


CHAPTER FOURPRIVATE 


THE EMERGENCE OF MASS CONSUMER SOCIETY 


AND THE


DECLINE OF SOCIALISM IN ITALIAN ETHNIC COMMUNITIES

The decline of socialism in America is a problem which has  long troubled historians of the popular movements.  Up until the 1920's the socialist movement in the United States appeared to be growing at a pace comparable to that of the socialist movements in the other industrialized countries.  After the First World War, however, while European socialism developed into a force able of garner 30%‑50% of the vote in national elections, socialism in the United States entered a period of rapid decline, broken only by a brief renaissance during the trade union  and popular front struggles of the 1930's.  

Some have argued that the long period of  growth and stabilization, made possible by the exploitation of the Third World, brought the working  classes of the imperialist countries generally  into an objective alliance with their bourgeoisie,  mediated by the reforms of the welfare state, thus undermining the  popular base of the communist movement and creating a situation of "social democratic" or "liberal democratic" hegemony  (Amin 1980). According to this  view the difference between the social democratic hegemony which emerged in Europe and the liberal democratic forms which emerged in the United States is not really significant.  In both cases the working class was, in effect, bought off.  Others have  pointed to the complex system of hegemony developed by the North American bourgeoisie, which linked capitalism to national and religious identities.  Still others  have argued that the communist movement, by concentrating its  efforts in popular front struggles, ceased to offer a  fundamental alternative to the Democratic Party,  to which it eventually lost its constituency (cf. the  presentation of this question in Sennet and Cobb 1972).

Clearly all of these explanations have some merit.  We will  examine, in this chapter, the tremendous  economic transformations which led to the emergence of a mass consumer society which included most Euro‑American workers.   We will also examine the new forms of cultural hegemony which emerged in this period which undercut the basis for the emergence of socialist consciousness.  And we  will see that the strategy of the left was inadequate to the tasks of building a mass socialist movement in and advanced industrial society.  

The issue becomes more complex however, when we set the question of "American exceptionalism" in the context of the current crisis of the international communist movement.  During the past decade the secular decline of communist parties in Southern Europe as Italy, Greece, France and Spain become fully a part of the advanced capitalist world, the crisis of the communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, the displacement  of Marxism by various forms of religious fundamentalism as the leading ideology of the national liberation movement in the Third World, and the weakness of the left in the rapidly developing capitalist states of East Asia have all called into question classical Marxist and Leninist theories of socialist revolution.    The rise of communist led national liberation movements in the 1960's and 1970's demonstrated that communist movements develop first and foremost in regions where capitalism is less rather than more developed; the events of the 1980's have suggested that communism tends to decline as capitalist development progresses, and particularly as it approaches the stage of mass consumer society.

The history of Italian immigrant socialism points to some  of the reasons for this.  Italian immigrant socialism was integrally bound up with ‑‑in fact  was an organic expression of ‑‑the whole way of life of the  immigrant communities.  It had its roots in, and was nurtured  by, the pre‑existing solidarities of the neighborhood and the  societa which provided a living sign in the present of the  social relations which would prevail in the classless and  communal society of the new age.  The decline of socialism  was, likewise, bound up with the disappearance of this way of  life.  Under the pressure of capitalist development and the penetration of commodity relations into every sphere of life, the pre‑existing solidarities of the immigrant communities gradually began to  disintegrate.  Life became increasingly centered around  career and consumption.  Many began to abandon the old  neighborhoods for the suburbs, and those who remained  endeavored to give their neighborhoods an increasingly  "suburban" or "middle class" character.  No longer did people  gather in the barber shop or the lodge of the societa, or pass their evenings on the front stoop.  The radio, and then  the television, cultural media controlled by the bourgeoisie,  little by little replaced the neighborhood band and the  feast.  As lifestyles changed, so did ideas.  The cult of the Gesu Socialista, and indeed much of the old spirituality of the  eschatological feast, characteristic of the mutual  benefit societies, disappeared.  Those traditions which did  not disappear became inextricably bound up with a new set of  values and a new way of life, which was fundamentally hostile  to socialism.

I would like to suggest that this process is a more or less inevitable result of the gradual progress of capitalist development.  Marx believed that as capitalism developed, and the level of material interdependence increased, a new socialist consciousness would emerge among the working class.  Instead, the gradual extension of commodity production to every sphere of social life has undermined the traditional solidarities of the societa and the neighborhood community, which were the real basis in experience for the emergence of socialist consciousness, and made every activity simply a means to securing cash payment  ──and thus a means to satisfying essentially individual needs.  The penetration of commodity production has, furthermore, led to changes in the structure of the family and our other cultural institutions, changes which in turn have altered the character of the socialization process and led to the formation of narcissistic personalities unable to form real commitments or take responsibility for public life ──preconditions not only for socialist, but indeed for any authentically democratic politics.  Communitarian aspirations remain, to be sure, but these are increasingly channeled back into otherworldly forms of religious expression ──thus the simultaneous emergence of radically secular, technocratic forms of consciousness on the one hand, and of neotraditionalist and fundamentalist forms of religious irrationalism on the other, which is characteristic of the postmodern condition.

This process has taken place in two distinct but chronologically overlapping stages.  During the first stage, the nuclear family remains intact.  Communitarian and occasionally even socialist ideas continue to play a role, serving as a catalyst for social reforms which incorporate large sections of the working class into the mass consumer society.  Already, however, collectivist means have been subordinated to utilitarian, individualistic ends.  Social reform, social welfare, etc. becomes just a means to extending the benefits of the mass consumer society to  wider and wider circles of citizens.  This pattern was characteristic of New Deal period, and remained dominant up through the 1960's.  

Eventually, however, the penetration of commodity relations into every sphere of life undercuts the cultural conditions not only for communism but even for reformist social democracy and social liberalism.  The triumph of commodity relations, implicit in consumerism, is at the same time the definitive defeat of the traditional communal institutions and communitarian values which served as the basis for collectivist politics.  It is not merely that the working class has been bought off, is comfortable, and no longer wants to be taxed in order to extend still further the benefits of affluence.  More important, the very cultural conditions for participation in public life have been undermined, breeding throughout the population an individualism so deeply rooted that a democratic politics becomes inconceivable  ──and the resurgence of bourgeois liberalism in its Reaganite and Thatcherite forms almost inevitable.

The strategy of the left has been unable to overcome this dynamic, in large part because most tendencies within the Marxist tradition have themselves succumbed to economism.  The penetration of commodity relations into every sphere of life obscures the material interdependence created by industrial forces of production and obstructs the formation of socialist consciousness.  There is no such thing as a spontaneous development of socialist consciousness. Leninist strategies, on the other hand, which attempt to build support for communist organizations on the basis of their superior effectiveness in prosecuting agrarian, democratic, or antifascist struggles, will have little appeal in advanced industrial societies where these struggles are largely complete.

In this chapter we will explore the impact of this process on the Italian ethnic communities.  We will trace the decline of traditional forms of solidarity, their displacement by reformist trade unions and community organizations, and ultimately the disintegration of working class solidarity altogether.  We will chart the displacement of the FSI by the Democratic Party as the principal political organ of the Italian American community. We will also explore the decline of Christian Socialism in favor of reformist Social Christianity, and neotraditionalist devotionalism.  Before we do this, however, we need to outline briefly the changes in the larger economic, political and cultural milieu in the context of which the Italian ethnic communities were developing.  

I. The Political Economy of Mass Consumer Society 
When the Great Depression finally struck in 1929, after  fifteen years of economic stagnation and tentative  restabilization, many, perhaps most Marxists, and not a few  non‑Marxists as well, felt sure that the final conflict was  at long last at hand, and that even in the United States,  capitalism would succumb to the forces of a  renewed workers' movement (cf. e.g. Claudin 1975).  The social character of the productive forces were about to triumph over the private appropriation of surplus, and, in one final apocalyptic convulsion, usher in a new era of solidarity and progress.  

This  assessment, we now know, could not have been further from the  truth.  The popular movements, in the United  States and around the World, did experience substantial  resurgence after the quiescence of the 1920's, and the  capitalist world was shaken by the fascist upsurge and by yet  another interimperialist war, which spawned means of  destruction truly capable of ushering in an apocalyptic  conflict.  But at the end of it all, in 1945, despite losses  in China, North Korea, North Vietnam, and Eastern Europe,  capitalism generally, and North American imperialism in  particular, emerged stronger than ever.

The capitalist system did, to be sure, enter the Depression  with serious structural problems.  The technological advances  of the Second Industrial Revolution ‑‑electrical power and  the internal combustion engine‑‑ had made possible at the  technical level the emergence of new industries and a whole  new way of life.  Not only steel mills and railroads, but  automobiles, refrigeration, washing machines, etc., were all  within the realm of the technologically possible.  And  indeed, during the long wave of growth between 1894 and 1914,  as the principles of electricity and internal combustion were  applied to the capital goods sector, tentative initiatives  began towards the creation of an automobile industry.  At the  same time, however, as industry became more capital intensive, the rate of profit tended to decline.  Capitalists began to invest in banana plantations in Central America or in mines in Mexico, Chile, or Peru, where lower costs for equipment and labor meant a higher rate of return.  They also worked hard to keep wages in the United States as low as possible.  This, in turn led to a growing tendency towards underconsumption.  The low level of wages for the majority  of the working class meant that effective demand remained  low, and the growth which was technologically feasible  was  economically impossible.  As the development of an  infrastructure network of roads and railroads was completed  and the traditional consumer industries ‑‑i.e. textiles‑‑  were mechanized and electrified, the market for capital goods  began to dry up and the system as a whole entered a general  crisis (Wright 1978, Davis 1985:15).

The crisis seemed to fulfill precisely the expectations of  Marx and Engels, i.e. that capitalist relations of production,  which drove capitalists to lower the wages of their own  workers, would  eventually come into conflict with the imperatives of  economic growth, which ultimately requires rising levels of final consumer demand.

In fact, however, the crisis simply opened up a new period of  capitalist development.  Already we have noted that after  1870, and after 1894 in particular, the bourgeoisie of the  industrialized countries, and of the U.S. in particular, were  engaged in a dynamic of imperialist expansion, investing ever  larger amounts of capital in the peripheral regions of the  world capitalist system, where wages and fixed capital costs  were lower, and profits higher, and then repatriating the  profits to finance industrial development at home.  This  dynamic abated somewhat during the Depression period, but  after World War II had secured the hegemony of the United  States over the world capitalist system, new forms of  imperialism began to emerge.  U.S. banks poured millions of  dollars into overseas investments, financing and reaping the  profits of the  reindustrialization of Europe after the War,  and of efforts at "import substitution industrialization" in  the periphery.  Further, U.S. producers benefited from free  trade policies, which allowed them to reap the rewards of  unequal exchange on world markets.  The dynamic of  imperialist expansion, which took another "great leap  forward" with U.S. victory in World War II, contributed in no  small way to economic restabilization.

