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Introduction: Gramsci today
Chantal Mouffe

If the history of marxist theory during the I 960s can be characterised by
the reign of 'althusserianism', then we have now, without a doubt,
entered a new phase ~ that of' gramscism'. For some years now we have
been witnessing an unpreoedented development of interest in the work
of Antonio Gramsci and the influence of his thought is already very
extensive in several areas of marxist enquiry. This phenomenon, which
has developed in the wake of the events of 1968 is certainly linked to a
renewal of interest amongst intellectuals in the possibilities of
revolutionary transformations in the countries of advanced capitalism.
Following a period of pessimism which had caused intellectuals to turn
to the countries of the Third World, seeing the.'ie as (he weakest link in
the imperialist chain and the natural starting point for the revolutionary
process, there is now emerging some sort of consideration of the specific
conditions in the West. More recently, the rise of'eurocommunism' has
played a very important role in the extension of this phenomenon,
though we have to acknowledge that opinions are very divided on the
legitimacy of attributing the theoretical paternity of this movement to
Gramsci, as the debate currently taking place in Italy on hegemony and
pluralism would suggest.
This divergence concerning the political significance of Gramsci's
work is by no means the first to arise. In fact, since his death in 1937,
Gramsci bas been subject to multiple and contradictory interpretations,
ultimately linked to the political line of those who claimed or disclaimed
him. So we have had the libertarian Gramsci, the stalinist Gramsci, the
socIa1 democratic Gramsci. the togliattian Gramsci, the trotskyist
Gramsci and so on. For an analysis of the way in whi~h Gramsci has
been taken up in direct relation to a political line the development
represented by Palmiro Togliatti's interpretation is very important: from
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Gramsd the national anti·fascisl hero we move to Gramsci the leninist;
an indication that the 'Oramsci question' has never been dissociable
from the strategy of the Italian CommW1ist Party (PCI). I This is still the
case today, but an important new dimension was added by the quality of
the debates on this question towards the end of the 19605.
During the whole of the earlier period. in fact, the majority of
interpretations of Gramsci presented him as a purely Italian figure
whose influence was strictly national. The most advanced form oftWs in
the PCl (Togliatti's second version) involved the application of leninism
to Italy. But the question of Gramsci's contribution to marxist theory
was never posed. This can be partly explained by the fact that the official
philosophy of the PCI at that time - historicism - emphasised the
importance of analysing a situation in its particularity and insisted upon
tbe specific nature of the Italian situation. It was only when this
historicism was confronted with a crisis in the 1960s with Italy moving
into a new phase - the high point of neo-capitaJism - that the analysis
shifted from the particular in order to understand the more general
characteristics of the capitalist mode of production. It was at tbis point
that the scientific aspect of marxism became a central i~ue.
The critique of historicism, in which Galvano della Volpe played an
early and important role with his Logka come scienza posltiva in 1950,
was central to the debate among Italian marxist philosophers during the
196Os. It was to result in a rejection of Gramsci's thougbt since he was
considered to be the historicist philosopher par excellence. We had to
wait until the questioning of the official inteJl)retation of Gmmsci's
historicism developed by the PCl for the problem of Grarnsci's relation
to marxist theory to be effectively approached in any objective way, and
for his important contribution to be assessed. Since then different points
of view have been put forward concerning Gramsci's contribution to
marxist theory and it is the aim ofthjs reader to familiarise the English·
speaking public with them. The debut for this new stage in Gramsci
studies was the Cagliari Conference of 1967, for it was here that the new
type of approach was expressed for the first time in the intervention by
Norberto Bobbio. 'Gramsci and the conception of civil society' l
Gramscl: theorist of the superstructures
Basing his intervention in part on the different meanings of the concept
of civil society in Hegel, Marx and Gramsci, and in part on the difference
between the conceptions of hegemony in Lenin and Gramsci, Bobbio
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puts forward the thesis that in GranlSci's work there is a double
inversion in relation to the marxist tradition:
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the primacy of the ideological superstructures over the economic
structure;
the primacy of civil society {consensus) over political society (force).

For Bobbio, Gramsci's importance for marxist theory lies in this double
inversion and in spite of Gramsci's differences from Marx, Bobbio claims
that he should none the less be considered marxist for the reason that
any theory which accepts a dichotomy between structure and superstructure warrants this title. 3
This interpretation, which is a typical example of the sort of
relationship that liberal democratic thought attempted to establish with
Gramsci's work, was criticised by those marxists who insisted upon
Gramsci's 'orthodoxy' For Jacques Texier,4 there is no divergence
between'Marx's theoretical problematic and GranlSci's since for both it
is the economy which is determinant in the last instance. The only
difference for Texier resides in the fact that Marx is above all concerned
with the structural conditions while Gramsci is more specifically
interested in the role of the superstructures, thereby completing Marx's
project. The influence of Bobbio's interpretation was nevertheless very
extensive and opened the way to a whole series of 'superstructural'
interpretations of Gramsci. presenting him as (he marxist theorist whose
principal contribution was (0 have broken with the economic
determinism of Marx and the authoritarianism of Lenin and to have
ulSistcd upon the role of human will and ideas. ~ As Biagio de Giovanni
has recently shown,~ a fundamental element of Bobbio's approach
required the presentation of Gramsci's (hought as profoundly inscribed
within the tradition of Western political philosophy and the establishment of a determinant relation with the highest points of idealist
culture from Hegel to Croce. Gramsci was thereby reduced to a chapter
in modem political philosophy and all the elements of his thought which
represented a break with this tradition were ignored. ·Furthermore, this
type or'philosophicaJ' reading of Gramsci is a constant factor in aU the
superstructural interpretations of his work which isolate his thought
from its PQlitical context and treat his works as if they were philosophiCal texts like any other.
This type of reading bas been radically questioned by the most recent
work which takes as a common theme the notio,,! that it is impossible to
understand the very problems posed by Gramsci and his importance for
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marxist theory if his writings are not related t.o his practice as a political
lcader, and if his thought is not situated in the theoretical and political
context of the struggles of the working-class movement at the beginning
of the century; It is from this standpoint that Paggi 7 studies the
development of Gramsci's thought up to the formation of the
Communist Party at Uvorno in 1921 and shows the influence on
Gramsci of figures such as Barbusse, De IAon, and Tom Mann as well as
the Clorte group and the English Shop Stewards Movement Badaloni'
discusses the relationship between the problems posed by Gramsci
and the debate on revisionism and emphasises the influence of Sorel
on Gramsci's thought. For her part, Christine Buci·Glucksmann9
established leninism and the Third International as a primary point of
reference. Finally, Franco de Felice lO situates Gramsci within the context
of Italian socialism, contrasting his positions with those of Serrati and
Bordiga.

From all of this work a much richer and more complex picture of
Gramsci emerges which can neither be reduced to the dimensions of
traditional philosophy nor limited to the context of ItaJian politics. In
fact, Gramsci emerges as a political theorist who has radically distanced
himself from speculative philosophy and whose reflections on politics
have an importance which goes beyond the limits of the Italian
experience.
Gramscl: theoretIcian ofthe revolution ia the West
It is now generally accepted t,hat at the heart of Gramsci 's thought there
is an elaboration of a series of concepts crucial to a theory of politics. TIle
realisation of this forms the main axis of the most recent work on
GranlSci. But there are a number of divergences concerning the status
that should be conferred on this theory of politics; divergences which
arise partly from the different theoretical problematics from which the
problem is approached. Thus we paradoxicaUy find authors of such
different formations as Christine Buci·Glucksmann, influenced by
aithusserianism. and Biagio de Giovanni, one of the principal
representatives of the hegelian-marxist tendency of the Bari school. both
insisting on the 'epochal' nature of Gramsci 's thought which was able to
grasp the profound modifications in the forms of politics appropriate to
monopoly capitalism. 11 These changes result from the ever-increasing
intervention of the state in all areas of society. instituting a new form of
relation between masses and statel masses and politics. In this
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perspective Gramsci's 'integral state' comes to be identified with the
monopoly capitalist state which is not restricted to political society but
permeates civil society. This latter becomes the private 'network' of the
state through which it organises the whole of social reproduction,
permeating all forms of organisations and mass-consciousn~ and
provoking a 'diffusion of hegemony' at all levels of society. It is this
'enlargement of the State' (Buci-Gluc.ks~nn) which establi.'Ihes its
general contact with the masses, the consequence of which is that
politics ceases to be a specialised and separate activity and we begin to
see its 'expansion through tbe Whole of society' (de Giovanni). The
attainment of power can no longer consist, therefore, in a frontal attack
on the state apparatus but wilJ be the result of a long 'war of position!
involving the gradual occupation of all those positions occupied by the
state in social institutions. In this interpretation this is the meaning given
to the gramscian notjon of the struggle for hegemony whose object must
be the control of the whole process of social reproduction. As de
Giovanni states, 'Gramsci's political theory, therefore, becomes a theory
of the struggle of the masses in the network. of the state where the social
reproduction of the whole system is effected' 11 What is involved.
therefore, is a strategy which has been thought out in terms of the
advanced capitalist countries and Gramsci is presented as the
'theoretician of the revolution in the West', inaugurating's new chapter
in marxist political theory' .,

Marxlsm as science of history and pofitia
A different interpretation of the theoretical significance of Gramsci's
elaboration of a theory of politics is that offered by Leonardo Paggi.14
Paggi suggests that this theory of politics is not limited to the typical
situation of the Western countries since it throws into a critical light a
whole mode of economistic readings of historical materalism and
therefore has important implications for marxist theory in general. Paggi
proposes that from the heart of Gramsci's project there emerges the
necessity for an elaboration at the theoretical level of the implications of
lenin's political practice. The aim of this would be to develop an
adequate theoretical instrument enabling both the knowledge and th,e
mastery of the historical process. This, Paggi declares. would involve a
complete change in our modes of analysis:"

it meant primarily tbe abandonment of the traditional interpretation
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of historical materialism which had shown itself inadequate not only
in the East but also in the West: not only had it failed to understand
the October Revolution, but it had also failed to develop a political
strategy adequate for those capitalist countries where all the
conditions seemed to be ripe .. " In the East as well as in the West.,
Marxi'im had to reject the interpretative scheme based on the relation
of cause and effect between structure and superstructure.

Only on this condition will marxism be able to theorise the role played
by politics in the social formation. But for Gramsci this was not simply a
question of adding a supplementary field of research - politics - to a
historical materialism w hicb would continue to be understood as a
general sociology. In fact, any interpretation of historical materialism
which reduces it to a simple methodology of sociological research and
which separates it from praxis, is considered by Gramsci to be a form of
economism. It is, therefore, of prime importance for him to re-establish
the link between theory and practice lost in the economislic
interpretations of Marx's thought and to fonnulate an interpretation of
hlSlorical materialism which would relocate it as a mode of intervention
in the coursc of I he historical political process. This new interpretation of
historical materialism as 'science of history and politics' which, for
Paggi, forms the principal axis of Gramsci 's thought, necessitates a break
with the positivist conception of science which reduces its role to the
establishment of laws. The form of scientificity appropriate to marxism
must be different since, as a 'theory of contradictions' it must enable us
to establish a corra.'t analysis of antagonistic forces and the relationships
of force which exist between them at a deternrinate historical moment,
but it can only indicate the way ill which the antagonism may be
resolved. In fact the resolution of contradictions could not be realised
without a political intervention by the forces present. If this Jailer
dimension is lacking then the result will be periods of stasis, or even
regression, as tbe history of the working-<:lass movement at the
beginning of the century shows.
This pvlitical reading of marxist theory which enabled Gramsci to
answer the criticisms of the revisionists by showing that the role of ideas
and organised forces (Croce's 'ethico-political') was not excluded from
the marx-ist conception of history, but that on the contrary they
established their real effectivity within it, provides us with a mode of
analysis and transformation valid for any historical process. 111is is why,
according to Paggi, Gramsci does indeed provide us with 'a general
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theory of marxism' In this sense, then, his theory goes far beyond
simply a theory of revolution in the West.
Historicism alad phllosopby
In the light of this 'general theory of marxism' in Gramsci, a
reconsideration of his 'historicism' is necessary, Gramsci's contribution
to marxist philosophy has in fact been generally neglected as a result of
the particular interpretations given of those texts where he declares that
marxism is nn 'absolute historicism' From this it was hastily concluded
that Gramsci should be located within the hegelian-marxist tradition of
Karl Korsch and Georg Lukacs who considered philosophy to be the
conscious and critical expression of the present. This tendency. qualified
as 'historicist' by AJthusser,l- should be criticised for the reduction it
operates between the different levels of the social formation, reduced by
it to a single structure in the mode of the hegelian expressive totality.
This conception prevents the levels from being thought in their relative
autonomy and permits no notion of the effectivity of the superstructures.
This type of interpretation explalns why, for many years, Gramsci's
philosophical ideas were considered 'dated' and why the profound
originality of his philosophical position has taken some time to be
re(.'Ognised.
1be identification whieb Gramsci establishes between historyI
philosophy and politics and which provides a target for his critics, takes
on a completely different meaning when we grasp the importance of his
conception of marxism as science of history and politics and when we
understand the consequences of this. In this light, far from designating
the theoretical status of marxism. Gramsci's historicism enables us to reo
establish the indissoluble link between theory and practice at the heart of
marxism - its status as the philosophy of revolution. As Badaloni
emphasises,n with the concept of absolute hisloricism Gramsci is
pointing to the necessity for marxism to beCome history: to concretely
realise this socialisation of the economy and of politics which, as a
theory, it enables us to envisage as a real historical possibility. The union
of history and philosophy should not, therefore, be conceived of as some
new method of reflective knowledge, but as the necessity for philosophy
10 become history. This becomes possible when ideas acquire this 'mass
and uniHed form which makes them historic forces'."
far from extolling a new philosophicaJ system comparable to
previous ones, Gramsci aims to show, when he declares that an original
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and integral conception of the world is to be found in Marx, that
marxism must provide the basis for II new civilisation, It is not just a
new philosophy then but. as Paggi points out, If a new practice of
philosophy breaking completely with traditional modes. This 'beooming
history of philosophy' is p~ible for Gramsci because of the link he
establishes between philosophy and politics. Rejet.1:ing the traditional
division between philosophy and common sense, Grams(..; shows that
both express, at different levels, the same 'conception of the world'
which is always the function of a giVen hegemonic system expressed in
the whole culture of a society. In eflect. what is involved here is a certain
'definition ofreality' of which philosophy constitutes the highest level of
elaboration and through which the intellectual and moral leadership of
the hegemonic class is exercised. This is what gives it its political nature
and indicates the necessity for any class which wan~ to become
hegemonic to struggle on the philosophical front in order to modify the
common sense of the masses and realjse an intellectual and mora] refonn.
Gramscj's struggle against all interpretations which reduced marxist
philosophy to materialism must be understood within this context. As
Christine Buci-Glucksmann emphasisesJO
any reproduction in a hegelian or materialist form, of the c1~ical
location of philosophy which renders it alien to the conjuncture in
which it intervenes, cannot fail to reproduce directly or indirectly a
division of specialisaUons and tasks which Gramsci contests; that of
'philOSOphers On the one hand and masses on the other'
The identification of marxist philosophy and materialism is considered
by Gramsci to be a form of economism and it was because of this that
marxism lost its revolutionary character and was recuperated within the
problematic of bourgeois philosophy. What is at stake, then, is a
particularly strategic concern and in this light we can establish Gramsci's
importance for a non-economistic refounding of marxist philosophy.

Politics aad hegemony
There is a whole area of Gramsci's work which has not been considered
by the interpretations hitherto discussed, but which is at the veryeentre
of his theory of politic... : this is the whole problematic elaborated around
the concept of the 'national popular' and the relationship established,
through hegemony, between a fundamental class and the 'peoplenation'. As Hobsbawm and Luporini emphasi!>w at the 1977 Conference
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in Florence, this is a very original aspect of Gmmsci's thought which
opens up a whole new terrain of marxist research. HObsbawm put it in
this way: the fact that Gramsci conceives of the working class as part of
the nation 'makes him the only marxist thinker to provide us with a
basis for lntegrating the nation as a hlstorical and social reality within
marxist theory'.ll The 'national question' is in fact one of the areas
wbere marxist theory is most seriously lacking and it is urgent, today
more than ever, that the question be posed correctly.
LuporinFl considers that the origin of this weakness mllst be sought in
Marx himself. Marx, he states, always operated with two diverse and
non-unified conceptual '(..'Ouples· which he never managed to integrate.
On the one hand the structure/superstructure couple in the analysis of
the mode of production in Capital and Oil the other the state/ civil society
couple in the hlstorical and political analyses (i.e. at the level of the social
formation). But this second couple always remains descriptive in Marx
and he never manages to integrate the two types of analysis at the same
conceptual level in articulating the analysis of the mode of production
with that of the social formation. This explains for Luporini why the
question of the state remained conceptually Wlresolved in Marx,
constituting an absence at the heart of his theory it is for this same
reason that the question of the nation is also unresolved. Gramsci's grea,t
originality, therefore, lies in his attempt to answer these questions and to
conceptually unify Marx's two oppositional couples by establishing a
link between ;politics - class - state' and 'people ~ nation - state',
thereby recuperating within marxist theory a whole series of elements
which has been excluded from it.
This is one of the most interesting areas of Gramsci's work and its
implications for his theory of politics clearly show that it is not limited to
the context of Western capitaJism. In thls context we can locate the
origin and principal meaning of the concept of hegemony, a concept
which provides Gramsci with a non-revisionist answer to the .problems
encountered by marxist theorists and militants when it became clear that
the development of capitalism was not going to cause the disappearance
of those social groups wltich were not strictly the bourgeoisie or the
proletariat and thallhe working class would have to pose the problem of
the transition to socialism in terms which were not strictly class-based. H
In relation to these problems, Gramsci considered the relations between
class and nation and the forms of the bourgeois revolution, a !ine of
enquiry whlch led him to postulate that 'the supremacy of a social group
manifests itself in two ways, as "domination" and as "intellectual and
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moral leadership'" ~4 Hegemony, therefore, become..'i, in its typical1y
gramscian formulation, 'political, intellectual and moral leadership over
allied groups' It is by means of this formulation that Gramsci articulated
the level of analysis of the mode of production with that of the social
formation in the notion of the 'historical bloc' This hegemony, which
always has its basis, for Gramscj, in 'the decisive function exercised by
the leading group in the decio;ive nucleus of economic activity' ,25 operates
principally in civil society via the articulation of the interests of the
fundamental class to those of its allies in order to form a collective will, a
unified political subject. In this way Gramsci recuperates a whole
dimension of politics understood as the expressive form of the common
general interests of a society; a conception present in the young Marx
but lost in the elaboration of marxist thought. 26 This non-instrumental
conception of politics, no longer considered as exclusively an activity of
domination, but permeating all the superstructures and serving as an
articulating principle. is linked in Gramsci to the notion of the integral
state (coercion + hegemony). But if hegemony is related to the state then
this is only in so far as the Iatler is defined as 'the entire complex of
practical and theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only
justifies and maintains its dominance but manages to win the active
consensus of those over whom it rules'll, which clearly indicates thal it
is always in the fundamental class that hegemony has its primary point
of reference, So the concept of the integral state must not be understood
as designating simply the enlarged state of monopoly capitalism. For
Gramsci it serves prbnarily to demonstrate that civil society. which in
liberal thought is presented as an autonomous sphere baving no relation
to class interests, i8 in fact the place where the hegemony of the
bourgeoisie is exercised. This notion plays a role which is doubly
critical; of the instrumentalist conception of the state and politiCS which
reduces them to the single dimension of the expression of cla.o;s interests,
and of the liberal conception which presents them as completely
independent of those interests. For Gramsci it is Important to emphasise
that the dimension of the expression of general interests does exist but
that it is always linked, through a hegemonic system, to the interests of a
fundamental c1ass. 2•
It would seem, therefore, that without seriously limiting Gramsci's
thought we could not identify. as de Giovanni does, hegemony with the
phenomenon of state intervention in the social sphere such as takes place
under monopoly capitalism, and present the strategy of hegemony as the
elaboration of a model for the transition to socialism based on tbis form
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of'enJargemenl of the state' If this is indeed an 'enlargement of the state'
it is not what Gramsci had primarily in mind when he defined the
integral state; in fact this notion is crucially related in his work to the
srate since the bourgeois revolution. u
Havins established that, however, it is clear (and here de Giovanni's
analyses are extremely enlightening) that the increasing intervention of
the state in the countries of monopoly capitalism has led to an increasing
politicisation of social conflicts. In fact it has multiplied the forms of
confrontation between ma5ses and state and created a series of new
political subjects whose demands must be taken up by the working class.
In this sense the struggle for hegemony is at each stage more pressing
and more complex under monopoly capitalism, but we should not forget
that it is posed in all historical situations which are never reducible to a
pure and simple confrontation of two ant.'l.gonistic classes. The concept.
therefore, possesses a wide range of application.
Passive revolution and theory ortransltlon
For Gramsci, hegemony does not refer only to the strategy of the
proletariat. It is, as we have already indicated, a general interpretative
category which applies to all forms o{the articulation oftbe interests of a
fundamental class to those of other social groups in the creation of a
collective will. Consequently, there are several possible forms of
hegemony according to the modes of articulation through which a class
assumes a leading role. The category of 'passive revolution' is often used
by Gramsci to qualify the most usual form of hegemony of the
bourgeoisie "involving a mode of articulation whose aim is to neutralise
the other social forces. JO But the category is not limited to this situation:
it assumes a central role and a strategic ·fullction as a crucial element in
the science of politics. As Paggi suggests, it provides us in effect with 'an
adequate representation of the complex historical process resulting in the
definite supersession of an entire mode of production' II The concept of
passive revolution, to the extent that it Indicates a possible form of
transition from one mode of produ<..iion to another. has a general
theoretical value for a political theory of transition.)l It enables GranlSc!
to establish a non-determinist relation between crisis and revolution by
which he manages to avoid any interpretation of historical development
and of the transition from one mode of production to another solely in
terms of the development of productive forces. As Franco de Felice
notes,S! there is a direct link. between passive revolution. the primacy of
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the political and the analysis of society in terms of the relationships of
forces ill the work of Gram'!Ci, which enables him to lhrow into question
lhe idea of a linear hislorical development. For Gramsci, the objective
conditions render the subjective condition... possible but the development
of the laUer depends on political organisation. If this political
organisation is lacking on the part oCthe working class then capitalism in
crisis will be able to reorganise itself on new bases as both the
experiences of fa~cism and Roosevelt's 'New Deal' show.
Gramsci bases this non-economistic interpretation of the historical
process on a reading of Marx's 1859 Preface to a Contribution 10 lire
Critique (~r Political Heonomy which breaks with traditional conceptions
of the necessary relation between the capitalist development. of
productive forces and the numerical, organisational and political growth
of the working class. For Gramsci, when Marx declares that no social
order ever perishes before all productive forces within it have developed,
and that mankind only sets itself those problems for which the solutions
already exist, the aim is not to establish a law of causality; Marx wants
to show quite simply 'that a given structure gives rise to a field of
possibilities which relatively penllancnt and countervailing forces seek
to utilise in oppo.o;ite ways' 14 For Gramsci this is a fundamental text for
tbe critique of any fatalist or catastrophe theory since it provides the
theQretical basis for establishing the fundamental role played by pOlitics
in any historical process. In fad, as Paggi points out IS
in Gramscj's interpretation. the first part of the 1859 Preface
emphasises the possibility of survival of a capitalist society, the second
part J'Oint~ out the historically necessary, organic and irreversible
character of the birth and development of political and economic
organisations of the working class. This entails the possibility of
elaborating, not only the theory of the political party, but also the two
major interpretative categories of the forms of development of the
revolutionary process in a capitalist society: the concept of the
'relationship of forces' and that of 'passive revolution'
For Buci-Gl.ucksmann,'6 with the concept of 'passive revolution'
Gramsci etr<X.1ively adds something new to Marx's Preface because he
theorises an clement which was absent from it: the study of the political
form of transition. In Buci-Glucksmann's reading, passive revolution
designates a potential tendency in any process of transition in which the
state plays the dominant role. It is a political form of transition in which
the problems of the transformations of society and the establishment of
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hegemony are effected through the state apparatuses.l' This, for BuciGlucksmann, is what happened in the Soviet tJnion and the concept. of
passive revolution can, therefore, be of great value in enabling us to
analyse and clarify the problems of the construction of socialism in the
noo-Western formations.
Even more relevant for us is the vital importance of this category for
the revolutionary process in the West. In fact, Buci-Glucksmann insists
that an understanding of the dangers and consequences of the passive
revolution can infirm our conception of a form of democratic transition
to socialism. In this sense the strategy of the working class in the West
must be a strategy of 'anti-passive revolution" that is, we must realise
and effect an active, democratic revolution in which the masses and not
the state, play the fundamental role.

Gramscl and eurocommunlsm
Is it not precisely tillS form of active revolution and of democratic
transition to socialism which is proposed by eurocommunism '? And is it
poss.ible in this context to establish a direct line of descent between
Gramsci and the political line of the Italian, French and Spanish
communist parties? This question is currently the object of a debate in
Italy between communists and socialists. The consideration of the
theoretical bases of the PCI which is an expression of the revival of the
'communist question' following the success of the Italian Communist
Party in the elections of June 1976, began with a discussion on the
relation between democracy and socialism started by Norberta Bobbio
with his article 'Esiste una dottrina marxista dello stato',ll Following a
debate on the possible alternatives to representative parliamentary
democracy which took place principally in the Socialist Party journal
Mondoperalo, attention has more recently been focused on the questiOn
of the relation between the current line of the P<...i and Gramsci's
thought. More concretely, the question posed was that of whether it was
possible to reconcile the line of the hegemony of the proletariat - at the
heart of Gramsci's strategy - with the pluralist line ofthe pel's 'historic
compromise'
One of the principal interventions from the socialist side was that of
Massimo Salvadori, In his article 'Gramsci and the PCI: two conceptions
of hegemony'," Sa1vadori suggests that there is a complete break
between the current strategy of the PCI and the leninist tradition to
which. for Salvadori, Gramsci fully belongs, He is at pains to show how
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the PCI gives a certain interpretation of Gramsci which functions as a
hinge between leninism and the current strategy, thereby establishing a
link of continuity between its policies and those of Lenin and Gramsci.
In opposition to this, Salvadori defends tbe 'structural leninism' of
Gramsci which, far from representing a meeting point of leninism and
post-leninism must be considered as 'the highest and most complex
expression of leninism'." (This can be contrasted with the position put
forward by Luciano Gruppi who sees in Gramsci the starting point for a
new conception of the revolutionary process in terms of hegemony.)
According to Salvadori, Gramsci's conception of hegemony is un·
ambiguously located within the leninist problematic of the socialist
revolution conceived as the dictatorship of the proletariat, and is incompatible with any form of pluralist transition.
Against this thesL<; it was argued from the PCI side that Salvadori was
offering a tendentious reading of hegemony based. on the political
writings in which the concept had not yet received its typically
gramscian formulation, and thereby ignoring the modifications which It
underwent in the Prison Notebooks. In an article rich in theoretical
implications, Biagio de Giovanni41 undertakes to show, on the basis of
the conception of hegemony developed in his earlier works, how the
concept is decisively post-Ienirtist since it reveals an awareness at the
theoretical level of fundamentally different structural conditions from
those known by Lenin. The transfonnations of monopoly capitalism after
the 1929 crisis which form the context for Gramsci's theoretical
elaboration imply a completely new form of politics and demand a
different strategy for the transition to socialism based on pluralism. This
strategy, far from being alien to the revolutionary working-class
movement is . From Gramsci onwards ... "ecessari~... all organIc parI of
it',.2 de Giovanni declares in conclusion. The issue for him is not the
opposition of Lenin to Gramsci on point.. of orthodoxy, but the
understanding that both figures made a marxist analysis of two
structurally different situations and that it is from this that the differences
in strategies emerge. As we can see, it is again the concept of hegemony
which is at stake. Neither of these interpretations seem reatly
convincing, however, Salvadori's because he gives a truncated version or
the concept of hegemony which evades the real originality of its
gramscian formulation and presents it in a totalitarian light. Hegemony,
in this version, exclude.'i pluralism since it involves the imposition of
marxism as a total and integral conception of the world upon society and
leaves no room for other conceptions. Salvadori's mistake is in his failure
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to grasp the radically new character of the conception of ideology
implied in the gramscian problematic of hegemony 4' In fact, once we
have understood that intellectual and moralleaclership does not consist
in the imposition of a ready-made world-vjew, but in tbe articulation,
around a new hegemonic principle, of the fundamental ideological
elements of a society, we can see that hegemony does not exclude
pluralism. This, of course, does not mean simply any form of pluralism
and certainly not a liberal pluralism for which aU elements exist at the
same level, democracy resulting from their free concurrence. The
gramscian conception of hegemony is not only compatible with
pluralism, it implies it; but this is a pluralism which is always located
within the hegemony of the working class.
In relation to de Giovanni's interpretation, we have already indicated
the limitations of a definition of the concept of hegemony in terms of the
state's permeation ofthe social. To this we should add that if this notion
does in fact enable us to give some theoretical foundation to a concept of
pluralism, then it only does so at the risk of dispJ.aci.ng the link
established by Gramscj between hegemony and fundamental class, and
it is in this way tbat an undifferentiated conception of pluralism emerges.
What is it. then, about the relation between hegemony and democratic
transition? Once the gramscian concept of hegemony is located in its
original context and meaning as political, intellectual and moral leadership of the working class over all anti<apitaiist sectors, a leadership
which demands a real democratic relationship within the hegemonic
system and which therefore implies a democratisation of the insti·
tutions through which it is exercised, it provides uS with the basis for
a strategy of democratic transition to socialism: a 'possible' eurocommunism which avoids both the perils of stalinism and of social·
democracy. This is a strategy which, in Ouistine Buci-Gluckmann's
words, must be an 'anti-passive revolution' which, far from being
limited to the developed capitalist countrjes, provides the basis for any
real struggle for a democratic socialism. Gramsci has left us much more
than a theory of politics; in fact his legacy to us is a new conception of

socialism.
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Part one

Structure, superstructure and

civil society

1 Gromsci and the conception of civil
society
NorberlO Bobbio

I From society to the state and from the state to society
Modern political thought from Hobbes to Hegel is marked by a constant
tendency - though with various solutions - to consider the state or
political society. in relation to the state of nature (or natural society), as
t.he supreme and definitive moment of the common and collective life of
man considered as a rational being, as the most perfect or less imperfect
result of that process of rationalisation of the instincts or passions or
interests for which the rule of di,o;orderly strength is transformed into one
of controlled liberty. The state Is conceived as a product of reason, or as a
rational society, the only one in which man can lead a life which
conforms to reason, that is, which conforms to his nature. With this
tendency. both realjstic theories which describe the state as it is (from
MachiavclJj to the theorists of the' reason of slale ') as well as the theories
of natural law (from Hobbes to Rousseau, to Kant) proposing ideal
models of slate. and defining how a state should be in order to reach its
own end, meet and combine together. The proc"eSS of rationalisation of
the state (the state as rational society), which is characteristic ofthe latter.
merges with the process of statisation of reason, which is characteristic
of the former (the reason of state). With Hegel, who represents the
disintegration as well as the completion of this process, the two lines
become interwoven in such a way that in the Philosophy of Right the
rationalisation of "the state reaches its climax and is at the same tune
represented not simply as a proposal for an ideal model, but as an
understanding of the real historical movement; the rationality of the
state is no longer just a necessity but a reality. not just an ideal but an
event of history I The young Marx was able to capture fully this
characteristic of Hegel's philosophy of right when he wrote in an early
21
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comment 'Hegel is not to be blamed for depicting the nature of the
modern state as it is, but for presenting that which is as the nature ofthe
state',!
The rationalisation of the state came about through the constant use of
a dichotomic model, where the state is conceived as a positive moment
opposed to a pre-state or anti-state sociel}'. which is degraded to a
negative moment. One can distingujsh, even if in a rather schematic
way, three principal variants ofthis model the state as a radical negation
therefore eliminating and overthrowing the nalural state i,e. as a renewal
or restallrati~ ab imis compared to the phase of human development
which precedes the state <Hobbes-Rousseau's model); the state as a
conservation-regulation of natural society and therefore no longer seen
as an a/lernative but as an actualisation or a pt!r{ectioning compared to
the phase which precedes it (Lock~Kant'8 model); the state as the
conservation and supefSf.'Ssi(Jn of pre-state society (HegeO, meaning that
the state is a new moment and not only a perfectioning (which differs
from the model of Locke-Kant), without, however, constituting all
absolute negation and therefore an alternative (which differs from the
model of Hobbes and Rousseau). The state of Hobbes and Rousseau
completely excludes the state of nature, while Hegel's state cOlltains civil
society (which is the historicisation of the state of nature or the natural
society of the philosophers of naturel law), Hegel's state contains civil
society and goes beyond it transfonning a merely formal universality
(eine lormelle Allgeme/nheit. Ene .. para. 517) into an organic reality
(orgaflische Wirklichkeit), ditTering from Locke's state which contains
civil society (stilI shown in Locke as a natural society) not to overcome it,
but to legitimate its existence and its aims,
With Hegel the process of rationalisation of the state reaches the
highest point of the parabola. In those same years, with the works of
Saint-Simon, which took into account the deep transformation ofsociety
resulting not from political revolution but from the industrial revolution,
and predicted the coming of a new order which would be regulated by
scientists and industrialists against the traditional order upheld by the
philosophers and military men, J the declining parabola had begun: the
theory or simply the belief(the myth) ofthe inevitable withering away
the state. This theory or belief was to become a characteristic trait in the
political ideologies which were dominant in the nineteenth century,
Marx and Engels would have used it as one of the basic ideas of their
system: the state is no longer the reality of tbe ethical idea. the rational in
:'ie et per !4e, but aL'(.'ording to the famous definition in Capital it is the
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'concentrated and organised force of society' 4 The antithesis to the
tradition of the philosophy of natural law which is brought to its
culmination in Hegel could not be more complete. In contrast to the first
model, the state is no longer conceived as an elimination of the state of
nature, but rather as its conservation, prolongation and stabilisation. In
the state, the reign of force has not been suppressed. but ha~ been
perpetuated, with the only difference that the war of all against all now
has been substituted with a war of one side against the other (class
struggle, of which the slate is the expression and .instrument). In contrast
with the second model, the society in which the state is the supreme
ruler is not a natural society whlch conforms to thc eternal nature of
man, but is a historically determinate society characterised by certain
forms of production and by certain social relahons and therefore the
state, as a committee of the dominant class, instead of being the
expression of a universal and rational need. is both the repetition and
reinforcement of particularistic interests. Finally, in contrast to the third
model, the state is no longer presented as the supersession of civil
society, but merely as its reflection; such is civil society, such is the state.
The state incorporates civil society not in order to change it into
something else. but to keep It as it is; civil society, which is historically
determined, does not disappear into the state, but reappears in the state
with all its concrete determinations.
From this threefold antithesis one can derive the thr~ basic elcments
of Marx and Engels' doctrine of the state;
T~

state as a coercive structure or, as we have said before, as
'concentrated and organized violence of society' i.e. an instrumental
conception of the state which is th~ opposite to the ethical or fi.nnlistic
onc.
2 The state as an instrument of class domination, where 'the executive
of the modern State is but a committee for managing the common
affairs of the whole bourgeosie',' i.e. a particularistic conception of
the state as opposed to the universalistic conception which is
characteristic of all the theories of natural law including Hegel's.
3 The state as II secondary or subordinate moment as regards civil
society where 'jt is not the State which conditions and regulates civil
society, but it is civil society which conditions and regulates the
State',' i.e. a negative conception of the state which is in complete
opposition to the positive conception of rationalistic thought
As a coercive, particularistic and subordinate apparatus, the state is not
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the final moment of the historical process: the state is a transitory
institution. As a consequence of the inversion of the relation between
civil society and polilical society the conception of historical process has
been completely tumed upside down: progress no longer moves from
society to the state, but on the contrary. from the state to society. The
line of thought beginning with the conception that the state abolishes the
state of nature, ends with the appearance and consolidation of the theory
that the state itself must in turn be abolished.
Antonio Gramsci's theory oflhe state - I am referring particularly to
GranlSCi 's Pri.~Qn Notebooks - belongs to this new history where the state
is not an end in itself, but an apparatus, an instrument. It does not
represent universal interests, but particular ones; it is not a separate and
superior entity mUng over the underlying society, but it is conditioned
by society and thus subordinated to it. It is not a permanent institution,
but a transitory one which is bound to disappear with the transformation of the underlying sooiety. It would not be difficult to find
amongst the many thousands of pages of the Pri.<;on Notebook... extracts
which refer to the four fundamental themes of the instrumental,
particular, subordinate and transitory state. Even so, anyone who has
acquired a certain familiarity with Gramsci's works knows that his
tbought has original and personal features which do not allow ea"iy
schematisations - almost always inspired by polemical political motives
- such as 'Gramsci is marxist-leninist', or 'he is more of a leninist than a
marxist', or 'he is more of a marxist than a leninist', or 'he is neither
marxist nor lenini"it'; as if 'marxism', 'leninism', 'marxism-leninism'
were dear and distinct concepts where one can sum up this or that
theory or group of theories without leaving any uncertainty whatsoever,
and one could use them like a ruler to measure out the length of a wall.
\Vhen doing any research on Gramsci's thought. the first task is to look
for and analyse these personal and original features, not worrying about
anything else, except to re(.'Onstcuct lhe outlines of a theory which
seems fragmentary, dispersed, ullsystematic, with some terminological
uncertainties which are, however, compensated (especially in his
writings from prison), by a deep unity of inspiration. This sometimes
over-1-ealous claim of orthodoxy to a given party line, has provoked a
strong reaction which has led many to seek out any sign of heterodoxy
or even of apostasy; this exces.o;ive defence is generating, if I am not
mistaken, an attitUde which can even be called iconoclastic and which is
still latent, but which can already be perceived through some signs of
impatience. But as orthodoxy and heterodoxy are not valid criteria for a
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philosophical critique. so exaltation and irreverence are deceiving
attitudes for the understanding of a particular moment of the history of
thought.
2 Civil society in Hegel and in Marx
To reconstruct Gramsci's political thought the key concept, that is, the
one from which it is necessary to stalt, is that of civil society. One must
begin wjth the former rather than with the latter because the way in
which Gramsci uses it differs as much from Hegel as from Marx and
Engels.
From the time when the problem of the relations between Hegel and
Marx moved from the (:omparison of methods (the use of the dialectic
method and the so called overturning) to the comparison of conlent.~ CIS
weli - for this new point or view the works of Lukacs on the young
Hegel have been fundamental - the paragraphs where Hegel analysed
civil society have been studied with greater attention. The larger or
smaller quantity of Hegelianism in Marx is now a/so assessed according
to the extent in which Hegel's description of civil society (more precisely
of Ute first part on the system of needs) may be considered as a
prefiguration of Marx's analysis and criticism of capitalist society. An
opportunity to understand this connection between Marx's analysis of
capitalist society and Hegel's analysis of civil society waS given by Matx
himself in a famous passage from his Preface to (I Contribution 10 Ihe
Critique of Political Ecmwmy. where he writes that in his critical analysis
of Hegel's philosophy of right his?
investigation led to the result that legal relations as wen as forms .of
state are to be grasped neither from themselves nor trom the so-called
general development of the human mind, but rather have their roots
in the material conditions oflife. the slim total of which Hegel,
roHowing the example ofthe Englishmen and Frenchmen of the
eighteenth century, combine under the name of 'civil society', that,
however, the anatomy of civil society is to be sought on the political
economy.
But, as it turned out, on the one hand interpreters of Hegel's philosophy
of right had a tendency to focus their attention on his theory of state and
to neglect his analysis of civil society, which only became important in
research on Hegel around the 1920s. On the other hand, the scholars of
Marx had. for a long time. a tendency to consider the problem of the
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connections with Hegel exclusively from the point of view of Marx's
acceptance of the dialectical method. It is well known that in the works
of the most important Italian scholars of Marx such as Labriola. CrOl.'e,
Gentile and Mondolfo. some of whom were followers or scholars of
Hegel, there is no reference to Hegel's concept of civil society (even
though we find it in Sorel). Gramsci is the first marxist writer who uses
the concept of civil society for his analysis of society with a textual
reference, as we shall see, to Hegel as well.
Yet. differing from the concept of state, which has a long tradition
behind it, the concept of civil society, which is derived from Hegel and
comes up again and again espeCially in the language of the marxist
thoory of society, is used also in philosophical language, but not in such
a rigorous OJ· technical way and has varying meanings which need a
careful confrontation and some preliminary explanations when used in a
comparison. I think it is useful to establish certain points which would
need a far more detailed analysis than it is possible to do here or that 1
am capable of doing.
a In all the tradition of the philosophy of natural law, the expression
socie/as civilis does not refer to the pre-state ~iety as it will in the
hegelian-marxist tradition, but it is a synonym, according to the Latin
use, of political society and therefore of state: Locke uses one or other
term indifferently; in Rousseau eta/ civil means state; also when Kant
who, with Fichte, is the author nearest to Hegel, talks in his Idee zu ei"er
allgemeillen Geschichte in weftbiiTgerlicher Absicht of the irresistible
tendency whereby nature pushes man towards the constitution of the
state, he calls this supreme aim of nature concerning the human species
burgerliche Ge.selfschaft. 1
b In the tradition of nalurallaw. as we know, lbe two terms of the
antithesis are not, as in the hegelian-marxist tradition., civil
society-state but by the one ofnature--civilisation. The idea that the prepre-state stage of humanity is inspired not so much by the antithe.Ciis
society-State but by the one of natur~ivilisation. The idea that the prestate or natural state is not an asocial state Le. one of perpetual war, is
being upheld also by writers of the philosophy of natural law, and it is
seen as a first example of a social state, characterised by the
predominance of social relations which are controlled by natural laws,
in the same way as family or economic ones were, or it was believed
they were. This transformation of the status lIaluralis into a societas
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nalUfa/is is very clear in the transition from Hobbes-SpinOla to

pufendorf-Locke. Whatever Locke finds in the state of nature i.e. before
the state, together with family institutions, work relations. the
establishment of property, the circulation of wealth, commerce, etc..
shoWS that even if he calls the stale societas civilis. the conception he has
of the pre-state phase of humanity anticipates far more Hegel's
biirgerliclle Gesel/s(:hu/, than it continues the slatlls . naturCl£' of
Hobbes-Spinoza. This way of understanding the state of nature as
socMas flalUralis reaches the threshold of Hegel both in France and in
Germany. The opposition of societe nallJre/fe. meaning the seat of
economic relations. to societe po/iJique is a constant theme of the
physiocratic doctrine. In an extract from Kant's Metaph.vsic of Morals.
the work from which Hegel starts his first criticism to the doctrines of
natural law, it is clearly said that the state of nature is also a social state
and therefore 'it is not the social state that is in opposition to the state of
nature, but it is the civil (hurgerliehe) state, because there can very well
be a society in the state of nature. but not a civil society', where the lalter
means political society Le. the slate, a society. as Kant explains it, which
guarantees what is mine and what is yours with public laws.'
c With respect to the tradition of natural law • Hegel makes a radical
innovation: In the last edition of his laborious and painstaking system of
political and social philosophy, which can be found in the 1821 edition
of his Philosophy q{Right, he decides to use the term civil society, which
up to his immediate predecessors was used to indicate political society, to
mean pre-political society. that is, the phase of human society which up
to that Hme had been called natural society This is a radical innovation
vis-a-vi,'; the tradition of natural law. because Hegel, when representing
the whole sphere of pre-state relations. abandons the predominantly
juridical anaJyses of toe philosophers of natural law who have a
tendency to resolve economic relations in their juridical forms (theory of
property and of contracts). and he is influenced from his early years by
the economists. especudly the English ones, for whom economic
relations constitute the fibre of pre-state society and where the
distinction between pre-state and state is shown increasingly as a
distinction between the sphere of economic relations and that of political
institutions. We can go back, for this subject, to Adam Ferguson's An
Essay on Hb,Wry of Civil Society (J 767>, (translated into ('Jerman the
foUowing year and certainly known to Hegel), where the expression eMf
sociel,V (translated into German as biirgt'rliche Gcsellseha{t) is more tbe
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antithesis of primitive society than the antithesis of political society (as in
Hegel) or of natural society (as in the philosophers of natural law) and it
will be substituted by Adam Smith in a similar context with the tern)
civilized society. 10 While the adjective' civil' in English (as in French and
in Italian) also has n meaning of non-barbaric, i.e. 'civilised', in the
German translation biirgerliche (and not zMlisierte) the ambiguity
between the meaning of non-barbaric and non-state is eliminated.
though it leaves the other more serious ambiguity which Hegel's u.<;e of
the term gives us. which is between pre-state (as antithesis of 'political')
and state (as antithesis of 'natura!').

d Hegel's ierminological innovation has often hidden the true meaning
of his substantial innovation, which does not consist, as has onen been
said, in the discovery and analysis of pre-state society, because this
discovery and analysis had already been introduced at least since Locke
even though under the name of state of nature 01' natural society. but it
consists in the interpretation which the Philosophy q{ Right gives us:
Hegel's civil society, differing from the conception of society from Locke
up to the physiocrats. is no longer the reign of a natural order which
must be freed from the restrictions and distortions which bad positive
laws imposed on it, but, on the contrary. it is the reign 'of dissoluteness.
misery and physical and ethical corruption', II which must be regulated.
dominated and annulled in the superior order of the state. With this
meaning and this one only, Hegel's civil society. and not the natural
society of the philosophers of natural law from Locke to Rousseau to the
physiocrats, is a pre-marxist concept. Nevertheless. one must still point
out that Hegel's concept of civil society is from a certain aspect wider
and from another one more restricted than the concept of civil society as
it will later be taken up in the language of Marx and Engels, and which
will then be commonly used. Wider because in his civil society Hegel
includes not only the sphere of economic relations and the formation of
classes, but also the administration of justice as well as the organisation
of the police force and that of the corporations, that is two facets of
traditional public taw. More restricted because in Hegel's trichotomic
system (not the dichotomic one of the philosophers of natural law), civil
society constitutes the intermediate stage between the family and the
state, and therefore does not include all the relations and pre-state
institutions (including the family). as do 011 the contrary the natural
society of Locke and clviJ society in its most oommon use today. Civil
society in Hegel is the sphere of economic relations together with their
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external regulations according to the principles of the liberal state, and it
is at the same time bourgeois society and bourgeois state. It is in civil
society that Hegel concentrates his critique of political economy and of
political science. the first being inspired by the principles of natural
liberty and the second by the ones of the state of law.
e The meaning of 'civil society', extended to the whole of pre-state
social life. as a moment in the development of economic relations which
precedes and determines the political moment, and constituting therefore
one of the two terms of the antithesis society-state, is established by
Marx. Civil society becomes one of the elements of the conceptual
system of Murx and Engels, right from Marx's early studies such as The
Jewish Problem, where the reference to Hegel's distinction between
bzirgerlic/te Gesellschafl and po!ilis..:her Slaal constitutes the ground for
Marx's criticism to the solution given by Bauer to the Jewish problem,l2
up to Engels' later works such as the essay on Feuerbach where we can
find one of his most quoted extracts for its simple and striking clarity:
'The State - the political order is the subordinate, and civil society, Ihe
realm uf economic relations. - the decisive element. '13 The importance of
the antithesis civil soci~ty-state, must also be related to the [ad that it is
one of the forms through which the fundamental alltithesis of tIle system
Is expressed, that is the one between structure and superstructure: if it is
true that political society does not exhaust the superstructural moment, it
is also true that civil society coincides with - meaning that it extends
itself as much as - the structure. In the same extract from the Critique (If
Political Economy where Marx refers to Hegel's analysis of civil society,
he specifies that 'the anatomy of civil society is to be sought in political
economy', and immediately aner he examines the thesis of the relations
between structure and superstructure in one of his most famous
fonnulations. 14 With thi"l, we should quote and have continually within
our reach one of Marx's mast important extracts on the subject: u
The form of intercourse detennined by the existing productive forces
at all previous historical stages, and in its turn determining these, is
civil society.
Already here we see how this civil society is the true
sow'ce and theatre of all history, and how absurd is the conception of
history held hitherto, which neglects the real relatIonships and
confines itself to high-sounding dramas of princes and states.
Civil
Society embraces the whole material intercourse of individuals within
a definite stage of the development of productive forces. It embraces
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the whole commercial and industrial life of a given stage and, in so
far, transcends the State and the nation, tllough, on the other hand
again, it must assert itselfin its foreign relations as nationality and
inwardly must organise itsel f as State.

3

Civil society in Gramscl

This briefanaJysis of the concept of civil society from the philosophers of
natural law to Marx" leads to the identification, which came about in
Marx., between civil society and the structural element Well, this
identification can be considered as the starting point to the analysis of the
concept of civil society in Gramsci, because - precisely in the
individuation of the nature of civil society and of its placement in the
system - Gramscfs theory introduces a profound innovation with
respect to the whole marxist tradition. Civil sQciety In Gramsci does not
belong 10 the slructural moment, bUilD the superstru£'tural Of/e, In spite
of the many analyses that have been made in these last years of
Gramsci's cO!x''ept of civil society, it seems to me that this fundamental
point, upon which the whole of Gramsci's conceptual system is based,
has not been sufficiently stressed, although a few studies have shown the
importance of the superstructural moment in this system. 11 It will be
sufficient to quote a famous extract from one ofthe most important te~ts
in the Prison N()rebtJQk.~ ,18
What we can do, for the moment, is to fix two major superstructural
'levcls': the one that can be called 'civil society', that is the ensemble
of organisms commonly called 'private', and that of 'political society'
or 'the State' These two levels correspond on the one hand to the
fundion of 'hegemony' which the dominant group exercises
throughout society and on the other hand to that of'direct
domination' or command exercised through the State and 'juridical'
government.

And he also adds to this a great historical example: for Gramsci, civil
society in the Middle Ages is the chUrch understood as
the
hegemonic apparatus of the ruling group. For the Jatter did not have its
own apparatus, i.e. did not have its own cultural and inteUectuaJ
organisation, but regarded the universaJ, ecclesiastical organisation as
being that,''' To paraphrase the passage of Marx quoted above it would
be tempting to say that for Gramsci civil society includes not 'the whole
of material relationships', but the whole of ideological-cultural
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relationl'; not 'the whole of commercial and industrial life', but the
whole of spiritual and intellectual life. Now, if it is true that civil society
is, as Marx says 'the real home, the theatre of all history' doesn'llhis
shift in the meaning of civil society in GranlSci induce us to ask the
queslion if, by any chance, he has placed 'the real home, the theatre of all
history' elsewhere? We can present the problem of the relations between
Marx (and Engels) and Gramsci in this clearer way as well both in
Marx and in Grarnsci, civil society, and not the state as in Hegel,
represents the active and positive moment of historical development.
Still, in Marx this active and positive moment is a structural moment,
while in Gramsci it is a superstructural one. In other words, what they
both stress is no longer the state, as Hegel had done concluding the
tradition of the philosophers of natural law. but civil society, meaning
that they entirely reversed, in a certain way, Hegel's conception. But
with the difference that Marx's reversal implies the transition from the
superstructural or conditioned moment to the structural or conditioning
one, while GralllSCi's reversal happens within the superstructure itself.
When one says that Gramsci's marxism consists in the revaluation of
civil society vis-a-vis the state, one neglects to mention what 'civil
society' means for Marx and Gramsci respectively. Let it be made clear
that witb this I do not want to deny Gramsci's marxism, but I want to
point out the fact that the revaluation of civil society is not what links
him to Marx, as a superficial reader might think, but what distinguishes
him from Marx.
In fact, contrary to what is commonly believed, Gramsci derives his
own concept of civil society not from Marx. but openly from Hegel.
though with a rather slanted or at least unilateral interpretation of his
thought. In a passage from Pas! and Presenl, Gramsci speaks of civil
society 'as Hegel understands it, and in the way in which it is often used
in these notes', and he immediately explains that be means civil society
'as the political and cultural hegemony of a social group on the whole of
society, as ethical content of the State' 20 This brief extract brings into
focus two very important points; 1 Gramsci claims that his concept of
civil society derives from Hegel's; 2 Hegel's concept of c..-ivil society as
understood by Gramsci is a superstructural concept. A great difficulty
arises from these two points: on the one side, Gramsci derives his thesis
on civil society from Hegel and sees it as belonging to the superstructural
moment and not to the structural one ~ but on the other hand, as we have
seen. Marx also refers to Hegel's civil society when be identifies civil
society with the whole of economic relations, that is with the structural
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moment. How can we explain this contrast? I think that the only
possible explanation is to be found in Hegel's Phil()sophy qfRight, where
civil society includes not only the sphere of economic relations, but
also their spontaneous or volulltary forms of organisation i.e. the
corporations and their first rudimentary rules in the poik.'C state, This
interpretation is enhanced by an extract where Gramsci enunciates the
problem of 'Hegel's doctrine of parties and associations as the private
woof of the State',21 and resolves it by observing that Hegel, stressing
particularly the importance of political and trade union associations though still with a vague and primitive conception of association, which
is historically inspired by a single example of organisation i.e. the
corporative one - surpasses pure constitutionalism (that is a state in
which individuals and the government are one in front of the other with
no intermediale society) and he 'theorized the parliamentary State with
its party system' U The assertion that Hegel anticipates the parliamentary
state with its party regime is inexact: H in Hegel's constitutional system,
which is limited only to the representation of interests and refuses
political representation,14 there is no room for a parliament composed of
representatives of the I)arties, but only for a lower corporative house
(alongside an upp~r hereditary house). But the brief annotation where
Gramsci, referring to Hegel, speaks of civil society as of 'the ethical
content of the State'zs is almost literally exact. literally exad, if we
r6l..'Ognise lhat Hegel's civil society, which Gramsci refers to, is not the
system of needs (from where Marx began), but is of economic relations,
but the institutions which rule them and which, as Hegel says, along
with the family, constitute 'the ethical root of the State, which is deeply
grounded in civil society '16 or from another extract 'the steady
foundations of the State', 'the corner stones of public freedom',27 In
short, the civil society which Gramsci has in mind; when he refers to
Hegel, is not the one of the initial moment, that is of the explosion of
contradictions which the Slate will have to dominate, but it is that of the
final moment, when the organisation and regulation of the various
interests (the corporations) provide the basis for the transition towards
the state. 28

4 The moment of dvll society In the relation suucture-saperstructllre
and leadershlp-dJctatorshlp
If Marx identifies civil society with structure, then the transference
operated by Gramsci of civil society from the field of structure to the one
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of superstructure, can only have a decisive influence on the gramscian
conception of the relations between structure and superstructure. The
problem of the relations between structure and superstructure in
Gramsci has not received up to now the attenlion it deserves, given the
importance that Gramsci himself gives to it. I think that to identify the
place of civil society allows us to adopt the right perspCf...iive tor a deeper
analysis. I cOllsider that there are essentially two fundamental differences
between Marx's and Gramsc::i's conceptions of the relations between
structure and superstructure.
First of all, of the two moments, although still considered in reciprocal
relations to each other, in l\1arx the former is the primary and
subordinating one, while the latter is the secondary and subordinate one.
This at least is the case as long as one refers strictJy·to the text. which is
fairly clear and does not question the motives. In Gramsci it is exactly
the opposite. We must not forget Marx's famous thesis in the Preface to
a Contributiun tu fhe CriJique of Political Ecollontv; 'The sum total of
these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of
society, the real foundation, on which rises a juridical and political
superstructure, and to which correspond determinate forms of social

consciousness?·
Gramsci was quite aware of the complexity of the relations between
structure and superstructure, and was always opposed (0 simplistic
deterministic interpretations. In an artic!e of 1918, be wrote: 30
Between the premise (economic structure) and the consequence
(political organization), relations are by no means simple and direct:
and it is not only by economic facts that the history of a people can be
documented. It is a complex and confusing task (0 unravel its causes
and in order to do so, a deep and widely diffused study of aU spiritual
and praclical activities is needed.
And the following extract already anticipated the problematic of his
N(}tebooks: 'it is not the economic structure which directly
determines the political action, but it is the interpretation of it and of the
so-called laws which rule its development' H In the Prison Notebook,,;
this relation is represented by a series of antitheses, among which the
following are the most important: economic moment/ethical-political
moment; necessity/freedom; objective/subjective. The most important
passage, in my opinion, is the following:)!
Pris01~

The tenn 'catharsis' can be employed to indk."ate the passage from the
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purely economic (or egoistic-passional) to the ethico-political
moment, that is the superior elaboration of the structure into
superstructure in the minds or men. This also means the passage from
. objective' to •subj~'tive' and from' necessity' to . freedom'
In each of these three antitheses, the term which indicates the primary

and subordinating moment is always the second one. It should be
observed that of the two supeJ1litructuraJ moments. that of consent and
that of force, one has a positive connotation while the other has a
negative one, and in this antithesis it is always the first moment that is
considered. The superstructure is the moment of catharsi.... that is the
moment in which necessity is resolved into liberty. understood, in a
hegelian way as the awareness of necessity. TIllS transformation comes
about 8S a consequence ofthe ethico-political moment. Necessity, which
is understood as the whole of material conditions which characterise a
particular historical situation. is assimilated to the historical past. which
is also considered as a part of the structure. H Both the historical past and
the existing social relations constitute the objective conditions w bicb are
recognised by the active historical subject which Gramsci identifies in
the collective wiU. It is only when the objective conditions have been
recognised that the active subje(..'l becomes free and is able to transform
reality. Furthermore, the very moment in which the material conditions
are reoogn~o;ed. they beoome degraded to an instrument for whatever end
is desired: 'Structure ceases to be an external force which crushes man,
assimilates him to himself and makes him passive; and is transformed
into a means of freedom. an instrument to create a Ilew ethical-political
form. and into a soW'ce of new initiatives',34 The relation between
slrut..'ture and superstructure. when considered from a naturalistic point
of view, is interpreted as a relation of cause-ctTecl. and it leads to
historical fatalism.l5 But, when considered from the point of view of the
active subject of history and of the collective will. it turns into a means
end relation. It is the active subject of history who recognises and
pursues the end. and who operates within the superstructural phase
using the structure itself as an instrument. Therefore, the structure is no
longer the subordinating moment of history, but it beoomes the
subordinate one. The conceptual transition of the structuresupel'5tructure antithesis can be schematically summarised in the following points: the ethical-pofWcaJ moment, being the moment of freedom
undeJ1lilood as consciou.'lnElSS of flt'c('sslty (that is of material conditions).
dominates the economic moment through the recognition of objeclivi(~'
4
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by the active subject of bistory. It is through this recognition that the
material condft/(J1I.'i are resolved into an in.~trument of action and with
this the de.'iired aim is reached.
In the second place. Grarmci adds to the principal antithesis between
structure and superstructure a secondary one, which develops within the
sphere of the superstructure between the moment of civil society and the
moment of the state. J & Of these two terms, the first is always the positive.
moment and the second is always the negative one. This is clearly shown
in the list of opposites where Gramsci comments on Guicciardini'S
statement that the state absolutely needs arms and religion:"
Guicciardini's formula can be translated by various other, less drastic
formulae: force and consent; coercion and persuasion; slate and
church; political society and civil society; politics and morality
(Croce's ethical-political history); law and freedom; order and selfdiscipline; or (with an implicit judgment of somewhat libertarian
flavour) violence and fraud.
Gramsci certainly referred to Marx 's conception of the state when, in
one of his letters from prison (that of the 7 September 1931), he said. on
the subject of his research on intellectuals. that: II
This research will also concern the concept ofthe Srate, which is
usually thought ofas poIlticaJ society - i.e., a dictatorship or some
other coercive apparatus used to control the masses in conformity
with a given type ofprociuction and economy - and not as a balance
between political society and cjvil society.
It is true that in Marx's thought, the state - even though understood
exclusively as a coercing force - does not occupy the superstructural
moment on its own, and lhat this moment embraces the ideologies as
well. But it is also true that in the above quoted extract from the preface
to A Contribution 10 the Critique Polilim/ Economy (which was wellknown to Gram.~i and to which he could have found a confirmation in
the first part ofthe Germallideology, if ever be could have known id.!'
i~logies always come alter inshlutions, as a ·secondary moment within
the snme secondary moment, because they are considered as
posthumous and mystified-mystifying justifications of class domination.
This thesis of Marx had had an authoritative interpretation, at least in
Italian theoretical marxism, in the work of Labriola. Labriola had
explained that the economic structure determines iii the /U'st place alld
dire,·tJ)' the rules and the forms of subjection between men, that is tbe

or
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law (the ethics) and the state. and in the second piacl' lwd indireclly the
objects of imngination and thought, in the production of religion and of
science. 40 In Gramsci, the relation between institutions and ideologies is
inverted, even within the scheme of a reciprocal action: the ideologies
become the primary moment of history. and the institutions the
secondary one. Once the moment of civil society is considered as the
moment in which the transition from necessity to freedom takes place,
the ideologies, which have their historical roots in civil society, are no
longer seen just as a posthumous justification of a power which has been
formed historically by material conditions, but are seen as forces capable
of creating a new history and of collaborating in the formation of a
new power, rather than to justify a power which has already been
established.
3 HistorIographical and practico-political use of the concept of civIl
society

The really singular position that civil society has in Gramsci's conceptual
s}'Stem causes not one, but two inversions as regards the traditional
interpretation of the thought of Marx and Engels: the firSl consists in the
prevalence of the superstructure over the structure; whereas the second
consists in the prevalence, within the superstructure itself, of the
ideological moment over the institutional moment As regards the simple
dichotomy civil society-state, which has become the current conceptual
scheme for the historical interpretations of Marx, GranlSci's scheme is
more complex. In fact, it makes use - although the re.'lOOr might not
always realise it two dichotomies which only partially overlap: the
one between necessity and freedom, which corresponds to the
dichotomy between structure and superstructure; and the one between
force and consent, which corresponds to the dichotomy between
institutions and ideologies. In this more complex scheme. civil society is
both the active moment (as opposed to passive) of the [lISt dichotomy,
and the positive moment (as opposed to negative) of the second
dichotomy. It seems to me that this is the real core of his system.
This interpretation can be proved by observing the consequences that
GranlSc1 draws from his frequent and varied use of the two dichotomies
in his reflections from prison. I think that it would be useful and give a
clearer understanding if we were to distinguish two different uses oftbe
dichotomies; a merely historiographic one, where the dichotomies are
used as canons of historical interpretation-explanation; and a more
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directly practico-political one, where the same dichotomies are used as
criteria to distinguish what must be done from what must not be done.
In general, I think we can say that in Gramsci's historiographic use,
the first dichotomy. the one between the economic moment and the
ethico-political moment, serves to individuate the essential elements of
the historical process; the second dichotomy, the one between the ethical
and the politi("-al moment, serves to distinguish the phases of a.~ent and
the phases of decline along the process of history, according to the
prevalence of the positive moment or the negative one. In other words,
moving from the central concept of Gramsci 's thought, that of . hi~torical
bloc' - by which Gramsci means the totality of a historical sit!Jation,
which includes both the structural and the superstructural element - the
first dichotomy serves to define and to delimit a determinate historical
bloc. while the second one serves to distinguish a progressive historical
bloc from a regressive one. Let me give some examples: the first
dichotomy is the conceptual instrument with which Gramsci singles out
the Moderate Party and not the Action Party as the movement which led
to the unification of Italy (this is one of the fundamental themes of the
notes on the Risorgimento); the second dichotomy explains the crisis of
Italian society after the First World War. where the dominant class had
ceased to be the leading class; a crisis which, because of the fracture
between rulers and ruled. can be resolved 'only by the pure exercise of
force' 41 The major symptom of the crisis. that is of the dissolution of a
historical bloc, consists in the fact that it is no longer able to attract the
inteUectuals, who are the protagonists of civil society: the traditional
intellectuals preach morals and the untraditional ones build up utopias;
in other words. neither have any link with reality U
Under the practical aspect, that is of political action, the use which
Gramsci makes of the first dichotomy constitutes the grounds for his
continued polemics against economism, that is against the claim to
resolve the historical problem which tbe oppressed class has to face.
operating exclusively within the sphere of economic relations and of (he
antagonistic forces that they generate (the trade unions). The use of the
second dichotomy is one of the greater, if not the greatest, source of
reflection from the Prison Notebooks, where the stable conquest ofpower
by the subordinate classes is always considered as a function of the
translormatioll which must first be operated in civil society. The two
directions towards which Gramsci's criticism. moves can be explained
only through a complete understanding of the idea that the two
dichotomies continually overlap. His criticism is against taking into
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aC(;Ount the structure only, becalLc;e this leads the working class towards
a sterile and unresolved class struggle, and it is also against considering
the negative moment of the superstructure only, because this too does
not lead to a stable and resolute conquest. This battle on two fronts tak.es
place once again in civil society One front is concerned with the
supersession of the material conditions which operate within the
structure; the other presents a false resolution of these conditions (Le.
one which would be pure domination without consent). An improper
use, or no use at all of one or other element of the dichotomy leads to
two opposite errors in theory: the confusion between civil society and
structure generates the error of trade unionism; the confusion between
civil society and political socIety generates that of idolatry ofthe state.'J

6 Political leadership and cullura) leadership
While the first polemic against economism is connected to the theme of
the parly, the second one against dictatorship
which is not
accompanied by a reform of civil society - brings forward the theme of
hegemony. The analyses which have just been made put us in the best
position to understand that the themes of the party and of hegemony
occupy a central place in Gramsci's conception of society and of the
political struggle. They are, in fact. two elements of civil society, oppOsed
both to the structure inasmuch as it represents a superstructural
moment, and to the negative moment of the force-state inasmuch as it
represents a positive moment of the superstructure_ Party and hegemony
- along with the theme of the inteUectuals which is connected to both are the two major themes of the Pri.wm Notebooks and. at the same time,
they are the ones which allow a comparison between Gramsci and
Lenin.

