the small mining towns into which many of them had  drifted, and began to build new lives, preserving what they  could of their customs and traditions, and adapting them to  the new conditions of struggle (Vecoli 1963).

Chief among the products of this process of adaptation was  the incorporation of the  immigrants into the emerging labor movement which was growing up among the working classes of the  cities, the migrant workers on the railroads, in the mining  camps on the rapidly receding western frontier, and among the  poor farmers of the Great Plains states. This labor movement, while deeply concerned with improving the living conditions of the immigrant masses, was not  purely reformist in character.  Indeed, it contained powerful socialist currents which came together in the first two decades under the leadership of Eugene Debs to form the only mass socialist party the United States has ever known.  As the  long wave of growth and prosperity which had helped to  engender the  tremendous wave of immigration after 1894 began  to draw to a close with the approach of the First World War,  it did not seem unreasonable to believe that these Sicilian  peasants turned railroad or garment workers, Polish and Serbian steel workers, Jewish tailors, and poor farmers from the Great  Plains might actually reorganize North American society.  At the very least they seemed to have  established a powerful revolutionary cultural trend, which  would make the struggle for socialism a central issue in  American life from for two decades (Velona 1958, Salvatore  1984, oral testimony: Valiani, Tarabori).

By the end of the 1920's, with the war past and another  crisis already on the horizon, all this had changed.  The  ferment in the countryside was dead, the victim of government  repression.  The workers movement, for its part, was divided,  with one section drifting further and further to the right,  so that its policies were soon indistinguishable from those  of the radical wing of the bourgeoisie, and the other caught  up in a frenzy of "bolshevization."  Both factions rapidly  alienated themselves from the immigrant working masses ‑‑so  rapidly in fact that membership in the Communist Party of the  U.S.A. (CPUSA) dropped  by 50% in one month in 1925 (Glazer  1961: 25).

This chapter will explore the roots of the immigrant socialist movement, and will attempt to explain why socialism appeared for this brief moment in history to be a real alternative to significant sectors of the North American working class, many Italian Americans among them.  We will also lay the groundwork for explaining in the next chapter just why the socialist movement in North America declined so rapidly after the First World War and the October Revolution, while in other countries it grew to become a seemingly permanent factor in public life. 

Specifically, we will argue that, as in rural Italy, socialism in urban North America emerged first and foremost out of the confrontation between traditional communal institutions and popular religious traditions with both the harsh realities and the enormous possibilities of the modern industrial world.  Capitalism at once threatened the traditional communal ties and solidaristic values which the immigrants brought with them from the peasant communities they had left, and presented them for the first time with the possibility of taking charge of their own destiny, of shaping history through rational collective action.  We will see that urban immigrant socialism, just as much as rural peasant socialism, developed not among the proletariat of the most advanced sectors of the economy, through the gradual radicalization of trade unions and trade union consciousness, but rather out of the mutual benefit societies and religious confraternities which nourished the existing social networks of solidarity and resistance within the immigrant community and which passed on the popular religious traditions which had always provided a framework for cultural resistance to oppression.  

This process was not, to be sure, purely spontaneous.  The pre‑political class consciousness of the mutual benefit society and the lay confraternity was transformed into socialist consciousness only through the conscious leadership of socialist organizers.  As in Italy these organizers attacked the hegemony of the clergy, and developed a Christian Socialist ideology, arguing that the socialist movement and not the church was the real heir of the Christian tradition.  

It should be noted that the Italian immigrant movement was not unique.  A similar pattern characterized the socialist movement in Oklahoma and Texas, and with some variation, the Jewish socialism of New York.  The socialist movement was strongest, and  most clearly revolutionary in its political line and  strategy, among precisely those sections of the working class  with a strong ethnic consciousness, and a tradition of  autonomous ethnic organization and among those which derived  their commitment to the socialist project from their popular  religious traditions   (Kipnis 1952, Green 1978, Burbank 1976,  Salvatore 1982, Weinstein 1967, Foster 1968, Howe and Coser,  1957, Glazer 1961).

We will begin by examining the situation of Italian immigrants in the United States.  We will argue that far from being purely proletarian, the immigrant communities lived under semicolonial, semifeudal conditions.  On the one hand this led to superexploitation of the kind customarily experienced by all oppressed national minorities.  At the same time, it permitted the immigrant communities to preserve non‑commodity social relations and communal institutions which formed the basis in experience for the emergence of socialist consciousness. We will also the examine the forms of bourgeois political and cultural hegemony in North America, which were very different from those which to the immigrants were subject in Europe.  Finally we will trace the process by which traditional forms of solidarity, through a process of conscious intellectual and moral reform, led by the organizers of the Federazione Socialista Italiana (FSI), were transformed into revolutionary, socialist class consciousness.  

I.  The Situation of Italian Immigrants in North America, 1894‑1945: The Emergence of a Semi‑Colonized Population.

    A. The Political Economy of Immigration

We have already discussed in some detail in the previous  chapter the economic conditions in Sicily and the Mezzogiorno  which contributed to the great migrations  of the period  after 1894:  reduction of the South to a colonial possession  during the post‑Risorgimento period, prolonged depletion of  the area's natural wealth and resources through unequal trade  and taxation, and unequal allocation of government  expenditures, suppression of agrarian wages, and thus of  effective demand, blocking the formation  of a home market  for consumer goods and thus foreclosing the possibility of  indigenous industrial development.  This, however, is only  one side of the story.  If the Italian economy had deprived  the South of any possibility of autonomous development, and  had not yet developed so far itself so as to create a demand  for Southern migrant labor in the factories of the North, as  would be the case after the Second World War, there were  nonetheless other "outlets" for the labor power displaced by  the underdevelopment of the South.  The most important of  these was the United States, which was, during the period in  question, on the verge of the "great leap forward" which  would eventually make it the world's preeminent industrial  power.

This "great leap forward" was generated by a number of  interrelated technological and economic developments. At the technological level, the invention of the internal combustion engine and the harnessing of electrical power made new sources of energy available to industry.  Utilization of these new technologies required a tremendous centralization and concentration of capital.  Large investment banks began to assert control over a wide  range of industrial enterprises.  The centralized and  concentrated capitals which resulted from these this dynamic  made possible a new wave of industrial development centered  particularly in the capital goods industries and in  infrastructure development, as the innovations of the Second  Industrial Revolution were finally implemented on a national  scale.

This pattern of industrialization, which we will call  "capital goods led" because of the dominant role of the  capital goods industries, had a definite impact on the demand  for labor, the level of wages, and thus on the class  structure generally, and on the character of the urban working class in particular.  On the one hand, the tremendous  expansion of the capital goods and infrastructure development  sectors created a new demand for labor, mostly unskilled, and  thus provided an outlet for the displaced rural populations  of the European countrysides.  At the same time, in so far as  growth was concentrated in capital goods and infrastructure  development, expanded output did not require a direct  equivalent in effective final demand:  workers, after all, do  not build railroads, or buy crude steel or machine tools.   There was, therefore, no immediate need for the kind of  dynamic of rising real wages which was to accompany the  period of growth which followed World War II.  Capital goods led industrialization required workers to supplement their wages with garden plots, wine and cheese making, and other forms of non‑commodity production.  

Eventually, to be sure, the low level of wages blocked the  development of consumer goods industries, which were needed  as an outlet for the machines and raw materials produced  by  the capital goods boom ‑‑precipitating a general crisis of  underconsumption, and the long wave of stagnation which  lasted from roughly 1914 until the end of the Second World  War.  But this is a later part of our story.  The period  between 1894 and 1914, the years of the great migrations,  were years of tremendous expansion marked by a high level of  demand for low wage labor ‑‑precisely the kind of labor being  generated by the underdevelopment of the countrysides of  Southern and Eastern Europe.

This pattern of development lead to the internal differentiation of the working class along ethnic lines.  Increasingly, Anglo─Saxon, Irish, and German workers filled the ranks of the skilled trades and the more responsible positions in the technologically advanced sectors of the economy ──machine tools, heavy equipment, etc.  Slavic immigrants gravitated towards the nascent steel industry, while Jews and some Italians filled the ranks of the garment trades, and Italians and Chinese worked on the railroads (Davis 1985).

This internal differentiation was not simply a matter of wage differentials within the context of a nonetheless completely proletarianized working class. On the contrary, only the "labor aristocracy" was fully proletarian in the sense of deriving its subsistence exclusively from the sale of its labor power.  The lower strata of the working class were subject to pre‑capitalist forms of exploitation, and engaged in pre‑capitalist subsistence activities.  They thus remained, at least by comparison with higher waged workers, more deeply embedded in traditional communal institutions and the non‑commodity social relations they sustained.

Let us consider first the question of pre‑capitalist forms of exploitation.  This is the testimony of  Antonio Cassano, a Calabrese orphan who later went on to join  the CPUSA.


I was born in San Lucido, Provincia di Cosenza, in  Calabria on 4 August 1896.  At that time, especially in  southern Italy, there was not industry but farming so I  was a farmer until the late years when I went to war  (oral testimony: Cassano).

When Sr. Cassano was three years old, his father was killed  in a feud.


We were like savage people.  On Sunday they went to church and all carried a big stick, not only for  crutching, but also to make war against other groups.   See that's a savage time. . . Now in those days love  jealousy was so big, so desperate that they kill one  another for a girl.  They kill one another.  So my father  was going home and he met another fellow, by the name of  Luigi Cinela. . . He said "don't talk to me you dirty  Cassano!" . . . He had a hate because his cousin was  engaged to the same girl.  And my  father got offended  and they got into an argument.  My father was stronger  and he beat him up.  "Well," he said "the sun will not go  down three days and I'll get you."  The son of a bitch he  meant business.  He went home, the father had a little  farm and he had a shotgun, used to load from the mouth  with a stick, and the bastard put half pound load in that  gun.  He entered the house of my father. . . then he went  to a little fountain and waited there for three days.    When he saw my father he said "Tony Cassano take this  one!" and he shot him.  My father was strong, he tried to  eat him, he wanted to eat him with his teeth, but the  blow was too terrible and he failed. When they heard the  shot my mother came out of the house and looked around. .  .and saw her husband on the ground and he was still talk,  said "who killed you?"  "This Luigi Cinela from the  plain of the pigs" (oral testimony: Cassano).