At the same time, the collapse of the short lived "boom" of the 1920's had demonstrated amply that growth predicated exclusively on rising luxury consumption was inherently unstable.  Expansion of the consumer  durables sector ‑‑automobiles, refrigerators, washing  machines, radios, television, etc ‑‑required that the real  wages of the working classes rise in proportion to the rate  of growth of productivity in those industries, so that the  increased product could be absorbed by a growing market.  

Contrary to the expectations of most Marxists, capitalism was able to reorganize itself in a way which permitted it to overcome this contradiction.  It did this through two  mechanisms.  First, and most importantly, it agreed to  permit, albeit on a regulated basis, collective bargaining on  the part of the principal industrial unions.  A system of  "model contracts" developed, centered around the automobile  industry, which pegged wage increases to the rate of increase  in productivity ‑‑terms which made sense to most workers, and  which meant substantial wage increases without any attack on  the average rate of profit.  Second, beginning with the  advent of Unemployment Insurance and Social Security in the  1930's, a system of transfer payments was developed which  guaranteed that in the event of a recession effective demand  would never drop too low, making general crises of  underconsumption, such as the Great Depression, a thing of  the past.  (Davis 1984: 10‑16).  

In the long run, as we will see, this dynamic of mass consumer led development undermined the conditions for its own existence.  Penetration of commodity relations into every sphere of life undermined the basis in experience for commitment to a larger common good, eroding the willingness of better paid workers to support the levels of taxation necessary to continue expanding the welfare state, and the willingness of capitalists to invest in research and development, education and infrastructure, setting the stage for the protracted stagnation which set in after 1968.  For a time however,the system afforded remarkable prosperity and stability.

Where, specifically, did the Italian ethnic communities,  stand in this new economic configuration?  Measurement of social  class is notoriously difficult, and it is almost impossible  to give a precise answer to this question.  We do know,  however, that the post‑war period was one of marked  upward  social mobility and rising real wages ‑‑not for the  immigrants themselves, who generally remained trapped in  backward sectors such as textiles and the garment industry,  but certainly for their children.  One study, based on the  1960 census  (Broom 1967) shows that while the immigrants  themselves generally had incomes and "occupational status,"  only 68% as high as "native born" Americans of Anglo Saxon  descent, and educational levels only half the "native" norm,  their children had educational and occupational status levels  slightly above that norm, and incomes which were 25% higher.   Humberto Nelli (1983) has shown that while 71% of first  generation Italian Americans held blue collar jobs, and only  26% were employed in white collar fields (3% being farmers or  farm laborers) fully 52% of their children had moved into  white collar occupations, with only 48% remaining in blue  collar jobs.  Finally, a studies by the National Opinion  Research Center towards the end of the postwar period (19  October 1975) found that Italian Americans rank third among  ethnoreligious groups in terms of family income, averaging  $11,748, as against $13,340 for Jews and $12,426 for Irish  Catholics.  Episcopalians averaged only $11,032 and White Baptists only $8,693.

These figures, particularly the final figures concerning  income, should be taken with a grain of salt.  They probably  reflect regional as well as ethnic and religious differences,  the low figures for white Protestant groups being  attributable to the generally lower income levels prevalent  in the South.  The statistics do, however, point clearly to  two trends.  First of all, in so far as Italian Americans  have remained within the industrial working class, they have clearly  moved out of the super‑exploited lower stratum into the ranks of skilled labor.   This is particularly true for workers in the traditional  Italian strongholds in  the building trades, trucking, and  other forms of outdoor labor.  Second, many Italian Americans  clearly moved into the petty bourgeoisie. At the same  time, middling educational levels, as well as preponderance  of evidence from our study sample suggests that the Italian  American road to affluence ran less often through the school  and the office than through the restaurant, bar, or  independent trucking, contracting, or gardening service.

Italian‑Americans, in other words, achieved significant  economic gains during the post war period, but remained  concentrated in relatively low technology, labor intensive  industries, and in the small entrepreneurial, as opposed to the intellectual and technocratic new middle class.  This will be an important  factor  when we turn later to consider the forms of social  discontent peculiar to the Italian American  community in the  post war period. 

II.  The Disintegration of Immigrant Institutions and the Integration of Italian Americans into Mass Consumer Society
The emergence of a mass consumer society, had, as we have suggested, a profound effect on the  fabric of North American society, and on the Italian American community in particular.  Higher wages rendered non‑commodity production unnecessary.  As incomes rose, Italian Americans began to purchase goods and services which had once been produced in the household, or provided cooperatively through the neighborhood community.  Leisure time centered less and less around the societa, the barber shop, and the front porch or the local tavern, and more and more at home, around the radio, and later the television set.  This in turn undermined the experience of community which served as the basis in experience for the emergence of a socialist politics, and ultimately undercut resistance to the increasingly hegemonic bourgeois culture.  The Church, scorned by the immigrants, was embraced by their children, and became the carrier of essentially pro‑capitalist values.  Collective action, whether through the trade union or through local community organizations was reduced to simply a means of achieving essentially individual ends ──higher wages or better living conditions.  The Democratic Party displaced the Socialist and Communist Parties as the principal political organs of the Italian American community and a new patriotic identity, forged in the Second World War, replaced the intense ethnic pride of the first generation.  Where traditional popular religion survived, it became increasingly tied to right wing devotionalism of the kind associated the Blue Army of Our Lady of Fatima and similar organizations.  

Let us now examine this process in some detail.


A. The Decline of the Societa and the FSI

The incorporation of Italian‑Americans into a mass consumer society had definite political implications.  This is nowhere better illustrated than in the decline of the mutual benefit society.  Once the principal  assistential, trade union and religious organ of the  immigrant communities, by the time of the Second World War its  functions were increasingly being taken over by the reformist  trade unions, the insurance companies, the state,  and other institutions of  bourgeois society.  The basic assistential function of the  societa, the provision of sickness and death benefits to the  families of its members was increasingly taken over or at  least supplemented and overshadowed by the large capitalist  insurance companies, which provided much higher benefit  levels ‑‑though only at an even higher cost.

It is one of the great ironies of the period, that the  insurance business often provided Italian Americans with  their start on the road to prosperity.  More than a few insurance salesmen, especially  those from the older generation, entered the profession only  reluctantly, not only because they were often given the least  lucrative "debits" and were forced to collect premiums from  the poorest families, who were often unable to pay, but  because they were intensely aware of the fact that they were  indirectly contributing to the destruction of one of their  community's most important institutions.  Thus Albert La  Morticella, an anarchist leader who sold insurance in Chicago  Heights for 30 years.


When my father came to Chicago Heights there were no insurance agents, and when a husband died it was also a  disaster for the bereaved family.  They tried to  institute societa di mutuo soccorso (mutual aid  societies).  Prior to the coming of these lodges it was my father and a friend who were the official alms  collectors.  They brought along a tablet and a pencil and  went from house to house collecting money for the widow  and children.  The people would write their own names  in  their own handwriting and also the amount they wished to  contribute.  And so life insurance sold and served by honest men has its legitimate place on our society.  Some  of the old lodges are still in existence.  One has 500  members and when one member dies each pays his mortuary  dues of $3 ‑‑$1500 in all.


Insurance selling is by far the worst facet of capitalism  ... The insurance man is taught the art of the refined  and subtle con man ...  he is taught to practice the art  of duplicity ... insurance is the ugliest face of  capitalism because it gives the unscrupulous unlimited  license for wrongdoing (La Morticella n.d.)

Not every upwardly mobile Italian American subjected his  profession to the same degree of political analysis as the  anarchist La Morticella, but many felt keenly that their own  means of personal and professional advancement were at the  same time seriously undermining the solidarity of their  communities.

In any case, the displacement of the assistential function  of the societa by the insurance company meant that many  lodges simply went under.  Those that survived continued  mostly as social clubs and religious confraternities (though  this dimension of their activities changed too, as we will  see latter on.)  Deprived of their assistential functions,  the societies lost touch with the struggle of their  communities to survive, a struggle  which by the late 1940's  was becoming far less difficult in any case, and their  internal solidarity and often still lively social life seemed  to have less and less to do with anything like a class  struggle.

The disintegration of the societa soon began to undermine the institutional base of the FSI.  The parties of the left offered little resistance to this process.  On the contrary, if any thing they helped to accelerate it.  

Both the Socialist and the Communist parties were under the influence of a productivist interpretation of Marxism which located the basis for the emergence of socialist consciousness in the development of the productive forces.  At times this productivism took a reformist bent, leading to collaboration with the bourgeois parties.  At other times it led to apocalyptic predictions of the final conflict, which was to come about as a more or less automatic result of the economic crisis of the capitalist system. In either case, however, the left tended to believe that the trade union, organized around the immediate material interests of the working class, should be the main form of mass organization.  The left thus tended to neglect work in the mutual benefit societies, and other traditional communal institutions, which in fact conserved the communitarian values and popular religious traditions out of which socialism had in fact emerged.

These tendencies, which had already been apparent in the old Socialist Party, became rather more marked after the schism in the international workers movement which took place after the October Revolution.  Where the old Socialist Party had at least given some scope to tendencies ──such as the FSI and the socialist parties of the Southwestern states── which were sensitive to the role of religion in forging socialist consciousness, both of the parties  which emerged from the schism ultimately fell under the spell of productivism.  

The Socialist Party declined rapidly in the years  following that 1917.  While it lost only about 14,000 of  its roughly 104,822 members to the new Leninist party, its  ranks began a protracted decline, so that by 1920 the party  numbered only about 20,766 and in 1927 only 7,425 members.   This was, no doubt, due in large part to the effects of the  Red Scare and the post war repression.  But more than a  little of the party's decline must be attributed  to its  political line.  Revolutionary elements were increasingly  attracted to the Communist Party, while the nations broad  reformist  sentiment was increasingly absorbed by movements  like La Follette's Progressives, and later, after 1932, by the Democratic Party. Increasingly the Socialists became a kind  of idiosyncratic sect, absorbed as much in anticommunist  propaganda as with building a mass socialist movement.  It  was only in the 1970's, with the formation of the Democratic  Socialist Organizing Committee (DSOC) by elements on the  party's center‑left, that social democracy in the U.S. began  to revive.

