


CHAPTER FIVEPRIVATE 


WHAT REMAINS?

The post war period gave birth to an extraordinary development of human productive capacities.  We now have the ability to understand, and to participate in the self-organizing activity of the cosmos on a scale which our ancestors could not even have imagined possible.  Along with this growth in our productive capacities we have witnessed the development of increasing material interdependence.  The emergence of transnational corporations, the growing importance of international organizations, and new media of social communications have created a tightly knit global civilization. 

There, are, furthermore, growing signs of a deeply rooted crisis in the capitalist mode of production --something far more fundamental than a mere downturn in the business cycle. --a crisis far more serious that a simple recession or depression.  Whatever its effectiveness in creating a mass consumer society, the marketplace seems unable to mobilize resources for investment in research and development, in the implementation of new technologies, or in educating and training the kind of workforce required by a postindustrial society.  And the "extended order" of the marketplace, which during a certain phase of human history clearly increased the planet's ability to support a rapidly growing population (Hayek 1988), is in danger of destroying the larger ecological system which made possible in the first place.

The material conditions for socialism, as Marx understood them, have never been more developed. 

Recently I returned to Chicago, where most of the research  for this study was conducted.  I visited once again the old  Italian communities  ‑‑Taylor St., Bridgeport, 24th and  Oakley, Grand Ave., Near North, and Pullman‑‑ as well as the  newer communities of Belmont Cragin and Dunning on the  Northwest Side, to which many upwardly mobile Italian  Americans moved during the 1960's.  These are hard times for  the old neighborhoods.  The "boom" of the 1980's has not changed the fact that much of the old industrial base of  cities like Chicago is literally rusting away.  The  Stockyards and International Harvester, along with the soap  factories and shoe factories along the river, are long gone.  The garment industry, where a few older Italian women still work  side by side with new immigrants from Asia and Latin America,  is feeling the pinch of competition from the sweatshops of  the Caribbean Basin and the Pacific Rim.  The crisis of the  steel industry has undermined the economy of the whole  southeastern portion of the city, known as the region of  Calumet.  At South Works there is but a fireplace, where once  there was an inferno.  Wisconsin Steel to the west is quiet, and the blocks of bungalows stretch out silently across the prairie.

With the industrial base eroding so badly, the old middle  classes ‑‑the shopkeepers, bar and restaurant owners, small  contractors, independent truckers, and the like, who make up  such a large portion of the city's Italian community, have  been hard hit.  They depended, after all, on a prosperous  working class for their clientele, and they have not been  able to adjust to the new markets represented by the real  estate gentry and the "boutique bourgeoisie" of the North  Side.  

If the benefits of the industrial development of the post war  period are no longer accruing, the costs of that development  are only now becoming apparent.  The area surrounding Lake  Calumet has become one vast chemical dump.  Great pyramids of  waste, the slopes marked by torches at night, warn of the  terrible dangers which lie buried below.  Illegal dumps to the south threaten to make of Calumet City and Burnham, two  working class suburbs with large Italian populations, a new Love Canal.

Meanwhile, commerce on the North Side and in the suburbs thrives, driven by the luxury consumption of the upper middle strata.  

Conditions in Chicago are typical of the Northeast and the Midwest, as a whole.  Indeed, Chicago has been  fortunate by comparison with Buffalo, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Detroit.

Yet I found few signs of visible ferment in these decaying  and abandoned communities.  Much of the Euro-American working class has abandoned the Democratic Party for the new Republican organization formed out of right wing of the party after Harold Washington was elected Chicago's first African-American mayor.  Racial tensions run high, as the victims of the  deindustrialization of America take refuge in bigotry and national chauvinism.

This rightward drift is not confined to the deindustrializing Midwest.  Not too long ago a columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle  asked a number of ordinary citizens in the Santa Cruz, California area who they regarded as great "villains" of our time.  Many named various Arab leaders or Islamic fundamentalists. One or two still named the Russians. One  woman, however, a home economics teacher, answered that it  was the "Socialists" who were the great villains of the day. (Santa Cruz, at the time, was governed by a coalition of  independent socialists.)  When asked why, she answered that  the socialists have "untraditional ideas": they believe that  we should look out after each other, and take responsibility  for the welfare of others, rather than each person looking  out for himself.

This woman's testimony documents remarkably well the  tremendous cultural changes which have swept the nation  during the past twenty years.  As commodity relations have penetrated every sphere of life, the preindustrial solidarities which formed the basis in experience of a discourse about the common good have disintegrated.  The only "tradition" which remains is that of the marketplace.   This is a  "tradition"  in which the Our Father and the Sermon on the Mount, or even  just good old fashioned civic responsibility have no place.  It is little wonder that there is no constituency for socialist ideas.

How are we to build the kind of movement which is necessary if we are to respond to the deepening crisis of capitalism --to mobilize resources for investment in the modernization of industry, in research and development, and above all in the development of human capital?  How are we to build the kind of movement which is necessary if we are to realize the democratic potential of postindustrial society --to make all members of society real participants in its own self-organizing activity?  How are we to develop the people scientifically and culturally, so that they see in their growing productive capacity not just an opportunity for increased consumption, but a cosmic-historical movement towards growing levels of relationality which has value in and of itself --which is, in fact the architectonic value of the cosmos itself?  

These are difficult questions.  In this chapter we will outline an analysis of the current economic, political, and cultural situation.  We will examine the principal forms of mass political activity, with particular reference to the Italian American community, and we will advance some tentative assessments regarding the future  of the socialist project.  

I should point out that because of the penetration of commodity relations and the disintegration of the traditional institutions of the immigrant community, it becomes increasingly difficult during this period to speak of a uniquely "Italian-American" situation.  Increasingly, after the mid-1960s, our story becomes that of the Euro-American working class generally.

I. The Military Industrial Complex, the Culture of Narcissism, and the Disintegration of Public Life


A. The New Economic Order

The years since 1970 have witnessed a profound transformation  of the North American economy. Throughout the post war period, scientific research and technological develop proceeded at a rapid pace.  The development of microelectronics, in particular, has laid the groundwork for a comprehensive automation of industry, and put us on the threshold of an era in which routine manual labor, as we have understood it since the  late eighteenth century, is all but obsolete.  Other research, less fully developed, has laid the groundwork for development of clean, effectively limitless sources of energy (solar, wind), and an extraordinary prolongation of human life.  We have begun our long journey towards the stars.  There is a broad consensus that the development of the postwar years constitute at the very least a Third Industrial Revolution (Mandel 1978) --and perhaps the first signs of a new, postindustrial society (Tung n.d.) in which human labor will no longer be absorbed in direct material production, but rather in the design, monitoring, and organization of the production process itself.  The product of North American popular culture which best expresses the possibilities of this period is the television series Star Trek, now in its 26th year and its "Next Generation." In the 24th century society depicted in the series, every worker is at least a trained technician, contradictions between nations and to some extent even between intelligent species have been over come.  And at least in the second series, the market economy itself appears to have been transcended.  