After his father's death Cassano's family was no longer able  to support him so he was sent to work on the farm of a rich  peasant who had made his money in Brazil. He grew up working  from age three on, under conditions which came close to  slavery.  "We had enough bread but work condition was rotten.   Too much work."  When he tried to learn to read, his master  would beat him.  "I got beat up several time for learn read  and write.  Through this struggle I succeed to go through the  first book myself.  At least I could put Italian word  together. . . I had such an affection for that pen." (oral  testimony: Cassano)

"Savagery," relations of production which bore more  resemblance to slavery than to free wage labor, hunger,  constant labor, and constant fear of violence:  these were  the conditions which impelled the peasants of the South to  "freely" choose emigration.  (In the light of the facts, the  argument that these emigrants left freely bears a suspicious  resemblance to the distinction made of the Immigration and  Naturalization Service between "political" and "economic"  refugees.)

The fact of the matter is that some of the immigrants were  transported forcibly, against their will.  The old immigrant  neighborhoods were always full of rumors of "white slavery."   Two of the older women I interviewed remembered young boys  from their villages ‑‑one her own brother‑‑ being sold to  labor contractors, who would travel from village to village  promising desperate young widows a "good life in America" for their sons ‑‑and cold cash to meet pressing needs for food  and clothing.  The contractors would then take the boys to  the United States, where they were forced to perform music on  the streets.  Those who returned in the evening without   meeting their cash quota were beaten and starved.  Gradually  they would escape, seeking refuge in a church or mission.   Only rarely did they find their families. (oral testimony:  Mirabelli, Argenzio)

The process of immigration, therefore, was far from free.  Always set in motion by the forcible destruction of traditional ways of life, it often involved direct coercion as well.  What about  free industrial labor?  A close look at available statistics  suggests that far from being free wage laborers in industry,  Italian immigrant workers were employed for the most part in  backward sectors such as mining and infrastructure  development (railroad work, construction) worked under  conditions  which can hardly be described as "free," and were  paid wages below the cost of reproduction of labor power.   They are, therefore, better described as super exploited  semi‑proletarians than as free wage laborers.

In 1900, of 6000 butchers in Chicago, only 18 were Italian,  and all these were scabs.  Nineteen years later, of 5500  immigrant women employed in the packing industry, fewer than  50 were Italian.  The figures for the steel industry are even  more striking.  Of  6000 workers at Illinois steel in  1901, only 2 were Italian immigrants.  And of 12,053 immigrant  steel workers in Chicago that same year, only 139 were  Italian (Vecoli 1963:343).  Italians were regarded as the  most inefficient workers, worse even that other immigrants  from Southern and Eastern Europe.  Abraham Bowers of the  immigration section of the YMCA noted in 1911 that  "throughout the Calumet steel district, large firms will not  employ Italians for any service whatsoever" (1963:345).   Italians, being "short of stature and short of muscle" were  thought suitable only for the "lighter sorts of manual labor"  (1963:347).

Such concern for the immigrants' physical capacity did not  seem to trouble employers in the mines and on the railroads,  where conditions were especially brutal and wages especially  low.   Labor in these sectors was organized on the basis of  the "gang system."  Workers, often from the same town or  village, or at least from the same province, were hired by a  boss or "padrone" who had  a labor contract from the owner.  These padroni were often bankrupt landlords, rich peasants  small professionals or unemployed gabellotti from the old  country ‑‑essentially members of the same civile class which  had oppressed them as peasants in Italy (Vecoli 1963: 247‑8).  They also  demanded of the workers, who as in the old country were  referred to as braccianti, the same forms of tribute as did  the landlords and gabellotti: first of all the bossatura (a  kickback or tribute for procuring the job), various customary  gifts, and on occasion, when the padroni had access to the  workers wives, the "right of the first night."  The  braccianti were also subject to what amounted to a system of banalites, being obliged to patronize the padrone as banker,  notary, grocer travel agent  ‑‑and politician.

The braccianti lived and worked under the worst of conditions  ‑‑conditions which could hardly be described as those of free  wage laborers.  Passing their nights in cold box cars along  the railway lines, or in shacks or tents in remote mining  camps, they subsisted on tinned meat and a little bread ‑‑a  diet probably worse than most had been accustomed to in  Sicily.  Not infrequently they were forced to work under  armed guard, who saw to it that they didn't quit before their  food and transportation costs had been worked off.   Resistance met with swift reprisals.


In 1903 a gang of Italians was sent to work on the Little  Kanawana River in West Virginia, but upon discovering  that the construction site was a swamp covered with  several inches of water they demanded to be sent back.  The contractors, however, who were well armed, told the  men that they would have to work until their  transportation costs were paid.  When the Italians  attacked them with axes and clubs, the bosses opened  fire, wounding several, while others fled into the forest  (L'Italia 7 March 1903 in Vecoli 1963: 315). 

Wages were often as little as $1.50 and rarely more than  $3/day (Vecoli 1963:252).  The braccianti often saved as much  as 80% of this, hoping to buy a little land in Italy, or a  small business in the U.S. (1963:334), but the seasonal  character of their work meant that their savings were barely  enough to sustain them through the winter.  They rarely had  anything left over for their families, who were generally  obliged to fend for themselves.

For some, this meant leaving their families in the old  country.  Antonio Cassano was separated from his wife for six  years, immediately following their wedding, until he was able  to pay her passage and assure her of at least partial  support.  Maria Valiani recalls that her father left for  America nine years before he eventually sent for his family.    The families rarely received support from their men, and  supported themselves off a small plot of ground, often shared  with their parents, brothers, or sisters, by small crafts  such as weaving, or by menial services, such as taking in  laundry for the families of small professionals (oral  testimony: Cassano, Valiani).

Eventually, however, such alternatives became impracticable.   Longing to be reunited with their families, who not  infrequently had been run off what little ground was left  them, and who found the market for domestic crafts constantly  contracting, the day when they themselves would be able to  return to Italy with enough capital to purchase a farm or  small business ever more remote, the immigrants eventually  sent for their families, who settled in the ghettos of New  York, Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia and the other great cities of the Northeast and Midwest, and tried to eek out a  living side by side with their husbands.

How did they survive?  First and foremost, they engaged in a  level of home production which we do not usually consider  characteristic of industrial civilization.  Large  areas near railroad rights of way or empty lots were placed  under intensive cultivation, primarily of garden vegetables,  which were canned, dried, or otherwise preserved for the  winter.  These gardens were usually administered communally, at  first by immigrants from the same town or village, and later  by the developing neighborhood community.  Families also  pooled resources to buy grapes, and a press for wine.  Many  kept chickens, rabbits for meat, and even a goat or two for  milk.  Pasta, cheese, and sausages were all produced at home  well into the Depression period.  Many of the men made their  own hand tools during the idle winter months. (Oral testimony:  passim, first generation)

At the same time grapes, grain, oil, and milk, together with  a goat or a pig, as well as rent, clothing, and health care all  required a cash income.  For most of the immigrant families  this meant that at least one or two members of the family had  to work to supplement the fathers income.  While the young  men followed their fathers on the railroad lines, the young  women began to take in piece work, drawing about $0.05/cloak  or $1.35/ week.  Small as it was this income was critical for  the families' survival.  In 1900, the women provided $156 of  the average working class family's income of $236 (Vecoli  1963).

After 1900, and increasingly after 1910, the women began to  move from their homes, first into the sweatshops, and then  into the factories, where they encountered new forms of  degradation and suffering.  As "scientific management" came  into vogue, the womens' every movement was subjected to  control by management, in a way that they had never  experienced when working in the fields or at home.  Even  trips to the bathroom were timed.  One woman recalls her  supervisor "just walking in on her like I was her daughter or  something and telling me to "get off the pot and on the job.   We're not paying you for your shit.'"  The woman soon became  a union militant.  The bathrooms, in the words of the poster,  really did breed Bolsheviks.

And the work was painful.  Maria Valiani describes her early  days at Kuppenheimer's.


When I first started it was like ten hours a day.  And  these were not hour work . . . this was pieces.  The more  you make, the more you get.  And many a time when you try  to rush it a little bit, you get a whole lot of 15‑20  coats back to fix, you lost money.   So you watched not  to rush it next time.. . . it takes months of suffering .  . . of coming home and crying . . . that you think you'll  never learn it.  Even though tailoring looks easy, it ain't, its the hardest thing. . . By the time you get  through in the tailor shop, you're really a master.  And  those little hands got a lot of stitches.  These nails . .  . the needle was stuck in my nails many times (oral  testimony: Valiani).

It was young women such as Maria Valiani, who, hand in hand  with their husbands, fathers, and brothers, toiling day by  day under the worst conditions, insured the survival of the  immigrant communities ‑‑and, as we will see, took the lead in building a powerful movement of popular resistance.

It should be clear from what we have said that the men and  women we have been describing ‑‑the braccianti of the  railroad lines and the women of the garment factories‑‑  hardly meet the criteria for free wage labor.  The  braccianti, we have seen, were, in effect, subject to a complete  battery of feudal tributes, dues, and banalites, marking the  padroni as a class of urban rentiers.  Economic means of  exploitation were supplemented by direct coercion, something  incompatible with free wage labor and capitalist relations of  production as traditionally defined by the Marxist tradition.  Of greater importance, however, was the fact that wage levels were below the cost of reproduction of  labor power, forcing the community to supplement income from wages with a variety of forms of residual non‑commodity production.

We should point out that it was precisely among these semiproletarian immigrants, Italian Americans among them, that socialist tendencies were strongest, and most inclined towards radicalization in a communist direction, while skilled workers of Anglo American and Irish descent  were largely unable to transcend trade union consciousness.  This raises important questions regarding the social basis for the emergence of socialist consciousness. Social Democratic theory looked to the growing material interdependence characteristic of capitalist development to create the material basis for socialist consciousness.  What socialist theory has tended to overlook was the countervailing tendency ──which Marx himself discovered── of commodity production to undermine even among the working class any consciousness of the social character of production and the universal human significance of work, and thus its tendency to promote a radical individualism.  Workers in the advanced sectors of industry may, to be sure, struggle against he bourgeoisie to increase their share of the total social product, and may even, under certain circumstances, do this under the banners of Social Democratic parties which envision eventual expropriation of large sections of capital.  But they will not develop a fully communist vision which comprehends the suppression of commodity production, and the restoration of community, because they have themselves already lost any basis for such an aspiration in their own experience.  It is precisely those workers and peasants who, while capitalistically exploited at the workplace or through market mechanisms, remain embedded in non‑commodity relationships, that preserve the day to day experience of community which is the precondition for the emergence of fully developed socialist consciousness.