During the elaboration of the concept of hegemony, which Gramsci
carried out in his reflections from prison, he frequently paid hornage to
Lenin, whom he saw as a theorist of hegemony. 44 But he does not realise
generally that the term 'hegemony' does not belong to Lenin's us~a1
language, while it is a characteristic of Stalin's who, if we can say so,
has virtually sanctified it. Lenin preferred to speak of ieaderJIhip
(ru!wvod.sfI'O) and of leader (rukModiten. In one of his rare passages
where the term holder ~r hegemony (gegemon) appears, it is clearly used
as a synonym for leader.'s The term 'hegemony' and the words tbat have
derived trom it, appeared quite late in Gramsci's language 1.00, in the two
works of 1926 (in Letter to tlze Cefllrai Committee q( the Soviet
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Commllnist farty and in the unfinished essay 'Alcuni temi della
Questione Meridionale'),t6 that is in his last works before the Prison
No/ebooks. On the contrary, it is used very seldom in the works which
are direcUy inspired by Lenin, that is in the ones from 1911 to J 924.47
However, what we are mostly interested in is the conceptual problem
and not the linguistic one. From the conceptual point of view. the same
term 'hegemony' no longer bas in the Frison NOlebook~ (and in the
l.etll'rs) the same meaning as in the two works of 1926. In these the term
is used - and confOl'ms to the prevailing official meaning of the Soviet
texts - to indicate the alliance between the work.ers and the peasants,
that is with the meaning of po/itic(I/ iemlersilip, U while in the former
texis it also generally acquires the meaning of 'cultural leadership' ., It is
with this change of meaning that the Originality of Gramsci's thought
lies. This change has been generally and erroneously neglected, so that
now, in spite of the homage paid by Gramsci to Lenin as the theorist of
hegemony in the present day debate over marxism, it is not lenin who is
the pre-eminent theorist of hegemony, but it is Gramsci himself.
Schematically, the ch.'l.nge took place through an inadvertent and yet
important distinction between a narrower meaning, Where hegemony
means political leadership (this is the meaning one finds in Gramsci's
works of 1926, and it al~-o prevailed in the tradition of Soviet marxism),
as well as a wider meaning, according to which it also means cultural
leadership. I have said 'also', because in the Prisoll Notebooks the second
meaning does not e~clude, but it includes and integrates the first one. In
the opening pages, which are dedicated to the modern Prince (heading
the Notes on Machio\'cll;), Gramsci proposes two fundamental themes
for studying the modern party; one on the formation of the 'collective
will' (which is the theme of political leadership). and the other on 'moral
and intellectual reform' (which is the theme of culturalleadership).50 I
insist on these two different meanings of hegemony because, in my
opinion, a comparison between Lenin and the official leninism on tbe
one side, and of Gramsci on the other, can lead to a profitable resuJt only
if we understand that the concept of hegemony, in the passage from one
author to the other, has become wider, so that it includes the moment of
cultural leadership. And it is also necessary to recognise that by 'cultuml
leadership' Gramsci means the introduction of a 'reform', in the Mrong
meaning which this term has when it refers to a transformation of
customs and culture, in opposition to the weak meaning which the term
has acquired in the political use (the same as the difference between
'reformer' and 'reformisf).
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We could say that in Lenin the meaning of political leadership
prevails, while in Gramsci the one of cultural leadership docs; but we
should add that this prevalence has two different aspectc;:
a

b

For Gratnsci. the moment of force is instrumental, and therefore
subordinated to the moment of hegemony, while for Lenin. in the
works he wrote during [he Revolution. dictatorship and hegemony
proceed together, and anyhow the moment of force is the primary
and decisive one.
For Gramsci, the conquest of hegemony precedes the conquest of
power, while for Lenin the former accompanies the latter, or at least
follows it. SI

But, even though these two differences are important and based on their
texts, they are not essential. They can both be explained by the great
diversity of the hisiorical situations in which the two theories were
elaborated: Lenin's theory, during the struggle; and Gramsci's theory,
during the retreat after the defeat. The essential difference, in my
opinion. is another; it is not a difference of more or less, before or after,
but it is a qualitative difference. I mean that the difference does not lie in
the relation between the moments of hegemony and dictatorship, but independently from the different conception of this relation. which can
be explained historically - it lies in the extensioll, and therefore in the
function of this concept in the two systems respectively. As regards the
extension, Gramsci's hegemony includes. as we have seen, both the
moment of political leadership and the moment of cultural leadership.
Therefore it embraces, as its own bearers, not only the party, but all the
other institutions of civil society (in Gramsci's meaning of the term)
which have some connection with the elaboration and diffusion of
culture. n As regards the function, hegemony not only aims at the
formation of a collective will, capable of creating a new state apparatus
and of transforming society, but it also aims at elaborating and
propagating a new conception of the world. In short, Gramsci's theory
of hegemony is not only connected to a theory of the party and of the
state, or to a new conception of the party and of the state, and it not only
aims at political education, but it also includes, in all its forms. the new
and wider conception of civil society understood as a superstructural
primary moment.
This clarifies the importance of civil society in Gram.'>Ci·s system. The
resolutive function which Gramsci sees in hegemony vis-d-vis mere
domination, reveals the pre-eminenl position of civil society. which is
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the mediating moment between the structure and the secondary
superstnJctural moment. Hegemony is the moment of junction between
determinate obje<.:tive conditions and the actual domination of a leading
group: this junction comes about in civil society. As we have seen, in
Gramsci onl}', and not in Marx, this moment of junction has an
autonOrtlQUS space in the system, for it is placed. in civil society So. in the
same way. in Gramsci only, and not in Lenin. the moment of hegemony.
which is widened to occupy the autonomOliS space of civil society.
acquires a new dimension and a broader content ,51
7 Civil society and the end oftbe state
The end of the state is the last of Gramsci's themes where the concept of
civil society has a primary role. The withering away of the state in a
society without class divisions is a constant theme in the works which
Lenin wrote during the Revolution and, at the same time, it is an ideal
borderline of orthodox marxism. In the Prison Notebooks, which were
written when the new state had already been solidly founded, this theme
does appear, but only in a marginal way. In most of the rare passages
which mention (he end of the state. it is conceived as a 'reabsorption of
politi,,"al society in civil society' j . The society without a state, which
Gramsci calls 'regulated society' comes from the enJarging of civil
society and, therefore, of the moment of hegemony. until it eliminates all
the space which is occupied by political society, The states which have
existed until now are a dialectical unity of civil society and political
sociery, of hegemony and dominion. The social class, which will succeed
in making its own hegemony so universal that the moment of coercion
will become superfluous, wilJ have achieved the conditions for the
transition to a regulated society. 10 one of the passages mentioned,
'regulated society' is even used as synonymous of civil society (and also
of ethical state),H that is a.o;; civil society freed from political society. Even
jfit is only a matter of a difJerent sfress and not of contrast. we could say
that in the theory of Marx and Engels, which was received and divulged
by l.enin. the movement which leads to the withering away of the state
is essentiaUy a structural one (supersession of the antagonism between
classes until the classes themselves are suppressed), while in Gramsci it is
principaUy a superstructural process (enlargement of civil society until its
universaIisation). In Marx and Engels, lhe two terms of the antithesis
are: society wilh classes! society without classes; in Gramsci they are
civil society witll political society I civil society without political society,
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The fact (which I have often repeated) that civil society is a mediating
element between the structure and the negative moment of the
superstructure, brings an important consequence as regards the
dialectical process which leads to the withering away of the state; where
the terms are only two, that is civil society-state, the final moment (that is
the society without dassel,) is the third tenn of the dialectical process i.e.
the negation of the negation; where the tenns are already three. the final
moment is attained by a strengthening of the intermediate term. It is
significant that Gramsci does not speak of supersession (or of
suppression), but of reabsorption.
At the beginning of tbe nineteenth century. as I have already said, the
first thoughts about the Industrial Revolution led to an inverted
conception of the relation between society and state. It is a cliche thut, in
the works of the philosophers of natural law, the theory of the state is
directly influenced by a pessimistic or optimistic conception of the Slate
of nature; whoever considers the state of nature as evil, sees the state as
an innovation; whoever considers the state of nature as fundamentally
good, sees the state more as a restoration. This interpretative scheme can
be applied to the political writers of the nineteenth century, who invert
the relation society-state by seeing, concretely, the pre-state society in the
industrial (bourgeois) society. There are some, like Saint-Simon, who
move from an optimistic conception of industrial (bourgeois) society;
and others like Marx, who move from a pessimistic conception. For the
first group. the withering away of the state will be a natural and peaceful
consequence of lhe development of the society of producers; for the
others, an absolute reversal will be necessary, and society without the
state will be the effect of a true and real qualitative change. Saint-Simon's
scheme of evolution foresees the tran8ition from a military society to an
industrial one; Marx's scheme, on the other hand, foresees the transition
from capitalistic (industrial) society to socialist (industrial) society.
Gramsci's scheme is undoubtedly the second one of the two
mentioned above. But, in Gramsci's scheme, civil society comes in as a
third term, after its identification, no longer with the state of nature, nor
with industrial society, nor generally with pre-state society, but with the
moment of hegemony. that is with one of the two moments of the
superstructure (the moment of consent as opposed to the moment of
force). ll1is introduction seems to draw Gramsci's scheme nearer to the
first of the two mentioned above, because in the first scheme the state
disappears following the withering away of civil society, that is through
a process which is of reabsorption rather than of supersession. Yet, the

G,.amsci alld the conception qf cia'il socie(v

43

dj!ferent meaning which Gramsci gives to civil society prevents us from
interpreting it rather too simply. Against the tradition which expre.'iied
the old antithesis state of nature-civil state into the antithesis civil
society~tate. Gramsci expresses another great historical antithesis. that
is the one between the church (broadly speaking, the modem church is
the party) and the stale. into the antithesis civil society-political society.
So when Gramsci speaks of the absorption of political society in civil
society. he does not intend to refer to the whole historical process, but
only to the process which takes place within the superstructure, which,
in turn and in the last instance is conditioned by changes in the structure.
So. it is absorption ofpoliticaJ society in civil society, but also at the same
time, transfonnation of the economic structure. which is dialectically
connected to the transformation of civil society.
In this case too. for an articulated interpretation of Gramsci's
conceptual system, it is necessary to understand that 'civil society' is one
of the two terms. not of only one antithesis, but of two different
antitheses, which are interwoven and which only partially overlap. If we
look at civil society as the close of the structure-superstructure
antithesis, tbe end of the state is the overcoming of the superstructural
moment in which civil society and political society are in reciprocal
equilibrium; if we look. at civil society as a moment of the superstructure, the end of the state is a reabsorption of political society in
civil society. The apparent ambiguity is due to the real complexity of the
historical bloc, as Gramsci conceived it. That is. it is due to the fact that
civil society is a constitutive moment of two different processes, which
happen interdependently but without overlapping: the process which
moves from the structure to the superstructure. and the one which takes
place within the superstructure itself. The new historical bloc will be the
one where this ambiguity as well will be resolved by the elimination of
dualism in the superstructural sphere. In Gramsci's thought, the end of
the state consists precio>ely in this elimination.

Notes
This chapter was originally published in Gramsci e Ja cul/llra rontemporarea;
Am del C()/lI'cgllf} flltemuzicmaie Of Studi Gran~cja"i, Editeri Riuniti. Rome.
1968. It was translated info'English by Carroll Mortcra. The text whicb is DOW
being published only differs from the one presented at the Congress of Cagliari
in that it has had a few formal corrections. I particularly wanted to clarify or
strengthen several sentences from which some critics, especially Jacques Texier,
had understood that my intention was to see Gramsci as an anti-Marx. I SlUM.
however. thaI the content has remained the same.
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48 'It is the principle and practice of hegemony of the proletariat that are
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workers and peasants that are disturbed and placed in danger' (Dlwmila
pagi"e di Gram.~ci, vol. I, p. 824); 'The pmletarillt can become the leading
and dominant class to the extent that it Sllccet:ds in creating a system of class
alliances. etc.' (Dur:mila /Nlglnl'dl Gramsci, vol. I, p. 799). English
transJations in Antonio Gramsci, Selections/rom Politlcaf Writi'!gs 1921-16,
trans. and ed. Q. Hoare. London, Lawrence & Wishart. 1978. pp. 43 1.443
respectively.
49 Le/rere llal Carcere, p 616: 'The moment o[ hegemony or of (.'Ultural
leadership'. Also 'intellectual and moralleadet'ship' (// Ri.wrgimrmfo, Turin.
Einaudi, 1949, p. 70, Prkon Notebol.lk~, p. 59).
50 Mac/,iaW!lIi, pp. 6-8.
51 Jam referring to the well·known extracts where Gramsc! explains the
success of the politics of the moderales during the Risorgimento (Ii
Rilwrgimt:nto. pp. 7(}-2). fo'or Lenin, the passaie from the PoliUm/ Reptm at
the Eleventh Congress ofthe Party (1922) is very important, the one where
he oornplains about UlO inferiority of communist culture compared to Ihat of
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the defeated, tbey impose their own culture on them; if the contrary is true,
the defeated ones impose their own culture onto the conquerors' (Lenin.
ColI(!~/ed Works. vol. 33, London, Lawrence & Wishart, 1966, p. 262).
52 Let/ere dai Care·ere. p. 481. where he speaks of 'hegemony of a social group
over the whole of national society, which is carried out through the socalled private organisms. such as the church, the trade unions, the schools,
etc.'
S.l We can find two decisive proofs of this new dimension and of this broader
subje<=t in the way in which Gramsci deals with the problem of the active
subjects of hegemony (the intellectuals), and in the way he understands the
content of the new hegemony (the theme of the' nation-popular·l. But
beCause these are two very broad subjects, I will keep to these two
ob~ervations only:
a) Gramsci is certainly inspired by Lenin in his reRections on the new
intellectual, who must be identified with the leader ohhe party. Still, as
regards the problem of the intellectuals, his thought cannot be understood if
we miss its connection with the discussion on the funt."tion ofthe
intellectuals, which began very dramatically in about the 19305. during the
years of the great political and economic crisis (Benda. 1927; Mannheim,
1929; Ortega, 19JO),even if Gramsci's constant interlocutor is Benedetto
Croce alone.
b) With the reflection on the 'nation-popular'. a characteristic subject of the
historiography of opposition of the anti-history of Italy, Gramsci connects
the problem of social reyolution with the problem of Italian revolution. The
problem of the inteUectual and moral reform accompanies the reflections on
the history of ItaJy, from the Renaissance to tbe Risorgintento. and it has a'i
its flrst interlocutors mainly MaChiavelli, as regards the first problem, and
Gioberti (the importaJlce of whose research on Gramsci's sources has only
been stressed by Asor Ro.~ as regards the set:ond problem.
S4 Machiavelli, pp. 94. 130, Pr''ltJfl NOlebook.~, pp. 2S3, 261. lt'lll Maler[all'lnlO
SlOrlt'o. p. 7S, he only speaks orthe 'disappearance of political society' and
oUbe 'coming ora regulated society' In adilferent way, in Letteredal
Ccm:er"(, p. 160, the party is described as 'the instrument for the transition
from civil-political society to "regulated society", because it absorbs both in
order to overcome them.
5S Mach/avelfl. p. 132, Pri'ltJn NOlebook.'!, p. 263.
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Gramsci, theoretician of the
superstructures
On the concept of civil society

1

Jacques Texier

'lbree rundamelltal requirements
It is usually maintained that Gramsci made an original contribution to
the development of historical materialism through his elaboration of the
concept of the relations between infrastructure and superstructures,
Such a view would appear to be quite justified,
To be more specific about the direction in which development
occurred, it can be added that the conception of the relations between
infrastructure and sUperstructures enables Gramsci to form a concrete
idea of historical dialectics through an analysis of the origin and
development of superstructural historical activities in given infrastructural conditions up to the decisive moment of the 'overthrow of
praxis' or re.volution in social relations,1
The development of historical materialism, therefore, took the shape
of an eradication of all residues of historical determinism and all
economic determinism in particular.)
Gramsci attributed a precise meaning to Marx's phrase that it is men
who make history in specific conditions, by analysing all the moments
and phases of the process by which men become aware in the ideological
sphere of the historical tasks they must solve and at the same tl.me
develop, in the sphere of organisation. the institutions which will enable
them to pursue these struggles 'to the end',·
It can therefore be said that Gramsci was the theoretician of the
superstructures, in other words. of political science, of the relations
between civil society and the state, of the struggle for hegemony and the
seizure of power, ofthe moments of consensus and force, of the relations
between ethico-poJitical and economico-political history. and lastly. that
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he was the theoretician of the function of the 'intellectuals' and the
political party.!
This development which engendered the theory of superstructures
was achieved by Gramsci on the basis on the leninist theory and practice
of revolution,' as welJ as his own experience as a revolutionary leader,'
but also through a critical reflexion on the crocesn theory that history is
ethioo-political. 1
The concepts of hegemony and civil society, therefore, appear to be
important moment.~ in the theory of superstructures and it is essential to
attempt a precise definition of their theoretical content which is not easy
to grasp. But if we are to have some chance of succeeding, it would
appear opportune to remind ourselves at the outset of certain elementary
facts which are readily apparent in the Prison Nolebf}ub. 9
First, the concepts which denote a moment or an aspect of historical
reality are inseparable from the concepts which designate the opposite
but complementary aspect of that reality. In contrast to the state,
understood in the narrow sense of government apparatus, stands civil
society, in the sense of hegemonic apparatus of the ruling class; in
contrast to tbe moment of for<""e and dictatorship there is the moment of
persuasion and consent, and in contrast to the moment of economicopolitical struggle which transforms the infrastrU(;turc, stands the
moment of cultural or druco-political expansion, etc,
Ln the theory of
superstructures, civil society cannot be separated from poiitimi wciety or
.~tate in the narrow sense: the state in its 'integral sense' is, says Gramsci.
'dictatorship plus hegemony'IO or again,'
by "State" should be
understood not only the apparatus of government, but also the "private"
apparatus of "hegemony" or civil society.'11
On the other hand, the theory of 9uperstru(...1ures is itself part of a
wider complex which aims to take account of the living dialectic of
history in its totality (the 'integral' and not the partial history, says
Gramsci. of economic forces aJone or the moment of ethico-political
expansion alone). The tbeory of superstructures is, therefore, also a
theory of the relations between infrastructure and superstructW'es, the
theory oftheir unity, and of the 'historical bloc' which they comprise.1:
Without the theory of the 'historical bloc' and the unity of economy
and culture and culture and politics which results from it. the gramscian
theory ofsuperslructures would 110t be marxist. His 'historicism' would
go no further than the tmtoricism of Croce. If, in his attempt to think the
moment of historical Initiative, Gramsci had neglected the infrastructural
conditions from which the tasks to be solved stem and on the basis of
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which the 'historical movement' arises, he would simply have been
reiterating Croce, and his conception of historical dialectics would
consequently have remained speculative or "disembodied' 13
We shall, therefore, posit that if the authentic ideas of Gramsci on the
concepts of hegem()lIY and civil sociely are to be reinstated. a certain
number of fundamental requirements which are inherent to his
methodology lUust be respected.
The first consists in starting out from the basis of the concept of the
'historical bloc' to reach an understanding of the dialectical unity of
infrastructure and superstructures, [he passage from the economic to the
political moment and therefore, the birth of the 'historic.'l1 movement'
and its development up to the moment of the 'overthrow of praxis' and
ethioo-politica1 expansion. This principle holds good for all moments of
superstructural activity and is, therefore. applicable to the concepts of
hegemony and civil society. In gramscian terms we would say that it is
theoretical nonsense to separate quality from quantity, liberty from
nece5Sity, ideology from economy 14
Failure to observe this requirement will result in upsetting 'the unity
of the real process of history" and in separating in the most absurd way
the 'form' and the '(.'Ontent' of his[orical dialectics. It will, therefore, lead
to a 'de-realisation' of the superstructures and the ideologies which
would in fact be nothing more than 'appearances' or 'individual whims'
if their economico-social content did not give them the 'organicity'
which forms the basis oftheir 'historical rationality' and consequently of
their efficacity. J5
Failure to observe this fundamental requirement leads, acmrding to
the general direction prevailing, to two erroneous conceptions. namely
'economism' and 'ideologism': in the one case the mechanical causes are
overestimated and in the other the voluntarist and individual element is
given excessive imporlance. 16
At the political level we shall, therefore, be faced either with the
opportunism and political subordination which go hand in hand with
'economism' or with the inconsistent programmes ~d political
adventurism which accompany 'ideologism', or else with an amalgam of
the two tendencies. 11
The second fundamental requirement concerns not the relation
between superstructures and infrastructure within the 'historical bloc',
but the relationship between the different aspects or moments of
superstructural activity. This superstructural historical activity comprises two contrary aspects which may be designated by various
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terms: coercion and persuasion. force and consensus, domination and
leadership, dictatorship and hegemony, political society and civil society.
etc.
There can be no doubt that it is possible, useful and necessary to
establish this distinction between the two moments, aspects or phases of
superstrocturaI activity; the essential point is to agree on the nature of
this distinction. Gramsci himself formulated what we shall pose as the
second fundamental requirement by very clearly indicating that a
'methodological distinction' should nol be confused with an 'organic
distinction' The dis/inc/ioTl between the moment of force (political
society) and of consensus (civil society) is a practical canon of research,
an instrument permitting a better analysis of an organic reality in which
it is radically impossible to separate these two moments. 'In actual
reality' says Gramsci, 'civil society and state arc identified'if
In terms Gramsci borrows from Croce, the second fundamental
requirement can also be formulated by posing the unity of the ethicopolitical and economico-political momento; and by refusing to separate
'the ethico-political aspect of politics' (the theory of hegemony and
consensus) from the 'aspect of force and the economy' U
Though it is useful to distinguish between these two facets of politics
(force and consensus) or of the state in the integral sense (political society
and civiJ society) either in the sphere of historiographical research or in
that of action, we should not lose sight of the fact that in reality Gramsci
integrates them within the superior term of pOlitics or the slate In 'lte
ifllegrai SRn')e.

It is perhaps useful to indicate that we come face to face with the cause
ofagood many misunderstandings ill the dual meaning of such terms as
politics or slale in Gramsei's texts. There is the narrow everyday sense in
which the state signifies apparatus of government and politics signifies
violence and force and then there is the wider sense proposed by
Gramsci in which the state is the apparatus of government and
apparatus of hegemony and in which politics is r...'OCccion and persuasion.
This is the source of the surprise occasioned by Gramsci's identification
of politics and philosophy wherein one fears a pretext may be found for
all the unfortunate instrumcntalisations of the theory. Such fears are
u~ustified, yet it is no more legitimate to present a diametrical
opposition between 'culture' (intellectual and moral activity) and
'politics' (relations between the forces present) as the es..'Ience of
Gramscj's thought. For, in fact. what we find in Gramsci is an attempt to
grasp the underlying unity of these two moments and thus to arrive at a
new concept of politics. An opposition of such a kind, with the mistrust
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of all political organisations it implie~ would lead to a curious way of
conceiving the struggle of the working class to win hegemony in civil
society. It would not be surprising if it led to the following formula: to
win hegemony, the proletariat must transform the revolutionary party
into a House of Culture!
Before going on to formulate the third general principle that we shall
need for an examination of Gramsci's notion of civil society and of the
interpretation of Gramsci's ideas that Professor Bobbio believes can be
deduced from it, it will be useful to consider for a moment the organic
relationship which exists between the two principles we have nlready
pinpointed. Is it nol possible to assert that the unity of force and
consensus, of dictatorship and hegemony at the level of superstructural
activities (second principle) flows from the unity of superstructures and
infrastructure within the 'historical bloc' (first principle)? To show this,
one need only recall that the social relations of production which
comprise the infrastructure imply a confrontation between fundamental
classes whose interests are opposed and that, as a result of the
superstructural activities which take place in the historical movement to
resolve the contradictions of the social mode of material production, can
onJy represent an element of radical struggle to conquer the adversary
(the moment of dictatorship). This will be the case so long as humanity
remains embedded in its prehistory.
As for our third principle. it can be introduced by recalling that the
IIflity of superstructures and infrastructllfc can only be a process in
which the sole agent is human activity in its various forms. This process
is historical dialectics collSidered as a whole and which Gramsci
describes in philosophical terms as the passage from the objective to the
subjective, from qualltity to quality. from necessity to liberty. It results,
periodically, i.n an 'overthrow of praxis' and in a novel historical
synthesis when the development of soc;a1 productive fotces and the
political initiative of men have created all the conditions which in fact
make the 'p~ible' real. The infrastructure, objective base and point of
departure of men '5 political initiative, and the origin of the
contradiction5 which have to be resolved, is itself [he result, at a given
historical moment, of the creativity of social work, but its 'efficacity'
would be non-existent without the elaboration that these 'mechanical'
force:; experienced at the levels of ideology and organisation. 20
This conception of historical dialectics throws a new light on the
thesis of the unity of infrastructure and superstructure which destroys all
epiphenomena list reduction and all voluntarist inflation of ideology. It
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showS us on what conditions the superstructural moments of force and
persuasion base their historical validity and rationality in order to
becOme etfective.
On the part of the historian or philosopher who deals with it, it
demands an aptitude foc dialectical thought which, clearly, is not a
natural gift. It introduces into knowledge a new principle of intelligibility
which Hegel expressed in his way, but which Marx conceptualises in the
The.w!s on FeUE'rbacll. It can be summarised. as Gramsci frequently does,
by saying that the 'person educated' educates the 'educator' or that the
'educator' needs 'to be educated'
Basically, it needs to be understood that man is the product of the
histor)' which he produces as much by his work as by his political
initiative, or. in marxist language, that the change in circumstances and
the cbange in human activity 'coincide' and that this coincidence is a
self-change which can only be rationally understood as revolutionary
practice. 21
We shall have to consider the question of whether the theoretica1
deductions of Professor Bobbio as regards Gramsci's conception of civil
society conform at. all to this third principle.

The relation between infrastructure and superstructures in Marx and

Gramsci
It is Professor Bobbio's aim to highlight the originality of Gramsci's
conception of history and society, starting from an analysis of the notion
of 'Civil Sociely' in the Prison Nott'bo(Jk.... The central question is,
therefore, the relations between Gramsci and Marx and it can be
summed up simply by asking whether Gramsci is a marxist or else
whelher his 'originality' does not lie, on the contrary, in what separates
him from Marx.
It is, therefore, not simply a matter of l.erminoJogy but of basic
principles. The fact. for instance, that Gram.sci docs not use the
expression 'civil society' in the same way as Marx does is not decisive in
itself. What has to be discovered is whether this difference in usage
reveals a substantial dilference. n We shall see in fact that, according to
Bobbio, the ditference in terminology does indeed betoken a substantial
diffeJence between Marx and Gram.<ici.
It is in fact possible, aocording to him, to identify two 'inversions' in
GranlSci with respect to the usual reading of Marx and Engels :2) , the
first consists in the prevalence of the superstructure over the structure;
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whereas the second consists in the prevalence, within the superstructure
itself. ofthc ideological moment Over the institutional moment' (Bobbio
p. 36). We shall deal with the 'second inversion' in the third part of this
article ill which we shall examine Gramsci's notion of 'Civil Society'. Let
us now look at the first 'inversion', which has a bearing upon the
relation between infrastructure and superstructures.
'Of the two moments
in Marx the fonner is the primary
subordinating one, while the latter is the secondary and subordinate one.
In Grnmsci, it is precisely the opposite' <ibid., p. 33). For Gramsci, in
fact - and this is what would appear to constitute its theoretical
originality
the infrastructure, from being originally a conditioning
moment of history, is transformed into a conditioned moment (ibid.,
p,34). In order to express his idea of Gramsci's 'inversion' of
infrastlucture-superstructure relations and the privileged status of the
latter with respect to the former ('prlvllegiamento della Sov,.a.~trultllra
ri.~petfQ alia .VlrutIUra'), Professor Bobbio resorts to a series of oPJXJsitcs:
'primary 'I 'secondary " 'conditioning'l 'conditioned " '.~ubordjnanle'l
'.';ubordi"nto', whose precise meaning is indicated by the adjectives
'active' and 'positive' lbis is the case in the following assertion: 'In
Marx this active and positive moment is a structural moment; in
Gramsci it is superstructural' (ibid., p. 3 J).
One could, of course, ask what exactly these quotations m('an. Is this
really an argument on Gramsci's conception of history or is it rather a
way of saying - in an inadequate way - that Marx devoted the essential
portion of his intellectual power to studying the economico-social
formation and Oramsci his powers to the study of superstructural
formations '! To which it might be added that by elaborating his theory of
superstructures Gramsci elucidated their active character in historical
dialectics more than all the marxists who preceded him.
In fact this hYPOlhesis will have to be abandoned. The author links
together his propositions with great logical rigour; it is theses which arc
at issue here and not divergences in terminology And the various theses
are perfectly coherent. Take for instan~ the assertion that in Gramsci a
theoretical condition of the active character of the superstructures is an
inversion of the relation established by Marx between infrastructure and
superstructures, and supposes a mechanistic interpretation of Marx
himself. It clearly calls for a certain 'boldness' to put forward an
interpretation of this kind nowadays. Knowledge of marxism has
progressed. Yet it is lhis kind of reading which the author - very
'logically' - suggests. According to him the concept of 'reflection' and
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ideological 'justification' of what is, represents the sole content that
Marx and the marx.ist tradition would ascribe to the notion of
superstructure. 2'
The thesis becomes clear when, having stated, with the text in front of
him. thai for Gramsci 'civil society' is not, as it is for Marx, the complex
of relations of production and exchange, but a moment of the
superstructural activities, the author poses the question: 'Does this
displacement of meaning not '" immediately raise the question whether
[Gramsci1 situaled "the real home" .. the real theatre of aU history"
elsewhere '! '25
The author replies simply that Gramsci 'inverted' the fundamental
thesis of historical materialism, since the expression Marx sometimes
uses to designate the economic base ofa society, in Gramscj's case serves
to designate a moment in the superstructure. In Marx the infrastructure
is the 'primary', 'conditioning', 'positive', 'active' moment and therefore
the 'real home' of ru.tory; in Gramsci it is not even the complex of the
superstructures, but. within the latter - 'the whole of ideologico-cuJ[ural
relations', 'the whole of spiritual and intellectuallifc' (ibid., p. 31), which
is the 'primary', 'conditioning', 'positive', :active' moment and thus the
'real home' of all hL.<;tory.lG
Before proceeding to analyse the validity of this interpretation of
Gramsci, it would seem instructive to deduce from it a certain number of
'logical' consequences which will provide food for thought for no small
number of Gramsci's readers. First. this thesis implies a reading of the
marxism of Marx which is nothing but a reduction of Marx to
economism and mechanicism,
But it so happens that this 'economistic' interpretation of marxism is
precisely the reading Croce makes, and Grarnsd takes him severely to
task on account of the irresponsibility and lack of scientific objectivity
this attitude exhibits; he also denounces its practical origin. Logically it
should, therefore, be maintained that it is Croce's view of marxism nOl
Gramsci's which is correct and that it is the young Gramsci who is still
'tendentially crocean' and the author of The Revolution again,<;1 'Capital"
who is the true Gramsci. 21
Similarly, it would have to be maintained that Gramsci - contrary to
what he himself supposed - it; not the continuer of Marx and Lenin and
the critic of the crocean concept of history as ethico-polilical. but the
unconscious critic of Marx and the brilliant disciple of O-oce. In other
words, his view of his own relationship to Marx and Croce wa.c;
completely mistaken. And in conclusion, that his theoretical originality
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must be understood on the basis of his points of rupture with historical
materialism.
In fact there is nothing strange about the idea that a theoretician
should have prrJ(Ill('f'd original knowledge and theoretical principles
which do not correspond to his own idea of them. But even then an
examination of the lexts would have to justify the hypothesis. In
Gramsci's case the proof seems difficult.
The formal repudiation of Professor Bobbio's theses should begin
with a critique of the mechanistic interpretation of Marx which,
implicitly and explicitly, they contain. But it so happens that the best
refutation of such an interpretation is to be found in the Prison Nold}()Qk.~
themselves. Gramsci's notes on historical materialism are, in fact, a
running commentary on Marx's texis and this is particularly the case of
the Preface of 1859 and the Contributioll.
It would not be difficult to assemble several dozen of Gramsci's texis
in a small volume in which the content of the Preface is minutely
analysed and in which Gramsci's essential propositions are transformed
into methodological criteria of interpretation. An anthology of this kind
would make it possible to show that Gramsci's conception of historical
dialectics baSes ilself directly on two passages from the Preface.
The first of these, which defines the infraslructural conditions of the
'bi.. torical movement' is summar~ed by Gramsci ac; follows; 'Evolution
must proceed within the limits of two principles'
Firs( principie: that a society should not set itself any task for which
nec(>SSary and sufficient conditions do not already exist, or conditions
which are at least in the process of appearing and de....eloping.
Second prlflcipte: that no society can wither away and be replaced
until it has developed all the forms of life which are implicit in its
relations. ll
The second pa....o;age from the Preface of 1859 on which Gramsci bases
himself is the one in which Marx speaks of 'juridical, political. religious.
artistic or philosophical forms', 'in short, ideological forms in which
men become aware of this conflict [the conflict of productive forces and
relations of production\ and pursue it to its conclusion',29
Gramsci comments 011 this by stating that to understand the relation
between infrastructure and superstructures it is necessary to recall Je
Engels' assertion that economy is only in the final analysis the
driving force of history
which assertion should be directly linked
with the passage from the Preface to the Critique of Political Ecollomy
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in which it is stated that it is on the terrain of ideologies that men
become aware oft he conflicts which occur in the economic sphere.
Speaking elsewhere of "historically organic ideologies

which are

nece5Sllry to a given structure', he specifies that 'To the extent that they
are historically necessary, they have a validity which is "psychological"·
they "organi7,e" human masses, create the terrain on which men move,
acquire consciousness of their position, struggle, etc. '.)1
It does not, therefore, seem possible, in our view, to go along with the
author's interpretation of the 1859 Preface. Similarly, it seems erroneous
to assert that in The German Ideology Marx and Engels view ideology as
a 'reflection' which 'always comes after' to justify what aJready exists.
Ibis attributes scant importance to the theory of communist revolution
the text contains. Without communist awareness ('conscience'), there
can be no communist revolution, Marx explains. This communist
awareness is 'the awareness of the neces.<;ity for a radical revolution' and
'a massive transformation of men shows itself to be necessary for the
creation of communist awareness on a mass scale and also to carry the
(hing itselfthrough.')2 One might say of communist awareness that 'it is
not found only in pure Iheory but also in practical awareness, in other
words in awareness which is self-liberating and which bas come into
cOROiet with the existing mode of production, which doe.~ no' simply
.form r(?ligio".~ and pllilo$opllies, but slales also', JJ
It is evident that this is the thesis Marx upholds in the 1859 Preface
when he maintains that it is on the terrain of ideology that men become
aware of economic conflicts and that they 'pursue them to their
conclusion' U can quite legitimately be maintained that Gramsci
de\'eloped the theory of the role of superstructures, bul not that he
introduces it into the marxist tradition and even less so that he breaks
with it on this point. To oppose Gramsci and Marx in respect of the
'active' and 'positive' character of the superstructures is, therefore.
pointless,
It might be added that it seems incorrect, in our view. to assert as does
Bobbio, that for Marx social relations of production are the 'active' and
'positive' moment of the historical process. For him they are the basis of
the historical movement, the centre and the S(.'ene of all history, not the
motive principle. For Marx, in fact, 'the form of social relations' - the
infrastructwe - results from the development the productive force of
social work and reciprocally conditions this development positively or
negatively as the case may be. It is, therefore, conditioned and

or
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conditioning and ill a position of general dependence with regard to the
development of productive forces. It is the place where social and
political contradictions arise. the historical struggles by means of wbich
men strive to resolve the conflict between the social relations of
production and the productive forces.
Let us now examine Bobbio's thesis in the light of the principles
formulated in the first part of this article and more specifically in the
combined light of the first and third principles. The first forbids the
separation of infrastructure and superstructures whose organic unity is
t heoreticaJly contained in the concept of the' historical bloc' The third is
the very principle of dialectics itself, the principle which poses the reeducation of the educator by the person educated, the principle, then,
which enables us to grasp the unity of the historical bloc as a creative
process wherein the superstructural activities of men ultimately
transform the infrastructure.
If this Is really so, is there any meaning in saying that Gra.rnsci gives
pre-eminence to the superstructures as against the infrastructure? Isn't
this assertion contrary to the concept of the historical bloc in which,
Gramsci specifically tells us,J4
material forces are the content and ideologies the form. though this
distinction between form and content has purely 'didactic' value,
since the material forces would be inconceivable historically without
form and the ideologies would be individual fancies without the
material forces.
Does this mean to say that Gramsci thinks the moment of historical
initiative, which he calls the 'passage from economy to general history'u
or the birth of the historical movement. on the basis of the
infrastructure? Must one deduce from this that for him it is consequently
not the infrastructure which is 'primary' or 'conditioning'? Is this the
dialectical 'nexus' of liberty and necessity'! Must necessity cease to exist
for there to be liberty? In order to maintain that it is men who make
their own history is it necessary to reject the idea that the conditions in
which they make history are imposed upon them and condition all their
acts and all their thoughts? If the question is posed in such a way then
we are departing from the principle of dialectical intelligibility which we
posited as our third general principle.
In fact, for Gramsci, the infrastructure is indeed 'primary' and
'conditioning' ('.~ubordinante') and in this he is a marxist. But this in no
way means that the superstrlJcture,t; are not active at all times, nor even
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that men's superstructural activity does not become 'determinant'
('subordfnante') in relation to the infrastructure when a period of 'social

revolution' CQmmcnc:es that is, when relations of production have
\)e(;ome irrational. l'
The texts in the Prison Notebooks in which Gramsci discusses the
cfocean concept of history enable us: to establish beyond any possible
doubt that this is indeed Gramsci's view. To undertake a serious
criticism of Croce is no small matter. On the one hand Gramsci has to
refute Croce's thesis that marxism transforms the infrastructure into a
metaphysical force which controls men's activity from without, like an
'unknown God' And on the other hand he must undertake a critique of
the unrealistic character of Croce's concept of history as ethko-political,
while proving that it formulates methodological requirements which
marxism can integrate and found.
Rejecting the economistic and metaphysical caricature of tbe
'structure - Unknown God' Gramsci writes:l1
Is structure therefore viewed as something immovable and absolute
and not, on the contrary, as reality ib;elf in motion and doesn't the
assertion put forward in the Theses on Feuerbach that 'the educator
must be educated' pose a necessary relation of active reaction by man
on the structure, which is an affirmation of the unity of the process of
reality?
Marxism, writes Gramsci. does 110t detach the superstructures from
the structure and upset the unity of historical reality by transforming tbe
e<;ollOmy into a metaphysical cause. Does this mean that by posing the
unity of the different moments of the historical process of becoming and
highlighting the importance of the superstructural moment, Gramsci is
led to a rejection of the marxist thesis of the determinant character of the
economy? And is it necessary, for a recognition of the place and
importance of the ethico-political moment in the 'historical movement'.
to reject the idea of tracing the history of the 'economico-political
moment'? In fact Croce distinguishes a phase of 'violence. mi8ery, and
bitter struggle whose ethico-political history [in the restricted sense in
which he understands it] is impossible to trace, and a phase of 'cultural
expansion which would be .. true history'"
So in his historical works on Italy and Europe, he disregards the
. moments of force, struggle and misery' and begins his account only in
1870 for Italy and 1815 for Europe. Marx's superiority resides in the fact
that in his work one finds' not only the aspect of force and economy but
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also, in embryonic form, the ethico-political aspect of politics, that is to
say, the theory of hegemony and consent'
The necessary development of political science requires that politics be
thought in an integral way and therefore that a theory of superstructures
be elaborated which will resolve the question of the relations which eKist
betwccn 'the economico-political moment and other historical activities'
The crocean solution of this problem remains purely speculative. TIle
relation orimplication ofthe 'distincls' in the unity of the mind, posed by
Croce, is at the most a suggestion for the real solution which must be
produced by a realistic historicism. The point of departure must be the
concept of the' historical bloc' Gramsci stipulates. What does this mean?
To think the unity of the distinct aspects or moments of superstructural
activity, the moment of force and consent, of dictatorship and hegemony
and the economico-political and ethico-politicaJ moment one must begin
from the basis of the organic unity of the superstructures and
infrastructure in the historical bloc and recognise the ultimately
determinant character of economic conditions. Furthermore, since Croce
refrains from studying the e.::onomico-political moment in his history of
Europe and Italy, it ean be mruntained, says Gramsci, that he implicitly
recognises Ihe primacy of 'he economic fact, in other words, of the
structure as a point of reference and dialectical impulse for the
superstructures, 1*
One wonders how Bobbio can reconcile his thesis of the 'inversion' of
infra-superstructure relations in Gramsci with his affirmation of the
'primacy of the economic fact', and the conclusion one drav."S is that it is
not necessary to break with the fundamental principles of historical
materialism in order to be the theoretician of the creativity of men, as
GranlSci is, This is a crucial point. given the theoretical debates which
have come to light recently. Any rupture or 'mversion' of this order
would destroy Grall~'ici's thesis of 'the man who walks on his legs' and
take us back to the idea of 'the man who walks on his head' and
therefore to a disembodied conception of creativity and historical
dialectics.
Man's creativity. furthermore, should not be understood merely on
the 'political' or superstructural level. It OCc..-UfS - and should first of all
be thought - in the development or the productive forces of social work.
This is the point of departure for Gramsci and marxism. 39
We thus encounter once again with the concrete embedding of
historical dialectics in production and with a concept of man which
could withstand many a criticism, namely what: 'man is to be conceived
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as an historical bloc of purely individual and subjective elements and of
mass and objective or material elements with which the individual is in
an active. relationship. ,~o
Gramscl 's view of civil society

Let us now turn to the seoond basic thesis put forward by Bobbio and his
analysis of Gramsci's concept or 'Civil Society'
We have seen that, according to him, Gram.sci's concept of history is
characterised by two inversions as against the usual reading of Marx and
Engels. We have examined the first, now let us look at the second. It
consists in 'the prevalence, within the superstructure itself. of the
ideological over the institutional moment' (Bobbio, p. 36).
As with the relations between infrastructure and superstructures, it is
the 'primary' and 'secondary' moments Which we are seeking to
discover. In Gramsci, the author tells us, 'ideologies become the primary
moment of history and institutions the secondary one' (ibid., p. 36). In
fact, what is at issue here is the problem of the relatioll,o; between political
society and civil society. The author points out in fact that the dichotomy
'force and consent' corresponds to the 'dichotomy between institution
and ideolog' (ibid., p. 36). We therefore arrive at a further formulation
of the author's second thesis;
Gramsci adds to the principle antithesis between structure and
superstructure a secondary one, which develops within the sphere of
the superstructure between the moment of civil society and the
moment of the State. Of these two terms the fIrst is always the
positive moment and the second is always the negative one (ibid.,
p.35).

Or, to use another pair of adjectives we have already encountered, it can
be said that, according to Gramsci, civil society must be considered 'as
superstructural primary moment' and political society as 'secondary
superstructural moment' (ibid., p. 35). Some examples will alJow us to
grasp the full meaning of the two pairs of adjectives used.
Why is the moment of force only the secondary moment in Gramsci?
This, the author tens us, is because in the Prl.wn Notebook... 'the stable
conquest of power by the subordinate classes is always considered
as a function of the t.ransformation which must .fir... , be operated in
Civil Society' (ibid., p. 31). And how is one to understand that the
's«ondary' moment of force and dictatorship is 'always' the negative
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moment '! The ans wer to this lies in learning that one can 'distinguish the
phases of ascent and the phases of decline along the process of history.
according to the prevalence of the positive or the negative one (ibid.,
p. 37). TIlis raises the problem of revolution. the passage to socialism and
also Gramsci's relation to Lenin: 'For Gramsci. the conquest of
hegemony precedes the conquest of power; while for Lenin. the former
accompanies the latter or even follows it' (ibid .. p. 40), The question
posed by the analysis of Gramsd's concept of 'civil society' is, therefore,
whether, as Bobbio constantly asserts, Gramsci is a continuation of
Lenin in the domain of political science or whether he is not rather a
theorist of 'democratic socialism'
FinalJy let us see what, according to the author, is the content of
Gramsci's concept of 'civil society' He determines it by opposing it to
lhe infrastructural content Marx gives this expression :+. 'Paraphrasing
the passage from Marx quoted above. one could say that civil society
comprises for Grarnsci not ~the complex of material relations", but
rather the whole of ideologico-c;ultural relations, not the "complex of
commercial and industrial life", but rather the whole of spiritual and
intellectual life' (ibid,. p, 3 I).
From this definition of the concept. Bobbio goes on to assert that it is
'the keystone' of Gramsci's conceptual system. And this assertion, when
it is linked to the thesis of Gramsci's two 'inversions' - the primary and
conditioning character of the superstructures and the primary and
positive power of civil society within the superstructures - takes on a
very precise philosophical and political meaning, It makes Gramsci into
a disciple of the hegelian left and a theoretician of an 'jdeologicaJ'
concept of history, for whom i1 is the intellectuals. the protagonists of
'civil SOCiety', who are the motive force of history in the making, There
is no need to undertake a critique of such a conception for it is to be
found in Th(' German Ide%gy, written in 1845---46. although a chapter
on 'Italian ideology' would have to be added. It will be our task to show
that it is a quite different conception which is found in the Prison
Notebook~,

or

To begin with, it can be said that Gram.sci's concept 'civil society' is
part of his theory of superstructures which we have interpreted in quite
a different way from Bobbio, Our approach wlll also, therefore, be quite
different from his. His aim was, in fact, to start with the 'central' concept
of 'civil society' in order to show that il<; existence in Gramsci signified a
reversal of the marxist conception of relations between infrastructure
and superstructures. It has been our intention to establish, by close
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examination of the texts, tbat this was by no means the ca:re and we have
maintained that on the contrary, the unity of infrastructure and
superstructures in the 'historical bloc' must be the point of departure for
a correct analysis of Gramsci's concept of 'civil society' (first
fundamental requirement).
On the other hand, the concept of 'civil society' is an aspect ora theory
or the state taken in its integral sense which includes not onfy the
governmental apparatu.., of coercion (or politicaJ SOCiety) but also the
hegemonic apparatus (or civil society), by means of which the class in
power rules society as a whole with its consent (second fundamental
requirement). The state, in the limited sense of governmental apparatus,
represents only one aspect of superstructural activities; the integral state
in Gramsci's sense (political and civil society) incorporates the whole
body of superstructural activities. 42
This way of posing the problem makes it possible to grasp
immediately the historical class character of all superstructural activities
and, in particular, intellectual and moral activities whose relation to
political goverrunent is frequently very indirect. This is the seme of
Gramsci's theory ofthe intellectuals. The distinction of two levels within
the superstructure - political society and civil society - enables Gramsci
to think the more or less indirect tie wlticb links the intellectuals to the
fundamental social groups and thus to the sphere of production. 4J
The class character of superstructural activities seems, in our view, to
be the first point that should be highlighted, for it brings one back to the
existence of fundamental social groups and thus to their function in the
sphere of production, and leads one to think the content and function of
tbe superstructural activities in conju~ction with the general direction
given to economic activity by a class. It is the new direction
('orientation') of economic activity, rendered possible by the overthrow
of earlier social relations of production and by the establisbment of new
relations, which the social class coming to power must be able to impose
and make acceptable. 'The hegemonic apparatus' comprising 'private'
organisms,like the 'governmental apparatus' run by 'functionaries', are
each a class 'apparatus' by which a new social group, that undertakes to
give 'the productive apparatus' a new direction. rules and dominates
society as a whole.
It is because all superstructural activities have a class character or
because the state, taken as an integral whole is in an organic relationship
with the sphere of the economy, that the distinct moments of the
superstructure must not be separated.
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It is a 'theoretical error', Gramsci asserts, to transform this
'methodological distInction' into an 'organic distinction'; 'in actual
reality civil society and stale are identified. '.4
This identification clearly does not mean that the state is reduced to
political society alone, It serves in effect to pinpoint the economicopolitical or class character of aU superstructuml activities and to indicate
that it is implNSible to oppose them absolute()! or dissociate them. From
this point of view - that of the identity of opposites - some of Gramsci's
formulae arc valuable precisely because they stress the unity of
consensus and dictatorship. This is the case with the definition of the
integral state as follows; .State = politic.:al society + civil society, in other
words, hegemony protected by the armour of coercion:H
It is the 'identity' of political society and civil society, that is, the
economioo-politicai character of all superstructural activities, that we
shall atcmpt to establish by analysing the complex content of Gramsci's
concept of hegemony.
A social group exercises it.. hegemony over subordinate social groups
which accept its rule so long as it exerciSe) its dictatorship o ....er the
hostile social groups which reject it. In what conditions and in what
forms is this hegemony achieved? For a social group to obtain the
consent of other subordinate social groups, the group must first of all be
an essential force in society, in other word.. it must, basically, occupy a
place and fulfil a decisive function in the sphere of production. 46 We thus
encounter once again the priority of the c(''Onomic factor. The new social
group must be revolutionary in economic terms, that is, it must be
capable of transforming the economic base and establishing such
production relations as will permIt the new development of productive
forces. Its political hegemony will therefore have an economic base and
contcntY
What does this hegemony mean in economic terms? That the new
so~ia( closs has found and is able to maintain a just eqUilibrium between
its own fundamental interests, which must prevail, and those of
secondary social groups which must not be sacrificed,41 Thus economic
'compromise' or economic alliance is the condition for the creation of a
system of alliances which, in political terms, unites the 'subordinate'
groups and the 'dominant' group under the rule of the latter. This
political hegemony will, furthermore, have to be exercised on the
intellectual and moral plane, which presupposes that the new social
group holds a conception of the world which will be able to impose its
'superiority' and engender a new type of civilisation. These three aspet.."1s
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of hegemony, the political, the economic and the ideological. are
perceived in their unity when Gramsci describes the moment of the
'struggle for hegemony' which precedes the foundation of a new type of
state.
This decisive moment occurs when a social class in the course of its
superstructural development·'
becomes aware that one's own corporate interests in their present and
future development, transcend the corporate limits of the purely
et.'(Jnomic clas.<;, and can and mlL';t become the interests of other
subordinate groups too. This is the most purely political phase, and
mark.<> the decisive passage from the stmcture to the sphere ofthe
complex superstructures: it is the phase in which previously
germinated ideologies become . party', come into confront.ation and
conflict, until only one of them, or at least a single combination of
them. tends to prevail, to gain the upper band, to propagate itself
throughout society - bringing about not only a unison of economic
and political aims, but also intellectual and moral unity. posing all the
questions around which the struggle rages not on a corporate but on a
'universal' plane, and thus creating the hegemony of a fundamental
social group over a series ofsubordlnate groups.

The objective of this 'struggle for hegemony' during the period which
precedes accession to power, is on the one hand to isolate the dominant
class politically and ideologically by securing the alliance of other
groups, and on the other hand to SCC;,lre the 'control' of tbe new political
bloc thereby constituted. The struggle takes plal.'e in 'Civil Society',
Gramsci state.o;, through the 'private' organisms of which the most
important are the political parties and the unions, but which also reveal a
multitude of ideologico-cultural forms (newspapers, reviews. literature,
churches, and associations of all kinds) which wi1l have to be listed. The
solidity of a stale (apparatus of government) depends, in fact, on the
consistency of tbe 'civil society' which serves as its basis,50
Jf this is, indeed, the content of the concept of hegemony. it would
seem quite impossible, as we maintained, to separate the concepts of civil
and politiml society on the one hand, and the concept of infrastructure
on the other. The form of the superstructural activities, of which 'civil
society' is the place. may well be ideological, but their content is
economic and social and the struggle to win hegemony is a strUggle for
power. This £s why civil and political society are identified in actual
reality.
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It would seem that even this preliminary analysis permits us to
conclude that too opposition established by Bobbio between tbe so-called
'primary' character of the ideologies and civil society and the 'secondary'
character of the institutions and Political Society, is not very opportune.
To begin with, it is quite clear that ideological creation is necessary to
political society, just as the creation of institutions is vital in civil society:
parties, unions, churches and schools are 'organisms' 01' 'associations',
or institutions in other words and the juridical and governmental
apparatus of the 'state-force' does not function without intellectual
activity It is hard to see how and why the 'dichotomy institution/
ideology' would correspond to the 'dichotomy political society/civil
society' We can therefore abandon this 'correspondem.:e' and restrict
ourSelves to examining the relations between the moment of force and
the moment of consensus in Gramsci's conception of historical dialectics.
Can it be a'>sel1ed, as Bobbio has done, that for Gramsci the moment
of ethico-politica1 hegemony. of cultural rule, is the primary moment of
hi..,toricaJ development? It is plain to see what, in the PriSQII NOlelJ()oks,
leads Bobbio to such a conclusion, namely certain texts to which
reference has already been made," in which Gramsci examines the
specific conditions for communist revolution in the 'socially' developed
Western countries. The existence in such countries of a compact 'civil
society' which serves as a base for the 'slate· government' leads him to
propose a new revolutionary strategy which corresponds, in the art of
politics, to the passage from the war of movement to the war of position
in military art. Since there is every chance that a revolutionary offensive
aiming to overthrow the governmental apparatus will fail and come to
grief on the 'trenches· and 'fortifications' of civil society, the working
class must gain control of 'civil society' before the offensive and exercise
it... hegemony over it :S2

A social group can, and indeed must, already exercise 'leadership'
before winning governmental power (this indeed is one of the
principal conditions for the winning of such power); it subsequently
becomes dominant when it exercises power, but even if it holds it
firmly in its grasp, it must (.'Ontinue to 'lead' as well.
The question is whether these texts justify the attribution to Gramsci
of a wnceptioll o.f history which 'inverts' the marxist relation between
infrastructure and superstructures and which 'gives pre~minence', in
the realm of the superstructures, to the ideologico-cultural moment. The
first point has already been satisfactorily explained. As for· the second
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point, the matte.r in question is tbe very nature of the struggle for
hegemony. We have shown in fact that if the struggle assumes an
ideologico-cultural form, by virtue of the f,ICI that it lakes place in the
realm of the superstructures, it is economico-political in content. The
crucial question is not when to resort to 'violence' - or even whether
violence will be resorted to or not - but it is to understand that the
winning of hegemony is a social struggle which aims to transform the
relatiofl Q{(orces in a given situation. An historico-political bloc has to be
dismantled and a new one constructed so as to permit the transformation
of the relations of production. This is why it can truly be said that
dictatorship and hegemony are identified. The modalities differ, but the
essence is the same, for this is a social struggle. If we say that Gramsci is
marxist or leninist we are not chanting a kind of litany but reinstating
the very essence of Gramsci's conception of history and politics.
We would also contest the purely analytical approach Professor
Hobbio adopts when faced with the task of determining the content of
civil society. He achieves this in fact by a dual radical opposition. The
relations and activities of civil society are not synonymous with those of
the economic structure and they are nol synonymous with those of
political society.
There is nothing questionable about this negative determination as
slIch; it is characteristic of the activity of analytical understanding and
produces 'distinctions' that dialectical rC8S0n can perfectly well subject
to the process of dialectics ('dialectiser') by grasping their relativity and
thinking their unity and their identification in a living and developing
totality. It is unfortunate that this integrating task of dialectical reason
which perceives links and discerns processes is not part of the author's
approach.
Thus, since civil society in G.ramsci does not belong to the moment of
the infrMtructure. as is the case in Marx, but to the moment of the
superstructure, its content is defined by stating that it comprises 'not "the
complex of material relation.... ", but rather the whole of ideologicocultural relations, not the "complex of commercial and industrial life,"
but the whole of spiritual and inleUectual life' (Bobbio, p. 31).
It is true that In Gramsd civil society is not the infrastructure; but this
does not mean that its content is not 'economic', even profoundly
'economic' One might well have suspected this in so far as Gramsci
includes the uni9ns among the 'private organisms' of civil society" and
refers elsewhete to 'the changes brought about by the birth ofthe Trad"
Unions in the power situation which exists in Civil Society'.$4
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But in actual faLi it is not a matter of a few scnttered allusions which
might well escape one's attention. For Gramsci specifically determines
the relations between infrastructure and civil society nnd those between
civil society and state-government in numerous texts where the meaning
is quite explicit. It is surprising that the author never once alludes to
them. A serious reflexion on their content would ha\'e enabled him to go
beyond the absolute oppositions and 'abstract' definitions he offerS the
reader. It shOUld, moreover, be added that one enoounters in these texts a
definition of civil society which is very different from that we have been
dealing with so far and the reader cannot but be perplexed when the two
definitions are placed side by side. What do we fmd in these texts? We
find the idea that, after a revolution in the social relations of production,
the new state has an essential task to carry out which consists in
transforming the economic behaviour of man so as to adapt it to the
needs of the new infra,>tructure. This economic behaviour is on the one
hand his method of working and his productive capacity, and on the
other his method of consumption and more generally his mode of life in
so far as it reflects upon his manner of parrkipating in production. In
short, it is not sufficient to radically transform the infrastructure; homo
oeconomiClIS must also be adapted to these new structures. Homo
oecollumicus is not, therefore, an immutable reality, but on the contrary
an historical reality 'Homo U('collomicu.s: says Gramsci. . is the
abstraction of the needs and of the economic operations of a particular
society and of a particular structure. Each social form has its own homo
Qeconomictls. which is to say a type of economic activity particular to
it: u
When the infrastructure is transformed, it therefore becomes
necessary to change the economic behaviour ('il modo di operare
economico') to conform to the new structure. The state, with its juridical
and coercive apparatus. is precisely the power which can and must effect
this tran.,formation;"
I f each State tends to create and maintain a certain type of civilization
and a certain type of citizen (and therefore a type of communal life
and individual relationships), to eradicate certain customs and
attitudes and to develop others, the Law will have to be the
instrument (as well as school and other institutions and activities) by
which this aim is achieved.

The transformation of moellFs (morals) is first and foremost a
transformation of the needs and patterns of behaviour of homo
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would be a grave error on the part of the new ruling
class to consider that, since the essential task is the transformation of
the economic infrastructure and development of the apparatus of
production, '(he superstructural facts' can be ignored. 'left to themselves'
and 'to develop spontaneously' The needs and patterns of behaviour of
homo (,ecotlumicus are the most important of the superstructural fact.e;
and ·the State, in this field too. is an instrument of '"rationalisation," of
acceleration. and of tnyJorisation.
The Law is the repressive and
negative aspect of the entire positive. civilising activity undertaken by the
State.'''
We know, therefore, that it is man's behaviour and economic needs
that must be transformed in order that he become adapted to the new
infrastructure. We know that it is the state with Its legal and coercive
appaJ'atus which is the essential instrument ofthi!; adaptation. We have
still to discover that these cuStoms and attitudes, which are first and
foremost those of homo oeconom;cus and which we have seen are
'superstructural facts' constitute the fundamental content of 'civil
society' :"
oeC<ItiQmicus. It

Midway between the economic structure and the state stands civil
society, which must be radically transformed in a concrete manner
and not only in legal documents and science books. The State is the
instrument for adapting civil society to the economic structure, but
the State has to 'wish' to do this and, consequently. it must be the
representative of the change which has occurred in the economic
structure whicb rules the State. Waiting for civil society to adapt to
the new structure by means of propaganda and persuasion, and for
the old homo oecal/omicus to disappear without burying him with all
the honours he deser\les, is a new form of empty and inconsistent
economic moralism, a new form of economic rhetoric.
We referred above to the perplexity that this apparently rather novel
definition 'of 'civil society' could cause. In the texts examined above (the
letter to Tatiana and the notes on nre Formation afthe Imelleclual'$), civil
society and political society appear a~ two aspects of the activity of the
state, understood in ils integral sense, and 'civil society' is the place of an
ideologico-cultural or ethico-politIcal activity aiming to obtain the
(.'Onsensus of the whole of society. Without being, properly speaking, the
infrastructure. 'civil society' would now appear to have a directly
economic oontent Ulomo oeconomicu..~) and to be the object of an essential
activity of the juridical and governmental apparatus. The question is
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therefore whether these are two completely different uses of the same
expression or whether, despite a certain difference in usage, it is not
possible to integrate these texts into a coherent whole and to derive from
them a more detailed view of Gramsci's conception of the relation
bel ween infrastructure and superstructures. It is this second hypothesis
which seems to be com:<:t.
U will perhaps be useful if we begin by recalling Gramsd's conception
of 'human nature·.~' J\..tan. says Gramsci, is the 'complex of social
relations' These relations, of which the individual is the focal point, are
not simple. On the one hand, in fact, 'the individual does not form
relationships with other men by juxtaposition, but organically, that is to
say, to the extent that he is part of the organisms, from the simplest to
the most complex' on the other band., such social relations are either
'necessary' and independent orthe will as are relations ofproduclioll, or
else they are voluntary such as those which I form by belonging to a
political party. Lastly. these 'relation,.<; are not mechanical. They are
active and conscious' and, consequently, one must beware of viewing
the 'super-individual organisms' in a mechanistic, deterministic way. 'A
doctrine must be elaborated in which all these relations are active and in
motion, by dearly establishing that the seat of this activity is tbe
conscience of the individual.
To state that man is the complex of his social relations and that these
'organic' retation~ are active and cons<.-ious, is to state that man is
'history' and that he is his own history. [or it can be said 'that each of us
changes himself to the extent that he changes and modifies the whole
complex or relations of which he .is the focal point.' Of course, this does
not mean to say that all changes are possible nor that I can change a
great deal by dint of my own power alone. But it is true that 'the
individual can associate with all those who desire the same change and,
if this change is rational, the individual can multiply himself ('sc
multiplier') an impressive number of times and obtain a much more
radical change than might at first sight have seemed possible'.w It can
therefore be said that Illan is passive and active at the same time. He is
lhe complex of the above relations and he is the activity which
transforms them. A:i regards individuals, they are more or less active
according to the degree of autonomy and initiative which they attain.
It seemed useful to recall these ideas so a.s not (0 lose sight or the fact
that it is tbe social relations of individuals and the 'organisms' of which
they form part that we mean when we speak of 'infrastructure' and
'superstructures', of 'civil society' and 'political society' and also the
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conscious activity by means of which they transform the different types
of social relations.
Can we now proceed to reintegrate the various processes indicated by
the term 'civil society' in an overall view of historical dialectics?
The point of departure is a complex of infrastructuraJ conditions,
determined by a certain development of productive forces. Corresponding to Ibis infrastrucluraJ situation is a whole complex of superstructural activities, by means of which the ruling class main/aim; the
economic system 0uridical consecration of a regime of property, and
protection of this regime by coercion), Impels and C'Of/lrofs the
development of the productive apparatus (creation of a type of homo
oeconomicu.~ consistent with the type of production and relations of
production at a given moment by means of jurjdical coercion and
education), guarantees its power by developing a system of political and
social alliances and an ethico-political system which pennils it to exercise
its hegemony and rule over society as a whole.
When society enters a period of social revolution. a new social group
strives to overturn this political and ethico-political system in order to
seize power and found a new state. This signifies the founding of a new
system of relations of production and consequently the need to adapt
Iwmo oecollomicus to new requirements, etc.
In other words, what does civil society represent for Gramsci? It is the
complex of practical and ideological social relations (the whole infinitely
varied social fabric, the whole human content of a given society) which
is established and grows lip on the base of determined relations of
production. It includes the types of behaviour of homo oecQllomicus as
weU as of homo erltico-politicfls. It is therefore the object, the subject and
the locality orthe superstructural activities which are carried out in ways
which differ according to the levels and moments by means of the
'hegemonic apparatuses' on the one hand and of the 'coercive
apparatuses' on the other.6l
The reading which we are proposing would need to be supported by a
precise analysis of numerous texts from the Prison NOlebooks, and in
particular the notes devoted to law, educational theory, americanism and
fordism, etc. His our view that stich a reading is corroborated by a text
in which Gramsci attempts to outline the essence of his views and which
he entitles 'Unity .in the constitutive clements of Marxism'~l
Unity is provided by the dialectical development of contradictions
between man and matter (nature-material forces of production). In
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the economy. the unitary centre is value, which is to say the relation
between the worker and the industrial forces of production: in
philosophy - praxis - which is the relation between human will
(superstructure) and the economic structure; in politics - the relation
between the state and civil society, which is to say the intervention of
the state (centralised wilO to educate the educator. the social milieu in
general - (Develop and state in more exact terms).