Clearly, however, our forward march towards the utopia promised by the science fiction of the 1960s, and made possible by the extraordinary growth of our productive capacities, has all but drawn to halt. In order to understand the reasons for this we need to look again at the economic dynamic which drove the postwar boom, analyze its underlying contradictions, and then assess the ways in which North American society responded to the ensuing crisis.

This system, we will recall, (cf Chapter Four above, Davis  1984:10) depended on the repatriation of surplus from the  exploitation of the Third World.  This surplus was, in turn,  invested in the development of durable goods industries which  produced for mass consumption ‑‑thus the term "mass consumer  led industrialization."  These durables goods industries in  turn required expansion of a wide range of capital goods and  primary materials industries such as steel, machine tools,  glass, rubber, plastics, etc.  They also required a dynamic of  rising real wages for the greater part of the working class  and middle layers of society, so as to absorb rising levels  of production and avoid creation of a general crisis of  underconsumption.  This dynamic of rising real wages was  guaranteed by controlled collective bargaining agreements and  large scale transfer payments which strengthened the  bargaining position of the proletariat. 

This economic system was, however, marked from the  beginning  by serious internal contradictions. The export of capital to the Third World, was, first and foremost, a response to the tendency of the rate or profit to fall as industry became more technologically developed and thus more capital intensive.  The banana plantations of Central America -and, for that matter the textile mills of  Korea and Thailand-- provided investors with a higher rate of return on their investment than they would have received from investment the automation of the steel industry, the development of mass transit systems, or research and development of commercially viable solar power systems.  Investment in the Third World, in other words, held back the development of the productive forces.  

Second, the export of capital to the Third World (and to the Southern United States) was predicated on the low wages rates characteristic of these regions.  This limited demand, creating underconsumptionist tendencies in  the system as a whole, as consumer durables markets became  saturated in the late 1960's (Davis 1984:14).  Neither the  Alliance for Progress, with its strategy of import‑ substitution industrialization of the Third World, or the War  on Poverty was able to resolve this contradiction.  The first  of these initiatives failed largely because the principal  incentive for attracting foreign investment to the Third  World ‑‑low labor costs‑‑ simultaneously blocked formation of  internal demand, limiting production for domestic consumption  (Jonas 1981:xi)  ──and thus the market for U.S. produced capital goods.  The second initiative failed because most  Great Society programs depended on transfers within the  working class.  The War on Poverty, therefore, created no new  demand (Davis 1984:18), and exacerbated considerably  contradictions within the ruling liberal democratic bloc.

The resulting economic crisis had a somewhat paradoxical  character.  On the one hand, there was a general crisis of  underconsumption on a world scale, generated by the saturation of consumer durables markets in the metropolitan imperialist countries, and restriction of demand in the  periphery (Davis 1984:14).  At the same time the relatively  low costs of labor in the periphery, coupled with high  interest rates catalyzed a drain  of capital from  metropolitan manufacturing enterprises to export platforms in  the Third World and off‑shore financial havens.  This, in  turn precipitated a decline in the rate of growth of  productivity in the U.S., and, since wages were still  climbing, a sharp decline in the rate of profit.  While the  rate of profit is notoriously difficult to measure, most  estimates suggest a rather dramatic decline during the post  war period:  from 8.1% in 1958 to 5.8% in the mid 1970's (de  Janvry 1981:57) or, according to a different measure, from  16% in 1952 to 9% in 1980 (Dumenil 1984: 149).  An  international crisis of underconsumption, which blocked the  global expansion of the consumer‑industrial dynamic, thus combined with a  domestic profit squeeze, which began to undermine capital formation and economic growth in the centers,  calling into question its continued  profitability for significant sections of the ruling class.

These economic contradictions led to serious political contradictions within the dominant liberal‑democratic bloc. First of all, serious  conflicts began to emerge within the bourgeoisie between  those firms which produce and sell abroad, and those which  produce domestically for domestic consumption, which began to  feel the pinch of foreign competition, and to suffer from  decapitalization as investors  sought a higher rate of return  abroad, or in real estate, currency, or gold speculation.   The "internationalist" free trade consensus which had  dominated the Democratic Party thus began to disintegrate,  and protectionist forces, once confined to the backward shoe,  textile, and garment industries, to independent oil interests  and small regional banks, gained allies from the rubber,  steel, and eventually the automobile industries (Ferguson  1981:10) Neither detente nor Trilateralism, both efforts to  preserve the unity of the internationalist free trade bloc by  securing new markets in the Soviet bloc and then in the Third  World, could halt this disintegration.  Similarly, contradictions developed between the non‑military high technology sectors of the economy, which depended on economic growth in the Third World to provide a market for high tech capital goods, and the large commercial banks which hold Third World debt and are interested primarily in collecting interest payments, even at the expense of the long term viability of Third world economies.

The inability of the bourgeoisie to sustain an internal consensus around the need for high levels of investment in education, research and development, and for transfer payments to sustain demand in underdeveloped regions, meant that the burdens of these public responsibilities fell increasingly on the working class.  This, in turn, generated sharp contradictions within the working class ‑‑specifically between the  oppressed nationality communities and Third World workers who benefited from these  programs, and the better paid workers, who  financed them.  These political contradictions set in motion  a process of de‑alignment which, over a long period beginning  in 1968, and continuing until 1980, undermined the hegemony  of the liberal‑democratic bloc.

Both of these contradictions reflected a deeper cultural crisis, the full dimensions of which we will examine shortly.  The penetration of commodity production into every sphere of social life undermined not only the day to experience of community which was necessary to nourish socialist aspirations, but even the sense of collective responsibility needed to sustain a basic sense of social responsibility.  This was reflected, on the one hand, in the unwillingness of the working classes to support taxation ──or pay higher union dues‑─ in order to extend the benefits of the New Deal to the masses of low ‑waged workers, many of them African American or Hispanic, who were still excluded from the American Dream.  It was also reflected in the bourgeoisie, in a deterioration of the older form of the Protestant Ethic, which regarded accumulation as an end in itself, and which thus encouraged investments in infrastructure, education, research and development which would have only a long range or indirect return.  Capital instead began to gravitate towards low wage assembly, and service investments, or else to speculation in land, natural resources, currencies, etc. 