B. Forms of Political and Ideological Hegemony

The development of socialism is not simply a function of economic contradictions.  The task of forging a socialist  movement in North America was made particularly difficult by an unusual system of socioreligious hegemony which drew effectively on the democratic and religious ideals of the people to legitimate the process of capitalist development. This system had its roots in the country's Puritan heritage, but drew on the religious institutions of later waves of immigrants as well, to create a system which effectively mediated capitalist values to the various ethnic communities, while creating a system of ethnoreligious contradictions which undermined the formation of a unified working class culture or political consciousness.  The Catholic church, to which many immigrants turned for assistance, played a critical role in this system.

In its earliest expressions, Puritanism reflected profoundly communitarian aspirations, and set forth a program of radical social transformation. The Massachusetts Puritans distributed land, in part at least on the basis of family size (an essentially communist criterion), and imposed rigorous economic regulations which restricted capitalist accumulation and economic differentiation.  Restriction of suffrage to church members had the effect of giving the vote to many poor and middling farmers while disenfranchising at least some of the wealthy  (Lockridge 1970:  10‑12, Foster 1971: 118).  When John Winthrop, the first governor of Massachusetts, spoke to his people aboard the Arabella, before they landed on the shores of North America, he called on them to establish a commonwealth "On the Modell of Christian Charity."


We must be knit together in this work as one man, we must entertain eachother in brotherly affection, we must be willing to abridge our selves of our superfluities, for the supply of others' necessities, we must uphold a familiar Commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, patience and liberality, we must delight in eachother, make others Conditions our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labour and suffer together, always having before our eyes our Commission and Community in our work, our Community as members of the same body, so shall we keep the unities of the spirit in the bond of peace (Winthrop Papers 2:294 in Rutman 1965)

Puritanism, furthermore, promoted rational action on behalf of the common good.  An active life of service to God and neighbor, including diligent service in one's calling, or profession,  was regarded as a sign of the working of God's grace in one's life.  This is precisely what gave the Puritan tradition its inner worldly dynamism.  This rationalizing communitarianism was, however, deformed by the market economy in which it grew up. Gradually usefulness to the community came to be identified with productivity, and the critique of idleness replaced that of covetousness as the mainstay of Calvinist casuistry.  (Baxter, Christian Directory I, 375‑6).  Ultimately this opened the way for the emergence of a kind of modified Social Darwinism, which in the thought of liberal divines such as Henry Ward Beecher, became the official ideology of the United States in the later nineteenth century.  

The Catholic Church historically has stood in an ambiguous relationship to this project.  As Mike Davis has pointed out


The ingenuity of American Catholicism, already becoming apparent in the 1850s, was that it functioned as an apparatus for acculturating millions of Catholic immigrants to American liberal‑capitalist society while simultaneous carving out its own sphere of sub‑cultural hegemony through its (eventually) vast system of parochial schools and Catholic (or Catholic cum ethnic) associations.  

On the one hand the Catholic hierarchy has sought to make Catholic institutions an agent for the assimilation of the immigrant masses.  Traditional Catholic communitarianism and concern for the dignity of the human person was interpreted in such a way that it became a defense of the right of immigrant Catholics to "participate" fully in the economic and political life of the United States  ──i.e. to enjoy the blessings of upward social mobility.  This impulse was reflected first, during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the development of a vast network of Catholic schools and social service centers and later, during the New Deal era, in the encouragement of the reformist trade unions and community organizations.   

At the same time, Catholics have tended to resist the dynamic moralistic reformism characteristic of the Puritan tradition.  At least until the time of the second Vatican Council Catholics were encouraged to seek salvation not in their professional callings, not the transformation of nature and society, but rather in the sacraments or, for those called to the religious life, in prayer and contemplation.  This tended to blunt the inner‑worldly asceticism of most Catholics, and made them resistant to highly disciplined forms of rational collective action and organization.  This was particularly true during the nineteenth century.

These ethnoreligious contradictions were in turn reflected in the emerging North American party structure.  As George Marsden (1988) has pointed out,  the first party system reflected the contradiction between largely Congregationalist, and English New England Federalists, and the full range of other ethnoreligious groups.  During the course of the first half of the nineteenth century, the various parties which succeeded the Federalists ──the Whigs and eventually the Republicans── were able to gain the allegiance of the other British denominations, at least in the North ──the Presbyterians, the Methodists, the Episcopalians, and many Baptists.  Davis comments that


the rise of the Republicans clearly represented the triumph of the most aggressive Yankee small‑capitalist strata, and the party's program was a compelling synthesis of Protestant moralism, centralizing nationalism, and idealized entrepreneurial capitalism...

The Catholic 


immigrants, in reaction, were driven to the Democratic Party, which offered a laissez‑faire toleration of religious and cultural differences.  (25‑26).  

This meant, in effect that the Catholic working class was allied with the slave owners, against capital. 


This bonding of the urban Catholic working class to the weaker and more backward sections of agrarian capital reinforced the Jacksonian pattern of alliances, in the sharpest contrast to Britain, where the working class was allied to the stronger and more modern section of the industrial bourgeoisie through the Liberal Party.  The ensuing political split in the U.S. working class lasted until the eve of the New Deal, with consequences that were inimical to the development of class consciousness.  Native Protestant workers rallied to the leadership of the Protestant bosses and exploiters, while Catholic immigrants  forged an unholy alliance with Southern reaction (26).  

The Democratic party, became, in effect, the party of secular pluralism, and of resistance to the Protestant moralism which characterized both the hegemonic Anglo and the subaltern African American  communities.

The Catholic church thus had a dual impact on the immigrant communities.  On the one hand it tended to promote assimilation to the broadly utilitarian, productivist and pro‑capitalist ethos characteristic of North America generally, while on the other hand it tended to pit Catholic immigrants against the most dynamic and progressive sectors of the bourgeoisie ──the sectors which supported abolition, prohibition, and rapid industrialization── and to ally them with the more backward sectors of agrarian, commercial and petty capital.  

The immigrants came into contact with this system of socioreligious hegemony largely through the institutions of the political machine and the Catholic parish and parochial school.

The North American party system was  unique among "democratic" party systems of the day in  insuring an electoral monopoly to the two bourgeois parties,  something which was perplexing to immigrants who were  accustomed to a system which, though much more repressive  than the United States in other respects, had permitted the  existence of a mass party of the working class (the PSLI) and  later a mass party of the peasantry The Partito Poplare, precursor of the Democrazia Cristiana).

The electoral monopoly of the ruling class went a long way  towards convincing the immigrants, including even many labor  militants, that socialism was impossible in the United  States, as  though it violated some fundamental, if deeply  mysterious, aspect of the national character, which they did  not yet fully understand.  Maria Valiani recalls her father  telling her


Here its always republicani o democratici, no socialisti  o communisti.  Over here you gotta live this way: one  year who ever wins, but its either one, democratici o  republicani, but no other way.  I mean that's freedom  (oral testimony: Valiani).

How was  this electoral monopoly maintained?  This is an  important point if we are to understand the difference  between the situation of the immigrants, and that which their  children faced during the post war period.  Beginning with  the New Deal the Democratic Party transformed itself into a  hegemonic party of the bourgeoisie precisely by making  significant policy concessions to the popular classes,  concessions which opened up the period of growth and  stabilization which lasted until roughly 1970, and which  bound the North American bourgeoisie and the upper strata of  the working classes in genuine class alliance.  This was not  the case in the period of the great migrations. While the  immigrants did achieve citizenship, and while their votes, therefore, did have to be won, they were won less by real  policy concessions than by a combination of personal favors  and intimidation, the classic pattern of clientelist of  "machine" politics.

Al Fantozzi, who was a precinct captain for thirty years,  first for the Republicans, and then, after 1932 for the  Democrats, under Vito Marzullo, describes how the system  worked.


There was a lot of jobs distributed here and there in the  neighborhood.  And the people supported their families  that way.  And they [the Democratic Party] have been  pretty good on giving services.  You go through the right  channels.  I don't mean you go running to the mayor or  the ward committeeman.  You go to your precinct captain  first for anything.  He's the fella that comes to solicit  you for your vote.  And if you got a trouble you go to  your precinct captain and say "Here, help me out, will  you?"  He's delivered for you and you're entitled to  deliver for him ...  locally.  Nationally you can afford  to be more independent.  But I'm a firm believer, if  you're going to go to somebody for  help, and he does it  . . . that fella's got a mortgage on your vote next time.   But don't believe me, because I was a precinct captain  for thirty years. (oral testimony: Fantozzi)

Mr. Fantozzi used his political position to build a  prosperous insurance business ‑‑preferring the legitimate  patronage of his constituents to the illegal "fast money" to  be made by bribes.  Not all of the precinct captains were so  scrupulous.

Outright coercion, while not the dominant means of social  control, was also not uncommon,  particularly when attempts  were made to breach the monopoly of the ruling  classes.  In  urban areas the principal agent of this coercion was the  Mafia, which like the padroni for whom they worked, simply  picked up in North America where they left off in the old  country.  In Chicago, the First Ward Democratic   Organization, which traditionally controlled the city's  largest Italian neighborhood, was always recognized as a Mafia stronghold.

Not infrequently the Mafia would intervene to disrupt a  strike or unionization drive, particularly where their own  economic interests were at stake. Edigio Clemente, recalls  that when the Federazione Socialista Italiana (FSI) attempted  to unionize the city's Italian bakeries, which had long been under Mafia control, one of their organizers was  shot dead.   The Mafia also ran roughshod at election time, threatening  socialist candidates and election workers, providing a rear  guard of defense of the ruling classes (oral testimony:  Clemente).