It remains for us to examine a final point to complete this critique of
the theses of Bobbio on Gramsci's conception of civil society. It has to be
discovered what sort of activity the 'ethical' character of a historicaJ
period is linked with, in other words, what the activities are which have
the power to promote the human being, to liberate man's creative
capacities, to develop 'human richness' \Ve have seen in facl that,
according [0 Bobbio, the moment of force and dictatorship always has a
'negative' connotation: the prevalence ofthis coercive moment over the
opposite moment of consensus signifies that a period of decadence and
regression is being undergone; the ethical character of history is
exclusively Hnked to the deployment of intellectual and moral activities
in 'civil society' The question of the basis of the 'ethical' or 'universal'
character of a historical period bri.ngs us back, a... do the preceding
questions, (0 the unity of infrastructure and superstructures on the one
hand and to ihe question of the identification of civil society and political
society on the other, that is to say, to a view which is quite contrary to
that of Professor Bobbio.
In fact, one can indeed judge the 'ethiC"dl' character or the 'universal'
scope of a historical movement by taking as criterion the 'qualitative'
richness of the spiritual forms of civilisation it is capable of engendering.
There is nevertheless the risk, with regard to popular historicaJ
movements, of adopting the bJinkered attitude of 'Renaissance man',
who is incapable of grasping the immense possibilities for cultural
expansion which the Renaissance contains. On the other hand, if the
ultimate jllstifi"-'ation of an historical movement is indeed this
'qualitative' expansion, the question facing each revolutionary is the
economic or .quantitative ' conditions of that expan<;ion. A 'quantitative'
01' economic approach to the problem of quality is the only serious,
realistic and, one might say, authentically humanistic metbod. 6J
Thus we come face to face once more with 'the primacy of the
economic factor' when the question of the 'ethical', 'universal' or
'human"character of history is raised. And this theme of the organic
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unity of the economy and culture run... like a leitmotive through those
sections of the Prisol! NOlebooks devoted lo cultural problems.'·
But the question Bobbio raises directly amounts to asking whether the
moment of coercion and dictatorship can have an 'ethical' connotation;
he replies in the negative. Gramsci's reply is quite different. In fact, his
position with regard to 'the extreme forms of political society'
(dictatorship in current political terminology) does indeed introduce an
historical "''Titerion, which does nO( appear in Bobbio. and from which
judgment as to the progressive or regressive character of I hat
dictatorship stems: 'It is an extreme fonn of political society: writes
Gramsci, 'either to struggle against the new and conserve what is
already crumbling by consolidating it through coercion, or as an
expression of the new to break down the resistance it enoounters as it
develops. etc. ,,~
Similarly, he writes that caesarism does not always have the same
political significance: 'There can be both progressive and reactionary
forms of Caesarjsm; the exact significance of each form can, in the last
analysis, be reconstructed only through concrete history, and not by
means of any sociological rule of thumb .•,.
Uwe now take the e;Qmple of a state which has succeeded in realising
'the equilibrium between political sOciety and civil society' we shall also
see that its ethical character is 110t manifest only in the realm of 'civil
$ociety- What. in fact, is the essential function of the coercive
apparatus? It is to 'make the popular masses conform to the type of
production and the economy of a given moment. -6' This, says Grarmci,
is 'an educative. formative task aftha state' 61 And in this sense, one can
say that' ... every stale is ethical in as much as one of its most important
functions is to raise the great mass of the population to a particular
cultural and moral level, a level (or type> which corresponds to the needs
of the productive forces for development, and hence to the interests of
the ruling classes.• ,~
The ruling class achieves this by using coercion as much as
persuasion. There is thU8 no absolute opposition between these two
modes of action. Moreover in all domains of human activity - whether it
be educational theory or politics - a type of conduct which is initially
imposed by force, may subsequently be freely accepted by the subject
himself. Discipline becomes self-discipline, coercion becomes selfgovernment. This is one aspect of the dialectics of 'necessity' and liberty.
We hope to have shown that it is the very essence of Gralllsd's
conception of history.
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This chapler was originally published in fA Petlsee. June 1968 and was
translated into Engll'ih by Hal Sutcliffe.
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The following pages are a discussion of the paper presented by Professor
NorberlO Bobbio althe International Congress of Gramscian Studies.
Cagliari. 23-7 April 1967, 'Grarnsci and the conceptiml of civil society', in
this volume pp. 21·-47. The theses put forward by Professor Bobbio were
discussed at length during the first worling day. This article develops the
criticisms the author made of the paper at the C.ongress.
Analysing N. Bukharin·s nleory QlH;.~lor{cal MalC!ridlism." A Popular
Manllal ofMarxisl SQdowgy. Gramsci wntes:
This fundamental point is not dealt with: how does the historital
movement arise on the structural base '!
This is
the crux of all the
questions that have arisen around the philosopby of praxis.
Only on
Ihis basis can all mecbanism and every trace of the superstitiously
·miraculous' be eliminated, Bnd it is on this basis that the problem ofthe
lormation of ~'tive political groups.. must be posed (Se{«liollslmm IIII!'
rr;s!Jn Nalf'i/(Iuks. ed. and trans. Hoare and Nowell Smith, London.
Lawrence & Wishart. 1971, pp. 431. 432).
'Determinism' is a concept which makes possible an understanding of
h;st(m'cal dialectics. In the pasSIIge orthe PrisOII Nutl!b'Joks devoted to N.
Rukharin, Gramsci writes:
The historical dialectic is replaced by the law of causality and the search
for regularity. normality and uniformity. But how can one derive from
this way of seeing things the overcoming, the 'overthrow' of praxis? In
mechanical te.rms. the effect can neVer transcend the cause or the system
of causes. and therefore can have no development other than the nat
vulgar development of evolutionism (Pri.~Otl Noleit"1tJb. p. 437).
On this analysis of the different moments of the relation between forces. cf.
Antonio Gramsci, P,./s,J/I Nolei>tlQb, p. 18S, GranlSci writes, for instance:
If this process of development from one moment 10 the next is missing and it is essentially a pr<x;ess which has as its actors men arul tbeir wiU
and capacit}r - the situation is not taken advantage or. and contradictory
outcomes are possible: either the old society resists and ensures itself a
breathing-space by physically exterminating the elite of the rival class and
terrorising its mass reserv~: or a reCIprocal destruction of the conflicting
forces occurs, and a peace of the graveyard is established. perhaps even
under the surveillance of a foreign guard.
See in the Lellers/rom Pri.,,)/f particularly that or 7 September 1931 (Lellt!r$
from frisrm. trans. and ed. Lynne Lawner. London. JonalhanCape. 1975.
p. 204). cr. also II Mau:r;af(smo Storic() e 10 Filoso./ia di Bt!lIed"lw Croce,
Turin, Einaooi. 1949. p. 192.
The greatest mOl.lern theoretician of the philosophy of praxis, in the field
or struggle and political organisation. in opposition to the various
economistic tendencies and in political terminology, 're-evaluated' the
front of cultural struggle and built the doctrine or hegemony as a
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complement to the theory of the state-power (Gramsci. II MQteriali.~m(l
S/lJr;CfJ. p. 20 I).
In 1926. on the eve (lfhls arrest. Gramsci. drawing positive conclusions
from the Factory CounciJ and the Ordine Nuovo movement behind which he
was the moving force. writes;
The Turin communists posed concretely the question of the' hegemony of
the proletariat" i.e. of the social basis oHhe proletarian dictatorship and
the worker's State. The proletariat can become the leading (dirigenlc) and
the dominant class to the extent that it succeeds in creating a system of
LiaSS alliance w bieb allows it to mobili$c the majority of the working
population against capitalism and the bourgeois State. In Italy ... this
means to the exlent that it succeeds in gaining the consent of the broad
peasant masses (Antonio Gramsci. Seie<"/icmsj'mm Pllutical Wrilings
/9U-16.lrans. and ed. Quintin Hoare. London. lawrence &. Wishart,
1978, p. 443).
For Croce's conception of philosophy the same reduction has to be made
as the first theoreticians of the philosophy of praxis made for the Hegelian
t.'Onception .... II would be worthwhile a whole group of men devoting
ten year's work to such a task UI Ml1lerj(}fj~m() Swrim, p. 200).
Let us freely admit. at the outset, tbat Gramsci's use ofthe expression 'civil
society' in the Prisoll NotebQok.s causes the reader some conflL'Iion at first;
we shall explain why this is.
cr. l'a.'i.WJfO (! rre$(tnte. TUrin. Einaudi. 1952. p. 72. Prison NoleflCl()kl'l.
p.239.

II Note Sill Ma(-hial'elli, .~ulla POlilicll et sullo .~101O modenw. Turin. Einaudi.
1949. p. I JO, Pri~()I' NoteboQks. p. 261
12 •Ethico-political history. inasmuch as it neglects the concept of the hlslorical
bloc in which eeonomico-sociai content andethico-polilical form are
concretely identified
is not history' VI Maferiafi.~m() SIIJri'·(I. p. 204).
The level of development oflhe material forces of production provides a
IJ
basis for
emergence ofthe vaTious SOCial classes, each one ofwbich
represents a function and bas a specific position within production itself.
By studying these fundamental data il is possible tu discover whether
in a particular society there exist the n~ssary and sufficient conditions
for its transformation - in other words. to check the degree of realism and
practicability orthe various ideologies which have been bom on its own
terrain (Gram5Ci. frisofl NoteboQks, pp. 180-1).
14 'Since there cannot exist quantity without quality or quality without
quantity (economy withoutcullure. pmCli<:al activity without the
intcUigence and vice versa). any opposition of the two terms is. rationally. a
nonsense' (PrisllII No/ltllOoks. p. 363).
I S For the origin ofthe epiphenomenalist conception of the superstructures, cr.
GraltL'lCi'sanalysis in Prism' No,d>ooks, pp. 137-8.
16 Ibid., p. 178.
17 Cr. Gramsci's very pertinent text on the combination of historical fatalism
and the 'tendency when 00 criteria exist. to blindly trust to the regUlating
virlue of arms to provide a solution' (Oeul'rt'.~ cho;.sies. Editions sociales.
p. 23 I).
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18 Pr-;5(>I/ Now/){lOh. p. 160; cr. P. Togliatti's comments in Gramsci, Editori

Riuniti, 1967,p. 154,
19 /I MuU'rialislII() SWrTCII, p. 240.
20
Necessity exists when there exists an efficient and active premi.'i.~,
coMCiousness of which in people's minds has become operative,
pro/X'sing concrete goals (0 the coIlel.'tive consciousness and constituting
a oomplex of convictioru; and beliefs which acts powerfully in the form of
'popular beliefs', Tn the p/"eJ71i.'i.~ must be contained, already developed or
in the proces.'l of development, the necessary and sufficient material
conditions for the realisation of the impulse of collective will; but it is also
clear that one cannot separate from this . material , premiss, which can be
quantified, a certain level of culture, by which we mean a complex of
intellectual acts and. as a product and consequence of these, a certain
complex of overridlllg passions and feelings, overriding in the sense that
they have the power (0 lead men on to action 'at any price' (Grarl1sci,
Priso/l NO/l'buOKs, pp. 412-1 J).
21 Thesis III on Feuerbach in Marx and Engels, Sdc:C'led W(I"ks, 3 vols,
Moscow, Progress Publishers, voL I, p. 13.
22 leI us recall certain texts to indicate these dilferent usages. First Marx:
My investigation led to the result that legal relations as well as forms of
state are 10 be grasped neither from themselves nor from the so-called
general development of the human mind, but rather have their roots ill
the malerial conditions of life, the sum total of which Hegel. following the
example orthe Englishmen and Frenchmen of the eighteenth century.
combines under the name of 'civil society' (Pre/act! 10 A COl/lriblllilJ/1 to
tilt! Critique uJPvfilicaJ Enmom.l', ibid., p. 503)
Similarly, Marx and Engels. write:
Civil society embraces the whole material intercQurse of individuals
within a definile stage of the development of productive forces. It
embraces the whole commercial and induslriaJ life of a given stage.
It
is thus quite clear that civil society is the true centre and the true SCene of
aU history(Tht'Gl'rmanldeofagy. ibid., p. 76).
In the Pri.<;OII Noteilo(IK!;, on the other hand, Gramsci uses the expression
'civil society' to indicate an aspect ofsuperntructural activity.
What we can dQ, for the moment, is to fix two major superstructural
'levels', the one that can be called 'cj"il society', that is the ensemble of
organ isms commonly called 'private', and that of 'political society' or . the
Stale' The..o;e two levels correspond on the one hand to the function of
'hegemony' which the dominant groupexercililtlS throughout society and
on the other hand to that of 'direct domination' or command exercised
through the Slate and 'juridical' government. The functions in question
are precisely organisational and connective. The intellectuals are the
dominant group's 'deputies" exercising (he subaltern functions ofsocial
hegemony and /X'litical government. These comprise:
1. The 'spontaneous' consent given by the great masses of the
population to the general dir\>Ction imposed 011 social life by the dominant
fundamental group ...
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2. The apparatus ofstatec(lercive power which 'legally' enforces
discipline un those groups who do not 'consent' either acti\iely or
pa~ivelY(f'rjSQII NQleb(lOk.s, p. 1.2).
Let us recall t.hat for Gramsci. the state in the restricted sense is the coercive
apparatus or political society, but that in the integral sense, the state is
political society and civil society.
Norberto Bobbio, 'Gramsci and the conception of civil society', in this
volume pp. 21-47
In the Pr~ra<"e lOA Cot/tributlon 10 the Critique (1ff'ulllical EnmmrH', as in
Tile Germallldeo[ogy, he e'tplains that 'ideologies al",'a.I'.' come alter the
institutions, as a sort ofretlexion
by virtue of the fact that they are
oow;idered from the point of view of their being posthumous, mystifiedmystifying justifications of class domination' (Man; atld Engels. Se[,,,-'u'tJ
Works. p. 504).
Iklbbio, in UUIi volume p. 31. The words between inverted commas in the
quotation are from Marx, for whom 'civil societ}", or the infrastructure, is
the base of all history, cf, note 22.
In the third part of this article we shall have to consider the question ortbe
suitability of GraJtlSci 's definition of' civil society'
The influence QfCroce'sjudgment 011 Marx is very apparent in this article
daling from 191 S, in which Gramsci praises the Russian Revolution and the
authentic marxism afthe Bolsheviks: 'They (the Bolsheviks) all: living
Marxist thought; which is eternal, which represents the continuation of
ltaliun and German idealism, which in Marx was contaminated by posiiivist
and natur91ist encrustations' (&rilli g;(WDllifi, 1914-191 S, Turin, Einaudi,
1958, p. 149; English translation in Antonio Gramsci, Sekctioll.~fronr
Political Writillgs. ed. Quintin Hoare, London, Lawrence & Vv·ishart. 1977,

p.34>28 Gramsci, Prison NrJleboQ/{s, p. 177
29 Marx and Engels, Selecwd Works, p. 503.
30 Gr8m~i, Prisoll NQlebooks, p. 162.
) I Ibid .. p. 377.
32 Marx and Engels, The German Ideology.
JJ My italics in ibid.
34 Gramsci, P,'/.~on NlJlebl.HJla, p, 377. Compare this text with note 20.
3S 'In the passage from economy 10 general history. the concept of quantity is
completed by the concept of quaJity and by the concept of dialectical
quantity which becomes quality'. and the following explanatory note:
<Quantity:: necessity; quality:; Uberty. The dialectic (the dia\e(.1ical nexus)
of quantity-quality is identical to the dialectic neceSSity-liberty' (Oellvn,;,;
"holMes, p. 93).
36 To say that in ('erla;/I ,"f)/ldilions political activity becomes the determining
moment in no way contradiCts the fundamenlaJ marxL..t thesis, according to
which 'the mode of production of material life in general dominates the
process of social , political and intelJectuallife: This general dominQtion, in
particular conditions. implies the decisive role of political praxis.
37 /l Materialislllo StQriev. p. 231.

78

Jacques Texier
..~

38 Ibid., pp. 24!J- I. Let us add two Icxts which will make Gramsci's
(.'Qnception ofthe unity of infrastructure and superstructures clear. The first
is as foHows:
The ensemble of material forces of production is at the same time a
crystallisation of all pa5t history and the basis of present and future
history; it is both a document and an active and actual propulsive force.
But the coocept of activity applied to forces of this kind must not be
confused or even compared with activity in either the physical or
metaphysical sense (Prison Nule/J()uks, p. 466).
The second text reads:
The economistic attitude with regard to expresSions of will, action and
political and intellectual initiative which looks upon them as though they
were not in fact an ari!Olnic emanation of economic necessities and even
the only elTecth'e expression of the economy is strange to say the least
(OeUl'res chuisif!s. p. 22).
Compare texIS cited in notes 20 and 34.
39 'Unity (in the constituent elements of marxism] is provided by the dialectical
development of contradictions between man and matter (nature-material
forces of pmducti<m)' Weul'rt's droisles. p. (7).
40 II Materiali.~mo SlUr/co, p. 35. PrI,~(HI NQlebooks, p. 360,
41 cr. the quotation from TIll! Gt'rmalilde%gy in note 22.
42 In the 1859 PreIua. Marx distinguishes these two momen!.'! of
superstructural activity and at the same time affirms their unity: 'The sum
lotal of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of
society. the real foundation. on which rises a lega! and political
superstructure and to which correspond definite forms nfsocial
consciousne~' (Marx and Engels, Selected W(}rks, p. 503).
43 Gramsci,l'ri.:H>1I Notebooks, p. 12. This is also the sense orthe unity Gram~i
affirms between philosophy and politics.
44 Ibid" p, 160.
45 Ibid" p. 263.
46 Ibid" p, 161.
47
The content oflhe political hegemon}' oflhe new social group which has
fOWlded the new type of State must be predominantly of an economic
order: what is involved is the reorganisation of the stru(.1ure and the real
relations between men on the one hand and the world oCthe economy or
of production on theother'(ibid., p. 263).
48
Undoubtedly the fact of hegemony presupposes that account be taken of
the interests and the tendcm;ies of the groups over which hegemony is to
be e)(ercised and that a certain compromise equilibrium should be formed
- in other words, lhat the leading group should make sacrifices of an
economic-corporate kind. But there is also no doubt that such sacrifices
and such a compromise cannot touch the essential: for Ulough hegemony
is ethical-political, it must also be economic. must necessarily be based on
the decisive function exercised by the leading group in the decisive
nucleus of economic activity (Prison Nvre/mrJk:s, p. 161).
49 Ibid .. p. 181.
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In a socially developed Cowltry where the elements of civil society are
numerous and very articulate, it is not enough to state that political
society is in a state of crisis, to ensure that a revolutionary offensive will
lead to victory. Political strategy must be adapted and the' war of
movement' replaced by the . war of position' The mas...ive structure of
modern democracies, whether one is talking about the organisations of
the state or the complex of the associations of civil life, represents for
political an the equivalent of the ·trenches' and the permanent
fortifications of the front in the 'war of position' (ibiel.. p. 23 S). 'Un Russia
in 1917)the state was everything, civil society was primordial and
gcllltinous; in the West there was a proper relation between State and
civil society, and when the State trembled a sturdy structure of civil
society was at once revealed' (ibid.. p. 238).
Ibid.
Ibid., pp. 57-8.
Gramsci, Lelter.~Irom Pn\on. p 204.
If Mal<'r;4JIi.~mo Slvr;co. p. 266. Prison NOlef1ooks. p. 400 n.
Ibid., p. 266.
Mucfriavelfi. p .. 88, Pr;.~()1/ NVldllJoks. p. 247.
Ibid., p. 88.
/I Malerio/islI1(l SlOrlCfJ. p. 267 On the necessIty for creating a new type of
man, adapted to the working methods of modern industrial production. see
the sections in tbe Prison N()Iel'Q(!/.;..s entitled' Americanism and Fordism'
Ibid.
Oell\"(/.~ dwisi(!s. p. 91.
]n the texts we examined first (letter to Tatiana, Forma(/ol/ (Jf the
ImrtlleClual.d. 'civil society' is at one and the same time the apparAtus of
hegemony and the locality in which this ethico-poJitical hegemony is
exercised. For greater clarity the expression should only be used to indicate
the locality. Civil society would comprise. on the one hand, the oomp1ex of
needs and modes of behaviour of homlJ ()(!c(Jl/umicu.~, and 011 the other the
complex of elhico..political needs and types of behaviour. Coercive and
hegemonic superstructural activities strive to transform these.
Ot:ul'rf!H·h(1~~ie5, p. 97.
Prf.mn Nmdwo/<s, pp. 363-4.
Cf. for example the notes on the problem of school in Prison Notebooks. 'The
Intellectuals' and 'On Education', pp. 3-43.
Muchian·/ti, p. 161.
Prl~OIl Notebooh, p. 219.
ldter l!) Taliana. of 7 September 193 I. Ll!lIersfmm P"i~Hl, p. 204.
Oelll're.~ choisies. p. 251.
Mu("fliul'f!lfi. p. 128. Pri.wl! NowhrKJks. p. 258.
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Gromsci and the problem of the
revolution
Nicola Badaloni

In order to understand the significance of Gramsd 's contribution to
the development of marxism, one should use as a starting-point (as
Leonardo Paggi has done l ) the (:risis in socialism and, in a more general
way, the crisis in theoretical marxism. For that reason we should first
take a look at Antonio Labriola's thought. His third essay, Dis('urrendo di
socialismo e di fi{osqful, defined three fundamental factors of historical
materialism, The first was it., 'philosophically-inclined character in its
general outlook on life and the world', the second was represented by
that criticism of the economy. 'the modes of development of which
cannot be reduced to laws except in that they represent a given historical
phase', the third, finally, referred to that interpretation of politics 'as
being neces.'!afY and useful in order to lead the working-da'J,<; movement
towards socialism '.2
Labriola's personal contribution concentrated on shifting the first and
second concepts towards the third, in the sense that those two concepts
were in fact defined as an awareness directly concerning the proletarian
class. This was the theorisation of a new social pedagogy, the premises of
which were, on the one hand, that the adual conditions of the working
class had to be taken into account (the 'direction of the possible is given
by the condition of the prolclariat',3 i.e. by its 'psycholugical capacity to
receive scientific theory'), and on the other hand the need to employ the
instruments of orientation offered by teaching (therefore the first two
points) as 'true' theory, capable of interpreting the social facts without
forcing them as such into rigid schemes, and to maintain the general
orientation of life and the world in perpetWlI dialogue with the
development of the sciences. AJthough Labriola linked his 'pedagogy'
with a theory of experimentation 4 (thus avoiding the danger of
indoctrinatiun), yet he interpreted the traditional dichotomy between
80
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philosophy and science' as a trend of the times. The overall result,
althoug.h it certainly did not diminish science from the point of view of
the working class (since science maintained its autonomy and its
independence), nevertheless revealed that in the working class a new
social force existed capable of elaborating. on the basis of science. its
own general outlook 011 the world. Thus socialism, of necessity
objective, tended to transform itself into a subjective point of view of the
working-class struggle and. through this means, to weld the objective
Jaws of historical development to the subjective awareness of the new
progressive class.
It is in fact on this point in Labriola's thmlghl lhal the divergence
emerges from the 'critics of :\1arxism' (Bernstein, Sorel and Croce), ie.
with regard to the bond which Labriola - here following Engels continued to assume between the objective assessment of historical
development and socialist consciousness. In his view, the contradictions
of civilisation necessitated the erection of a new order of human society
(socialism), even though this necessity still needed to mature
psychologically. Ifwe pass from Labriola to Bernstein and Sorel. we see
that it is precisely this general principle of dialectics which is placed in
question. Historical development can lake place in new legal aud social
orders. the form of which need not necesSarily be the socialist form. TIle
analysis of such non-dialectical transitions had been suggested by
Bernstein (for example by altering the pattern of increasing poverty and
that of the concentration of capital) and had been taken up by Sorel ~ an
anal}''Sis which denied in roto the link between historical development
and dialectical rhythm.
Sorel appreciated the philosophy of action in Labriola's thought,
understanding by that tenn the eflort 'to clear the way theoretically
which the proletariat follows in practice;." On the psychology and
teaching side he was essentially in agreement with Labriola. On the
other hand, it wao; on the side of dialectics (i.e. objective prOl.'esses) that
his conception differed radically. In fact. for Sorel socialist morphology
was beyond our powers of experimentation and correlatively our
capacity to foresee. 7 What wao; still for Labriola the general law of
historical development had for Sorel the additional value of 'common
sense' rules. I The logic of history. instead of being situated in dialectical
development. was concretiscd in the coexistence of higher and lower
forms of production,' i.e. in a combination in which the principle of
simultaneity replaced that of su~ssion.lo The model for such a
historical movement was no longer Hegelian dialectics but, on the

82

Nicola Badaloni

contrary, Vico's philosophy of history. amended in such a manner that
the ages (and the corresponding 'states of mind' which engender myth
and reason) coexist in time.
To this theQretical revision of marxism (in which a combinatory is
substituted for dialectics) there corresponds a different interpretation of
Marx's thought. In fact Sorel distinguishes an initial phase in Marx's
thought (which culminates in The POl'erly a/Philosophy, in the Manifesto
and in his historico-analytical writ.i.ngs on the events of the 1848
Revolution), a phase in which the productille fijrces are central to his
thinking, and which confer a dialectical order on their tensions. It is
from the moment of the Preface to the Critique o/I'olilica/ Eco1lomy of
1&59 that Sorel detects in Marx the consolidation of a problematic of
juridical forms. Dating from that moment, the different epochs are no
longer characterised by the productive forces. but by a socio-economic
complex or bloc which indicates in fact (according to Sorel) a return to
the hegelian concept of civil society, since the relations of production are
identified with the relations of ownership. In this (definitive) form of
Marx's thought the relations of ownership, inherent in civil society,
contain and retain the dynamics of the forces of production, 11 which has
the effect of restricting its importance considerably. No longer having
this dynamic impulse (which signifies a reduction of the economy to a
generic pre-eminence of fact or, as it was to be subsequently termed, to
an overdetermination). the histari.cal bloc - the interpenetration of the
juridical and liIe economic. within the IimilS of cMI society - no longer
moves in a linear way in the direction of expected historical progress
(socialism), but can generate various combinations even though they
might not neoes.'larily be similar to it.
Sorel then arrived at a theoretical result signifying the abandoning of
the theme of the necessity of socialism and its replacement by a
combinatory of various possibilities, connected with the co-penetration
of the juridical and the economic. He presented this result (in Ii way
which does not differ from that Which, afty years later. the structuralist
school of French marxism was to arrive at) as the authentic thought of
Marx and, what is more, as a result of Engels' vulgarisations, as a return
to Marx. The historical bloc (in the sense of a permanent symbiosis of the
economic and the juridico-politicaJ) realises its possibilities in spite of
man's intellectual consciousness. This is the meaning of Sorel's polemic
against democracy. and the climax of his discussion with Renan on the
role of intellectuals. For Sorel intelIectuaLo; are a social group which.
owing to the force of circumstances, have interests different from those
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of the producers and which, by this very fact, of necessity reinforce 'the
defence of the bourgeois form vis-a-vis the proletarian revolution,.n On
the other hand, the idea of 'party' is foreign to marxism, which has
better defined the idea of 'class' (precisely as class of producers), as also
the idea of political struggle is foreign to it, in the sense that it consists of
substituting intellectuals for other intenectuals,ll the political struggle
thus being a movement which only concerns the sUperficial stratum of
society.
Thus we have managed to reveal a superficial dimension and a
profound dimension of social existence. The first dominated by
consciousness (nevertheless false and powerless), the second, on the
contrary, having the classes as protagonists. The task of issuing from the
ideological viSl..'OSity imposed by the historical bloc fell to myth. in so far
as it is the cxpression of a spontaneity directly connected with the class
(of producers), It is at this level that practice is re-established and., to a
certain degree, dialectics itself. In fact Sorel, who re-examines the
famous rapprochement suggested by Bernstein between hegeJianism and
blanquism, claimed that in the blanquist conception the absolute
revolution becomes - as for all parties and intellectual groups - an ability
to conform to the fluctuations of political interests, In contrast, in
hegelian dialoctics as adopted by Marx, the revolution remains in its
mythlcal form. Overthrow is expressed for Hegel and Marx meta·
phorically; for blanquism it is led 'by the circumstances that arisc',l4
The negation of the negation against which Sorel poiemicised during the
first stage of his thought is now a social myth which returns to its
beginnings in tbe form which Sorel found in Machiavelli and in Vico.
The same laws, expressed by Marx in the Preface of 1859, are now
reinterpreted in the compass of this (practical-mythical-prophetic)
concretisation of the demand of the producing class and become, for
revolutionaries, the guidelines for action,
2 And so. as we can see, for Sorel the restoration of Hegel takes place
in a different Ylray from that of Ooce. In fact the latter had not only his
eyes turned towards the working class, but also towards the bourgeoisie.
And whereas in the case of the working class, by substituting the
dialectic of distincts for the dialectic of opposites, he accepted fully
Sorel's conclusions (progressively reducing the conceptual value of
Marx's criticism of political economy to practical interest and myth;
more concretely still. by denying that socialism ~., the necessary method
for allowing the contradictions of bourgeois society to be overcome),
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where the bourgeois class is concerned, he restored all its value to the use
and possession of reason. In other words, and more simply, Croce
withdrew/rom Ihe proletariat its in.'itrlimefll$ qlinlellecluulleati(·rship. on
Ille ofle halfd ~)J atlackb'g tile plli!osopll}' of history (even in the
consciously critical form we find in Labriola) and on rhe otli"r hand by
ridiculing Ille ecleetie posi/il'i.u-rejormi.~1 game. Furthermore. whereas the
utility of the hegelian-marxist myth should have been, according to
Sorel's aim. that of inciting the 'producers' to escape from the viscosity
of the historical bloc. for Croce, the myth remained subject to this
rational control which only the intellectuals of the already hegemonic
class were capable of exercising. At a polemical level it is. therefore, not
completely wrong to say that in Croce's UJOught we find the
characteristics of a primitive (illdigellO) platonism tinged with
humanism. And yet. the whole of Croce's construction indicates a design
of remarkable clarity. The ruling dass reaffirms its hegemony II/ruugh 'he
mediation of culture, C'OlllroL<; practicallensio",~ a"d social 'mytlrs' To
free oneself from the tedious marxist and positivist claim to interpret
history scientifkally. means precisely offering again to intellectuals their
traditional function of humanist mediation, to the eXclusive advantage of
the already hegemonic class, but within the framework of an overall
plan in which the eternal structure of forms of the spirit deprives the
subordinate classes both of the possibility of overturning the system of
values and of infiltrating it with new ones via the complex hierarchy it
engenders.
But to turn to Gramsci. There is no doubt, it appears, that he was
formed in this matrix of cultunil, political and moral problems. He did
nOI a,'Cepl all lire cOIL~eq/iences of sorelism, bur e'er/ainly Ire e~'olved
within its /N.'rspective % problemalic Qf anti-refurmist and anti-positivist
struggle. When Gramsci °began to write, sorelism, 8.C; philosophy of the
revolution, had already experienced a significant defeat. So caustic was
he in his polemics against the mediation of intellectuals, that he proved
incapable of protecting himself from anti-democratic interpretations of
bourgeois philosophy Sorelism was one of the matrices of nationalism
and irrationalism, and it was for this reason that Gramsci felt the need to
emphasise its hegelian-marxist aspects. His work entitled II sillabQ ed
Hegel is in fact a hegelian presentation of this Hegel-Marx relationship, tbe re-.evaluation of which we saw in Sorel. The famous article
'La rivoluzione contro it "Capitale'" was written from the same
viewpoint: I J
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if the Bolsheviks reject some of the statements in Capital, they do not
reject its invigorating. immanent thought. These people are not
'Marxists', that is all: they have not used the works of the Master to
compile a rigid doctrine of dogmatic utterances never to be
questioned. They live Marxist thought - that thought which is
eternal. which represents the continuation of Gennan and Italian
idealism, and which in the case of Marx was contaminated by
positivist and naturalist encrustations, This thought sees as the
dominant factor in history, not raw economic facts, but man, man in
sIXieties, men in relation to one another, reaching agreements with
one another, developing through these contacts (civilisation) a
collecti....e. social will; men coming to understand economic fad'),
judging them and adapting them to their will until this becomes the
driving force oftheeconomy and moulds objective reality, which
lives and moves and comes to resemble a current of volcanic lava that
can be channelled wherever and in whatever way men's will
determines.
The opposition between the Constituent Assembly and the Soviet is
formed in an analogous way (with reference to the Russian Revolution),
The Constituent Assembly is the 'vague and confused myth of the
revolutjonary period. an intellectual myth
'; (he Soviet results from
the clarification of these forces which 'are in process of elaborating
spontaneously, freely, according to their intrinsic nature. the
representative forms via which the sovereignty of the proletariat will
have to be exercised
the Russian proletariat has offered us an initial
model of direct representation of the producers: the soviets. '16
The theoretical framework. within which Gramsci evolved is therefore
that offered by Sorel - by his theory of spontaneity, by the interest he
concentrated on the producer class, by the fact that it is foreign to the
democracy of the intellectuals. And yet Paggi is right to note also quite a
new attitude, i.e. that, contrary to Sorel's predictions, the 'extraneily'
(eslrmleita) of the consciousness of the producers was affirmed
historically with a suddenness which imposed 011 the new politk:a.1
groups tasks of political leadership. The Russian Revolution not only
overturned the revisionists of the right. to whom it presented a political
realisation not mediated by the necessary moments of its development,
but it also overturned the revisionists oHhe left for whom, in place of the
myth,llte tasks q{political conslrllclion arose. The traces of this new way
of posing the problem were already evident in the criticism of .,>ociaU.,m
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and reformism voiced by Gramsci in his article 'La reazione italiana'
From this, at the theoretical level, an emph....sis emerged of the hegelian
theme i.e. of that hegelian-marxism!! which had in fact been upheld by
Sorel, but which now took on the particular meaning oCre-establishment
- in the field of the liaison between economics and politics (l.e. of tbe
historical bloc) - of lhese very dynamic tensions, the importance of
which sorelian revisionism had denied. In fact, during the closing years
of the century, Sorel had rejected the trend manifested by the economy,
in its reified version, to develop in a sociaJist direction and on the
contrary had accepted the bernsteinian anaJysis of the retentive capacity
of the historical bloc (i.e. of the existing relations of production and
ownership). Later, by connecting his theory of the myth of the general
slTike to the producer class, he had, to a certain degree, reopened to
historical ten. ~ions the possibility of a socialist outcome, making it
depend on the fact that the new social groups are extraneous (eslraneilti)
to politics. Now, thanks to the victory in Russia, that extraneity emerged
as full of unsuspected implications and pra(.'tical possibilities, which
detennined a new, necessary course for history. according to which
ideas lost their arbitrary character by material ising in the e(:onomy. The
idea (i.e. the new possible course of history as it emerged from the
producer class) found in (he economy (that is in the knowledge of
objective reality and o~iective class relalionshlp,v the means for iI.~
realisaliotl. The party acted not at the level of the reified laws of
economics (which expressed the attitudes made necessary by adaptation
to the environment), but at the level of the 'idea' i.e. of lhe possible
mastery of the reified forces. 19 The hegelian scheme oC quantity-quality
became the scheme of fundamental interpretation in which the economic
structure corresponded to quantity and human actions to quality.20 The
consequence of all this was not only a new dimension given to the idea Q{
the party,U but there was also a reactivation of the idea of historical
development, now entrusted to the ideal force of the proletariat and
guaranteed, not by the conformist motivation of economic realities but
on the contrary by that revolutionary freedom of choice, in relation to
which the economy had only the function of indicating the depth of
reified relations which should be repudiated. From the theoretical point
of view the solution seems to be pure idealist inspiration. 21 From the
political point of view the outcome is the opposite, compared to the
various humanist solutions which suggest again the idea of evolution. In
fact. it is not on evolution that Gramsci placed the emphasis, but on
rupture or sUbstitution.1J The •revisionist' negation oC the importance of
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historical laws and of the socialist outcome towards which their hidden
movement leads, is thus accepted as a whole. In tbeir stead is placed an
'extraneity' identified, according to Sorel, with the producer class, and
which takes on, as for Sorel, very distinctly idealist characteristics. With
the difference that, for Sorel, this 'extraneous' component has not the
function of self-preservation (even in providing for the future), but of
bringing about a substitution of power (within the framework of civil
society). On the basis of this 'extraneity' Gramsci's IIegeliall marxism
,"erefore lends 10 re-estahlish the scope ofa historical dynamic, i.e. at the
political level to promole the eXlralleiry of rhe proletariat, and at 'he
"reoretical level to place a/ its disposal those .~amt! instrument.s which
Croce had placed at tile disposal of the bourgeois class. This undertaking
of society which Qoce lmd entcusted to the mediation of education can,
via the discipline of the party, become a proletarian instrument. It was
an idea which. as far back as 1918, began to make headway within the
Italian Socialist Party (pSI). in particular in the polemics on party
discipline imposed on the parliamentary groups and the trade union
organisations.
3 Furthermore, It must be said that this process was anything but
linear. In the writings of 191 ~22. there are in fact two conflicting
trends. One. still under Sorel's influence, which considered that the
essential point was the conservation of the iden of extraneity and its
concretisalion in the instTUtnents of proletarian democracy (the idea q(
councils); the other influenced by bolshevism (which. in that period, was
not uninfluenced by Bordiga) which felt tho necessity of achieving,
thanks to the party, a more organised overall outlook. At the historical
level. Gramsci was convinced that, with regard to the choice between
syndicalism and reformism. it was the latter which had triumphed, since
at the very least 14
the syndicalists worked outside of reality.
On the other hand, the
parliamentary socialists worked in close contact with events and
while they could make mistakes ... they made no mistake in the
direction their activity took and so they triumphed in the
'competition'
The reformists had made mistakes because they had lost their antithetical
position,2S they had believed in the perpetuation of the parliamentary
state. The 'stupidly parliamentary' tactics had to be changed into the act
of the conquest of the state.

88

Nicola Badalanl

Gramsci's point of view during these last years was therefore no
longer that of extraneity, which had taken on the limited aspect of purity
and simplicity in opposition to the conception of the existing historical
bloc, but on the contrary it was the plan to construct, on the basis of
antithesis, an articulation just as complex with a view to constructing a
totality - the proletarian slate. The new representative institutions of the
producenl had Icadenlhip fUnctions involving the whole of Italian social
life, and more particularly the peasants. The transformation of the rural
eoonomy, which was still semi·feudal, into a technically developed
economy, could be realised both under the leadership of bourgeois
institutions and under that of proletarian institutions. But in the former
case it led to 'a di<laster' Only a proletarian state could bring about the
industrial transformation of agriculture 'with the agreement of the poor
peasants, via a dictatorship of the proletariat that is embodied in
Coullcils of industrial workers and poor peasants'.26
The conditions foJ' all this lay in creating in the worker the
'psychology of the produce.., of the creator of history'.ll To accusations
of syndicalism Gramsci replied in his article 'Sindacalismo e consigli'
with a theory, in great part sWl influenced by Sorel. which set up against
the figure afthe wage-earner that of the producer. that is ofa figure who
intentionally dominates the sphere of production and the market The
trade union is reduced to a form of capitalist society which organises tbe
workers as wage-earners. The producer therefore does not feel he is a
component of the process of trade, but its creator Private property
(starting from the factory) is therefore conceived as alien, precisely
because it 'is not a function of productivity' and the worker 'becomes
revolutionary, because he sees the capitalist, the private property owner,
as a dead hand, an encumbrance on the productive process which must
be done away with'. ZI Gramsci reached this conclusion that 'Syndicalism
has never once expressed such a conception of the producer, nor of the
proce.'IS of historical development of the producer society; it has never
once indicated that this leadership, this line, should be impressed upon
the workers' organisation: n
The new awareness of the overafi situation which he conn6Cts with
the figure of the producer therefore simply demands this conclusion.
Moreover, it is in this opposition between the producer and the wage·
earlier that the kernel of Gramsci's marxism resides. It sums up the
essential elements of Marx's analysis of bourgeois capitalist society.
Thanks to the mediation of Sorel., Gramsci was not confronted with the
opposition between the producer's class (workers and technicians) and
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that of the owners. It is to this opposition that he integrates the new
ideological and political totality, and it is precisely through it that it takes
on a neW meaning, Sorel had remained faithful to the need to withdraw
the working class from an integration which (according to Bernstein)
was identified with a historical movement which still had bourgeois
institutions as its protagonists. Gralmci Irimse(f conlinued /i,"",(1' 10
believe thai it was IWI historical ia ....'s whic'h automatically orientcd
progress towards sucialism, but 'he mm'emelll (~r 'wilhdrawal' whiCh,
having become a 'rising', ,.e-established fhe posSibllfly of leading the
movemelll of history. Viewed in this light, Bordiga's objections were
somewhat weak, when he asserted that it was 'foolish to talk of
worker-control as long as political power was not in the hands of the
worker state',lO The assumption of politic.1.I power, in fact, could not be
an instantaneous and impromptu fact either, but had to rely on class
consciousness completed by a new consciousness; that of promoting, by
antithesis, tbe development of civilisation. Hence the way in which
Gramsci formulated the problem of power. It Was no longer a question
of giving it to a group of intellectuals who would be replacing another
group of intellectuals, but of 'how to organise the whole mass of Italian
workers into a hierarchy that reaches its apex in the Party' and of
confronting the problem of 'constructing a State apparatus which
internally will function democratically. i.e, will guarantee freedom to all
anti-capitalist tendencies and offer them the possibility of forming u
proletarian government
' )1
During this period, Gramsci's wariness with regard to the limitations
of the trade union was far from having disappeared. Moreover, not even
the party 'incarnated' the revolutionary process and could embrace 'the
whole spectrum of teeming revolutionary forces that capitalism throws
up in the course of Its implacable development as a machine of
exploitation and oppression.'n But what was new, on the other hand,
was a double point of reference. The first was presented by the reestablishment ofthe 'process' dimension of history;lI the second, closely
connected with the first, WaS the original representation of the
dimension of the productive forces. In Gramsci's mind, the 'councils' are
the 'spontaneolls response of the working class to the new situation
imposed by capitalist development' 34 The relationship with the councils
is the equivalent of the relationship with the economy Economic
deVelopment is reflected in the factory where it provokes movements of
revolt which the 'councils' render visible, Thus the councils liberate the
productive forces. H The future ofthe party is defined, on the basis of this
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encounter, with the productive forces, in the sense that it offers them, by
creating a sure and durable economic basis of political power in the
hands of the proletariat, a subsequent development and expansion. This
encounter willllhe productive forces led Gramsci to keep the councils as
a new historical form of organisation. The soviet is a universal
institution, precisely because it establishes a link between the productive
forces and political organisation.)6
It is this link with the productive forces which represents a new
element, but also continuity, in relation to Sorel. TIle new aspect with
regard to the hegelian concept of civil society is the discovery of its
strong point. On this point. the reduction of marxist dialectics to their
hegelian form was continuous with Sorel's adherence to Bernstein '5
theses, i.e. to the idea that the historical process no longer developed
according to the problematic of the transition from one social structure
to another, but on the contrary via a development of the institutions of
the old social structure. The fact that the idea of freedom (Le. the
possibility to jump from one institutional type to another) which for
Gramsci had a distinctly idealistic tone - hegelian and crocian. in the
sense of the overturning of this trend on behalf of the proletariat - finds
concrete shape in the rediscovery of the productive forces, is a
characteristic fact of this new point of view. In fact, the councils do not
present a 'voluntary' dimension (that is, of statutory protection) of the
worker-state, but on the contrary are an expression of the figure of the
producer, that is, a totalising point of view of the problem of civilisation.
Ordlne Nuovo, Gramsci stated, 'was developed around a concept - the
concept of liberty (and concretely developed, on the level of the actual
making of history, around the hypothesis of autonomous revolutionary
action by the working class)'; the factory Council 'is an institution of a
"public" character while t.he Party and the trade unions are as..'>ociations
ora "private" nature'.57)n essence, Gramsci means here that the councils
are the organ representing {hI! liaison benveen the lwo socia-economic
groups and betweell the two organisations. It is only on these conditions
that political life can be regained, identifying itself with the work of a
headquarters which makes decisions on the basis of the anaJysis of real
class relations.
The aspect of continuity in relation to Sorel rests in the maintenance of
total extraneity in relation to present social organisation and hence in
relation to the compromises and adjustments which the replacement of
one group of intellectuals by another may involve. Political life is not a
self-sustained field. but on the contrary is only the concretisation of a
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hypothesis which already finds, in IIw council... , its field of experimentation; this hypothesis means in fa~ that at the time of
imperialism, of the domination of finance capital, of the subjection of
production 10 the demands of capital profit, the factory council, as a
home of liberty, constituted the momentum through which it became
possible to set in motion a society of revolutionaries and a society of free
producers, capable of organising, togetberwith production, a new era of
development of economic civilisation.
4 In a reading of the writings of the period 1921-2 (when open
reaction was already raging), and those of subsequent periods, it can be
seen that the problem of 'councils' had not disappeared. The latter was
still considered as the instrument of response - valid on a universal scale
- to the new faces of capitalism. The subject of the councils becomes
incomprehensible if we do nol take into account the interpretation given
at the time to the concept of imperialism. For Gramsci the concentration
of the forces of production and the crisis of overproduction foreseen
by Marx materialised in 'economic imperialism', JI The fact that the
orientation of production was abruptly shifted towards financial monopoly. in such a way that it provoked 'M, organisahon and massive
concentration of the material means of production and trade, obtained in
particular via the monopoly of credit and, on the other hand, via a
crushing and massive-scale disorganisation of the most important
instrument ofproductioD, the working class',n confirmed Gramsci in the
belief that the struggle must be presented globally, as defence of the
productive forces, as an attempt to withdraw them from subjection to
the market (in particular from financial monopoly). The working class,
as main productive force. was to realise its own autonomy by I'eversing
'this hierarchical scale' by eliminating 'from the industrial camp the
figure ofthe capitalist owner' and by producing 'according to established
work-programmes, not through the monopolistic organisation of private
property, but through world-wide industrial power of the working
cla.o;s' .0
As we can see it, the idea of 'councils' became, in Gramsci's mind, a
world-wide strategy - the working-class reply to the imperialist
development of capitalism towards the pre-eminence of financial capital.
This was not yet socialism ill Gramsci's thinking: it was a matter of the
response of the (international) proletariat to the problems raised by the
period of transition. Even the Russian experience could, in fact, be
de1lned as a bourgeois process without the bourgeoisie. "Ole communists,
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Gramsci recalled, have always seen in the Russian state not communism
but a period of transition between capitalism and conununism (it is in
this sense that the gramscian concept of dictatorship of the proletariat
must be explained). In this way Marx's prophecy is fulfilled:··
Capitalism, at a certain point in its development, can no longer
manage to dominate and organise the produ(..'tive forces which it itself
has created. The historical phase which follows economic
imperialism is communism: either economic development finds in the
revolutionary working class the necessary political force to dctennine
tnis transition. or, it is the regression, the destruction of the
productive forces. chao.~. the death of the surplus population. Of
course the capitalists want to return to individualism, want to destroy
the social organisation born of the imperialist phase, in so far as it
contains the vital impul<;e towards communism.
It is therefore surpri.~ing to find that, confronted with this explicit
confirmation of the experiment of t.he 'councils' and its extension to a
world scale, Gramsci's analyses were developed essentially on the theme
of the alliance (working and peasant classes) and of the analysis of such
phenomena via the prism of the intellectuals. In order to understand this
apparent contradiction, however, the peculiar nature of the Italian
situation should be recalled. which at the time imposed on the political
party the function of 'representation . of these complex class relations nips
a direct verification of which was hindered by fascism. This assessment
is corroborated by what Gramsci asserted in the report to the Central
Committee of 2-3 August 1926. a report in whicn. after having
distinguished between a situation of advanced capitalism and a situation
of more 'backward' capitalism (in Italy), he maintained that41
one of the most important problems ari..,ing, especially in the big
capitalist countries, i~ that olfactory c(}wlci/s and of workers' control.
as the basis for a new rallying ofthe working class, fitted to promote a
more efficient struggle against syndical bureaucracy and to
encompass the great masses, who are disorganised not only in
France, but also in Germany and England_

It was tbe council.. , therefore, which constituted for Gramsci the best
way to facilitate the creation of a universal awareness of the proletariat,
where the struggle is more directly engaged again..c;t social democracy
On the other hand. when the struggle is engaged against fascism, then
the affirmation of the link with the demands of the working class must
be elaborated, as it were, in the party_ The conditions for realising such
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an elaboration are various. We can try to sum them up as follows:
I The class/party relationship remains such that the party is a part of
the working class and not an organ of the latter, as the bordigans held,
who saw in the function of the party with regard to the working class, a
relationship of substantial superiority, affirming the fact, therefore. that
the intellectuals (and not the workers themselves) are the true organisers
of the working class.·'
2 The party is inserted in an international dimension of problems,
i.e. it is a 'detachment' orlhe International. Gramsci did not immediately
reach this conviction. What decided it explicitly was the realisation that
the party had to present itself to the masses not only as a mere
instrument of elaboration and debate, but armed with an analysis of
objective problems, of rational tactics and strategy. It is by this
transformation of the party (which became the vehicle for an analysis of
class, already formed, so to speak), that Gramsci defined the leninist
stabilisation orthe party. He acquired the conviction, he wrote, in a letter
to Scoccimarro. 'that the main force which holds the party together is
the prestige and ideals of the International, not the bonds which the
specific action of the party has succeeded in creating' +' Hence the
consequences which Gramsci drew from this; the analysis of the Italian
situation had to be effected with reference to the specific characteristics
of a situation which, furthermore, revealed contracts and contradictions
at world level.
In order to understand the exact meaning of this conclusion, it is
necessary to read the very significant letter written to Togliatti on behalf
of tbe Political Bureau of the PCI in October 1926. The setting up of a
permanent opposition within the Bolshevik party between majority and
minority meant in effect for GnuflSci the admission of the impossibility
of effective oppostion to the social-democratic and syndicalist tendencies
of the working class. directed towards the triumph of corporative trends
and those of class interests at a non-hegemonic level. What Gramsci
criticised in Trotsky's attitude was that, basing himself on the theory of
American superimperialism and of the dwindling of prospects of world
revolution, it was certainly possible to improve the economic conditions
of the Russian working class, but on l:ondition of renouncing its
hegemonic ambitions on a world scale and. in particular, the specific task
of the construction of socialism. 45 The problem which Gramsci
emphasised. on the other hand, as at present essential, was precisely that
of the political hegemony of the proletariat and it was the terms of such a
problematic that he expressed in his criticism with regard to the
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'corruption' brought in by the intellectuals. Now the working class, via
the party, took up the struggle against social-democracy and
syndi<.:alism, on the basis of the awareness of its universality, which also
.justified its C<lpacity to sacrifice its own immediate interests. 4~
3 TIle final fundamental point of this new vision of the p<Jlilical
stmggle of the proletariat is connected with the peculiar nature of Italian
problems. that is, with the analysis of the conditions orthe revolution in
Italy. Here the political struggle could develop from the basis of an
analysis of class analogous to the Russian analysis, since in Italy the
motive forces of the revolution were also the workers and the peasants.
Yet the 'peculiar nature' of Italy was constituted by the intertwining of
the Vatican question and the 'Southern' question. The former was linked
to the fact that the Catholic powers controlled a large section of the
peasant c1a.."'-'i of the North and this consequently posed the problem of
the liberation of those masses. The latter, for its pan, was linked to the
question of the intellectuals. In fact, during these years Gramsci had
come to interpret what was called 'Italian revolutionary syndicalism' as
a version of anti-giolittism culminating in Salvemilli's radical liberalism.
Salveminism and syndicalist-revolutionary rigour (including that ideology
of intransigence which had dominated the sociaiist party and which
Gramsci recognised as an expression of the peasant world of the Po
Vaney) constituted the effect oHhe peasant hegemony on the workingclass movement. SaJvcmini's liberalist and anti-parasitic intransigence
illustrates in its turn the way in which the peasant world reacted to the
'sucking' ('slicclliolla) economy of big industry. In return. work.ing-class
hegemony over the peasant world would not be realised via the
reformist advantages of giolittism, but via a proposal of alliance which
also implied for the working class a realisation that they would have to
face certain sacrifices. It was not a matter of a 'moralist' conclusion but
of the transfer onto the working class of the analys~ of class carried out
by Salvemini on behalf of the peasant on the basis of an anti-reformist
and anti-giolittian polemic, which fascism had partially instrumentalised. 47 This complex transfer of the idea of petit-bourgeois
radicalism to that of the working class (but in a subordinate position in
relation to the fundamental themes of workers' control over the
economy and society) could stiU have appeared groundless, if the model
of the New Economic Policy had not been pl'esent in the memory. In
Russia in fact the working class (through the sacrifice of its corporative
interests, but also in connection with objective conditioning), realised,
according to Gramsci. proletarian leadership over the peasant world,
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giving It the necessary concessions which could not be deferred (which
did not mean, it should be noted, a l~ning of working-class hegemony
but, quite the contrary, its realisation), Where Italy in particular was
concerned, such a class strategy implied on the one hand the leninist
stabilisation of the party and on the other, as a correlative of effective
workers' control. the immediate introduction of socialist objectives,
Gramsci replied to Piero Sraffa. who was encouraging him to give pride
of place to democratic objectives. that41
if our party did not find, even for today. its own autonomous
solutions to general Italian problems, the classes which form its
natural base would shift in toto towards the political currents which
olfer some kind of solution to those problems, which would be the
fascist solution.
leninist stabilisation. and the contrjbution of salveminism (and
sorelism) now allied themselves to the view that fascism was a violent
domination of class. realised precisely at a historical moment in which
the subsequent development of science itself had become impossible
'unle.~ the proletariat assumes power, constitutes itself into a ruling
class, by impressing on all society its specific class characteristics'.49
Fascism was still for Gramsci the obvious sign that there l:ould be no
progress except through the forms of power of the proletariat and the
creation of this democracy of producers in the councils. which still
remained, in his mind, the prime condition for a renewal of the
development of the productive forces.

5 The problem of the intellectuals had furthermore assumed a new
aspect in Gramsci's thought. In order to understand the meaning of this
'transition' the sorelian presentation of the problem should be recalled.
To give credit to the intellectuals meant for Sorel. as we know, opening
oneself to positivist culture and to reformism; .it meant shifting the
problem of the revolution to the field of a compensation internal to the
existing social structure. The point of departure of this analysis was still
bernstein/sm. In fact, if the shifting of social development had results
having nothing to do with socialism, then the possibility of the
revolution Was bound to a dimension of overthrow (modelled on
Christianity and its various revivals)SO which a8SW11ed the character of a
reconstruction ab imo conditioned not by tbe use of reason but by that of
the myth,
Gramsci escaped from this antithesis by returning to a vaJorisation of
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intellectuals, and going on from there to discovering the validity of
certain ideas of Sorel's antagonist, Renan. jJ But this turn-about is less
shocking than it appears a~ first sight, for two reasons. The first
emphasises, among the Italian intellectuals of the first quarter of this
century. that current which ran from Sahrcmini to Gobetti and which
encountered on its course the fringes of reformism (MO<tigliani. for
example, when he drew closer to Salvemini) as well as syndil-'alism. This
current held that free trade was the condition for the maintenance and
development of the democratic structure and was logically opposed to
protectionism (with its imperialist components), towards which. in the
end, Giolitti himself was drawn and which constituted the landing stage
of fascism. To recall the question of the intellectuals was, therefore,
equivalent for Gramsci to presenting the demands of social groups
whose requirements were antithetical to those of fascism; this Wa~
basically the poljtical conclusion resulting from the famous testimony of
Athos Lisa. 52 In fact. the theme of the Constituent Assembly meant the
awareness of the fact that the battle against fascism demanded
intermediate stages between the present state of social relations and the
dictatorship of the proletariat. As is now clear, it was this awareness
which caused Gramsci's isolation within the party during the last years
of his life.
The second reason concerns the new position attributed to those
intellectual groups in relation to the proletariat. When Sorel lamented
the fact that the political struggle emerged as a clash between groups of
intellectuals, and that in such clashes the interests of the masses were not
included. he had in mind the typical situation of the socialist parties at
the beginning of the century, whose doors were open to intellectuals and
to the ideologies which the latter conveyed. But Gramsci had a different
conception of the party as a section of the working class. To re-examine
the question of the intellectuals no longer meant in this context to
subordinate the party to those ideologies of which the latter were the
bearers but, on the contrary, meant utilising them, not in order to isolate
the working class but to widell the scope of class confrontation. The
hegemonic capacity of the proletariat constituted, as we have emphasised, the condition of this alliance, The party, by its severity and
discipline, interrupted the connection between the parliamentary action
of the 'intellectuals' and sectional and t.'Orpof'<ltive claims. Such a break
indicated the capacity of the working class to become aware (via the
party) of il" historic mission and no longer solely of its own daily
difficultie~ and problems.
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These, then, were the famous themes which Gramsci developed.
when he raised the problem ofthe 'creation of a new inteliectuaJ class '. 51
By freeing himself of the concept - whjch he considered mistaken according to which the intellectual is generally defined in relation to his
activity and nol in relation to lhe 'whole general complex of social
relations within which these activities (and hence the groups which
personify them) are to be found',54 Gramsci no longer thought of the
question of intellectuals as an abstract and indeterminate problem; on
the contrary he discovered the concrete ties existing between the type of
work of intellectuals and particular social groups. Sorel's polentic against
intellectuals no longer had a raison d'etre, since tile intelle"tua( was no
(onger regarded as an indeterminate figure but as a specific bond with a
class or special group. The problem of the construction of a new type of
inteUect bound to the working class was identified therefore with the
possibility of developing and guiding from below a new cultural
demand; in concrete terms, to create a new culture which was not
subordinate. which would be dominant and not let itself be dominated
by the traditional cultures.
According to Bobbio, such a problem is symptomatic of tbe transition
from a thematic of marxist type to a thematic of hegelian type, and thus
of a retreat to the idea of the hegelian civil society. But we have seen
what civil society meant for Sorel and in what sense it is an alternative to
the development represented by the dynamic capacities of the productive
fon,'eS. In the period in which he was almost exclusively under the
inHuence of Bernstein, Sorel had accepted this alternative in the
framework. of a conception aimed at denying the historical law of the
transition from a capitalist socio-econornic formation to a socialist
formation. To fall back on civil society meant, in this context, to accept
that historical movemenC was realised as an internal movement of
groups and social forces within the old formation. Sorel himself, in one
of his original Ufsomewhat questionable) formulations. had managed to
correct this overtly revisionist conclusion and to present the myth as an
instrument of autonomous formulation of the working class. Gramsci,
who accepted leninism (in the sense outlined above), was far from
returning to Sorel's starting-point. In reality, for him the problem of the
education of organic intellectual,; (technical and political) constituted
precisely a means of leading the working class into the field of history
rather than into that of the internal workings of civil society_ The
proletariat can construct its hegemony, because its power is now affirmed
on an international scale and because the experiences and the effects of
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that power are interdependent and cannot be i.'lolated. The upsetting of
power relationships (understood as liberation from subordination and on
the other hand as capacity to sUbordinate to oneself the other
conceptions of the world) occurred in the field of ideologies. But this
reflects the capacity the producers have to cause the development of the
productive forces 10 progress in a more coherent and complete manner
than that in which the bourgeois and petit-bourgeois classes are now
capable of, obliged as they were to subject the development of the
productive forces to that of the valorisation of capital at the time of
imperialism. On the other hand, Poulanlzas is wrong too to reduce tbe
question merely to a clash of ideologies in defining the latter as a real
relationship of men with their conditions of existence invested in an
imaginary relationship.5s The relationship with ideology - even if it is of
necessity imaginary - possesses in fact very different characteristics if the
ideology remains within the social relationships existing in a given
national society or if it reflects the most advanced relationships on a
world scale. It was not only a question, for the Italian working class, of
filling an internal void. of national character, determined by the
subordinate position in which, as a class. it had been placed. It was a
question. via 'his. offilling that more radical void created by tile October
Rel'orutiQn. The aim of the working class was no longer a reformist aim
of greater social justice; it was now a matter of taking over an economiC
m.d social prrx:es.~ whit'h had 'he importance of a his/orica/transition, a
transition which, under present conditions (imposed by fascism), the
party indicated as of prime importance. If the objective of the reformist
policy was to fill the void of inferiority In which bourgeois domination
had left the working class, the task which the 'communist' Gramsci gave
himself was to fiJI the gap that the October Revolution had left between
working-class consciousness and the whole complex of contemporary
bourgeois institutions. From this angle, the national question was only
the translation of a vaster problem; Gramsci's contribution must be
viewed - if its specific nature is not to be ·Iost - on this broader base.
Poulantzas does not perceive this aspect of the question, since he does
not understand that chamcter of the working class in which it finds Itself
not only conditioned by the domination of the bourgeoisie of each
country but as having experienced historically (even though in an
ideological and mythical way) the new historic phase born of the
October Revolution.
To conclude, could it be said that Gramsci returns to the problem of
civil society in the same terms as those used by Bernstein and Sorel?
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When Gramsci established his distinction between the two broad
superstructural levels : I Civil society - 'all the organisations which are
commonly called "private'" and 2 • "political society or the state"
which corresponds to the fUllction of "hegemony" which the ruling
class exercises over the whole of society and to that of "direct rule" or of
command which is expressed in the state and in "jwidlcal"
IJoverrunent'/6 when he saw in the state this reserve of domination
constituted 'in anticipation of moments of crisis in command and
direction when spontaneous consent dimjnishes'.~1 Gramsci had in mind
the weakness of the historical moment in which the bourgeois state fell
which, in the case of fascism, had had to turn to the direct exercise of
force. Gramsci's problem was precisely that of offering (as had emerged
to a certain degree with the NEP) a guarantee of force and power (the
dictatorship of the proletariat) which was capable of leaving room for
those social groups (those for whom Salvemini had made himself the
spokesman) who were in need of' freedom' - needing to free themselves
from parasitism and protectionism. The room len to these groups meant
a great limitation of the spontaneous demands of the working class, a
strong moral and ideological tension in the latter and consequently
imposed a monolithic political leadership_
Hence the two ideas confronting Gramsci : on the one hand the theory
oftbis monolithic party as condition oCtile historical bloc; on the other,
the perspective of the fusion and unification of the forces of the bloc,
prepared by a strong and ideal expansivity of the latent and peasant
forces (a whole thematic linked with the utilisation of national
litemture). $I Populism. for Gramsci. meant the tendential fusion of the
classes/matrices of the revolution (working cJass and peasant) in the
leninist presupposition of (he dictatorship of the proletariat. It was a
question of a bloc of social forces in which the 'consent' was made
possible by the intollectual and moral hegemony of one group over
another and by its capacity to prepare a new historic condition ror the
future.
6 There is no doubt that this was the state of affairs and that the

national-popular elements were ways of concretising the hegemony of
the international class_ S9 And this is confirmed by the extremely radical
criticism which Gramsci levelled a1 theoretical syndicalism, which in
fact appeared to him now as the ideology of a subordinate group 'who
were prevented. by this theory. from becoming dominant some day'.iIl
Furthermore. if we want to remain faithful to Gramsci's texts. it should
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be kept in mind that the political party does not constitute for him a mere
reflection of civil society To go beyond the reformist character of the
intellectual l.'Ondition should reneet, in its monolithic structures, the
central problem arising for civil society, a problem which has in fact a
historical and not merely a contingent dimension61 or, to use Gramsci's
phraseology, which invests thf;" stmcture (i.e. the organic phenomena of
society) and not jus/tile $/lperslruclure (i.e. the occasional and contingent
phenomena).~2

AJthough this is the problem today ('lie necessity Qf lhe modern prince,
as revil'al of lhe IzL~lorical problem), the outcome of the process is
nevertheless different. There has been a return to the link between civil
society and the state. Hegel. who had viewed the link. between consensus
and force in an explicit way (and outside the Hberalist ideology of
spontaneity), was the theoretician for this. Hegel was the theoriSJ of the
'permanen/ hegemony Qf III<? urban class over the whule populatiun' For
him, the organisation of consent was left to private initiative; therefore it
had a moral and ethical character.63 The state, in its turn, 'has and
demands consent, but also "educates" this consent' '4 But this great
Hegelian theory and the situation it interpreted had its day, in the postwar period, when the hegemonic apparatus disintegrated and the
'exercise of hegemony became permanently difficult and hazardous' 6S AI
that moment, lire search for consent was replaced by (he exercise afforce.
Fascism was therefore for Gramsci the end of a historical epoch. The
idea of freedom had now passed to the other side, but not in the sense of
the subordinat.ion of 'liberalist' ideas (mentioned above) to workin'g-class
hegemony, but in (he sense Qflhe global direction oftIle hiswricuf process,
since in the doctrine of the state-societyli6
the transition will have to be made from a phase in which 'state' is
equal to 'government' and identifies itself with a 'civil society', to a
'night-watch state', i.e. a coercive organisation which will protect the
development of the element') of a society regulated in constant
progress but nevertheless gradually reducing its authoritarian and
coactive interventions. But this could never lead one to think of a new
'liberalism' although this is almost the beginning of an era of organic
liberty
'lbc line of historic movement is thus indicated in Gramsci's thought
by two events: the October Revolution, which marked the beginning of
international power for the proletariat; fascism. which marked 011 the
pari of lhe bourgeoisie the aba/ldonmetl/ of the search for consf!nt.~7 At
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present the search for consent and the whole idea of freedom (in
Salvemin.i's sense of liberation from exploitation and parasitism) had
been taken over by the working class which. by passing through the
monolithic phase' of the party and of the dictatorship of the proletariat.
again opened up the wa.y for the historic development of an organically
free society of co-operating producers.
We have emphasised these points as they demonstrate how the
grumscian idea of inteUectuals and the renewal of interest in a civil
society resulting from this, are totally separate from the problem as
viewed by Bernstein, and show that Gramsci was fundamentaUy
interested in a reconquest of the historical dimension (either organic or
structural) of the problems. Gramsci was not the theorist of an ingenious
social machinery but a revo!utioruuy thinker. I think that even the
questions raised at the strictly philosophical level - in particular the
discussion with Croce - must be evaluated in this perspective.
7 '17te materialism and Ihe pho.<;ophy of Benedetto Croce' represents a
retum 10 Labriola, nevertheless, defined as the philosopher who
theorised the independence of philosophy from praxis, contrary to any
other philosophical trend.'· This definition is accompanied by another
which defines the concept of ortltodoxy in the field of marxism.
Orthodoxy, said Gramsci,"
is not to be looked for in this or that adherent of the philosophy of
praxis, or in this or tbat tendency connected with currents extraneous
to the ong1Oa\ doctrine, but in the fundamental concept that the
philosophy of praxis is 'sufficient unto itselr. that it contains in itself
all the fundamental elements needed to construct a total and integral
conception of the world, a total philosophy and theory of natural
science. and not only that but everything that is needed to give life to
an integral practical organisation of society. that is. to become a total
integral civilisation.
The return to Labriola was therefore for Gramsci a return to
orthodoxy, defined in the above sense. It should also be added that from
the theoretical point of view lhis 'self-sufficiency' took the form of a
resumption of the historieal movement in the sense indicated by Marx
and Engels ;~O that is, IL'i a transition to a different and higher fonn of
civilisation. In order to understand this transition. it is necessary to note
certain theoretical tools Gramsci used. The first is constituted by the
relationship Qf the philosophy of praxis with materialism and wllh
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idealism; the second, by the adoption of what we might call 'he method
o(jiUitlg (riempim('nto). Where the first point is concerned (as we said for

the young Gramsci), GranlSci managed to free himself from tbe domain
of mechanicism and from the territory of reifkation and passivity, by
recovering a theoretical dimension which he defined as crearMty.'l Such
an outcome posed him the problem of 'becoming true', of ,subjectivism'
This 'becoming true' lay, Gramsci thought, in the theory of superstructures. In other words, the course of history runs in the direction
of a progressive liberation of paltial and fallacious ideologies (as expr~on of restricted and static situations), in order to arrive on the contrary at a progressive unification of humanity in which subjectivity
and objectivity are welded into a single unit. It is in this sense that
Gramsci attributed to the concept of historical development, in the field
of marxism, a If!nsion which invests both structure.S and superslruct/ires
(i.e. the historical bloc) What Gramsci called the hegelian idea, the fact
ora progressive historical tension, is reflected as much in the structure as
in the superstructure. The possibility of the structure's being drawn in to
history ('('oinvolta '), is the development of the idea of councils, where in
fact the main produdive force becomes capable of talking in the first
person, In these new conditions, the modem prince takes up in !.be same
sense the problem of the historicisation of reality at the level of the
economy
The linear tension in the guiding of the historical process (which
manifested itself, as we know, in the fact that fascism appeared to
Gramsci as the negation of such a proress and the eruption of an alien
violence) must be integrated furthermore in the other dimension which
we have defined as that of filling (riempimelllo). One manages to
rediscover the possibility of progress only by exercising a strong pressure
on the passive components oftbe social world, To get society to submit
to a strong thrust from below is to put historical progress on the road
again, Here we see the double aspect of Gramsci's theory of common
sense. On the one hand it indicates a 'disintegrated, incoherent,
inconsistent concept, conforming to the social and cultural position of
the masses wbose philosophy it is'; 12 on the other, recalling (and, in part,
distorting the sense 00 the famolls passage in Capital," Gramsci
theorises common sense as a determined historical fact.,Accordingtolthis
fact, if will' is initiaUy represented by a single (remarkable) individual, its
rationality is constituted by what is gathered by the great number,
gathered in a pennanent manner, i.e. become a culture, "good sense", a
conception of the world, with an ethnic conforming to its structure',14
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Gramsci's idea was that historical tensions will arise, correspondingly.
when this thrust from below has been set in motion, Contrary to what
occurs in the institutional framework of struggles kept at trade-union
level, here the working class, finding itself at the head of historical
movement, leads politica/{v according to a his/orical perspective. ntis
latter concept is defined (as we know) in relation to the historical bloc,
i.e. in relation to the possibility of taking over the development of the
forces of production 'in new terms which arise from the capacities of the
'producers' to substitute themselves for the former social forces in
leading development. The .';;oreliall cOllcepl of II/e hi.~torical bloc acq14ire.~
new content in relation to tbis 'filling' of social ditlerences and relative
cultures, marked off, as we know. not by the practice of reformism but
by the point of outcome constituted (not just for the Russian workers) by
the October Revolution. If the movement was represented from below, if
sllch a demand was maintained at the level of internationalism, if the
social demand recovered, a positive reply to such a demand would
inevitably imply taking up the historical movement in the form
conceived by Engels and labriola. i.e. as an organic strtictl/ral
movement and 1101 just as a partial and reformist mm'emeIlJ. The
retranslation of the theme of 'creativity' on the basis of its purely
speculative meaning is connected for Gramsci with this filling of the
internal void, giving rise finally to this new common sense of the
producers. In this context, we can understand that Gramsci had felt the
need to settle his account with Croce definitively. In the face ofsorelism,
Croce had presented the idea of hegemony as an ethical instance.
Consequently, he opened a hegemonic outlet (in the bourgeois sense) to a
situation which only offered the path of leninism as an outcome. All
things considered, by presenting bourgeois hegemony, Croce actualised
a great number of theoretical operations proposed by Sorel. Uke Sorel's
Yioo, Croce's Vico suggested the installation of a synchronisation of
types of thinking. The separation between morals and politics meant the
speculative reception of another theme on which Sorel had so insisted:
the link between the problems of the family and those of morals.
Furthermore, Croce also reduced poliJics to a myth but afterwards
offered to bourgeois hegemony a complex range of connections between
myth and thought, between practical mythology and Olympian serenity,
which in fact constituted civilisation. When he tackled the problem of
Croce, Gramsci was deeply aware that it was a question of a version - a
particularly significant one, on the strength of its links with the Italian
situation on the one hand and with German idealism on the other - of
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bemsMnism, i.e. of that philosophy which had in fact theorised the
formation of the complex articulations of civil society mediating
historical development and reducing it little by little to something
imperceptibly slow, For Croce, the working.., of civil society were
sublimated in eternal forms of the mind, but exercised the same function
of interruption and arrest of historical development.
The speculative version of croceanism is, therefore, once more, a type
of reforrnism. H This stems from the fact that the unification lacking
between the pressure from below and the field of productive forces
reduces his/OIY again to the hiswry of intellect/wrs. Not only is there no
modification of the 'popular thought' ('mummified popular culture'),16
but furthermore efforts are made to divide what the philosophy of praxis
had, to a certain degree, united. Hence the meaning of what Gramsci
called 'absolute historicism'
Hegelian immanentism 'becomes
historicism, but it is only absolute historicism with the philosophy of
praxis, absolute historicism or absolute humanism' 17 The identification
philosophy/politics was not for Gramsci a mere categorical parallel. On
the contrary, it aimed at taking into account this qualitative leap (the
echo ofwhicb is also found in Sorel) indicating that the politics made by
inteUectuals alone is necessarily reformist ('a history of busybodies'),
even though now that anti·soreHan awareness has been achieved it is
possible to set the masses in motion political{Y and understand that
intellectuals are necessary for such an end. The sareHan polemics against
intellectuals, globally presented in the very tenn of historical bloc,
continued thus to filter into the determination ofthe concept of ab.'iolute
historici.sm (i.e. of a historicism which annuls these practical and
theoretical intellectual mediations, tending to arrest praxis in so far as it
emanates directly from the working masses). This means that a great
historical objective is not reached by returning to the automatism of
facts, or even by claiming to guide them from the basis of an inteUectual
situation of exteri(Jrity in relation to those same facts, but on the contrary
by giving to ideas thjs character of mass and unity which turns them into
historical forces.
If social automatism determines in a relative way (and only as a trend)
the historiC-cd oUlcome, the difference between Gramsci and Bernstein
will be found in the fact that the former restores hi..-;toricallaws on the
basis of an interpretation (strongly influenced by Sorel but reinforced by
a leninist conception of the party) of what the ideas and the practical
confirmation of the producers and of the masses can realise to fill the
historical void and determined by the October Revolution; while the
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second leaves to work.ing<lass corporative praxis the task of ruling the
social void produced by productive development.
The philosophy of ab.w/uIC' hl.<;loric;sm (contrary to current interpretations) is precisely this humanist philosophy of the historical bloc.
a.~ a unity of theory and praxi.'1, To reject the dichotomy between praxis
and theory is to restore (in the only way possible to Gramsci). the
historical. structural and organic dimensions of history and hence, to
overcome the limits of revisionism.
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Gramsci's general theory of marxism
Leonardo Poggi

To speak of Gramsci's 'general theory' of marxism may seem
inappropriate, even incorrect, given the originality of Gramsci 's work. In
emphasising his originality, however, the. central role of Gramsci's
relation to established interpretations of marxism is overlooked.
Although his early formation took place outside of the Second
International, tbis does not mean that Gramsci was not involved in a
close confrontation with it, from 1924 on, when the Comintern sought
to bolshevise all communist parties. Certain aspects ofa 'general theory'
of marxism in Gram.sci must be dealt with since his writings contain
attempts to formulate a theoretical alternative to this bolshevisation.
In 1958, Togliatti described Gramsci's thought as a 'new chapter in
Leninism'} Yet, this does not imply a linear development from Lenin.
since Gramsci accepled Lenin's main break but also went beyond it,
Bukharin's Manual provided Gramsci and other European thinkers with
the occasion to point out a series of differences between the Bolsheviks'
interpretation of marxist theory and the 'marxist-leninist' line which
became increasingly more distinct from it. Of course, Plekhanov always
loomed behind Bukharin. In his Fundamental Problems of Marxism
(1908), Plekhanov had provided the most complete attempt at a marxist
philosophical manual after Engels' Alui-Dtihrlng, and what Gramsci
called the most significant example of 'the pseudo-scientific pedantry of
the German intellectual group that was so influential in Russia. '1 This
Second International ·classic· provided Gramsci with the main guidelines for the theoretical elaborations in the Pri,~Otl lVoteboolai. One must
begin here to plausibly order the many definitions of marxism contained
in Gramsci's work.
The central propositions of Plekhanov's study are contained in its
first pages. J They can be summarised in three main points: I the
113
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philosophy of Marx and Engels is dialectical materialism, i.e., a
materialism integrated by the logic of the contradiction as the logic of
movement: 2 the tendency to make historical materialism and
economic ana1ysis independent of philosophical materialism is rejected
(dialectical and historical materialism are inseparable); and 3 only
when thi..; inseparable bond is overlooked does the aUempt become
possible to complete marxism with foreign philosophies under the
pretext that Marx and Engels did not sufficiently elaborate some part of
their thought.
Already in hIS early writings, Plekhanov identified materialism as the
philosophical nucleus of marxism. Subsequent positions came to be
gradually defined during the BeTSlein-[)Pballe and then against every
attempt to read marxist philosophy in a different way. These theoretical
solutions outlined within the defence-lines of 'orthodox' marxists are
severely criticised and rejected in the PriSOfl Nutebooks. Gramsci offerw a
different, if not opposed, solution to Plekhanov's attempt to prevent the
completion of marxism. His ·aim was to open the way to a
'revolutionary', i.c. political, lise of historical materialism. Already in his
first major articles on the October Revolution. the effort to identify the
philosopb.icai nucleus of marxism, expressed as tbe rejection of any
conception which would make history into a 'natural organism', is tied
10 a critical evaluation of major contemporary social phenomena. The
acceptance, but reformulation, of Plekhanov's view of an indissoluble
link between dialectical materialism and historical materialism is
articulated in Grarmci's mature thought through the criticism of
materialism in philosophy and of economism (or determinism, or
sociology) in the reading of historical materialism.