The new economic structure which emerged from the crisis  is characterized by a very different pattern of growth and distribution. At an international level all pretense of  balanced development of the periphery  has been abandoned, as import‑substitution industrialization gives way to large  scale, export oriented development, and as a growing number  of debtor nations are pressed for payments on interest and  principal that make expansion of the home market all but  impossible (Jonas and Dixon 1979:1‑14, Jonas 1981:xvii‑xvi,  Petras 1981:71).  This in turn  blocked the growth of demand for high technology capital goods produced in the United States.  

On the home front this meant effective transformation of the U.S. economy into little  more than a technical, financial, administrative, and  military center for the imperialist bourgeoisie.  The attack  on the rate of return to labor has proceeded along two  fronts.  First of all, the bourgeoisie has shown a new  aggressiveness in collective bargaining, using the threat of  shutdown or lay‑offs to extract extraordinary concessions  from the trade unions.  More than a few unions have been  broken entirely, and a whole new "industry" has grown up  during the past decade which specializes in blocking efforts  at unionization, gaining concessions during collective  bargaining, and even in "decertifying" unions which have  represented their shops for decades.  Second, beginning in  the 1970's at the state and municipal level, and in 1981 at  the federal level, programs of "austerity" have effected not  only a direct cut in the social wage paid collectively by the  state, through various government services, but have more  importantly forced many marginal workers back into the job  market, by reducing government subsistence payments, causing  an indirect downward pressure on wages (Piven and Cloward  1981:passim).

The impact of these policies on the income of the working  class and the middle layers of society has been nothing short  of disastrous.  Real wages have fallen every year since 1973!   The changes since Reagan took office have been particularly  dramatic.  


According to one study utilized by the AFL‑CIO, 55% of  the American population fell between the boundaries of  $17,000 and $41,000 (in 1983 dollars) in 1978, By 1983  only 42% of the population remained within these middle  income parameters.  One quarter of the missing 13% moved  upward, into the ranks of the affluent, but three  quarters fell downward into the limbo of the working poor  (Davis 1985:48)   

The after tax incomes of the lower 20% of the population fell  by 7.6% between 1980 and 1984; the income of the upper 20%  rose by 8.4% during the same period.  Clearly it is increasingly difficult in the present period to speak of a  mass aristocracy of labor.

The redeployment of much of the country's industrial base to Europe, Japan, and the periphery has been  equally dramatic.  Between 1960 and 1984 the portion of the  domestic market controlled by imports increased from 4.2% to  25.4% for steel, from 4.1% to 22 % for automobiles, and from  3.2% to 42% for machine tools (Davis 1985:51).  Beginning in  the 1970s consumer electronics as well began to feel the  pinch of competition, as imports, primarily Japanese in this  case, began to flood U.S. markets.  

The increased surplus deriving from economic rationalization and higher rates of exploitation has, not, for the most part, been invested in education, research and development, or in cutting edge, non‑military high technology industries.  The new economic structure is centered, rather, on mass luxury consumption, and on the military industrial complex  which first appeared in the 1950's.  High levels of  military spending have financed the development and deployment  of complex and costly new weapons systems.  As a result of  these high levels of military spending new "high‑technology"  industries have grown up which exploit the "spin‑offs" of  military research, and often garner a significant portion of  their revenues from military contracts as well.

Unlike the demand led development centered on the consumer  durables sector which characterized the postwar period, this  military industrial complex does not depend on a pattern of  rising real wages, but rather on high levels of taxation and  a commitment to high levels of deficit spending and a rapidly  increasing national debt (Davis 1984:13). Workers, after all,  do not buy B‑1 bombers or missile guidance systems.  The new  complex has, however, led to the creation of a new,  relatively small, but highly privileged stratum of engineers,  technicians, managers, etc, who provide a market for the rapid  expansion of a bewildering array of new service industries  and commercial developments.  Chic new restaurants and  boutiques, hair design parlors, and financial services  centers have grown up to serve the emerging technogentry.   Real estate speculation has reached unheard of proportions as  members of these new middle strata have "rehabilitated" older  urban neighborhoods, driving poorer residents into shabby  suburbs or decaying ghettos, and as vast new developments  have sprung up in the once sleepy backwaters of the South and  Southwest.  Fast food establishments mushroomed as the  population spent more and more of its collective time in paid  employment, and less and less time cooking, sewing, or  performing other work traditionally associated with the non‑ market household sector. Indeed, by the early 1980's  McDonald's Corporation alone employed more workers than the  U.S. basic steel industry as a whole (Davis 1984:25).  All of these developments have continued to undermine the networks of non‑commodity relationship which existed within families and traditional urban ethnic neighborhoods, and substituted for them the cold calculus of the marketplace.  

This new economic order has resulted in dramatic changes in the  North American class structure.  As the old consumer industrial bourgeoisie declines, and as dominant, transnational elites  have turned sharply to the right,  a new bourgeois class  fraction has grown up in the South and Southwest, which has  provided the core of the political base of the New Right.   Unlike the old Republican right, which was based in the  backward, protectionist manufacturing interests of the  Midwest, these new bourgeois sectors are based in expanding  sectors of the economy such as oil exploration, tourism, some  sectors of agribusiness, real estate speculation,  supermarkets, and the like.  They are, on the whole,  characterized by an expansionist outlook and have interests  at stake in both the Middle East and Latin America, and  depend, in any case, on the hothouse economic conditions  created in the Sunbelt by continued high levels of defense  spending (Davis 1981:40).

There have been significant changes in the structure of the working class as well.   In general, small and medium farmers, and traditional small  businesses catering to working class and minority communities  have suffered terribly, while a whole new petty bourgeoisie  of boutique owners and service‑entrepreneurs has grown up to  cater to the needs of the new technocratic and  entrepreneurial elites.  Among the "new" working class of  salaried professionals, those employed in the public sector,  especially those in education, health, and social services ──i.e. those who depend for their livelihood on society's willingness to invest in the common good── have suffered severe losses, while employment opportunities  in many technical and managerial occupations have continued  to expand (Davis 1984:23). Employment in traditional skilled  and high‑paying unionized manufacturing occupations has  declined, while employment in subsistence wage clerical,  service, sales, and non‑unionized assembly work expands,  albeit slowly.  We are, in other words, experiencing a marked  polarization of the social structure, by both class and economic sector. 