In rural areas, in the mining camps and along the railroads,  the Ku Klux Klan played a similar role.  Joe Muzzarelli, a  coal miner who worked for years in Clinton, Indiana, recalls  that the "gov' in Indian' it wasa Klan."  The Klan, in  addition to terrorizing anyone and anything non white and non  Anglo‑Saxon, had secured a monopoly on liquor in the area and  was constantly threatening Italians who made their own wine  or homebrew, a practice which, as we have seen, was essential  to the domestic economy.  Secretary‑Treasurer of his union  local, Mr. Muzzarelli ran successfully for constable,  organized a posse of his paesani, and ran the Klan out of  town (oral testimony: Muzzarelli).

Perhaps more important, however, than the political party  apparatus and the repression suffered at the hands of the  Mafia and the KKK was the ideological domination suffered at the hands of the hierarchical church.  We have already  noted in the last chapter that relations between the Vatican  and the Italian peasant communities  were ambiguous indeed ‑‑that the  peasant communities had been in a state of de facto schism  since at least the fourteenth century, the time of the  Joachite controversy, and allied themselves with the Vatican  only on a conjunctural basis, when the political circumstances  so required (as during the period of the legitimist alliance  against the  liberal bourgeoisie).  The immigrants were heir  to this tradition, which understood Christianity in an  eschatological sense which pointed towards a future in which  the poor ‑‑all of them‑‑ would at long last be redeemed  from  the oppression of the ruling class, from illness, suffering,  poverty and death.  For the time being, during the present  life, it was enough to call on the memory of the saints, who  provided a vivid reminder of courageous resistance to the  ruling classes ‑‑and practical assistance with the problems  of daily life.  Personal salvation, for the poor at least,  was more or less taken for granted.  We have already noted above the old Sicilian  folktale which tells of how the Virgin Mary was appalled when she  discovered that her son had actually been condemning souls to  hell, and threatened to walk out of heaven, taking the  angels and saints with her, unless he ceased this barbaric  practice (Birnbaum 1983).

If the Christianity of the peasant communities was different  from that of Rome, then the immigrants found in the North  American Church a religion which was almost unrecognizable.   The Church in the United States was dominated by Irish, and  to a lesser extent, German congregations accustomed to a different relationship with their clergy and the  institutional church, and who practiced a piety radically  different from that of the Sicilian peasants.

First of all, for the Irish in particular, the Church, far  from being an obstacle to democracy and national unity, was a  symbol of the national struggle against British imperialism.   Catholicism, in its official institutional form, was a  national popular ideology and the clergy a stratum of organic  intellectuals of the nation.  Quite naturally, therefore, the  Irish American clergy had a great deal of authority among  their compatriots, in a way that seemed strange and even  disgraceful to immigrants from Sicily and the Mezzogiorno. 

Second, it has often been remarked that Irish piety has been  the victim of substantial "Jansenist" influence (Briggs 1978, Groethuyesen 1968).  While it is  not possible to examine this thesis in detail at this point,  we should note that it points out a number of marked  differences between Irish and Sicilian piety.  First and  foremost, for the Irish "Jansenist" personal salvation was by  no means a matter to take for granted.  Quite the contrary,  the fate of one's "immortal soul" was something which forever  hung in the balance, and which could only be assured through  moral scrupulosity  and regular reception of the sacraments.  This dynamic was often mobilized by Irish school sisters to  inculcate in second generation Italian‑American children  virtues of self‑discipline and hard work directed towards  postponed gratification.   This complex was not too different from  the so called "Protestant work ethic," except that it lacked the reforming dynamic which had characterized both High Calvinism and its liberal progeny.  In any case, Irish  Catholicism, while by no means incompatible with labor  militance or radical social struggles, did not have the  revolutionary eschatological character which linked social  revolution directly to salvation history, as was the case  with Sicilian popular Christianity (Vecoli 1969:passim, oral  testimony: Martorano).

The Church was not of one mind as to how to contend with the  national differences which were threatening to fracture the  immigrant church in North America.  Many felt that the most  important task for the Church was simply to maintain, or in  the case of the Italian communities to gain, the  institutional loyalty  ‑‑and thus to "save the souls"‑‑ of  the immigrants, and advocated the establishment of national  parishes, often drawing on religious orders based in the old  country, to establish a religious environment in which the  immigrants would feel comfortable. This policy was operative  in Chicago until roughly 1915, as the Scalabrini Fathers and  the Servite Friars established Italian language parishes on  the Near West side, around 24th and Oakley, in Pullman, in  the Near North and in other communities. Often separate   chapels were established for Siciliani, Toscani, etc.  Most  of the immigrant participation in the life of the  institutional church was  due to the work of the Scalabrini  fathers and the Servite friars during this period (Shanbuch  1981).

Increasingly, however, the "Americanizing" wing of the  hierarchy was gaining influence over the North American  Church.  These Americanizers were profoundly impressed with  the accomplishments of American civilization, which they  attributed in no small part to the vigor and individualism of  American culture, and they were sensitive to accusations that  Catholicism was "un‑American," which they believed had to be  answered effectively if the Church was to have a future in  this country. And, with the exception of the immigrant clergy  themselves, even those ecclesiastics not associated with the  "Americanist" tendency had little commitment to preserving  the religious traditions of the immigrant communities  themselves, and tended to see the national parishes more as a  temporary expedient for gaining a foothold in the  communities, than as  a permanent institution.  And the  Vatican, while more than a little suspicious of "Americanism,"  both as a theological tendency and as a way of life, was   profoundly suspicious of the  institutional pluralism and  relative autonomy from diocesan control which the national  parish system tended to give the immigrants. The Italian  national parishes, further, unlike those of other  nationalities, were rarely self‑supporting.

In 1915 matters finally came to a head.  A new code of canon  law was promulgated which made the territorial parish the  legal norm, from which departures were possible only by  exception (Shanbuch 1981: 163).  Promulgation of the code  was accompanied in Chicago by the appointment of Mundelein as  archbishop.  Mundelein had little taste for cultural  pluralism, and declared an immediate moratorium on creation  of new national parishes (1981:182).  Those already existing,  provided they were self‑supporting, would be transformed into  vital links in an aggressive program of Americanization  (1981:172‑3).  Those which could not support themselves ‑‑ this included most of the Italian American parishes‑‑ would  be closed (1981:163).

Of critical importance to Mundelein's program of  Americanization was the parochial school system.  Initially,  many Italian‑American and other ethnic clergy had hoped that  the parochial schools, attached to national parishes, would  be the first line of defense for immigrant culture, assuring  that the children of the immigrants were taught in their  parents' languages, and that English was taught only as a  second language.  Such, however, was not to be the case.   James Jennings, Mundelein's school superintendent, wrote in  1916 that it was his purpose to 


thoroughly Americanize the Catholic school system in  Chicago. We propose to teach our children that there  shall no longer be Irish‑American, German‑American, or  Polish‑American in our city but only real Americans.  In  other words we intend to take the hyphen out of the  parochial school system in Chicago. (1981:187‑8).  

All subjects, with the exception of foreign languages ‑‑as the native tongues of the immigrants were now called‑‑ were  to be taught in English.  Italian children were rarely taught  by Italian sisters,  but rather by Irish or French Americans.   It was not unheard of  for Italian children to be segregated   during mass, being made to sit in the back of the church with  the African‑Americans (Vecoli 1969:233).   

This policy had two important effects on the Italian American  communities.  First of all, it meant that many immigrants,  especially the men, were alienated once and for all from the  Church and withdrew even more resolutely into their lay  confraternities.  In this sense, the policy of the  Americanizers cost the Church the affection of an entire  generation of immigrants, which it might well  have won if it  had posed as the defender of immigrant culture.  At the same  time, the policy of the Americanizers did lay the groundwork  for effective assimilation of the immigrants' children, who  often as not attended parochial schools for at least part of  their education, and for the liquidation of the autonomous  lay confraternities  and the incorporation of second  generation Italian Americans into the Church sponsored  societies ‑‑which, as we will see in the next chapter, had a  very different political orientation than those of the  immigrants themselves.  This latter step was of critical  importance in the struggle of the ruling class to break the  popular culture of the immigrant communities, and bring them  under the control of the bourgeois ideological apparatuses. 

Socialist organizers thus faced a complex task as they tried to  bring Italian immigrants into the sphere of influence of the emerging multinational socialist movement.  On the one hand they had to  draw effectively on the popular religious traditions of the immigrant masses, which served as a first line of defense against the hegemonic individualism of North American culture and which formed a bridge towards the formation of  revolutionary socialist consciousness. On the other hand, they had to struggle vigorously against the emerging hegemony of the Catholic clergy, which was trying to make immigrant religion a vehicle for assimilation  and for the formation of an ethos compatible with the imperatives of North American capitalist society.  They had to preserve traditional communitarian values while promoting rational collective action.  In the next section we will examine just how they proceeded.

II. The Emergence of a Mass Socialist Movement in the  Immigrant Communities.          

We have already seen how, in the years following the  Risorgimento, the popular Christian tradition, which had  catalyzed the peasants' resistance to feudal exploitation,  gradually adapted itself to the imperatives of the struggle  against specifically capitalist forms of exploitation, laying  the groundwork for the emergence of a mass socialist  movement.  In the years following the defeat of the peasant  movements of 1894 and 1898, during the great waves of  emigration which  brought to American shores the refugees  from  the policies of the Piemontese government, this same  tradition began to take root in the immigrant communities in  the great cities of the Northeast and Midwest, in the small  industrial towns of Pennsylvania, and in the mining camps and  along the railroad lines of the receding Western frontier.   For the most part, especially before 1914, the tradition  appeared in  a kind of transitional form, which reflected the influence of anti‑clerical, socialist propaganda, but which nonetheless retained much of its pre‑political character.  In this regard it reflected the mostly semi‑proletarian character of the  immigrant communities themselves.  After 1910, and especially  after 1914, as increasing numbers of socialists were forced  to emigrate from Italy due to the war, and later due to  fascist repression, and as increasing numbers of immigrants,  the women especially, found themselves working in the  factories, we see the emergence of a socialist trend  within the immigrant communities, a trend which, however,  remained deeply rooted in the popular Christianity and  popular institutions which the immigrants had brought with  them from the old country.