I Absolute historicism and humanism

In September 1925, rUn/la published some notes on leninism from a
lecture that Gramsci had delivered at a party school. They began with
the following general definition: 4
Leninism is the political science of the proletariat which teaches us
how to mobilize all the forces necessary to demolish bourgeois
dictatorship and to set up the dictatorship ofthe proletariat. For some,
there is no such thing as a leninism different from marxism. This is
not true. Leninism contains a unique world view without which
Marx today could not be understood.
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Setting aside for the moment Gramsci's interpretation of the relation
between Marx and Lenill (at the time an issue in the whole communist
movement). we find that the first definition of the doctrine remains
unchanged throughout the prison writings.
Political sciellCc or, as Gramsci later would say, the science of history
and politics, cannot be considered a pure method of analysis. Lenin's
practical and theoretical work cannot be considered as a restoration of
the analytical capacity of some given cognitive instruments. To reach
Lenin's conclusions (even if only. as Gramsci often indie-aled. on the
level of political prax:is>, it is necessary to reconsider the entire problem
of the relation between marxism and modem philosophy. In this sense,
for Gramsci, marxism is also profoundly monistic. None of its parts can
be changed without automatically upseuing the whole system. Leninist
political science rests on a philosophical revolution which has placed
marxism in a diJferent and more congruent relation, not only with
objective problems, but also with the forms of consciousness of the
contemporary epoch. Through this interpretation of leninism, Gramsci
put forth his general conception of marxism and indicated both his
philosophical course as well as his arrival point. With Gramsci. the
historical materialism of the Second International marxist tradition
became political science. i.e. an interpretive instrument of the process of
development of the proletarian revolution. A crucial break. however. is
hidden behind this terminological continuity with Plekhanov's account.
To understand what Gralll8Ci meant by marxism as a philosophy
which is also a world view, it is important to recall his recurrent
assertion that marxism marks an irreversible break with every preceding
conception of philosophy, i.e. that marxism is not a new philosophy next
to. or contraposed to others, but is the expression of the need to
restructure all philosophical knowledge. The break does not take place
within the history of phila;;ophy. On the contrary, it is characteristic of
marxism to indicate the abandonment of the most fundamental
philosophical categories. The first error implicit in adhering to the old
materialism consists in identifying the philosophical nucleus of marxism
through traditional philosophical categories. thus eliminating the task of
conceiving its original content in new tenns. Gramsci maintains Ihat 'the
new philosophy cannot coincide with any past system. under whatever
name. Identity ofterms does not mean identity of concepts',' and that 'at
the level of theory. the philosophy of praxis cannot be confused with or
reduced to any oUler philosophy. Its originality lies not only in its
transcending of previous philosophies but also and above an in that it
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opens up a completely new road, renewing from head to toe the whole
way of conceiving philosophy itself.' Plekhanov's materialist orthodoXy
is not only based on an extremely simplistic interpretation of the origins
of Marx's thought, but does not avoid that logic of completing marxiSm
which it meant to oppose. From this pe:n;pective the choice of
materialism constitutes an entirely interchangeable option with the !leOkantianism of his adversaries. In discu..~c;ing Croce's attempt to
incorporate marxism as the 'handmaiden of traditional cuJture', Gram.<;cj
asserts even more explicitly that orthodox thinkers 'fall into a trap' when
they make marxism 'subordinate to a general (vulgar) materialist
philosophy just as others are to idealism' 1
It is appropriate here to recall Gramsci"s appreciation for labriola's
theoretical proposal which he saw in need of rescue from oblivion, i.e.
that 'the phil050phy of praxis is an independent and original philosophy
which contains ill itself the elements of a f~rther development, so as to
become, from an interpretation of history, a general philosophy' 8 The
lack of a clear understandi ng of the GramscH..abriola relation is due to a
lack of analysis of Labriola's own thought in relation to marxism. His
approach to the problem of the philosophy of marxism is a result of a
tacit but profound dissatisfaction with Engels' thesis concerning the
death of philosophy through its dissolution in the development of
positive sciences. Since for Labriola. also, science and phiJosophy are
part of a process of development and transformation inevitably leading
to their mutual recomposition, he does not consider this process
completed for two reasons. FlJ'st. because the development and
proliferation of the particular sciences requires a level of epistemological
reflection grounding them and relating their methodologies. Second,
because revolutions occurring in scientific research. if not adequately
thought oUl and grounded, can bec;ome entangled in a series of squabbles
inhibiting their free development on the rnore general level of culture
and world view To ground the philosophical autonomy of a science
means to guarantee its correct fUnctioning.
The first pages of labriola's Socialism alfd Philosophy clearly show the
conna."tion between the unfolding of marxist philosophy and its capacity
to develop in different and occasionaUy hostile cultural contexts. A
scientific vision of history cannot manifest all of its innovative force
regarding the structure of knowledge implicit in it unless the philosophy
of tbis science is specified The philosophical terrain is no longer the
foundation upon which new systems can be constructed, but rather the
battlefield of opposing cultural and political tendencies. Labriola argues

Gramsci's general theory (~r marxi!;m

II 7

that 'historical materialism may seem to be suspended in the air so long
as it has for opponents other philosophies whicb do not harmonize with
it and so long as it does not find the means to develop it... own
philosophy, such as is inherent and immanent in its fundamental facts
and premises' 9 To elaborate Ihis philosophy does not mean to develop a
speculative manism, but to find the most suitable means for defending
its scientific content. 'Some vulgar cXJlOullders of marxism: Labriola
add.., 'have robbed this theory of its immanent philosophy and reduced
it to a simple way of deducing changes in the historical conditions
from changes in the economic conditions.'JO Consequently, the recovery
and elaboration of mantist philosopby is an indispensable premise
for avoiding ec.onomistic and mechanistic reductions of historical
materialism. To study the philosophical content of marxism means to
assign to philosophy a task entirely different from that indicated by
Plek.hanov. The problem is not to define once and for all the external
perimeter of the doctrine as a defence against every pu<.lSible assault.
Marxism must be conceived in temlS of an 'intellectual revolution',
which will concern ever growing fields of knowledge to the extent that it
win be able to su.c;tain victoriousl)' a series of confrontations dealing with
cultural hegemony and world views.
Labriola identified this philosophical nucleus in historical materialism
as the philosophy of praxis. II The concept of labour. or praxis. upon
which Labriola, on the basis of the Theses Of! F('uerbadt, grounds
sociality as the constitutive trait of the historical and human world, can
become a crucial element in transcending any dichotomising temptation
which could be reproduced even within the very interpretation of
historical materialism. 11

Historical materialism will be enlarged, diffused, specialized, and will
have its own history. It may vary in coloring and outline from
country to country. But this will do 110 great harm, so long as it
preserves that kernel which is. so to say, its whole philosophy. One of
its fundamental theses is tllis: The nature of man, his historical
making, is a practical process. And when I say practical, it implies the
elimination of the vulgar distinction between theory and practice.
For, in so many words. the history of man i!> the history of labor. And
labor implies and includes on the one hand the relative, proportional.
and proportioned dc\'elopment of both mental and manual activities,
and on the other hand the concept of a history of labor implies even
the social form of labor and its variations. Historical man is always
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human society, and the presumption of a pre50cial or supersocial man
is a creature of imagination.

This concept of labour, upon which the marxist notion of history is
based, al..o prescribes the outer limit of every discourse on the nature of
man, becoming, progress, etc.
Thus, for labriola, 'practical relations' are the social relations of
production. Praxis is the marxist foundation of the sociality of the
human world. It is necessary to move in Ihis direction in order to defend
and reassert the scientific chaJ"acter of marxism in the face of the
development of other id60logical approaches to history. On the other
hand, it is also clear why Labriola insists on the immanent character of
marxist philosophy. He wishes to emphasise its different nature with
respEX.."t to every preceding type of philosophy.
Already in relation to Hegel's systematic and synthetic claims, Engeb
had stressed that 'the task of philosophy thus stated means nothing
but the task that a single philosopher should accomplish that which can
only be accomplished by the entire human race in its progressive
development.'u Here l.abriola continues the theme of the end of the
traditional philosopher by individlmting in this concept of praxis the way
in which 'individual thought' is recognised as a 'social function' When
the 'I' recognises itself as a part of the 'we' which predetennines its
nature.and possible scope, philosophy abandons the path of metaphysics
along with every pretex.t of systematisation.
This brief excursus on Labriola helps us to understand Gramsci's
account of the philosophy of marxism. It is necessary to turn to Uibriola
in order to appreciate that break in the hislory of philosophy represented
by marxism, and on which Gramsci so often insists. But this raises the
question of the marxist definition of 'absolute humanism' and 'absolute
historicism'. These two themes have allowed the reinsertion of
Gramsci's thought into the history of Italian philosophy Yet, precisely
these two expression."I represented for Gramsci not the criticism of
specific philosophies from a new philosophical 'viewpoint', but what
made of marxism the irreversible arrival point of the previous ways of
understanding philosophy Can it be claimed that Gramsci's reevaluation of the role of subjectivity pa..~s through a philosophical
conception which aims to make of man as such the subject of history?
ActuaIly, for Gramsci, the very question 'what is man?' implies a
metaphysical vi(.'C. The appropriate answer to this question can be found
only by formulating it in a different way, following the fourth thesis on
reuerbach. 14
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That 'human nature' is the 'complex of social relations' is the most
satisfying answer because it includes the idea of becoming (man
'becomes: he changes continuously with the changing of social
relations) and because it denies' man in general.' Indeed social
relations are expressed by various groups of men which each
presupposes the others and whose unity is dialectical. not formal.
Man is aristocratic in so far as man is a serf, etc.
The advantage of this restatement of the fourth thesis is that it
transforms the qUestioll by introducing the new concept of sociaJ
relations of production. The historicity of man is linked to that of social
relations, which change with the changing of the position of the various
classcs. It is impossible to deal with man if social class divisions are
ignored. The history of man is the history of this division. The true
subjects of history are conflicting social classes which acquire their
respective physiognomy in this antagonistic confrontation. Struggle is
the only possible form of unity in class society. The ideologicaJ character
of the question 'what is man'?' consists in obliterating this by postulating
a sphere where such antagonism becomes insignificant. In marxism.
Gramsci adds, . "man in general," in whatever form he presents himself,
is denied and all dogmatically "unitary" concepts are spurned and
destroyed as expressions orthe concept "man in general" or of "human
nature" immanent in every man: 15
Even those philosophies asserting the identity between history and
man's nature do not escape this ideological flaw. In this case the problem
has to do with what is meant by 'history' Crocean philosophy's
secularisation of the great metaphysical question concerning the nature
of man becomes real only on one condition, 'if one gives to history
precisely this significance of "becoming" which takes place in a
"concordia di.~cor$" [discordant concord] which does not stalt from
unity. but contains in itself the reasons for a possible unity,''' If it is
claimed that men and not classes are the subjtX."1s of history, no insistence
on the historicity of human nature can avoid an apology for the existing
social order. 'In each individual', GranlSci says, 'there are to be found
characteristics which are put in relief by being in contradiction with the
characteristics of others.' The very concept of man in general will
become meaningful only when society will have found a form of nonantagonistic unity. Absolute humanism is possible only by renouncing
every philosophy of man, as wel1 as every form of historicism which
does not lead to the double identification of the concept of' history' with
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the social relations of production and of 'becoming' with the antagonistic
development of these relations
It is crucial in reading Gramsd's philosophical writings to abandon
any inadequately defined concept of history Though a frequent source
of ambiguities, the term 'ltistoricism' has been llSed to indicate how
marxism brings about a radical renewal of philosophy Historicism
reintroduces the theme of the death of philosophy - a thesis similar to
Labriola's view that the philosophical nucleus of marxism must be
sought within historical materialism and the revolution of the concept of
history. Here, it is useful to momentarily set aside the 'compromised'
language of the Prisrm Notebooks to see how in a 1926 writing, Gram.~i
prefigured the general lines of that criticism of philosophy which
eventually became a recurrent leitmotive in the prison writings.
The occasion was provided by a philosophical convention which
sought, in the jargon of traditional Italian philosophy, to proclaim its
distance from fascism. Gramsci argues the impossibility and inanity Qf
such a proposal.1 1
What is a philosopher? One must distinguish philwioplrer from
professor of pl,ilo$op/ry. As every man is an artist, so is every man a
philosopher, in as much as he can think and express intellectual
activity. Often the philosopher must be sought outside the professor
of philosophy. The Milan convention, apart from certain exceptions.
was more ofa congress of philosophy professors than of
philosophers. What praclical results could (.'orne out of a congress of
philosophy professors? There were no deliberations or regular
business to be voted on. The only practical result could have been in
the speeches of dilferent speakers who, as philosophers. had the
pretence of placing themselves above the various classes and social
relations by announcing the independence of philosophy as a science
ofthe spirit, as if (he spirit can exist outside of historical reality. which
is the reality oflhe class struggle. Philosophy is bourgeois or
proletarian. just as the society in which man thinks and acts is
bourgeois or proletarian An independent philosophy does not exist,
just as man does not exist apart from the social relations in w hieh he
lives. Of course. thought generates thought. but it does not come out
of nothing just as one cannot nourish oneself with nothing.
Engels' theme on the end of the individual philosopher as the
c;Jaborator of systems dealing with problems resolvable only through the
development of the human species forcefully returns here and in
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Gramsci's later writings. but with an emphasis very different from
Engels', It is not a question of seekins in the development ofthe positive
sciences the solution of problems that have trnditionally confronted
philosophy. Rather, it is the concept of social relations of production
which provides philosophical reflection with a new intelligibility. To
recognise its dependence on social relations means that philosophy
must realise that there are limits to thought imposed by the existing
world. Thus, it must develop into a theory of contradictions, whose
supersession depends on the transformation of existing social relations.
Gramsci's brutal assertion that philosophy is bourgeois or proletarian
does not menn that there are two philosophies according to class
perspectives, but that there are two ways of doing philosophy: one
conservative and one revolutionary. depending on their acceptance or
rejection of the symbiosis of philosophy and existing social conflicts. To
use concepts apart from their objective social meaning amounts to doing
bourgeois philosophy precisely to the extent that it is a refusa1 to cntcr
the new ground of maTxi.-;m.
.
In a well-known text from' his youth. Marx stated that the history of
philosophy shows that in moments of crisis when reflection is forced to
consider the real world, there are always timid attempts at reconciling
old babits and pressing new needs. l '
In such times, fearful souls take the reverse point of view of valiant
commanders. They believe they are able to repair the damage by
decreasing forces, by dispersal, by a peace treaty with real needs,
while Themistocles, when Athens was threatened with devastation.
persuaded the Athenians to leave it for good and found a new Alhens
on sea. on another element.
To the extent that it is permissible to use this image, which seem..-; to
prefigure the meaning of Marx's successive 'break' with philosophy, the
definition ofmarKism as historicism, far from indicating Gramsci's wish
to provide a new account of marxism, expresses the same need to
proceed with founding 'a new Athens on another element' The concept
of absolute historicism indicates the new element on which it is
necessary to base a new philosophy. Gramsci's task is not to prefigure
the new Athens, but to point oul the path that one must take.
With the notion of historicism, Gramsci is pursuing a double
objective. First. he seeks to prevent the philosophical reabsorption of
marxism, as happened with the rehabilitation of the old materialism.
Here, the temptation to proceed bureaucratically to a positive elaboration
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of marxism has led to the interpretation of the critique of bourgeois
philosophy as the confrontation of two systems, preserving the illusion
of an impossible victory on a terrain which had to be abandoned. This
has meant the avoidance of the specific task. of a marxist philosophy: to
indicate how to aClually conceptuause the social relations of production.
Second, Gramsci criticises the concept of history in crocean hi:r.1oricism.
which represents the most complete and' modern' vehicle to exorcise the
element of class from philosophical discourse. Thus, the historicisntion
of philosophy and marxism means something quite different from the
annihilation of theory into a form of •historical Knowledge'. as it has
been accused of doing.
'For Croce: Gra.msci writes, . "history" is still a speculative concept.'
One of tbe most recurrent arguments in the Pri:son Notebooks concerning
the ambiguities of idealist historicism consists in the criticism of Croce's
identification of philosophy and history If this eliminates the old idea of
philosophy as a system and emphasises problems gradually arising from
real life, it still amounts to the abolition of the most archaic forms of
philosophical knowledge and not its real supression. What differentiates
between a speculative and a realistic historicism and decides the
dissolution of philosophy into history is precisely the concept of history
or, as Gramsci says. the possibility of an identification of history and
politics.
'The criticism of the concept of history in Croce is essential: does it not
have an origin that is purely erudite and bookish? Only the identification
of history and politics takes this character away from history.''' The
meaning of this famous gramscian claim hinges on how one deciphers
this concept of politics. Here Gramsci puts forth two different accounts
which ultimately converge. According to one. politics means 'what is
realised, and 110t only the various and repeated attempts at realization.
some of which fail'. The other. more organic account, whereby history
and politics nre identified, is contained in the nreses 011 Feuerbach. From
1920 on, Gramsci held that anything dealing with the development of
the productive forces must be stripped of all technical appearances and
evaluated in terms of its political meaning, as part of a larger organic
unity constituted by the totality of social relations. 20 What leads to the
vindication ofthe.• political character' of philosophy and, more generally,
of every intellectual and creative activity, is the same argument which
L JOrdille Nuovo has put forth in vindicating the 'political character' of
the world of production. It is a matter of recognising a determinate form
of human activity as a function of a social totality. TIle starting point of
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Gramsci's thought is the rediscovery of the economic sphere 'not only as
the production of goods, but also of social relations',21 The activity of the
individual professional philosopher can be seen by Gramsci as a
'function of political leadership' only as a 'function of social unity', or as
the 'active social relation seeking to modify the cultural milieu' 21 Having
relegated to the level of simple metaphors the two expressions through
which the great scientific discovery of marxism has been transmitted that the anatomy of society must be sought in 'a.:onomics' and that
superstructures are 'appearances' ~ Gramsci reintroduces a concept of
immanence designating 'the ensemble of social relations in which real
men move and function' as the only one capable of grounding idealist
subjectivity anew as the 'subjectivity of a social group',ll
2 The science of history and politics
The two definitions of marxism as absolute historicism and as a
philosophy of praxis have two separate functions. The first chalienges
post-marxist philosophical discourse that continues to appeal to 'history'
without clarifying what is meant. The second indicates how, following
one of Marx's texts, only the concept ofthe social relations of production
can ground the notion of politics as the subjectivity of a social group, In
both cases Gramsci's intention is not to undertake a positive elaboration
of a marxist philosophy, but to recover tbe basic concept by criticising
the ambiguities of some post-marxist philosophies. While the definition
of absolute historicism leads directly to the mystifications of crocean
philosophy, that of the philosophy of praxis seeks to rejuvenate Marx's
'real conquest of the historical world'.l4 Its significance lies in its
interpretation of historical materialism, while what is at stake in the
identification ofthe pbilosophicaillucleus of marxism is the possibility of
understanding the real importance of the new concept of history,
Already in 1921. when polemicising against bergsonianism as a way
of salvaging subjectivity which is foreign to marxism, Gramsci had
argued that 'to find the main path one must go back to Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels who from philosophical thought have evolved a precise
doctrine of historical and political interpretation_'2~ In order to take
another real step in understanding the philosophy of praxis, it is
necessary to examine those passages in Gramsci where the traditional
notion of historical materia1i<>m is transformed into a science of history
and politics. This change is not a purely terminological one.
Here, any affinity with Labriola's position breaks down, and what
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emerges is the bond between Lenin's political work and the Theses Oil
Feuerbach the key to the gramscian acceptance and reinterpretation of
marxism-leninism. Lenln's contribution is understood not only as a
restoration and application of the doctrine to new historicallhemes, but
also as its general re<.'onstitution. which is relevant in political science in
so far as it leads to the rediscovery of its true philosophical nucleus. As a
result of the relation that he established between philosophy and the
science of marxism. Gramsci CQuld define leninism as 'a unitary system
or thought and practical action in which everything is held and
demonstrated within reciprocal relations, from the general world view
to the smallest problems of organisation. '26
In J 924, after the Fifth Congress of the Communist International had
placed at the centre of ideological propaganda the new l.'Oncept of
'marxism-leninism', L 'Ordine Nuovo published an extensive essay by
Longobardi. It is not djfficult to discern in this essay Grarnsci's entire
subsequent interpretation of leDin's thought as tbe historically most
advanced interpretalion of Marx able to provide a total theoretical
reconsideration of the doctrine after the Second International.
In his essay. Longobardi identified the role of Lenin with an
interpretation of historical materialism which restored marxist philosophy's concept of praxis. The thesis of the 'double revision' of the
philosophical nucleus of marxism in the Prison Notebooks is anticipated
here by that of a 'double deformation' of historical materialism by
revisionists, who saw a phase of peaceful capitalist development as a
structural tendency and by orthodox marxists defined as the 'theologians
of a theory crystalIised in a series of dogma'. 27
They simply forgot that marxism is a doctrine of action and
presupposes action - mass revolutionary action. Thus, while Marx's
thought permeated the whole direction of historical and economic
studies, in the last decades of the century, even in the orthodox camp,
it became an instrument of research. a peaceful method of
investigation. a desk doctrine. It was simply stripped of its soul.'
Gramsci fought primarily the 'orthodox' revision of marxism. If in the
philosophical field it identified marxism with the old materialism, on the
level of the comprehension of social phenomena it turned historical
materialism into a canon for research since it was unable to make it into
a tool to analyse on-going political processes.
Gramsci had already reached this conclusion in one of his early
writings which dealt with a problem engaging his whole subsequent
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reflection: the evaluation of the Ru....sian Revolution. Because of the
disequilibrium between the levels of economic and political maturity, the
revolution could be disavowed, as it in fact was by a part of the labour
movement, by recourse to a certain interpretation of historical rna-

terialism,1S
'Political constitutions necessaril y depend on economic strllctures :
the forms of production and exchange,' With the mere enunciation of
this formula, many think that they have solved every historical and
political problem.
Lenin is a utopian and .,. the poor Russian
proletarians live in a completely utopian illusion while a terrible
awakening Implacably awaits them.
Thus, a determinate political position implies the solution of a great
theoretical problem: how to provide an interpretation of political
processes in terms of the marxist interpretation of history, 'The canons
of historical materialism,' argued the young Gramsci. 'are only valuable
postlacwm to sLudy and understand past events and mlL')t not become a
mortgage on the present and the future. '29
This explains Gf'amsci's double identification of the current interpretation of historical materialism and economism, and of economism
and the reduction of historical materialism to an interpretative
canon. Economiosm consists in confining historical materialism to
historical reconstructions and thus preventing an evaluation of ongoing historical and political processes. The orthodox marxists' error
has been that of having provided an interpretation of marxism similar
to the one circulating in European culture at the end of the nineteenth
century. Croce cab be better understood as a revisionist if it is kept in
mind that his definition of marxism formalised the predicament of
the orthodox interpretation. In a letter dated May 1932. Gramscl says:
.As a revisionist rOocel contributed to the formation of the school of
economical-juridical history. ·~o
The solution to the impasse is found in the reintroduction of the
concept of antagonistic social relations of production. This concept can
ground a general theory of history in which all the problems of past
philosophy are dissolved and reformulated. The possibility of shifting
historical materialism from the past to the present is a result of the
rediscovery of the subjectivity of struggling social groups, of 'mass
revolutionary action' which provides the image ofthe present as a field
of opposing forces. In the previously mentioned 1924 article, marxism
'is a theory of action, the theorisation of human doing, of praxis'. But
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this 'human doing' is the meeting of antagonistic forces within a given
situation, which. given their degree of cohesion and consciousness, bring
about a result initially only objectively possible. The re-absorption of
historical materialism as a canon becomes impossible for Gramsci as
soon as it is demonstrated that, in Croce's words, political programmes
can be deduced from scientific propositions by seeing collective wills as
expressions of scientifically analysable objective contradictions.
These concepts are very clearly expressed in the blunt rejection of
Engels' thesis that Marx's scientific contribution can be found in
historical materialism and in the theory of surplus vaJue. As Gramsci in
1926 replies to Arturo Labriola, who had become the interpreter of
this commonplace eoncerning the previous marxist tradition, the
fundamental point is the 'demonstration of the historical necessity of the
dictatorship of the proletariat' The use of the political formula should
not be deceptive, since it expresses the desire to break with the view of
marxism as an abstractly objective theory. 'I

Already in the Theses on Fellerbach. Marx said that the present task is
not to explain the world, but to transform it. To emphasise only that
part of marxism which explains the world and to hide the much more
important parts seeking to organise revolutionary social forces, the
proletariat, which must necessarily transform the world, means to
reduce marxism to the level of an ordinary theology.
The terms 'theology' and .speculation " characterising in these political
texts an interpretation of marxism separated from its political im·

plications, are the same ones used by Gramsci in prison to attack those
conceptions of history which avoid coming to terms with the marxist
scientific revolution. 'The philosophy of praxis is the historicist
conception of reality freed from every residue of transcendence and
tlleology, even in their latest speculative embodiment. Croce's idealist
hi<ltoricism still remains.in the theologico-speculative phase. m Marxism
has shown how the notion of subjectiv ity of the entire idealist tradition is
to be understood as the 'form of a concrete social content and the way to
le~·a11 of society to fashion itself into a moral unity' If this social
subjectivity and Its concem for tbe outcome which it seeks are removed
from marxism, then a relapse into traditional theory is inevitable.
Thus, historical materialism can become a science of politics to the
extent that it rids itself of that caricatured concept of history deduced
from it, according to whicb 'it was a kind of ledger, with one entry
for "receipts" with a mathematically corresponding entry for
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"expenditures" Five Ure of capitalism or economic interest under
the entry "expenditures" determined exactly five lire of politics and
socialism under the entry ·'receipts'" With these premises it is impossible to develop an analysis of the revolutionary process. To
develop such an analysis, it is necessary to start from the premise that
marxism. 'by studying relations among material things, wishes to
explain relations among men and does not in the least wish to
subordinate men to material things' Thus, 'we focus on social relations
among men which, if they are a function of relations among things, are
not bound to these by means of a bookkeeping formula of" rereipls" and
"expenditures"'J] Gramsci's problem becomes one of elaborating a
'conception of a marxist political method' J4 Lenin's method, which
consists 'in knowing how to do "natural history", i.e. how to carry out
the most minute analysis of the factors in a situation in order to
determine our tactic in relation to', is the new achievement Gramsci sets
against the repetition of a scheme deriving the superstructure from the
structure, which regularly leads to the dispersal of the 'concreteness of
political and social contrasts' H
Furthennore, the methodological inadequacy of the traditional interpretation of historical materialism is also evident in more strictly
historical research, where its effects have been more ditfuse and massive.
It is worthwhile to recall Gramsci's distinction between 'the philosophy
of praxis' and 'historical economism':"
what importance should be given to 'economism' in the development
of the methods of historical research, granted that economism cannot
be confused with the phil050phy of praxis'! It is clear that a group of
financiers with interests in a given cOuntry can guide the politics of
this country by instigating or preventing a war. But the vertification
of this fact does not amount to the 'philosophy of praxis', but rather
to 'historical eoonomism: the assertion that 'immediately', as by
'chance', the facts have been influenced by specific interest groups.
That the· odour of petroleum' can bring serious (l'Oubl~s to a country
is also clear. But these controlled and demonstrated asSertions still do
not amount to the philosophy of praxis. On (he contrary, they can be
accepted and uttered by those who reject the philosophy of praxis In
toto. It can be said that the economic factor (understood in the
im.mediate and Judaic sense of historical economismJ is only one of
the many ways in which the more profound hi.o;torical process
presents il"elf(the race factor, religion, etc.), but it is this more
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. profound process which the philosophy of praxis wishes to explain
and this is why it is a philosophy, an 'anthropology', and not a simple
canon of historical research.
The philosophical 'dignity' of marxism, its completely autonomous
and independent nature, obtains for Gramsci only to the extent that it
succeeds in accounting for the totality of the historical process. This is
why marxist philosophy can also be defined as a 'methodology of
history' This relation between philosophy and the science of history
characterising the limits of economism also oonstitutes the basis of the
critique of Bukharin's sociology. The latter is also an attempt to fix the
criteria of marxist social analysis by forgetting that marxism's
fundamental innovation, the concept of the social relations of
production,leads to a conception of philosophy as a theory of history A
study of the scientific nature of marxism employing a concept of law
borrowed from the natural sciences is a result of that split between
dialectical materialism and historical materialism which has led the
doctrine to become subordinated to foreign forms of thought
Gramsci had begun his discussion with Bukharin even before he was
impriwned. Only fragments of this discussion remain, but they are still
quite significant since they anticipate the subsequent position elaborated
in the Prison Notebooks.. During the Fifth Congress of the Communist
International, in a paper dealing with problems of the ideological
unitlcation of the movement, Bukharin had denounced the existence of
forms of 'voluntarist idealism'in the Italian party as peculiar aspects ofa
tendentiaJ re-birth of the 'old hegelianism·.]7 Bukharin's accusation was
related to the traditional charge of the bordigan left and posed problems
of a political nature within a very rigid climate characterised by the
bolshevisation of the communist parties which had begun in 1925. This
may explain why Gramsci decided to publish in two parts the
introduction and the first chapter of Bukharin's Manual for a party
school as a didactic exposition of some of the major aspects of marxist
doctrine. But a comparison ofthe published translation with the original
text reveals the presence of an interpolation in the concluding part of
Bukharin's introduction which appears as anything but casual or
tbeoretically neutral.
'Some comrades think: Bukharin writes, 'that the theory of historical
materialism can in no way be considered a marxist sociology and that it
cannot be exposed systematically. These comrades think that it is only a
living method of historical knowledge and that its truths are
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demonstrable only when dealing with concrete historical events. ' l i This
passage and the definition that folJows it of historical materialism as a
'general doctrine of society and of the laws of its development, i.e.
sociology', which summarised the whole meaning of this introduction.
was omitted in Gramsci's translation and substituted by another which,
under close examination, contains in synthetic form his future response
from prison to the interpretation of historical materialism as sociology. 39
The doctrine and tactics of communism would be unintelligible
without the theory of historical materialism. lbere are various
bourgeois currents, some of which bave even succeeded in
influencing the proletarian camp, which by recognising some of the
qualities of his torical materiai ism seek to limit its importance and
deprive it of its essential meaning, its revolutionary meaning. Thus,
for example, the philosopher Benedetto Croce writes that historicai
materia1ism must be reduced to a pure canon of historica1 science,
whose truths cannot be developed systematically into a general world
view, but are only demonstrable concretely in so far as one uses them
to write history books .... One need only obseJVc that historical
materialism, in addition to having been a canon for hil,'toricaJ research
and having shown its worth in a series of cont..-rete literary
masterpieces. has also been concretely revealed in the Russian
Revolution, in a living and actual historical phenomenon. It has been
revealed in the world·wide labour movement which continuously
develops according to marxist predictions, notwithstanding that,
according to bourgeois philosophers, such predictions are to be
considered phantasmagoric because historical materialism only serves
for the writing of history books. and not for living and actively
functioning in history.
Here Bukharin is criticised through Croce. The passage clearly
distinguishes between the view of marxism as a historical methodology
and its reduction to a canon. Second, the reply to Croce is found not by
descending to the level of the systematic exposition of the doctrine
(Bukharin's approach) but by upholding. although in a specifically
political language. the validity of marxism as a philosophy by
underlining its demonstrated capacity to function as the proletariat's
political science. Coming back to this point in the Pri,son Notebooks,
Gramsci writes that40
In the final section ofthe introduction the author is incapable of
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replying to those critics who maintain that the philosophy of praxis
can live only in concrete works of history He does not succeed in
elaborating the concept of philosophy of praxis 38 • historical
methodology'. and ofthat in turn as 'philosophy', as the only
concrete philosophy. That is to say he does not succeed in posing and
resolving. from the point of view of the real dialectic, the problem
which Croce has posed and has attempted to resolve from the
speculative point of view.
Once again, the problem ~ to identify history and philosophy and by
means of the concept of social relations of production come to an
identification of history and politics. Furthermore, Gramsci adds, to
accept the thesis that marxism •is realised in the concrete study of past
history, and in the current activity of creating new history', does not
amount to pulverising marxism's theoretical nucleus into a purely
empirical casuistry, since 'even if the facts are always unique and
changeable in the flux of the movement of history. the concepts can be
theorised' 41 Generalisations of a purely empirical casuistry are reached
by substituting for the exposition of method the description of some
possible uniformities, in which the material variety of concrete historical
processes is preventively inserted. The criticism of Bukharin 's concept of
law is not an attack on the objectivity of the historical process, but
reiterates the impossibility of confusing the theory with the method of
the successive generalisations. At this point the problem becomes one of
tbe logic of historical knowledge. 42
The historical dialectic i... replaced by the law of causality and the
search for regularity, normality, and uniformity. But how can one
derive from this way ofseeing things tbe overcoming, the
'overthrow' ofpraxis? In mechanical tenns, the effect can never
transcend the cause ofthe system of causes, and t~refore can have
no development other than the fiat vulgar development of
evolutionism.

3 Tile dialectic
In an anonymous note in Rinascila in 1945. Togliatti characterised the
relation between Gramsci and Labriola as follows :43
Marxist scholars recognise in ubriola a tendency towards a certain
onesided,limited and ultimately fatalistic interpretation of the
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doctrines of scientific sociali.<;m. It is this tendency which led labriola
to seriously err, for example, concerning Italian colonialism and.
more generally, made his role as a socialist theorist in Italy rather
impotent. Antonio Gramsci, who was an attentive student of labriola
in the finest sense of the word. corrected this erroneous tendency. A
marxist does not and cannot reduce the analysis of historical and
political facts to the explication of the simple relation of cause and
effect between and economic and socio-political situation. This is how
marxism had been understood by dilettantes unaware that for a
marxist the very relation of causality is much more complex and
implies action and reaction, interdependence and contrast. Thus (as
Lenin put it), the historical process is causa .ml and always contains,
according to the unfolding of a dialectical development of real forces.
not only its own jUstification, but positive and negative elements.
contradiction and struggle.
Togliatti would return to the question of labriola's 'fatalism'. but never
by so specifically indicating the reasons for a critique and summarising
the methodological innovation introduced by Gramsci in the conception
of historical materialism.
The dialectic, in fact, deals with the problem of causality in the
concrete analysis of historical and political processes. Gramsci moves
beyond the reduction of historical materialism to a canon to the extent
that he provides a justification of events as weH a.. a critical evaluation of
these events as the outcome of struggles between conflicting social
forces. There the victory of one purt never means the definitive
overcoming of the social antagonism. This antagonism remains. thus
constituting its permanent contradiction. The dialectic does not
introduce a weakening of the detannination in the final instance, or
provide a more complex representation. Notwithstanding frequent
reference to Engels' letters on historical materialism to allow a greater
space to the role played by the multiplicity of factors, Gramsci's
theoretical perspective is substantially different. The dialectic relates the
multiplicity of factors to the basic struggling forces and shows how a
specific outcome is reached through the exclusion of other objectively
possible alternatives.
Thus. historical analysis is no different from political analysis,
particularly in the examination of historical processes whose constitutive
elements are still operating, as when the form of the proletarian
revolution is deduced from the form taken by the bourgeois revolution.
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For this reason, there is a close relation between Labriola's historical
methodology and his inability to provide concrete political indications
for the development of the socialist movement. His interpretation of
marxism is destined to remain a: cultural fact which never penetrates to
the level of political battles. Consequently, Labriola's interpretation and
use of historical materialism tends to confirm the crocean theses
concerning the impossibility of deducing political programmes from
scientific propositions. Here again the gramscian criticism of eoonomism
corresponds with that of the crocean (and orthodox) revision of
historical materialism.
Accordingly. Grarnsci rejects the very formula of a 'materialist
dialectic' and document'S the specific meaning of the 'rational' marxist
dialectic. The procedure is similar to the rejection of materialism as the
content of marxist philosophy and the rejection of the consequent
dichotomy between philosophy and the science of history. From these
premises, the dialectic cannot be understood 'as a chapter of formal logic
and not as a logic of its own, that is, a theory of knowledge' 44 Gramsci
rejects the presentation of the dialectic as a logic of movement
oontraposed to a logic ofstasis. Rather, he defines it as 'the very marrow
of historiography and the science of politics' 45 The emphasis is on the
double nature of the 'general theory' or of 'philosophy' its irredUcibility
to a preconslituted framework and its ability to provide the very
pos.<;ibility of a concrete, applied, scientific knowledge of historical
processes.
In this conception of the dialectic a~ the mode of expression of marxist
causality, Gramsci singles out two fundamental moments. First, there is
the dialectic as the foundation of the marxist vision of social
development, rooted in the anti-utopian polemics of TIre Poverty of
Plrilosoplry. Here, the dialectic is understood as antagonism. Against a
dialectic of distincts, which is elsewhere regarded as a heuristic proposal,
Gramsci carries out the same' re-evaluation of begelian dialectic that
Marx did in relation to Proudhon. According to Marx, 'to tind complete
truth, the idea, in all its fullness, the synthetic formula that is to
annihilate the contradiction, this is the problem of social genius' And
further on;46
The philanthropic school Is the humanitarian school carried to
perfection. It denies the necessity of antagonism; it wants to turn aU
men bourgeois; it wants to realise theory in so far as it is
distinguished from practice and contains no antagonism. It goes
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without saying that. in theory. it is easy to make an abstraction ofthe
contradictions that are met with at every moment in actual reality

So far. then, the dialectic designates the existence of antagonisms
between opposing social forces whose recognition constitutes the
indispensable premise for avery subsequent scientific analysis. To
overlook this situation is not merely a theoretical error. but amounts to
taking an ideological and political position. In this case, the problem is to
restore the suppre!."Sed elements in the criticism of the apologetical
position. But in addition to the obj.ectively given fonn of social
development. for Gramsci the dialectic is also the cognitive method
necessary to gain a concrete and realistic representation of the
antagonistic social unity. The dialectic is the tool needed to gain
knowledge of the unily. specificity, and C01lcreteness of social phenomena
by organically relating the otherwise separate and juxtaposed individual
constItutive elements. In this sense, the dialectic is the best way to reintroduce, and at the same time provide an empirical verification. of the
structured marxist concept of history.
In tbe 'science of dialectics, the theory of knowledge', Gramsci says,
'the general concepts of history. politics. and economics are interwoven
in an organic unity.' Once again, the peculiarity of marxism is seen in its
ability to provide a: theory of history where 'one cannot separate politics
and economics from history.'41 For this reason, the discussion
concerning the three constitutive elements of marxism can only be
understood as an account of the historical genesis of the doctrine, which
leaves untouched the task of providing' the synthetic unity' of its original
parts. In the elaboration and concrete application ofthis second meaning
of the dialectic, Gramsci has as his main reference point the theoretical
patrimony accumulated by the leninist politJcaI elaboration.
In March I92S. during the Fourth Executive meeting of the
Communist International in which Gramsci participated as head of the
Italian delegation, the first issue oftbe theoretical journal Bolshel1ik was
published containing the important chapter 'On the Question of
Dialectics' excerpted from Lenin's still unpublished Philosophical
Notebooks." The journal's aim, as became all too clear in later years, was
to completely restore P1ekhanov's variety of dialectical materialism - a
doctrine which had been eclipsed after the First World War by the
western marxists' rediscovery of Hegel. Gramsci's appropriation of
Lenin's elaboration of the dialectic was not only completely different
from the way it was being presented by marxism-leninism, but it also
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differed from the interpretations provided by tbe left philosophen; in the
German Communist Party. Thus, in January 1926. by devoting a special
column to an anthology of leninist texts. l'Unita exemplified Lenin's
position on the dialectic by publishing the following account of the
difference between the dialectic and eclecticism ;49

A tumbler is assuredly both a glass cylinder and a drinking vessel. But
there are more than these l wo properties, qualities or facets to it;
there are an infinite number ofthem, an infinite number of
'mediacies' and interrelationships with the rest of the world. A
tumbler is a heavy object which can be used as a missile; it can serve
as a paperweight, a receptacle for a captive butterfly, or a valuable
object with an artistic engraving or design, and this has nothing at all
to do with whether or not it can be used for drinking, is made of
glass. is cylindrical or not quite, and so on and so forth. Moreover. in
needed a tumbler just now for drinking, it would not in the least
matter how cylindrical it was, and whether it was actually made of
glass; w hat would matter though would be whether it had any holes
in the bottom. or anything that would cut my lips when I drank, etc.
But if I did not need a tumbler for drinking but for a purpose that
could be :served by any glass cylinder, a tumbler with a cracked
bottom or without one at all would do just as well. etc. Formal logic.
which is as far as schools go (and should go, with suitable
abridgments for the lower forms), deals with formal definitions.
draws on what is most common, or glaring. and stops there. When
two or more different definitions are taken and combined at random
(a glass cylinder and a drinking Ve5SeO, the result is an eclectic
definition which is indicative of dilferent facets of the object. and
nothing more. Oialeclicallogic demands that we should go further.
First, if we are to have a true knowledge of an object we must look at
and examine aU its facets, its connections and 'mediacies' That is
something we cannot ever hope to achieve completely, but the role of
comprehensiveness is a safeguard against mistakes and rigidity.
Second, dialectical logic requires that an object should be taken in
development, in change, in 'self-movement' (as Hegel sometimes puts
it). This is not immediately obvious in respect of such an object as a
tumbler, but it, too. is in flux, and this holds especially tme for its
purpose, use and connection with the surrounding world. lhlrd. a full
'definition' oran object must include the whole of human experience,
both as a criterion of truth and a practical indicator of its connection
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with human wants. Fourth, dialectical logic holds that 'truth is
always concrete, never abstract', as the late Plekhanov liked to say
after Hegel.
The choice of this passage is extremely significant. Of the many
illustrations of the dialectic found scattered in Lenin's political writings
after 191 5, this is certainly the most important both in terms of the
quality of the exposition as well as in terms of the context within which
it appears: an account of how to understand the relation between
economics and politics at a time when the workers' state abandons
wartime oommunism for a New Economic Policy In these brief
considerations, lenin summarised what he considered the significance
of hegelian logic.
In April 1924, Gramsci has published in L 'Ordine NUQl'o Lenin's
writing on 'militant materialism',so which pointed once again to the
'systematic study of the hegelian dialectic' from a materialist perspective
(which he had done between 1914 and 1915) as an irreplaceable tool in
the movement's cultural battles. There Lenin called for the pubiication of
extracts from Hegel's works with 'related commentary dealing with this
dialectic in economic and political relations, readily available from
history, especiaJly after the recent imperialist war and revolution'. This is
not the place to discuss the importance of this rediscovery of Hegel in
terms of Lenin's political thought. It will suffice to say that, far from
constituting a theoretical regression in relation to the first writings on
Capital and on the development of capitalism in Russia, it develops the
analysis to include international relations. the various components of the
world-wide capitalist structure, and the rapid internal complication of its
fundamental contradiction. These developments were no longer
comprehensible on the basis of the capitalist model prevalent throughout
the Second International. The imperialist war had not only brought
about a political crisis within the organisation, but had also shown the
inadequacy of an analysis that for more than a decade posed the problem
of imperialism and its effects on the labour movement. In 191 5 Lenin
summarised his theoretical criticism of Kautsky as follows :'1
There are no 'pure' phenomena, nor can there be, either in Nature or
in society -tbnt is what marxist dialectics teaches us for dialt!(..i:ics
shows that the very concept of purity indicates a certain narrowness,
a one-sidedness of human cognition which cannot embrace an object
in all of its totality and complexity.
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A year later, dealing with Luxemburg, Lenin reiterated this point:
'marxist dialectics require the concrete analysis of every specific
historical situation',52 as he did again in 1921, regarding Bukharin by
pointing out that the 'dialectic includes historicity'.n
But what docs Lenin mean by historicity as the essence of dialectical
knowledge? What method could guarantee its pOS8eSNion? A quick
excursus over Lenin's notes on Hegel's Logic might clarify the matter
Here Lenin emphasises tbe hegelian criticism of tbe concept of cause by
claiming that its cognitive inadequacy must be sought in its inability to
embrace tbe complexity of the elements characterising a given social
phenomenon. 'The all-sidedness and all-embracing character of the
interconnection of the world
is only one-sidedly, fragmentarily and
incompletely expressed by causality. '14 But this is only the critical
(:omprel1ension through which it is important to pa~ in order to grasp
the importance of the knowledge of social processes guaranteed by
dialectical logic. For Lenin, in fact, objectivity of k.nowledge is possible
only by reconstituting the totality of the social phenomenon. In turn,
only the totality can guarantee knowledge of the specificity of political
analysis. By explicitly reasserting his rejection of triadic schemes~' which
make marxism into a generic philosophy of history, Lenin rediscovers in
the dialectic the possibility to single out, at a new level of the
development of political struggle, what he had ca1Jed 'sociology' in his
early writings.
The objectivity of dialectical knowledge consists in its ability to catch
'the lotality of all sides of the phenomenon, of reality and their
(reciprocal) relaliofl.~
as reflections of the object.ive world' ~, The truth
is reached to the extent that 'the effective connection between all the
aspects. forces, tendencies, etc. of the given field of phenomena' is
elucidated. But, given the very procedure through which one must pam
to reach it, truth is by definition always concrete. This concreteness,
however. is not a starting point, but tendentially the arrival point of an
uninterrupted process of approach, constituting the very essence of of
scientific knowledge. Truth, Lenin repeatedly writes, is a pro~. 'Man
cannot comprehend, reflect, mirror nature as a whole, in its
completeness, its "immediate totality", he can only f'ternaUy come closer
to this, creating abstractions, concepts, laws, and a scientific picture of
the world. '51 Thus. human knowledge can be compared to a spiral, every
segment of which 'can be transformed (unilaterally) in a straight line'
The unilateral extrapolation of one or more datum from the totality to
which they are linked by a multiplicity of relations or mediations

Gramsci '.~ general theory 0.( marxism

137

involves the reduction of dialectics to a sophism or an eclecticism. Lenin
continuously characterises in this fashion the theoretical matrix of the
political errors he constantly struggled against. Whatever their specific
content, they both share a common matrix - the fragmentariness and
thus the subjectivity of analysis.
The discussion could go on, but we already find its central nudeus in
the long passage published by Gramsci in 1926. If Lenin's Philosophical
Notebooks could have provided an important reference point for
Gramsci's elaboration, he seems to have grasped in Lenin's political
writings the immense separation between Lenin's concept of the
dialectic and the way it had been presented as based on philosophical
materialism. Lenin certainly realised that the discovery of this
methodology would intimately transform the conception and praxis
of historical materialism. In fact, the Philo.90phical Notebooks are
punctuated with critical observations concerning Plekhanov. But it is
also true that in writings meant for pUblication he consistently asserted
to the very end, the importance of Plekhanov's theoretical contribution.
On the other hand, Gramscl's task. was to fully articulate the open break
between Lenin's political analysis and the theoretical tradition of
the Second International. For him, this conception of the dialectic was
the most complete and mature weapon for attacking philosophical
materialism al/d every economistic practice of historical materialism.
In the context of a certain interpretation of Ricardo's role in Marx's
formation, Gramsci said that through the concepts of determinate
market and tendential law 'the law of causality of the natural sciences
has been cleansed of its mechanical aspect and has been synthetically
identified with hegelian dialectical reasoning. '51 Given that the dialectic is
the logic of connections and mediations, Gramsci's problem is that of
freeing himself from a linear derivation from a given economic base of
the multiple aspects of historical and political processes. In prison
conversations with his colleagues, in orders,
to break away from those who accused marxism of mechanicism,

fatalism. economic determinism, and economism, he suggested that
they no longer speak of economic 'structure' and 'superstructure: but
only of an historical process in which all the factors took part. Only
the predominance ofthat proce5S was economic.
Only by going beyond the limits of the reduction of materialism to an
interpretative canon is it possible to grasp the specificity and historicity
of the social phenomenon under examination. For Gramsci, the primacy
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of dialectical know ledge lies in going beyond both philosophy' a method
of scholarship for ascertaining particular facts'. and sociology as an
'empir.ical compilation of practical observations which extend the sphere
of philosophy as traditionally understood' 60 Thus. to make the dialectic
the cognitive instrument through which marxism becomes 'a general
h&orical methodology' does not mean to reduce its range of
effectiveness to descriptive history. On the contrary. it purifies historical
materialism of some repetitive and abstract schemes and of its
confinement to historiography as a result of its confrontation with other
cultural traditions.
It is extremely significant for tbe whole subsequent gramscian
elaboration that already in I 925 the marxist dialectic was employed in
tbe polemic with Bordiga to defend a conception of the working-class
political party that would incorporate its double IUlture as a voluntary
association as well as an objective element of civil society. Some
arguments of the young T ogliatti. who carried out this polemic on behalf
of the new gramscian leadership. provide the most significant documentation. In criticising the double error of removing the party from
the working class and party activity from the objective situation within
which it comes about and functions (this is the theme around which
rotates all of Gramsci's battle for a change in the party's political and
tactical direction). Togliatti wrote that"
one of the characteristics of the dialectical conception of reality is that
of never isolating any of the eiements of a situation from all others
and from the situation considered in its totality and in its
development, and to hold that only in this mutual. complete and
continuous correlation and inter~dependence of elements in
development can its meaning be grasped.
Furthermore. the 'marxist dialectiC genemtes a coherent. solid, and
indissoluble whole out of the various constitutive parts of the real
world. '62 Gramsci himself, in commenting OD the results of the Lyons
Congress, defined Bordiga's position concerning the tactical questions
arising in the summer of 1924 with the Matteotti murder. as follows ;6)

It has been characteristic of the false position of the extreme left that
its observations and its criticism have never been based on an
examination, profound or superficial, of power relations and the
general conditions of Italian society. Thus. it became very clear that
~e very method ofthe extreme left. which is claimed to be dialectical,
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is not the method of Marx's own materialistic dialectic, but the old
method of conceptual dialectic of pre-marxist and even pre-hegelian
philosophy.
Qearly, it is a matter of paraphra."ing expressions recurring in Lenin's
political writings. That they return with particular frequency precisely in
relation to the question of the party is not only a consequence of political
urgency. but also of the isolation of a line of analysis leading to the
elaboration of the concept of the 'historical bloc': 'The complex,
contradictory and discordant ensemble of the superstructures is the
reflection of the ensemble of the social relations of production. In the
reciprocity between structure and superstructure, Gmmsci says, lies 'the
real dialectical proccss',·4

4 IntrodueUon of the ethlco-politicll element
In order to follow the concrete evolution of Gramsci's analysis in
developing the notion of historical materialism as political science, it is
necessary to pose a further question concerning the introduction of the
elhico-political element. A brief note in the Prison Notebooks reads as
follows: u
Elements of ethico-political history in the philosophy of praxis : the
concept of hegemony, the re-evaluation of the philosophical front. the
systematic study ofthe function of intellectuals in historical and
governmental life., and the doctrine ofthe political party as the
vanguard of every progressive historical movement.
On closer examination. the excerpt turns out to be a kind of conceptual
summary of all of Gramsci's research. In fact, each of the individual
stages articulating Gramsci's critical confrontation with the marxist
tradition - from the recovery of the concept of the sociaJ relations of
production as the axis of the doctrine, to the criticism of historical
materialism as an interpretative canon, to the identification of the
dialectic as the means for determining the unity of the social order finds its arrival point and mode of expression in the introduction of the
ethico-political element. All of Gramsci's research rotates around one
question, best expressed in his own words: 'How does the historical
movement arise on the structural basis? '6'
Having abandoned the principle of linear causality. it is necessaI)'
to indicate how to overcome the dichotomy between structure and
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superstructure, which has generated all sorts of economistic superstitions and led to the reabsorption of marxism within the framework of
traditional culture. TIle eth~-political dimension prevents historical
forces from turning into fantastic shadows of a 'hidden god' They
become, instead. integral parts of a single social proce&'!. Thus, the
establishment of 'the "catharctic" moment', i.e. the identification of the
way in which the shift from economics to polkics takes place, becomes
for Gramsci 'the starting point of all the philosophy of praxis \ 61 and 'thl:l
crux of all the questions that have arisen around the philosophy of
praxis·... For this reason, the theory of hegemony is necessary to
preserve and fulfil the promises implicit in the marxist conception of
history Ukewise, the beginning of a concrete governmental experience
with the October Revolution has major theoretical significance:
'epistemological' relevance.
The theory of the inteUectuals and of the political party are the
answers to the problem. 6Q
Every social group coming into ex.irrtence on the original terrain of an
essential function in the world of economic production. creates
together with itself, organically, one or more strata ofmtefiectuals
which give it homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not
only in the economic but also in the social and political fields.
The modern political party. the organisational form of a specific class in
late capitalism. performs a function without which social development is
110 longer possible. Its function is similar to that which the state carries
out for the whole of civil society.
It is not the purpose of tJtis essay to evaluate Gramsci's historical and
political analyses. but only to examine the theoretical framework which
sustained them. In order to do so, it L'i important to dwell for a moment
on Gramsci's interpretation of the Preface of 1859 which became pivotal
for all earlier e;tpo."itions of historical materialism. Gramsci distinguishes
two parts within the Preface, attributing to each clearly distinct
functions in the theoretical construction of marxism. First. for Gramsci,
the claim that men beoome aware ofstructural contradictions at the level
of ideology entails no possibility of knowing the concrete forms of
development. It merely has philosophical meaning, at the level of the
tbeory of knowledge. Here Marx is understood as considering not only
the 'psychological. and moral' meaning of ideologies as an aid in the
process of organising of the masses. but also a new way to pose the
problem oftbe 'objecti\1ity' of knowledge. 70 Second, Gramsci takes it as a
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fundamental theoretical claim necessary for a political and histork:al
analysis that part in the pr<~rac,' according to which social formations do
not perish until they have fuUy developed all the productive forces that
they can, and that mankind poses only problems for whose solutions the
objective conditions already exist. Gramsci claims that:1i

Only on this basis can all mechanidsms and every trace of the
superstitiously 'miraculous' be eliminated, and it is on this basis that
the problem onhe formation of active political groups, and, in the last
analysis, even the problem ofthe historical function of great
personalities must be posed.
This means to break with the traditional interpretation based on a
relation between the capitalist development of the productive forces and
the Working-class numerical. organisational and political growth. The
Italian ex.perience has shown that it is possible to have regressions, as
well as 'withdrawals' from strategic positions already conquered (this is
Lenin's teaclting), thus necessitating a reconstruction of tbe movement.
Gramsci does not underemphasise the objective role of the socioeconomic sphere, but rejects the idea that it call explain the 'catharctic
moment' as the process of the politica1 organisation of the economic
forces. Agalnst Croce's theory of politics as passion. Gramsci argues that
politics becomes permanent action and gives birth to permanent
organisations precisely in so far as it identifies itself with economics. 71
The knowledge of this identify is a necessary starting point which by
itself cannot explain the political outcome of on-going social
antagonisms. In regard to the concept of necessity and regularity,
Gl'amsci says.7J

It is not a question of 'discovering , a metaphysical law of
'determinism', or even of establishing a 'general' law of causality. It is
a question of bringing out how in historical evolution relatively
permanent forces are constituted which operate with a certain
regularity and automatism.
Thus, for Gramsd. the second part ofthe Preface of 1859 indicates that a
given structure gives rise to a field of possibilities which relatively
permanent and countervailing forces seek to utilise in opposite ways.
Thus, the Italian communal bourgeoisie did not succeed in going
beyond the economic and corporative stage and in the epoch of
developed capitalism. great mass movements can perish under the
adversary's blows without the disappearance of the objective reasons for
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their existence. The very development of the working class into the
dominant class which, through the management of the state, shows its
ability to provide civil society with a totally different physiognomy. is
not a spontaneous and automatic process. Only the introduction of the
ethico-political element allows scientific khowledge to grasp the real
nature of on-going social antagonisms.
Historical materialism can purify itself of economism only when it
succeed!; in providing a correct analysis of 'the forces active in the
history of a particular period' and in determining 'the relation between
them'.1. lbere are three levels of analysis of power relations: 1 'a
relation of social forces which is closely linked to the structure, objective,
independent of human will' ; 2 'the relation of political forces; in other
words, an evaluation of the degree of homegeneity, self-awareness, and
organisation attained by the various social classes'; and:\ the relation
of military of 'politico-military' foroes" - which becomes determining in
the decisive moments of a crisis, when the fusion of el.'Onomics and
politics translates into actual force. So reformulated, the theory of
historical materialism culminates in the theory of the political party as
the historically determined form exemplifying a non-dichotomised
relation between structure and superstructure.
The introduction of the ethico-political element grounds tbe criticism
of the orthodox interpretation of historical materialism. From this, two
important consequences follow for Gram.'lCi's concept of political
science. First, it is not a sociology in the positivist sense of twentiethcentury Italian culture. (This, of course, does not affect Marx's
'fundamental innovation' the historicity of human nature.) Therefore,
not only must the new marxist political science 'be seen as a developing
organism' as far as 'both its concrete content and its logical formulation
are concerned'.76 but aU political forms cannot always be seen in terms of
class conOict. Speaking about the possibility of writing a book 'that
would constitute for marxism an ordered system as found in l1re Prince
for contemporary politics', Gramsci says that 'the subject should be the
political party, in its relations with the various classes and the state: not
the party as a sociological category, but the party which wants to found
the state' If In other words, the party must be considered from the
standpoint of its goal. Second, Gramsci's concept of political scienoe is
not a 'separate' zone of mantis!: theory. It can be derived only from a
consideration of all oflhe doctrine's philosophical problems, by retracing
all the main stages of Gramsci's philosophical reflection. That he devoted
the best and most significant parts of his work to the elaboration of a
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marxist political science is a consequence of his notion of the historicity
of marxism.
5 The historicity of marxism as a world view
When Gramsci in prison wrote that 'In the phase of struggle for
hegemony it is the science of politics which is developed; in the state
phase aU the superstructures must be developed, if one Is not to risk the
dissolution of the state',1' he was restating a vision ofthe development of
marxism based on the functioning and growth of the working-class state.
For Gramsci, the 'historicity' of marxism is strictly linked to the
distinction between the period that precedes and the one that follows the
taking of power and to the conviction that the experience of political
direction entails the further elaboration of the doctrine's theoretical
nucleus and not its modification (which would onJy serve to identify
historicity with the re\·isJon of marxism).
Thus. 79
only· after tbe creation ofthe new state does tbe cultural problem
impose itself in all its complexity and tends toward a coherent
solution. In any case lhe attitude to be taken up before the formation
of the new state can only be critical-polemical, never dogmatic; it
must be a romantic attitude, but a romanticism which is consciously
aspiring to its classical synthesis.
The contraposition of the critical and the dogmatic attitude is nourished
by the same motives which led Gramsci to reject a systematic vision of
marxism as a philosophy like all others that have emerged in the history
of thought. The need not to lose the ground of criticism is Gramsci's
expression of his awareness that the concept of the social relations of
production poses an insuperable objective limit to marxism itself. The
marxist philosopher, says Gramsci. also 'cannot escape from the present
field of contradictions, be cannot affirm other than generically, a world
without contradictions, without immediately creating a utopia'" The
elaboration of political science becomes crucial in Gramsci, given the
impossibility of passing to a new phase until the existing social order has
been effectively modified. What thi.~ means is that the scientific truths of
marxism do not give rise to an ideology or to a general world-view, but
to a new culture, to a new view of the world. O:mttary to Plekhanov's
and the Second International's perspective, this is not the product of
marxist intellectuals, the movement's ideologues, or the upholders of
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orthodoxy, but an integral part of the development of social relations of
production. The transformation of marxist science into culture. of
marxist philosophy into a world-view, is a process accompanying the
modification of on-going contradictions. In this historical perspective of
the transition, the original theoretical claim whereby the concept of
social relations of production allows marxism to choose a path different
from the one followed by the whole history of philosophy translates into
the project of 'a new cuhure in incubation which will develop with the
development of social relatjons'.11
By concretely articulating the notion of the ethioo-poliUcal, Gramsci is
able to identify, not the content of this new culture, but features of the
social and political process which will be its support and form of
realisation. Elaborating this theory of the party, Gramsci postulates a
historical development in which 'the formation of a "national-popular
collective will" joins with an "intellectual and moral refonn'" The birth.
consolidation, and advancement oftbe political party up to when it takes
power trigger modifications in the ideological and cultural, as well as
economic and political character of the dominant 'historical bloc':12
The modern prince, as it develops, revolutionizes the whole system
of intellectual and moral relations in tbat his development means
precisely that any given act is seen as useful or harmful, as virtuous or
as wicked, only in so far as it has as its point of reference the modern
prince himself. and helps to strengthen or to oppose him.