There are, in fact, serious questions concerning the  stability of an economic structure so heavily dependent on  non‑productive income claims: i.e. on the buying and selling  of luxury goods and services, supported ultimately by the  high military spending of a permanent war economy, and  financed by high taxes and an as yet untamed federal deficit.   The changing geopolitical situation, which has undercut the rationale for high levels of defense spending, coupled with the growing financial strains created by the budget deficit and mounting national debt, have already brought the growth in defense spending to a halt  ──and thus slowed the engine which has driven the economy for the past decade.  The dominant fraction of financial capital will probably attempt a temporary solution through investment in the "new markets" of Eastern Europe,  but the long range future of capitalist development remains unresolved.  

In the long run the country must choose between two fundamentally distinct economic alternatives.  With proper government  guidance and planning the high‑technology sector can provide much  the same kind of stimulus to economic growth as did the  consumer durables revolution forty years ago.  This would however, presuppose, creation of a market for high technology capital goods, something which is unlikely apart from massive restructuring of the Third World debt, and what would amount to a global Marshall Plan or New Deal designed to set in motion a dynamic of rising real demand in the periphery.  It would also require lower interest rates, a devaluation of the dollar, and a reduction of the federal budget deficit, all of which make capital more costly and the price of U.S. exports less competitive.  Strict enforcement of environmental and safety regulations to force modernization, and increased investment in education would not be detrimental.  All of these policy changes would require a shift in the balance of power between financial and industrial capital, and in particular a shift of power from the large commercial banks and multinational industries on the one hand to  high technology industrial capital on the other hand (Galbraith 1989:passim).

Failing this, the country is likely to continue down its present path  ──i.e. transformation of the U.S. into an essentially rentier economy, with gradually declining wages relative to the rest of the world and a rapidly eroding technological position.  Under this scenario U.S world power depends increasingly on  U.S. military, as against economic prowess. 


B. The Culture of Narcissism

The economic polarization of the 1980's has not been accompanied by a resurgence of the popular movements.  On the contrary, the 1980's were a period of political reaction, and demobilization unprecedented in the history of the country.  This is due, in no small part to the political and cultural changes, rooted in the universalization of commodity relations.  These changes have radicalized the disintegration of public life which was already well under way during the earlier post‑war period.  During the first stage of this process, we will remember, the penetration of commodity relations into every sphere of life gradually undermined the sense of community as an end in itself, and transformed collective action into simply a means for individual advancement.  At the same time, the family and the church, albeit subjected to pressures greater than any they had previously endured, remained islands of non‑commodity relations in the midst of a world where all other relationships had been transformed into means of individual self‑aggrandizement.  They preserved and nurtured the social networks and the capacity for public action which was necessary to the survival of at least a rudimentary public sphere.  

During the past two decades this disintegration of social life in the face of capitalist development has accelerated so that the conditions for public life itself have disappeared almost entirely, and collective action, even when directed towards ultimately individualistic ends, has become all but impossible.  Communitarian aspirations where they exist at all, are satisfied only in otherworldly religion, or else in a feverish pursuit of intimacy.

This problem has been explored by a number of studies  in the past two decades (Tipton 1982, Sennet 1972, Slater 1970,  Lasch 1977, 1979, 1981, Bellah 1985, 1991), of which Christopher Lasch's work is probably the most sophisticated.  Effective participation in public life presupposes the formation of an autonomous ego capable of making independent ethical judgments and entering into lasting private and public commitments.  This integrated and autonomous personality structure is forged in the crucible of the nuclear family, through the complex process of socialization first described by Freud.  

Lasch points out that, the sentimental mythologies of bourgeois politicians notwithstanding, the development of capitalism and the penetration of commodity relations have gradually destroyed the traditional nuclear family.  Capitalist development removes first the father, and later the mother from productive labor in the household context.  This, in turn tends to undermine the authority of the parents, who are gradually displaced by the mass media as role models and moral authorities.  The changing configuration of the nuclear family, in turn produces a tendency towards what Lasch calls "cultural narcissism."  

The term "narcissism" derives from the language of psychoanalysis, where it refers  to a character disorder in which incomplete or incorrect  resolution of the Oedipal crisis blocks formation of a  rational, autonomous ego, leaving the patient at the mercy of  the unconscious impulses of the id and, as Lasch has recently  (1981) emphasized, the superego.  The narcissist is driven by  an irrational drive for self‑gratification, to which he  subordinates all relationships with others, and at the same  time, is subject to the equally irrational predations of an  avenging superego, heir of the separation anxiety, neither of  which are adequately regulated by the reality principle, or  by rational moral norms (1977: passim).

This cultural narcissism is reflected, further, in changes in the hegemonic ideology.  On the one hand, the old  Protestant ethic, and its secularized variants, which  regarded economic achievement as a mark of intellectual,  moral, and even spiritual superiority, while at the same time  justifying the admitted harshness of bourgeois life in terms  of its presumed contributions to human development, has given  way to a new ethic of self‑gratification which seems  increasingly comfortable with achievement and consumption as  ends in themselves.  Consider the teachings of this TV  preacher, a former Miss America contestant from San Diego.   "You can have it all now! Being rich and happy doesn't carry  with it a burden of guilt.  If you are poor you are  irresponsible."  "Her followers," Mike Davis notes, "brandish  badges and bumper stickers proclaiming  `Prosperity is your  Divine Right'" (Davis 1985:65).

In the old Protestant Ethic self‑discipline directed towards  postponed gratification was regarded as the mark of divine  grace overcoming the depravity of the individual will.  In  the liberal, secular variants of this ideology, such  discipline was regarded as the mark of the moral and  intellectual superiority of the individuals who possessed it,  whose privilege was thereby "justified" on the grounds that  they produced, invented, circulated, discovered, or managed  more ‑‑thereby contributing more to the society as a whole.   In the sinless creed of the new technical and entrepreneurial  elites we find instead an unconditional demand for immediate  gratification on the part of individuals who seem to feel  that neither they nor their privileges need justification.

On the other hand, communitarian aspirations have not disappeared entirely, but have achieved expression not in rational political form, but in resurgent right wing fundamentalist and neotraditionalist religious ideologies.  Evangelical Christianity has not always been associated with  the Right (cf Heimart 1966). "Born‑again" Christianity of the kind exploited so  effectively by the New Right in fact represents a  narcissistic deformation of the evangelical tradition. This  is indicated by the displacement of the judging Father‑god of  Edwards by the  all‑accepting Jesus of contemporary "born‑ again" Christianity as the central figure of the cult.  "In  [traditional] Christianity the father still reigned along  side the son" (Lasch 1981:32)  The "born‑again" Christianity  of the present period, on the other hand, amounts to little  more than "Jesusism," an "absolute reign of the son" in which  the narcissistic personality receives unconditional  acceptance ‑‑indeed enthusiastic endorsement‑‑ of his  lifestyle, and most especially his drive for wealth and  achievement.  In a Christianity which teaches that "you can  have it all now" success is evidence not of transforming  grace working through self discipline, but rather the  "divine" birthright of infantile, narcissistic personality.   "Born‑again" Christianity is little more than I'm O.K., You're O.K. for Middle America.