Critical to the emergence of this explicitly socialist trend was the work of socialist organizers, grouped in the Federazione Socialista Italiana (FSI), who carried out systematic organizing work in both the factories and the mutual benefit societies and lay confraternities, together with a vigorous anticlerical propaganda.  Like their comrades in the old country, they forged a Christian socialist ideology which argued that the socialist movement, and not the church, was the legitimate heir of the Christian tradition.  


A. Transitional Forms of Popular Resistance: the Mutual Benefit Society and the Trade Union


1. The Mutual Benefit Society

The most important of the institutions which the immigrants  brought with them from the towns and villages of Sicily and the Mezzogiorno was unquestionably the mutual benefit  society.  These societies have a complex history, many  aspects of which remain uncertain, and which it is not  possible to trace in detail here.  We do know that the  societies were modeled to some extent on the guilds and  journeymens' associations of the late medieval and early  modern period.  These craft associations were the critical  regulatory agency of the popular economy of the late middle  ages which permitted individual use of property, but only  subject to communal regulation, which limited accumulation,  and insured the survival of all competent craftsmen.  The  craft associations also served as lay religious  confraternities, each trade having its own patron saint, with  its own feast, and each often participating in such civic  feasts as Good Friday passion  plays, each association taking  responsibility for  one particular station of the cross.    Such, at least, is the custom in Trapani, where to this day the city's guilds assemble on Good Friday morning to go in  solemn procession each carrying its own stazione, carved in  wood with grotesque realism, through the streets of the city.

We have already noted William Sewell's (1980) argument regarding the role of these craftsmens' associations such as these which  formed in the emergence of a mass socialist  movement among the French working class in the middle of the  nineteenth century ──long before "socialized" industrial  forces of production had become important in the French  economy, which retained an agricultural and artisanal  character.

The mutual benefit societies, however, were by no means  exclusively, or even primarily, of urban origin.  Indeed, the  societies of the New World were primarily societies of paesani ──people of the same rural settlement, contrada, or  province, and only rarely were they based in crafts or  guilds.  For the most part they traced their origins to the  lay confraternities of the rural settlements, which had been  responsible for the local cults, and which had long ago taken  on assistential and sometimes trade union and even  educational functions.  We have already seen, in the last  chapter, how these societies played  a critical role in the emergence of the fasci siciliani.  In the New World, much the  same process took place, as the mutual benefit societies,  which served as a locus for communal assistance, sporadic  political and even armed resistance of a bandit or guerilla  type, and which above all, helped to preserve and pass on the  popular traditions, became the seeds of a mass socialist  movement.

At the most basic level, the mutual benefit society or  societa provided what amounted to health insurance, life  insurance, and a decent burial for its members and their  families.  These benefits were financed on the basis of  membership subscriptions.  

Some of the societies went beyond purely assistential  functions, and attempted to mediate between the braccianti  and the padroni.  The Societa Politica Operaia Italo‑ Americano, founded in 1894, attempted for a while to  establish collective bargaining agreements between the  padroni and braccianti, though it met with little success  (Vecoli 1963:261).  In small mining towns and steel towns in  Pennsylvania, the mutual benefit societies not infrequently  transformed themselves into socialist circles or even  independent parties, and supplemented their assistential work  with collective bargaining drives or "socialist propaganda."   Typical of such societies was the Circolo Socialista "Camillo  Prampolini" which, under the influence of Paolo Mazzoli 


became a true center of irradiation of a prolific propaganda  which later bore fruit in a network of socialist sections  which, federated formed the `Italian Socialist Party of  Pennsylvania'" (Velona 1958:19).  

Other societies retained a more modest identity, but despite  their humble names, became known as real centers of  revolutionary activity.  When I asked one old shopkeeper  about the Societa Lovagnini she looked at me fearfully and  said 


Oh you're treading on dangerous ground here . .   they were a  benevolent association, but they had some tie in . .  somewhere along the line. . . .we used to call them  socialisti (oral testimony: Tarabori)  

When  she later discovered that  I was sympathetic, she  reassured me that they were all "very uprighteous men who  wanted the same as Jesus did."  The Socialist movement in  that community seems in fact to have been nearly identical  with that society, and has its lineal, if very  apolitical,  descendent today in the West Side Social Club.

In rural areas, in the mining camps and along the railroad  lines, resistance often took a more militant, if somewhat  less institutionalized character.  This was especially true  when the braccianti who were working on a particular project  were all paesani and thus members of the same societa (Vecoli  1963:319).  The following account is typical.


Near Carbondale, Colorado, more than 100 Italians who were  engaged on the Elk Mountain Railroad rebelled against low  wages.  The strikers were reported to be seen marching  through the labor camps carrying red flags, and to have  opened fire on a gang of white men (sic) who tried to go  to work, whereupon the Sheriff of Pitkin County organized  a posse to put down the rebellion. (New York Tribune,  9 June 1892,   in Vecoli 1963:320)

Four years earlier "several hundred Italians defeated a  detachment of militia in pitched battle and drove away the  American workers brought in by the company" (Vecoli  1963:320).

To what extent can the mutual benefit societies be credited  with these militant actions?  We must remember that the  societa is not an "association" in the Weberian sense,  despite the superstructure of  a stated organizational  purpose, by laws, officers, etc., but rather a community, or  rather a particular expression of  community, which is  integrally related to the other expression of the same  communal impulse.  The mutual benefit society is the  organizational expression of the village community ‑‑or of the paesani in emigration‑‑ which has legal  personality in  the eyes of civil society.  The armed detachments of  workers in the mining camps and along the railroad lines were  another expression of the same communal reality, which  furthermore received material and moral support from the  societa in both its assistential and cultic forms.  Thus, while armed actions were not generally the result of  deliberate action on the part of the societa, they were  nonetheless  born and nurtured by the same collective  effervescence which characterized the feasts and the informal  gatherings at the lodge of the confraternity.

It is for this reason that the religious and cultic functions  of the societa must receive the closest attention. Indeed, it  was the societa in their role as lay religious  confraternities, which were responsible for the preservation  of the popular religious heritage of the immigrant  communities in the New World.

The most outstanding characteristic of the societa in the  religious field was their anticlericalism, or at least their  independence from the hierarchical Church.  We have already  noted the profoundly anticlerical character of Southern  popular Christianity, an anticlericalism which had its roots  in the doctrinal struggles of the late Middle Ages, and which  persisted despite brief periods of united front with the  clergy against the liberal bourgeoisie.  We have also seen  that the immigrant communities had little reason to feel  differently about the North American church than they had  about the church in the old country.  This was especially  true after 1915, when "Americanization" became the order of  the day.  The Church of Rome seemed determined to extirpate  the national identity of the Italian people whether at home  or in emigration.

It is not surprising therefore, that anticlerical propaganda  was omnipresent in the immigrant communities.  


Italian news shops in Chicago are ablaze with vile anticlerical literature, and display in street windows  gross caricatures of the Pope and the Bishops of the  church," 

complained one Catholic journalist in 1913 (Vecoli  1969:260).  As early as 1887, L'Italia wrote that "when Leo  XIII kneels before Christ He should let him have a blow which  will knock him head over heels into hell" (L'Italia 18 June  1887 in Vecoli 1969:221).

The immigrants were anticlerical, but not irreligious.  They  were, in fact, anticlerical because of a profound faith in  the Christian tradition which the priests and bishops, ever  since the Middle Ages, seemed to have betrayed.  As the  novelist Caruso put it,


They too were religious.  The Lord had suffered for them  at the hands of the wealthy landlords, He had made the world,  put fish into the sea. His bleeding heart was a sign of  His love for the poor. (Caruso 1950:210 in Vecoli 1969).

It was the mutual benefit society which was the real cultic  center of the immigrant communities, where the  cult of the  saints and of the Virgin was celebrated and passed on from  generation to generation, independent of clerical control. From time to time, to be sure, priests of the Servite order  would gain influence over one or another of the societies.   But then the Servites enjoyed the prestige of the mendicant  tradition, which set them apart from the rest of the clergy.   More often, at least in the early days, the societa, which  had its own cadre of lay officers, would engage a defrocked  priest to officiate at the feasts.  The festival itself,  including the mass which accompanied it was generally held in  the group's lodge or out of doors, and only much later was it  moved to the parish church.

Not surprisingly, the societa was marked by a distinct,  characteristic spirituality, which was quite different from  that of the Irish Jansenist‑influenced, American parishes.   As one Servite friar, who has studied the question closely,  put it, the spirituality of the immigrant communities was  "aesthetic rather than ascetic"  (oral testimony: Martorano).  The religions representations, that is, and the  cult itself, constituted a direct participation in the  divine, or more precisely, a participation in the redeemed  world of the eschaton, the great feast which would follow  God's vindication of the poor, rather than a set of  guidelines directed towards self‑or world‑transformation.   This "aesthetic" spirituality is in marked contrast to the  deeply ascetic cult of the Gesu Socialista which developed in  the Italian  American workers movement after 1914.  

Joachim Martorano tells of how his grandfather, who  never set foot in a church, and who claimed that the church  bells were crying "bring money, bring money," used to take  him from time to time to the lodge of the Societa della  Santissima Crocifissa di Cimina.


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

We can see here a radical laicization of the ritual of the  mass, and a transposition of the symbolic solidarity of the  Eucharist into a real solidarity among friends. 

The physical artifacts of the cult reflect this same sensual  exuberance.  Most often the  statues are plump and richly dressed.  This is true even of  the martyrs who were so prominent among the patron saints of  the immigrant communities. Their struggle ended, the martyrs'  crown won, they, along with their beloved paesani are taking  part in the eschatological feast.  During the procession the  statues are laden with gifts and wear a cloak made of  currency.  Further, the liturgical calendar of the societa revolves not  around Lent, but around the feast of the patron saint, and  the celebration involves not fasting and self‑mortification,  but a feast.  For a week at least the street around the lodge  was transformed into a carnival.  All of the traditional  dishes associated with the saint were prepared ‑‑the saints,  after all,  also had their favorite foods.  There would be  games and music.  On the feast day itself there would be a  mass, usually in the lodge of the societa, often celebrated  by a defrocked priest.  Then there would be a procession  around the streets of the neighborhood.  Often there would be  a play representing some event or miracle associated with the  saint.  In the days following the feast the saint often "made  the rounds" to the homes of the leading members of the  societa.