Conditions in the new Communist Party, unfortunately, were  little better from the standpoint of the immigrant  communities, which, taken together, contributed by far the  largest part of the party's cadre.  In 1922, only 10%! of the  party's members belonged to the English speaking section, and  by 1925 this figure had risen only to 14% (Glazer 1961:40).   The Finns were the largest contingent (6410) followed by the  Jews (1447), the Yugoslavs (1109) and the Russians (870). It  is difficult to ascertain precisely the role of comrades from  the FSI in the new party.  There were only 331 Italians in  the party in 1925 (Glazer 1961:42), and there is no mention  in the sources examined in this study of an autonomous  Italian immigrant organization in the party.  But in 1925 the party, acting under the direction of  the International, undertook a campaign of "Bolshevization,"  designed to "raise the level of organizational, political and  ideological discipline in the ranks of the communist  parties."  As part of this  campaign the semi‑autonomous  language federations, which were the carriers of the  immigrant socialist traditions, were to be liquidated, and  the party reorganized on the basis of factory nuclei (Glazer  1961:47‑52).  English classes were to be mandatory for all  comrades who were not already fluent in the language  (1961:56) and leadership was to be drawn from among the  "American" comrades (1961:56).  Strengthened ideological  discipline meant that the orthodox, atheistic position on the  religious question was much more in evidence, a tendency  which many of the immigrants, who were anticlerical but  deeply attached to the Christian tradition, no doubt found as  obnoxious as the Protestant settlement house mentality of the  Socialists.

The results of this policy were disastrous.  Party membership  dropped, within the space of one month, between 25 September  1925 and 25 October 1925, from 14,037 to 7,215, as immigrant  workers, resisting Bolshevization, were purged or left the  party (1961:25).

There is more at issue here than simply insensitivity to  national pride.  The controversy is rooted in real  differences in political line and strategy. The language  federations, ‑‑and this is true not only for  the FSI, but for the other federations as well‑‑ were rooted  in the mutual benefit societies.  Their political strategy  centered on an effort to strike deep roots in the social life  of the immigrant communities, and  to use the already  existing solidarities and the popular religious traditions as  a basis for building a popular, socialist, counterhegemonic  bloc capable of joining with socialist movements in other  sectors of the North American multinational working class to  reorganize North American society.  Work in the mutual benefit  societies was central to their strategy, and in fact to their  whole conception of what socialism was all about.  In this  regard they shared a great deal with the populist tradition,  and with the "right opposition" which emerged a few years  later. The CPUSA, on the other hand, was deeply influenced by the productivist interpretation of Marxism, and  thus looked  first and foremost to the workplace as the locus of the solidarity which is to form the basis for the emergence of  a  new social order, and to the trade union as the principal form of mass organization.  The CPUSA's campaign of  Bolshevization represented the victory of this productivist  line over the communitarianism of the immigrant socialists.

"Bolshevization"  was intimately bound up with important  struggles within the international communist movement.  There  is significant evidence that the immigrant socialists formed  an important base of support for the Lovestone faction of the  Communist Party, which was part of the broad opposition to  Stalin's "left turn" in the late 1920's (Alexander 1981:30).  Blinded by the productivist theoretical problematic, Stalin  launched a campaign of rapid industrialization based on  forced expropriations of the peasantry in the late 1920's.   Such rapid industrialization, he reasoned, was a precondition  for socialist construction.  Further, sensing the imminent  economic crisis which finally erupted in 1929,  he expected  incorrectly that this crisis would lead to political  destabilization and insurrection.  Fearing the militance of  the working class would be tempered by exposure to reformist  elements in united front efforts, he instructed all of the  Comintern parties to "direct the main blow against social  democracy" which, he said, was "just the left wing of fascism,"  thereby undermining the unified popular resistance to the  growing rightist menace.

The "right opposition," led by Bukharin in Russia, Gramsci and Silone  in Italy, and Lovestone in the United  States, while it lacked a unified political perspective,  recognized the errors of Stalin's policy at home and abroad.   Economic crisis did not necessarily mean insurrection, and  disruption of the united front with social democracy was  dangerous and even reckless in a period of fascist upsurge.   Rapid industrialization was neither necessary nor sufficient for the construction of socialism.  "Development of the productive forces" included the all sided development of the working class, including their scientific and cultural development.  Bukharin himself acknowledged that the construction of socialism would require a "cultural revolution" by which he meant not a series of ideological purges, but rather a systematic program of education which would raise the scientific level of the masses.  Further, many elements in the right opposition were beginning  to develop a real sensitivity to the role of popular communal  institutions and popular religious traditions in the  development of mass socialist movements and in the process of  socialist construction, a sensitivity reflected most clearly  in the novels of Ignazio Silone  (1952, 1955, 1968).  

Grouped on the fringes of the right opposition were the "God-builders" Lunacharsky and Gorky who had argued in the early years of the century that 


God is the complex of ideas worked out by tribes, nations, mankind, which awaken social feelings and given them organized form with the aim of linking the individual personality to society (Gorky in Rowley 1987: 157).


The religious sense is the joyful and profound feeling of the knowledge of the harmoniousness of the bonds that unite humankind with the universe (Gorky in Rowley 1987:169)

Realization of this harmony means full development of the human capacity to participate in --indeed to consciously direct-- the self-organizing activity of the cosmos.  This in turn, however presupposes the resolution of the contradiction between the developing force of production and the capitalist relations of production which obstruct that development.


Scientific socialism resolves these contradictions, proposing the idea of the victory of life, the defeat of and the subjugation of chaos to reason by means of knowledge and labor, science and technology (Lunacharsky in Rowley 1987:170).

While  Lovestone himself was never much of a theorist, his doctrine of  "American exceptionalism" at least showed some recognition of  the peculiar difficulties of building a mass socialist  movement in the U.S.

When Lovestone was finally purged in 1930, he was accused by  the Comintern of building "an organization of foreign workers  not much connected with the political life of the country"  and of exploiting "immigrant exclusiveness" to support his  "rightist" resistance to forced collectivization and the  reckless third period line (Howe and Coser 1957:169).

It was, in fact, the campaign of Bolshevization and the  defeat of the right opposition which created a political  organization "not much connected with the political life of  the country."  The immigrants were, after all, a critically  important part of the nation's working class, and the only section able to demonstrate the capacity to forge within its  ranks a revolutionary socialist trend.  This was no doubt due  partially to the superexploited character of the immigrant  communities, but also, in large part to their powerful  traditions of solidarity and resistance.  The leadership of  the right opposition, despite its many weaknesses, might well  have had the insight to learn the lessons of the immigrant  movement, and draw on the traditional communal institutions and popular religious  traditions of other sectors of the North American  multinational popular sectors to create a unified, popular,  counterhegemonic socialist bloc which, when the crisis of the  1930's finally arrived, might have mounted a credible contest  for power.  Such, however, was not to be the case.  After  1925, the party never regained its hold on the hearts and minds of the Euro‑American  working class.

This is true in spite of the important role of the party in the trade union and antifascist struggles of the 1930's.    After 1934‑5 the international communist movement recognized  the dangers of its leftist course, and moved to rebuild the  united front, and even to reach out to democratic sectors of  the bourgeoisie, uniting with them around the common cause  of defeating the fascist menace, hoping that the prestige it  gained in this struggle would make its national contingents  into mass revolutionary parties.  In many countries this  strategy bore fruit, and in most of Latin Europe the  communists became the principal opposition, and with the  assistance of the Red Army, attained state power throughout  Eastern Europe.  Even in the U.S., the party gained a  reputation as a real defender of the working class, and  through its contributions to the trade union movement in the  1930's it gained the respect of broad layers of the  population, building a membership of over 40,000 (cf Foster 1968:passim).

At the same time, the popular front strategy of the 1930's  was predicated on a profoundly problematic understanding of  the socialist transition.  While alliances with the liberal  bourgeoisie and sectors of the middle class can be an  important defensive tactic in times of rightist upsurge, the  exclusive concentration on democratic and trade union  struggles which characterized this period tended to  strengthen bourgeois ideological hegemony over the popular  classes, portraying socialism as, in effect, simply a  radicalization of the struggle to increase individual consumption.  In effect, the communists simply promised to do better what the Democrats were already doing, and failed to challenge the workers' increasingly narrow understanding of their self interest.  

This turned out to be a false promise.  Welfare state capitalism is far more effective than Stalinism at expanding the sphere of mass consumption society.  Furthermore, the party's strategy tended to legitimate an essentially bourgeois vision of the good life.  This, in turn undermined the already shrinking base of support for specifically communist objectives ──i.e. the construction of a classless and communal society in which commodity production as well as exploitation has been superseded.  

Mike Davis describes the Communist Party's trade union strategy in these terms:


It was a cold blooded marriage of convenience: the bureaucratic integration of the CIO was an incomparably easier matter with Communist complicity, and Lewis also needed the kind of superb organizing talent which they seemed to possess in abundance.  On the other side, the CP's turn to Lewis, under the rising star of Earl Browder, was a logical part of a broader maneuver to legitimize the Communists as the left wing of the New Deal Coalition. In time they would have to pay a terrible price at the hands of their erstwhile allies for this `center‑left coalition.'  Meanwhile, the Party's work in the unions began to take on a totally new character as the exigencies of intra‑bureaucratic struggle assumed priority over the  ... creation of a mass socialist current in the unions.  Communist criticism of Lewis ... ceased, the call for an independent labor party was muted and by 1938 the party's factory cells and plant papers were abolished (63‑64).

Our sample included only one member of the Communist Party.  Antonio Cassano joined the party in Erie, Pennsylvania during the early 1930's.  He recalls attending a meeting of the party's Unemployed Council.


So I listen carefully to the talk.  First thing they said to the crowd, "fellow workers we have a right to life, we have a right to the wealth of our nation, we have a right to eat and shelter ..." I said, "I understand what the people are doing and I'm gonna join you in a few days."  Two days later I went I said, "I want to join your party." ... They said, "Do you want to join the unemployed [council]?"  I said, "I want to join the highest."  They said, "Well the highest is the Communist Party."  I said, "That's what I want." (oral testimony: Cassano)

Sr. Cassano organized laborers on public works projects and distributed the Daily Worker, in Bowling Green, Kentucky, where he was nearly lynched after organizing a meeting to resist price increases.  He was one of six founding members of the organizing committee at Inland Steel.   