The parallels with the experience of fascism are frightening.


The Nazi movement, for example, was directed more towards  the mother goddess than towards God the Father.  In such  groups one witnesses the complete erasure of the father  and the paternal universe, as well as all of the elements  pertaining to the paternal universe (Chasseguet‑Smirgel  in Lasch 1981:32)


Such groups tend to choose as their leaders not the man  of action, the domineering father figure, but the master  illusionist skilled in propaganda and the histrionic arts  (Lasch 1981:32).

One could hardly ask for a more precise characterization of or Ronald Reagan --or David Duke.

This narcissistic deformation of the evangelical tradition  has the effect not only of linking the traditions of a  critically important part of the North American population to the political project of the bourgeoisie, but of forming  those sectors morally and intellectually in a way compatible  with the needs of the bourgeoisie in the present period:  into emotionally fragile, unattached individuals concerned   above all with self‑gratification and the unconditional  approval of others, and incapable of sustained commitment or  challenging social relationships ‑‑in short into individuals  easily manipulated and incapable of sustained social  resistance (cf Lasch 1977, 1979:passim).

Italian Americans were not immune to the disintegration of public life which characterized the vast majority of the population.  Indeed, this pattern is  rather strikingly documented by the overwhelming majority of  the (admittedly very limited) third generation testimony  examined in the course of this study.  One of the principal difficulties encountered in interviewing third  generation Italian American informants was their general lack  of interest in participating in a project devoted to the  preservation of Italian cultural traditions, and the marked  absence of any cultural characteristics ‑‑save eating habits  and "Kiss Me, I'm Italian" t‑shirts‑‑ which set them apart  from the rest of the North American population.  While  many of the third generation informants, particularly the women, stressed the importance of family ties, third generation testimony on the whole contains very little  reference to the importance of the Church, the Democratic  Party, trade unions, or community organizations, at least in  comparison with the testimony of their parents' generation,  for whom these institutions were central.  The only "ethnic"  function in Chicago which seemed to involve large scale third  generation participation at the level of planning and  organization ‑‑as against passive observation‑‑ during the  course of the study (and apart from the study itself) was the city‑sponsored "Italian‑Fest." This event took place,  interestingly enough, not in any of the old Italian  neighborhoods, but at Navy Pier (an abandoned waterfront area  which the city is trying, unsuccessfully, to reclaim for  public use) and featured such unusual events as haircutting  salons, which set themselves up on large stages for the  purpose, which would "clip" you, literally  and figuratively,  to the sound of the latest top 40 hits.  Clearly we are  dealing with a population for whom the bourgeois media, and  not the societa -- or even, for that matter, the church-- have become the principal source of belief and values (oral  testimony: third generation, passim).

Where the traditional popular religion has been preserved, it has, for the most part, lost its critical political valence.  Recently I attended the Feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel, at  Greenpoint in Brooklyn.  The area's recently  converted anticommunist congressman, Stephen Solarz, worked the crowd like and old‑fashioned ward healer.  The  traditionalist devotionalism of the second generation mixed  with the secularism and brash ethnic chauvinism of the third.   Middle aged women had themselves consecrated to Our Lady of  Mount Carmel, and received scapulars promising that those who  wear them need never fear eternal fire, while teenagers  hawked the ‑‑apparently obligatory‑‑ "Kiss me, I'm Italian"  t‑shirts.  

Inside the church, along the  walls of the tacky pseudo‑Baroque sanctuary, were rows of  liturgical banners.  And on those banners:   the text of the  Magnificat. 

    He has brought down monarchs from their thrones,

        but the humble have been lifted high.

    The hungry he has filled with good things,

        the rich he has sent employ away (Luke 1:52‑53).

Here was a  great hall, filled with people, the walls covered with revolutionary slogans.  And yet none of those present were aware of the real meaning of these verses ──a meaning their grandparents, illiterate peasants though they were, took for granted, and on which they founded their lives.  Indeed, these were the same people whose streets have become unsafe for African American teenagers, who voted overwhelmingly for Ronald Reagan and George Bush, people for whom nothing really seems to matter except career and consumption.

It would be difficult indeed to demonstrate significant differences between third generation Italian Americans and the rest of the North American population.

II. Developments in the Popular Movements 
Not surprisingly, in such a cultural milieu, there is very little participation in public life generally, and even less particiaption in movements which call into question the underlying structure of bourgeois society.  Italian American participation in the organized left is virtually indistinguisable from that of other Euro-American ethnic groups, and thus of very little interest from the standpoint of this study.  There is, however, one form of mass political activity which has proven successful in drawing Italian American communities into alliance with progressive forces generally.  This is the congregation based organizing which we discussed in the last chapter, a movement which has continued to develop and which has taken on some interesting new characteristics since the late 1960s.  

The IAF's approach to congregation based organizing has been adopted by a number of other organizing institutes ──the Gamaliel Foundation in Chicago, the Pacific Institute for Community Organization, and the Organize Training Center (OTC) in San Francisco among them.  The San Francisco Organizing Project of the OTC is of particular  interest to us for two reasons.  First, it represents an attempt to integrate congregation based organizing with more in-depth political education, and to include labor as well as religious institutions in the sponsoring committee responsible for the organizing effort.  These strategic innovations offer some hope of overcoming the dependence of congregation based organizations on the religious institutions, and point towards at least at tentative break with the IAF's policy of "immunizing" its organizers and leaders against socialist ideas.   Second, the project had a strong base in the Italian  American communities around St. Elizabeth's and St Teresa's  parishes ‑‑communities long known for their conservatism, the former often regarded as a stronghold of former right wing county supervisor  Dan White.  Not as depressed as their  counterparts in the Northeast and Midwest, these Italian  American communities have nonetheless suffered from a pattern of economic  development which has led to the decline of much of the  city's older industrial base, and the loss of the waterfront  trade to Oakland, as the city has been transformed into a  corporate headquarters for the Pacific Rim, and a playground  for the real estate gentry and the "boutique bourgeoisie."  The  Italian communities of San Francisco, have, in other words,  been the victim of precisely the kind of economic  transformations we described earlier in this chapter.   While  by no means poor, they certainly feel they have "lost" their  city to the waves of young professionals who have flocked  there since the late 1960's, and who have taken more  successful advantage of the city's development pattern.  The  gay community, with its highly visible prosperous upper  stratum, has become a symbol of these young professionals,  and their alien lifestyle, and thus a special target of  resentment (Boyte 1984: 170ff).