On the one hand this "aesthetic spirituality" made the societa a center of what Durkheim called "collective effervescence."  Ritual, Durkheim believed, served to recreate  such collective effervescence, and to preserve it during the long periods of passivity between great upheavals.  

At the same time, even where the societa encouraged activism, it was of a markedly nonrational and even insurrectional character, as we have seen in the discussion of resistance among Italian miners and railroad workers above.  The emergence of a revolutionary socialist  movement, as opposed to a movement of resistance to  capitalism, presupposed a more activist "ascetic"  spirituality, and thus a real transformation in the religious  life of the immigrant communities‑‑what Gramsci called a moral  and intellectual reform  (Gramsci 1949c: passim).   Proletarianization and the formation of a trade union movement among the immigrants did not, by itself accomplish this.


2. The Italian American Workers' Movement

The years between 1894 and 1914 witnessed substantial changes  in the North American economy, and in the position of Italian  American workers in the national  division of labor.  These  were the years of triumph for the factory system, when the  technological advances of the Second Industrial Revolution ──electricity, the internal combustion engine── were implemented and the productive process in industry after  industry was raised to new levels of  mechanization.

We have already pointed out that Italian Americans were not,  in the early years at least, employed in industry, but rather  in infrastructure development and mining, as well as a  variety of construction trades, gardening, etc.  There was,  however, one industry where Italian American labor and  especially the labor of Italian American women was especially  important: i.e. the garment industry.  And during the years  immediately preceding the First World War, this industry  underwent a dramatic expansion.  By 1910 the men's clothing  industry was Chicago's largest employer  ──larger than either  the stockyards or the steel mills.  The industry concentrated  large numbers of immigrant women in one place, under  conditions which, we have noted, were brutal to say the  least. The garment districts were, further, located close to many of the immigrant communities, allowing the older forms  of solidarity which had developed in the neighborhood  community to carry over into the workplace (Jensen 1984: 84).   This concentration of workers in factory and sweatshop settings made possible for the first time the emergence of a  trade union movement in the Italian‑American communities.

There were other factors, however, which contributed to the  rapid growth of the Italian American workers movement in the  years after 1914.  The long period of growth and  stabilization which began in 1894 was drawing to a close.    The market for capital goods was rapidly becoming saturated,  and the low level of wages limited internal demand and  blocked the emergence of new consumer goods industries to  absorb the developing capital goods surplus.  Already, for  example, mass production of automobiles was a technological  possibility, but economic conditions made the development of  a mass consumer automobile industry impossible.  Further, the  long project of developing a modern infrastructure of  railroads was largely completed, driving many poor, unskilled  immigrants out of work, and further limiting effective demand  (Davis 1985).  The result was a period of chronic  stagnation, rooted in generalized underconsumption, which  lasted until roughly 1945.   The effects of this crisis were  mitigated in the United States by the First World War, and by  a pseudo‑recovery during the 1920's and did not become acute  until the time of the Great Depression.  At the same time,  the international crisis which opened in 1914 undermined the  appearance of capitalist stabilization, and pointed out the  real vulnerability of the system, creating a new opening  for the popular classes.

The combined effects of a new level of industrialization and  the early stages of an economic and political crisis created  new opportunities for the popular movements in the immigrant  communities.  At the same time, new conditions required new  forms of organization and new forms of struggle.  Chief among  these new forms was a trade union movement which did not  replace, but which struggled alongside the mutual benefit  societies, as an auxiliary form of mass organization.

Efforts at unionization of the garment industry in Chicago  began as early as 1891.  Most of these efforts, led by the  United Garment Workers of America (UGWA) were unsuccessful.   The strategy of UGWA was centered on use of the union label  as means of discouraging purchase of clothing produced by  non‑union workers.  This tactic met with some success in rural areas, but had little impact in the cities where the  market for readymade clothing was concentrated in the middle  and upper classes.  The practice alienated many radical  tailors and other small producers.  The UGWA also suffered  from a rather marked ethnic chauvinism, and portrayed the newer  immigrants as a "menace to the American trade unions"  ‑‑ hardly an asset to organizers working in an industry in which  65% of the workforce was foreign born, and another 32% the  children of immigrants (Weiler 1984:118). 

The  "uprising of 1910," as it has been called, represented a  qualitative leap forward in the struggle for unionization.    On September 22 a group of young women, led by a certain  Signora Mondello, walked out of the pants shop  at Hart  Schaffner and Marx shouting Sciopero! Sciopero! Sciopero!  after refusing to accept yet another cut in pay. Within three  weeks the entire men's clothing industry was paralyzed, and  40,000 men and women were on strike.  Observers said that it  resembled a peasant uprising (Vecoli 1963:376).

The strike dragged on for 20 weeks, with Italians, Jews, Poles, Bohemians, and Lithuanians struggling hand in hand.  "The  women and girls  of the Tuscan settlement in the 12th Ward,  where the socialist fire burned brightly, were especially  militant strikers," wrote La Parola.  But the strikers faced  some serious obstacles.  While Hart, Schaffner and Marx, the  largest firm and the one against which the strike had  originally been called, agreed to negotiate, the other  employers, represented by the Chicago Wholesale Clothiers  Association refused to budge. (Weiler 1984:130)  The Joint  Conference Board, set up to lead the strike, included  representatives of the Chicago Federation of Labor (CFL), the  Women's Trade Union League (WTUL), and the UGWA ──and  apparently no representatives of the rank and file, whose  elected committee served only as a liaison between the Joint  Board and the strikers. (1984: 123).  Not surprisingly the  Board felt rather less urgency than the workers, and was  concerned that the strike settlement guarantee their own  future role in the garment workers' struggle.

On February 3, 1911, Thomas Rickert, President of the UGWA,  without consulting either the strikers or the Joint Board  called off the strike.  The workers


were forced to return to their old miserable conditions,  through the back door, and happy were those who were  taken back.  Many who participated in the strike were  victimized for months afterward (Hillman in Weiler  1984:130)

Workers at Hart Schaffner and Marx obtained union  representation ──by the UGWA.  Workers at the other shops  obtained nothing.

The role of the WTUL was equally ambiguous.  While the league  provided valuable financial and relief support, the middle  class women who made up the league tended to usurp leadership positions (1984:115) and to blunt the militance of the  strikers, insisting that they conduct themselves with "order  and decorum" (Schofield 1984:170) when the situation  presented extraordinary opportunities for training the masses  in the art of militant confrontation.  And the WTUL along  with the pro‑CFL forces in the Socialist Party, while  critical of the UGWA settlement, did support an earlier  compromise proposal, apparently on similar terms, and denied  assistance to workers who continued striking (Weiler  1984:128).  The league's objection to the UGWA settlement, it  seems, derived as much as anything from their own (admittedly  improper) exclusion from the decision making process.

It was only after 1914, when dissidents from the UGWA formed  a new union, the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America  (ACWA), that the struggle could once again move forward  (Weiler 1984:131).

On May 1, 1916, 10,000 workers marched on the Garment  District.  Later that year 25,000 walked off the job. This  time police attacked the strikers and many of the women were  badly wounded, but after 12 weeks the strikers won for the  entire industry the right to union representation and the  right to form shop committees.  And in 1919 the ACWA  negotiated the first wages and hours agreement, granting the  workers a dramatic wage increase and a significant reduction  in hours.  Wages for men increased from $14.64 to $44.84/week  and wages for women from $10.10 to $34.31/week.  Hours were  cut from 54 to 44/week.  The working class was marching  forward .  .  .   

...  and the women were in the vanguard.  Indeed, one of the  most important functions of the trade union movement was to  give voice to the resistance of the immigrant women, who were  mostly excluded from the male dominated mutual benefit  societies, but who played a leading role in the emergence of  the trade union movement.  Why is this so?  The first and  most obvious reason is that it was the women who first moved  into the factories, and who moved into the lowest paying  positions subject to the most degrading forms of social  control.  While many of the men became skilled tailors or  pattern makers, the women, despite their reservoir of  traditional skills were confined to  unskilled and semi‑ skilled positions as operators.  This accounts for the pay  differential noted above between  the women and the men.

There is, however, another and more profound reason for the  leading role of women in the  trade union struggle.  The  image of  conservative "godmothers" dressed in black who  frequent church services and who obey without question the  dictates of the clergy to the contrary, Italian American  women are the carriers of a profoundly revolutionary  heritage, which provided the basis for a staunch and courageous resistance to the degrading conditions of factory  labor  (cf Birnbaum 1980).

Consider, for example, the testimony of Maria Valiani, who was  involved in the unionization struggle at Kuppenheimer in 1919.   Ms Valiani is in her seventies now, is deeply religious, and  especially devoted to the Virgin Mary, with whom she claims to share meals on a regular basis.


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

Whatever the priests themselves may have said, the women saw  clearly the fundamental unity of Christianity and Socialism.   Another woman recalls that


We had a church service and the missionary gave a sermon ... about the Kingdom of Heaven and what have  you, and a  couple of days later we were invited to go to a socialist  speech, where there was a very good man, a good  speaker addressing them, well informed, and he said the  same things the priest said ... He used to take his  wife to Church on Sundays (oral testimony: Tarabori).

It was this clear vision of the nature and origin of their  misery, and a firm faith that God was on their side, which  permitted the women to make such a critical contribution to  the emergence of a workers' movement in the  immigrant communities.  At the same time, we should note that the  form of consciousness represented by Signora Valiani is still essentially pre‑political and eschatological in character.  It is still God who redeems the workers, and punishes the bourgeoisie.  The workers had yet to learn that, in the works of Felipe Turati, "the redemption of labor is the work of labor's own daughters and sons,"  and that this redemption required the formation of disciplined forms of organization capable of rational collective action and the elaboration of effective political strategies.  For this however, something more than a trade union movement  and societa were necessary.  There was a need, in short,  for a disciplined socialist party. 