What sustained Sr. Cassano throughout the years, however, was an active mind which insisted on understanding the complex relationships which affect him and his family.  An authentic autodidact, Cassano (who, we will recall, had suffered beatings at the hands of his master while a slave in Calabria for the offence of reading) studied not only party texts on dialectical and historical materialism, and political economy, but the original works of Marx, Lenin, and Gramsci.  He delved into the natural sciences and became a vegetarian and a health food enthusiast long before it was fashionable, all the while continuing to work as "flood control expert what they call ditch dig" until the age of 82.  His friends and family rejected him, and his party cell seems to have expelled him at some point during the 1950s for vegetarianism, which they deemed a "left deviation."

The fact is that in order to become and remain a communist in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, after the traditional communal institutions and popular religious traditions which supported the immigrant socialism of the FSI had disintegrated, Sr. Cassano had to develop himself intellectually to the point that he had at least a quasiscientific grasp of the historical and moral necessity of socialism.  He had to endure isolation and rejection, becoming, in the end, something of an eccentric.  Today, at nearly 100 years old, he lives in a senior citizens complex in Calumet City and still tries to distribute copies of Peoples World (the current organ of the Communist Party of the United States) to the residents, who he also lectures about the dangers of "devitalized food" and the monopoly capitalist conspiracy to destroy their health by means of "the animal protein myth."

Being a Communist after 1925 required, in other words, a level of intellectual development, and courage and independence, which was out of the reach of most workers.

It was, in the end, the Second Word War which finally sealed the fate of Italian immigrant socialism and the FSI.  Military service during the Second World War was without  question the critical experience   in the political formation  of this whole generation of North American men. Many of the  second generation Italian American men with whom I spoke were  reluctant to speak about their war time experiences, and  responded to questions only with expressions of pain, and a  desire to move on to other topics.  This is not surprising.  The war tore them away from their families and communities,  and molded them, in a way the factory never could have, into  a "single, compact mass" with a unified national identity and  a unified collective discipline.  When the boys returned home,their families often couldn't  recognize them.  As one woman put it, "to us it seemed like they came back crazy.  The old neighborhood was never the  same again" (oral testimony: Kowalski).

This experience had definite political implications.  On the one hand, the  antifascist character of the struggle meant that they became  deeply imbued with democratic ideals for which they were  being called upon to sacrifice their lives.   But the political valence of these democratic ideals was very different in the United States than it was it Europe.  In many countries of Europe, particularly where fascism enjoyed a temporary victory, and where the parties of the bourgeois center and  center left were liquidated, this struggle took  place under  the leadership of the communist movement, which gained  tremendous prestige from its role in the defense of  democracy.  Countless young Italians, and Frenchmen,  Albanians, Yugoslavs and Greeks, gained their political  formation under the direction of the communist cadre of the  resistance, in whose ranks they risked their lives in the  struggle for democracy and socialism.  This was not so in the  U.S., where the bourgeoisie, after some hesitation, lent its  energies to the antifascist struggle.  Most young Americans  in this period came of age not in the ranks of a communist  led resistance but in the ranks of the U.S. Army, Navy, or  Marines.  The antifascist struggle was  being prosecuted under the banners not of socialism, but of  "democracy," which became increasingly identified with  "capitalism" and "free enterprise" during this period.  Much  as the war made the average French or Italian worker into a  communist or at least a social democrat, it made the average  worker in the United States into an "American," a "democrat"  and a supporter of the "free enterprise system."

Furthermore, service in the war brought together young men from diverse  ethnic and religious backgrounds and made them, in a way few  other experiences could have, into "Americans."  

It was the war, which, as we noted in the last chapter,  sealed the fate of the FSI and led to the final demise of  organized immigrant socialism.  The FSI, unlike the Socialist  Party, supported the war, and the comrades were, almost  without exception, caught up in the war effort.  Clemente  himself served as a military intelligence officer, and  organized propaganda efforts against the Nazis in  northeastern Italy.  After the war, many of the old  socialists  returned to Italy.  Those who remained in the  United States, worn with age, discouraged by the changing  political climate, and disillusioned with the "socialism" of the Soviet Union, decided to disband (oral testimony:  Clemente).

The war itself opened up for the first time new  opportunities for the returning soldiers, opportunities which  were beyond their wildest dreams.  The GI Bill made it  possible for the sons of manual laborers to attend college,to  buy a home, and to take their places in the middle class.   


Almost eight million WWII veterans, half the total serving,  received free college educations ... the historic standard of  labor power, as Marx defined it had, for large sections of  the white working class come to encompass both home ownership  and a college education for their children (Davis 1984:12‑ 13).

These opportunities further distanced the returning soldiers  from their communities ‑‑and their fathers, mothers, and  sisters‑‑ many of whom they left behind forever when they   boarded the transport ships for Europe.


B. The Emergence of Social Christian Subhegemony

The liquidation of the language federations, the decline  of the traditional societa, and the enclosure of the workers'  movements in a productivist ideological problematic created a  profound cultural vacuum in the Italian ethnic communities.   The immigrants, and more especially their children, found  themselves besieged by a constant propaganda which tended to undercut the  popular religious traditions, and especially the revolutionary politics and  eschatological spirituality which  prevailed among the older generation.  The community lacked  the complex of cultural institutions, and particularly of  schools, to effectively inculcate its values into the younger  generation, who, far more than their parents, were exposed to  the influence of the bourgeois media and bourgeois education.  

It was,first and foremost, the Roman Catholic Church which  moved to fill this vacuum.  Indeed, one of the most  remarkable phenomena of the entire post‑war period is the  "return" of second generation Italian Americans and  especially second generation Italian men to the institutional  church, and the reassertion of clerical hegemony over a previously anticlerical sector of the population.  Where their fathers insisted that the church had  long ago abandoned the teachings of Jesus, teachings which  today were followed faithfully only in the socialist  movement, the young men of the second generation not only  began dutifully attending mass and receiving the sacraments,  but also began to contribute substantially to the financial  maintenance of the Church.  Indeed, one study of this  critical indicator of loyalty to the Holy See found that while only 21.8% of first generation Italian Americans (i.e.  immigrants) contributed more than $100 annually to the  Church, fully 52.9% of second generation  Italian Americans were doing so by the end of the 1960's  (Tomasi 1970:202) ‑‑only slightly lower than the 60.7% norm  set by Irish Catholics of all generations.  Further, many of  these young men abandoned the old lay confraternities and  mutual benefit societies for the clerically dominated world  of the Holy Name Society, the Society for the Nocturnal  Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, and even for more  militant confraternities such as the Blue Army of Our Lady of  Fatima (oral testimony: second generation passim, but esp.  Avignone, Kowalski, Tonietto)   Italian Americans were, at long last, incorporated into the sphere of Roman Catholic subhegemony.

The principal mechanism for reintegration of Italian Americans into the Church was the parochial school, to which many immigrant parents sent their children, despite  their anticlerical stand, because they believed, not without  reason, that the Church schools offered a better education  than the ghetto schools the children would otherwise  have  been forced to attend.  We have already seen, in the last  chapter, that the parochial schools were committed to a  policy of systematic Americanization.  The combination of  Americanism and Catholicism propagated by the parochial  schools had no small impact on the ideological make up of  second generation Italian Americans.  

The story of Joachim Martorano ──a Chicago Servite priest── is typical.   Father  Joachim was born in 1937, on the Near North  Side of Chicago,  in a Sicilian community which was later displaced by the  Cabrini Green housing project.  As both of his parents  worked, ‑‑on assembly lines in the small factories which  lined the Chicago River‑‑ Joachim was raised in large part by  his grandfather.  He recalls long afternoons gathering cardone  and wild greens from the empty lots which dotted the  neighborhood, or making fresh pasta on the kitchen table.   "Otherwise we ate just bread and onions, we were so poor."  (oral testimony: Martorano)

Joachim's grandfather also passed many hours telling stories  of his native Sicily, and instilling in his grandson the  values and traditions of a century ago.  Like most Italian  men of his generation, the older Martorano was profoundly  anticlerical.  "He never saw the inside of a church," Joachim  recalls and whenever the church bells would ring, he said  they were crying "bring money, bring money."  But also like  most Sicilian men of his generation, the older Martorano was  deeply religious.  He was a member of the Societa della Santa  Crocifissa di Cimina, and of San Giuseppe Bagheria, and often  brought his grandson to the lodge of the societa:  a large  room, filled with the smoke of cigars as thick as incense.   In front was a table, and on the tale a book ‑‑the Bible‑‑  together with a cup and a piece of bread.  The men would read  from the book and pray the Our Father.  

Fr. Martorano first became aware of the pressures for assimilation when he transferred  late in his grammar school years from a public to a parochial  school.  He describes his experience at St.  Michael's in Chicago's Old Town district.


It was Teutonic to the word go.  It was a very German  community and obviously the School Sisters of Notre Dame  were from a very German kind of community of women. . . I  think I became more aware that I was Italian by the time I went to St. Michael'. (oral testimony: Martorano)

"Awareness" did not, at first, mean pride.


The Italian kids would usually come to school rather  neatly dressed. . . even though tuition was often delayed  . . . .and there would more often than not be comments  about putting all of our money into clothes. . . .we were  pointed to as being thieving types of kids. . .we would  be more boisterous, playing music outside and sitting on  the steps.  I wasn't too pleased to be identified as a  little dago kid. (oral testimony: Martorano)

The parochial school served as a vehicle for upward mobility, giving immigrant children the skills they needed to enter the upper strata of the working class or even the middle strata of society, as an instrument of assimilation, promoting rapid Americanization, and as a vehicle for reasserting the authority of the hierarchy over a population which had long nourished its own, autonomous religious traditions.  Students in the parochial schools learned discipline, punctuality, hard work and obedience to authority, ──precisely the qualities required of workers in and industrial capitalist society.  The old "aesthetic spirituality" of the societa, was rejected in favor of a new asceticism centered on delayed gratification, and directed towards "bettering oneself" while pursuing salvation through obedience to the clergy and participation in the sacraments.  

The schools served, in others words, as the matrix for the formation of a sphere of  Social Christian subhegemony, which linked the Italian American community to the project of the dominant sectors of the bourgeoisie.

The parish church also began to play an important role in the life of the Italian American community, preserving a sense of community in an increasingly competitive world.  Consider, for example,  the testimony of Olivia Kowalski.  Ms Kowalski has been active in a number of Church sponsored  societies, the most important of which is the Third Order of  St. Francis.  She has also devoted a great deal of her energy  to trying to preserve as much as possible both the old ethnic  traditions and the old neighborhood solidarities.  Indeed,  she has often been criticized, in her work as a Church  fundraiser, for adhering so rigorously to such traditional  methods as feasts and tombole (a kind of raffle) instead of  using methods which would generate more revenue for less  effort.