Only within the real historical life of the modem prince is the
programme of 'cconom1c reform' inextricably bound to 'intellectual
reform'. What marxist criticism has singled out on the conceptual levels
finds its historical existence with the development of an historical
alternative. The indiVidual philosopher's theoretical criticism as the
expr~on of an absolute conception of doing philosophy. gives rise to
the 'collective thinker'" through an examination of how existing social
antagonisms find expression on the political level, Gramsci, consequently, deals with the development of marxism from a critical theory
to a world-view in terms of the relation between intellectunls and the

masses.
The entire discussion concernJng philosophy and religion, its possible
rapprochement with common sense, etc., is not meant to establish the
theoretical status of marxist philosophy, but seeks to identify the whole
trajectory of worlting-class experiences in developing from a subahern to
a ruling class. It is an important aspect oCthe theory or the party, which
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exemplifies, at the level of a moral reform, that role of reunifyjng the
divisions on which bourgeois society is built Here lies its revolutionary
essence, This explains why 'the political development of the concept of
hegemony represents a great philosophical advance as well as a politicopractical one.'''
To clarify how historical materialism, as an instrument of the
working-class patty, can trigger a reform which eventually comes to
encompass the whole world-view of an age, Gramsci refers to 'the
philosophical relevance' of Machiavelli's vindication ofthe autonomy of
science and of political activity, and their implications tor morality and
religion, The transformation of MachiaveHi's scientific discovery into
roachiavcllianism indicutes 'the gulf which exists between rulers and
ruled', and that 'there exist two cultures - that of the rulers and that of
the ruled' 8S As the expression of a political party which is itself the
expression of the fundamental social contradiction, marxist political
science can begin to heal the break between the intel1ectuals and the
'simple' ones, in order to bring about 'an intellectual progress of the

mass ',,6

In this context, the relation between theory and practice, philosophy
and religion, can be expressed in a new dialectic between intellectuals
and the masses, reversing the existing trend, The definition of philosophy
as a world-view comes to mean that!?
philosophical activity is not to be conceived solely as the 'individual'
elaboration of systematically coherent concepts, but also and above
all as a cultural battle to transform the 'popular mentality' and to
diffuse the philosophical innovations which will demonstrate
themselves to be 'historically true' to the extent that they become
conretely - i.e. historically and socially - universal.
Universal thought can be reached only in a society which bas overcome
class divisions.
Thus, the historicity of marxism is inextricably connected with the
problem of transition, It emphasises all the elements of the
transformation of relations between state and civil SOciety necessarily
associated with the initial stage of the dictatorship of the proletariat. The
identification of philosophy and his(ory underlying all of Gramsci's
marxism and in terms of which be reintroduces the concept of social
relations of production ind~~ltes how to reach a superior cultural and
social unity in terms of the ethico-politicaJ analysis.
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6 Conclusion
With the notion of absolute historicism Gramsci pursues a kind of
'kantian' theoretical operation in order to re-examine the aims and
limitations of philosophy and to stress the consequences of that recurring
tendency to transcend these limitations even within marxist philosophy.
whenever it loses sight of the concept of social relations of production.
Thus, Gramsci sought to make marxism fully conscious of its OWn
identity. to revive its revolutionary spirit, to eliminate the fifth columns
nested within it. and to purify it of those old ways of thinking which it
tended to reproduce.
The concept of revisionism in Gramsci undergoes an expansion which
is related to his way of formulating the genera] theory of marxism. Far
from referring to the interpretations of the doctrine's theoretical
foundation within the labour movement, by revisionism Gramsci means
every penetration of bourgeios ideology 'which sometimes creeps in the
teachings of Engels and even of Marx, in the most dangerous way'."
Already in the Lyons theses we read :19
After the victory of Marxism, the tendencies of a national character
over which it had triumphed sought to manifest themselves In other
ways, re-emerging within Marxism itself as forms of revisionism, , ..
The process of degeneration oftbe lind International thus took the
form of a struggle against Marxism which unfolded within Marxism
itself.

In the prison writings we find the thesis that the revision of the
doctrine can be understood only by analysing the relation between 'the
philosophy of praxis and modem culture', Since for Gramsci
'orthodoxy' means the 'self-sufficiency' of the philosophy of praxis, i.e.
lbat it contains 'all the fundamental elements for building a total and
integral world-view',90 he leaves behind the concept of revisionism as it
had been understood within the internal debates of German Social
Democracy. The most dangerous revisionists are the orthodox marxists
precisely because the theoretical essence of revisionism does not consist
in distinguishing between what is dead and what is alive in Marx but.
rather, in using his analytical framework according to criteria foreign to
it,
To redefine the limits of philosophy means to outline the limits of the
world and to furn~h a more complete theoretical consciousness of its
on-going contradictions. Not even marxism can go beyond the
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limitations of the mode of produchon. It would mean a falIi Ilg back into
utopianism (and every 'systematic' vision of marxism is utopian) but
with this cUfferencc: while the old utopianism was the ideal expression of
a new social class struggling against the existing order, the new
utopianism threatens to reabsorb marxism into the old philosophy The
main concern of marxist philosophy will be to guard against the
temptation to propose purely logical solutions to real contradictions. Its
only task is to make them as clear as possible. It cannot add or take
anything away. On the other hand, it is fatal to take that road which has
already led the labour movement to become subaltern at the moment it
claimed to offer alternative solutions. In 1929 Gramsci claimed that,1
there is already a 'proletarian' intelJectuality for the socialisls. and it is
constituted by the workingpelil bourgeoisie. A peculiar dvi/isatiofl of
the world of labour already exisls and it is characterised by the
ideology, feelings, aspirations and the amorphous dreams of the
fravelt.

Thus, the criticism of individual philosophers is the same as that put
forth against a new culture built by the intelJectuais of the socialist
movement. What allowed Gramsci to elaborate his position was the
oonfrontation with German and European Social Democracy's systematisation of marxism and his clear perception of the dangers inherent in
the construction of the flfSt worker's state.
Here we find an extenc;ion of the concept of 'critique' in the subtiUe of
Capital: 'Classical economics has given rise to a "critique of political
economy" but it does not seem to me that a new science or a new
conception oflhe scientific problem has yet been possible,"2 As 'critique'
·marxism can locate tbe historicity of the mode of production or, as
Gramsci put it. of the 'determined market' But it cannot give rise to a
new science of economic facts which would require the existence of an
ensemble of new facts. To consider marxism as a 'critique' with regard
to every ideal cultural and politiC'",l manifestation means, for Gramsci, to
re-establish the limits of its intelligibility. It reiterates marxism's rupture
with the existing cultural tradition and preserves it from the danger of
being turned into a speculative doc-trine by de-emphasising the givenness
the contradictions. According to Gramsci, the class adversary
reasserts its domination and hegemony through individuating ever new
levels in the 'unitary' recomposition of the social sphere. which will
remain until they are theoretically and practically unllUlSked. This
theoretical strategy corresponds fully with the politicaJ strategy.

or
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Through uninterrupted critique it is necessary to progressively reduce
the adversary's free space, and to make it possible to inflict the final
blow. The primacy of political science as critique par excellence during a
whole historical phase is not the resuit of underestimating theoretical
marxism. but of the observation that the critique of the apologetic
content. e.g. of the crocian interpretation of Italian history, cannot be
considered definitive until one has reached a new level of the political
organisation of the Southern peasants.
From a theoretical perspective, Grarnsci's concept of 'critique' clearly
differentiates between the marxist concept of science and positivist
science. As theory, or science, marxism's 'only' is to indicate what is
possible before and independently of all facts. The critique of political
economy, by grasping the historicity of the mode of production, 'putlS
forward the "inheritor", the heir presumptive who must yet give
manifest proof of his vitality' 91 The task of science is to establish laws on
the basis of already given facts. TIle task of marxist theory, as a theory of
contradictions, is to establish only possibilities. Philosophy and critique
made events tran.'1patent and provide a glimpse of the possibility, and
only the possibility, of a new ensemble of facts. The realisation of this
possibility falls completely outside of its field. In this sense, says Gramsci,
one can predict only to the extent that one acts and, it could be added,
one acts only to the extent that one modifies existing facts. Thus, to
rediscover the limit of philosophy as the limits of the world means to
rediscover the space that must be left to 'will' and 'praxis' as the
realisation of the objective possibility to change not just individual facts,
but the very limits of the world. The philosophy of praxis rediscovers the
role of subjectivity since it has profoundly understood the distinction
between what can be said and what can be shown. lfwhat one cannot
speak about should be left wlSaid, the limit of what can be said can
be practically altered by changing the world. Thus, the scientificity
of marxism consist.. in locating as possible that whose existence the
science of facts does not even suspect. But for this reason it refers im·
mediately and to what is other than itself. Absolute historicism leads
directly into political science, but the latter can rise only when the
ground has been conceptually cleared up of every possible automatism
or fatalism.
As already indicated, according to Gramsci, an understanding of the
October Revolution requires the radical rejection of the whole
int.erpretation of historical materialism provided by the Second
International. As the previously mentioned Longobardi article argues'·
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If Marx writes that capitalist society. left to itself. would lead to an
extreme centralisation of wealth, he never points out when such a
process will be adequately advanced to make p08Sible the
expropriation of the monopolisers. And when he writes that the
capitalist order will be destroyed only atler having developed all the
production forces which it is able to unleash. he leaves equally
indeterminate the point in which this process can be considered
concluded. The distinctive character of capital, notes Marx himself. is
to develop indefinitely, The hour of death of capitalism. as that of the
society which proceeded it, cannot be detennined by an absolute
accumulatIon of social wealth, but by the growing difficulty within
which this process_takes place, by the increasingly stronger reactions
that it generates, and by the increased pressure of the proletariat. The
truth that the possibilities of success of a socialist revolution have
no other measure but sliccel,S itself.

is

European social democracy blames bolshevism for having carried out
a socialist revolution in a country not yet ready for the transformation.
Gramsci's answer does not stop with the documentation of the historical
peculiarities of Russian society which have given rise to '1789 which is
late and a vanguard revolution' The problem is a theoretical one and has
to do with the nature of Marx's 'prediction' First of all, Gramsci rules
out any catastrophic interpretation of the crisis. by ruling out a halt to
the capitalist process of accumulation. Second, he denies that it is
possible to talk about the cr6is or the halting of the reproduction prot.'CSS
of a capitalist society by restricting the analysis to the. difficulties
obtaining on the level of material production. Titus, on the basis of the
Preface of I 859 it is possible to substitute for the concept of prediction
that of the development of an objective possibility which, in order to be
realised, must be expressed and articulated at the level of politics. No
matter how deep. the contradictiollS of a society can never guarantee the
passage to a new order unless they are organised. In this sense. the
criterion that 'the possibilities of success of a socialist revolution have no
other measure but success itself is universal. This is not derived from the
analysis of a given situation. but from a reinterpretation of the role of
theory To re-establish the nature and limits of theoretical 'prediction'
means not only to rediscover the crucial role of the will (of being in
history), but, at the level of analysis, to fill that vacuum left by an
economistic interpretation of historical materialism.
Here is where the ethico-political comes in and, not accidentally. it has
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as its reference point that same Preface of 1859 which theoretically
excludes the very possibility of formulating a fatalistic theory:"
society does not pose itself problems for whose solution the material
preconditions do not already exist This proposition immediately
raRs the problem of the formation ofa collective will. tIl order to
analy!>e crilically what the proposition means, it is necessary to study
precisely how permanent collective wills are formed. and how such
wills set them-.elves concrete short-term and long-term ends - i.e. a
line of collective action.
If. in Gramsci's interpretation. the first part of tbe Pr4ace of 1859
emphasises the possibility of survival of a capitalist society. the second
part points out the historically necessary, organic, and irreversible
character of the birth and development of political and economic
organisations of the working class. This entails the possibility of
elaborating, not only the theory of the political party, but also the two
major forms of revolutionary processes in capitalist society (the
'relationship of force' and that of 'passive revolution').
For Gramsci. the issue with regard to relations of force is clearly more
complex than the respective strength of the armies in the field It is rather
a matter of grasping the complex way in which a class society is
structured from the economic to the political sphere. and to represent its
movement as a succession of the various outcomes of the confrontation
between the struggling forces. In a passage where Gramsci tries to
explain the methodology he used in the conflict between the Moderates
and the Action Party, he writes: %

It seems obvious that the so-called subjective conditions can never be
missing when the objective conditions exist, in as much as the
distinction involved is simply one of a didactic character.
Consequently. it is on the size and concentration of subjective forces
that disc~ion can bear, and hence on the dialectical relation between
contIicting subjective forces.
With the re-elaboration of historical materialism in political science,
Gramsci goes beyond what had divided 'revisionists' and 'orthodox
marxists', precisely when he sought a different solution to the
revisionists' objections. It has been pointed out that in his polemic
against Croce's ethico-political, Gramsci always had Bernstein in mind.91
Actually. the most significant and stimulating parts of his critical
contribution consist in calling attention to the growing role of ideal
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forces and organised forces in the historical process; with the growth of
all forms of regulations and guided intervention in civil society, the

marxist prediction (identified with Kautsky's theory of the collapse)
concerning the close relation between the development of productive
forces and the advancing of the socialist revolution turns out to be
inconsistent. The development of facts requires a theoretical revision.
Contrary to Bernstein and Croce, who sought the definitive liquidation
of marxiSm by elaborating the ethico-poJitical, Gramsci's project is to
accept the revisionists' objections by showing, through a radical
rejection of the orthodox position, how they are totally compatible with
the marxist theory of history.
But the importance of power relations in Gramsci's interpretation of
historical materialism is better understood in connection with the
concept of 'passive revolution' For Gramsci, this concept refers to the
character of tbe political struggle after a working-class withdrawal or a
defeat and seeks to provide an adequate representation of the complex
historical process resulting in the definitive supersession of an entire
mode of production. Its polemical references are the theory of the crash
and the jacobin tendency to compress the whole social significance of a
revolutionary process into tbe violent break.
In Utis perspective, the course of the socialist revolution can no longer
be understood by merely acknowledging the slow-down of the
revolutionary process. It Is necessary to bring about a change in the
theoretical perspective which will allow an understanding of the
contradictory manifestation of the on-going progregsive tendency to
replace a mode of production. Already in his political writing, Gramsci
be~an to relate the epoch of the bourgeois revolution with that of the
proletarian revolution: 9I
As In the beginning of the nineteenth century when everyone's hopes
were directed to the French Revolution, and in vain the reaction and
the Holy AJliance raged against it, so today one looks to the Russian
Revolution from Asia as well as from Europe.
In both instances there was an initial phase of war of movement: a
jacobin experiment which succeeded in a given situation. Then it was
followed by a much slower development, studded with 'restorations'
which never amount to a return to pre-existing situations, but constitute
different forms of the political management of an unchanged social
content which, however, continues to spread and deepen. If advance
into a territory that has not experienced jacobinism becomes increasingly
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more complex, the war of movement proves inadequate and must give
way to a war of position. The French Revolution was not concluded in
1789, J 193, or even with the Napoleonic wars. It is equally true that the
October Revoluiion did not end with either the assault on the Winter
Palace or the civil war and war-conununism, or with the introdtK,.iion of
the NEP,99
Studies aimed at capturing the analogies between the period whicb
followed the fall of Napoleon and that which followed the war of
19 J 4-1918. The analogies are only seen from two viewpoints:
territorial division, and the more conspicuous and superficial one of
the attempt to give a stable legal organization to international
relations (Holy Alliance and the League of Nations). However, it
would seem that the most important characteristic to examine is the
one which has been called that of'passive revolution' - a problem
whose existence is not manifest, since an external parallelism with the
France of 1789--1815 is lacking, And yet, everybody recognises that
the war of 19 I 4-1918 represents an historical break. in the sense that
a whole series of questions which piled up individually before) 914
have precisely formed a 'mound,' modifying the general structure of
the previous process.
This historical example shows how the concept of pal'isive revolution
relates 'what is organic and what is oonjunctural' Passive revolution,
based Oil the two methodological principles in the Freface of 1859,
guarantees theoretical mastery over a multiform historical process which
may confuse the distinction between what is organic and what is
conjunctural. Losing sight of this distinction JOO

leads to presenting callSes 8.'i immediately operative which in fact only
operate indirectly, or to asserting that the immediate causes are the
only effective ones. In the first case. there is an excess of'cconomism',
or doctrinaire pedantry; in the second, an excess of'ideologism' In
the frrst case, there is an overestimation of mechanical causes, in the
second, an exaggeration of the voluntarist and individual element.
Thus, for Gramsci, the recognition of historical truth is impossible
without an adequate theoretical instrument. For this reason, to define
him as the theoretician of the revolution in the West appears reductive,
in the light of the rediscovery of his political writings.
If, beginning in 1924, Grnmsci's position is characterised by an
emphasis on the specificity of the \\-'estern European situation with
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regard to czarist Russia, his contribution cannot be reduced to the
recognition of this specificity. Furthermore, the more one investigates
the unique character of the October Revolution. the more it becomes
necessary to find at the theoreticallevelu unifying element between East
and Wcst in order to refute social democratic positions. It becomes
necessary to show how this uniqueness docs not invalidate the
perspective with which the October Revolution exploded on the world
scene.
The most favourable conditions for proletarian revolutions do not
always neces..,arily exist in those countries where the development of
capitalism and industrialism has reached the highest level. These
conditions can obtain where the fabric oCthe capitalist system offers less
resistance to an attack by the working class nnd its aUies, because of
structural weaknesses.lO! To theorise this possibility was not merely a
matter of claiming the existence of conditions favourable to B
revolutionary development evell in countries which have not yet reached
capitalist maturity, but also, and more importantly, to have completely
changed tbe analytical tools. It meant primarily the abandonment of the
traditional interpretation of historical materialism which bad shown
itselfinadequate not only' in the East, but also in the West: not only had
it failed to understand the October Revolution, but it had also failed to
develop a political strategy adequate for those capitalist countries where
all the conditions seemed to be ripe. It was precisely in the West that it
proved incapable of explaining that the development of the prodUctive
fon:cs (which in capitalist societies can continue despite the onset of a
crisis) not only constituted a further inL"cntive to socialist revolution. but
the East as well as the
could also become a formidable obstacle to it.
West, mHrxism had to reject the interpretative scheme based on the
relation of cause and effect between structure and superstructure. It had
to reintroduce the concept of the social relations of production in
political science. aIXording to Gramsci's analysis of power relations. In
fact, the multiplicity of historical situations was the major stimulus for
rediscovering a unitary methodological analysis on the theoretical level.
The question of the universality of leninism raL'les for Grarnsci the
problem of the relation between theory and history in terms of the
politi(.'8l leadership.
The problem of the universality ofleninism, i.c. 'whether a theoretical
truth, whose discovery corresponded to a specific practice, can be
generalised and considered as universal for a historical epoch', is dealt
'With in a note in the Prison Notebooks that discusses the Rome theses -
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the bordigan document approved in 1922 by the Second Party
Congress. I02 But rather than focusing on the allusive and loose language
of the prison writings, it is' better. to examine here the text where
GranlSci best expressed such a view during his years of po.lticaJ struggle.
This is the extensive position presented by the Italian delegation at the
Fifth Executive (and read by Scoccimarro) - which, through a polemic
with Bordiga, defended leninism. The thesis set forth by Gramsci in
prison is that the best proof of the 'concrete universality' of a theory lies
in its incorporation into reality. 'and not simply in its logical and formal
cohcrence'.IOJ The position of the Italian delegation at the Fifth Executive
pivots around the claim that 'actually, bolshevism bas given us a tactical
method of universal value' 10' Bordiga's stand in relation to bolshevism
'showed a certain analogy with the view held in the past by Comrade
Trotsky, when he contraposed to bolshevism his tactical method defined
as "European Marxism" '.10' Thus, the problem is still that of East-West
relations and of the possible recomposition of each bloc's differences into
a unitary methodological analysis, as in Lenin's conception of the
dialectic. The political problem is to demonstrate how the tactical
differences necessary for the variety of situations can remain compatible
with principles. Bordiga's proposal, already contained in the Rome
theses, was to establish irrevocable norms of behaviour. TIle danger of
eclecticism arises - a danger which Bordiga had already identified at
work in the political leadership of the Communist International.
Bordiga's charge was refuted by reiterating Lenin's definition of
eclecticism: 105
eclecticiSm consist.~ in establishing tactics solely on the basis of a
causal connection of two or more factors of the objective situation,
rather than in examining such an objectiv~ situation on the basis of all
its fjlctors, in their totality, considering their unending (Jcvelopment

from aU sides.
A correct tactical formulation is entrusted to an exhaustive knowledge
of the historically concrete. This is how the marxist conception of theory
is to be understood. In the contra position of fonnal and dialectical logic
tbere reappears the criticism of the role of the theory that does not seek
to explain the world, bot to superimpose itself on it. From. a
methodological viewpoint. the criticism of Bordiga is analogous to the
critique of Bukharin's sociology and Plek.hanov's conception of the
dialectic. It is first a matter of re-establishing the boundaries of
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theoretical inquiry and historical analysis and, second, of establishing a
possible connection: 101
Only the generailines guaranteeing faithfulness to principles and
marking the boundaries within which party tactics must take place
can be established a priori. It is not possible to go further than that,
because the particularities of each moment of development cannot be
known a priori.

Furthermore,Iol
the tactical means the International is authorised to employ, find their
limits only in the foundations of communist theory and programmes.
Within'these litnits, it is inadmissible to predetermine tactical means.
Their variety is determined by the given situations and by the
experiertces of the revolutionary struggle,

If the foundations of communist theory contain a criticism of the
mode of production and determine the general fe<'ltures of its
supersession, they cannot thereby describe the historical process through
which such transcendence can occur. But politics is the way criticism
takes on historical existence. To guarantee a method of political analysis
means to discover the passage from theory to history, Dialectic as a
method is the means through which marxism becomes the 'theory of
history and politics' As already stated in this 1925 text, 'Marxism is
a method of historical analysis and political orientation.' But for this
very reason, it is significant that 'Lenin refers to the past always
with one purpose in mind - to learn from previous mistakes. And he
resorts to fixed formulas only for one reasOn :to reiterate the value
of the fundamental I?rinciples of communism, '109 fn short, only if one
understands the fundamental distinction between the two terms can the
dialectio be understood as the passage from theory to history. To say thai
leninism turns marxism into political theory does not exhaust Gramsci's
judgment of its historical significance. It still overlooks the interpretation
of the Marx-Lenin relationship. To examine Gramsci's analysis of this
relation is to summarise his interpretation of marxism, and to
understand this, one must re-examine the Comintern's elaboration of
marxism-leninism during the bolshevisation of the communist parties.
By defining leninism as 'the marxism oftbe imperialist age', Lenin is
presented both as Marx's t.rue interpreter who avoided the'falsificatioos'
of the ,Second International and as someone who further developed
marxism in the light of the problems of a new age. At any rate, the

156

l.eollardo Paggi

evaluation of Lenin's work takes place within the context of the history
of marxism. For this reason, it can become the starting POint for
reconstituting an orthodoxy with retroactive implications. The theses
approved at the Fifth Executive explicitly state that bolshevisation
implies in every country the recovery of 'revolutionary traditions': 'To
bolshevise the party means to make it, beginning with leninism, into the
conscious continuation of all thin which was really revolutionary and
marxist in the First and Second Internationals' 110 The names in the
various countries associated with 'past generations of revolutionaries',
whose heritage marxism-leninism must assume. turn out to be Guesde
and l.afargue for France, Plekhanov for Russia. Uebknecbt and Debel
for Germany. It can be inferred that the reason the 'first' K..'lutsky is not
mentioned with a qualification similar to that used for Plekhanov 'when he was still a marxist' - is that, being still alive. he still represented
a strongly opposed political current. In a nutshell, the point is to restore
that doctrinaire philosophical account which had characterised the
Second International at its beginnings.
The theses On propaganda. approved at the Fifth World Congress in
1924, already spoke of 'a philosophical deviation of some of the
intellectual centres of the parties of central Europe aiming at eliminating
the materialist essence of dialectical materialism' III In 1919 Lukacs had
rejected orthodoxy as the 'guardian ofttadition',111 and had argued that,
for what concerns marxi.~m, 'orthodoxy refers exclusively to melhod'.m
In the attempt to resurrect a concept of orthodoxy meant to rcoover the
tradition and philosophicaJ materialism. the definition of leninism (aside
from its role in the strategy of development of the soviet state and
society) increasingly comes to coincide witb a rehabilitation of the
'systematic' notion of marxism, which Gramsci saw as the main
antagonist of 'absolute historicism'.
Gramsci's interpretation of leninism does not necessarily relate Lenin
and the marxist traditiQlI, but Lenin and Marx as such. His claim at the
Lyon Congress that 'there is a fundamental analogy between the process
of "Bolshevisation '. being carried out today. and the activity of Karl
Marx within the workers' movement',I14 advocates the recovery of the
F"lfSt International as the foundation of a comprehensive theoretical
interpretation of marxism. The previously cited 19H article already
outlines a general interpretation. The theoretical authenticity of
bolshevism is maintained on the basis of the Ol:tober Revolution. Its
faithfulness to Marx is not sought for in any formal continuity: in fact,
there is no reference at all to matters of doctrine. In the second place, ttte
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continuity between Lenin and Marx is mediated by a critique of the
marxism of the Second International which is not limited to its politics,
but engulfs it.<.; theoretical foundations. What he sees as essential in
Lenin's elaboration is to have restored to maaism its revolutionary
theoretical nature and to have thereby rediscovered its philosophical

nucleus.
In the 1924 text Lenin is seen as the 'great realiser' who has guided the
Russian proletariat to victory: 'when major contemporary events will be
a little more removed and visible under a proper perspective. leninism
will be acknowledged as the practical realisation of marxism. In the
prison writings Gramsci discusses again 'IJich 's position', and states that
'the explanation is to be found in maaism itself as both science and
action'lI5 In Grarosci's opinion, marxism-leninism finds a theoretical
foundation in the doctrine's basic concepts independent of tbe historical
events it designates. The relation between the two must be determined
not on the basLo; of a tradition, but ill terms of concepts proper to

marxism.
After the October Revolution. marxism is no longer just a theory. The
transition from science to action means the transition from theoretical
possibility to historical effectiveness. Gramsci quickly adds that Marx's
scientific contribution does not lie in any specific discovery which would
include him in a gallery of great Scientists, but in providing an account of
mankind's development: no one before Marx 'has produced an original
and integral conception of the world'.116 No one else saw the possibility
for a new phase of historical development as the necessary basi~ for a
new way of thinking and the transcendence of all the antinomies
plaguing human thought since its origins.
Lenin is the true heir to the These.~ on Feuerbach because, by
historically modifying social relations of production, he allowed
marxism to leave the phase of critique and begin the positive creation of
a new 'civilisation' Gnunsci canJlQt credit Marx with the creation of a
new world-view, since he identifies this creation with the birth of new
social relations of production. By abandoning capitalist relations of
production it is possible to see the limit of the world which has also been
the limit of philosophy. This is why 'to make a comparison between
Marx and IIich in order to create a hierarchy i~ stupid and useless, They
express two phases: science and action, which are homogeneous and
heterogeneous at the same time.'117 Marx could claim that the solution
of theoretical problems is 'by no means merely a problem of
understanding, but a real problem of life, which philosophy could not
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solve precisely because it conoeived this problem as merely a theoretical
one'll8 But he was unable to go further.
In Gramsci, the relation between Lenin and Marx is a result of his
conception of marxism as absolute historicism. The same can be said of
Engels' statement aOO\\t the working class's inheritance of German
classical philosophy. In the prison writings this question is dcal.t with
once, where he argues tbat Marx's account of German classical
philosophy cannot be considered definitive and must be ce-elaborated in
relation to the developments of bourgeois culture. This interpretation is
already quite distant from the usual histories of marxism, according to
which Engels' proposal is interpreted to mean that the labour
movement's cultural tradition is inseparable from the highest theoretical
achievements of the revolutionary bourgeoisie. Gramsci's marxism
explicitly rejects any identification with traditions remote from political
struggles and the working class's practical. advances. 'Ibis same notion is
confirmed by the other more common statement, where marxism is seen
as 'the theory of a class which seeks to be<..'Ome lio'tate' With the
introduction of modifications in social relations of production, marxism
is no longer merely the theoretical critique of philosophical quandaries,
but its 'real dialectic' The proletariat becomes the heir to philosophy
when, by creating a new kind of state, it proposes the first essential
promise of a historical development leading to a new culture where
philosophy will actually become a world-view and the individual
philosopher's critique will be historically realised in a new relation
between the intellectuals and the masses.
for Gramsci the strong presence of philosophical materialism in theBolsheviks and in the leninisr tradition is an embarrassment. Thus, it
must be deprived of any theoretical import by giving it a purely historical
meaning, In analysing the theoretical deformations marxism has
undergone during its first stages as the 'conception of a subaltern social
group'. Gramsci writes that =
In tbe history of culture, which is much broader than the history of
philosophy, every time there has been a Dowering of popular culture
because a revolutionary phase was being passed through and because
the metal ora new class was being forged from the ore ofthe people,
there has been a flowering of 'materialism' : concurrently, at the same
time the traditional classes clung to phl1osophies of the spirit.
And he immediately adds; . "Politically", the materialist conception is
close to the people, to "common sense",'''' The emphasis on philo-
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sophical materialism is to be seen as a tax paid by bolshevism for the
backwardness of the environment in which it developed and functioned. Yet, it does not compromise its integrity; 'A man of politics
writes about philosophy; it could be that his "true" philosophy should
be looked for rather in his writings on politics.'120
There is consequently a contradiction between Lenin's political theory
and his positions in philosophical battles. If, in Gramsci's opinion. there
is continuity in Lenin's thought from beginning to end it is to be sought
in the struggle against economism. The theory of hegemony.
representing the only valid answer to the belated reassertion of ,the
theory of permanent revolution, is only the final state of a theoretical
battle originating in the theory of the party. The various
'counterrevolutionary' positions fought by Lenin are all summarised in
economislic, syndicalist or reformist theories. The theory of spontaneity,
which de-emphas~es the role of the party and of theory since 'men act
spontaneously, automatically, and only under the pressure of events'. is
but one of the consequences of that 'economistic theory' which. in its
expressions as syndicalism and reformism, embraceo; the entire Second
International. The general assumption is that economic struggles 'were
able to lead automatically to the capitalist apocalypse from which the
new society was to be born' III
If what characterises Lenin's thought is the struggle against
cconomism and the theory of the crash, then the problem arises of
linking this with an appropriate philosophy. The reja..'tion of economism
by historical materialism cannot be considered definitive until it finds its
philosopbical extension. Gramsci seems to realise that through this
contradiction internal to Lenin's thousht, the latter's most important
theoretical innovations could be reabsorbed by non-revolutionary
perspectives. Many of the formulations of marxism-leninism after
Lenin's death can be seen as prefiguring what was to become 'soviet
marxism' It is necessary to begin here to understand Gramsc:i's defence
and explication of an interpretation of marxism-leninism strongly
opposed by various sectors of the Communist International.
In response to Gramscj's thesis that 'leninism is a complete worldview, not exclusively confined to the process of proletarian
revolution"m it is Bordiga in the Italian party who objects that the
labour movement already has Ii complete world-view of its own in
marxism, of which l.enin is not a revisionist - which would justify the
expression 'leninism' - but a restorer. Bordiga's position foUowed from
his affiruty with the whole previous traditional interpretation of
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marxism. Even the major theoreticians of the German left who had
violently broken with the marxism of the Second International were
very cautious in accepting the new notion of marxism-Ienism. Gt'amsci's
acceptance of leninism as self·contained system of thought and his
rejection ofthe marxism ofthe Second International stem from his belief
that a 'return to Marx' is impossible out...,ide of the development of the
innovative elements brought about by the October Revolution. This is
why in the 1925-6 writings bolshevisation is presented as a return to
Marx. and the struggle for the diffusion of leninism is aimed against any
form of revisionism.
When marxism·leninism reintroduced some aspects ofthe marxism of
the Seoond International and leninism tended to become the conneL'ting
point for a •revolutionary tradition' uncritically including undigested
fragments from the past, GranlSci brought in Labriola ~gainst
Plekhanov His 'formulation of the philosophical problem' became the
startingpoint. for de ....eloping that world-view entrusted with preserving
the original features of political leninism. Labriola was present in
Gramsci's early works, but his interpretation of historical materialism
appeared already obsolete. In When he reappeared in 1925 as a
rediscovery it was the Labriola of Socialism and Philosophy and not the
lBbriola ofthe Es.~aJ' on tire Materialist Conceptiun of His/ory. What was
emphasised were not the anti-determinist interpretations of historical
materialism. but Labriola's approach to the philosophy of marxism. If,
in his early writings, Gramsci tried to bring in Labriola in hi" antipositivist polemics, he now saw his full meaning within the theoretical
experience of the Second International. It is significant that l..Bbriola's
Ilame appears in the report to the Central C.ommittee which officially
opened the campaign for bolshevisation in the Italian party after the
conclusion of the Fifth Executive. 124 In the postscript to a note to
Togliatti sent along in October 1926 with his written report of the
debates in the Russian party. Gramsci wrote: 'I am waiting for the
corrct.'ted and collated text of Antonio l..'lbriola's letters, with Rjazanov's
preface. It is needed for the first issue of L 'Ordine Nll(lm. The utmost
speed is llecessary 'm The decision to publish the letters to Engels, which
were to appear in the Stato Operaio immediately after his arrest. was
connected with a theoretical and political struggle.
In the prison writings GranlSci did not compJetely develop this new
world-view. He merely drafted a project whose realisation was entrusted
to the theoretical developments of working-class political hegemony in a
specific territory. At this point we can ask. once again whether it is
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possible to speak. of a general theory of marxism in Gramsci. The answer
is no, if leninism is seen by Gramsd as the launching pad for a new
chapter of marxrsm. Lenin outhnes a positive tendency for all of marxist
theory and nol just part'> of it. In Gramsci's opinion, however, the
realisation of this tendency implies a 'new synthesis', at the level of
cultural and political development of marxism.
As the theoretician of the concept of hegemony, Lenin has
necessitated a 're·evaluation of the philosophical front' He has not,
however, explicitly provided the weapons necessary for such are·
evaluation, which can emerge only from a critical reconsideration ofthe
relations between marxism, the labour movement and modern culture.
In Gramsci's What Is To Be Done? the party is the bearer of a
revolutionary Iheory to the extent that marxism is critkally related to all
the existing iorms of consciousness, from the masses' common sense to
the best representatives of European culture. When Gramsci
unequivocally stated that in the previous history of the movement
marxism had been defeated, that it had failed to fulfil its task. 'to
supersede the highest cultural manifestahon of the age, classical German
philosophy, and to create a group of intellectuals specific to the new
social group whose conception of the world it was', l~6 he wa.. not only
critical of the Second International, but also historically and theoretically
removed from Lenin's thought.
The Russian working class has succeeded in becoming the heir to
classical German philosophy by creating its own state, but in order to
break other links in the chain it is essential that marxism rediscovers its
own identity Il1
To maintain that the philosophy of praxis is not a completely
autonomous and independent structure of thought in antagonism to
all traditional philosophies and religions, means in reality that olle ha$
/lot severed one's fink..5 with the old world. ((indeed OM has not
acillally capitulated.
The '!(antian' operation Gramsci pursues. continually testing his concept
of absolute historicism, is the indispensable premise for recreating that
new synthesis between materialism and idealism that had been lost in
Marx's interpretations. Yet, it does not amount to a new synthesis. Nor
did Gramscj ever pretend th...t it did. Having completed the critique of the
individual philosopher in the various forms in which it has continued to
be reproduced both inside and outside marxism, only the movement as a
whole will be able to carry out this new synthesis. lls
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The task which at the beginning ofthe movement was performed by
single intellectuals (like Marx and Engels) and by workers with
scientific capability Uike the German worker Diet:lgen) is today
carried out by the commurust parties and the International as a
whole.
This new development of marxism carried out by the collective
intellectual has, so far. not taken place. Gramsci's project remains a
project. The working class's practical advances have been accomp~lshed,
as Togliatti would stress, 'in action' They have not brought forth
notable studies or developments in political science. 111e same could be
said or the other gramscian project of the development of marxism as an
integral world-view for the construction of a different society. The fact
remains that no intellectual has emerged to master il and make it work.
Certainly, it has been possible to turn Gramsci's marxism into a
'fragmentary marxism' His interpretation of historical materialism as a
science of history and politics has provided useful indications for a
historiography which, however, has remained underdeveloped. In its
first phase absolute historicism turned into a vaguely defined historicist
tradition which was already the cultural formation of traditional
intellectuals. When the studies on manist theory were resumed,
absolute historicism aroused unjustified diffidence based on the belief
that Gramsci's work denied the role of theory. They were somewhat
justifiable. perhaps, when they realised that, with Gramsci, even within
the labour movement there was no creative Iole for the individual
philosopher as such, and absolute historicism and the science of history
and politics required a different mode of theoretical production.
To claim that Gramsci's work amounts to a general theory means to
reject the 'rragmentary Gramsci' but to simultaneously assert that the
gTaI11scian interpretation of marxism develops through a systematic
confrontation with alJ of the doctrine's crucial points and that individual
answers are in a relation of reciprocal implications. It is an 'organic and
indivisible system' from which its individual constitutive elements
cannot be separated. The aim is to filter marxism through a sieve to
purify it of the encrustations built upon it during a whole phase of its
history, to provide it with a renewed awareness of its identity, and to
establish the possibilities for its: further development.
So far the movement has not been adequate to the task: Gramsci's
theoretical project has itself become a victim of the passive revolution.
But the passive revolution is still in progress. Maybe it will be necessary
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to rely on its developments for an answer to that questiQn which still
keeps Gramsci's work suspended and flu~tuating between two opposed
poles: whether it contains a hearty utopia, full of useful cultural
notations, or whether, instead, it is an attempt to determine the a<..tive
theoretical and political behaviour of the work.ing class in the declining
phase of the mode of production when the danger grows that what is
dead may devour what is alive. In the last analysis, this divergence has a
practical content. Speaking oft he concept of passive revolution, Gramsci
once maintained that it 'presupposes, indeed postulates as necessary, a
vigorous antithesis which can present intransigently all its possibilities
for developmen['Y' But with these words he was summing up the
meaning of aU his theoretical research.
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Hegemony and ideology in Gramsci
Chantal Mouffe

The theory of ideology wa.~ for a long time one of the most
neglected areas of the marxist analysis of society. Yet this is a key area
involving some extremely important issues which are not only
theoretical but also political. It is vital, therefore, to attempt to
understand the nature of those obstacles which have hindered the
formulation of a theory which offers an adequate explanation of the
significance and role of ideology. since it is no exaggeration to say that
these have constituted the tn.'lin impediment to the development of
marxism. both as a theory and as a political movement.
At fIrst sight the answer seems fairly simple. The various obstacles all
seem in effect to proceed from the unique phenomenon which a vast
body of contemporary literature has termed ecollomism. However, the
apparent obviolls simplicity of the tenn hides a whole series of problems
which begin to emerge as soon as one attempts a rigorous definition of
its specificity and extent. Although it is clear that all forms of economism
imply a misrecognition of the distinct autonomy ofpolitil."'S and ideology,
this generic definition is inadequate, as it gives rise to two possible
spheres of ambiguity. The first ste.ffiS from the fact that the notion of the
econemic is indeed ambiguous and far from being clear itself (it is not
dear for example, what is the relative importance attributed to the forces
of production and the relations of production in this area). The second is
the r~ult of the vagueness and imprecision characterising the
mechanism of the subordination of politics and ideology to economics,
since this is always defined resorting to purely a1lusive metaphors,
('subordination', 'reduction' 'refiexion').ln this way one is left with the
possibility of the existence of complex forms of economism which are
not easy to detect since they do not appear as such at first sight.
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1 EcollOmism and Ideology
It is here that we can locate the reason for the complexity of the problem
of economism in relation to the theory of ideology, since the former
occurs in numerous forms some of which have only rarely been
identified. The economistic problematic of ideology has two intimately
linked but quite distinct facets. The first one consists in seeing a causal
link: between the structure and the superstructure and in viewing the
latter purely as B mechanical reflection of the economic base. This leads
to a vision of ideological superstructures as epiphenomena which play
no part in the historical process. The second facet is not concerned with
the role of the superstructure5 but with their act ual nature, and here they
are conceived W5 being determined by the position of the subjects in the
relations of production. This second aspect is not identifiable with the
first since here it is in fact possible to attribute 'differential time
sequences' and even a certain cfllcacy to the ideologic.'ll superstructures.
It is important to understand the various forms in which these two
aspects have been combined in the marxist tradition. They can in fact be
divided into three main phases; the first, which is the one in which the
two aspects have combined, constitutes the pure and classic form of
economism; in the second there is a move away from the classic view as
the two aspects begin to be dissociated; finally. in the third phase there is
a break with the two aspects of economism, and the theoretical bases for
a rethinking of historical materialism in a radically anti-economistic
perspective are established.
There are various reasons why the distinction ofthese three moments
is necessary for an accurate understanding of economism. First of all,
although it is generally agreed that the Second and Third Internationals
were eoonomistic, the particular forms of ecollomism involved have not
been adequately specified, with the result that reductionism and
epiphenomenonism have tended to be identified with each other, or at
least to be seen in a relation of mutual implication. As regards the
'superstructural' marxist interpretations (LukJK:s. Korsch, etc.), it is
important to see that they only partiaUy break with economism because
although they reject the epiphenomenalist concept of ideology, class
reductionism is none the less still present. Finally, it must be realised that
the third moment is only just beginning and that the superseding of both
aspects of economism is a theoretical ta.."ik which for the most part still
remains to be cai-ried out.
Antonio Gramsci must surely be the first to have undertaken a
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complete and radical critique of economism. and it is here that his main
contribution to the marxist theory of ideology lies. It is the object of this
article. therefore, to analyse Gramsci's contribution within this
perspective. First, however, it is important to recognise the particular
difficulties that such a reading would involve. Some of these are inherent
in any attempt at .what is called a 'symptomatic reading', while others
stem from the particular nature of Gramsci's writings and their
fragmentary character. The main pitfall to be avoided at all 001>18, is an
instrumental reading of Gramsci. one which takes advantage of the
unsystematic nature of his work to extrapolate passages in an arbitrary
fashion in order to back up a thesis bearing little relation to his thought.
If symptomatic readings involve practising a pr(}blemali£.itis vital to
make the latter explicit in order to avoid transferring to the text in
question the contradictions of the conceptual system upon which the
analysis is based. In addition one should not lose sight of the fact that the
problematic underlying the analysis of the text is eXlernai to it. and that
the unity of the text is often established along quite separate lines from
the problematic itself. To avoid any ambiguity I shall s1art by defining
the fundamental principles of the anti-reduction.ist problematic which is
tbe basis of this reading of Gramsci. It should then be possible to judge
whether the hypothesis with which I intend to pro,--eed, which consists
in attributing to· Gramsci the merit of having laid the foundations of such
a conception, can be accepted or not.
Prjnciples of a non-redllcl;onist conceptiO/f C!f ideology

The nOIl-reductiollist conception of ideology which constitutes the
theoretical foundation of this symptomatic reading of Gramsci is based
on the following principles:
The notion of the concrete as overdetermination of contradictions.
Faced with a hegelian-type conception which reduces each conjuncture
to a process of the aUlo-<!eve1opment of a single contractiction, whjch as
a result reduces the present to an abstract and necessary moment of a
linear and predetermined development. I accept Althusser's conception
which establishes the primacy of the notion of conjuncture in the
analysis of the concrete, and considers every conjunture as an
overdetermination of contradictions each one of which can be thought
abstractly in conceptual independence from the others. This constitutes
the basis of a nOR-reduclionist conception of the political and the
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ideological given the fact that reductionism stems precisely from
marxism's adoption of a hegelian historicist model. This leads to a
consideration of all contradictions as moments in the development of a
single contradiction - the class contradiction - which as a consequence
leads one to attribute a c1as.<; character to aU political and ideological
elements. The central problem of contemporary marxism lies in the
elaboration of a non-reductionist theory of ideology and of politics
which will account for the determination in the last instance by the
economic.
2 How is this need for a conception which is both marxist and non·
rcduchonist expressed in the concrete c~ of the theory of ideology?
Following AIthusser on this point, I understand by ideology a practice
producing subjects.' 1be subject is not the origiriating source of
consciousness, the expression of the irruption of a subjective principle
into objective historical processes, but the product of a specific practice
operating through the mechanism of interpellation. If, according to
Althusser's conception. social agents are not the constitutive principle of
their acts, but supports of the structures, their subjective principles of
identity constitute an additional structural element resulting from
specific historical practices. In this case how are the principles of
t)verdetermination and of the determination in the last instance by the
economic combined? Let us first take overcletennination.
The socia! agent possesses several principles of ideological
determination, not just one: he is hailed (interpellated) as the member of
either sex. of a family, of a social class. of a nation. of a race or as an
aesthetic onlooker elc., and he lives these different subjectivities in which
he is constituted in a relation of mutual implication. The problem
consists in determining the obje,·t;~'t! relation between these subjective
principles or ideological elements. In a reductiorust perspective each of
these has a necessary class-belonging. But if, on the contrary, we accept
the principle of overdetermination. we must conclude that there can
exist no necessary relation between them, and that it is consequently
impossible to attribute a necessary class-belonging to them. However.
it is here that the second principle - the detennination in the last iruotance
by the economic - intervenes. To stress determination in the last instance
by the eoonomic is equivalent to saying determination in the last instance
by the social classes inasmuch as we define classes as constituting
antagonistic poles in the dominant relations of production. This brings
us, therefore, to the following assertion; if the ideologiCal elements

172

Challtal Moli.ffe

referred to do not express social classes, but if nevertheless classes do in
the last instance, determine ideology, then we must thereby conclude
that tbis determination can only be tile result of the establishing of an
articulating principle of these ideological element.., one which must
result in actually con/erring Ilpon them a class character. Thls point,
however, leaves a whole series of questions unresolved, and it is in this
area that the elaboration of the anti-reductionist conception of ideology
still remains to be done. In effect the assertion that the class charac.:ter of
an ideology is conrerred upon it by its own articulating principle suggests
the area in which tbe solution is to be found. but this in itself docs not
provide the theoretical answer to the problem.
The two points above have dealt with tbe theoretical bases of a nooreductionist conception of ideology, and tbe ground still 10 be covered in
order to achie"'e Ii rigorous formulation of this conception has been
indicated. The central concern of this article is to determine tbe ways in
which these problems were recogniSed as such by Gramsci and to see
what kind of solutions he proposed. I will attempt to show how the
gramscian conception of hegemony involved, in the practical state, the
operation of an anti-reductionist problematic of ideology, I shall go even
further and maintain that it is this whole anti-reductionist conception of
ideology which is the actual condition of intelligibility of Gramsci's
conception of hegemony, and that the difficulties encountered in the
interpretation of this conception stem from the fact that this antireductionist problematic has not so far been stressed.
Before going on to analyse Gramsci's conception it will first be
necessary to take a detour via the Second International. In effect,
economism did not present itself to Gramsci as an abstract or academic
problem since it was on the contrary deeply embedded in the political
practice of the Second International and was the root cause of tbe
massive defeats suffered by the German and Italian working-class
movements in the decade following the First World War II is within this
context that Gramsci's thought gains its significance and is to be
understood.
The Sf!c:onci International and eCQflQmism

The Second International's theory of the .oollapse of capitalism was
based on an interpretation of Marx's thought whereby the proletarian
revolution was the necessary and inevitable consequence of the
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development of the economic contradictions of ~e capitalist mode of
production. Ideology did not have any autonomy since the development
of socialist consciousness was the corollary of the numerical growth of
the proletariat as a class. and of the exacerbation of economic contradictions. On the other hand, socialist consciousness was identified
with the consciousness or the social agents, and the latters' principle of
identity was to be found in the class to which they belonged. The two
forms of economism were therefore combined: that is to say the
epiphenomenonist conception of the role of ideology and the reductionist
conception of its nature_ This type of interpretation of marxism had its
epistemological foundations in a positivist. conception of science which
vi~wcd historical materialism in terms of a model of scienticificity then
prevalent in the physical sciences. 1 This gave fise to the assumption that
the validity of Mane's theory depended on the empirical proof of the
three laws considered to constitute the basis of his analysis of the
capitalist mode of production: increasing concentration. overproduction.
and proietarianisation. The conviction that these laws would be enacted
and that they would automatically bring about the proletarian
revolution led the defenders of the catastrophe theory to assert the
inevitable nature of socialism. As Kautsky wrote in his commentary on
the Erfurt programme: J

We believe that the collapse of the existing society is inevitable
because we know that economic development naturally and
necessarily produces contradictions which oblige the exploited to
combat private property. We know that it increases the numbers and
strength of the exploiters whose interests lie in the maintenance of the
existing order, and that it finally brings about unbearable
contradictions for the mass oHhe population which is left only with
the choice between brutalisation and inertia or the overturning ofthe
existing system of ownership.
The Second International was strongly reductionist from an ideological
point of view. and since it considered that all ideological elements had a
necessary class-belonging it concluded from this that all elements
belonging to the discourse ofthe bourgeoisie had to be decisively rejected
by the working class whose aim had to be to cultivate pure proletarian
values Bnd to guard against all external contamination. This is how
democracy came to be considered the typical ideological expression of
the bougeoisie
In order to understand how such an interpretation of marxism was
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able to come into being it L.. important to recapture the historical climate
of those years. On the one hand there was a strong bourgeoisie which
had succeeded in extending its hold over the w hole of society and in
articulating the democratic demands (0 its class discomsc. On the other
hand there was the working class organised into powerful unions and
mass parries, which made it possible to achieve success in ils struggle for
economic demands. This situation caused a twofold tension in socialist
thought between (al the need to establish a rBdic.'a1 break between
socialist ideOlogy and bourgeois ideology. which was the only way to
ensure the independence of the socialist movement at a time when the
bourgeoisie still eXalrcised a considerable power of attraction, and
(b the need to establish a point of contact between the revolutionary
objectives of the workers' movement and its growing success in the
field of reforms within the capitalist system. Kautsty's economism
constituted a full reply to these two needs. Since the. bourgeoisie had
succeeded in assimulating popular and democratic ideology to its
discourse kautskyism concluded that democracy was necessarily a
bourgeois ideology. Democracy therefore ceased to be seen, as in the
young Marx. as the terrain of a permanent revolution begun by the
bourgeoisie but concluded by the proletariat, and became instead a class
ideology. The class criterion began to become the fundamental criterion
at all levels and this is how one of the fundamental ch.1racteristics of
economism originated, tbat is to say, class reductionism. On the other
hand, if the working class was .to take no part in the direction of other
social forces and was to limit itself to the defence of its own interests,
then revolution could not be the result of the conscious intervention of
the working class presenting itself as a political· alternative for all the
exploited, but had instead to represent the unfolding of the possibilities
inherent in the economic contradictions. From this ensues the theory of
the collapse of capitalism. However, since this collapse was seen as
merely the result of the play of economic forces, the latter were
considered to contain all the elements necessary to explain the historical
process. As a consequence, political and ideological factors simply
became epiphenomena, which constitute the second characteristic of
Kautsky's cconomism.
This mechanistic conception was to undergo a crisis on several points
at the beginning of the twentieth century. But the development of the
critique of kautskyan dogmatism had its own particular characteristics:
in its most diverse and even antagonistic forlD8, the critique indicated the
contradictions and inconsistencies of kautskyism without. however,
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abandoning its presuppositions. What is more, these critiques
constituted both a negalion of kautskyism as a system and a
development of the various potentialities present in its ideological
presuppositions. This tendency is particularly clear in the case of
Bernstein and in the debate on revisionism. As a result of the nonrealisation of predictions based on the theory of the collapse of capitalism and also of certain glaring contradictions in the theory of the
spontaneous determination of the socialist consciousness of the working
class - as 10 the case of the British working clas.~ - Bernstein was driven
to reject marxism which he declared incapable of understanding real
historical developments. Bernstein was to replace the marxist vision of
scientificsoc;ialism with a view of socialism as an 'ethical ideal', as a type
of society towards which humanity should voluntarily orientate itself by
virtue of moral principles.
Ber-nstein had understood that in view of the new conditions in which
capitalism was developing, the theory of catastrophe could no longer be
upheld and that in advanced capitalist countries the superstructures
played an increasingly important part. This is why, unlike Kautsky, he
saw the importance of the working<lass struggle being extended to the
political and ideological fields. It was. therefore, this reoognition of the
need to pose the problem of ideology in a radicaUy different way which
led Bernstein to challenge the eoonomistic version of marxism.
However, since he .identified Mant's doctrine with the theory of
catastrophe, his critique of economism led him to reject marxism
outright. (n effect he considered that the attribution of an active role to
ideologies had necessarily to contradict the marxist theory of history.
Thus Bernstein's break with marxism is to be located within the
theoretical domain constituted by the ideological presuppositions of the
Second International which were never seriously challenged. If on the
one hand he identified marxism and the theory of catastrophe, on the
other he identified democracy and bourgeois parliamentarianism. This is
why it is impossible to use Bernstein's rev isio~jsm as a basis for a theory
of the autonomy of the political and the ideological as specific objecrive
levels. For him objectivity meant determination, and the only form of
determination with which he was acquainted was mechanical economic
determinism. As a result, although he did intuit the fact that class
reductionism and economic determinism had prevented marxism from
understanding the specific problems of the age of monopoly capital, the
only alternative intellectual exprossion open to him lay in the opposite.
extreme, in a flight from objectivity, an irruption of subjectivity - the
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ethical ideal - into history. This gave rise to his recourse to kantian
ethics. From Sorel to Croce, all the tendencies wbleh at the beginning of
the century attempted to oppose the dominant positivist trend, did 80 in
the name of voluntarism, of subjectivism or even of irrationalism. There
was no other solution in an intellectual world where mechanical
determination and objectivity had become synonymous.
Leninism and its conseqllences

If reductionism and epipbenomenalism had ended up by being
inextricably linked in the thought of the Second International, then the
historic experience of the Russian Revolutmn was to lay the basis for the
breaking up of this unity. On the one hand the revolution had triumphed
in the European countries where it was least expected - in complete
contradiction with the tbeory that reVOlution was the result of the
mechanical unfolding of economic forces. It was obvious that this
revolution had resulted from political intervention in a conjuncture
which traditional Marxism had considered could never bring about a
socialist outcome. .As a result, this discredited t.he type of political
reasoning which linked all historical changes to the relation between the
forces of production and the relations of production, and it also called
into question epiphenomenist presuppositions. On the other hand,
Lenin's analysis of combined development, and the transformation of
democratic slogans into socialist ones during the Russian ReVolution,
brought new prestige to the analyses made by the young Marx on the
subject of the dialectic between democracy and classes, and it established
a link between the Russian Revolution and the cycle of permanent
revolutions whicb had been interrupted by the failure of the 1848
revolutions. In this way the reductionist presuppo.!;ition was also
seriously called into question.
Neveltheless, Lenin's analyses on this subject are on the one hand
extremely succinct and on the other fairly ambiguous, since in various
ways they did remain prisoner to the old problematic. In fact, it was
Lenin's political practice rather than his actual thought which really
proved to be a transforming force which shattered the narrow
economistic confines of Western marxist thought at the beginning of the
century.
There were three possible attitudes which could further develop the
new point of departure represented by leninism. One of these was to see
revolution as the result of the irruption of consciollsness and will into
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history in opposition to fatalism and the determinism of economic
forces. This represented the continuation of the voluntarist subjectivism
ofthe pre-war period. The young (}ramsci saw the Bol'lhevik triumph as
the revolution against 'Capital'; Sorel saw it as the triumph of 'the
method of liberating violence' and of the will. In the confusion of the
post-war world in which an infinite variety anti stalUs quo ideologies
flourished and prOliferated, bolshevism had become for numerous
sections of society the symbol of a revolutionary elan which spurned all
restrictions and objective conditions,
Another possible attitude consisted in trying to make the primacy of
coJlSj.iousness and the autonomy of the political moment compatible
with an objective class logic. This was possible as long as one defined
classes by their position .in the proccs.'i of production while at the same
time making class (''Ollsciousness the highest moment in their process of
self-development. It is this sort of conception which defines the
parameters of Lukacs' project in his HislOI)' and Class Consciousness and
this is why he only half succeeded in superseding economism. In effect
althollgh by his insistence on the decisive function of class consciousness
he was anti-economist because of the efficacity which he attributed
to ideology. he was incapable of overcoming reductionism in his
conception of the nature of ideology. For him ideology was identified
with class consc.iousness, and he therefore defined it as the 'imputed
consciousnes.<;' of a social class which is determi ned by the place w hie h it
occupies in the relutions of production. This means that Lukacs broke
with the Second International's epiphenomenalism but not with class
reductionism. He used the heritage of leninism in a one-sided fashion
and only continued one of the two potential lines of development which
this had opened up.
The third attitude was that of trying to extract all the theoretical
consequences from Lenin's political practice, and this led to a complete
and radical questioning of all aspects of the economistic problematic.
Unfortunately, the extremely active period of theoretical elaboration of
the 1920s was followed by the sterile silence of the stillinist era which
effectively blocked the development of marxism for several decades. And
yet, at that time there was one solitary effort made in this third direction.
During his long years of captivity, in his reflections on the causes for the
defeat of the working-class movement and the victory of fascism, alone
in the isolation of his cell, Antonio Gramsci anived at the source of all
the errors: the lack of understanding of the nature and role of politics
and ideology, In his Frison NOlebook.~ this was to lead him to rethink. all
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the problems central to marxism in a radically anti-economistic
perspective, and hence to develop an the potentialities present in

leninism.
2 Gramsd and hegemony
Having now sketched in broad outline the marxist problematic which
provided the background against which Gramsci's thought developed,
we must now return to the t..'"Cntral problem of this article, that is,
Gramsci's contribution to the marxist theory of ideology. Let us first
restate our main argument: this consists in showing that a radically anti.
economistic problematic of ideology is operating in the practical slale in
Gramsci's conception of hegemony and that it constitutes its actual
condition of intelligibility. 1 shall therefore begin by analysing the texts
where Gramsci presents the concept of hegemony, in order to define its
meaning and to study its evolution. I shalllhen discuss the implications
which it has for the mantist theory of ideology.
The concept of hegemony first appeared in Gramsci's work in 1926 in
Notes on the Southern Questiorr. It was introduced in the following way;4

The Turin communists p<l6ed concretely the question of the
'hegemony of the proletariat' i.e. of the social basis of the proletarian
dictatorship and the wor~' State. The proletariat can become tbe
leading (dirigenle) and the dominant class to the extent that it succeeds
ill creating a system ofallia.nces which allows it to mobilise the
majority of the working population against capitalism and the
bourgeois State. In Italy, in the real class relations which exist there,
this means to the extent that it succeeds in gaining the consent ofthe

broad peasant masses.
This work marked a step forward in Gramsci's thought. Naturally he
had understood the importance of an alJiance with the peasantry before
)926, since already in 1919, in ali article entitled 'Workers and
Peasants', he had insisted on the role which the peasants had to play in
the proletarian revolution. It wall in his Notes 011 lire Southern Question,
however, that he was to put the question of this alliance in terms of
hegemony for the first time and to stress the potitical, moral and
intellectual conditions which were necessary to bring this about. Hence
he insisted, for example. on the fact that the working class had to free
itself entirely of corporatism in order to be capable of winning ~ver the
Southern intellectuals to its cause, since it was through them that it
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would be able to influence the mass of the peasantry The existence of an
intellectual and moral dimen...ion in the question of hegemony Was
already something typical of Gramsci and was later to take on its own
importance. However, we are still at the stage of the leninist c.:onception
of hegemony seen as the leadership of the proletariat over the peasantry,
that is to say that it was political leadership which constituted the
essential element of this conception in view of the fact that hegemony
was thought of in terms of a class alliance. It is only later ill the Prison
Notebooks that hegemony in its typically gramscian sense is to be found,
and here it becomes tile indissoluble union of political leadership and
intellectual and moral leadership, which clearly goes beyond the idea of
a simple class alliance.
The problematic of hegemony is to be found right from the first of the
Prison Notebooks, but with an important irulOvation: Gramsci no longer
applies it only to the strategy ofthe proletariat, but uses it to think ofthe
practices of the ruling classes in general: 5
The following historical and political criterion is the one on which
research must be based: a class i.,o; dominant in two ways, that is to say
it js dominant and ruling. It rules the allied classes and dominates the
opposing classes.
'There is no doubt that in mentioning the direction of the allied classes
Gramsci is referring here to hegemony, and there are innumerable
Statements to this effect throughout the Prison Notebooks. For example, a
few page.,> furtber on in the same Notebook I, in his examination of the
role of the Jacobins in the french Revolution. he declares: 6
not only did they organise a bourgeois government, i.e., make the
bourgeoisie the dominant class - tbey did more.. They created the
bourgeois State. made the bourgeoisie into the leading. hegemonic
class of the nation, in other words gave the new Slate a permanent
basis and (.-reated the compact modem French nation.
He indicates that it was by rorcing the bourgeoisie to overcome its
corporatist nature that the lacobins managed to make it a hegemonic
class. They in fact forced it to widen its class interests and to discover
those interests which it had in common with the popular scx:tors, and it
was on this bas~ that they were able to put themselves in command and
to lead those sectors into tbe struggle. Here, therefore, we find once more
the opposition between corporatist and hegemonic classes encountered
in Noles on the Soutl,em Qllestion, but this time it is applied to the
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bourgeoisie. Gramsci had in fact begun to understand that the
bourgeoisie had also needed to ensure itself popular support and that the
political struggle was far more complex than had ever been thought by
reductionist tendencies. since it did not con!list in a simple confrontation
between antagonistic classes but always involved complex relations of
forces.
Gramsci analY5es the relations of forces in all societies and studies the
transition from a corporate to a hegemonic stage in a fundamental
passage in Notebook 4.' He begins by distinguishing three principal levels
at which the relations of forces exist:

2

3

the relation of social fOfl:leS linked to the structure and dependent on
the degree of development of the material forces of production;
the relation of political forces, that is to say the degree of
consciousness and organisation within the different social groups;
the relation of military forces which is always, according to Gramsci.
the decisive moment.