B.  The Federazione Socialista Italiana 
We have already pointed out that the origin of the socialist  movement in the immigrant communities was in the mutual  benefit societies which, like the Circolo Socialista "Camillo  Prampolini", in Latrobe, Pennsylvania, transformed themselves  gradually into trade union, educational, and ultimately into political organizations.    Most of these circles, however,  were fiercely independent, and were further divided among  themselves both by the region of origin of their members and  by the various political controversies which divided the  international socialist  movement, and a few peculiar to the  Italian socialism as well.  The most important of these was  the struggle between the Marxists and the anarchists ‑‑the  anarchists remaining a potent force in emigration long after  they had been defeated in Italy itself.

It was only in the years immediately preceding the First World War that the socialist circles were gradually won over  to Marxism, and one by one, united into a single federation  affiliated, albeit tenuously, with the Socialist Party of  America.  Thanks largely to the efforts of men like Giuseppe  Bertelli, this work of unification was completed, with the  foundation of an Italian language socialist newspaper, La Parola del Popolo, in 1908 and the foundation of the FSI in  1910 (Velona 1958: 23). In 1922, the only year for which  figures are available, after the left as a whole had begun to  decline dramatically, and after some sections of the FSI had  been absorbed into the new Communist Party, the FSI had 54  sections nationally, including 8 in Chicago, with members in  17 out of 50 Wards, 4 in New York City, 13 in Pennsylvania,  and 7 in New Jersey.  Sections often numbered between 100‑150  members. (La Parola 21 October 1922).

What was the political strategy of the FSI?  Certainly the  federation played a critical role in the unionization of the  garment industry.  The names Marmpietri, Chiostra, Bertelli,  and Grandinetti appear over and over again in sources from  this period.  The leadership of the federation in fact seems  to have overlapped considerably with Local 270  of the  Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union in Chicago. Much the same  was true of the role of the FSI in the International Ladies  Garment Workers Union, in New York, in the shoe factories,  the bakeries, and certain mines ‑‑all industries with growing  Italian American concentrations during this period.

This trade union work, however, was never really at the  center of the Federation's strategy.  Far more important to  its success during the years between 1910 and the early  1920's was its skill in integrating itself into the social  life of the immigrant communities, becoming indistinguishable  with the immigrants' own social and economic institutions,  and, from this vantage point, carrying out an effective  ideological struggle which convinced more than a few that  socialism was, indeed, simply the highest expression of the  very same ideals and aspirations which were embodied in their  popular religious traditions, and which the Church had long  ago betrayed.

In the 24th/Oakely neighborhood, in Chicago, for example, the  party seems to have grown out of the Societa Lovagnini, one  of the several mutual benefit societies in the community.  The local section might gather  there, over wine, or else in  the barber shop, traditionally a center of political debate  in the Italian immigrant communities, which the socialists in  this case managed to make their own.  The local section was  also involved in the foundation of the West Side Cooperative  which drew into their periphery many who were suspicious of  socialist ideas, and offered to them a concrete example of  the superiority of socialist forms of organization (oral  testimony: Valiani, Tarabori).

Social functions were as important to recruitment and to  maintaining the solidarity of the group as overtly political  activity. Edigio Clemente, for many years editor of La  Parola, recalls that during his years in the Grand Ave.  Sicilian neighborhood, the local section had 120‑130 members,  who used to raise money selling "Capone beer" at rowdy  picnics in the Forest Preserve . . . and return home after  midnight, singing "songs of struggle," much to their  neighbors dismay (oral testimony: Clemente).

What the FSI understood, perhaps better than most of the  other organizations of the Second International, was that  socialism grows out of the immanent solidarities already  present within a community, and that as important as trade  union struggles are in defending the immediate interests of  the people, it was only by nourishing, and refining these  already existing solidarities that it is possible to create  among the people a fervent faith in  the imminent advent of a  classless and communal social order.  In this sense, the FSI  was heir to the tradition of the fasci siciliani, and part of  the same tradition which later produced Gramsci and  Silone. 

At the center of these already existing solidarities, were  the popular religious traditions.  The fact of the matter is  that nearly all of the immigrant socialists, whether atheists  or believing anticlericals, saw socialism as in a very real  sense in continuity with the Christian tradition. . . as in  fact the realization of the ideal of a society based on  fraternal love, which the Church itself had long ago  betrayed.  Issue after issue of  La Parola contains at least  one article on the religious question, and at Christmas and  Easter the paper published "socialist interpretations of the  birth, life and execution of Jesus .   .   . and of the  terrible suffering endured by his proletarian father and his  peasant mother.  These stories fostered a fervent cult of the  Gesu Socialista, and a profound revolutionary spirituality  which in many ways marked a real departure from the festive  "aestheticism" of the traditional societa, in favor of an  ascetic identification with the Jesus who was born the son of a carpenter, worked side by side with his father, and struggled and eventually died for the redemption of labor.  

Of central importance to the cult of the Gesu Socialista was  the Jesus' working class identity. Thus "F.M.," a writer  for Difesa delle Lavoratrice (Defense of the Working Woman)  in a column reproduced in La Parola (14 October 1922):


Born of the people ‑‑ it doesn't matter whether in a real  stable or in one of the hovels of the poor, which are  often even worse than a stable, raised in a carpenters  shop ‑‑it doesn't matter whether of his real or putative  father‑‑ Christ knew, no doubt the difficult life of  those who own nothing but the strength of their arms and  saw the abject poverty of the slaves in the Roman world,  and the iniquity of wealth, made from their blood and  their tears (F.M. 1922).

Writers in La Parola reminded their readers continuously that  the teachings of Jesus were first and foremost a "system of  moral principles without any link to an external cult"  (Crivello 1922) Jesus preached "universal brotherhood" and a  struggle against egoism ‑‑essentially the same values for  which the socialists themselves were struggling (F.M. 1922).   Domenico Saudino writes:


Now there had appeared a new star which will guide  humanity along the road to emancipation.  This star is  socialism.  Laboriously, but incessantly, humanity  proceeds towards the abolition of class privilege and the  establishment of collectivism (Saudino  1921).

At the end of  this long road lies the fulfillment of promise  made long ago by Jesus himself.  Socialism is he "kingdom of  heaven, the kingdom of justice invoked by Jesus in his  immortal prayer.  The ressurection of the working people will be the ressurection of Christ" (F.M. 1922).

While La Parola continuously struggled to point out the  continuity between the teachings of Jesus and the struggle  for socialism, it was equally diligent in pointing out that  Jesus himself had been an anticlerical.  Jesus "saw all  religions, the pagan as well as his own Hebrew, made into an  instrument to maintain oppression. . . he didn't frequent the  churches, and when he did he entered with a scourge to beat  the priests, whom he called a race of vipers" (F.M. 1922).   Domenico Saudino wrote that Jesus "had bitter words for the  rich and powerful, for the merchants, for the Church, and for  all the exploiters of the poor" (Saudino  1921).

Perhaps the most marked characteristic of La Parola's  treatment of the life of Jesus, however, is its intense focus  on the fact that Jesus struggled actively to transform the world ──and that it was for this, and not for the sins of humanity generally, that he had suffered.  The following account, which I have quoted at length, is  typical.  It is entitled Crucifige! Crucifige! (Crucify Him!  Crucify Him!), and was published under the name of  "Giancadula" in the 14 October 1922 edition of La Parola.

"Jesus of Nazareth was shoved in front of the centurions, his  hands bound by a cord.  He was silent and melancholy."  Pilate,"his face in a scowl,fire in his eyes, and hatred in  his soul" sits on his throne and listens to the charges  against the "Nazarene."  Jesus is accused first of being a  vagrant and a vagabond.  "He is 33 years old, neither blind  nor ill, and has the nerve to publicly proclaim that he  possesses nothing."  The prosecutor continues, "he hates all  the venerable laws of our country, laws which protect the  rights of our property owners.  He hates the rich."  the  prosecutor reads quotations from the Sermon on the Mount, and  the room erupts in tumult.  "The landlords and usurers cried  in unison `Crucify Him!  Crucify Him!'"  Order is restored  only with difficulty as the prosecutor reads his final and  most serious charge.


This sinner is guilty of . . . treason.  Not only has he  consorted publicly with slaves and prostitutes, but he  has preached the pernicious doctrine of peace on earth  and human brotherhood. . . it is clear that if the  inferior classes come to believe that they are all  brothers. . . then Rome will surely perish.


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

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

It is not difficult to see in this worker Christ and in  his suffering mother the symbolic representation of the  struggles and suffering of the men and women of the immigrant  communities.  Indeed, there developed within the socialist  movement a spirituality centered around identification with  the suffering Christ and the martyrs, whose ideals and  heritage the socialists embodied.  Thus Fort Velona, in the  preface to his history of the Italian American socialist  movement:


The author of these lines has inscribed in his mind the  nostalgic memories of his youth when at the very  beginnings of his militance in the ranks of the glorious  socialist movement in Italy and in America, like so many  other combatants, he encountered bitter political and  trade union struggles, confronting with sincerity the  menace, the humiliation, and the persecution, by the  police and by hunger ‑‑which are the arms of the vendetta  of capitalist reaction against whoever struggles  for the  abolition of social injustice in the name of the "Word" of Christian doctrine, which says "love each other as  brothers," which the wickedness and egoism of the  capitalist class has always negated and derided, to the  shame of Christian civilization.  In the history of  humanity the pages are consecrated by the blood of the  people, who have struggled at all times for the triumph  of social justice, that "symbolic martyr" perennially  bleeding, mounting its Golgotha, nailed to the cross like  Christ (Velona 1958:19).

The symbolism of the Christian tradition provided the  socialist movement of the immigrant communities with a vision of what it meant to be socialist: i.e. to be, like Jesus, born of the people, and to know poverty and  material suffering, to work, struggle, against all forms of  exploitation, domination, and mystification, and for the development of humanity and the cosmos in general, to  persevere through the terrible suffering which this struggle  inevitably brought in its wake, and through that suffering to  combat ones' own egoism, and becoming like Christ, create the  conditions for the classless and communal society, the  Kingdom of God, which Jesus had promised.