A lot of people say "Well,. why don't you just ask people  to donate money. . . you don't have to do that, because  its a lot of work?" But that's not bringing people  together.  You know, you need the unity I think, to want  to belong and see each other; otherwise it becomes too  materialistic (oral testimony: Kowalski).

At the same time, the sense of community conserved by the parish served not as the basis for forging a strategy of social transformation, but rather as a kind of reserve of social capital which sustained people in their struggle for upward social mobility.  Ms Kowalski values her parochial school  education not primarily because it reinforced communitarian values, but because the sisters "were always  thinking up ways to make you strive, rewards and things."   Because of the efforts of the sisters 


many people  from the Chicago Heights Hill community did  well in life ‑‑doctors, lawyers, nurses, teachers . . .  to me it was an incentive to do and to become (oral  testimony: Kowalski)

The integration of Italian Americans into the Church had definite political implications.  The children of the immigrants stood in a  profoundly ambiguous relationship to both the traditions of  their parents and to the dominant North American culture.   They were, on the one hand, always profoundly aware that they  were different from other Americans, and in particular that  they had grown up with values that placed more emphasis on  family and community, and on human solidarity generally than  did the dominant American culture.  At the same time they  were profoundly attracted by the opportunities ‑‑and the  ideals‑‑ represented by "America" in the post war period.  It  was America, after all, and not the communist movement, which  had made it possible for them to achieve "middle class"  standards of living, and middle class occupational status,  and which guaranteed even those who remained within the ranks  of the working class a decent and even comfortable life.  And  it was, after all, "America" which had defeated Hitler, and  which stood out clearly as the main bulwark for democracy  during this period.  Or so it must have seemed to those who  had no knowledge of the tremendous sacrifices made by the  Russian people, and by the European resistance ‑‑who knew  nothing of the heroism of Stalingrad and the Warsaw uprising.

The Roman Catholic Church was, during this period,  particularly well situated to  take advantage of this  ambiguity.  On the one hand, the Church was still engaged in  a bitter ideological struggle against liberalism and the Enlightenment, and of more immediate interest to most white  ethnic communities in North America, against the decline of  the family and other traditional institutions, a decline  which the children of the immigrants felt keenly and which  they did not attribute to their own life decisions in factor  of upward social mobility.  The pre‑conciliar Church was thus  able to exploit from the right the communitarian sentiments  and antiliberalism which the communist movement, after 1925,  was unable and unwilling to exploit from the left.  At the  same time, the Church, while somewhat compromised during the  antifascist struggle, was able to present itself in the post‑ war period as America's strongest and most determined ally in  its struggle against the new "world menace" of international  communism.  Catholics were able, therefore, at a time when  anti‑Catholic sentiments were still very strong (Fuchs  1967:139‑40) to present their Catholicism as a bulwark of,  rather than a threat to, their national loyalty.  Some,  indeed, took great pleasure in exposing the  suspect and  anti‑American character of many blue‑bloodied WASPS.  

The Catholic Church had, in the period since 1891, developed a body of social teachings which left it well situated to take advantage of these ambiguities.  In its "high" form this "Social Christian" or "Christian Democratic" doctrine found its expression in the papal encyclicals Rerum Novarum  and Quadragessimo Anno, and in the writings of philosopher Jacques Maritain.  Against liberal doctrine, Social Christianity stressed the essentially social character of the human personality which, it argued could be fulfilled only in community with others.  The right to private property was thus subordinated to the  imperatives of the common good.  At the same time, the church rejected Marxist collectivism, which denied the integrity and eternal destiny of the human person, and proposed a "third way" between liberal capitalism on the one hand and communism on the other. 

Throughout Europe, Christian Democratic parities emerged which aimed to put this doctrine into practice.  Most of these parties were the direct or indirect descendants of old conservative or legitimist parties, which were looking for a new social base among the working classes and the peasantry.  Their historic commitment to free trade and their "ultramontane" skepticism about the nation state took on new meaning in a era of European integration.  Their rejection of economic liberalism laid the groundwork for a  program of social reform which answered the immediate  demands of many workers and peasants, and their fierce anticommunism made them the preferred instrument of U.S. European policy during the Cold War era.  These parties developed networks of trade unions, peasants leagues student and professional associations, and rapidly emerged as one of the most important political forces in post war Europe. (Davis 1986: 186-187)

In practice, however, they soon degenerated into little more than rather ordinary parties of the  center left, sympathetic to Church interests, and just slightly to the right of social democracy.  Like secular social democracy, Christian Democracy drew on the logic of collective action in order to integrate large sectors of the working class into mass consumer society, and thus make  post war Europe safe for capitalism.

In the United States, the context of ethnoreligious pluralism did not permit deployment of such an explicitly confessional political strategy.  But analysis of Catholic participation in public life reveals that a very similar dynamic was at work.  

This is evident in the changes which took place in the trade union movement.  For many immigrant trade unionists, we will  remember, the trade union was not simply an instrument of the  economic struggle.  It was, first and foremost the seed of a  new social order, the carrier of a moral ideal centered on  values of solidarity, and even, for some,  a sign of the advent of the kingdom of God.  The trade union  struggle was a moral and even eschatological drama, in which  the workers were cast the role of God's chosen and the  capitalist in the role of the rich young man, who, because he  exploited his "subjects" was to be cast into the pit of  burning fire while the workers received their just reward,  seated with God at the eschatological feast.

Increasingly during the Depression years, and especially  during the post war period, this revolutionary and  eschatological understanding of the trade union struggle  began to break down, and the union took on a far more modest  role as the defender of the material interests of the working class ──and the means by which second generation Italian  Americans would realize the American dream.  It became, in  short, merely a tool for negotiating higher wages and better  working conditions, and later, as these high wages became the accepted norm, for defending these newly won privileges  against competition from less privileged sectors.

This degeneration was the result of two distinct but interrelated developments.  On the one had, significant  elements within the ruling classes, particularly those  capitalists with investments in the developing consumer  durables sectors, began to realize that their own fortunes  were linked inextricably with creation of a dynamic of rising  real wages proportional to the rate of growth in the  productivity of labor.  They also realized that perhaps the  only way  to set such a dynamic into motion against the  intransigence of their own class was through establishment of  a regulated system of collective bargaining, in cooperation with the trade union movement.  The bourgeoisie, in other  words, began to grasp the value of a strategy of hegemony as  against a strategy of frontal assault in the class struggle,  and set about the process of establishing its own hegemony  over the trade unions.

At the same time, as we noted above important  elements in the left, including the Communist Party, began to  lose sight, after the late 1920's in particular, of the  cultural dimensions of the struggle for socialism .  They became  increasingly attached to a productivist interpretation of  Marxism which looked to the development of the productive  forces to promote, more or less automatically, solidaristic values which are the precondition for the formation of socialist consciousness, ignoring the corrosive effect of commodity production this solidarity.  While this  productivism took both "left" and "right" forms over the  years, it inevitably and invariably led the movement to  neglect the tasks of a moral and intellectual reform directed  towards creation of a classless and communal social order.  Indeed, while communists played a critical role in organizing  many of the new industrial unions of the 1930's, and won  important leadership positions, they carried out nearly all  their work on a closed or clandestine basis so that the party  was never able to publicly take credit for its contribution  to the unionization struggle, much less carry out the struggle over beliefs and values which was necessary if the trade unions  were to be something more than an economic pressure group for  industrial workers. Further, by encouraging workers to  organize exclusively around their own immediate interests,  the party encouraged the development of an economistic  tendency within the workers' movement, which contributed to  the consolidation of a consumerist and careerist outlook in  later years.  

The changes which took place within the movement are  reflected in the testimony of trade union militants from the  1930's on, which differs sharply from that of militants from  the earlier generation.  Rarely, to be sure, do we find a  rhetoric of naked self interest.  Indeed, much of the  testimony from the period can only be described as moralistic  in tone.  But the character of the moral problematic itself  has changed: i.e. from a problematic of class struggle  directed towards the creation of a classless and communal  social order, to a problematic of class collaboration,  directed towards achieving a "living wage" and "cooperation  between labor and management."  Collective action is just a means to individual advancement.  Consider, for example, the  testimony of Alphonse Leone, one of a small number of Italian  Protestants, who rose from the shop floor to become first a  shop steward ‑‑and later a manager‑‑ at International  Harvester. On the one hand, Mr. Leone, a worker himself for  many years is not unaware of the injustices of the system.


I became very active because I felt, like my dad, that a  lot of those fellows that were in the shop working for a  living were more or less an underdog to the supervision you see, and I always tried to overcome that even though  I was their leader (oral testimony: Leone). 

Like many men of his generation, Mr. Leone still uses the  language of solidarity.


Well these men were dissatisfied, but it wasn't a unity,  because of fear, in some cases you know. Well I dispelled  that fear. . . I let my subordinates know  ‑‑you don't  treat those men like dogs. . .I never wanted to let the  underprivileged get stepped on (oral testimony: Leone)

At the same time it is apparent that Mr. Leone is no longer  moving in the same moral universe as did, say, Maria Valiani  twenty or thirty years earlier.  He speaks not of the  exploited, but of the underprivileged.  Their poverty derives  from the fact that they have, for reasons of economic or  ethnic background been denied an "equal opportunity" to  "better themselves" and "get ahead" and not from their very  condition as proletarians.

"Unity," in fact, has come to mean nothing less than class  collaboration.  


Whenever I had a grievance, I tried to avoid going  through the union . . . My superintendent . . . he was a  wonderful man . . . the men were satisfied. . . I feel  that I not only helped  the men out, but I created a  better feeling and a better unity between supervision and  worker and so forth. . . and that was my purpose (oral  testimony: Leone).

Not surprisingly, Mr. Leone was actively involved in the  struggle against communist influence in his  union.  


When the UAW came in. . . we had lots of communists ...  and I had lots of go rounds when I was with some of them  because I didn't believe in their tactics and I didn't  believe in their principles. . . In fact they tried to  kick me out of the union (oral testimony: Leone).

In the end, however, Mr. Leone was richly rewarded for his  service to the ruling class.  "I avoided a lot of grievances  between the union and management, and management understood  that, and that's how I got into management" (oral testimony:  Leone).

It was precisely this kind of trade unionism which set the stage for the disintegration of the trade union movement in the 1970's and 1980's.  Focused narrowly on the immediate economic interests of their members, the trade unions undermined the sense of collective responsibility necessary motivate workers to finance organizing drives in new regions and new industries, and at the same time made it possible for  the bourgeoisie to portray them as merely "special interest groups" defending the interests of a small sector of the population.  In short, economistic trade unionism undercut the moral authority of the labor movement.