In his analym of the different moments of political consciousness he
distinguished three more degrees:
the primitive economic moment in which the consciousness of a
group's own professional interests are expressed but not as yet their
interests as a social class;
b the political ('CO/wmie moment which is the one in which the
consciousness of class interests is expressed, but only at an economic
level;
c the third moment is that of hegemOlfY, 'in which one becomes aware
that one's own corporate interests, in their present and future
development, transcend the corporate limits of the purely economic
class, and can and must become the interests of other subordinate
groups too. '. For Gramsci this is where the specifically political
moment is situated, and it is characterised by ideological struggle
which attempts to forge l.Ulity between economic, political and
intellectual objectives, 'placing all the questions around which the
struggle rages on a "universal", not a corporate level, thereby
creating the hegemony of a fundamental social group over a series of
subordinate ones.'9
a

This lext (which was to be reworked by Gramsci into its definitive form
two years later in NOleOOQk 13) is, I believe, one of the key texts for an
understanding of the gramscian conception of hegemony and it is
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surprising that until now little importance has been aHached to it. 10 It is
here in fact that Gramsci sets out a very different conception of
hegemony from the one found in Notes on lire Southern Question, since
here it is no longer a questiOll of a simple politica1 alliance but of a
complete fusion of economic, political, intellectual and moral objectives
which will be brought about by one fundamental group and groups
alhed to it Ihrough the intermediary (~r Uie%gy when an ideology
manages to 'spread throughout the whole of society determining not
only united economic and political objeCtives but aL"o intellectual and
moral unity.'" From Notebook 4 the leninist conception of hegemony il':
doubly enriched: firstly its elrtension to the bourgeoisie and then the
addition of a new and fundamental dimension (since it is through thjs
that unity at the political level will be realised). that of inteUectual and
moral direction. It was only later that GramSL; was to develop all the
implications of this enricrunent, but from Notebook 4 onwards
hegemony does assume its specifically gramscian dimension. It is
therefore already possible on the basis of what has so far been discussed,
to advance a tentative initial definition of a hegemonic cla.~s: it is a class
which has been able to articulate the interests of other social groups to its
own by means of ideological struggle. This. according to Gramsci. is
only possible if this class renounces a strictly corporatist conception.
since in order to exercise leadership it must genuinely concern itsclf with
the interests of those social groups over which it wishes to exercise
hegemony - 'obviously the fact of hegemony presupposes that one takes
into rux;ount the interests and the tendencies of the groups over which
hegemony will be exercised. and it also presupposes a certain
equilibriwn, that is to say that the hegemonic groups will make some
sacrifices of a corporate nature. '12 This conception of hegemony has
certain very important consequences in relation to the way in which
Gramsci envisaged the nature and the role of the state. U
It is true that the State is seen as the organ of one particular group.
destined to create favourable conditions for the latter's maximum
expansion. But the development and expansion ofthe particular
group are conceived of. and presented, as being the motor force of a
universaJ expansion. ofa development of all the 'national' energies.
In other words the dominant group is coordinated concretely with
the general interests of I he subordinate groups, and the life of the
State is conceived of as a continuous process of formation and
superseding of unstable equilibria (on the juridical plnne) between the
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interests ofthe fundamental group and those ofthe subordinate
groups - equilibria in which the interests ofthe dominant group
prevail. but only up to a certain point, i,c. stopping short of narrowly
corporate economic interest.
It is, therefore, the problematic of hegemony which is at the root of this
'enlarging of the state' whose importance has quite rightly been stressed
by Chri<>tine Bucj·Glucksmann. 14 This was to permit Gramsci to break
with the c(.'Onomistic conception of the state, oniy envisaged as a
coercive bureaucratic apparatus in the hands of the dominant class, and
to formulate· the notion of the imegral slate which consisted of
'dictatorship + hegemony' This is not the place to analyse Gramsci's
contribution to the marxist theory of the state (which is also of the
utmost importance), so I shall limit myself to pointing out that this
enlargement of the state works on two levels: first, it involves the
enlarging of the social base of the state and the complex relations
established between the state, tbe hegemonic class and its mass base;
second, it also involves the enlarging of the state's fUnc.'tiODS, since the
notion of the integral state implies the incorporation of the apparatuses
of hegemony, of civil society, to the state.
Concerning the methods by which a class can become hegemonic,
Gramsci distinguishes two principal routes: the first is that of
transformism and the second is that of expansive hegemony. Let us first
take lrans/ormisnl. This is the method by which the Moderate Party
during the Risorgimento managed to secure its hegemony over the
forces fighting for unification. Here what was involved was 'the gradual
but continuous absorption, achieved by methods which varied in their
eifectiveness, of the active elements produced by allied groups - and
even those which came from the antagonistic groups .,,,IS. This natural.1y
was only a bastard form of hegemony and the consensus obtained with
these methods was merely a 'passive consensus', In fact the process
whereby power was taken was termed a 'passive revolution' by
Gramsci, since the masses were integrated through a system of
absorption and neutralisation of their interests in such a way as to
prevent them from opposing those of the hegemonic class. Gramsci
contrasted this type of hegemony through absorption by what he called
successful hegemony. that is to say, expansive hegemony. This had to
consist in the creation of an active, direct consensus resulting from the
genume adoption of the interests of the popular classes by the hegemonic
class, which would give rise to the creation of a genuine 'national·
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popular will' Unlike the passive revolution, in fact, where vast sC(..tors
of the popular classes are excluded from the hegemonic system, in an
expan..'1ive hegemony the whole society must advance. This distinction of
two methods of hegemony make!; it possible to specify further the
tentative definition of hegemony already put forward. In fact, if
hegemony is defined as the ability of one class to articulate the interest of
other SOCial groups to its own, it is now possible to see that this can be
done in two very different ways: Ihe interests of these groups can either
be articulated 80 as to neutralise them and hence to prevent the
development of their own specific demands, or else they cap be
articulated in such a way as to promote their full development leading to
the final resolution of the contradictions which they express.
These texts prompt a series of further observations. First, only a
fundamental class (that is to say one whicb occupies one of the two poles
in the relations of production of a determinate mode of production) can
become hegemonic, as Gramsci unequivocally states; 'though hegemony
is ethico-political, it must also be economic. must necessarily be based on
the decisive function exercised by the leae,!ing group in the decisive
n.ucleus of economic activity '15 'This condition not onJy restrict'l the
possible number of hegemonic classes, it also indicates the possible
limitations of any forms of hegemony. If in facl the exercise of
begemony involves economic and corporate sacrifices on the part of the
aspiring leading class, the latter cannot, however, go so far as to
jeopardise its basic interests. Sooner or later, therefore, the bourgeoisie
comes up against the limitations of its hegemony. as it is an ex.ploiting.
class, since its class interests must, at a certain level. necessarily clash
with those ofthe popular classes. This, says Gramsci. is a sign that it has
exhausl.ec\ its fUnction and that from then on 'the ideological bloc tends
to crumble away; then "spontaneity" may be replaced by "constraint"
in ever Jess disguised and indirect forms. culminating in outright police
measures and CtJu{JS d'etat.'" Thus oniy the wor.k.ing class, whose
interests coincide with the limitation of aU exploitation, can be capable of
successfully bringing about an expansive hegemony.
The most important aspect of Gramsci's hegemony still remains to be
studied. This is the aspect of intellectual and moral leadership and the
way in which this is achieved. In fact. all the points which have been
raised could be entirely compatible with a conoeption of hegemony seen
as alliance of classes. However. if Gramsci's hegemony ·were limited to
political leadership it would only ditTer from Lenin's concept in that
Gramsci. does not restrict its use to the strategy of the proletariat. but also
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applies it to the bourgeoisie. Now it has been pointed out that the
of hegemony is doubly enriched with respect to Lenin. as it
also involves the addition of a new dimension which is inextrica,bly
linked to political direction, and thal is intellectual and moral leadership.
As a result, the establishing of hegemony became a phenomenon which
went far beyond a simple class alliance. In fact. for Gram..;ci ~ and it is
this which constitutes his originality - hegemony is not to be found in a
purely instrumental alliance between classes through which the class
demands of the allied classes are articulated to those of the fundamental
cia..... , with each group maintaining its own individuality within the
alliance as well as its own ideology. According to him hegemony
involves the creation of a Irigh('r synthesis, so that all its elements fuse in
a 'collective will' which becomes the new protagonist of political action
which will funclion as the protagonist of poHticnl action during that
hegemony's entire duration. It is through ideology that this collective
will is formed since its very existence depends on the creation of
ideological unity which will serve as ·cemcnt'.18 Th.i.s is the key to the
indissoluble unity of the two aspe(.1S of gramscian hegemony. since the
formation of the collective will and the exercise of political leadership
depends on the very existence of intellectual and moral leadership. To
account for these two aspects and the way in which they are articulated
undoubtedly constitutes the major difficulty to be faced in any study of
tile conception of hegemony in GraulSci's thought. It is this, moreover,
which explains why a comprehensive definition of hegemony has not
been established so far despite the abundant literature existing on this
subject. In fact, most interpretations unilaterally stress one or the other
aspect which gives rise to widely differing and often opposing
interpretations according to whether political direction or moral and
intellectual direction is stressed. It The few interpretations which do try
to account for both aspects at once, do so on the basis of an erroneous
conception of one or the other of the two. or else of the link. between
them. 29
If, therefore, we wish finally to manage to establish a comprehensive
definition of Gramsci's conception of hegemony which accounts for its
specificity and does not ignore any of its potentialities. it is important to
be able to think theoretically the kind of relation established between its
two components, that is, the secret of their unity. and to see what are the
main characteristics resulting from this. To do this the following
question needs to be answered: how can one forgo genuine ideologkal
unity between different social groups in such a way as to make them
con~ption
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unite into a single political subject? To answer this problem it is of
course necessary to discuss the conception of ideology which is present both explicitly and implicitly - in Gramsci's work. It wiH then be shown
how it is impossible to give a coherent account of the specificity of
Gramsci's conception from the perspective of an eoonomistic
problematic of ideology.

J Hegemony and ldeoiolY
The best point of departure for an analysis of the conception of ideology
operating in the gramscian problematic of hegemony is to study the way
in which he envisaged the process of the formation of a new hegemony.
The notes referring to how a new collective will must be formed through
moral and intellectual reform which will be the work of the 'Modern
Prince' are, therefore. the most revealing on this subject.)1 But first the
few texts in which Gramsci explicitly sets out his conception of ideology
must be discussed.

The problematic 0/ ideology
Gramsci immediately places himself on entirely different ground from
those viewing ideology as false consciousness or as a system of ideas,
and he rebels against all epiphenomenalist conceptions which reduce it
to mere appearances with no efficacy;12

The claim. presented as an essential postulate of historical
materiaJism, that every fluctuation of politics and ideology can be
presented and expounded as an immediate expression of the
structure, must be contested in theory as primitive infanWism, and
combated in pral:tice with the authentic testimony of Marx, the
author of concrete political and historical works.
According to Gramsci, the starting point of all research on ideolOgY must
be Marx's assertion that 'men gain consciousness of their tasks on the
ideological terrain of the superstructures'.23 So that the latter, he declares,
must be considered 'operating realities which possess efficacy'H, and if
Marx sometimes terms them illusions it is only in a polemical sense in
order to clearly specify their historical and transitory nature. Gramsci
was to formulate his own definition of ideology as the terrain 'on which
men move, acquire consciousness oftheir position. struggle'.l' Ideology,
he declares, must be seen as a battle field. as a continuous struggle, since
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men's acquisition of consciousness through ideology will not come
individuaUy but always through the intennediary of .the ideological
terrain where two 'hegemonic principles' confront each olher,16 The
seJrs acquisition of consciousness is in effect only possible through an
ideological fonmttion constituted not only of disCursive elements, but
also of non·discursive elements which Gramsci designates by the rather
vague tenn 'conformism' His intention becomes clear. however, when
he indicates that the acquisition of this necessa(y consciouslles!> through
conformism results in the fact 'that one is always mass-man or collective
mall'.2' One finds here. in fact, the idea that the subjects are not
originally given but 'are always produced by ideology through a sociaUy
determined ideological field, so that subjectivity is always the product of
social practice. This implies that ideology has a material existence and
that far from consisting in an ensemble of spiritual realities, it is always
materialised in practices. The nature of ideology as pr~tice is further
reinforced by the identification Gramsci establishes between ideology
and religion (in the crooean ~nse of a word·view with its correspOnding
nonns·of action)~as it serves to stress that ideology organises action. In
effect Gramsci considers that a ~or1d.view is !Jlllnifest in all action and
that this expr~ itself in a "cry elaborate form and at a high level of
ab&trac~ion - as is the' case with philosophy - or else it is expressed in
much simpler forms as the expression. of 'common senSe' which presents
itself as the spontaneous phiJC80phy of the man in the street. but which
is the popular expression of . higher' philosophies. n These world-views
are never individual facts but the expression ofthe 'communal life of a
social bloc', which is why Gramsci caUs them 'organic ideoJogies',29 It is
these which 'organise the human masses' and which serve as the
infor~tive principle of all individual and collective activities, since it is
through these that men aCquir~ ail their forms of consciousness. 30 But if
it is through organic ideologies that men acquire all their forms of
consciousness, and if theSe organic ideologies are world-views of
determinate social bloCs. this means that aJl forms of consciousnC55 are
necessarily political. This enables Grarnsci to make the following
equation, philosophy ideology = politics, this identification has
generally been misunderstOod and it is this which underlies all the
misinterpretations of Gramsci's historicism which present it ,as a
hegelian reading of marxism,]J In fact what Gramsci was trying to do
was to think the role of subjectivity, but so as not to present, it as the
irruption of the individual consciousness into history_ To achieve this he
posits consciousness not as originally given but as the effect oftIle system
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of ideological relations into which the individual is inserted. Thus it is
ideology which creates subjects and makes them act.
Ideology as a practice producing subjccts is what appears to be the real
idea implicit in Gramsci's thoughts. on the operative and active nature of
ideology and i.ts identification with politics. However. he did not have
the necessary theoretical tools at his dispOsal to express this intuition
adequately, and he had to content himself with making allusions to it
using very ambiguous formulas strongly influenced by crocean
historicism. Let us take, for example, the definition of idealogy as '8
conception of the world implicitly manifest in art.. in law, in ~conomic
activity, in all individual and collective manifestations of life '. J2 If this
definition is examined in the light of the one in which ideology is seen as
a world-view with its corresponding norms of action and Gramsci's
repeated insistence on the fact that ideology is the terrain on whi.ch men
acquire all their forms of consciousness. then it becomes plain that this
definition (far from having to be interpreted as showing that Gramsci is
dealing with a hegelian problematic of expressive totality in which
ideology plays the central role), must be understood as an allusion to the
fact that it is through ideology that all possible types of 'subjects' are

created.
Another very ne.w aspect of the gramscian problematic of ideology is
the importance which he attributes to the material and institutional
nature of ideological practice. In effect Gramsci insists OD the fact that
this practice possesses its own agents, that is to say. the ifltelleduals.
They are the ones in charge of elaborating and spreading organic
ideologies," and they are the ones who will have to realise moral and
intellectual refonn. 34 Gramsci classes the intellectuals into two main
categories depending on whether they are linked to one of the two
fundamental classes (organic intelJectuals), or to ciasses expressing
previous modes of production (traditional intellectuals). Apart from
stressing the role of the intellectuals, Gramsci insists on the importance
of the material and institutional structure for the elaboration and
spreading of ideology. This is made up of different hegemOl.ic ap'
paratu.'Ies! schools, churches, the entire media and even architecture
and the nallle of the streets. 35 This ensemble 9f apparatuses is termed the
ideological Slmclure of a dominant class by Gramsci, and the level of the
superstructure where ideology is produced and diffused is called eMI
society. This constitutes the ensemble of 'private' bodies through which
the political and social hegemony of a social group Is exercised.3&
It is now obvious that we are far from the economistic problematic of
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ideology and that Gramsci is clearly situated on a different terrain. What
is quite new in him jg the awareness of the material nature of ideology
and of the fact that it constitutes a practice inscribed in apparatuses
which plays an indispeosablepractical-social role in all societies. He
intuited the fact that this practice consists in the production of subjects,
but he did nol quite manage to formulate this theoretically. Besides, one
should never forget that all these new ideas are expressed by Gramsci in
an ambiguous form which is now outdated. Since, as bas already
been indicated, the only intellectual tradition available to assist in the
elaboration or an anti-economistic problematic was Croce's historicism.
In any case, Gramsci never set out to elaborate a theory of ideology and
his thollghtis not presented in a systematic way. Having said all this,
however, it does nevertheless seem possible to assert that Gramsci's
problematic anticipated Althusser in several respects: the material nature
of ideology, its existence as the necessary level of all social formations
and its function as the producer of subjects are all impliCit in Gramsci,
although it was AJthusser who was to be the first to formulate this
conceptkm in a rigorous fashion.
A

l/On-,.edl4c'iOIli.~t conception

Gramsci's contribution to the marxist theory of ideologies, however, is
not limited to his having shown that they were objective and operative
realities, as real as the economy itself, and that they played a crucial role
in all social formations. Such a conception, however, only definitively
supersedes the first facet of e(.'Onomism and still leaves room for the
possible existence of complicated forms of reductionism. Now Gramsci
was not simply content to criticise the epiphenomenal conception as
he went much further and queried the reductionist conception which
made Ideology a function of the c18$ position of the subjects. There can
be no doubt that it is here that the most imPQrtant and original aspect of
his contribution is to be found. Unfortunately. it is also the least
understood aspect, and this explains why all the potentialities which this
opened out to marxist analysis have virtually remained undeveloped.
It must be admitted here that this is a much more difficult area, since
Gramsci never presented the anti-reductionist problematic in an explicit
fashion, although it does exist in Ihe pracilcai state in the way in which
he conceived hegemony. This problematic must, therefore, be clearly
brought 04t, and it must be shown that it provides the actual colldition of
intelligibility of Gramsci"s hegemony. However, before embarking on a
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study of texts which will serve as pOints of reference, it is worth briefly
recapitulating the three principles underlying the rcductionist
problematic of ideology, since this will make it easier to bring out the
difference between Gramsci's conception and this one. The three
principles are as follows;
2
J

all subjects are class subjects;
social classes have their own paradigmatic ideologies;
aU ideological elements have a necessary cia&'> belonging.

Gramsci's opposition to the first principle emerges clearly at once.
According to him the subjects of political action cannot be identified
with social classes. As has already been seen, they are 'collective wills'
which obey specifically formed laws in view of the fact that they
constitute the political expression of hegemOnic sYl>1ems created through
ideology. Therefore. the subjects (the social classes) which exist at the
economic level, are not duplicated at the political level ; instead, different
'inter class' subjects are created. This constitutes Gramsci's break with
the first principle of reductionism and provides him with the necessary
theoretical basis to enable him to think hegemony beyond a simple class
alliance as the creation of a superior unity where there will be a fusion of
the participant elements of the hegemonic bloc. We know that this
fusion will be realised through ideology. but the question remains, how
and on what basis? We have now, in effect. reached the point of haying
to answer our previously formulated question; how can genuine
ideological unity between different social groups be created?
There are two possible solutions to the problem. The first is the only
one which can be formulated within a reductionist problematic of
ideology (as exemplified by principles 2 and 3). It consists in viewing this
ideological unity us the imposition of the class ideology of the main
group upon the aUied groups. This leads one to define a hegemonic class
as one whkh bas been capable of creating ideological consensus with
other groups on the basis of the role played by its own ideology as the
dominant one, and to reduce the problematic of ideoJogy to a mere
phenomenon of ideological inculcation. This, for example, is the kind of
solution underlying Nk.'OS Poulantzas's interpretation of Gramsci's
conception of hegemony.J7 According to him, in so far as hegemony in
Gramsci refers to a situation in which class domination involves a
function of direction by means of which active consent oCthe dominated
class is created. then this is similar to Lukacs' nation of classconsciousness-world-view, and hence to the hegelian problematic of the
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subje<.:t. He declares that if this kind of problematic is transposed to
marxism, then it leads to the conception that c1a~ is the s\.\bjed of
history. the genetic totalising principle of the instances of a social
formation. In this·context it is the ideology consciousness world-view of
the class viewed as the subject of history. that is of the hegemonic class,
which founds the unity of a formation, .in so far as it determines the
adhesion of the dominated classes within a determinate system Of
domination _38
SUCll an interpretation of Gramsci's thought is only possible if one
identifies hegemony with the imposition of the dominant ideology
(understood here in the lukacsian form of the dominant class's worldview-(;Iass con~iousness). I think that what has so far been
demonstrated is already sufficient to show that this is a completely
inoorrect interpretation of Gramsci's thought. This does, in fact, prevent
Poulantzas from grasping the full extent of Grarnsci's conception of
hegemony and it leads _him to find some incoherent elements in it
especially as regards the extension of this conception to the strategy of
the proletariat. PoulantLas declares this extension unru.x:eptable since it
implies 'that a class impoSes its own world-view on a formation and
therefore actually conquers the place or the dominant ideology before the
conquest of political power'. 19 Now. not only does Gramsci indicate the
possibility of a class becoming hegemonic before the seizLUe of power,
but he insists on the necess!ly of Its doing so. Can one really talk of
incoherence on his part? If so, then it must seriously affect the whole of
his work in view of the importance which this conception plays in his
thought. On the other hand, could this not rather indicate a way of
understanding hegemony which differs from the one which Poulantzas
attributes to him. that is to say a conception which assumes that the
problem of the creation of an ideological unity is tackled on the basis of a
non-reductionist concepl.ion of ideology'! In fact, this is the case, and it is
this which explains why this fundamental aspect of Gramsci's thought
remained for a long time completely unnoticed, since it was absolutely
ul1l/ri"/wbfe within the reductionist problematic dominating marxist
thought. 40
So we must now present the second solution - the one to be found in
Gramsci - to the problem of the possibility of fonning ideological unity
between different social groups. It is a solution which. of course, does
not consist in the imposition of the class ideology of one of the groups
over the others. An analysis of the way in which Gramsci visualises the
process leading to the constitution of a new hegemony through
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intellectu.al and moral r~rorm will throw light on the subject.
As already previously mentioned, the importance of intellectual and
moral reform lies in the fact that the hegemony of a fundamental class
consists in the creation of a 'collective will' (on the basis of a common
world-view which will servo as a unifying principle) in which this class
and its allies will fuse to form a 'collective man' :41
From this one can deduce the importance of the 'cultural aspect'.
even in practical (collecth'c) activity. An historical act can only be
performed by' cofiective man', and this presupposes the attainment of
a 'cultural-social' unity through which a multiplicity of dispersed
wills, with heterogeneous aims, are welded together with a single
~rn. on the basis of an equal and common conception ofthe world.
The creation of a new hegemony, therefore, implies the transformation

of the previous ideological terrain and the creation of a new world-view
which will selve as a unifying principle for a new collective will. This is
the process of ideological transformation which Gramsci designates with
the term 'intellectUal and moral reform' What is important now is to see
how this process is envisaged by Gramsci. The two following passages
are extremely significant in this context:
.
What matters is the criticism to which such an ideological complex is
subjected by the first representatives of the new historical phase. This
criticism makes possible a process of differentiation and change in the
relative weight that the elements of the old ideologies used to possess.
What was previously secondary and subordinate, or even incidental.
is now taken to be primary- becomes the nucleus of a new
ideological and theoretical complex. The old cotlective will dissolves
into its contradictory elements since the subordinate ones develop
socially
42

How, on the other hand should this historical consciousness,
proposed as autonomOUS consciousness, be formed '! How should
everyone choose and combine the elements for the constitution of
such an autonomous consciousness? Will each element imposed have
to be repudiated CI priori? It will have to be repudiated inasmuch as it
is imposed, but not in itself. that is to say that it will be necessary to
give it a new form which is specific to the given group.·'

Here Gramsci indicates extremely clearly that intellectual and moral
reform does not consist in making a clean sweep of the existing world-
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view '\J1d in replacing it with a completely new and already formulated
one. Rather, it consists in a process of transformation (aimed at
producing a new form) and of rearticulation of existing ideological
elements. According to him, an ideological system consists in a
particular type of articulation of ideological elements to which a certain
'relative weight' is attributed. The objective of ideological struggle is not
to reject the system and all its elements but to rearticulat.e it, to break it
down to its basic elements and then to sift through past conceptions to
see which ones, with some changes of content, can serve to express the
new situation.44 Once this is done the chosen elements are finally
rearticulated into another system.
It is obvious that viewed in this way moral and inteU(X,'tual reform is
incomprehensible within a reductionist problematic which postulates the
existence of paradigmatic ideologie.<; for each social class, and the
ne<:e$8ry class-belonging of all ideological elements. If. in effect, one
does accept the reductionist hypothesis. moral and inlellectual reform
can only amount to replacing one class ideology by another. In the case
of the hegemony of the working class, therefore, the latter would have to
extricate the social groups which it required as allies from the influence
of bourgeois ideology and impose its own ideology upon them. In order
to do this it would have to combat bourgeois ideology by totally rejecting
all its elements since these would be intrinsically and irremediably
bourgeois, and since the presence of one of these elements within socialist discourse would prove that working class ideology had been
contaminated by bourgeois ideology; in this event ideological struggle
would always be reduced to the confrontation of two closed and
previously detennined systems. This, of course, i... not Gramsci'g
conception, and the information so far available already makes it
possible to assert that his conception of ideology cannot be reductionisf
since in that case the way in which he visualises moral and intellectual
reform would be totally incomprehensible.
What, then, is the conception of ideology developed in Gramsci's
theory of hegemony? In order to darify this it is first necessary to
determine what kind of answers Gramsci gives to the following
questions:
I
2

What constitutes the unifying principle of an ideological system?
How can one determine the class character of an ideology or of an
ideological element?

This brings \IS to one of the least developed aspects of Gramsci's thought
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and we will have to be content with a few rather imprecise indications
which will need to undergo the test of a symptomatic reading. To begin
with, let us recall the elements of the problem which have already been
analysed. We know that according to Gramsci hegemony (which is only
possible for a fundamental class) consists in the latter exercising a
political, intellectual and moral role of leadership within a hegemonic
system which is cemented by a common world-view (organic ideology).
We also know that intellectual and moral leadership exercised by tbe
hegemonic class does not comist in the imposition of the class ideology
upon the allied groups. Time and time again Gramsci stresses the fact
that every single hegemonic relation is necessarily 'pedagogic and occurs
amongst the different forces of which it is composed'·' He also insists
that in a hegemonic system there must exist democracy between the
ruling group and the ruled groups.4' This is also valid at the ideological
level, of course, and it implies that this common world-view unifying the
hegemonic bloc is really the organic expression of the whole bloc (and
here we have the explanation of the chief meaning of the term 'organic
ideology'). This world-view will therefore include ideological elements
from varying sources, but its unity will stem from its articulating
principle which will always be provided by the hegemonic class.
Gramsci calls this articulating principle a hegemonic principle. He never
defines this term very precisely, but it seems that it involves a system of
values the realisation of which depends on the central role played by the
fundamental class at the level of the relations of production. Thus the
intellectual and moral direction exercised by a fundamental class in a
hegemonic system consists in providing the articulating principle of the
common world-view, the value system to which the ideological elements
coming from the other groups will be articulated in order to form a
unified ideological system, that is to sayan organic ideology. This will
always be a complex ensemble who-tie contents can never be determined
in advance since it depends on a whole series of historical and national
factors and also on the relations of forces existing at a particular moment
in the struggle for hegemony. It is, therefore, by tbeir articulation to a
hegemonic principJe that the ideological elements acquire their class
character which is not intrinsic to them. This explains the fact that they
can be 'transformed' by their articulation to another hegemonic
principle. Ideological struggle in fact consists of a process of
disarticuiatioll-rear(icu/alion of given ideological elements in a struggle
between two hegemonic principles to appropriate these eJements; it does
not consist of the confrontation of two already elaborated, closed world-
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views. Ideological ensembles existing at a given moment are, therefore,
the result of the relations of forces between the rival hegemonic
principles and they undergo a perpetual prooess of transformation.'7
It is now possible to answer our two questions:

2

The unifying principle of an ideological system is constituted by the
hegemonic principle which serves to articulate all the other
ideological elements. It is always the eltpression of a fundamental
class.
The class character of an ideology or of an ideological element stems
from the hegemonic principle which serves as its articulating c-entre.

However, we are stUl a long way from having solved all the problems.
There remains for example the problem of the nature of those ideological
elements which do not have a necessary class character. It is not clear
what they express, and Gramsci does not give us an answer. But, in spite
of this, it is possible to find a few very significant definite pointers to a
solution. In a passage where he reflects on what will determine the
victory of one hegemonic principle over another. Gramsci declares that a
hegemonic principle does not prevail by virtue of its intrinsic logical
character but rather when it manages to become a 'popular religion' 41
What are we supposed to understand by this 1 Elsewhere Gramsci insists
that a class wishing to become hegemonic has to 'nationalise itself' ,~g and
further on he declares:$O

the particular fbrm in which the hegemonic ethico-politica1 element
presents itself in the life of the state and the country is •patriotism' and
'nationalism', which is 'popular. religion', that is to say it is the link by
means of which the unity ofleadcrs and led is effected.
In order to understand what Gramsci means it is necessary to relate all
these statements to his conception of the 'national-popular' Although
this conception is not fully formUlated, it plays an important role in his
thought. For Gramsci everytbing which is tbe expression of the 'peoplenation' is 'national-popular,.sl A successful hegemony is one which
manages to create a 'collective national-popular will', and for this to
happen the dominant class must have been capable of arti(..'Uiating to its
he8emonic principle all the national-popular ideological elements, since
it is only if this happens that it (the class) appears as the representative of
the general interest. 11tis is why the ideological elements expressing the
'national-popular' are often at stake in the fierce struggle between classes
fighting for hegemony. As regards all this Gramsci points out some
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changes of meaning undergone by terms like 'nationalism' and
'patriotism' as they are appropriated by different fundamental classes
and articulated to different hegemonic principles. n He also stresses the
role which those terms playas a link leading to the creation of the union
between leaders and led and in providing a base for a popular religion.
It is now possible to understand Gramsci's statement in which he
decJares that a hegemonic principle asserts itself when it manages to
become a popular religion. What he means is tbat What has to be chiefly
at stake in a c1ass's struggle for hegemony is the attempt to articulate to
its discourse aU national-popular ideological elements. This is how it can
. nationalise itself. 53
The conception of ideology found in the practical state in GraolSci's
problematic of hegemony consists therefore of a practice which
transforms the class character of ideological elements by the latter's
articulation to a hegemonic principle diJfering from the one to which
they are at present articulated. This assumes that these elements do not
in themselves express class interests, but that their class character is
conferred upon them by the discourse to which they are articulated and
by the type of subject thus created.
Hegemony and war ofposition
It is onJy now that the anti-reductionist problematic of ideology implied
by Gramsci's hegemony has been made explicil that it is possible to
really grasp the meaning and full extelil of his concept of hegemony; a
class is hegemonic when it has managed to articulate to its discourse the
overwhelming majority of ideological elements characteristic of a given
social fonnalion, in particular the national-popular elements whicb
allow it to bet:ome the class expressing the national interest. A c1as... ·s
hegemony is, therefore, a more complex phenomenon than simple
political leadership: the latter in effect is the consequence of another
aspect which is itself of prime importance. This is the creation of a
unified coherent ideological discourse which will be the product of tbe
articulation to its value system of the ideological elements existing within
a determinate historical conjuncture of the society in question. These
elements which have no necessary class-belonging rightly constitute for
this reason the terrain of ideological struggle between the two classes
confronting each other for hegemony Therefore if a class becomes
hegemonic it is not, as some interpretations of Gramsci would have it,
because it has succeeded in imposing its class ideology upon society or in
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establishing mechanisms legitimising its class power. This kind of
interpretation completely ruters the nature of Gramsci's thought because
it reduces his conception of ideology to the traditional marxist
conception of false consciousness which necessarily leads to presenting
hegemony as a phenomenon of ideological inculcation. Now, it is
precisely against this type of reductionism that Gramsci is rebelling
when he proclaims that . politics is not a "marche de dupes "'.H For him,
ideology is not the mystified·mystifying justification of an already
constituted class power, it is the 'terrain on which men acquire
consciousness of themselves', and hegemony cannot be reduced to a
process of ideological domination.
Once the real meaning of Gmmsci 's hegemony has been understood,
all the pseudo-incoherences disappear from his thought. For example,
the problem of knowing why Grall1SCi can use this conception both to
designate the practices of the bourgeoisie and those of the workins class
becomes clear as does the reason for his envisaging the possibility of a
class becoming hegemonic before the seizure of power It is, in fact, the
link which had been established between hegemony and ideologicaJ
domination which made it impossible to grasp the internal coherence of
Gramsci's thought and wltich made it appear full of dis<;repancies. Once,
however, the problematic of ideology which is operating in the practical
state in Gramsci's conception of hegemony, has been established, all the
other conceptions fall quite naturally into place in a perfectly structured
ensemble and the underlying meaning of his thought is revealed in all its
coherence. I shall only take one example. but it is a l.TUcially important
one since it is the conception upon which Gramsci bases his entire
strategy of transition to socialism in the West: I am referring to the war
of pflMliorr.

Gramsci's thought on the strategy of the working class in its struggle
for socialism is organised around the conception of hegemony. This
thought has its starting point in the enlarging of the phenomenon of
hegemony which Gramsci began to consider applicable to the
bourgeoisie as well, since he understood that state power was not limited
to the power of a single class and that tbe bourgeoisie had managed to
ensure itself a 'historical base', a group of aUies led by it through its
hegemonic apparatuses. In this way it had created a 'collective man"
which functioned as an autonomous political subject- From here
Gramsci reaches the conclusion that political struggle does not only take
place between the two fundamental antagonistic classes. since the
'political subject')' are not social classes but 'collective wills' which are
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comprised of an epsemhlc of social groups fused around a fundamental
class. If, therefore. the struggle between the antagonistic classes
constitutes, in the final instance, the determining level of all political
struggle, the struggle of all the other groups within a social formation
must nevertheless be articulated to it. These other groups will provide
the 'historical base' of a. dominant class and it is on this terrain that the
struggle for hegemony - by means of which a fundamental class tries to
win over the other social groups - takes place. The revolutionary process
can, therefore, not be restricted to a movement organi.c;ed on strict c1a.'iS
lines which would tend to develop a pure proletarian consciousness
detached from the rest of society. The road to hegemony in fact makes it
imperative to take into account a double process: the self awareness of
oneself as an autonomous group, and the creation of a basis of
consensus :S,
A study of how these innovatory forces developed, from subaltern
groups to hegemonic and dominant groups, must therefore seek out
and identify the phases through which they acquired; i. autonomy
vi5-£i-vis the enemies they had to defeat, and ii. support from the
groups which actively or passively assisted them i for this entire
process was historically necessary before they could unite in the form
of the State. It is precisely by these two yardsticks that the level of
historical and political consciousness which the innovatory forces
progressi vely attained in the various phases can be measured - and
not simply by the yardstick of their separation from the formerly
dominant foroes.

It is, therefore, vital for the working class not to isolate itself within a
ghetto of proletarian purism. On the contrary, it must try to become a
'national class', representing the interests of the increasingly numerous
social groups. In order to (10 this it must cause the disintegration of the
historical bases of the bourgeoisie's hegemony by disarticulating the
ideological bloc by means of which the bourgeoisie's intellectual
direction is expressed. It is in fact only on this condition that the working
class will be able to rearticuJate a new ideological system which will
serve as a cement for the hegemonic bloc witbin which it will play the
role of a leading force. This process of disarticulation-rearticulation
constitutes in fact the famous 'war of position' which Gramsci conceives
as the revolutionary strategy best adapted to countries where the
bourgeoisie has managed to firmly establish its hegemony due to the
development of civil society. Unless one has grasped the real meaning of
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GranlSci's concept of hegemony - which consists in the capacity of a
fundamental class to articulate to its discourse the ideological elements
then it is impossible to
characteristic of a given social formation
understand the nature of the war of position. In effect the war of position
is the process of ideological struggle by means of which the two
fundamental classes try to appropriate the non-cla..<;s ideological elemenLs
in order to integrate them within the ideological system which
articulates itself around their respective hegemonic principles. This is,
therefore, only a stage in the stnlggle, the one in which the new
hegemonic bloc cements itself, but it is a decisive moment since Gramsci
states, .in politics, once the war of position has been won, it has been
won definitively. '56 It will in fact only be a question of time before the
military relations of forces begin to lean towards the bloc of socialist
forces as soon as all the popular forces rally to socialism and the
bourgeoisie finds itself isolated. As a result, far from designating a
reformist strategy as certain interpretations of Gramsci maintain,s' the
war of position represents the translation into political strategy of a nODreductionist conception of ideology and politics. This stresses the
fundamental role of ideological struggle and the form of popular war
which the struggle for ~ialism must assume: 'in politics the war of
position is the conception of hegemony.'S8 This statement of Gramsci's'
can only be understood in the light of the anti-reductionist problematic
of ideology which bas been presented as the very condition of
intelligibility of his conception of hegemony. Only when this has been
grasped can one glimpse all the political consequences involved. These
are crystallised into a conception of socialist revolution seen not as a
strictly proletarian one but as a complex process of political and
ideological transformations in which the working class plays the .Jeadiog
role. The war of position understood as the struggle for hegemony
within all the anti-capital~ sectors also explains Gramsci's insistence on
the 'national' character of the struggle. 59
the international situation should be considered in its national aspect.
In reality, the internal relations of any nation are the result of a
combination which is 'original' and (in a certain sense) unique; these
relations must be understood and conceived in their originality and
uniqueness if one wishes to dominate them and direct them_ To be
sure, the line of development is towards internationalism, but the
point of departure is . national' - and it is from this point of departure
that one must begin.
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Conclusion
In this article I have argued that in Gramsci's conception of hegemony
one finds in the practical stale a radically anli-economistic problematic ot
ideology and that it constitutes the condition of intelligibility of the
specificity of his conception of hegemony. However, I am ~ot claiming
that all the problems of the marxist theory of ideology are solved by
Gramsci - even in the practical state. In any case the conceptual tools
which he had to use have been completely superseded, ana ~owadays
we are equipped to deal with tQe problem of ideology in a far more
rigorous fashion thanks" to the development of disciplines such as
linguistics and pyscho-analysis, Nevertheless. Gramsci's contribution to
the marxist theory of ideology must be considered of crucial importance
for several reasons:

2

3

Gramsci was the first to stress the material nature of ideology, its
existence as a necessary level of aU social formations. its in5l:.'ri(ltion
in practices and its materiaJisation into apparatuses.
He broke away radically from the conception of ideology as false
consciousness, i.e. a distorted representation of reality because it is
determined by the place occupied by the subject in the relations of
production, and he anticipated the conception of ideology as a
practice producing subjects.
Finally. he also queried the general prirtciple of reductionism which
attributes a necessary class-belonging to all ideological elements,

AF. regards the first two points, Gramsci's thought has been taken up and
thoroughly developed by Louis AJthusser - although the latter reached
the same point of view in quite a different way - and so his ideas have
spread through tbe althusserian school. As regards his criticism of
reductionism, however, it is unfortunate that his contribution has not
been fully recognised as it is in this area that the theoretical potentialities
of his thought urgently need developing. This is particularly so' since the
rnar~ist theory of ideology has not yet managed to free itself entirely of
the reductionis[ problematic and hence remains trapped by insidious
forms of economism.
The topicality and importance which Gramsci's work l$.for marxist
researchers working in tbe field of ideology lies in the fact that Gramsci's
conception points the way to a possible solution to the most serious
problem of marxist theory of ideology. The problem consists in
superseding economism while at the same time adhering Lo the
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problematic of historical materialism. In fact once the elementary phase
of ideology seen as an epiphenomenon has been superseded, marxist
theory still has to face the following difficulty: how to show to what
extent ideological practice actually has real autonomy and efficacity
while still upholding the principle of the determination in the last
instance by the economic. This is a problem which Althusser himself has
not yet been capable of solving satisfactorily, and it is why he has
recently been accused of economism.61 However, if his critics propose a
solution which effectively resolves the problem of economism, this is
done at the expense of abandoning historicaJ materialism. In effect, by
identifying economism with the thesis of the detennination in the last
instance by the economy, and by proposing the total autonomy of
ideological practices as a solution, they call into question the basic tenets
of historical materialism.
In Gramscj's work the outline or another kind of solution to the
problem can be found and it is worth analysing it before deciding
whether the solution to the problem of economism is really impossible
within the theoretical framework of marxism. As presented here the
problematic of hegemony contains in the practical state the broad
outlines of a possible articulation between the relative autonomy of
ideology and the determination in the last instance by the economy. In
fact the conception of ideology brought out by Gramsci's conception of
hegemony attributes real autonomy to it. since the ideological elements
which ideological practice aims at transfonning do not possess a
necessary class-belonging and hence do not constitute the idOOlogical
representation of interests existing at the economic level. On the other
hand, however, this autonomy is not incompatible with the
determination in the last instance by economy, since the hegemonic
principles serving to articulate these elements are always provided by the
fundamental classes. Here. of course, I am only deSignating the area
where a solution might be found, and if work is to be done in this
direction there are a large number of problems still to be solved before it
will be possible to formulate a theoretical solution. It does nevertheless
seem to be an area which ought to prove fruitful.
Finally, I wish to indicate another area in which Gramsci 's conception
of hegemony opens out extremely fruitful perspectives. This is to be
found in his conception of politics. Gramsci was extremely aware of this
since after all he declared that cconomism had to be combated 'not only
in the theory of historiography but also - and more especially - in
political practice and theory', and that 'in this area the struggle can and
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must be conducted by developing the concept of hegemony."l 1be ways
in which economism manifests itself in the field of politics are extremely
varied and range from the 'wait-and-see' attitude of the Second
International to the 'purism' of the extreme left. These are two
apparently opposing forms and yet they do both express the same lack of
understanding of the true nature of politics and its role in a social
formation. The fwuiamental error of the economistic conception - its
epiphenomenalist and reductionist conception of the superstructures manifests itself in this domain by an inslrumelllai conception of the stiLte
and of politics. In identifying the state with the repressive apparatus it
reduces the field of politics, since its vital relation with the ideological
struggle is severed. Gramsci's 'enlarged' notion of the state which is
correlative to the role attributed to hegemony, recuperates this forgotten
dimension of politics, and ideological struggle becomes a fundamental
aspect of political struggle. Politics thereby ceases to be conceived as a
separate specialist activity and becomes a dimension which is present in
all fields of human activity. In effect, if no individual can become a
subject except through his participation in a •mass·man', there is not one
aspect of human experience which escapes. politics and this extends as
far as 'common sense'.
This conception of politK:s should make it possible to devise a
completely new approach to the problem of power which has generally
not been satisfactorily treated by marxists. Actually, once thB hegemonic
dimension of politics which expresses itself in Gramsci's notion of the
'integral state' has been re-established. and om:e it has been accepted that
the supremacy of a class is not solely exercised by means of its
domination OVer adversaries, but also by means of its role of leadership
over allied groups, then one can begin to understand that far from being
locaJi~ in the repressive state apparatuses. power is exercised at all
levels of society and that it is a 'strategy' - as Michael Foucault puts it. So
this is yet another field of research opened up by Grarnsci's nonreductionist conception of hegemony. and it is an extremely topical one.
It is in fact quite remarkable to see the extraordinary way in which
some contemporary research - such as that of Fom:ault or Derrida
which brings out a completely new conception of politics52 - converges
with Gramsci's thought, and having recognised the anti-reductionist
character of his thought I do not think it too hazardous to predict that the
topicality of Gramsci's work and his influence will go on increasing in
the future.
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Elnaudi, 1975 (all the references to the Prison Notehoola are to this edition).
English translation in SelectltJn.,/rom the Pri,'011 NQtebook.~, ed. and trans Q.
HoareandG. Nowell Smith, London. lawrence & Wishart. 1971,1', 57
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manifestations can have a 'national-popular' clumlcter when there exists an
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Quadem;. vol. 2, p. 1231.
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the nature of the non-class ideological elements. They simply suggest the
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research seems to have been developed. by Ernesto Laclau in his book
Politics alld Ideolvgy ill Marxist Theory, London, New
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QIIQdemi, vol. 3, p. ) 595, P,;.~Ufl Notebooks, p. 164.
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Part three

State, politics ond revolutionary
strategy

6 State, transition and possive
revolution
Christine Buci·Glucksmann

1 By way of a starting·polnt: passive re,"olutloD and the marxlaa
problematic of Iraosition

It is not until 1933, in n somewhat enigmatic passage, that Gramsci links
the concept of passive revolution. of 'revolution without revolution'
already to be found in his first notebook, where he analyses the
Risorgimento - to the global problematic of transition outlined in Marx:'s
Preface to the Critique of Political Ecoflomy:' 'It would seem that the
theory of the passive revolution is a necessary critical corollary to the
Introduction to the Critique of Political Economy.' Insofar as it is a
corollary it must be related to the theoretico-politicai principles that
pertain to every transitional phase;2

The concept of'pa.'isive revolution' must be rigorously derived from
the two fundamental principles of political science:
I that no social formation disappears as long as the productive
forces which have developed within il still find room for further
forward movement;
2 that a society does not set itself tasks for whose solution the
necessary conditions have not already been incubated etc,

Yet as a critical corollary it seems to concern an issue that is strangely
absent from Marx's Preface the role and nature of the transitional state,
the always 'radical' or 'passive' revolutionary character of the transition,
in short, its historical specificity. This addition is, therefore. far from
neutral in character, and Gramscj stresses that the principles themselves
of the transition 'must first be developed criticul(v in all their implications, and purged of every residue of mechanicism and fatalism',)
In other words. in reinstating the political form and dimension of the
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transition, Gramsci.-Iike Lenin before him - puts an end to mechanisticeconomistic interpretations of Marx's Pre/ace, the outcome of which is
always the same: a general, utopian theory of transition and the
hypostasis of a model valid for every transition. But that is not aU. A
critical and dialectical approach to the transition of' passive revolution'
must take into account certain elements of a po/iJica/ theory 0/ transition,
which studies the process as a specific product of a given, historical
relation and 'equilibrium of foroes' But why 'passive revolution', why
'revolution-restoration', and not the strategic model of the October
Revolution, with its direct revolutionary attack on the state, and its
'franta!' seizure of power" In what does this critical function of passive
revolution consist, both theoretically and politically?
It would be easy to restrict the scope of the concept of passive
revolution in such a way that it covered only a detaiJed examination of
the historical forms of bourgeois revolution. Gramsci does indeed
exemplify it by reference to the passive revolution of the Risorgimento,
whose structural and political properties he contrasts with the form of a
'war of manoeuvre' and 'popular revolution' through 'explosion which
characterise the French Revolution. All the same, in contrast to any
positivist-historicist attempt to confine its application to the historical
moment in which it takes effect and in which it is developed, Gramsci
considerably enlarges the concept of passive revolution, endowing it
with a general methodological and theoretical import.
The passive revolution becomes a potential tendency intrinsic to every
transitional process: 'the thesis of the .. passive revolution" as an
'interpretation of the Risorgimeoto period, and 0/ ever.v epoch
c1t.aracterised by complex Iristorical uphea,,'u[s' 4 Certainly, revolutionrestoration, in the sense in which Italian liberals made use of it during
the Risorgirnento, could not provide a programme of political
intervention for the working class. For to a certain extent every passive
revolution develops a 'conservatism or moderate reformism' which
breaks up the free political dialectic of class contradiction and neutralises
and channels popular initiative in its, extremely partial, attempt to satisfy
some of the latter's demand 'by small doses, legally, in a reformist
manner';5 so equally there is the extent to which the passive revolution
tends to resolve the problems of transformation and leaderShJp
(hegemony) in favour of the state (domination), its administrative and
pollee apparatuses. 6 AF. soon as the slate becomes the means of social
reproduction in all its aspects 'political leadership becomes merely an
aspect of the function of domination'7 and the masses are ultimately
t
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treated as 'mass of manoeuvre' It is obvious that Gramsci is perfectly
aware of the political costs and of the 'danger of political defeatism' that
SJem/rom an 'anti-democratic operation of this kind' Yet despite the fact
that it does not constitute a strategy for tile working class it remains none
the less - on condition that the struggle is waged against every form of
historical fatalism - a dialectical conception and a criterion of
interpretation 'in the absence of other active elements to a dominant
extent',8 Furthermore, as it functions as an interpretation and critical
corollary of the marxian problematic of transition, its conceptual scope
extends beyond the historical processes of the Risorgimento or of the
political economy of fascism, in such a way as to expose the morphology
of advanced capitalism, and to reveal the politico-economic obstacles
that are put in the way of any frontal attack on the state, any more or
less jacobinist strategy of 'permanent revolution' It is as if the relations
of capitalist production were possessed of a certain capacity for internal
adaption to the developments of the forces of production, a certain
plasticity. which allows them to 'restructure' in periods of crisis, That
this is indeed the case, and that Gramsci became increasingly conscious
of the fact during hi... work in prison (let us say in 1933-4) is revealed in
the single draft of a text of 1934 on Americanism and Fordism, Here, for
the first and last time, we have a quite explicit attempt by Gramsci to
discover in americanism a specific model of development of capitalism,
which has passed from the crisis of 1929 into passive revolution: 'The
question of whether americanism can constitute
a gradual evolution
of the same type as the "passive revolution" examined elsewhere','
It therefore appears that Gramsci's theoretico-politica1 interest in the
dialectic of transition-passive revolution, and the new approach to the
forms and difficulties of the revolutionary process to which it leads him,
cannot possibly be separated from the morphological transformations of
capitalism and of socialism during the 19305 - from the failure of the
proletarian revolution in tbe West, and emergence of the Fascist State,
the revolution of capitalism from above following the crisis of 1929 (the
'New Deal'), and the aggravation ofcontrawctions in the construction of
socialism. This kind of alteration in the strategic terrain modifies, both
historically and practicaUy, the context of the transition, creating new
relations between economics and politics (state capitalism), between
hegemonic 'apparaluses' and the state, between institutional forms and
the masses. And all of this finds its explanation because Gramsci
reappropriates the leninist concept of hegemony, and endows it - right
from the time of his first Notebook - with ne~' [unctions and a much
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wider scope. In contrast, then. to the manner in which the subject is still
treated in Quest/one meridionale, the concern is now no longer simply
with 'the social base of the proletarian dictatorship and of the workers'
state', with the way in which 'the proletariat can become the leading
(dirigellle) and the dominant class to the extent that it succeeds in
creating a system of class alliances' ,10 or rather, one might say instead
that an a priori condition of such a conception is an analysis of the
political forms in which the bourgeoisie constitutes its own power bloc:
an interrogation of the divergent fonns of hegemony in their relations
with the state and with civil society. Tlus explains why it is that, so far
from being marginal, the concept of passive revolution as a
critical corollary of the marxian problematic of transition possibly allows
for a new. global interpretation of the foons of involvement of politics in
the overthrow of a mode of production. (f we take the study of a politics
of transition to consist in a critical analysis of the dialectic between
historical bloc and institutional forms, then passive revolution emerges
as 'a general principle of political art and scient.'e' II
In the most general sense, we can say that in contrast to every
catastrophist or ecooomistic conception of the crisis as a
revolutionisation of the masses (the conception oUhe Third International
during the 1930s), and in opposition to every reduction of the
revolutionary process to a frontal encounter, to a violent and jacobin
social collapse, Gratn'ici endows the procesl!les of passive revolution,
whose tendency is always to 'reduce the dialectic to an evolutionary
process of reform', with an almost 'epochal' significance. Is it perhaps
necessary to regard it first and foremost as a principle of historical
periodisation, a new tendency of advanced capitalism? Or should we go
further than that, as Leonardo Paggi, somewhat peremptorily suggests:
if it is seen to apply to the East as much as to tlte West, the C01lCepl of
passive revolution constitutes 'an adequate representation of the
complex historical process resulting in the definite supersession of an
entire mode of production'. 12
On that view, one <..'an proceed from an initial hypothesis which
modifies the interpretation of the strategical difference between 'war of
manoeuvre' (characterjstic orthe East, the frontal attack of 1917) and the
'war of position' (the stragegy of hegemony. characteristic of the West).
In fact, it is not just two strategies that Gramsci opposes to each other.
but rather two wars of position: the war of the dominant class in its
various forms of passive revolution is opposed to the asymmetrical war
of the subaltern classes in their struggle for hegemony and a political
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leadership over society. What I mean by this is that despite a sameness in
form. hegemony differs in content. When the reference is to the forms of
passive revolution of the dominant classes in the economic and political
context its role is not identifiable with that which it plays in determining
a 'socialisation of politics' that can activate a mass cultural revolution
(leading to changed in..,titutions, styles of life. behaviour, consumption)
and c~n transf01:m class relations and the equilibrium of power within
society and the state. It should be understood that it is by virtue of these
new relations between the problematic of transition and passive
revolution that Gramsci is able to explore in detail a new strategy for the
working class in the West (the famous war of position) differing in kind
from the strategy of frontal attack of the war of Inovement of 1917.
Besides, this opposition between F..ast and West - from the point of
view of the superstructures and their effects in a revolutionary processis already to be found in Lenin. not to mention Trotsky's speecb to the
Fourth Congress of the International. Gramsci himself refers explicitly to
the strategy of the single front, to l.enin '8 position in 1921-2. as the point
from which all his thoughts on the war of position develop. J l
If this distinction in terms of strategy does indeed allow for a renewed
and more profound approach to questions about the state and about the
relations between political forms and economic and social factors, is it
not rather because Gramsci prQV'ides oertatn elements whereby the
po/ilical morplwlogy of the processes of transition themselves can be
characterised? And he does so because he makes the relations in the
transition period of parties-state-alliances his point of departure. Given
this. it means that if we are to use Gramsci as a yardstick. whether
theoretically or politically, then we must do more than repeat him; it
means rather that we must use this complex dialectic of the political
forms of transition which he studies, in its negative as much as in its
positive aspects, as our genuine yardstick. If it is true that the transition
to socialism associated with Eurocommunism is based on democratic
strategies necessarily consisting in mass democratic re\lolutioll.~ that forge
new links between representative democracy and democracy of the base,
between hegemony and pluralism, must they not primarily be amipassive revolUlions?

2 On the theory of passl,e re"oIution
J On the dysymmelry of c1au strtlggle... and their difficulties
From Ordine

NIiOVO

to the Notebooks, Gramsci's political thought,
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though progressively enriched in the process of his development of a
new strategy of Western revolution, remains singuiarlyconstant in its
insistence that 'the transforI11ation of the work.lng class into a hegemonic
class, becoming State', depends entirely upon its capacity to develop a
flew poUti£:al practice that is not symmetrical with that of the dominant
classes. The reason for this is simple, and not essentially ideological; it
lies in the respective positions of the classes in their relations to the state
and to the historical processes of transition. The bourgeoisie, by contrast,
is constituted and reconstituted within and through the state: 'l1te
bistorical unity of the ruling classes is realised in the State, and their
hi....tory is essentially the history of States and of groups of States'.14
Certainly this is potentially so in the case of the working class also, for
the subaltern classes 'are not unified and cannot unite until they are able
to beoome a "State'" 15 But this process in which they become
autonomous is never completed but is always an on-going constitution. a
permanent process of political 'recomposition' of allianCes. that is based
on the construction of a new relation between production and politics.
For if it is the state that provides the standpoint of the dominant classes.
it is primarily economic and civil society that does so in the case of the
working class.. Even in this respect, the history of the SUbaltern classes is
asymmetrical, 'their history. therefore. is intertwined with that of civil
society, it is a "disjointed" and discontinuous function of the history of
civil society, and thereby of tbe history of states and groups of states'. 1. A
discontinuous history, a history of a mediaJed relation to the state - inshort, a history of an asymmetrical autonomisation which aims to
construct new political forms (councns, unions and parties).
This was true in the case of the dual strategy of the Factory Councils
of 1919-20, which sought simultaneously to construct from the factory
upwards forms of worker-democracy conducive to the reunification of
the entire working class and to the establishment of its autonomy, and to
use these new democratic forms as a means to resolve the crisis of
society and the parliamentary state, and to replace the latter by a
work.er's and peasant's state.
In 1926, when he once more reverts to the experience of Ordine
NIIOVO, Gramsci exposes both its limits and its irreversibly positive
character: 'The self-government of the working class', its democratic
inventiveness, its initiative. 17 Nor was he later to change his mind on that
particular point, In facl in 1934 we find him writing in the NOleboob
that 'it is precisely tbe workers who are the bearers of the new and more
contemporary demands of industy'.18
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This is to be understood in a political sense: in contrast to the
bourgeois-technicisl conception, Gramsci's understanding of production
is always political. In actual facL 'The political constitution of the state
has a good deal more importance for production than does the alteration
of a technology or labour process'. t,
It is in these relations between production and the state, between
economics and politics, that the core of the problem lies. From that point
of view Gramsci is to draw new conclusions. about the failure of the
Italian working class in face of fascism. The hegemonic practice of the
working class places it in a much more conflict-ridden and difficult
position than one might possibly think because of the complexity of the
political mediations, their powers of resistance in a period of crisis, and
the effects of a state which is identifiable neither simply with the
goverrunent nor simply with a repressive apparatus. It cannot, therefore.
develop its hegemonic strategy of expansionary movement from the
boltom upwards without resistance to the effects of the state and its
political mechan~ms on its own practice.
This is equally true in the case of the 'modern prince', the
revolutionary party, which has to reveal its unity in its political
relationship with the masses rather than allow it to become.a mere
technical instrument 01' bureaucratic device; in short. a mere fact of
organisation which conceals the 'active social bloc of which the party is
the guide'.lI
The autonomy which arises within the factory is therefore constantly
menaced by factional corporali.~m, continually 'broken by the Initiative
of the dominant groups', forever in the grip of a certain socio-political
instability ofthe bourgeoisie and of its dominant groups, which are even
able to generate neW parties 'intended to conserve the assent of the
subaltern groups and to maintain control over them',ll
The allusion here is clear: the formation of new bourgeois parties (cf.
the fascist party) corresponds to a situatio1l of hegemonic crisis in which
the entire state is involved; to a crisis of relations between rulers and
ruled which strikes at the historical basis of the state and the whole
complex of its hegemonic apparatuses.
This conception of crisis, which is that of the Prison Notebooks, in fact
reveals a different structure from that of the model analysed by Lenin
and revised by Gramsci in 1919-20, which regards the crisis in terms of
a collapse of the state effected within that same state as a result of global
r(!~'olulfollary crisis. One reason for this is that the resolution of the
hegemonic crisis can take the form of a reduplication ofbourgeois power
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(and not of the power of the proletariat). This is something that Gramsci
had already diagnosed in 1921 in his exposure of the twofold nature
assumed by the sla[(' apparatus in time of crisis, which has,the form of a
violent and complicit co-existence of two ~epr~ive and punitive
apparatuses; fascism and the bourgeois stateY But ,above all, it is
because the crisis occurs within an unstable equilibrium of forces that
demands that greater attention be paid to two connected and
complementary phenomena. On the one hand. there are the effects of the
form of the state and of its crisis upon the great 'mass of the people. and
on the historical basL~ of the state; they occur simultaneously with the
emergence of a disparity betweeTJ. civil society and political ,society. On
the other hand, there are the attempts that are made during the crisis to
restructure capital and tile political forms of its existence (state. party.
mass movement).
In thi" sense, the hegemonic crisis is not a revolutionary type of crisis
that goes wrong. It is not only at the political level that it imposes new
problems, but also at the level of historical materialism. And in this
respect again, the experience of the Factory Councils well exemplifies
Gramsci's conclusions. Contrary to what one might, somewhat naively,
suppose the relationship between the forees'at play ill the 'catastrophic
equilibrium' type of crisis is not such as to create division in the forces
that are opposed externally to the working class; instead it is the
particular strengths and weaknesses of the working class itself that are
involveaY
In Italy there existed an unstable equilibrium between the social
forces engaged in struggle. The proletariat waS (00 strong in 1919-20
for it any longer passively to submit to capitalist oppression, But its
organising forces were uncertain, hesitant. internally weak, becau'se
the socialist Party was merely the amalgamation of at least three
parties; in 1919-20 Italy lacked a well organised revolutionary party
that was fuLry conunitted to the struggle.
We cannot, therefore, approach questions about the autonomisation
of the working. class and of its forms of organisation (party. unions,
democracy ofthe base) independently of questions about the relations of
forces of the classes themselves and their effects hllemally within the
state. So it is no surprise that Gramsci relateS the two principles
proclaimed by Marx in the Preface to the Critiqlle ofPolitical Economy to
the analysis of the relations of force in their three constitutive phases of
the economic, the political and the politico-military. But we would be
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much mistaken at this point to interpret these three phases in terms of a
linear, evolutionary model, as an untroubled.progression. In fact, these
three moments define a lIew obJect qf ana lvsis , already outlined by Marx
in his ·historico-political writings (from: the Eighteenth Brumaire to the
Civil War in Fratlce), namely, a theory of the structure 0/ the
conjunclure. which opens the way to an understanding ofthe conditions
and processes of transition.
To locate the problematic of transition purely at the level of the
objective contradictions in the mode of production is to fail to recognise
the role in transition of the relations: classes/state/parlies/historica1
bloc, and thereby to neglect tbe critical corollary of the marxian
problematic that is contained in the dialectic of hegemony and
domination. Inversely, the addition of an analysis of the political form of
transition- in the transition itself - means, as Gramsci himself indicates,
thal we are guaranteed of a development of the leninist concept of
hegemony; but at the same time it ·al&) quite ~rtainly means that we
must go beyond certain of its premises, that we must retranslate it. Is it
not precisely by contrasting hegemony with paSSive revolution that we
today appreciate the full meaning and import of this reinterpretation?
If one charts the development in the prison writings of the theory of
passive revolution through its variOlls elaborations and qualifications,
one is bound to be struck by its lack of homogeneity, by the relatively
gradual emergence of the problematic of tra.nsitjon·pas,~ive revolution as
a whole. It is a development tha~ is best descn"bed as transforming a
historical concept into a genera/theoretical concept in a way that sheds a
fairly immediate light upon Gramsci's marxism·, upon the relations of
production between theory and hiStory, and upon his conception of the
intellectuals and of culture in the 'war of pOsition of the .dqnuna.llt classes'
Let liS first discuss the historical concept. The nolion of passive
revolution is concerned with two major historical processes each one
corresponding to a stage in ~he development of the capitalist mode of
prpduction. On the onc· hand, there is the Risorgimertto. where it is the
element of passive revolution in the superstructure that is accentuated;
on the other hand, there is fascism-americanism, where the stress is laid
on passive revolution in the organisation of work and of the productive
forces as a result of new relations between politics and econOnllcs (state
capitalism). It is not so much my intention in any re-examination of
these two models to question their historical vabdity, which has been the
subject of numerous researches and debates, so much as to understand in
whjlt way the theory of the passive revolution alters the gr:amscian
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problematic of the state and ofthe revol uHonBry processes that are found
present.lin the West) prior to the seizure of power, but also (in the F. astJ
subsequent upon that seizure of power. My pomt is that the
accompaniment of the theory is a critical re-evaluation of the role of the
political element in the transition, of its effects upon civil society and of
the political 'management' of the transition. Once the state is no longer
seen as external to the process of transition (as a mere instrument - a
view that characterises the unilateral conception of the stale criticised by
Gramsci), but is regarded as an integra) component of transition, the real
dialectic between domillailon (coercion; force) and hegemony (in which
consent is organised) cannot fail to 'correct' i.e. to fulfil, in an antieconomistic sense, the two major principles proclaimed by Marx. It is for
this reason that the theory of passive revolutjQn and its critique leads to a
new vision of the relations of the state in transition. Or rather. it leads to
a rejection orany 'statism' of and in the transition, to a reformulation of
socialism in terms of a transitional society, a historical bloc.
2 O/passive tran.~j(jor/!) or 'diccatorshlp WilhoUl hegemony'
Gramsci does not fail to stress on various occasions that the
Risorgimento as a model of the formation of a unitary national state is a
passive transition, which simultaneously and in highly contradictory
fashion, embraces both (bourgeois) 'revolutionary' elements and
elements of 'restoration' (compromises with the fonner dominant strata.
absence of a mass popular revolution). The contradiction i.n the formula
revolution-restoration (a formula borrowed from Qulnet) is a reflection
of the role itself oflhe masses in the transition. of their relations with the
existing forms of power - of the form and of the contents of politics. To
the extent that revolutionary innovation and progress take place 'in the
absence of popular initiative' or active hegemonic intervention on the
part ofthe masses as a whole, and even in opposition to certain forms of
S[)Oradic revolt, the historical process is passive and conservative in
char-acter. Nevertheless. it remains a case of revolmiorr (however diluted)
and as such it therefore occurs in response to 'certain popular demands',
including, as Gramsci makes clear in the second draft of the same note,
the 'demands at the base' 24 It remains to be explained why the dialectic
of old and new, of innovation and conservation, continues to go along
with a 'moderate reformist conservatism' which is later to find its
intellectual interpretation in crocean historicism. Why are the historical
antagonisms subsumed in conservatism?
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Gramsci's reply is particularly illuminating: the revolution is passive
when the state is replaced by a ruling class, when the aspect of
domination (coercion) predominates over that of leadership (hegemony
as organised consent).
This occurs during the Risorgimento: 'The Piedmontese State
becomes the real molor of unity after 1848'. U From then onwards, in
contrast to the French jacobins, the Italian liberals 'conceive unity as the
extension of the Piedmontese State and of dynastic patrimony, not as a
national movemerlf of the base but as a conquest of rulersbip '.26 This is
expressed even more explicitly in a piece (of which there is only a single
draft) written after 1933: 'The function of the Piedmont in the Italian
Risorgimento is that of a "ruling class" '21
In any consideration of these formulations it must be stressed lhal the
proportions in which the element of state domination and that of
hegemonic consent are respectively combined depends on the relations
between the ruling class and the state in transition, and therefore on the
mass (or non-mass) character of the process. In revolutionary movement
'from above' it is domination that is given a certain priority. while the
existence of a national movement 'of the ba"e' gives more weight to
hegemony. But there is more to it than this: Gramsci explicitly refers to
the role of the 'enlargement of the state' in a historical period of
transition. Let us note that he is by no means simply dealing with a
specific case of transition (as it happens, that of the development of
capitalism in Italy) but with what in fact is a historical tendency of the
bourgeoisie. In effective contrast to other classes in earlier modes of
production, and also in contra!.t to the way in which the working class
becomes autonomous, the bourgeoisie maintains a specific relationship
with the state. This is a relationship of hegemonic expansion within the
union of society and the self-constitution of class: u
The revolution of the bourgeois class in its conception of right and
thus in the function it assigns to the state has its especial character in
its desire for conformism (hence the ethical character ofrisht and
St.'lIe). Previous dominant classes were essentially conservative in the
sense that they did not tend to elaborate an organic passage from
other classes to their own, to enlarge, that is, their sphere of class
'teclmicaJly' and ideologically; the conception was that of a closed

caste.
This kind of enlargement of the state in transition presupposes a certain
historical capacity to absorb and assimilate all the levels of society,
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creating a global and Wliversal fonnation. The state does not exist
without consent, without organised hegemonic apparatuses, without
concern for the specific relations between economic society, civil society
and political society. In contrast to every narrow conception of the

state,l9
it should be remarked that the general notion of the state includes
elements which need to be referred back to the notion ofcivU society
(in the sense that one might say that State political society + civil
society, in other words, hegemony is protected by the armour of
coercion).