It was only with great difficulty and after a long period of  struggle that the Italian communities were drawn into   alliance with the Black Church, a progressive synagogue, the  trade union movement,  ‑‑and a predominantly gay Episcopal  congregation.  Rather than simply uniting these diverse  communities around shared economic interests, as most  organizations have in the past, the leaders of the SFOP  encouraged discussion around basic values and shared visions  of what society, and their city, should be like.  Church and  labor alike had to come directly to terms with reputations  less than glorious and often too well  deserved.  The labor  movement was regarded as being concerned exclusively with  economic issues and having little interest in unorganized  elements in the community.  The Church was regarded as other‑ worldly, and as crippled by a "do‑gooder" approach to politics  (Boyte 1984:179).  Much to their surprise, these diverse  sectors soon found that despite their often very different  languages and symbolic systems, they in fact shared some  important common values: the dignity of the human person,   "fairness and justice" and above all  a commitment to  community in a society too often dominated by selfish and  materialistic concerns (Boyte 1984:179).  Further, they found  that these shared values, expressed themselves in concrete  common concerns around housing, unemployment, crime, and  provided them with a basis for unified action.  

One of the early members of the project, a woman named Ramona  who works with St.Teresa's Italian Catholic Church, describes  her own change in attitudes.


We're getting a better understanding about what poor  people go through.  My mentality before had always been  "If I can do it why can't these people" . . . it's given  me a totally different perspective.

A white collar worker with the phone company, Ramona was especially suspicious about the participation of the trade  unions.


My attitude was "I don't quite trust the unions.  It was  well and good when it started, but I'm afraid they may  have sold us out."  Now we work together and find common  values.  It makes all the difference. (Boyte 1984: 177).

Recent reports  indicate that the project has run up against hard times.  Most of the Catholic parishes, and with them, most of the Italian American community, have apparently either withdrawn from the project or significantly reduced their level of participation.  Sources close to the Catholic Archdiocese  have complained that the organization did not devote sufficient attention to identifying, training and organizing leaders within its member congregations, and that it failed to deliver on commitments to help revitalize congregational life.  Sources on the left have pointed toward the rightward drift of the Catholic Church and its waning commitment to social justice.  Struggles around such cultural issues as city's domestic partnership ordinance, which permits unmarried employees involved in intimate relationships (including gay men and lesbians) to claim the same benefits for their partners as married employees do for their spouses, have bitterly divided the organization's constituency, and raised serious questions regarding the public policy priorities of the Catholic Church.  

In fact, both analyses have considerable merit.  Since the present pope came to power in 1978 the Vatican has been promoting a theology associated with the international theological journal Communio.  According to this theology any attempt to understand rationally the love of God transforms that love into something necessary, merited, and therefore no longer truly gracious.  The task of the church is to mediate to the believer the love of God made manifest  in the vicarious sacrifice of Christ on the cross.  It is only on the basis of a trusting acceptance of this love ──only on the basis of personal conversion── that authentic social progress is possible (von Balthasar 1968).

Working out of this new problematic, the Vatican has mounted a vigorous polemic against all theologies characterized by a "rationalist hermeneutic," and has not hesitated to use organizational means to repress those forms of pastoral practice guided by such rationalizing theologies.  

During the 1980's, as both North American society and the Vatican turned sharply to the right, the North American church, still governed for the most part by bishops of a Social Christian orientation,  took firm stands for economic justice and international solidarity, and invested heavily in congregation based community organizations.  Now, at the beginning of a new decade, after 12 years of conservative episcopal appointments, organizations which close ties to the Church are finding themselves increasingly beholden to new Bishops who reflect the influence of the Vatican's reactionary political‑theological agenda.

At the same time, these organizations are in a unique position to fight back against the Vatican's rightist theological problematic.  Positioned strategically in relationship with the lay leadership of thousands of congregations, and with close ties to progressive clergy, organizers are in a position to actually reorganize local congregations, and carry out a systematic rationalization of religious traditions.  Unfortunately most organizing institutes have responded to this crisis either by conciliating the church (as the IAF has done) or, like the OTC by looking elsewhere for financial and institutional support.

Congregation based organizing, is, in any case, only part of the answer, albeit a very important part.  Growing numbers of people,  even in conservative ethnic communities, increasingly withdrawn from active participation in local congregations and other voluntary organizations.  They relate to the larger social arena only through their work, through the marketplace, and through the mass media.  All of these institutions connect them in extraordinarily rich ways with millions of people around the globe.  But mediated through market relations, these connections appear only as a means of fulfilling individual consumption interests.  We need a new strategy which will permit us to organize the dominant institutions of the emerging postindustrial society even as we secure our "strategic reserves" with in the religious institutions and other organizations which conserve preindustrial solidarities.  

III.  Conclusions
It is now possible to draw out some of the theoretical implications of this study.  These conclusions are necessary tentative, and require both greater theoretical elaboration and confirmation through comparative historical study.

The socialist project is deeply rooted in --in fact is an attempt to realize fully--the essentially relational character of the cosmos and in particular of the human, social form of matter.  Historically, this relationality found expression first and foremost in religious consciousness.  There are, as we have noted, two aspects to religious consciousness.  On the one hand religion expresses the underlying unity of the cosmos (and of human society) and its development towards ever higher degrees of organization (Feuerbach 1957, Durkheim 1965, Gorky and Lunacharsky in Rowley 1987).  Furthermore, religious institutions form individuals intellectually and morally in such a way that they are able to understand and serve this process.  At the same time religious consciousness is characterized by profound mystification, in that the self-organizing capacity of the cosmos, of which humanity is the most advanced expression is attributed to another, i.e. a God existing beyond the cosmos.  At this second, (Feuerbachian or Marxist) level, religious symbols articulate our sense of the mysterious, impenetrable nature of this cosmic totality, and of our helplessness in the face of forces beyond our control.  The first dimension of religious consciousness is a permanent feature of human existence.  The second dimension is a product of the specific forms of alienation characteristic of various stages of human social development.

In tributary social formations (Amin 1980) this alienation is a product of the low level of development of the  productive forces.  Inability to understand natural processes renders the process of production itself opaque and mysterious. The growth of the seed beneath the soil, the unpredictable interventions of sun and rain ──all objectively beyond human control── seem to play a larger role in deciding the fate of the civilizational project than conscious human rational interventions.  Thus the heaven/earth dualism which dominates tributary cosmology; thus the belief, apparently verified by ordinary experience, in the existence of mysterious forces beyond human control.