Alongside the trade union movement, the 1930's and the post war period witnessed the emergence of new forms of community organization.  These new organizations were no longer specific to particular ethnic groups, but brought together all of the residents of a particular urban neighborhood, regardless of their religion,  ethnicity, or social class.  Some of these organizations formed in the wake of  a real or perceived threat to the community's well being or  survival.  The strongest, however, were those organized by Saul Alinsky and the Industrial Areas Foundation, initially to support the unionization drive of the CIO.  

Hired to organize neighborhood youth programs of a more or less traditional settlement house variety, Saul Alinsky was caught up in the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) organizing drive in the packing houses, and after apprenticing himself to the CIO organizers, began to organize in some of the neighborhood churches, initially with the intent of overcoming clerical opposition to the CIO (Finks 1984: 16ff).    It was out of this experience that the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council first emerged in 1939.  The next year, with the support of Bishop Bernard Sheil, founder of the Catholic Youth Organization, Chicago publisher Marshall Field, Kathryn Lewis, (daughter of CIO leader John Lewis) and State Department official Howland Shaw, Alinsky founded the Industrial Areas Foundation, to carry out similar work in other communities.  

The composition of the IAF's initial Board of Directors tells us a great deal about the social forces which are behind it. The IAF has its roots in the anticommunist trend within the workers movement, in the Christian Democratic wing of the Roman Catholic Church, and in the liberal bourgeoisie.  

Community organizations established by the IAF and other organizing institutes developed dense networks of bloc clubs, or  parish based committees capable of mobilizing large numbers  of community residents around local struggles, sometimes  deploying  surprisingly militant tactics, such as sit‑ins and  phone‑ins at the homes of their enemies, as well as more  conventional pickets, boycotts, etc.  They played a critically important role in  defending urban working class neighborhoods from both the unwelcome investments of urban  developers, who hoped to replace bungalow communities of  private homeowners with lucrative industrial parks or upscale  housing developments, ‑‑ and from "disinvestment" by banks  and insurance companies who regarded most urban working class  communities as too "high risk" an outlet for their capital.

Mario Avignone, a life long resident of the Pullman  community, who we will have occasion to meet again later,  tells of how developers planned in 1960 to "tear Pullman down  brick by brick," and build an industrial estate.  Avignone  set himself to work organizing his friends and neighbors, and  formed a civic committee, which eventually came to embrace  such diverse forces as the 9th ward Regular Democratic  Organization and local union leaders, St.Anthony's Italian  Church, the Methodists, and the "Holy Roller Irish Church,"  as Mr. Avignone calls the local Pentecostal group.  He built  up a network of block captains, and prepared for a mass  mobilization.  After a mass meeting of 650 people confronted  the developers and city officials, the plan was defeated  (oral testimony: Avignone).

Perhaps better known is the role of Gail Cincotta,  an  Italian American housewife from the Austin district of  Chicago, who founded the Metropolitan Area Housing Alliance  to fight redlining in working class neighborhoods.  Her  efforts, and those of the many communities she helped to  organize, stemmed the tide of decay and proved that Blacks  and whites could live and struggle together.

The community organization movement was, however, marked by some serious ambiguities.  On the one hand, it was deeply  rooted in what remained of the old neighborhood solidarities,  and certainly helped to reinforce what was left of these  solidarities by demonstrating vividly the power of collective  action.  But the IAF and most of the other organizing institutes systematically  immunized leaders and organizers against socialist ideas.  The ideology of the Industrial Areas Foundation is  characterized by a rejection of scientific sociology and rationalist ethics in favor of an essentially postmodern paradigm in which knowledge is first and foremost an ongoing conversation which builds relationships and thus power.  The IAF takes as its starting point the traditions of the religious institutions which provide the mass base of its organizations, but rather than subjecting these traditions to a rationalizing critique, it simply teaches leaders how to make the values embedded in those traditions effective in the public arena.  Any efforts to promote analysis or criticism of the underlying structures of capitalist society within the organization are met with ridicule, and, where that fails, with red-baiting.

IAF organizations, furthermore, remain under the ultimate control of sponsoring committees composed of the representatives of religious institutions which provide them with financial support. The Industrial Areas Foundation  and its organizers identify, train, and test out leaders, provide research support to the organization, and advise the organization on strategic and tactical questions.  The "leaders," who are mostly lay people from the member congregations participate in identifying secondary and tertiary leaders, assist the organizers in gathering information (but rarely in real policy analysis) and carry out the strategies and tactics which the organizers have developed.  Bourgeois hegemony, in other words, is organizational as well as ideological.

Not infrequently community organizations founded in order to  defend working class communities against redevelopment or  redlining ended up "defending" them instead from the struggle  of other, less privileged sectors of the working class to  find decent housing  Thus Mario Avignone, speaking of some of  his later "community struggles:"


St. Anthony Church is going through a neighborhood change  and we worked real hard to keep the neighborhood change  Catholic.  In other words we want to avoid the Blacks as much as possible (oral testimony: Avignone).

Perhaps embarrassed by his own candor, Mr. Avignone tried to  justify this policy by pointing out that the Blacks "aren't  Catholic and wouldn't help us at all" in the effort to keep  the dwindling St. Anthony Parish alive.  Later in the  interview, however, he seemed more honest.  "We will work,  worship, and eat with Blacks," he said, "but we won't live  with them,"citing fears of crime, housing deterioration, and  the impending flight of merchants and professionals among his  reasons. "Nobody actually hates them because as Catholics  we're not supposed to hate anybody, but I think we have a  right to dislike somebody and not to be near them" (oral  testimony: Avignone).

As we have noted above, the ethnoreligious pluralism of the United States ruled out emergence of a confessional Christian Democratic party.  But the Democratic Party played a similar role.  Indeed, in may ways the history of Democratic Party more nearly resembles that of European Christian Democratic parties than it does that of the Social Democratic and Labor parities to which it is often compared.   Historically the Democrats had been the party of the Southern  landed elite.  While they always enjoyed a constituency among  the working classes of the North, they maintained their hold  on these sectors primarily through the mechanisms of  clientelism, corruption, fraud and intimidation.  It was the  Republican Party  which represented the more  progressive sectors of the ruling classes ‑‑the Northern  industrial bourgeoisie‑‑ as well as the rural masses of the  Midwest and West and the African‑American and Chicano minorities.

It was precisely this ambiguous history, however, which  suited the Democrats for their new role.  As the party of  Southern agriculture they had also  always been the party of  free trade.  During the early years of the Republic, the  principal advocates of a free trade policy were to be found  among the Southern landed elite, for whom open markets meant  an opportunity to sell their produce abroad, and at higher  prices than they could have drawn had they been restricted to  the still limited industrial market of the North.  The free  trade policies of the antebellum Democratic governments kept  cotton prices high, but also meant that the South remained an  agricultural periphery, still more  or less within the  English sphere of influence, and that Northern industry  stagnated under the pressure of English competition.  (cf  Moore 1966).  Northern victory in the Civil War ushered in a period of Republican dominance which brought high tariffs,  and rapid industrialization.

As English hegemony over world markets declined after 1870,  and especially as the U.S. took its great leap forward to  industrial pre‑eminence after 1894, the North American  bourgeoisie began to see the trade question in a different  light.  As U.S. victory in the First and Second World Wars  secured North American hegemony over the world's markets and  resources, U.S. corporations became increasingly anxious both  to invest abroad and to exploit the comparative advantage  enjoyed by U.S. products because of higher levels of  productivity and the higher return to labor.  This would be  possible only if the U.S. was able to impose a global regime  of free trade.  The Democratic Party, by a real irony of  history, thus "came of age" and began to attract support from  the advanced industrial sectors of the bourgeoisie, from  commercial banking groups, and from those engaged in export  trade.  Those who remained in the Republican party gravitated  towards the party's progressive, "internationalist" left  wing, which was in objective alliance with the Democrats  throughout this period.  Only smaller industrial capitalists  concentrated in backward sectors such as textiles and the  garment industry, which were already beginning to suffer from  competition from the Third World, continued to support the  isolationist and protectionist wing of the Republican party,  the wing associated with Taft and Goldwater (Fergusen 1981:  12, Davis 1981:32‑35).

At the same time, the "progressive" section of the  bourgeoisie, especially those concentrated in the consumer  durables sectors, recognized the necessity of significant  increases in the prevailing wage of at least a large sector  of the working class if effective demand was to rise and the  market for consumer goods to expand, and thus constituted a  base of support within the ruling class for the regulated  collective bargaining arrangements and income support  programs which made that increase possible.  The Democratic  Party, long the party of the right, thus became the vehicle  of an alliance between the advanced, liberal, free trade  sectors of the bourgeoisie,  the middle strata, and the upper  section of the working class, centered around the task of expanding as much as possible the sphere of mass consumer society.  

The transformation of the Democratic Party meant that the way  in which it exercised power on behalf of the bourgeoisie  changed dramatically.  On the one hand, many of the old  clientelist networks remained, particularly in the ethnic  neighborhoods, and personal favors, corruption, fraud and  intimidation all continued to play a role in sustaining the  electoral monopoly of the bourgeoisie.  Machine politics, in  other words, was alive and well.  At the same time the party  gained during the New Deal  and war years a new kind of  prestige, which made these mechanisms increasingly superfluous.  To most workers in the Northeast and Midwest,  the Democrats were the party which had at long last taken  seriously and responded effectively to the struggle of the  great majority to build a decent life for themselves and  their families, which had pulled the country out of the Great  Depression, recognized the right of workers to collective  bargaining, the right of the unemployed to public assistance,  of the old to social security and of everyone to food,  shelter, clothing and self‑respect.  As the ruling party  during the Second World War, it was the leading party  of  antifascism, and the party which "made the world safe for  democracy."

This prestige was reflected in the intense loyalty of many  Euro‑American workers to regular party organizations and ward  bosses, a loyalty which persisted even into the 1960's when  the party was proving itself increasingly ineffective in  dealing with the new problems which confronted urban  communities.  There is a saying, still current in Chicago,  that a man's first loyalty must be to his family, and his  second to the (Roman Catholic) Church, but his third, by only a little, must  always be  to the Democratic Party.  Men like the late Mayor  Richard J. Daley were heirs to the prestige  of the party which rescued a generation from poverty and  saved the planet from Hitler.  It matters little if the party  today is not longer able to keep the steel mills open,  resolve the racial strife which is tearing city apart, or  even clear the streets after a snowstorm.  People are proud  to share the party's tradition, and with an earnestness that  would surprise most outsiders, proclaim themselves to be  "loyal, staunch, Democrats."