=

Hence the reason why Gramsci abandons every instrumentalist
conoeptlon of the state which would regard it either solely as
government (in conformity with the liberal l'iocial-democratic tradition)
or e~ simply as a monolithic repressive apparatus devoid of aU sociopolitical contradiction (the view that informs the entire economisticmaximalisl tradition and is found moreover in stalinism). In this senseand J have elsewhere developed the point in detail lO - Gramsci breaks
with tlie whole instrumentalist approach tbat characterises the Second
International and certain currents of the Third, in favour of a new vision
of the state which is more than a mere ·complement'.to the marxistleninist theory of the dictatorship of the proletariat. This is because the
problematic of the enlarged state allows for a critical reformulation of tire
problemat;(· of transition. By that I mean that the concept of the enlarged
state, of the 'integral state' remains empty unless one distinguishes
between two radically opposed types of state enlargement and transition
- as Gramsci himself suggests in his treatment of the Risorgimento.
The enlargement of the state may have its roots in the base in the
form of a democracy of the base, and be founded upon the democratic
creativity of tbe masses and the extension of their hegemony. Where this
is the case, the hegemonic aspect tends to prevail over that of state
domination (though the latter as such is never absent). Has such an
enlargement of the state anything in common with the stalinist theory
and practice of state reinforcement through the reabsorption of civil
society, the reduction-suppression of its contradictions, and the
reproduction of the distinction between rulers and ruled that is a fealure
of every state? On the contrary. this enlargement of the state is the
grounds for a •socialisation , of politics, and for a re-evaluation of the roJe
played by social factors and hegemonic struggle during the transition,
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that conforms with the ultimate aim of the withering away of the state.
2 The 'passive revolution " by contrast, issues in a kind of 'statisisation'
ofthe transition which destroys the impact of every popular initiative at
the base and of every alteration of the relations rulers-rul.cd within the
superstructures and their institutions. When domination prevails over
leadership, when the ruling class loses its own expansionary basis in the
masses, when the slate replaces c~ as the motor of socio-economic
development. the inevitable result is what Gramsci calls a dictatorship
'tl'ithout hegemony. Thereupon, the hegemonic apparatuses, including
party and wuon, become 'ideological state apparatuses' as is the case
with stalinist or neo-Stalinist 'transmission belts'.

The real meaning of the Risorgimento is therefore to be discovered at a
level beyond that of concrete analysis: it lies in the fact that its study. in
the light that it sheds upon the causes and effects of passive revolution
and in its production of certain definite instruments for a political theory
of the transition. allows us to distinguish between two types of
transition. It might be objected at this p(,)int that I am reading too much
into the words of Gramsci's text. "l1mt is not so because Gramsci himself
endows his pronouncements with a general application precisely in the
kind of problems that he detects in them.
Problem / Is it not the case perhaps that the role of the state in the
Risorgimento is equivalent to that of a party? 'Thus. Piedmont had a
function which can, from certain aspects, be compared to that of a party
i.e. of the leading personnel of a social group (and in fact people always
spoke of the "Piedmont party").'''
Problem 2 : Is it not possible that the Piedmont case oifeJS us a more
general methodological and theoretical lesson regarding the 'canons' of
historical interpretation sa( out by Marx in the Preface to the Critique 711
The important thing is to analyse "wre profoundly the significance ofa
'Piedmont' type oj/uncllon In passiw: revolwiotl- i.e. the fact that a
State replaces the local social groups in leading a struggle of renewal.
It is one of those cases in which these groups have the function of
'domination' without that of 'leadership' dictatorship without
hegemony.
This much is clear; the 'Piedmont' is only a particular instance of
passive revolutions (note the plural), and it behoves us to analyse it as
such in depth because the understanding it allows us not only of other

or
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historical processes but also, in the long run - as we shall come to
discover - of other passive revolutions, So in what respects exactly does
it provide an example? What are its causes, its effects, its conclusions?
If the Italian bourgeoisie as a class has been incapable of leading a
radical bourgeois democratic proCl5 and of unifying the people, it is
above aU because of a certain inversion of the relations between
economy and politics in tbe transition. The specific efficacy of
superstruct ures depends in large measure on the strength of earlier socioeconomic development: now, in Italy. 'there did not exist u strong and
diffused class of the economic bourgeoisie' U For this reason, in contrast
to the principles set out by Marx in the Preface: 'the problem was not so
much to liberate the economic forces that had already developed
as to
create the general conditions that would allow these forces to arise.'34
The case presents an odd inversion of the marxian principles of
transition: the state, so far from resting upon a developed ecQnomic and
civil society, had to create the conditions of its development beginning
with its own apparatus, Such a situation - which is precisely that which
occurs in the USSR after the civil war - cannot but be prejudicial to the
autonomy of a class, its hegemony, relative to the state. In the event that
the state becomes a partisan-state (or even a party-state) , hegemony is
restricted not only in its mass basis, but also within the class itself: 'the
hegemony will be exercised by a parI of the social group over the entire
group, and not by the latter over other forces in order to give power to
the movement' 55 This loss of hegemony, which is typical of passive and
statist transitions, inevitably leads to tbe introduction of bureaucraticelitist mechanisms of social reproduction, to forms of 'bureaucratic
centralism' :"
the prevalence of bureaucratic centralism in the State indicates that
the leading group is saturated, that it is turning into a narrow clique
which tonds to perpetuate its selfish privileges by controlling or even
by stifling the birth of oppositional forces.

from these reflections upon the passive transition of the State,
Gramsci draws two conclusions:

If the class is to avoid being replaced by the state it must gain
hegemony (ideological, cultural. political) both before and after the
seizure of power; this implies the existence of non-state institutional
forms which encourage a dynamic development of the base and
generate mechanisms for the 'socialisation of politics',
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This new interpretation of transitional processes in terms of the
dialectic of hegemony and domination goes to confirm the specificity
of the transition typical of the West. The opposition between the
respective strategies of the war of manoeuvre and the war of
position. between Ea..~t and West, refers to a kind of proportiOflality
that exists between the different aspects of the social complex. In
contrast to the situation in the East, where the state was everything
and civil society waS but primordial and gelatinous. we have the
situation ofthe most advanced states, where civil society has become
'a very complex structure and one which is resistant to the
catastrophic "incursions" of the immediate economic element (crisis,
depressions etc.)' "

If what is indicated by these and yet other, equaUy well-known
remark.... is that the strategy of revolution in the West acquires a specific
nature. it is none the less necessary to make that nature precise. It is not
so much, as some would hold. that gramscian thought about the state
privileges the hegemonic-war of position aspect over the aspect of war of
movement-domination to such all extent that it ceases to allow for any
coercive element of domination (which is in fact false). Nor IS it even that
the primacy accorded the war of position eliminates any aspect of
rupture or movement. For Gramsci is careful to make it clear that the
strategic primacy of the war of position implies, in so far as its tactics are
concerned. recourse to elements of the war of movement. of rupture
with the dominant socio-political equilibrium. In this sense, the 'war of
position' is never pure. Nor Was it so in the case of the Risorgimento. for
the war of manoeuvre, and the aspect of popular initiative had their
representative in Mazzini. But it was the element represented by Cavour
and by the Piedmontese State, the war of position, that was dominant. In
other words, the nature and outcome of the transitional process and the
fonn assumed by the state involved in it are entirely dependent UPOIl
who it is in any given historical situation who takes initiative for the
transition and during it, and who is therefore in a position to assess its
tong-tenn political and historical consequences. Here again, in the
asymmetry of forces that existed at the objective and subjective levels the
Risorgimento offers us an example. For while 'Cavour was aware of his
role (at least up to a certain point) inasmuch as he understood the role of
Mazzini, the latter does not seem to have been aware either of his own or
of Cavour's'."
This disparity in knowledge of historical roles (and therefore of their
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respective strategies), this measure of disproportion between the war of
movement and the war of position, that is an ever present feature of
transition, becomes incorporated into a general 'principle of political
science'. Thus, when the relationship between civil society and political
society is 'well-adjusted', as it is in the West, we must expect to find that
its forms of political life are complex, and that the political sphere has
been re-defined for atl classes in society. By this I mean that the
dominant classes are in a position to combat even a 'war of position'. In
this sense. the theory of passive revolution as a critical supplement to the
marxian problematic oftransition is not limited to 'passive transitions': it
has to do also with the modes of puss;\,'e restructuring of capitalism itself.

3 Olli/le passi\'e re\.·olulion,~ of domillQnl classes .·the war ~fposilion
II it is the structural character of 'passive transitions' to bring into
prominence the specific weight of the processes whereby hegemony is
replaced by a statist and bureaucratic domination, that is 00 reason for
us to conclude that the theory of passive revolution is strictly
superstructural. that it beget" a kind of dualist reformism between base
and state, production and politics. It is not in fact like that; indeed. the
very reformulation of the transition to socialism in terms of historical
bloc tends in a quite opposite direction. For not only does Oramsci define
the formation of the historica,l bloc in terms of the actual unity of
infrastructure and superstructure, of objC(.1ivc and subjective conditions;
he also formulates the condilivlIS of this unity, and thereby endorses the
principles of transition pronounced by Marx.
The first condition is well-known. In contrast to a simple alliance of
classes and social forces, the formation of a historical bloc implies a
transformation of respective social roles within the alliance and an
alteration of the forms of political power. It implies, that is,
transformations of the dialectical and organic relations between
inteUectuals and people, leaders and led. rulers and ruled, all of which
are implicated in the cultural revolution that is a necessary condition of a
new state practice. a new type of state." But the expansiw unity of the
'historical bloc' also differs from every bureaucratic organisation of a
simple 'power bloc', which favours domination and leads to a passive
relationship (at its best, it is administrative-repressive, at its worst ...)
between the masses and social institutions. The historical bloc is
the antithesis of passive revolution and imposes a second condition,
that which GraJrullCi calls 'homogeneity' between infrastructure and
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superstructure. It therefore overcomes the .strictly 'economic-corporate'
stage in which the state is merely an economic agent. The reformulation
of transition contained in the strategy of the historical bloc is therefore
the positive circumscription of that which the passive revolution
negatively delimits; it is as if the binomial of historical bloc - passive
revolution - defines the two limits. the two critical corollaries of the
'canons' of transition proclaimed by Marx once the eoonomisticmechanistic conception of the transition has been jettisoned. If this is
true, it is immediately apparent that the critique of eoonomism has
nothing to do with a voluntaristic dismissal of the economy, nor with a
neo-cnx:ean ab50rption of history into its etruco-political totaiisation.
Instead, the critique defines the terms of a non-economistic conception of
tbe economy itself, in the light of which the processes of passive
revolution are reinterpreted as a counter-attack of capital. Its point of
departure is tbe capitalist organisation of work and the new relations
between the eoonomic and the political, the masses and the state, that
come into being in the poot-1930s era And it is precisely that which is its
concern.
The idea that fascism is the twentieth-century's historical equivalent
of nineteenth-cen1ury liberalism, that it .is a new form of passive
revolution, 'a "war of position" in the economic field',40 is not
discounted. It seems clear in fact that Gramsci himself had for a long
time preferred to think in terms of the relations between caesarism and
fascism in order to provide a better definition of the crisis offascisisation
(ofbegemony) - whose accompaniment is an equilibrillm of forces of a
catastrophic kind - and of its consequence: the totaJitarian state. And it
is certain that from the time of Notebook g (J 931-2) the two
fundamental concepts of passive revolution and war of position are
always involved in the analysis of fascism. 41 The concept itself of passive
revolution comes to be modified and eventually designates an immanent
tendency of capitalist development of the American type.
If the war of position is really a new offensive strategy of the working
cla<;s in the West, which is capable (by virtue of the fact that it takes the
conquest of civil society to be a presupposition of the overthrow of the
state), of dealing with the 'hegemonic apparatuses' and the complex of
processes involved in state penetration of the economy, all its
consequences must be examined from the standpOint of the strategy of
the dominant classes. It is.from and withill the economy,Jrom and within
the hegemonic apparatuses. that the countertendencies of capitalism, its
'passive revolutions' begin and develop. In contrast to all approaches to
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fascism that concentrate upon its political character, upon its
totalitarianism and upon its mechanisms of ideologicaJ or state
repression. GrarnS(;:i - although he by no means excludes that approach
- develops what is none the less a ditferent analysis; this analysis was
already central to the strategy of the Factory Councils in 1919-20. and is
based on the relations between the reorganisation of the productive
forces and the forms of political ex.istence. Does not fascism as a form of
state totalitananism in fact conceal a new form of reformism linked to
state capitalism?
The war of position in the field of the economy begins with the
capitalist reorganisation of the productive forces and is based on the
contradictory introduction of a half-measlire of a..'onomic planning ;41
Is not fascism pre£isely the form of 'passive revolution' belonging to
the twentieth century? ... One could conceive it as follows: the
passive revolution comes about through a •refornUst' transformation
of the ecooomic structure which replaces its individualistic character
by a planned economy (a regulated economy),

The emergence in this fashion of a 'mixed' form of economy that is
passive in characlr;>r (which Gramsci relates to corporatism) in fact

implies a new role for the state in the economy, The second draft of this
same note IS much more explicit on the point Y
there is a passive revolution involved in the fact that, through
legislative intervention by tht'Stale and by means of the corporative
organisation, relatively far-reaching modifications are being
introduced into the country's economic structure in order to
accentuate the' plan of production' element.
Of course, this involves no alteration in the profit and control of the
transitional dominant and ruling c~ since the 'revolution' remains
passive and the productive forces are developed under their direction.
But it can happen that certain forms of alliance are undermined since the
passive revolution creates a period of expectation and hope, especially in
certain social groUJls such as 'the great mass of urban and rural petitbourgeois' « This is why this 'species of reformism' is not simply the
effect of a certain pOlitics. but is rather - as both americanism and
fordism demonstrate - the outcome of an •immanent necessity to
organise the economy in a systematic fashion' Or better still. it expresses
this 'new mechanism of accumulation and distribution of finance capital
based directly on industrial production ',4'
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In contrast to the 'catastrophist' view of capitalism elaborated in the
analysis of the Third International in its .shift , of 1929-30, Gramsci
admits the possibilit}' of a capitalistic development of the productive
forces in determinate seClOrs. on condition that this is based on the state
both oc\)nomically. ideolagical1y and moral1y (increa...;e in the moral
coercion exercised by the state apparatus), In this sense, the state itself
becomes the 'biggest plutocratic organism. a holding L'Ompany for the
great mass of savings of the small capitalists'·' From then on, the
equilibrium of consent and coercion typical of classical parliamentary
political hegemony can 110 longer rely on the COhesion of its institutional
structures or of its mass basis. Certainly Gramsci has not yet penetrated
beyond the horizon of the leninist critique of 'bourgeois'
parliamentarism (it will need the harsh lesson of anti-fascism and of
stalinism before the relations between representative democracy and
socialism come to present themselves in radically new terms and
democracy is seen as the strategic axis of transition). Nevertheless he
does insist upon the specificity and diversity of the forms of state and
hegemony. and it is the dialectic of state-civil society as determinant
upon these forms and upon the problematic of the 'withering away' of
the state, to which he refers.
The gradual displacement of civil society by the 'total' (totalitarian)
state, takes place via state penetration into the economy and mass
institutions. In contrast to this process of consolidation of the state, the
Withering away of the state (that characterises communism) presupposes
the self-regulation and expansion of civil society to the detriment of
political society. This merulS that the dialectic of state-civll society. far
from being a neo<rocean-hegelian regression in comparison to the
marxist analysis of the mode of production, as Althusser has thought, is
really the opposite. This is because, in the first place, this dialedic
underpins Marx's politicaJ thought, his critique of the superstitious view
of the state as something separate and centralised, engulfing all social
forces in a monstrous bureaucratic and parasitical mechanism: but
above all it is because this dialectic permits an anti-economistic approach
to the economy ilself, a re-evaluation of the role of the social in its
relations with the political and an analysis of political forms from which
to conduct a 'left' critique of stalinism in tenns of' p~ive revolution' In
contrast to tbe 'classic' parliamentary state wbich remains relatively
autonomous of civil society (.in equilibrium with jt) the changes
undergone by the state in the post-1930s period introduce a new
relationship between the economy and politi<..'S which is no,,~
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instrumental. The social division of labour, the relations of production,
no longer merely constitute the support for a state that is produced
externally, but are rather the 'casemates' or 'organisational reserves' of a
state organised production, which cannot leave the masses out of its
sphere of operation. Between the form ofthe state and the laws of capital
accumulation, the relations become more functional, less mediate. In
short, the passive revolution arises, as does hegemony, in the factory
itself. It is here that the originality of Gram sci's analysis oftaylorism and
fordism lies: he discovers the countertendencies of capitalism in the
forms themselves of the organisation of labour; he re-explores the
political dimension that is a central feature of the Factor}' Council
strategy in the light of new developments in capitalism; in short, he
studies the relations between productive forces and political forms.
In fact, the vehicles of the American type of 'passive revolution' are
the reorganisation of the wage-earner (the polities of high wages). the
development of differential practices within the working c1a$. and the
creation of a new, fragmented proletariat, which is parceUised and
interchangeable. The development of the productive forces, their
'rationalisation', takes place under the direction of the dominant classes
and they ex.ercise a monopoly over initiative and over the working class
to t~e extent that the latter lacks any autonomous and conscious
leadership. As Badaloni has correctly observed: 'The passive revolution
corresponds to a situation in which the unifying element of politics in its
link with the new productive forces has failed to appear' 41 It is not
simply by chance. therefore, that when confronted by this absence
of political socialisation, Gramsci recalls, even in the NOleoooks,
the experience of Ordine Nuovo 'wbich upheld its own type of
"americanism" in a form acceptable to the workers' 41 Hegemony arises
in the ownership and control over the labour-process; it depends upon
the presence of political forms at the base (such as the (..'Ouncils) which
arc capable of realising the ullily of the class as a class of ·producer.;'
All the same, in face of the new forms of mass control at the level of
the factory which are developed by americanism and experimented with
by fascism (the state union, corporatism), Gramsci refers to the
experience of Ordille Nllow} more as a form of anti-passive revolution
than as a basis for a state of councils of the pyramidal and centralised
type that came into being in 1919-20. For a state of that kind, which is
based on a two-fold system of power. is precisely the outcome of a war
of movement, of a frontal attack, and it is highly improbable, if not
impossible, that that could ever occur in the Wes!.
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Though a strange theoretical involution. it is at this point that
the binomial: passive revolution/anti-passive-revolution, laylorism/
fordism-councils, brings us back direclly to Marx (even if .Lenin's
remarks on the constitution of the working·class state always remain an
inevitabLe mediation). The reference to Marx lies in the fact that. the
passive revolution is in reality that critical corollary which allows us to
forge a new link between the critique of political economy and the
theory of the revolution via the idea of a kind of expansivity of politics
into the base.·' In effect, the development of taylorism/fordism, and
more generally of americanism, represenlo; the capitalist response to the
Jaw of the falling rate of profit discovered by Marx. Or better, perhaps.
this law 'must be studied on the basis of laylor ism and fordism'so In
contrast to all economistic interpretations of this law, which privilege the
development·reorganisation of the malerial forces of production,
Gramsci stresses, in addition to this. the decisive role that is played by the
'selection of a new type of worker' which . makes it possible, by means
of tayloristic rationalisation of operations. to achieve a much greater
relative and absolute productivity' 51 It is the form of the working class,
its internal modifications, that determines the nature of the law both
morphologically and politically, that gives to it its It'ndenlial chardcter since there can be no tendential law which does not have its countertendency i.e. that is without its political variant, that doe,; n9t give rise to
relations of force in the economy - or, in Gramsci's words, 'Since the
law is the contradictory aspect of another law, that of relative surplusvalue which determines the molecular expansion of the factory
system. -$2 The passive revolution as a process of capitalist rationalisation
of work, therefore, remains contradictory in the long run because it
generates its antithesis: tbe mole<.."Ular expansion of the factory system.
But in terms of political strategy, What is further needed is a war of
position that resists and hampers the effects of this rationalisation; the
massification·division that it produces mu!>i be opposed by a
reunification at the base along the lines of Marx's 'collective labourer'
When he explicitly links the council movement with Marx's theoretical
category of the 'collective labourer' Gramsci aims to define a new
relationship between economy and hegenomy - to make the concept of
hegemony a critical principle that stands opposed to any economistic
interpretation of Capital. If it is true that the passive revolution tends to
harmonise technological neech; with the interests of the dominant claso;es,
hegemony and its political forms at the base of society allow for the
possibility of discord between them in that they create the conditions for
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a new historical synthesis in which technical exigencies are united with
the interests of a still subaltern class. The anti-passive revolution takes
place through the emergence of a new consciousness on the part of the
producers;51 via a 'socialisation of the political'
Let us attempt a provisional conclusion on this issue: if there can be a
political form which allows for the reunification of a paroellised,
'rationalised' working class that is permanently subjected to the effects of
capital's passive revolution, then it means that hegemony is founded in
the economy: 'though hegemony is ethical-political, it must also be
economic'," But there is no reason to think that this applies only to
capitalism; it equally allows us to come to temUl with the contradictions
and 'deviations' of socialism. Commenting on Trotsky's americanism in
1921, on his desll'e to 'give supremacy in national life to industry and
industrial methods, to accelerate, by means of external coercion, the
growth of discipline and order in production' (all of which occurs under
Stalin), Gramsci ootes that there is a real risk that this kind of
americanistic-military mode of development ends up in a new form or
bonapartism;U in other words, in a form of caesarism in which the
passive revolution at the superstructural level (the SUbstitution of state
for class) is united with americanism in the division of labour ; a strange
combination in which the 'Working class loses twice over its expansive
hegemony, The result is an absence of any real and authentic socialist
historical bloc, We can easily invert this idea, in which case the question
becomes: in what sense does the historical bloc, insofar as it represents a
reformulation of the problematic ()f transition, constitute an anti-passive
revolution '!

J

By way of conclusion: transition conceh'ed as anti-passive
revolution

The foregoing analyses of passive revolution, and the problems which
they generate, allow us at tbis point to formulale a rertain number of
hypotheses and conclusions which can serve as a basis for further
discussion. The complexity of the revolutionary strategy appropriate to
the West is reveaSed to be even more 'complex' than one might initially
have thought. The first conclusion about strategy that Gramsci draws
from the failure of the proletarian revoJutionin the West is that it is
necessary to conduct a protracted 'war of position' in order to
undermine the ensemble of organisational reserves developed by the
bourgeoisie, by its state and by its hegemonic apparatuses. But this
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strategy is in permanent conflict wilh another war of position that is
contained in the various forms of capital's passive revolution and the
new types ofreforlnism these create. This is why, even if the reinstation
and development of the leninist concept of hegemony allows for the
analysis of a flew object, namely the complex of power structures found
in the West (structures by and large absent in Russia, and which are
obstacles to any form of.frontal attack, to any repetition of the October
'mode!'), there is no need to leap to the conclusion that this object has a
strictly superstructural character. For there are two conclusions
concerning the dialectical relations between the economico-social and
the political that can be drawn from the passive revolution, and which
serve as critical corollaries to the principles stated by Marx in the Preface
to the O·ilique of Political Economy:
A process of transition from one mode of production to another
remains passive and confined to the level of the state when it is based on
an absence of hegemony at the economic level; this is a typical inversion
of Marx's principle since the state serves as the ins/rumen' for the
development of the productive forces. We know the price of this type of
passive revolution; 'fOl"eed' accumulation based principally on the
peasants (see Gramsd's notes. on the absence of agrarian reform in the
Risorgimento and in a mOre general sense on the place of the QUeslione
meridiollale in passive revolutions 56), substitution of a bureaucratised
party-state for class, loss of hegemony.
In short, the absence of any
socialist historical bloc.
2 Conversely, the realisation of the. hegemony of the ruling classes
within an 'cconomistic' restructuring of the productive forces paralyses
the process of working-class autonomisalion, strikes at its alliances and
alters the relations between Ule economic and the political level : the state
itself becomes 'an instrument of "rationalisation", of acceleration and of
taylorism. It operates according to a plan' 5' In such conditions, the
factory itself becomes the centre of reunification of the social and the
political. Every strategy of the 'war of position' is founded upon 'the
whole organisational and industrial system'."
These two critical corollaries therefore modify the topology of the classic
schema of infrastructure-superstructure and thus the locus of politics as
a determinant element in the overthrow of the mode of production. /u
soon as the state penetrates the economy and hegemonic apparatuses of
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civil society, it exists simultaneously both within and outside the
economic base it is a political force both within the socio-economic realm
and oUJside civil society. When Gramsci takes up certain points made by
Lenin in his later years on the displacement of the position of politics in a
transitional process, he discovers a certain historicity in the relation
between the form of politics and the form of theory: 59
To the economic-corporate phase, to the phase of struggle for
hegemony in civil society and to the phase of State power there
correspond specific intellectual activities which cannot be arbitrarily
improv~,>ed or anticipated. In the phase of struggle for hegemony it is
the science of politics which is developed; in the State phase all the
superstructures must be developed, if one is not to risk the dissolution
of the State.
Such a pasc;agc acquirtlS its full significance in regard to his own work
in prison; Gramsd was able neither to 'improvise' nor to 'anticipate'
arbitrarily the historicontheoretical phase whose prospectus he offers as a
kind of critical and utopian vista: the development of all the
superstructures, of a homogeneous and expansionary historical bloc
whose end result is the withering away of the state, Gramsci located
himself quite precisely in a phase of struggle for hegemony in the face of
the processes of passive revolution whether in the West or in the East.
The extension of Marx's celebrated text on the correspondence betwccn
the forces and relations of production SO as to include all the relations
between base and superstructure functions as a kind of critical norm
which allows him to understand the whole pathological history of the
processes of passive revolution: the history of Italy and of Europe, the
authoritarian and bureaucratic deformations of the transition from one
mode of production to another. From this non-linear history, which
appeal.. to a 'pessimism of the inteUigence' the better to develop an
'optimism of the will" Gramsci is to draw a single conclusion: it is
necessary to break with every economistic conception of social reality.
The rupture precisely concerns the conception of the state and its power;
it consists in the passage from an instrumental and 'restricted'
conception of the state (which sees it merely as government or a'>
coercive apparatus) to a wider conception (domination plus hegemony).
Yet such a break still bears the marks of a contradictory tension in the
double role that it assumes is played by the concept of hegemony.
In effect, as recent debates have shown, hegemony serves both as a
concept in the theorisation of the state and as a concept in its critique. In
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the one case, it functions as a corrective to any reductive analysis of the
state in terms of political society and allows the concept of the state to
include the totaJity of superstructures in their relations with the mass
basis (hegemonic apparatuses). In the other case, it permits a critique of a
politic.'JI pathology (dictatorship without hegemony) and invites us to
consider in what ways the domain of the state can and should be limited
in a situation of class leadership and real historical bloc.
In contrast to an interpretations which attempt to resolve this
antinomy by privileging one or another of it.. terms - in the one case,
hegemony is regarded as a straightforward expansion of dictatorship,60
in the other as a strategy leading to the removal of every coercive a..'q)ect
of state action - Gramsci appears to incorporate both a.'ipects of the
contradiction when he offers a reinterpretation of the problematic of
transition in terms of passive revolution. If, as certain passages suggest.
one can interpret the morphology of tran.-;ition as a politics in which two
kinds of war.5 !~f position (not just one) are counterposed, and if these two
wars remain profoundly asymmetrk:a1 in form, we cannot expect to
draw any straightforward conclusion. "The concept of hegemony is itself
redoubled in an asymmetric fashion depending on whether it refers to
the strategy of the dominant classes or to that of the subaJtcrn classes in
their struggle to replace the leadersbip of society.
For the dominant classes the extension of the state is always biased
towards its 'reinforcement', with the proviso that thi... reinforcement
relia.. upon mechanisms brought into operation through passive
revolution, and takes place by means of new forms of mass (of the
masses) integration within the state and hegemonic institutions. The
presence of the masses in these institutions, the fact that the state
becomes ah ever more condensed embodiment, a materialisation (in its
apparatuses) of the totality of social. relations of force, brings about a
radical alteration in the relations between war of position and war of
manoeuvre :61
TIle massive structures ofthe modern democracies, both as State
organisations, and as complexes of a.&WCiations in civil society ,
constitute for the art of politics as it were the 'trenches" and
permanent fortifications of the front in the war of position; they
render merely 'partial' the element of movement which before used
to be 'the whole'ofthe war,etc.
The possibility of conducting a war of position in such conditions (the
moment of rupture always remains. but it is 'partial') is linked to the
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capacity of the working class and its allies to invest the.o;e positions,.!9
-aevelop Cl slraleg)' 0/ allli-pas,s{w remlulla,i, Gra.iUsCiOiiUiii~rtain
-numoeronnsiitu,1ionaCPOlnts of contact-TOr·ihis strategy While it is
useless to search for l\ny kind of political pluralism at the level of the
state in the gramscian analysis, what we do find instead is an
il/sti/utionul pilirulfsm that matches the treatment he aocords the state in
the problematic of transition. Over and above the forms of democracy of
the base, Gramsci stresses the decisive role of the party as the 'modern
prince' that is to say, as a mass party. The insistence upon its mass
character, the critique of any form of bureaucratic centralism and the
argument in favour of a democratic centralism that can unite the politicaJ
leadership to the movement at the base, are certainly not new. They are
to be found, for example. in the polemical correspondence between
Gramsci and Togliatti on the matter of opposition in the USSR in 1926.
Gramsci doe... not hide his disapproval of the etfet.."1:s produced by the
centralist-authoritarian methods of the C.ommunist Party of the Soviet
Union (CPSU), when he notes that such me~hods cannot fail to
crystallise 'both Jeft and right wing deviations', to impair the 'fundion of
leadership that the Communist Party of the USSR had achieved under
Lenin's impulse>62 and, furthermore, to undermine the very capacity for
'revollltionisation' of the masses in the West.
AJI the same, even if the idea is not that original, it acquires a new
theoretical dimension from the moment in which Gramsci connects the
problem of bureaucratic centralism with the passive revolution itself and
with its effects. As witness to this, there is a decisive passage in which
Gramsci. commenting on tile critical· character of tbe theory of pa~ive
revolution in relali(;m to the two principles proclaimed by Marx in the
Preface. adds; 'revision of certain sectarian ideas on the theory of the
party. theories which precisely represent a form of fatalism of a "divine
right" type; development of the concepts of mass party and small elite
party, and mediation between lire IWO','l
The full import of such a mediali()n, which modifies the classic form
of the party such as Lenin envisaged it. and postulates a new dialectic of
the economico-social and the political which alters the very frontie(1) of
politics, extending them to the diverse positions occupied by hegemony
(hegemonic apparatuses, the intellectuals). is discoverable in the strategic
effects of passive revolution. For the working class. the e:x:tension of the
state constitutes a strategy of transition. Hence we find again the two
forms of its enlargement which were mentioned before; but they coexist in an unresolved historical and political antinomy. If Gramsci
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explores the conditions of an anti-passive revolution, he none the less
does not. provide any resO[lItio/l of it in terms of tile Slate, lor the reason
that there is no theory of the state in transition which is adequate to such
a historical process. It does not exist. and in a certain sense, for historical
and theoretical reasons, it could not exist. In that it ref)ects for the first
time upon the relations between theory of passive revolution and· theory
of transition, is not Gramsci's marxism as a marxism of lransi/ifm also a
marxism in transition, a marxism that is critical, open-ended and
creative? Today OUf task is to resolve, in what are different historical
conditions, but on tile basis 0/ cerwin instrumenlS provided by his work,
the theoretical and political problem that is presented by the
simultaneous development on the one hand of a certain form of passive
revolution (that includes new features deriving from the present crisis of
capitalism), and on the other, of a new type of democratic, pluralist.
transitional state which can no longer be understood in terms of the
classic state of parliamentary nght with its eternal formal separation
between polilical society and civil society.
[n contrast to stalinism and social democracy - which are tbe two,
strangely compJicit., forms of passive revolution of the twentieth century
an anti-passive democratic transition must be based on nonbureaucratic expansion of the forms of political life within the totality of
structures encon~passed by the 'enlarged state' (from the base to the
various hegemonic apparatuses). For as Gramsci rightly noted from
1930 onwards, the ~ are no longer 'atomised', but are well organised
and are dilspersed throughout the entire complex of social institutions.
Furthermore, this structure of modern democracy, so essential for the
conduct of a war of "osition, has been shown to be inseparable from the
existence of 'great mass political parties' and 'grellt economic trade

unions',64
This expansion of non-instrumental forms of politics means that the
working class operates today in a relatively new political terrain - Uiat
of democracy as a form of class struggle and transition. But though this
is a terrain somewhat different (because of the contemporary
transformations of capitalism> from that examined by Gramsci, it
nevertheless remains the locus of an internal confrontation between two
'wars of position' What we need to define, therefore, is the form of a
transitional state that is capable of offering, in opposition to tbe various
passive revolutions immanent to the crisis, a new political dialectic
between representative democracy and that democracy of the base
which is central to gramscian thought, lhis I.s a dialectic; it is not a
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frontal opposition between the two that destroys the power of both or
absorbs the one into the other as a result of some new reformist policy
that would identify the transition simply with a change of government.
In this perspective, the gramscian theory of passive revolution is more
than a critical correlate of the marxian problematic of transition; it offers
a theoretical and political instrument of reJevance to our present
situation.
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Gramsci and the pel: two conceptions
of hegemony
Massimo Salvador;

Heaemony IUd/or dictatorship oUlle proletariat

The original meaning of the term 'hegemony' is an amalgam of two
elements: the idea of command on the part of whoever exercises
hegemony and the idea that this command is enforced by whoever
holds it. with the following objectives in view: I to 'lead' the allies: 2 to
undertake with them violent action against one or several hostile groups.
It would thus appear that. in its double meaning, the concePl of
hegemony implies, on the one hand the attempt to achieve consensus
within a bloc of alliances and, on the other. domination of hostile groups
achieved by means of force. These two aspects are absolutely
indissociable.
It is common knowledge that, in contemporary Italian political
culture - and not only Italian - the debate on hegemony and its
implications is linked with the work of Antonio Gramsci and, in
particular. with the meaning of the Q;)ncepl of hegemony in the Prison
Notebooks. And so it can be universally asserted that Gramsci today
appears above all as the 'theoretician of hegemony' The particular
attention devoted to Gramscl's theory of hegemony is rooted in tbe
research carried our by the Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI) on the forms
of a roote to socialism adapted to the complexity of the development of
civil society and the state in the industrially developed countries. ·This in
the full knowledge that the 'model' of socialism represented by the
socialist countries of the bolshevist-stalinist type is nowadays no longer
either attainable or desirable. ·The work of Gramsci, and more
particularly the Prisof/ Not(!b()Ok.~, is considered by communist
theoreticians and ideologists as a central stage, a link between leninism
and post-leninism. What might be called the most common
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interpretations and those which are of a more directly political kind (that
of Luciano Gruppi is a good example), tend to suggest a reading
according to which Gramsci has accomplished a sort of theoretical
'rotation', at the beginning of which he was within the bounds of
leninism and the leninist perspective. Yet ultimately, and specifically
when he had completed the elaboration of the 'theory of hegemony' he
opened the way to the current stmtegy of the PCI which is founded on
an acceplDnce of 'pluralism', on political democracy, on a dialogue
between different political forces, and on a strategy of reforms.
Of Grarnsci's theory which is contained in the PriS(J/1 Notebooks the
elements which are now most in use concern;
the necessity, for a force which intends to found a new slate, 10 be
, hegemonic' even before assu ming power;
2 the necessity for the proletariat to form a 'bloc' of historical forces so
as to be able to express the complexity of civil society;
3 the necessity to assign a crucial role to liaison with the intellectuals;
4 the ne<:cssity to undertake in the West a struggle which takes precise
account of the differences between the forms of social revolution in
Russia and the forms of a revolutionary process in the bOUrgeois
developed countries, in short, to take account of the lessons
slemming from the failure of the revolution in Central and Western
Europe in the period immediately following the First World War.
A political problem

It is not only natural but also just that a force with the political weight of
the PCI should tend to use its theoretical 'tradition' and above all those
aspects of it which are linked with the person of its greatest thinker. But
having said this, it seems to me that the debate must be carried on to a
more fertile plane, that is on to the level of the modalities of this sort of
usage.
A Question of method ('comment') of such a kind may use as its
starting-point two requirements which can remain separate yet which it
is good to take in close conjunction. The first of these is historical in
character and consists in determining the exactsigniticance of Gramsci's
theory, of its 'message' ('Iettre') and inherent aims and nature. The
second requirement is of a more strictly political kind and concerns
elucidation of the relation between theory and policy. The required
elucidation may be expressed in the following Question; Is the attempt
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mounted so purposerully by the PCI to present its current strategy ('the
historical compromise') as being founded on the implications of
Gramsci's theory of hegemony legitimate or not? Let me explain in more
detail. By raising a question of legitimacy at this point, it is by no means
my intention to tackle a problem of the historiographic determination of
concepts, but rather a political problem. since, depending on the
'authenticity' of the reference to Gramsci, a different judgement on the
PO of today will necessarily follow. There is a clear difference between a
party w hose policy is characterised by unity of theory and practice and a
party which lives by the at least partly instrumental utilisation of the
ideas of its greatest theoretician, whence the rupture
quite
~ncharacteristic of Gramsci - between a certaill dimension of the theory
(which consists in quoting Gramsci as justification) and its praxis. If it
were possible to assert that in the theory and practice of the PCI there
was af!mJumemai continuity with Gramsci's theory, this would mean
that the actions of the communists are always what may be termed
'leninist-revolutionary' in inspiration, in a sense the historical roolS of
which go back to 191 7 ; in the opposite case, the PCI would have to be
asked to explain in more specific terms both the true nature of its relation
to the bolshevik tradition and its 'nature' as a socialist force. It can, in my
view be asserted without contradiction that the absence of adequate
elucidation of the relation between theory and practice leads not only to
theoretical but also practical 'empiricism
To be more explicit. the PCI is the most important party ofthe Italian
left and enjoys great popular success; much more so than the Partito
Socialista Italiano (PSI) it has succeeded in conducting a very broad
policy on the ideological front. In conclusion. it repre..o;ent5 the central
and decisive force of the Italian left and, at the international level. carries
increasing weight. For this reason it bears tbe greatest responsibilities,
for the problems with which it is confronted are inevitably, directly or
indirectly, those encountered in Italy by the left as a whole.
The leaders of the PCI at various levels constantly invoke this force as
an effective proof of a theoretical and practical capacity which alone
ought to make its critics prudent. Two observations may be made on this
point. The first is that history has already provided examples of socialist
and workers' parties wh.ich, having attained the maximum of their
power in terms of electoral consensus, solidity and the extent of their
power base in t.he popular masses, find themselves in a stralegic
'Impasse', which is also characterised by a rupture between theory and
practice (consider only German social democracy on the eve of the First
t
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World War or the Italian Socialist Party in the I 920s). The SCCQnd
observation is that, at all events, the PCI ought - if it has not already
done so - to give careful consideration to the fact that, to put it a trifle
bluntly, to an appreciable extent its present strength stems, from the sort
of rent that the 'malgoverno' of the Democrazia Cristiana (DC) and the
historical weaknesses of bourgeois domination have virtually offered to
the principal opposition party (causing inter<iassist heterogeneous
forces to flock towards it), forces which had good reason to be disgusted
with lhe DC and to be disillusioned by the incapacity or impossibility of
the PSI to determine in a decisive way the reforming action of the
governments of the period of the 'centre-Iell' 'This explains the obscure,
heterogeneous character of the passive discontent of a certain base of
'consensus' recently obtained by the PCI. Faced with a phenomenon of
!'Ouch a kind, it i!'O of the greatest importance for all the left to 'settle its
accounts' objectively with theoretical questions, with a view to
elucidating the theoretical premises of practice in full knowlegc of the
facts. If this is not done, the strategic choices will be most precarious;
without this knowledge, the base of broad consensus which the forces of
the left enjQy today could, in the longer term. become an element of ruin.
Indeed, only a clear theoretical perspective, or at least the determination
of a clear problematic, can prevent one of the important components of
this consensus from being subject to sudden changes of fortune.
AJI this being said, I believe that one of the ways of determining a
theoretical problematic in correct terms resides in tbe answer to the
question: is the present strategy of the PC! 'compatible' with that
which is indicated by Gramsci? And, more specifically, is the line
of 'hegemony' followed by the PCI comparable to the 'theory of
hegemony' held by Gramsci? It is clear that if I reply - and let me state
immediately that this is my own case - that there is neither political
continuity nor intrinsic conceptual homogeneity between the two terms
opposed, this does not mean that treason has been committed but, by
thus raising the issue of ambiguity it becomes possible to establish
pointers for a determination of the real nature of the present conception
of hegemony held by the PCI, to conduct a realistic debate on the reasons
which have lead the Pc..1 to a different evolution, and to analyse the
greater Or lesser validity of one or the other conception of hegemony in
relation to present tasks.
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The orthodox interpretation of Gramsc:i
I think that aU debate on the 'theory of hegemony' elaborated by
GranlSci must take account of the following requirements;
an investigation of its origins and their relation to subsequent
developments in order to reach some conclusions on the essential
question of whether these developments introduced qualitative
changes, with respect to the origins ofthe theory, which might open
the way to different perspectives;
2 an examination of whether the developments of the theory have
implications in Gramsci which could substantially modify the
leninist theory of the dictatorship of the proletariat;
3 an examination of whether the tinal point of Gramsci's thought as it
appears in the prison Notebooks does or does not allow one, even if
only
nUCf?, to consider hegemony as anything other than
dictatorship of the proletariat, or whether for Gramsci hegemony
always remains a means of addmg to the meanings of the theory of
dictatorship,
This is absolutely not a merely academic discussion for it is common
knowledge that the PC! is today developing a theory of socialist power
which can no longer be likened to a theory of dictatorship of the
proletariat. Yet the ideologists of the PO assert that its strategy is, so to
speak, 'directly related' to the ideas of Gramsci,
Luciano Gruppi has gone furthest along this road, and with the
utmost clarity, I His interpretation of Gramsci's .theory of hegemony' is
roughly as follows; Gratnsci's starting-point is leninism; during the
strictly leninist phase, hegemony represented for Gramsci a direct
manifestation of dictatorship of the proletariat. Confronted with the
defeat of the worker movement at the beginning of the I nOs, Gramsci
embarked upon a phase of elaboration founded on the East/West
dichotomy of which the Prison Notebooks are the finished conceptual
expression. The end result for Gramsci is a reflexion on leninism which
results in a conception of hegemony leading not explicitly but
potentially, or better still methodologically, to what Gruppi terms an
enrichment of the leninist conception of the state as state can no longer
be regarded only as an oppressive machine which has to be 'broken'J (it
is truly difficult to imagine a more ambiguous use of the term

'enrichment' than this),
In consideration of which Gruppi adds, significantly, a phrase which
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conveys, even if a trifle hermetically, the 'essence' of his interpretation:
'The consequences this can entail in theory and practice are clear to see'
and be adds
tbe whole conception oran Italian road to socIalism would be
inexplicable if the principle of hegemony was not the starting-point.
The point of a complete strategy and tactic of alliances would be
lost. The relation between reform and revolution would be lost. ...
Theconccptioo ofthe new party, in short ofaparty which does not
limit itself to negative opposition, to the propagandist expression of
the solution offered by socialism. but which actively intervenes in
order to detennine and resolve the problems which are 'concretely
posed' would also be lost.
It is impossible to show more clearly the elements of an interpretation of
t he continuity of the line followed by Gramsci and that followed by the
present PCl (whose relevance is in no way diminished by Gruppi's
essay, dated 1967, to which I am referring).
The crux of the question is, therefore, whether Gramsci truly opened
the way to a conception in which the state (with all its consequences) is
no longer to be broken? Did Gramsci in essence pose the premises for
the transition from a conception in which the state as the expression of
dictatorship of the proletariat. 'proletarian democracy', is the opposite of
bourgeois parliamentary democracy and marxist ideology is an ideology
of 'total antithesis', to another conception in which the bourgeois state as
state is not to be 'broken', 'pluralist' democracy is the expression of
liberal parliamentary democratic institutions and 'ideological hegemony'
is a 'peaceful' confrontation between the ideologies produced by the
different social and political forces '! Is Gramsci the father of a conception
of 'hegemony' as an 'enrichment of dictatorship of the proletariat'.
which in fact lays the foundations lor a rejection of such dictatorship?

The experience of tbe councils
When Gramsci wrotc in 1926 that, during the period of the Ordine
Nuovo, 'the TLUin communists had concretely post..'C! the question of the
hegemony of the proletariat. in other words, of the social base of
proletarian dictatorship and the worker state', he was giving a correct
assessment of his own experience by seeing, in the strategy of the factory
councils, the origin of his conception of hegemony as an .instrument
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enabling the proletariat to •mobilise the majority of the working
population against capitalism and the bourgeois state'
What was Gramsci's chief preoccupation during the period of the
councils? He was fully aware that the simple use of force, while in
exceptional circumstances permitting accession to power, could in no
way serve as a base for a society moving towards socialism. The pages
concerning the necessity for the party to be enveloped in a halo of
. prestige' deriving from its capacity to role, and the necessity to avoid
succumbing to the temptations of authoritarianism and bureaucracy, are
too well known to refer to again. The full import of Gramsci's
experience of the councils will never be appreciated unless, even more
than as an attempt to indicate a 'technical' solution of proletarian power
to the problems of prod ucti011. it is viewed as the search for a terrain to
provide a social hegemonic base for the projected dictatorship of the
proletariat. His pithy assertion that ·the factory council is a model of the
proletarian state' is no more than a briUianl and picturesque way of
asserting that there can be no true political domination without social
rule and it is also a way of denouncing the limitations of a party
dictatorship which is passed off as dictatorship of the proletariat. At the
same time it is evident that the strategy of hegemony during the period of
the councils is the supreme instrument not of a 'broadening' of
democracy, but of a reversal of the established order: the council is the
antithesis of employers' power in the factory. and an attempt by the
proletariat to form alliances with the peasantry and the intellectuals as a
means to break the social bloc of the bourgeoisie; the •intellectual and
moral reform' of the masses being the desired objective in order to
destroy bourgeois-capitalist hegemony over society and to render the
domination of the state, which is the expression of it. impossible.
This series of antitheses remained at the root of Gramsci's political
thought until its completion. But if this is true, it follows that a theory (if
the state, of social alliallces, of the role of the intel/eclUais. which
culminated in a repudiation (}f the ·mobili.~ati()n againsl capitalism and
the bourgeois stale' it/stead of thinking (his mobilisation in terms (If the
creation of a 'social base for the dictarur.'Jrip of lhe proletariat and the
worker SIOIt.", cannot make any claim to be GraTlI.~cj's OWJl.
The steps of Gramscl's reasoning during the years 1919-20 can be
rapidly retraced He starts out from the hypothesis conunon to the
revolutionary movement which takes bolshevism as its model, to the
effect that in gelleral hlstorlm/terms the First World War had marked
the demise of capitalism. By condemning this hypothesis. it was his
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concern to discover bow a system of dictatorship of the proletariat could
be achieved in Italy which would give that dictatorship an expansive
character with the power to tackle two task.s positively. namely
management of the productive machinery and the construction ora bloc
of social forces which. as a whole, would be capable of mature and
therefore successful opposition to the dominant bloc. The germ of the
t/reory of hegemony resided precise(v in Ihe awareness that the use of
mere force agaillst the hostile dass(!.s does nol lead to the success 0/ the
rel'olutiorl unless ,fIe re\'o/uUon attains proper social maturity, in other
words. unless a SlIjficiefli reserve of political consensus and technical and
managerial capacity j.~ bUill up. For Gramsci. the council of workers and
pea5ants was the melting-pot, the original and fundamental nucleus of
the revolutionary party's rule over the mass of the producers and of
dictatorship over the classes to be overthrown. As in a sense Gramsci
took for granted the •objective , maturation of the revolution. his problem
was to collstruct its 'sub~"1ive' maturation.

The revolution in Ihe West
When in 1923-4. alter what we shall terlll the 'bordigan' period,
Gramsci opposed his own line to that followed by Bordiga, he explained
his theory of hegemony with new-found clarity. But this explanation is
not a mechanical reiteration of the theories of the period of the councils,
as the situation was new and somewhat complex. One should ponder for
a moment the meaning of Gramsci's sudden realisation of this
complexity and relate it to his objectives. In a letter of February 1924.
Gramsci asserts that in the West'
[the situation) is complicated by all these political superstructures,
created by the greater development of capitalism. This makes the
action ofthe masses slower and more prudent, and therefore requires
ofthe revolutionary party a strategy and tactics altogether more
complex and long-term than those which were necessary for the
Bolsheviks in the period between March and November 1917
Here Gramsd perfectly anticlpates what he was later to write in the
East and West. But what
other elements does he correlate with this aspect of his argument '! In
short. what is his purpose in emphasising the 'complexity' of the West?
To initiate a 'new' discussion on the state and on the social components
of the historical bloc? To elaborate a conception of hegemony which is
Prison Notebooks on the differences between
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expressed in a formula which modifies the projected building of
dictatorship and permits the initiation of a policy of alliances of a
'democratic' type '! On the contrary: his argument is entirely founded, on
the one hand, on the awareness of the •supplementary' dimculties
created by the greater development achieved by capitalist society in the
West and, on the other hand, on the search for a strategy which would
make it pOssible to achieve a result identical to that achieved by the
Russian Bolsheviks, The difference which he aims to establish between
the West and boLo;hevism is based entirely upon a more complex and let
us say more 'mature' conception of the dictatorship of the proletariat.
This is why. when reflecting on the 'differences' between East and West,
Gramsci is able to assert that the objective to aim for is the achievement
of 'the conditions in which the Russian Bosheviks found themselves
when their party was constituted'
In short, the difficulty for Gramsci cQnsi!l1s in overcoming all the
obstacles which the complexity of bourgeois society in the West. with
the creation of an 'aristocracy of the workers and its adjuncts. union
bureaucracy and democratic social groups'. opposes to the bolshevisatioll
ofthe proletariat and, thanks to the deep· rooted existence oC'democratic'
forces, to arrive at a policy of alliances which would permit the creation
of a revolutionary 'historical bloc' Consequently, the perspective which
Gramsci aims to give to the worker movement and his conception of
'hegemony' are wholly determined by the idea of defeating; first, social
democracy; second, the forces of bourgeois 'democracy' Gramsci is
aware that, by contrast with the Ru.o;sian situation, the revolution and
bolshevism cannot succeed in the West unless, even bf;fore the
revolution, a displacement of forces in a revolutionary sense is provoked
which would have the power to ensure an adequate foundation, on an
'autonomous' base, for the eventual running of the modern productive
apparatus and the state.

The These.'I 0/Lyons
If one reads the The.5f!s of Lyons of 1926.4 in order to see what they really
contain. it will be seen that they are informed by the need for
'bolshevisation .• in other words. for the struggle against 'tendencies
which represented a deviation in relation to the principLes and the
practice of the revolutionary class struggle', against 'utopian
democracies' as regards the state, against the 'chain of reactionary
forces' which stretches from the fascist to the maximalist party, passing
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through the 'anti-facist groups' of the liberals, the democrats, the
soldiers, the Popular Party, the Republican Party and the Social
Reformist Party Similarly. various regional 'democratic' parties, such as
the Sardinian Action Party. represent an 'obstacle' to the creation of an
allinnce between workers and peasantry under the direction of the PCI.
The auention devoted to 'sectorial struggles' serves the aim of
dictatorship of the proletariat. and the 'foundation of the worker state'
The final points of the T"~ses5 (42-4) clearly indicate tbe relation
between a form of tactics which purposely use 'democratic' slogans and
a strategy which aims to exclude any solution which does not lead to the
proletarian state founded on dictatorship, The role of the tactics of tbe
single front 'as political action ofthe "movement" type', is the (.Teation
of the premises for the effective 'leadership' of tbe masses by the
Communist Party and the winning over of the majority within them. It
would fail if it did not make it possible to 'expose the so-called
proletarian and revolutionary parties and groups', Moreover, it is in
relation to the question of the detennination of an effective route
towards dictatorship that Gra.msci introduces his observation that the
tactic of a single front and the tactical adoption of 'democratic' slogans
have become necessary, for there does exist among the masses an
adherence to tbe parties and groups which must be politically destroyed.
This adherence makes the 'frontal struggle' inopportune in certain
circumstances.
This problem must therefore be regarded as containing the origin of
the assertion made in the Prison Notebooks that the 'war of movement'
must be delayed until the 'war of position' has borne fruit. This is why
there is no opposition between the two concepts of 'war', but rather a
functional correlation. One cannot begin the assault on the seizure of
power (worker state and dictatorship of the proletariat) until the struggle
in the trenches has opened the way to success: yet the assault on the
destruction ofthe adversary remains the supreme goal. So much so that
the conclusion of the 11le,~es (the expression of a cycle of thought of
which the 'Aleum temi sulla questione meridionale' are a particular
clarification) is as follows: the formula 'workers' and peasants'
government' (a slogan which to some extent can be labelled
'democratic'".

is an agitational slogan, but only corresponds to a real phase of
histork. al development in the same sense as the intennediate solutions
dealt with in the preceding paragraph. The party cannot conceive of a
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realisation of this slogan except as the beginning of a direct
revolutionary struggle: i.e. of a civil war waged by the proletariat. in
alliance with the peasantry. with the aim ofwilll1ing power. The
palty eQuid be led into serious deviations from its task as leader of the
revolution if it were to interpret the workers' and peasants'
government as corresponding to a real phase of development of the
struggle for power: in other words. if it considered that this slogan
indicated the possibility for the problem oftbe State to be resolved in
the interesl£ ofthe working class in any other form than the
dictatorship of the p.roletariat.
Thus, at the same time as Gramsci arrives at a precise awareness
(identical in all respects to that expressed in the Prison Notebook.s) of the
differences between East and West and al the same time as he expresses,
in Alcuni lemi, the conception of the maturity of the 'theory of
hegemony' and the 'historical bloc', he also explains quite unequivocally
the actual meaning of his strategy, namely dictatorship of the proletariat
and the worker state. What is it IJrer~fim' which sets (iramsci apart from
the mQ.~1 'retrograde' parli.$af/.$ of djctalor.~"ip and the worker MaJe" It i.$
,IIal he does I10t think to fOllnd dictatorship and Ihe stale on force aloni?,
for he is convinced thaI Ihis cannot reso/l'e the problems rdated 10 11r,>
building ola flew society. Such a Ill.'ik requires the active consensus of the
working mas...es .....hich mlJM be expressed ill the fram~'ork 0/ the
illstitution!; arising from II/e n'vo/lltion and the destnlClfOf/ of Ihe
apparatus of bourgeois gavernmenJ,
Gramsci develops this aspect because it concerns not merely Italian
and more generally Western strategy, but also the strategy of Ru:.--sia. It is
in this way - in the light of his theory of hegemony - that the assertion
made to Togliatti can be read, to the effect that'
Today, at nine years distance from October 1917. it is no longer lire

facio/the seizure o/power by the Bolsheviks which can revolutionise
the Western masses, because this has already been allowed for and
has produced its effects. What is active today. ideologically and
politically. is the conviction (if it exists) that the proletariat. on(.'e
power has been taken, can construct socialism.
All the reservations expressed by Gramsci with regard to the methods of
Stalin are motivated by the concern that a capacity for hegemony might
fail to materialise in Russia and that domination might unilaterally
triumph over leadership.
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I am convinced that what characterises Gramsci and his theory of
hegemony is not at all the fact that he introduced elements which are
calculated to prepare the way for a conception of the state of the liberalparliamentary type and to a national path, in the sense that the Pel uses
this today. but rather the fact that this theory is the most elaborate and
complex expression of his attempt to give dictatorship of the proletariat
an adequate foundation, so that Gramsci is the most 'independent' and
even the most autonomolls disciple, but in all respects he is indeed the
disciple of leninist doctrine. He was so, and it was fully !tis intention to
remain so in 1926. Do the Prison Notebooks open a new phase, and in
what sense?

Hegemony as fouudatious of dictatorship
There is no need to seek to minimise the mearting of the way Gnlmsci
characterises Lenin in the Prison Notebook!>, in the very place, that is,
where the theory of hegemony attains . philosophical , completion. On
the subject of Lenin, he makes two fundamental assertions which must
be examined in their conceptual unity:
Lenin must be regarded as having laid the foundation for the theory
'the theoretico-practical principle of hegemony has also
epistemOlogical significance, and it is here that llich'g greatest
theorctil.."8l contribution to the philosophy of praxis should be
sought."
2 But Lenin 'did not have enough time to develop his formula' Yet
where does Gramsci find that Lenin 'faUs short'? It is specifically in
the indications concerning the transition in the West from a 'war of
position' to a 'war of movement' in order, after all, to achieve
dictatorship of the proletariat. It is a true distortion of the facts to
imagine tbat the corollary of Gramsci's attempt to develop leninism
on the base of an awareness of the dilferences between East and
West is a 'shelving' of the leninist theory of the state and the
objective of dictatorship of the proletariat.
When he states - in a formula which has become famous, and which
for him pos~s the value of a general principle in a science of politicsthat 'the supremacy of any social group is expressed in two ways, as
"domination" and as "intellectual and moral leadership": GralmCi
expresses himselfwilh exemplary clarity. It is in no way his concern to
minimise the sense of the necessity for a dominant class to politically and

Gramsci u"d the pel: fwO cOllceptiolls {~l hegemony

249

socially destroy its enemies; on the contrary, he fully insists on this idea.
What he aims to explain is that.l()rcl? a/olle does "ot stiffice, far from it,
for the use of force alone is a sign of the historical immaturity of those
who claim to found a new state; a dominant class cannot govern unle,~,
while it exercises its domination (dictatorship) over its enemies. it is at
the sl:lmc time able 10 obtain a consensus of allied social forces (which
nevertheless need a lendentially hOfflogeneow; social and C!wrlO1tIic base),
which is the object of its leadership. Hegemony is therefore the same as
dictatorship, a dictatorship which, furthermore - and this is the decisive
element - professes to be something other than the dictatorship of a
political force which lacks the ability to direct the indispensable
economico-social forces to the new type of operation of the material and
intellectual production.
If one takes all this into account, the following bel.:omes crystal dear:
'a social group is dominant in relation to the hostile groups which it aimo;
to eliminate or to bring into submission even by the lise of armed force
and it is ruling in relation to kindred. aUied groups' Gramsci then adds:
'a social group can and must be ruling even before winning
governmental power' He pursues a line of reasoning which coincides
perfectly with the views he held in 1926 regarding the impossibiliry of
seizing power unless one has first won over leadership of allied groups
by means of 'tactical' movements capable of destroying the influence
which the 'l~hain of reactionary forces' has begun to exercise over the
masses. In the West what this implies specifically is the destruc.1ion of the
Corms through which bourgl.'ois hegemony i... achieved. even if this is
through the 'democrats' and the pseudo-socialist....
The whole theory of 'democratic centralism' in the Pri.t;on N(J/eb()()/c.." is
aimed at enforcing the principle of leadership from the top downwards
in the revolutionary party and constitutes a specification of hegemony
within the party of which one further specilication is the relation
between the party taken as a whole and the allies. Who are these allies?
For Gramsci they are always, and solely, economic and social forces and
nc)t other parties which would remain in an autonomous and different
perspective from that opened by dictatorship of the proleuuiat.
Marxism as total philosopby
Oose consideration should be given to the way Gramsci returns again
and again in the Pri-'>ofl NOlebook.~ tu the 'total' character of marxism and
the impossibility, on account of the unity between theory and praxis, for
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it to form the object of a 'dialogue' with other world-.... iews. On the
contrary, marxism is merely a means of winning over enemy positions
in ardor to substitute one hegemony for another. Lastly, it should be
noted that the 'tolal' character of marxism is one of the dimensions of
the projected dictatorship of the proletariat, in other wtJl'ds, of a
democracy of a new type, because it is built witbin the institutions of the
proletarian state as an antithesis to the bourgeois state. Regarding this
'total' character, Grarnsd writes that tbe'~
Orthodoxy
is , .. to be looked for
in the fundamental concept that
the philosophy of praxis i..~ 'sufficient unto itself' thaI it contains in
itself aIJ the fundamental elements needed to construct a (otal and
integral conception of the world, a total philosophy and theory of
natural science, and not only that but everything that is needed to
give life to an integra] and practil--al organisatioll of society, that is, to
A theory is 'revolutionary'
become a total integraldvilisation.
precisely to the extent thai it is an element of conscious separation
and distinction into two camps and isa peak inaccessible to the
enemy camp. To maintain that the philosophy of praxis is not a
completely autonomous and independent structure of thought in
antagonism to all traditional philosophies and religion.';, means in
reality that one has not severed one's links with the old world, if
indeed one has not actuaJIy capitulated.
Gramsci continues by defining the conception of the party which
splits the unity oftheory and practice and which permits its 'members to
regroup into idealists, materialists, atheb'its, catholics, etc.' as 'the most
abject and vile opportunism' It is only with this in mind that it is
possible to understand the sense of Gramsci's valorisation of the cultural
factor and the ethiCO·political aspect of hegemony, the aim of which is 10
seek an expansion of marxism in its struggle against all other
conceptions of life and politiCS. When he writes that ·the most recent
phase' in tbe development of the philosophy of praxis consists 'on the
one hand precisely in this claim that the moment of hegemony is
essential to his conceptiol1 of the state and on the other hand in the
"valorisation" ofthe cultural [3(.'1. of cultural activity, of the necessity for
a cultural front as against. the purely economic and polilical fronts,' he is
merely affirming the necessity, for the state-power, of a proper base of
consensus, obtained through victorious struggle against. the other
conceptions of the slate, of politics and of life in general. It is a way of
reaffirming the fact that since the simple moment of force is necessary
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yet does not permit the achievement of consensus, the limits of the
extension of the consensus which is Lo be acquired depend on a
determined conception of the stale. It is not fortuitously that Gramsci
traces the origin of the elaboration of the theory of hegemony he is
seeking to develop back to Lenin: 10
the greatest modern theoretician of the philosophy of praxis. on
the terrain of political struggle and organisation and with a political
terminology, gave new weight - in opposition to the various
'economist' tendencies - to the front of cultural struggle, and
constructed the ckx.,'trine of hegemony as a complement to the theory
of the State-as-force, and as the present form of the Forty-Eightist
doctrine of ' permanent revolution'
The highest expre5sion of Itninlsm
A further aspect of Gramsci's idea of the meaning of hegemony and its
relation to dictatorship is revealed when he examines the (.'.()oceptions
held by Croce and Gentile. Gramsci notes that:

2

for Gentile, 'History is entirely State history' 'hegemony and
dictatorship are indistinguishable', and in this (unilateral) sense,
'force and consent are simply equivalent' and 'only the State, and of
course the State-as·goverrunent, exists';
for Croce, history 'is on the other hand ethico-poiiticaJ' in other
words, he 'seeks to maintain a distinction between civil society and
political society. between hegemony and dictatorship '.11

How, on the basis of the above, can we synthesise Gramsci's
position? In fact, in his conception of hegemony he ~ts himself apart
from Gentile by refusing to idcntif}' dictatorship and hegemony (a
characteristic peculiar to him), since his whole conception is aimed at
explaining the existence of states which depend on dictatorship but are
incapable of hegemony; similarly. he sets himself apart from Ooce in
the sense that he does not differentiate between 'hegemony' and
'dictatorship" 'civil ~ociety' and 'pOlitical society' in the same way as
Croce, Synthesising the above, we can !'t1ate that, according to Gramsci,
the sJlstem (!f hegf!nloflY can amount to the same Q.~ the sy,~tem ()f
dictatorship, but a system of dictatorship can exisr which {'annal express
itself in terms ol hegemony. wh(!reas hegemony musJ interl'(!IIe as a
characteristic; ofa dictatorship capable ofexer('i.~illg both domination over
the ho.~tile da....')(!s arid leader."lip of 'he allied da...se.~ and killdred groups.
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In conclusion, it seems clear that when he seeks to discover the
suffICient mode of being (mf)Je d'c,re) of the worker state, it is through
hiS conception of hegemony that he finds it. There does, of course, exist a
bourgeois hegemonic system founded on the capitalist mode of
production and which is expressed in the bourgeois·democratic state.
According to Gramsci, there must also exist a hegemonic .wstem, based
on a superseding of the capitalist mode of produdion. This system will
find its expres;ion in the state which, for the classes and groups
belonging to the 'revolutionary historical bloc'. will organise forms of
'proletarian democracy' and, for the c1as.c;es and groups h()~"1i1e to the
worker state, forms of control and repression based on violence. What in
any case seems inacceptable to Gramsci is a conception of the !>tate as a
'general' expression of democracy (such as that which has been
translated into the liberal·representative system), a com:eption of
marxism as merely one of several possible ideologies, competing with
them and integrated into the 'institutionalised pluralism' of a party in
which marxism could exist side by side with religious beliefs and
doctrines of various types.
In short it must, 1 think, be forcefully alS.Serted that Gramsci's theory
of hegemony is the highest and most complex expression of leninism. Jn
no way can il be considered as a point of transition between lenini<;m
and a conception of the polilical struggle and the state which would
oppose the system of hegemony to the system of dictatorship and the
staie as they are expressed in Lenin, whom Gramsci. as though wishing
to avoid any possible ambiguity in the future, labels the Saint Paul of
marxism. In Gramsci's view, the 'constantinian' moment was still to
come.