It is interesting to note here the reassertion of Christological motifs which were largely absent from the popular religion of the Italian peasantry, and in particular the development of a cult of the crucified Christ.  The reasons for this lie in the penetration of market relations into the immigrant communities.  The solidarity of the village community and of the urban societa form the basis in experience for an immediate, religious apprehension of the underlying unity of the cosmos, which, we have argued, serves as a bridge to the development of socialist consciousness.  What is missing at this stage is the conviction that the world can be transformed, and the underlying unity of the cosmos realized, through rational collective action.  The development of industrial forces of production provides the basis for a growing faith in the ability of humanity to shape its own destiny, but mediation of solidarity through the marketplace undermines  the direct experience of community which formed the basis for emergence of the socialist project in the first place.  History seems to realize its purposes not through the visible, direct, cooperation of family and friends, but rather through labor of thousands of workers who create the new industrial forces of production, but do no reap the fruits of their labor, and through the hard struggle of socialist militants who sacrifice everything for a future they themselves will not live to see.  It is little wonder that in capitalist society human solidarity should receive an alienated expression in a cult of revolutionary martyrdom, and that the creators of such a cult should draw on the symbolism of the crucifixion.  Not infrequently this sort of cult has led the left to overestimate the transformative potential of revolutionary struggle, as if suffering led automatically to the transcendence of egoism and individualism.

Christian Socialism nonetheless formed a bridge from the class conscious but still pre‑political  popular religious traditions of the immigrant communities to an active and rational socialist commitment.  In this sense the FSI formed what Gramsci would later call a "national-popular bloc" (1949c: passim).  

If Jesus had been a socialist, and if the authentic  Christianity of the immigrant communities formed the basis  for the emergence of a mass socialist trend, then what had  happened to the Church?  The FSI expended a great deal of  energy on this question, with most of its members arguing  ──contrary to the policy of the Socialist Party of America──  that although it was possible to be both a socialist and a  Christian ‑‑that the two were, at some level, in fact synonymous‑‑ it was not possible to be both a socialist and a  practicing Catholic.  The writings of Domenico Saudino, the  federation's chief anticlerical propagandist, endeavored  systematically to draw on the Christian tradition as the  basis for formation of a socialist worldview, while at the  same time exposing the Church's betrayal of its own primitive  ideals.  Saudino's writings are richly illustrated with  references to the scriptures and the church fathers, and he  seems to have been something of a biblical and patristic  scholar

"The first Christians," he writes,


those who still followed the teachings of Christ, who had  commanded them to love and aid each other as brothers,  knew very well that to do this it was necessary to  abolish class privileges ... and regarded private  property in the means of production as an institution  contrary to the laws of nature and of God, and for which   reason they adopted the system of collective property.   One reads in the Acts of the Apostles "And the multitude  of them, having believed, had one heart and mind, and  nothing which they had was theirs alone, but all things  were held in common" (Saudino, n.d.).

This Christian collectivism persisted into the patristic  period.  


San Clemente, pope (91‑100) wrote (Art. Council.) that   "Communal life is obligatory for all. . . the use of all  things which we find in this world must be common to all.   Only the most manifest iniquity leads us to say: `this is  mine' or `that belongs to me'  From this alone springs  human discord (Saudino, n.d.)."

Saudino continues:


The  fathers of the Church were all opposed to private  property, which by permitting some to live without  working, has made it impossible for others to earn their  bread without asking the permission of others.  St. John  Chrysostom (Tim. Omel. 12) wrote "Private property always  has its origin in some crime or injustice.  The community  of goods is a more adequate norm of existence and the  only which conforms to nature." St. Basil (Luke 12:12 in  Civ. 3.7) writes "How is it (the property) yours? Where  did you take it from? . . . Those who steal from  travellers we call brigands, but don't those who rob the  poor deserve the same name?"  for St. Ambrose "Nature  gave birth to communal rights and usurpation created  private property" (Saudino, n.d.)

It was the fusion between the clergy and the property owning  classes during the middle ages which led to the degeneration  of church doctrine and practice.


The true, Christian, doctrine of collective property. . .  and the practice of communism ... did not last long.   Property owners, rather than selling their land and  giving the proceeds to the poor, began to lease it to the community and live off the rent.  The economy of  Christianity was transformed into a petty bourgeois  economy, which signaled the point of departure of  exploitation.  The people were theoretically free, but  obliged forever to serve the padrone because deprived of  the means and instruments of production, which should  have been controlled by the community. . . Often the rich  would donate land to the church, which became one of the  largest landowners (Saudino n.d.).

This degeneration, which began in the Middle Ages, continued  down through the nineteenth century, when the Church, having  thoroughly abandoned the teachings of Christ, began issuing  anathemas against socialism.  Thus Pope Leo XIII, 


called the workers' pope simply because he said the  workers shouldn't starve, wrote that "private property is  untouchable, whatever its origin and nature."  The  Christianity of Leo XIII evidently had nothing to do with  that of the Gospel, the Apostles, and the Fathers of the  Church (Saudino n.d.)

In this sense, we can say that the immigrant socialist  understood their relationship with the Church to be more like  that of schismatics, or religious dissidents, rather than  that of atheists  per se, though there were, of course, many  atheists in the socialist ranks.  Indeed, it might be more  accurate to say that the socialists regarded the Church as  schismatic and heretical, and themselves as the authentic  heirs of Jesus, the Apostles, the martyrs, and the holy  fathers. Thus their relatively "hard line"  on Church  membership, as compared to Socialist Party of America.  In this  sense the FSI was very much the heir of the Joachite  and  Franciscan Spiritual traditions, with their intense hatred of  the clergy, their spirituality centered around the poverty  and suffering of Jesus, and their expectation of the imminent  advent of a new age in which the teachings of Jesus would at  long last be obeyed, and men and women would live together in  peace, as brothers and sisters, holding all things in common,  in expectation of the final consummation of history in the  Kingdom of God.

We should note that Italian American socialists were not alone in drawing on their religious traditions as a basis for the formation of socialist consciousness.  Other sectors of the emerging socialist movement in the United States did the same.  

There were, first of  all, radicalized rural elements from the Midwest and  especially the Great Plains states, which the socialists had  conquered for themselves in the wake of the defeat of  populism.  Oklahoma, in fact, was the party's strongest state  in the electoral arena, and one of the United States' first  "red bases"  (Weinstein 1967:16‑17). These radicalized  farmers came to socialism mostly by way of evangelical  Christianity.  Indeed, during the early years of the  twentieth century, and especially during the years before the  First World War, the revival meeting and the socialist  section meeting all but merged in parts of Texas and  Oklahoma, as preachers, one by one, were converted to the new  gospel and developed a distinct evangelical variant of  socialism which was deeply rooted in the North American  national religious traditions (Burbank 1976).  Consider the  following excerpt from one of the sermons of "Red" Tom Hickey


Be ye of good cheer ye disinherited of the earth, for the  day is coming when, with the spirit of the Lord in your  hearts and with your footsteps lighted with the lamp of  socialism,. . . we will, with that old Prophet Nehemiah  say to the rulers of the earth `Restore their land, their  vineyards and their houses,' and they shall be restored  (Green 1978:163).

These dispossessed farmers drew on a slightly different  variant of the Christian tradition than did the immigrant  socialists, but no doubt they had many of the  same  expectations regarding the character of the new society.  Indeed, the rural "populist" wing of the party stood  consistently to the left of all other sectors except the  syndicalist IWW, and did not share the national chauvinism  which characterized other sectors of the party.   When, in  1910, three quarters of the Italian immigrant population of  450 residing in Krebs, Oklahoma was disenfranchised under a  new law (along with 150 Syrian merchants and 100 Blacks) the  local Socialist Party resisted fiercely (Green 1978:196‑8).

The Socialist Party also had a large contingent of middle class  reformers, many of them religious, who saw socialism largely  as the extension and radicalization of the liberal and  Christian principles on which the country had been founded,  but which the liberal parties of the bourgeoisie had long ago  betrayed.  It should be pointed out that the "Christianity"  of these middle class reformers, heavily influenced by the  Social Gospel, and rather lacking in apocalyptic fervor, was  very different from that of the evangelical farmers of the  Great Plains States, though some, such as George Herron,  developed a comprehensive synthesis between Christianity and  Marxism, and others, such as the Christian Socialist  Federation, founded by followers of Edward Bellamy, had a  radically collectivist vision of the new society (Green  1978:169, Lipow 1982:passim).

Even more significant were the Jewish socialists of various types  ──Bundist, territorialist and Zionist, who drew on the insights of Marx's collaborator, Moses Hess, in arguing that socialism was in fact  an expression of ideas that had first grown up among the Jewish people.  Irving Howe rightly calls the socialism of New York's Lower East Side "a politics looking to the future blended with a tradition of tsedaka or communal responsibility, drawn from the past (Howe 1976:308)."

Clearly this is an area which merits more complete study.

It should be clear by now that  the construction of a socialist movement in the United States, as in Southern Europe, was not an automatic result of a the process of capitalist development and proletarianization.  On the contrary, socialism emerged out of a partial rationalization of the popular religious traditions of the immigrant masses, a process of rationalization which required the conscious leadership of socialist organizers who helped the workers to see in the socialist movement the legitimate heir of the Christian tradition and the highest expression of the values which they themselves had upheld for centuries.  This process required, on the ideological level, a break with both otherworldly and millenarian theologies, and on the organizational level a complete rupture with the clergy and the hierarchical church, so as the pave the way for emergence of new forms of organization and new types of rational collective action.

At this point we must confront a difficult question.  Why is it that the socialist  movement in North America was never able to mount an  effective contest for power? Why is it that in a few short  years, by the middle of the 1920's, socialism was in disarray,  and membership in the proletarian parties rapidly declining?   Why is it that during the 1930's, despite a courageous and  pacesetting role in trade union struggles, and in the  antifascist movement, the Communist Party was never able to  recreate a mass socialist trend, and after WWII fell almost  instantly and without resistance to the rightist offensive?   Why is it, in short, that after 1924‑5 socialism  ceased to  be a mass movement in the U.S., and has never since  recovered?  We will see that the answer to these questions lies in the failure of the left to move beyond the formation of a national  popular bloc to a comprehensive "intellecutal and moral reform" --to establish a firm, scientific foundation for socialist consciousness before the development of market relations undermined the traditional communal institutions and the popular religious traditions which formed the basis of the religious socialism of organizations such as the FSI.