In effect, the Democratic Party gained in the United States  the same kind of prestige among the working classes as the  Labor, Social Democratic, and Communist parties did in  various parts of Europe . . . only it did so under the  banners of a liberal and procapitalist ideology which gave to  the bourgeoisie  a far more profound hegemony than it enjoyed  elsewhere.

Among Catholics this hegemony took a particular form  ──a form which not surprisingly bore considerable resemblance to the Social Christian or Christian Democratic hegemony which played such an important role in reasserting bourgeois hegemony over the working classes of Europe during the post war period.  The combination of anticommunist "internationalism," and social reform characteristic of the Kennedy Administration was typical of the this kind of Catholic politics.  The speeches of Mario Cuomo illustrate admirably the way in which the strategy of s"Social Christian subhegemony" has been able to draw on religious communitarian values to legitimate policies aimed at defending and extending the sphere of mass consumer society.

Cuomo's variant of this complex, however, has a specifically  Italian American character, and draws a great deal from both  popular tradition and from the immigrant experience.   This  is Cuomo's version of the American Dream


The struggle to live with dignity is the real story of  the shining city, ladies and gentlemen.  And its a story  that I didn't read in a book or learn in a classroom.  I  saw it and lived it, like many of you.


I watched a small man with thick callouses on both hands  work 15 and 16 hours a day.  I saw him once literally  bleed from the bottoms of his feet, a man who came here  uneducated, alone, unable to speak the language, who  taught me all that I needed to know about faith and hard  work by the simple eloquence of his example.  I learned  about our kind of democracy from my father.  I learned  about our obligations to each other from him and from my  mother.

The norms for government policy derive directly  the  Christian tradition and from the immanent  solidarities  of  family and community.


We would rather have laws written by the man called the  world's most sincere democrat ‑‑St. Francis of Assisi‑‑  than laws written by Darwin.


We believe in a government strong enough to use the words  love and compassion, and smart enough to convert our  noblest aspirations in to practical realities.


We believe in a single fundamental idea that describes      better than most textbooks, and any speech I could write,  what a proper government should be.  The idea of family.   Mutuality.  The sharing of benefits and burdens for the  good of all.  Feeling one anothers' pain.  Sharing one  anothers' blessings.


We believe that we must be the family of America,  recognizing that at the heart of the matter we are bound  to one another, that the problems of a retired school  teacher in Duluth are our problems. That the future of a  child in Buffalo is our future.  That the struggle of  disabled man in Boston is our struggle.  That the hunger  of a woman in Little Rock is our hunger.  That the  failure to provide what reasonably we might, to avoid  pain, is our failure (New York Times, 17 July 1984).

Cuomo's speech marks in many ways a tremendous departure from  the prevailing individualism of the North American political  tradition, and represents a call to a very different kind of  moral order.  But let us  not be deceived.  Cuomo's communitarian rhetoric remains  linked to a  political program centered around renewed demand  led economic growth, making it possible for all Americans to  achieve higher levels of consumption and discover new  opportunities for upward social mobility.  Rising levels of  mass consumption and expanded opportunities of upward  mobility remain, in fact, the goal towards which social  cooperation is directed.  Principles of compassion and  fairness which guided Democratic Party Policy through the  years are justified not because they promote the all sided development of humanity, but because they helped to lift up  generations to the middle class and higher: they gave us a  chance to work, to go to college, to raise a family, to own a  house, to be secure in our old age, and reach heights that  our own parents would not have been able to dream of.  Speaking again of his own parents, Cuomo says


They were able to build a family and see one of their  children go from behind their little grocery store in  South Jamaica on the other side of the tracks where he  was born to occupy the highest seat in the greatest state  in the greatest nation in the only world we know. . . an  ineffably beautiful tribute to the democratic process.

We see here a mobilization of the values of the Franciscan  tradition, which, for the Italian immigrants, we will remember, were  bound up with an eschatological and profoundly revolutionary  spirituality, in behalf of an essentially bourgeois political  project.  Values and traditions which were once associated  with the struggle for socialism have instead become linked  here with the reformist social liberalism of the Democratic  party and the progressive sectors of the ruling class.

There were some however, for whom this vision of the good life held little appeal. Testimony from older second generation Italian Americans reveals both significant discontent.  Deprived, however, of a living experience of community ──of the non‑commodity production characteristic of the immigrant household or the assistential and quasipolitical community of the societa,  second generation Italian Americans tended to express their communitarian aspirations in otherworldly forms.   Thus the revival of traditionalist devotionalism in the post war period.

For  some the source of discontent was economic.  Mario Avignone, for example,  felt that his upward mobility was limited by discrimination,  and that no Italian American would ever move into a  managerial position at Sherwin Williams where he worked.  And  there were economic resentments, especially for lower paid  white collar workers who felt, like Mr. Avignone, that "the  blue collars were getting the cream and we were getting the  crumbs."  Lack of economic success posed heavy psychological  penalties, especially in a period of rapid economic growth, when many did  succeed ‑‑and particularly for people who had  sacrificed a great deal, literally leaving their families  behind, in order to realize for themselves the American  Dream.

For most, however, the cause of the discontent was less  economic than social and cultural.  Many second generation  Italian Americans feel a profound sense of loss ‑‑loss of the  intimate sense of community which pervaded their youth ‑‑and  a sense that somehow, in a way they don't fully understand,  the "American Way of Life" had betrayed them.

It is above all among these economically and culturally  discontented sectors that we find the second "traditionalist"  socioreligious dynamic at work.  Consider, for example the  testimony of Angela Tonietto, formerly a factory worker, now  a clerk, long a trade union militant, and always a devotee of  Our Lady of Fatima.  


I think people respected each other more years ago than  they do today.  People don't care for other people any  more.  We were willing to listen to people, help them out  if we could, give them advice or vice versa.  But today  nobody cares.  Like I say, you could be lying in the  street ... I could be lying there, somebody souls look  at you and they'd just walk right on by, where  years ago  you'd run to them and say "What's the matter?"(oral  testimony: Tonietto).

Ms Tonnietto even questions her move from the factory to the  office.


I liked the factory because it was all a big happy  family.  Everybody helped everybody else.  The office is  a little clannish, stiffish, not as friendly. . . Office  workers look down on factory workers, girls that work in  the office they always looked down on the ordinary  factory worker (oral testimony: Tonietto).

Given her history as a trade union militant, her disdain for  the higher status associated with office work, and her  strongly communitarian values, one might imagine that Ms  Tonnietto had the makings of a communist. And well she might,  if the parties of the left had a better sense of just how to  mobilize this kind of cultural discontent ‑‑how to draw on  the desire for community and on the religious traditions in  which that desire becomes embodied, as well as the immediate economic needs of the people.  Ms Tonietto, however, and  millions of others like her, have turned to very different  sectors for leadership ‑‑to the devotional societies and lay  confraternities of the Catholic Right.  If we want to  understand why, in the presence of such a manifest discontent  with the character of post war capitalist society, there is  no mass socialist movement, we will do well to examine more  closely the nature of right wing devotionalism.

One devotion which is of particular importance among second  generation Italian Americans is of  very recent vintage: i.e.  the devotion to the reputedly stigmatized monk of the Monte Gargano, Padre Pio.  Indeed, one informant, Mario Avignone,  attributes his return to the Church primarily to his personal  encounter with the bleeding Capuchin during his time in Italy  during the war.


When my parents came from Italy, they brought with them  their Catholic faith but it was kind of a warm faith, in  other words, they didn't go to church every Sunday . .   it wasn't the real warm Catholic faith that I should have  had. . . It seems like the old saying is that when the  Italians came over to America many of them threw their  rosaries overboard. . . I was a lukewarm Catholic until I  married my wife, Margaret, and it was through her good  example that I became a better practicing Catholic, but I  never reached a high point  until I was sent overseas in  World War II. . . Padre Pio gave me a deeper faith in my  Catholic religion (oral testimony: Avignone)

The devotion itself is deeply rooted in the Franciscan  tradition.  Padre Pio, first of all, is a Capuchin, an order founded during the Counter-Reformation to mobilize Franciscan radicalism for the papist cause.   Further, the monastery  where he resides is located in the Monte Gargano, a remote  mountainous region in the South, close to the Adriatic.  High  on Monte Alverna there is an ancient shrine to St. Michael  the Archangel.  It was there, on 17 September 1224 that St.  Francis received the stigmata of the Lord (Parente 1952:  passim).

Further, Padre Pio's teachings represent a survival of the old Franciscan spirituality, with its intense  faith in the real presence of Jesus in the poor.


One single act of love on the part of man, one single act  of charity is so great that in God's eyes He could not  repay it  even with the immense gift of the entire  creation!  Love is the spark of God in Man's soul, it is      the very essence of God personified in the Holy Spirit  ...  To carry out his ideal of love we must be quite  forgetful of self.  Rising above selfishness, we must bow  down to the sufferings and wounds of our fellow man.  We  must make them our own, knowing how to suffer with our  brethren for the love of God. . . . In every sick man  there is Jesus in person who is suffering; in every poor  man it is Jesus himself who is languishing; in every man  who is both sick and poor Jesus is doubly visible  (Padre Pio in Parente 1952: 123‑4).

This is hardly bourgeois ideology.

The devotion itself, however, focuses less on Padre Pio's  teachings, and their social implications, than on the  bewildering array of miracles attributed to him. In addition  to documenting at great length and providing voluminous  medical testimony for the stigmata themselves, the devotional  literature (Parente 1952, deRobeck 1958, deLiso 1960)  recounts tales of countless cures, prophecies, conversions, and the like.  Bilocation, including  "in the flesh"  appearances in such far off places as Uruguay, figures  prominently in the lore.  Indeed, the Padre seems to cater  especially to the specifically supernaturalist strain in lay  devotionalism.  Consider the following stories from Mr.  Avignone.


One time we went up to see Padre Pio.  We talked to one  of the monks over  there and we said "listen ‑‑those  bandages that Padre Pio comes up with, what does he do  with them?"  "Oh they go into the trunk, all those  bandages that come off his wounds." I said "can you get  us one?" He says "You can't, nobody can get those  bandages.  You can be excommunicated from the church if  you have one of them things."  So if anybody tells you  even today they have got a piece of gauze or bandage from  Padre Pio don't believe them ‑‑they can be excommunicated  from the Church.  So we haggled him and pushed him and  begged him and finally he says "alright. . . but don't  tell nobody . . .I'm committing a sin, but I know you  love Padre Pio."  So he came back and he gave us each a  piece of gauze with blood on it.  I've got mine upstairs.