Furthermore, the direct experience of life in community (the clan, the village) produces an immediate awareness of the coherence, connectedness and relationality of the cosmos as a whole.  At the same time, the vast majority are engaged in labor for their own survival, which contributes only indirectly (through the payment of rents, taxes and the performance of forced labor) to the  human civilizational project.   The universe thus appears as a coherent whole in which human beings are real, but very limited participants.  Some, the priests and warriors, participate more fully and directly than others. Thus the division of the cosmos, and society itself, into sacred and profane, lay and clergy; and the sense that salvation, (full participation in the life of God) is either impossible for the vast majority, or possible only beyond death when the limits of human finitude have been transcended.

In tributary, agrarian social formations religious ideologies play a progressive role in so far as they legitimate centralization of surplus necessary to the development of productive infrastructure (e.g irrigation systems) and for the gradual development of technological, economic, and political structures, and the advancement of art, science and philosophy.  At the same time, the military and priestly aristocracy which emerged with civilization soon began to divert the surplus to military conquest and/or luxury consumption.  Religious ideologies which had originally legitimated investment in the common development of humanity gradually began to legitimate a backward, stagnant and exploitative social order.  

At a religious level this is reflected in the emergence of ideologies of sacrifice.  Originally the sacrifice is simply a ritual form of surplus extraction which assists in the centralization of surplus for investment in the common good.  Peasants bring grain, oil, and wine, cheese and livestock to the temple.  Consumption of these goods in turn permits the political and religious leadership to devote themselves to the higher order tasks of civilization.

Gradually, however, as the activity of the ruling classes loses its productive character, it appears increasingly to be the sacrifice itself which creates the possibility of organization.  Myths develop which locate the origin of the cosmos itself in sacrifice --as in the case of the Vedic myth of dismemberment of Purusa or the Aztec myth of the five suns, each brought into being by the self-immolation of a particular God.  The warriors participate in this sacrificial dynamic through death in battle, the priesthood through the temple cult, and the peasants through the "sacrifice" of an increasingly large share of surplus.  The real productive activity of the peasantry, which is the basis of social development, and the political and cultural activity of the warrior and priest, which up to this point had been the leading factor, is more or less completely obscured.

Resistance to this deformation of the civilizational project developed along two lines.  On the one hand the emerging intelligentsia subjected the religious mythology to a rationalizing critique and began to investigate the conditions for creation of a "good society." Plato's Republic is probably the earliest expression of this process, which issued ultimately in the emergence of political philosophy, the social sciences and the materialist theory of history.  As Lunacharsky and Gramsci pointed out historical materialism is the realization of the cosmic-historical organizing project which was originally embodied in and articulated through religious mythology.  

At the same time the peasants themselves developed their own critique of the ruling classes, which formed the fabric of what has come to be known as popular religion.  The term "popular religion" derives from the anthropological distinction between the official "great" tradition of the elite, and the "little tradition" of the peasantry (Redfield 1930, 1941, 1955, 1969).  Unlike the rationalizing philosophical project of the intelligentsia, which draws on the developing natural and social sciences, popular religion remains enclosed within the heaven/earth dualism which marks the cosmology of agrarian societies.  And it concerns itself, first and foremost, with questions of immediate concern to the peasant community: the fertility of the soil, the health of livestock --and resistance to the increasingly parasitic predations of the priestly-military aristocracy.  We have seen evidence of this phenomenon in the Italian peasant cult of the Virgin, and in the millenarian Joachite prophecies.

As Roger Lancaster puts it


In its own quasi‑ethical sphere, popular religion may  foster and consolidate the class consciousness of the poor by embodying in the rich all that is evil and full of vice, while at the same time interpreting in the poor all that is just and good and finds favor with God.  Even a purely "escapist" religion may achieve the effect of producing a powerful, if restrained, class consciousness through its very escapism and indirection, so long as the poor can find an interpretation that offers redemption for those who suffer in this life, and punishment of their oppressors in the next life (Lancaster 1988: 30).  

The difficulty is that popular religion itself remains enclosed within the ideological forms which characterize agrarian, tributary societies. There are two dimensions to this problem.  First, the peasant has great difficulty believing that he has either the power or the responsibility to participate directly in the organization and reorganization of the social order.  The experience of powerlessness in the face of natural and social forces which characterizes their everyday life tends to breed in the peasantry a sense that their actions don't really make a difference.  The "division of labor" between the peasant on the one hand, who produces food, and the warrior or priest on the other hand, who organizes society, encourages the peasant to believe that "it is not so much the role of ordinary people to represent the religious ideals .. as to endorse and recognize them (Lancaster 1988: 34)." 

Second, popular religion is generally infected, to one or an other degree, with the ideology of sacrifice which develops in tributary social formations.  The peasant is prone to look for liberation in poverty and suffering, not in labor and political organization.  

These two factors combine to give popular religious resistance to exploitation a messianic character.  The peasants, rather than taking on themselves the task of redeeming the earth, look for a just king who will redeem it on their behalf.  And when a candidate for this office presents himself, they are like to judge him as much or more on his willingness to sacrifice himself as on his ability to organize and direct a social revolution.  As a result, peasant insurrections, while then tend to force periodic rationalizations of the tributary order, are rarely capable of actually reorganizing human society.  

It is only with the advent of industrial society that we see the emergence of a fully rational socialism.  Industrial forces of production give the people a new sense of mastery over the forces of nature, while freeing up a much larger surplus, which permits the emergence of a large intelligentsia devoted to organizing and directing the productive process, and to artistic, scientific, and philosophical investigation.  Similarly the democratic revolutions gave humanity the conviction that human society could be reorganized in much the same manner as the natural world, if only we could discover the laws which govern social processes.  These two developments make possible a comprehensive rationalization of the socialist project carried by popular religion.

Thus far our analysis nuances, but does not fundamentally depart from, that of classical Marxism.  But industrial capitalist society has not been as rich with possibilities for socialism as Marx expected. Two factors have been of particular importance in this regard. First of all, industrial forces of production have not made possible the level of human development which Marx through would be possible.  Second, the mediation of human interdependence through the marketplace (the system of generalized commodity production) has tended to undermine the social fabric in a way that distorts and ultimately interrupts the development of socialist consciousness.  

As labor power was transformed into a commodity ──a process which began in the nineteenth century in Europe and North America, and in the middle of the twentieth century in the more remote regions of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, dispossessed peasants and newly  proletarianized workers mounted movements of resistance to capitalist development, which attempted to soften the disintegrating effects of the marketplace on social life.  These movements drew on millenarian religious ideologies to articulate their ancient aspiration for a communitarian social order.  At the same time, these movements came under the influence of the progressive intelligentsia, which brought with it the conviction that human society really could be reorganized --and the tools to carry out that reorganization.  As the traditional guild structure was broken up similar movements developed in the cities --a process that accelerated as peasants were driven off the land and into the factories to find work.  Sections of the bourgeoisie and the technocratic intelligentsia, meanwhile, particularly in the periphery, recognized that unlimited operation of the marketplace in fact constituted an obstacle to the comprehensive development of their own societies, and thus called on more or less radical (Leninist or social democratic) forms of state intervention to accelerate and regulate development.  Movements based in the peasantry, the proletariat, the intelligentsia, and the bourgeoisie thus flowed together to create modern socialism, with the bourgeoisie and the technocratic intelligentsia almost always playing the role of senior partner in the alliance (Sewell 1980, Mansueto 1985, Hodges 1986, Lancaster 1988).

The moment at which deepening communitarian resistance to capitalist development intersects with a growing awareness of the power of rational collective action  is a moment rich with possibilities for the socialist movement.  It is a moment through which every society passes, and at which some linger longer than others.  This is the moment of the "socialist revolution" as it has been understood ever since 1848.  

During this period the "socialist consciousness" of the peasantry and the working class remains largely a religious phenomenon.  By this I mean that the socialist consciousness of the masses is based not on a rational grasp of the "line of march, conditions, and ultimate general result" of cosmic and historical development, but rather on a partial rationalization of popular religious ideologies.  The millenarian aspiration for a communitarian society in which all surplus was invested in a manner which serves the common good is joined to the modern conviction that human societies really can be reorganized through rational collective action.  The social basis of the communist vision, however, remains the experience of community in the village, the journeyman's association, or the urban mutual benefit society.  Marx to the contrary, the social revolution of the nineteenth century --and to a large extent the social revolution of the twentieth century-- really did draw its poetry more from the past than from the future (Marx 1978: 597).

Ultimately however, the penetration of commodity relations into every sphere of social life begins to erode the traditional forms of community which formed the basis in experience for the communist project itself.  As people spend more and more of their time working for a living, and as more and more of their efforts are devoted to satisfying purely individual needs, the working classes begin to desert the socialist project, and to become absorbed into the consumerist ethic characteristic of advanced capitalist societies.  "American exceptionalism" (the historic weakness of socialism in the United States) is simply a result of the fact that capitalism in the United States has always been more advanced than in Europe or the Third World.  The moment of classical socialism here was unusually brief ──essentially the years between 1894 and 1924 ───the years covered by this study.

But this pattern is not restricted to capitalist societies. Socialism itself, so long as it preserves commodity production, tends to make every activity ──even activity which objectively serves the common good── into merely a means of satisfying individual needs.  It should thus come as no surprise that the working people of the Soviet bloc and of China are consumed by the same passion for VCR's and designer jeans as their European and North American comrades.  Economistic Marxism, which ignores Marx's analysis of the degrading effect of commodity production in favor of the more optimistic theory of the productive forces, has been unable to effectively combat this pattern of moral degeneration within the Soviet bloc. Indeed, in so far as it makes solidarity just a means for increasing individual consumption, it may even reinforce bourgeois individualism.

The current crisis of socialism is largely a result of the fact that the traditional preindustrial solidarities which formed the basis in experience for the old socialist project have eroded more rapidly than a rational scientific grasp of the underlying relationality of the cosmos has been able to develop.

Under what conditions, then can we expect such a scientific socialist consciousness to begin to develop?

Industrial forces of production make the vast majority of humanity real participants in  the human civilizational project.  But their labor continues to have as its object inorganic or organic matter, and not social relations themselves.  This creates the material basis for a science of nature, but not for the widespread development of a scientific outlook on human society, which remains as mysterious to the industrial worker as the natural world did to the medieval peasant.  It is only when society begins to break through to a postindustrial level of development, and human labor has for its objects the organization of social relations and the production and exchange of signs (which are the material form of social relations) that a scientific view of human society begins to take hold and the new working class can pierce the mystical veil created by commodity production.  Even so, it is necessary to undertake a conscious effort to overcome the effects of alienation which undermine the development of a social scientific outlook and the development of the (postindustrial) working class towards a fully communist point of view.

Socialist consciousness does not emerge within the industrial working class.  It emerges, rather, within the intelligentsia, which is the working class of postindustrial society.  As the social form of matter begins to gain rational mastery over itself, it develops a stratum of workers who have as the object of their labor not physical, chemical, or organic matter, but rather social relations themselves.  This intelligentsia is not bourgeois. The analysis and transformation of social relations (from which the intelligentsia derives its revenue) is itself a form of labor --in fact the highest form of labor-- and those who carry out this work are in fact the most advanced section of the proletariat.  This is true regardless of their class of origin.

It is the actual practice of consciously organizing social relations and producing, managing and exchanging information which is the material basis for the development of dialectical and historical materialism.  But this process is held back by capitalist relations of production.   The alienation generated by commodity production finds its expression not only in the economic but also in the political and cultural spheres.  It leads not only to exploitation, crisis and economic stagnation, but to the development of mechanical, linear approaches to power, and to ideological disorders.  At the intellectual level it leads to distortions of dialectical materialism.  At the emotional level it leads to neuroses and character disorders.  And it leads to religious disorders, generally in the form of otherworldly pietism or radical secularism, both of which deny the relationality and meaningfulness of the material world.

The most fundamental task of a communist organization is to overcome these contradictions, and to raise first a section of humanity, and ultimately humanity as a whole to a fully communist level of development. We cannot address here the complex strategic questions surrounding this task.  As we argued earlier in this chapter, the rationalization of religious consciousness and the reorganization of religious institutions remains an important task.  Religious institutions alone have conserved non-market social relations and a discourse centered on the common good, albeit in mystified and alienated form, and thus continue to constitute an important strategic reserve for the communist movement.  But we must learn how to organize the dominant institutions of postindustrial society --to help the new intellectual working class understand the complex relationships which affect its interests, and to understand the ways in which market relations are holding back the realization of the enormous creative potential of the emerging post industrial society.  We must learn, in other words, to draw our poetry from the future even as we build on the religious solidarities bequeathed to us by the past.

This poetry will, to be sure remain religious in at least one important way.  It will articulate the underlying unity of the cosmos and society, and their ineluctable movement towards ever higher degrees of organization.  And it will form individuals morally and intellectually in such a way that they can serve that process of development. The aspiration for the good society is always religious in the sense that it gives expression to our sense of the underlying relationality of cosmos and history.  