So fine.  Next time we come back to Padre Pio to see him  he says to us "you naughty boys caused one of my brothers  to sin ... you made him give you a piece of my bandage"   "Oh Padre Pio, no, no," "Don't lie, don't lie," he says.   "I forgive you, you can keep them bandages. But say some  prayers for forgiveness."  So we went outside and the  monk says, he says "what did you tell Padre Pio for?" We  says "we never told him!"  Only we three fellows and the  monk knew.  But Padre Pio knew.


So I've got those pieces of gauze, Leo has his and Joe,  who's dead.  So we're probably the three known people in  the world who has pieces of Padre Pio's stigmata blood.   Nobody else is allowed to have it. . . The Italians will  sell you one, but don't believe it. . . It's blood from a  chicken.  They're a bunch of fakers up there (oral  testimony: Avignone)

On another occasion Mario and his two comrades had received  news that the war in Europe being over, their unit was to be  broken up, and they were to be separated, one remaining in the  Army of occupation, another being sent to Japan, and yet  another to be sent home.  Padre Pio, on receiving the news,  insisted that they were all to go home together.  Sure enough  as soon as the three friends reached headquarters they found  out that the orders had been changed. "Padre Pio in his  miraculous way, by golly, changed everything so we all went  home together in the same boat" (oral testimony: Avignone).

Padre Pio was not the only miracle worker encountered by Mr.  Avignone during his stay in the Monte Gargano.


At that time there was a lady in town over there called  Marietta. Marietta was blind, and very simple but she had great devotion for St. Teresa. . . It was said by the  people in town that Marietta would see little doves come  out of the chalice after communion.  Before the American  soldiers came the Americans were bombing that area and  the people were frantic. . . St Teresa appeared to  Marietta and said "don't be afraid . . . those planes  that are flying overhead are going to free Italy from the  problems they are now.  Among the Americans that come to  free you there will be someone named after my favorite  sister Leona (oral testimony: Avignone)

And sure enough, among the soldiers who occupied the district  was Mr. Avignone's friend Leo.  In fact, Mr. Avignone and his  friends seem to have acquired some extraordinary abilities  themselves during their stay with Padre Pio.


One particular time Leo, Joe and I went to the cathedral  at noon time, we locked the door behind us and started   to pray.  We had a rose ‑‑it was the Feast of St. Teresa.   Right above the confessional box there was a great big  picture of St. Teresa. We threw the rose and it landed  there and all at once every light in the church went on.   We thought maybe it was the janitor. He says "no, you were  the only ones in the  church and the door is locked."  So  we considered it a miracle.  God or St  Teresa or  somebody was very pleased with our action that particular  day (oral testimony: Avignone).

What is the significance of this fascination with the  supernatural?  This is a complex question, and it is  impossible for us to resolve it definitively in this  context.  We will do well, however, to remember the situation  of men like Mario Avignone.  Second generation Italian  Americans grew up in a world which was putting more and more  emphasis on material success and career status and less and  less on fulfillment of one's responsibilities to family and community as a measure of a person's worth  as a human being.  Further, the demand led industrialization  characteristic of the post war years, while opening up new  opportunities for broad sectors of the population, at the  same time put a premium on high levels of technical skill and  education, something which continued to elude  most Italian  Americans, even as they  achieved economic success through  small business or in the building trades.  The modernizing  thrust of the period was, in short a serious threat to the  self esteem not only of many workers,  but to those who, like  Mario Avignone, felt trapped in dead‑end white collar jobs  that enjoyed little in the way of prestige.  

To such people, the message of Padre Pio must have been  profoundly reassuring.  It was, first and foremost a  statement that those who were being bypassed by progress, who  had little to offer to the conquest of the New Frontier and  the Great Society except their labor, had not, for all that,  been overlooked by God.  They were, in fact, the special  recipients of his favor.  It was in the remote, forgotten  backwater of the Monte Gargano, and not in Rome that Jesus discovered the monk on whom he was to bestow his stigmata.   Jesus, further more, was most immediately present in the  poor, the sick and the forgotten, not in the rich, the  powerful and capable.  The important thing is love, not to be  brilliant or make scientific contributions.  And it was to an  unknown trio of soldiers  ‑‑and not the Pope or the President  that a special dispensation was granted permitting them,  alone of all humanity (or so they believe, and that is the  important thing) to have  a piece of Padre Pio's stigmata  blood.

The devotion to Padre Pio is, in short, a profound protest  against the paternalistic technocracy which was emerging in  the post war  period, and of which Mario Cuomo is as much a  part as George Bush or Daniel Bell or McGeorge Bundy.  In this sense it is a  real expression of genuine social discontent,  and is a lineal descendent of the old Franciscan spirituality of  poverty which contributed so much to the popular movements  over the centuries.

At the same time, the devotion, far from channeling this  discontent for the left, directs it into fundamentally  rightist, anticommunist and antipopular political projects.   We have already seen that Mr. Avignone's role in local  community struggles was far from uniformly progressive.   This is not surprising when we examine the  political line expressed in the devotional literature.  Padre  Pio, it seems, despite his devotion to the poor, was  vigorously anticommunist.


No sooner were the Nazis driven out of Italy when a new  menace appeared.  In the conclamation of the new era all  kinds of voices were heard  ... Some of these voices  belonged to communists  ... Politics were none of Padre  Pio's business, because he was a monk.  But when people  asked him how they should cope with the communists ...  his advice was to be a better Christian.  When any ...  communists entered St. Mary of the Graces, Padre Pio  would ask for their party membership card. "Let me have  this," he would say.  "You don't need this in heaven"  (DeLiso 1960:178‑9).


Men and women of all ages, through contact with Padre  Pio, returned to the Christian faith from atheism,  Buddhism, Freemasonry, Communism, Lutheranism. . . Italia  Betti, one of the vocal leading Communists of Bologna ...  came back to the faith. . . her spiritual testament to  her former friends . . . "No other doctrine has the value  of this" (deRobeck 1958:67‑8).

Padre Pio's prayers contributed to the victory of the  Christian Democrats, thus saving both Italy and the  Vatican from Stalin's domination.(Parente 1952:92)

Thus, it was precisely those segments of the Italian ethnic community  which were most profoundly discontented with the status quo of post war capitalism, and which were most deeply tied to  the traditional spirituality ‑‑in this case the profoundly communitarian  spirituality of the Franciscan povero Cristo‑‑  who were most susceptible of the political initiatives of the  Catholic Right.  As the network of non‑commodity social relations which had nourished immigrant socialism disintegrated, it became more and more difficult to imagine that human society might be reorganized around values of solidarity and service to the community.  Communitarian aspirations, therefore, took refuge in otherworldly devotionalism. 

Perhaps the most remarkable mobilization of social discontent  among Italian American working class and lower middle class  communities, as well as other sectors of the Catholic masses  in the United States, is the tremendous wave of devotion to  Our Lady of Fatima during the 1950's.  Devotion to Our Lady  of Fatima was widespread among second generation informants,  and especially among older middle aged women.

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


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

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

This vision draws a great deal from traditional apocalyptic:  the Lady, the Sun, the promise of peace, the warning of  tribulations yet to come.  Apocalyptic, we will remember, is  nearly always an expression of the discontent of popular classes (cf Cohen 1958) ‑‑in this case probably of the  Catholic middle peasantry of North and Central Portugal.  What, precisely would have been the source of their   discontent?  Portugal during this period was undergoing a  secular and modernizing revolution, which  (like the  Risorgimento in Italy some years earlier)   was setting into  motion  a penetration of capitalist relations of production  into the countryside, and, furthermore, was mounting a  frontal assault on the religions traditions of the subaltern  rural sectors.

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

In the devotional literature, however, the political valence  of the vision takes on new dimensions.  First of  all, the character of the discontent being exploited is  of a  quite different, and very modern character.  Second,  anticommunism, rather than antiliberalism, is the political  order of the day ‑‑though liberalism is attacked secondarily  because of its inability to adequately contain the "communist  menace."

Consider, for example, the very titles of the devotional  tracts Fatima or World Suicide (McGrath 1950) or Russia Will  Be Converted (Haffert n.d.).  And consider the ominous  significance of Fatima's predictions of war and annihilation  to a generation trying to come to terms with Hiroshima and  Nagasaki.  Clearly this is a literature that appeals to those  who feel their world coming apart at the seams  ‑‑for whom  the outward confidence of the post war period lacks  credibility, and who, in this sense, see more clearly than  most the fragility of the American Dream and the Pax  Americana on which it rests.

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

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

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

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


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

Salazar's Portugal is Hafferts' model for the conversion of  Russia.

Fatima also gets credit for the Christian Democratic victory  in the Italian elections in 1948, and for the conversion of  many Communists to the Catholic cause.

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

Even this pro‑Salazar, corporatist political line, however,  reveals more than a little of the mass discontent of the  Euro‑American communities in the post war period.  Salazar's  most famous quotation tells it all. "Europe," he said,  defending his slow growth economic policy, "has chosen to  become.  Portugal has chosen to Be."  Surely many Italian  Americans and others during the postwar years, especially  those who perceived themselves as failures, but also those  who knew that they had sacrificed too much for success, who  were overburdened with the struggle "to do and to become" as  Ms Kowalski so eloquently put it, to "better themselves" in  terms of wealth and status, while their emotional and  spiritual lives decayed, felt an intense desire just to "Be"  and to devote more energy to their relationships with others,  and less to the struggle for success.

It is little wonder that socialism has all but disappeared from public discourse in the United States.  The penetration of capitalist relations of production and the commodification of every sphere of social life has undercut the pre‑existing solidarities which formed the basis in experience for the hope that social life generally really could be organized around devotion to the common good.  The universality of commodity relations made work ──and such forms of collective organization as survived, the trade union and the community organization── appear as merely a means of procuring individual consumer goods.  When capitalist development has "left remaining no nexus between man and man than naked self‑interest, the callous `cash payment,' (Marx 1978:475)" the millennial dream of equality and community takes refuge in otherworldly religious devotion, or else disappears entirely in the face of advancing hedonistic individualism.  

In the next chapter we will examine the final stages of social disintegration which have accompanied the development of mass consumer society, and take a look at some of the strategies which have developed to begin to repair the social fabric, and recreate the experience of public life which is the precondition for developing a devotion to the common good, and ultimately for the revitalization of the socialist project.