The Third International
If one wishes to perceive the Underlying motivation for Gramsci's
'structural' leninism, jt must be stressed that it is closely linked to an
interpretation of the nature of the historical epoch. which is that held by
the Third International, and to the theoretical analysis of imperialism
according to Lenin, Gramsci was totally convinced thai socialism had
long been objectively ripe. As Athos Usa recalls in his Memorie, l1
summing up this conviction, Gramsci 'thought that the objective
conditions for proletarian revolution had existed III Europe for more
than fifty years'
Only by taking account of this comiction can the real meaning of
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Gramsci's opposition to the theory of social fascism and the adventurist
political line which stemmed from it be fully appn.>ciated. He was not
opposed to the latter becau..c;e he considered that the struggle against
fascism should be undertaken in the name of a restitution of a system of
democracy of liberal type in the framework of a 'Co/l~tiwente' of
democratic t.ype, like that which existed in Italy after the First World
'Vac; he was opposed to it because he considered that all 'intermediary'
phase waS necessary which, with the requisite differences, would enable
the revolutionary party to accumulate the necessary forces for an Halian
'October' His opposition to the social-fascist line resided in the fact that
social fascism aimed to achieve an objective which wa~ also his own, but
without the appropriate tactical phase which he had already defined in
1924, that is to say. the search for a route which would make it possible
to rccre'dtc the conditions of the BolSheviks and to achieve dictatorship of
lhe proletariat. [n short, his opposition resided in the fact that he accllsed
the PCI and the International of an oversimplified conception of the
premises of dictatorship and of havlIlg failed to un(lerstand the
importance of the construction of an equally indispensable 'hegemonic'
dimension. An opposition therefore existed between two conceptions
whose sole object was the oo..<;is of dic...1atorship of the proletariat.
Lisa states very precisely that '[Gramsci'sl account of the question of
the Cons(iluef/le established the following IWO ideas: , the tactics
required for the conquest of aHies of the proletariat; 2 the tacti(..'S
required for the seizllre of power'
The aim of the 'transitional' phase is to bring the masses to all
understanding of the 'correctness' of the communist programme 'and
the falseness of the programmes of the other political parties'!
the Party's objective is the seizure of power by means of violence and
dictatorship orthe proletariat, which it must bring about. by lIsing the
strategy which best corresponds to a specific historical situation, to
the relationship of forces between the classes, and to the variolls
moments of thc struggle.
The 'Coll~liluente' represents an organised framework [jorme') in
which the most advanced claims of Lhe wor,kjng class can be made, It
is in the bosom of the 'CO/l~titU(!fIte' that the action ohhe Party,
which cono;ists in undermining all plans for pea.ceful reli.)fm and
showing the Italian working class thal the only possible solution in
Italy lies in proletllrian revolution, can and indeed mu!.1 be
undcliaken through its representatives.
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It is easy to understand how Gramsci, wishing to avoid all possible
misunderstanding as to a 'democratic' reading of his conception of the
role of the 'C(lft~tiIuente', recalls that iD Russia Article I of the
Programme of GQ~'ernmenl of the Bofshevik Party took account of the
'Conslitueme'. and he concluded by saying that the slogan of the Parry
should be 'Republic of worker and peasanf Soviets in Italy'
failure to take account of all these elements in a reading of the theory
of hegemony put forward by Gramsci in the Prison Notebooks is to
disfigure and exploit it for the purposes of a current political situation
which has nothing to do with the situation and perspectives of Gramsci.
The abandonment of Gramsci 's conception

It is impossible to understand Gramsci's points of view mentioned above
unless they are replaced. within the context of his more general analysis
of capitalism and his more specific ana1ysis of fascism. He did not
succeed in thinking a future phase of the organic ex.pansion of
capitalism, And this is why he considered that fundamentally the
cla...... struggle was distinguished by the dialectic revolution-counterrevolution in a period which is essentially characterised by being
a period of social revolution. Fascism represented a form of
counterrevolution which was inherenUy incapable of being anything
other thnn passive; this is why Gramsci believed that the end of fao;cism
would coincide with a renewal of the relevance of proletarian
revolution, even if the revolution should encounter tactical problems
identical to those we referred to above.
The situation which aclually arose with the end of fascism in the rest
of tbe world and then in Italy Was quite different, and Gramsci's strategy
was set aside, World capitalism found its leadership in the USA under
whose direction the capitalist reconstruction of Europe took place
outside the soviet sphere. lbis meant that the bourgeoiS-democratic
institutions and the stat.es which were the expression of them became the
milieu in which, for a whole new historical epoch (which is our own).
the communist parties had to find their place. There was, therefore, a
radit.:al recasting of the situation as against Gramsci's hypothesis. Qass
relations were thereby modified above all as reg.'uds the relation of
national and international forces, which made any plan to launch a
struggle against the instItutions in order to transform them in an antibourgeois sense, unrealistic. The 'war of position' was. so to speak,
breaking its ties with the 'war of movement',
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It wus in (his new context that the PC!, undergoing contradictions and
disagreements, gradually elaborated a conception of 'hegemony' which
was later, and more and more rapidly in re<..'ent years, embraced
definitively and which dilfers qualitatively from Gmmsci's concepCIOn.
Taking as base the acceptance of parliamentary institutions. the
recognition of the pluralism of parties as a representation and organised
form of the various groups and various social classes - nowadays
included in the 'building of socialism' - a conception of idcologkopolitical 'pluralism' as an organic and necessary expression of
democracy, and the hypothesis of participation in the government
the 'historical compromise'. the PCI has
according to the modalities
arrived at it..,; particular conception of hegemony This has nothing in
common with the conception of those who, like Gramsci, thought to
make it the basis of the worker stale and of the absolute supremacy,
under the direction of the PCI of the industrial proletariat over ils allies
(allies limited to those social forces able to constitute an 'antithesis' to the
sOt..ial 'bloc' led by the bourgeoisie), of a conception of marxism as an
element of differentiation and absoillte separation with regard to all the
olher conceplions. of a vision of demOl:racy internal to the revolutionary
bloc alone.
For Gramsci, in keeping with his 'structural' leninism, democracy
represented three thing.c; and three things only:

or

the means to a 'ref1exion' between political equ.als 'that is to say
between communists' on the presuppositions and modalities of their
action;
2 the means to lead 'subaltern' oociarforces;
J the means enabling the revolutionary party to muster the necessary
energy to 'destroy' by rationality and persuasion the false idols
which continue to dominate the consciences of the 'subaltern' allies
and consequently to cre.'lte the bases for a dictatorship upon the
active supports of the old world.
Gramsei's 'pluralism' (if he ever used this term) had certainly nothing in
common with the interpretation of it that the PCI gives today in relation
to the problems posed by its insertion into the democratic-republican
ilL'Ilitutions of the liberal type, in which eaeh conception of the world
enters into 'free competition' with others, according to the idea 'that the
best will win'
Of course the evolution of the PCI was not originally doctrinal; it was.
011 the contrary and above all, the result of a precise social and economic

256 Massimo Sahadori
reality Confronted with the reality of international capitalism and the
relations between the 'blocs' which, in the We.<;t and inltaJy, had mnde it
impossible 10 achieve a relatively rapid modification of the relation of
forces between classes with a view to destroying capitalism and its
institutIOns, and confronted with the hard reality of a conservatism
which relied upon a broad mass political base, the PCI was obliged 10 set
itself 8 new task. notably to insert itself into this context. to accept the
techniques which govern relations between different classes and social
groups ruld between the various mass parties, and to abandon the plan to
modify these relatiuns au:ording 10 a dynamics whidl would lead to the
worker state, Confronted with a bourgeoisie which, in Italy, had the
means to enforce its state institutions. even if this took place in an
advanced democratic constitutional framcwork, the PC! proposed to
'occupy' the institutions by a 'hegemonic' action which, on the one hand
abandons the idea of the worker state and dictatorship of the proletariat.
and on the other aims to ll.<;sunle direL'tion of the parliamentary state.
'Ihis is quite a different conception of 'hegemony' from that held by
Gramsci.
Yet it is undcniable that the PCI also reached this new strategy by
'using' Gramsci. After reflecting on the crisis of the 'soviet model', the
PC! might well have pcn.:eived a reference in the criticism which, in the
light of his theory of hegemony, Gramsci had tirelessly addres.sed to
every socialist projCt:l which imprisoned itself in a narrow conception of
the state-power and which mechanimlly identified dictatorship of a
party and dictatorship ofthe proletariat. But it subsequently 'muffled' the
other aspt.'Cts of Gramsci's lheory of hegemony (precisely those which
were as.<;ocia£ed with an expansive conception of dictatorship of the
proletariat) which thus (cd it to confirm the interpretation that Gramsei's
crilicism; at least implicitly opened the way for the 'disjunction' between
hegemony and dictatorship,

The '~atholic wl'idom' orthe PCI
I have tried to bring out tbe way iu which the PCI, outlining its current
strategy, has encountered new practical problems in relation to those
encountered by Gramsci and to his particular hypotheses, Yet it is
noccssary that the PC! put an end to aU theoretical opportunism, settle its
accounts more decisively with theoretical tradition and abandon this
'catholic wisdom' for which all i~ 'adaptation' and nothing is 'mutation'
There is no possible doubt that its theory of hegemony is qualitatively
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different from Gramsci's. In its aims as in its means, Gramsci's theory, as
I emphasised above, is the highest expression of the historical phase of
the international communist movement which opens with the October
Revolution and ende; when stalinism sets itself up as a regime. The
theory of hegemony, in the view of the PCI. expresses the attempt to
elaborate a strategy on the fundamental base of acceptance of the
existing institutions in the West and on the base of progressive
Liquidation of the historical phase of stalinism.
If we ask the PCI to base its practice on a less 'tactician' confrontation
with the theoretical heritage of the past, this is not simply in response to
a demand for 'truth' It is above all a question of a political need. The
entire Italian left, of which as is well known the PCI is an essential
component, requires more truth if it is to achieve greater realism. The
author is convinced that, in its essentiaJ aspects, the policy of the pel is
calculated to attach this party to a conception of the state, of relations
between classes, of the 'road to power' and of the role of 'coalition
governments' which has much more in keeping with social-democratic
marxism than with leninist and even the gramscian conception. With
one single exception, namely the very important leninist 'residue' of the
criteria for the internal organisation of the party, which is a residue
whose survival is uncertain to say the least. If this is the realitr, then it
must be discussed; if the reality is dilferent. its elements need to be
clarified.
It is never a sign of strength to establish a clerical and commemorative
relation with the past (if there is strength in the past, it is for
conservatives), unless one acts in a 'trausformist' way in the facts.
'Transformism' occupies a considelable place in 'marxist clericalism'
When the social democrats adopted a liberal conception oftbe state, they
claimed to do so by 're-interpreting' Marx; when Stalin undertook those
adious we all know, he claimed to do so from pure leninism; and so on.
Today, when socialism is confronted with difficult situations, it must
fuUy accept its responsibilities and its theoretical responsibihties in the
first place. It seems clear to me, in any case, that the strategy of the
'historical compromise', 'ideological pluralism', and the struggle for the
'democlatic' transformation of the state, have nothing in common with
the ideas of Antonio Gramsci, the greatest and most fertile interpreter of
historical leninism, and mark a definitiYc turning-point with respect to
Gramsci.
History is also interesting in so far as its permits no one to live beyond
a certain level of income accumulated by the past. If need be, ORe can act
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in this way for a certain time, but sooner or later. we find ourselves
'naked" and it cannot be said in the last analysis that this is always a bad
thing, for it enables us to see ourselves as we are.

Notes
This chapter was originaUy published in Mondoperaif), No.2. 1976, and was
translated into English by Hal Sutcliffe.
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Lenin and Gramsci: state, politics and
party
Biagio de Giovanni

I I.enin and tile form of polltlcal mediation
In a passage of What Is 10 be Done? a critical image of economism is
established from which it is still valid to take up an argument,
concerning the actual crisis and political structures. which it is necessary
to construct in order to contribute to the supersession of this crisis. in
vjew of a higher form of society. Lenin writes:'
The manner in which the connection between, and interdependence
of, legal criticism and illegal Economism arose and grew is in itself an
interesting subject, one that could serve as the theme of a special
article. We need only note here that this connection undoubtedly
existed. The notoriety deservedly acquired by the Credo was due
precisely to the frankness with which it formulated this oonnection
and blurted out the fundamental political tendency of' Economism' let the workers carry on the economic struggle (it would be more
correct to say the trade-unionist struggle, because the latter also
embr~ specifically working-class politics) and let the marxist
intelligentsia merge with the liberals for the political 'struggle'. Thus,
trade-unionist work 'among the people' meant fulfilling the first part
of this task. while legal criticism meant fulfilling the second.
Stripped of the most immediate references to the reality which is the
of Lenin's analysis, that text is essential for the clearness with
which it critically registers the way the strategy is divided along the two
separate lines of the economic and the political. Within the text is a
stringent reference to the .containment ' of the working class inside the
economic struggle - even where the latter is presented as a 'specifically
working-class politics' - and to the exclusive relationship between
obj~t
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political 'struggle' and the 'struggle' by the intelligentsia for freedom.
Behind this view, Lenin singles out an extremely reductionist and
subaltern notion ofthe political. which renders itself, so to speak, visible
either through economic conRict or through the ideological struggle. In a
certain sense, Lenin's problem is how to achieve the autonomy and the
primacy of the political. This autonomy and this primacy are perceiYed
and, I would say, enclosed within the concept and famous ex.pression
which Lenin uses a few pages later: 2
Class political struggle can be brought to the workers o1llyfrom
withoul. that is, only from outside the economic struggle, from
outside the sphere ofrelations between workers and employers. The
sphere from which alone it is po!ssible to obtain this knowledge is (he
sphere of relationships of all classes and strata to the state and the
government, the sphere of the interrelations between all classes.
To
bring political knowledge to the workers the Social Democrats must
go among all classes ofthe population: they must despatch units of
their army in all directions.
This passage from Lenin's text is an integral part o,f the history and
organisation of tile communist movement. and J do not here want even
briefly to run through the interpretatjye possibilities which it has
developed of various moments. 3 I believe, however, that one may extract
one point from the text which is important for the analysis, and quite
evident already in the way in which tbe text is tied Lo the Kautskyan
thesis of the determinate character of the relationship between
intellectuals and the working class. 4 The reference to the out.side
certainly is a reference to the complexity and the capacity of the
unification of the political (from here the reference to "the field of
relations of all classes': the discovery, therefore, of a field of
'productivity' for the relations between classes which coincides with the
field of constitution of the state), but it also contains a discovery of the
primacy of the political which is firmly tied to his 'centralism' and his
'specialism' The political dimension is contracted into a determinate
focus. Its determination shows up the surrounding reality, but does not
penetrate it. reproducing to a certain extent the character of a type of
state which Lenin is confronted with. 'The primacy of the political is
above all to be grasped in its specificity, in the impossibility that it may
be diluted between the economiC and the ideological. For this reason it is
essential to preserve a double level of analysis for this Lenin: s that which
grasps the tremendous novelty of this neither economic nor ideological
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relationship between the working-class movement and political initiative
(organisation), and that which makes evident the concentration of the
primacy of the political in a fonn of specialism which is the principal
guarantee that the political will not be subjected to spontaneity, nor
confused with different levels of organisation.'
We must have such circles, trade unions and organisations
everywhere in CIS large a number as pos.~ible and with the widest
variety of functions; but it would be absurd and harmful to confound
them with the organisatIon of revolutionaries, to efface the border
line between them, to make still more hazy the all too faint
recognition ofthe fact that in order to 'serve' the mass movement
we must have people who will devote themselves exclusively to
Social-Democratic activities, and that such people must Irain
themselves patiently and steadfastly to be professionaJ revolutionaries.
But the specialism of the political in Lenin exists not only in relation to
the problem of organisation. I mentioned before that we found his first
reference to it when he refers to the concentration of the political in the
enemy. We must carefully reflect upon this point. In Lenin the first
aspect of the form of the political is linked to a specific dimension of
Russian reality during the nineteenth and early twentieth century - to
autocracy with the extreme restriction of the political domain to that of
the repressive organisation of the &tate apparatus. But this is not the
crucial point. Lenin's thesis does not have as its condition a political
reality which is perhaps the most backward in EUrope during the early
twentieth century. lfthis were the case, the disrupting effect it had on the
entire theoretical and practical history of the working-class movement
and its ability to provide political and organisational direction for two
complete historical phases of life of the communist International would
be incomprehensible. The true link., the true relation lies elsewhere. We
are thus immediately led to one of the high points of bourgeois political
theory which broadly conveys the historical sense of a transformation of
the political morphology in the West. 1918: Politics ~ a Vocalion by
Max Weber signals a quite detenninate moment within this theoretical
development.' The intricate relationship between state and capitalist
development is defined by the progressive growth of the autonomy of
the political, by the concentration of political power into a focal point
determined by the unit of stale power. Let's take a quick look at the two
central points in Weber's argument:
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Everywhere the development of the modern state is initiated
through the ac,;::m of the modern prince. He paves"the way for the
expropriation of the autollOmolL<; and . private' bearers of executive
power who stand beside him, ofthosc who in their own right
possess the means of administration. The Whole process is a
complete parallel to the development ohhe capitalist enterprise
through gradUal expropriation ofthe independent producers. In
the end, the modern state controls the total means of political
organisation, Which actually come together under a single head. 8
2 Let us confidently take the present as an example. He who wants
to establish absolute justk:e on earth by force requires a following,
a human 'machine'. He must hold out the necessary internal and
external premiums, heavenly or worldly reward, to this
'machine' or else the machine will not function. Under the
l.'unditions oCthe modern class struggle, the internal premiums
oonsist of the satisfying of hatred and the craving for revenge.
The leader and his success are completely dependent upon the
functioning of his machine and hence not on his own motives.'
I shall not engage here in a critique of some of the' mystical' features
in this weberian text. It is the meaning of the whole discource that
points in an important and significant direction. The interpenetration,
which becomes increasingly accentuated, between the economic
and the political. may above all be managed. within the continuity
of the capitalist socio-economk formation, through the progressive
centralisation and concentration of the political and its apparatus of
command. This leads to an ultimate theoretical development which must
be carefully followed: the interpenetration of the political and the
economic must be governed by an increasingly rigorous separation
between these two fields specific to the organisation of domination. The
primacy of the political is shown here in isolation, and I would say
almost in the naked and schematic determination of its laws of
operation. The gradual expropriation of the direct producers at the
political level, at the moment when the apparatus of command becomes
("'1Jnccntrated, in some way isolates from it its scheme of movement
while it frees and enhances the aulonomous productivily of rile political
precisely at the time when 'the whole process c.:onstitutes a perrect
parallel with capitalist economic development' Through the filter Qf
Weber, we return to the modernity of Machiavelli. But behind the
autonomy of the political, and the immense concentration of means
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wtUcb it now presup~. there lies the specific organicity of the world
of the economy wh.ich at this point is separated from the political level.
I believe that it js here where the 'tie' for lenin and the theoretical
guarantee for his 'modernitY'lie. But let us look. at the question in a more
determinate way. The concentration of the meallS necessary for the
exercise of political action 'into one single centre' which, if it is the solid
basis on which the dominant classes may construct the unity of the
political, more than ever excludes the fact that the answer on part of the
working·<:Iass movement may not be a political ans)ver which is capable
of moving at the height of the most elevated level of practice of the
enemy and his organisation of power. Lenin's whole critique of
economism is read within the framework of a historically determined
c1a'iS antagonism and an organisation of the relations between classeo
which maintains itself 011 the basis of a fOfm of the primacy of the
political which corresponds to the mechanism of a determinate state.
One must respond to the primacy of the political which operates for the
dominant classes with a powerful concentration of the political within
the working-class movement It is here that we find the modern meaning
of What ;s to Be Done'! Here also lies the meaning of that consciousness
that comes from the outside. Since this dimension also materially
conveys a sense of concentrated origin of politics, of something which
possesses its own laws of movement, these are not born out of the
relationship based on workers and owners, but come from the outside,
from a dimension set at the height of that unique centre in which the
power of the capitalist state becomes unified.
Lenin's party responds to this structure of the state and to its theory. 10
The political struggle of Social-Democracy is far more extensive and
complex than the economic struggle ofthe workers against the
employers and the government. Similarly (indeed for that reason) the
organisation oCthe revolutionary Social-Democratic party must
inevitably be of a kind dijferem from the organisation of the workers
designed for this struggle .... In view of this common characteristic of
the members of such an organisation. all di:slillctiorl5 as between
workers and ifllellecluais, not to speak of distinctions of trade and
profession, in both categories, muSI be effaced.
It is symptomatic how Lenin relates the political level to the
organisational level. Corresponding to the vastness and complexity of
political struggle, one finds a form of organisation which reconstitutes
within itself the same level of homogeneity and autonomy leading to the
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political dimension. As the place of the homogenisation of political
figures, organisation reflects within the domain of the real practice of the
movement tbe concentration of politics into one single point as the
specific point of confrontation between the dominant class Bnd the
worlting-class movement. Corresponding to the 'professional' (and in
this sellse 'scientific') level of revolutionary organisation there is. on the
part of the state, a general theory of politics as a profession which
accentuates the division precisely during that phase in which the state
prepares to become the maximum point of organisation of the economic
'productivity' of clas.~s_ The two dimemions of politics (that of capital
and that of the working-class movement) meet - without vanishing as
would be the result following Weber. in the convergence of a 'technical'
structure - inasmuch as they are enhanced at the point of their
'autonomy' The revolUilonary party Is, in tlrls sense, the ami-slate of ,lie
working class_ Until possible, thus until the specificity of the relationship
between state and capital, and party and working class re-emerge, this
comparison is valid and allows for the concentration of attention on one
important point. TIle exclusivity of political organisation in 'centralising'
the form in which the masses are present, coincides with the exercise
of political monopoly, within the 'purely' political reality of the
revolutionary party, as much as within the legitimacy of foroe. 'as a
means of exercising sovereignty' ,II in the capitalist state, I am saying that
the concentration of the political outside the social processes leads to
determining in this central and precise point the recognition (the
unification) of the whole comprehensive arch of the relationship
between political forms and the masses.- The concentration of polit.ics (of
its logic. and of a kind of continuity. along the lines of Machiavelli and
Weber) into one single point sharpens and acx..-entuates to an extremely
high degree the relationship between political practice and the
institutional apparatus by restoring the modern centrality of the
interconnection between tbe 'massification' of the social processes and
the instantaneous perception of their unjfication in a political form.
Naturally. having arrived at this point, the specificity of the partyworking-class relation then emerges- By saying that the revolutionary
party is the anti-state of the working class, a concept which exactly
specifies the slope of confrontation between these two forms of politics,
one already is describing this specificity. The point of reference for a
conflict is still the weberian state, which is largely comprehensive (and in
part anticipatory) of the new elements which are intervening in the
capital-stale relatioD_ It is crucial to see how the relationship of the
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masses with the place where the unity of power and the consistency of
its institutional form is constituted, becomes centralised, Most important
is to focus on the politico-economic connection because. within the
state-<:apital connection, the dilution of the political logic into forms
which apparently ignore this logic is tied to it. The ilL<ititutional forms of
capita] mediate the concentrated level of politics. The central point
which accompanies the link between politics and the economy
is tbe decomposition of the masses, the constitution of a fabric where
forms of organisation appear w hleh segment the life of the masses
and which avoid the recognition of their history in a directly political
practice.
The relation between party and working classcentraliscs the historical
life of the masses by attempting to enhance a historically detennined
level of their recomposition. In respect jo the level of 'politics as a
vocation' in Weber, Lenin's revolutionary political profession introduces
that profoundly subversive element into capitalist society which is given
by the effective attempt to centralise the life of the masses in real forms of
political practice which is largely' seen as dominance + directly political
hegemony. It is not by chance that witbin the decisive pages of What i.~ to
Be Done? the problem of the relationship between working class and
democracy should appear. How does Lenin pose this problem? It is
rigorously defined from the standpoint of the working-class party. and is
defined by the 'political' (revolutionary) necessity to set the party into
relation with other forms of political organisation of the masses and
other social classes. 'In order to bri,?g the worker.~ political knowledge,
Social-Democrats must go ;nlo all classes of tile populatioll, must
dispatch units of their army in all directions.'u 'For it is not enough to
call ourselves the "vanguard", the advanced contingent; we must act in
such a way that all the other contingents recognise and are obliged to
admit that we are marching in the vanguard: 1l
What emerges here in this double development of the problem is a
fundamental need which permits a thorough investigation of the
specificity of the operational form of the political; the way in which it
appears concentrated In the party which is (he advance detachment of
the working class. The central point on which l.enin reflects on the eve
of J905 is how to define the relationship between the maximum
'external' concentration of politics, and the necessity of this 'external'
dimension becoming the principle of a mas-'i linl!, by introducing into this
necessity the decisive contribution of the working class to the
development of democracy. As Gramsci has understood, this certainty
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was the birthplal.'e of the practical principle of hegemony and, one may
add, of an extremely rich form of 'the primacy of politics'.
A quick return to the comparison with Weber will make the meaning
of the development of this argument much clearer. Within the weberian
form of 'politics as a vocation', the concentration ofthe material means
in the hands of the 'leader' and his machine, the expropriation of social
groups 'who formally controlled these means in their own right',I.
which accentuates and unifies the level of political domination, certainly
does nol neglect the problem of this complex organisation of the social
'mass' which is organised, so to speak. within the weft of scientific and
juridico-instilutional formalism running through all levels of modern
capitalist society_ The concentration and professionalism of politi~1
activity are determined in relation to the non-political level of the
organisation ofthe social mass. and therefore to its specialism which has
become very wide-spread within 'technique' and the connection
between 'technique' and power. The recomposition of political power
filters, in a reversed manner, through the 'pluralism' of the organised
forms of the social.
In Lenin the process is completely different, and profoundly recalls the
specificity of the party-working-class binomial. The point is clarified
precisely by the relationship which the working-class party must
establish with the other organised levels of society, ill such a way that
'all the other detachments should see and be forced to recognise that we
arc moving in the forefront' Decisive here is the attempt to fJ()liIi('a/~I'
reconstruct society which must begin from the level of direction which
the working-class party is able to express. The field of the relation is
completely and directly politicaL It becomes essential to see how a plane
which is able to reconstitute the .masses, or rather 'unify' the various
'detachments' around the direction of the working-class vanguard.
passes through a level which is purely political. Important to the
concrete physiognomy which this problem assumes is the way in which
the form of politics elaborated by Lenin for What is to Be Done? is
critically modelled on the specificity of the relation between the state and
tbe centre of the organisation of power during the phase of the
transformation of the relation between the state and capital. I have
already shown before how the 'external' character of the political
dimension has, in an extremely determinate manner, before itself the
concentration of politics - and, I would say, its expulsion from the social
- in the way that it reveals itself in the real body of the bourgeoiscapitalist state. The extreme difficulty and problems involved in the need

Een;n and Gramsci .. state, politics and party

267

of recol1';titution, of which I spoke before, as an unrenounceable factor
in the democratic relation between the party and society in its totality,
lies precisely in the strong accentuation oUhe autonomy of politics and
its 'external' character, in respect to the necessity of governing a 'mass
line' within the whole fabric of society. This necessity is on the other
hand intrinsic to the working class - party binomial, if the political
consciousness of the clnss is precisely 'the field of relationships between
all classes' B But, because of the way in which politics becomes
dimensioned, in its specific physiognomy, the field ofthis relationsbip is
immediately to/ally political, and in tltis sense determines the level of
direction for society. To put it more explicitly: having gathered politics
in the sphere of consciousness - organisation which is constitute in its
own subjective and objective space," it becomes crucial to see in which
way the 'unique centre' of directionJrom above can act as the decisive
filter of recomposition and, in other words, how the mediation of
direclion from above and a mass line can occur during a phase in which
a parricillar morl)/lfJ/Ogy oj politiC's emerges as the fundamental field of
recomposition. The two possibilities implicit in this state of aJrairs
become clear, and I will outline them in the most schematic (and
therefore also risky) brevity:
That politics concentrated at the highest level, i.e. the level which has
the separate state before itself, in some way isolates itself into a
forced logic of its own, and inunediat.e]y articulates the recomposition as the instance embracing the 'autonomo\L"i' spheres
in tbe 'political' and, in particular, as the subordination of all the
other detachments to the working-claSS vanguard. Politics here
continues to function in a kmd of space which is t>eparate and
profoundly titled by a determinate 'practice' In this sense, what
ex.ists is a modern jacobinism which renews, in new [arms, the old
jacobinism as tbe real form o[ political mediation. Here, in its
modern form, its real solid base lies in the strong, pressing return of
the autonomy of politics as it is constructed in the logic of the
expropriation of the 'direct producers' (and ofthe social producers of
politics) through the concentration of the political 'means'
2 That the concentration of politics at the highest level carries to this
level the whole scheme of the transformation of the relations
between classes; that it, so to speak, uses that' high' level as the place
of effective re-unification of politics and the economy, thus offering a
real measure to the mass-politics relation by overturning the way in
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which politics and the economy manifest themselves as separate
within the dommant formation.

We are not dealing with an immediately real alternative, nor with a
real and proper QUI-aul, at least from the moment in which the political
movement organised by the working class appears on the historical
scene. But the basis for the discourse and the fa~.:t, however, that it
encounters real problems and difficulties, lies precisely in the critical link
of the working~lass movement to the high point of the transformation
of the bourgeois-capitalist state, and with the extreme complexity and
contradictory nature of the connection between politics and the
economy. The 'modern' return of the primacy of politics may be
determined in the reorganisation ofthe state and its 'functions' (Weber)
and in the political organisation of the working class (Lenin). It is the
complexity of this double knot - which is never less than this in Lenin theoretically confronting leninism. which nevertheless finds reality
objectively unbalanced by the slope of the political as the 'unique centre'
and separated from the organisation of the social which is the focal point
of the management ofthe separation ofthe producers from the means of
production; and which therefore supplies an answer which largely
appears conditioned by the historically determined form of politics
which it has before itself.17
TIle main consequence of this inten:onneclion, which comes about
already with Lenin and not after him, is the direct confrontation
between the state (which is to be overthrown) and the party; and the
party's tendential posing of itself as the anti-state of the working class.
The complexity of the function and the form of the state must be
reflected in that unique centre which now becomes the state. There the
whole life of politics becomes concentrated. not only in how the party
detennines the structure of 'political' domination, but also because ofthe
way in which it functions as the place of unification of the subject (of the
revolutionary 'cadres') who entor to become a part of it. To a certain
extent, this situation signals of its own tbe same critique of econornism
developed by Lenin from which this argument has taken its momentum.
That politics does in fact have its own specificity (and its own ability of
unification) in respect to the eCQfI()mlc and the ideorogical struggle, is a
notion that, on the one hand opens a historical phase of extreme
importance for the strategy of the working-class movement, but on the
other hand, undergoes with Lenin a type of reading which emp"a.~ises
the ctlltrmomy of politics rather than its conneclions. One POint which is
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close to Lenin's heart, during this phase of development of his thought, is
the specification of a structure (the party as the rew organ of pohtics) in
which 'all distinctions as between workers and intellectual.. must be
e1faced',11
This absence of distinction contains in itself the two possibilities of
development described before: I politia. as the effective concentration
of the social (of lhe economy), the embrY9 of a form of state as the unity
of the diverse; 2 politics (but more rigorously, the party) as the place of
unification which forces the subjective figurt.<i, specified in the dimension
of the political 'cadres', under the detennination and government of an
autonomous logic, TItis logic is the only general level of mediation
through which the relation between 'leadership' and 'mass line' is
filtered, for which the critique of economism is partly overturned into a
historically determined form of primacy of politics as primacy of the
party.
I believe that in What is to Be Done? it is the second of these directions
of analysis that comes to dOminate because of reasons to which I have
already briefly relerred - leading to the 'high' points of the form of
politics of the enemy - reasons which converge into one central point:
the form of the state, during the phase of development and construction
of monopoly capital, leads to any authoritarianism of the apparatuses of
power, against which one must concentrate as intensely as possible the
capacity of the political impact produced by class antagonism. From
here, the ultimate consequence to which I want to return from another
angle: if it is not just the organising instrument, but also a 'political' one
of the direction of the revolutionary process, the unification which
oocurs within it is preci<;eJy that of a IYPf! of stale which in the autonOmy
of the socio-economic level sees the merit of decomposition
spontaneity into which it interpenetrates the mechanism of dominant
power. Here, too, it wouJd be interesting to follow the ambivalent
meaning in Lenin's critique of 'spontaneity'." But there is one point I
believe one can understand in its totality: the places and fonns of
decomposition of the masses are seen as the overturned objectitlcation of
that 'unique cent.re' in which the 'political' focus of the apparatuses of
the dominant power can be determined. In this sense, one cannot o'nly
begin from these to overturn the process - beca1:1Se politj~ is not found
in them - rather it is necessary to move from the attack to the place
where the dominant power is directly stale and politics, 1bere is a kind
of immediate coincidence within this framework between the
constru(..'tion of power and the overthrow of the existing state.
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From here the point on which I have already insisted: the positioning
of the party dira:tly against "the state. as a state-party. as a structure
which counterposes one form of autonomy of politics to another.
Whatever the historically determined level of the passage of the social
recomposition of the ma.o;ses through the filter of leadership constituted
by the party may be, this determination of politics poses a vertical system
of mediations; a system of mediations. a system which is specified by the
levels that move from the top to the bottom: party-class-society. The
metaphor of thIS 'verticality' is to have a meaning which is full of
possible implications. The rigorous closure of the form of politics within
the practices of the party, and the hegemonic character ofthis practice in
respect to the political constitution of the class - and even more in
respect to the relationship between party and the class and all other
classes of society - are elements which end in becoming an obstacle to a
wider and diffuse collocation of the masses in the political domain
because they restrict politics to one level only This reductionist notion of
politics, along with its primacy, in the moment in which it determines
the indicated consequence, by renewing the efTecti\'e possibility of a
separation of politics from the masses,20 hinders the development of a
direct productivity of the productive forces within the field of their
'making politics' during the pha<se of transition, and therefore
contributes to returning the same notion of 'productive forc~' to
economistn. This weighs heavily on the determined working classpolitical relation.
This situation constitutes an effective antjthesis to pluralism which
from the start is excluded from a state which, as a political state, is
measured on the form of the party and on a strong charge, so to speak, of
syllogisms which ties the general 'productivity' to politics. politics to the
party and the party to the concentration of consciousness and
organisation in a determinate focus. In this certainly also partial sense,
leninism and pluralism are historical antitheses, where by pluralism we
mean the expansion of the relationship between the masses and politics
in such a way that one may discern dire(..1 centres of political
'productivity' ofthe level orthe social: centres which define them."iClves
in relation to a form of state within which the recompuiition of the
masses is determined by an unknown relationship between (economic,
social, ideological) 'productivity' of the masses and a diversified
articulation of its political forms.
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2 Gramsei
With the 1930s one specillc aspect of the political mediation constl'ucted
by Lenin comes to an end, in the sense tbat the definite signs of crisis in
the morphological conditions of one political form begin to gather. Ifthis
frame of reference has any foundation, then that means that it is possible
to verify the following hypothesis: that the form of mediation examined
by lenin in What is 10 Be Done? is the fundamental. historical experience
of the working-class movement on a determinate stage in the
organisation of financial capital, a stage which is distinguished
elliptically - rrom the weberian rOfm of relation between the political
structure and society. The prolonging of leninism beyond this time w hen not a dogmatic hardening of theory and practice - is tied to the
extreme complexity of its dimension on the one hand. and to the
impossibility of restrkting it to a rigid relationship with a phase in the
history of the relation between capital and the state, on the other hand.
Nevertheless, to use this rather neat periodisatlon, it would seem correct
to me to pose at least onc speci~c determination: it is not the same thing
to say that t.oday the problem is to apply - with all the necessary 'critical'
distinctions -leninism to our present time. and saying, on the other hand
that the characteristics of our present are to be beyond the political
mediation which is dominant in leninism. It is the analysis of the present
political form which leads to either one or the other choice.
let us rapidly try and establish a few point.., of discussion for an
analytical investigation. There is one conditioning circumstance to
which one must pay attention and, again. one must keep in mind for its
definitioll on the one hand the level or the 'revolution from above'
operated by capital and. on the other, the ability and resiliance of the
worlting-class movement, within the framework of a history still
marked by lhe prevalence of a given socio-economic formation. The
references will end by being pure 'titles' for a possible verification. I
believe that the gramscian concept of 'diffusion' of hegemony is essential
for societies characterised by advanced capitalism in the West at the
beginning of the 1930s. The morphological transformation or which I
slJOke before. when seen as the level of change in the political forms,
refers precisely to the way in which the dimension ofthe political breaks
many 'chains' which determine their concentration into one single point.
This transformation is not a simple morphological 'development'
internal to historicallY determined moments of the capitalist socioeconomic formation. The transfonnation is here radically tied to the

272

Biagio de Giol'anlli

crisis (to the capital-mass contradiction) and at least in part poses itself as
an answer to an unknown phase of the crisis which transforms the
world picture ill an irreversible manner. The explicit passage is from a
phase ofrcstric(ion and concentration of hegemony (which is rigorously
reflected in the weberian vision of politics, even if in this vision there are
also elements capable of 'seeing' far abead) to a progressive expansion of
the necessity of a direct relation between masses and hegemony which
through other mechanisms allows the interconnection between
economico-social decomposition and political recomposition of SOCiety
to function. Here only one of those possible passages from Gramsci ;Zl
TIle 'critical consciousness' was restricted to a small circle which was
hegemonic but restricted: the spiritual 'government apparatus' has
broken in two, and there is a crisis, but it is also one of diffusion. thus
one that will lead to a new, more secure and stable' hegemony'
This quole from Gramsci does not refer to any type of forced
Meanwhile, it forms part of a complex discourse which
Gram.'lCi conducts from ) 929 on the morphological transformation of
politics during a historical phase dominated by I organised capitalism;
2 fascism; 3 the change in relations of forces produced by the
Ot.1ober Revolution; 4 the specification of a new strategic framework
for the working dass in the West after its defeat between 1919 and
1921. 22
What this reference to Gramsci is trying to indicate is nevertheless a
precise and definite matter: Gramsci's answer is the only one, emerging
from within the marxist camp, which is adequate to the political and
economic transformations of capitalism around the years of the 'Oreat
Cri<;is' This clarification should not be understood in a 'closed' sense
(and it would have to be verified tlirough the ·reading of two theoretical
'continents' which are so wide apart yet singularly paraUel, and
ex.pressed, in an abbreviated way. by the Gramsci-Keynes binomial), bUl
nevertheless it should be taken as a possible criterion for an analytical
reconstruction. I shall now try and clarify only one direction in which
this hypothesis may be taken. The point to insist on is precisely the
tran.~ition.

grcu1l5cian consdQusness ~rth(! 'mQrphofogic:al'lram~!Ormation CJ{politics.
Essential to this transformation is the way in which tile new relationship
between the state and the economy determines the relationship between
the masses and the state at a totally different level. This can alr~dy be
seen at the level of the elementary stratum of the cc:onomy, which
forcefully breaks away from the rigidity of the old nineteenth-centwy
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dichotomies, thus breaking the relative stasis of the equilibrium.
Gramsci's attention focuses on the tremendous increase of unproductive
labour as [he emerging sign ofthe crisis with the coming ofthe 1930s. It
would be useful to remember here a not very short text which is quite
importnn t :1!
What is the excess of consumption to be attributed to? Can one prove
masses have raised their living Stalldard5 to such an
extent that it can be seen as an excess of consumption? Thus, that the
relationship between salaries and profits has become calastrophic for
profits? Statistics could not even show this for America ... : has it not
happened that within the distl"ibution of national income especially
through commerce and the stock exchange a category of
'withdrawers' has introduced itselfafter the War
which fulfils no
necessary and indispensable productive function, while it absorbs an
impressing part of the income?
After the war. the category of the
unproductive parasites has in absolute and relative terms grown
enormously, and it is them who devour all savings. The causes for
the crisis are thus not 'moral' (enjoyment, etc.) nor political ones, but
socio-economic, thus ofthe same nature as the crisis itself: society
creates its own poisons, it mllst let the masses (not only unemployed
wage-earners) ofthe population live that hinder saving and thus
break the dynamic equilibrium.
t hat the working

The increase in unproductive 'masses' and the shirt of equilibrium in
the relation between income and productive work meanwhile specified
the important changes in the social stratifications. Along with tbe
increase in unproductive income, entire social groups become dislocated
which have no direct contact with production. The fact is this: given the
geneml conditions, huge profit created by the technical progress of work
creates new parasites. that is people who consume without producing,
who do not "exchange' work for work. but other people's work for
personal 'aims',n and which already in this elementary state of their
collocation establish II generalised relation with 'functions' which are
mediately or inunediately ofthc state. It is thus above all the relation~hip
between the state and the economy which. if one may say so, changes
the class structure and the form of their •productivity' But this
elementary fact is still not sufficient. E.o;pecially in the sections of the
Prison tfotebooks dedicated ill 1934 to •Americanism and Fordism',
Gramsci is ("''8feful - in a unique way. I believe, within the llllU"Xist
thought of those years - to individualise a central knot in the
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morphological transformations of politics, precisely in the shift of great
human masses. to a direCI relationship with the state. I shall provide only
one central point of reference for the development of the argument II is
in the puragraph on 'Shares, Debentures and Government Bonds',
included in the section entitled' Americanism and Fordism' The analysis
is above all concerned with the place of convergence of the mass of
savings which emerges fi'om the wide band of unproductive income;H
It could be said that the mass of savers wants to break off any direct
connection with the ensemble of private capitalism, but that it does
not refule its confidence to the state; it wants to take part in economic
activity, but through the state, which can guarantee a modest but sure
return on investment.

1llis simple economic relationship sets complex categories and
relations into motion. The cenlralisation of savings around the state
force.1; the state into a more intense relationship with productive
organisation 26 within the framework of a 'functional' dislocation of
income which is also parasitic Vis-Ii-vis the reproductive organism. But,
at this point one level of the gramscian description which escapes from
the determination of the purely economic stratum is released in order to
place itself in the domain of the organisation of the new 'politico-!Ulcial
basIS' of the state where what is decisive is a new political relationship
between the masses and the state. It is worth quoting the passage in
full;tl
This complex of demands. not always acknowledged, is at the origin
of the historical justification of the so-called corporate trends which
manifest themselves for the most ]Ydrt in the form of an exaltation of
the stale in general. conceived as something absolute, and in the form
of diffidence and aversion to the traditional forms of capitalism. The
result ofthese phenomena is that in theory the state appears to have
its sociO-e(.'Onomic base among the ordinary folk and the intellectualS,
while in reality its structure remains plutocratic and it is impossible
for it to break its links with big finance capital.
That a state can exist politically bused simultaneously on the
plutocracy and on the' ordinary folk' is not in any case entirely
contradictory, as is proved by the example of France. where the rule
of finance capital could not be explained without the political base of
a democracy of petit-bourgeois and pea-"antrerllier.~. For complex.
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reasons, however, France still has a relatively healthy social
composition.
In other countries. on the other hand. the savers are
cut off from the world of production and work.
There are two elements in particular which require attention:
The political determination of the relationship between the masses
and the state, tied to the development of the 'unproductive' sector.
but above all connected with the inclusion of this sector into a more
complex relationship of the state with social 'productivity' The
productivity of the 'masses' thus becomes 'political' lalo sensu
because it is an integral part of the function and organisation of the
state. Gramsci explicitly draws thi.<; consequence, whenever he sees
in these 'masses' the politico-social base of a state organically linked
to big financial capital.
.
2 The determination. therefore. of the non-contradictory character of
the political unification between the mass basis and the state of big
capital. Or, rather, more than that. not only the non-conrradictory
character, but also the forced connection between state intervention
in the economy and the diffusion of politics. in the form of a
clear leak of 'pr('l(/uctivity . from the immediate level of the economy
and of a new relationship between social 'masses' and the political organisation of the state. This. rather, becomes the central
development of Gramsci's discourse. The transformation of the
relationship between masses and politics within a form of state
which maintains and develops its urganic relationship with finance
capital. implies a particular type of diffusion of politics which bases
itself on the organisation of the 'ordinary folk' and the 'intellectuals'
as the mass nuclei of a specific fonn of reproduction.
1 shall end this analytical point of departure here. in order to rapidly
come to a conclusion which returns us to the initial point of the outlined
hypothesis. This radical diffusion of politics. which follows the way in
which the 'Great Crisis' forces Ule dominant classes to rearticulate the
relationship between politics and the economy, does not correspond to
the collapse of that 'unique centre' of which Weber spoke, but certainly
10 the diffusion of political forms (moving from those emerging from the
immediate economic level, but also far beyond them). and of the masses
organised along the whole spectrum of society, even in their reference to
a restricted political state. the structure of which 'remajns plutocratic'
'The spiritual "government"' apparatus has broken in two and there is
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a crisis, but this crisis is also one of diffusion which will lead to a new,
more secure and stable "hegemony" , The strong chain of 'casemates'
dislocated in various strata of civil society, by overcoming the levels not only the direct ones - of social atomisation, and by introducing
elements of politics into the forms of economico-social life, provides a
real basis for the classical gramscian hypothesis on the strategy of the
passage from the 'war of manoeuvre' to the 'war of position' In this
framework, what is questioned is 'he morphology o/the slate. Here lies
the radical change of the 1930s. No preceding theoretical and political
form is more adequate for tbe complex phenomenology of this change.
The interconnection between politi(.':; and the economy by affecting the
character of the productivity of classes, the link between produ<..1.ivity
and unprodU(:tivity, and the forms of organisation of the masses,
introduces elements which break up a frame of reference wbere the
scientific and juridico-formal organisatjon of the levels of the
organi.o;ation of the social fl.Ins parallel to the concentration of power.
Increasingly, the masses put themselves dira..1.ly into the domain of the
stale, and confront the state within the very 'immediacy' of their
productive position. The new attention that the state (from the fascist
state to the state of the New Deal) paid towards the forms of political
org.'Ulisation of the masses 21 is largely a response to the expansion of the
level of the political 'productivity' of the latter.
This determines a centrally new element for the strategy of the
working-cla.~s movement, and constitutes, so to speak., new 'chains' for
its articulation in Western society, The multiplication of 'centres' to 'hit',
changes above all the theoretical character of the political struggle, and
introduces this dimension into society as soon as it is expropriated from
politics. The answer by the working-class movement should not be at
this level of the problem, even when it is evident that the duration of the
diffusion of this process is quite long and tenacious. the continuation of
the efforts at corporate 'decomposition' of sOl.-'i.ety and at the discovery of
the 'antidotes' - even if it is in the form of a specific' making politics' - to
the diffusion of politic!> in the real practiL'C of the socialised masses.
Above all, the object of thought again becomes - and with Gramsci in
a singularly rich way - thf.' party as the political instrument of strategy
for the working-class movement. The point is to smooth out its ability of
direction over a process which in itself contains the contradiction
between a tendency towards ex.pansion of politics and an equally 'tense'
necessity of concentrating the forms of power. In order to define itself
and 11(.1 within the space of this contradiction, the party no longer
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functions as an anli-Slalt! apparatus - and in this sense as the anti-state
oftbe working class - but rather restricts itself to a point where, at a very
high density, the impact of the political becomes concentrated. It is the
entire knot between party and state that enters the discus...ion here, on
the slope of the conflict between the capitalist bourgeois state anel the
communist party, as much as on the slope of the state dimension internal
to the physiognomy and initiative of that same party Gramsci is the
thinker who on this subject reaches a level of elaboration nearest to the
awarene$ of the fact that the transformation of politics involves
transformations of its own morphology, and of the level of the great
shins of the masses. His reflections on the party are moved by an
attention which is very much determined by the necessity that the
initiative of the party should really let the political productivity of the
masses filter through its own work of direction. The main risk is seen in
the collapse of this relationship.2.
This order of phenomena is connected to one of the most important
questions conc.:erning the political party - i.e. the party's capacity to
react against force of habit. against the tendency to become
mummified and anachronistic.
The bureaucracy is the most
dangerously hidebound and conservative force; if it ends up by
constituti.ng a compact body, which stands on its own and feels itself
to be independent of the mass of members. the party ends. up by
becoming anachronistic, and at moments of acute crisis it is voided of
its social content and left as though suspended in mid·air.
This 'separate' character of the party can be tied to and be a specific
form of a mechanical and 'fetishistic' vision of history. capable of
becoming mass common sense, according to which 'the organism' has a
distinct life from the 'individual' within a real abstract centralisation of
initiative: 30
·What is surprising and characteristic is that fetishism ofthis sort
should reproduce itself through 'voluntary' organisms. which are not
'public' or ofthe state, such as the parties and tbe unions. One tends
to think ofthe relationship between the individual and the o.rganism
as a dualism. and one tends towards a critical attitude which is
external (0. the individual in relation to. the o.rganism (if the attitude is
not an acritical enthusiastic admiration). Whatever. it is a fetishistic
relationship_ The individual expects the organism to do something,
even jf it does not work and reflect that precisely - its attitude being
very diffuse - the organism is necessarily inoperative_
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The possibility that such an analysis could be the principle of a new lie
between the party and the masses is closely linked to the fact that the
different stratifications where tht: masses move already imply profound
and elementary levels of organisation. The accent is now above all on
this 'link', on the relations which force the 'political' dimension on to the
most elementary strata of eoonomico'prodllctive life. The political
activation of the masses must, in order not to be an 'unfounded'
mechanism, organically adhere to economico-productive life inasmuch
as the general tendency ties in the fact that this stratification of social life
already sets the masses into a general dimension which is penetrated by
the structure of productivity! Gramsci writes: J1

It should be observed that political action tends precisely to rouse the
masses from passivity, in other words to destroy the law oflarge
numbers ... with the extension of mass parties and their organic
coalescence with the intimate (economico-produclivc) life ofthe
masses themselves. The process whereby popular feeling is
standardised ceases to be mechanical and casual ... and becomes
conscious and critical.
In Ihis way a dose link is formed between
the great mass, party, and leading group; and the whole complex.
thus articulated, can move together as 'collective-man'
It is important here to go straight to the central problem which
emerges from this problematic. What in effect radically changes is the
relationship between Ille party and Ille slate because the determinate
place of their confrontation changes. The expansive diffusion of politics
does not leave either of the two terms of that relationship unchanged
because the field of constitution and movement for both, the party and
the state, changes. The elCulCnts of recomposition in tbe relationship
between the masses and llie state give rise to new forms which pose the
problem of lm(/ication as the historically determined dimension of the
communist party in dilferent terms. To put it more explicitly; it i.~ the
Jorm oJstate ;1IIeroollo the party which 'suffers the effects' oflhe first
signs of contratlidory expansion of politics beyond the limits set by the
restrictiveness of a separation which is objectively preconstituted and
blocked. A stale dimension in the party develops oul"ide the
simplification - concentration of the party as the anti-state of the
working class. 12
When does a party become historically necessary? When the
conditions for its (triumph),{or ils inevitable progress 10 slate poWE'r,
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are at least in rhe pro<Y'Ss oflimllatiutl, atuJ allow lllei,.fuwre
('~'olllllm' - all tllings going normally to be foreseen.
What is introduced into the party is the 'processual' dimension of the
state which is the most visible result of the morphological transformation of politics. But this dimension which in its decisive elements
penetrates the party-state 'in process of formation' l~lVes its mark
above all on that type of unification taking place within the party which
clarities the continuity and rupture from the old relationship of the
vanguard with the rest of society. Meanwhile. ·this unification' has a
contradictory ell.pansion of the political before itself. Within the domain
oOhe political practice of the dominant state this contradiction becomes
explicit through the effort
which is a real and true general and
objective 'tendency' -to contain diffusion and overwhelm the senses by
distancing, so to speak. the political dimensi()n from the real pruclice of
the masses, while at the same time preserving the general levels of
'unification' ofthe mass movements. The working-class movement and
the communist party must come to terms with this contradictory
cxpallSion of polilics and bring within their own structures a t}'pe of
unification which cnn be the first practico·theoretical answer to 'this'
specific form of the contradiction.
This ensemble of problems iuvol\-es within itself the transition from
What i.'> 10 Be Done? to the Pri.wlI NOlebook.... Above all it is the
determinate 'chain' of the transformation of politics (the answer to the
crisis, and the revolution from above by capital) which developed in the
West after the 19305. that renders nece.o;sary the central idea of a new
way in which Ihe {/(lrty becomes .'itale. The concentralion of politics,
having changed at the state level, the way in which the party meets the
political domain changes too. Its being a 'state' in process of formation
implies that in it the moment of unity and harmony becomes
concentrated. although the accent on the 'process" (state-process, partyprocess) and on hegemony as leadership-unity as the levels inherent in
the complex lives of the masses, leads to setting the logic of politics (of
the party) into close relation with the domain of the extension of the old
civil society. The function of the unification of politics is not in
dLo;cussion, but the specific manner of its movements as a moment of
unity ls.H
The political party, f~r all groups, is precisely the mechanism which
carries out in civil society the same function as the state carries out.
more synthetically and over a larger scale, in political society. In other

280

Biagio de Giol'Cumi

words, it is responsible for welding together the organic intellectuals
ora given group - the dominant one - and traditional intellectuals.
The party carries out this function in strict dependence on its basic
function, which is that of elaborating its own component partsthose element:; of a social group which ha.o; been born and developed
as an 'economic' groUP - and of turning them into qualified political
inteUectuals, leaders and organisers of all the activities and functions
inherent in organic development of an integral society, both civil and
political.
The 'external' consciousness of What is to Be Done? is no longer the
adequate form of political mediation for the 'massification' emerging
from the social processes, and for the paths which make the party the
real filler of a mass line. From Whal is to Be Done? one can preserve the
essential point on the generality of political mediation,)4 but the politicointeUectual 'function' is seen by Gramsci as the place of the construction
of the unity between civil society and political society This unity must
run through the effective life of the party, thus giving to the 'primacy of
the political' a fullness which is capable of involving the transiormation
of the relations of forces (material, economic, ideological, of hegemony)
between clas.'leS. The unification which is realised through the party sets
the political morphology of the class into motion in the same way as the
transformation of the state-masses relation introduces elements of
change into the 'class' structure of the state and therefore - within the
unity of a historically delermined development - into the relationship
between the state and the working class. One may not think very much
of tbe way in which Gram.sci returns to rethink. the party-class relation
('every party is the nomenclature ofa class')," if one does not completely
understand that the process of political constitution of the class and its
alliance is formed within the fabric specified by the dominant classes state relation. The entire thematic of the expansion ofthe unproductive
classes. set into relation with the relationship between the state and the
distribution of income, specifies the objeclh'c scheme of an introduction
of the 'productivity' (lalo sensu) of classes into the domain of a hitherto
unknown relationsrup with the state. The new morphology of the state
redefines, within its limits, tbe morphology of the classes and the internal
relations with each other. The party-class link thus becomes dynamic.
and the elements of . universaJisation' which the party introduces into
the class ('if it is true that parties are only the nomenclature for classes, it
is also true that parties are not simply a mechanical and passive
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expression of those classes, but react energetically upon them in order to
develop, solidify and universalise them ')J6 reveal another feature of that
'process' which hinders the strong determination oft be class as external
to the state (anti-state) until the moment in which its 'vanguard'
'overthrows' the 'old' state.
With the coming of the 1930s in the West, one may witness the
exhaustion of the 'classical' hypothesis tied to the dichotomous
opposition of party and state. Gramsci is the thinker who, in the
communist movement, within the drama and contradiction of the
European experience of those years, has seen through and analysed
those elements of transformation which were destined to act for a long
time as the nuclei of a profound change in strategy.
3 The theoretical basts of pluralism

I believe that one must retrace the theoretical basis of pluralism within
this framework. The gramscian 'modern prince' is not the origin of
a theory of hegemony closed within itself. Attention should be
conclusively paid to the way in which Gramsci constructs the
relationship between the party and the state. One text of particular
significance establishes the levels of the mediation. '1

If the state represents the coercive and punitive force of juridical
regulation of a country, the parties - representing the spontaneous
adhesion of an elite to such a regulation, considered as a type of
collective society to w hieb the entire mass must be educated - must
show in their specific internal life that they have assimilated as
principles of moral conduct those rules which in the state are legal
obligations. In the parties necessity has already become freedom, and
thence is born the immense political value (i,e: value for political
leadership) of the internal discipline of a party and hence the value as
a criterion of such d~cipline in estimating the growth potential ofthe
various parties. From this point of view the parties can be considered
as schools of state life. Elements of party life: character (resistance to
the pressures of sur~d cultures), honour (fearles... will in
maintaining the new type of culture and life), dignity (awareness of
operating for a higher end), etc.
The point on which to briefly concentrate the analysis is the character
of 'organicity' of the 'free' mediation of the party. I believe that it may be
interpreted as the registration of the 'net.'essity' of the political forms
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as the general domain of the movement. as the passage of the
masses through the fabric of society. The thesis should. therefore. be
seen as a historically determined specification of the morphological
transformation of politics. The expansion of politics. which in a certain
way continues to break away from the separateness of the state,
redefines the mediation which inheres at the different levels of the life of
the masses, by introducing elements of unification there where the social
decomposition tended to make itself felt in its immediacy. The organicity
is therefore. to a certain extent. a necessary character of the forms of
mediation. Now. this measure and physiognomy tends to redefine on. the
one hand the relationship leadership-masses ('the process of
development is tied to a dialectic between the intellectuals and the
masses. The intellectual stratum develops both quantitatively and
qualitatively, but every leap forward towards a new breadth and
complexity of the intellectual stratum is tied to an analogous movement
on the part ofthe mass of the "simple". who raise themselves to higher
levels of culture and at the same time extend their circle of influence
')13 and on the other hand. and above all, the contents which pass
through the filter of political mediation. The accentuation of the
'collective' character of the mediation which immediately penetrates the
mechanism of the party (' a complex element of society in which a
collective will. which has already been rerognised and has to some
extent asserted itself in action, begins to take concrete fonn'),l9 already
gives the sense of a very strong enrichment of the primacy of politicaJ
mediation. The collective dimension which passes through it relates its
primacy to the transformation of the ensemble of hegemonic relations
between classes, in such a way that that which runs through is loaded
with references to the diffuse forms of organisation of social life. This
passage is important. The 'diffuse' character of hegemony, as the specific
referent of political action in the developed West. transforms and
enriches the content of political mediation of class relations (a decisive
element for the 'transition') is realised around a progressive overcoming
of the separateness of politics. For Gramsci this does not mean to deny
politics as 'ccntraJised' leadership (' But innovation cannot come from the
mass. at least at the beginning. except through the mediation of an elite
for whom the conception implicit in human activity has already become
to a certltin degree a coherent and systematic ever-present awareness and
a precise and decisive will'}!O but rather to intuit in a determined sense.
that this same leadership is something which remains 'unfounded' in the
realm of pure political mediation if it does not pass through the foons of
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elementary change of the political morphology. and if it does not
introduce this change in the precise process of posing itself as leadership.
If we turn for one moment to the text Quoted just before in which
GranlSci talks of parties as features of society where ·the necessity has
already become liberty' and which function 'as schools ofstate life', one
can see that their level of mediation organises and. so to speak brings to
the light of social life, the feelings. tbe culture, forms of consciousness,
knowledge of the general ends and, altogether, an- organic process of
unity between theory and practice in which the specific existence of a
social group is not only preserved and objectified, but also defines its
'collective' relation to the whole society. The plurality of the points of
organisation of social-life is the solid basis so that tilt: 'political' mediation
of the party may become the moment of real unification between the
masses and politics_ In this framework, the relation between the state
and the party begins to take shape. To limit ourselves to only one of the
possible dire~'tions for analytical development which are present in
Gramsci, the mechanism of the party poses for itself as a historical task
that of transforming the 'necessity' of the state into 'liberty' of the state
by supplying the levels with 'continuity' in the fabric which divides the
masses from the state. Ir the decisive point is producing a crisis of the
separate state, of tile state-coercion, in order to start off a 'process', at the
-end of which the 'state will be identified with ciVil society',fl then what
becomes essential is constructing a political practice
and a
corresponding theory - which specifies the lines of flow between the
state and the fabric of the ensemble of civil society II i .... itl this sen.se that
tl/e stale pll.'lses lIirough the party, and that the 'state' finality of the party
(of that party which is 'rationally and historically founded on this end')4l
contains its own organic function. At this point we are within a
theoretical position which is quite different from that in which the
immediate coincidence between party and state reduces the entire
institutional dimension of politics to the way in which the party
immediately incorporates the function of tile 'state' Together. it becomes
evident that tbe organicity of the relationship, state-political society·civil
society handed over to the diffusion of politics as the decisive principle
which breaks the organic decompositions and the reciprocal strangeness
of the planes of movement of the 'social', throws out the old forms of
pluralism as the saru;tion and celebration of a divided society. But basicaUy, was it not already the weberian theory oftheconccntration of the pol·
itical that constituted the awareness. within the dominant form of state,
that the age of the liberal state had ended without any possibility of return?
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4 Slarting points for a conclusion
The realm in which the pOlitical struggle in Italy took place from 1944,
prolongs and develops the analytical horizon which was perceived by
Gramsci during the 1930s. This does not mean that Gramsci is sufficient,
and that our etrorts should be eXhausted in 'interpreting' him. lbings
have moved fast, and the tasks of the Italian working-class movement
have grown so much that they have also become radically new. Today
rather one is aware of tbe great difficulties within the development of a
theory of these themes, and at times a kind of difficulty on our part in
resped. to the way in Which the problem is posed by the liberaldemocrats.
On this point all the merit certainly goes to someone like Norberto
Bobbio - a longstanding, acute speaker for the working-class movement
- who has allowed for a re-opening of the debate around pluralism, after
the publication of his very polemical essay in MOlZdoperaio, (1976).
It should also be said that, while looking back at things calmly. the
nucleus of the contributions provoked by thal debate is something iliat
has disturbed our indifference, and that today we are faced with
rigour and the effort of free reflection between the old state of the question and the way in which we have been forced to return to it. But I
also ask myself: are the problems posed by Jklbbio really relevant to
OUt present? As they have been put, does the theoretical link which
conditions us begin from those problems? Do they really convey the
high and also critical point (but these two things seen rogelher. as they
are revealed to us, today in real history) which our history has arrived
at '! On this point nty answer is: very doubtful. My impression is that in
Bobbio one finds the stubbornness of the great intellectual who, held by
his own old but serious reasonings, bas turned the history which has
contested and contradicted these reasonings into a history of 'errors' and
filled by the 'negative' (both theoreticaJ and practicaJ). But the
framework of the problems he poses still looks backwards, to a form of
state which is more residual ofa pa.'lSed experience than a way of seeing
and opening up our present. It is not enough to say to ourselves that we
are behind (and also much more), to push ourselves to return to forms of
experience which today live more in isolated reflection than in the same
institutions of the dominant state. The rapid and dramatic emergence of
great multitudes in the history of the twentieth century has posed. to the
working-class movement in the West the problem of democracy in a
way unknown to the liberal state as the problem of the 'necessity' of
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orgarusmg an 'in.~titulional re'alion.~lIifJ between these great mas.'ie.~
and the general world of polliks and the state Hic Rhodu$, hie salta:
Here, in tills eJ.iremely defined point, lies the theoretical root and a~so the
enormous practical difficulty ofpluraJism. There is nothing to look for in
the hidden folds of Marx's thought in order to give a polish to our
foundation to this theoretical point. One cannot go br:yond that problem,
and if onc docs, then one will find dangerously empty forms which are
dangerously adaptable to different effective contents of domination. The
fact is that the basis of pluralism (at lea."t in Ttaly) has been largely
constructed by the historical experience of the working-class movement,
at the moment in which its effort has gone towards determining a wide
'political' scheme in civil society Pluralism is not necessarily foreign to
thc history of the working-class movement; on the contrary. today - and
for us. J would say, for Gramsci onwards - it has m.'ces.'iurily hi/cuml! all
organic part ofil. The party, the mass movement for the improvement of
work, the readjustment of the relation between intellectual labour and
the finality of development, have created a structural mUltiplicity,
organic in points of aggregation. organised. unified by the return into the
forefront of the use value of the productiVe forces and of social wealth.
All this has changed, and continues to change in Italy in a realm full of
political implications, tensions and ideological differences, and within a
fabric riddled by crisis but nevertheless still full of those sentiments
which the intensity of political life until today has posed. All this mllsJ,
therefore, express itself through differentiated poliUml forms, if it is the
domain of politics which establishes (or at least is destined 10 establish)
the continuous scheme of our interconnection between the masses and
the state. But it should be very clear that the struggle for social
rccomposition remains at the centre of the strategy. Outside it. the
working-class movement loses its own identity and its own poUI/cal
rai.~oll d'e/re. Only if the working class disappears politically will the
need of recomposition disappear with it. The particularity of the task
and, so to speak, its strategic possibility, is given by the extent to which
the political mass movement today is within the morphology of the Slate.
Within this post-gramscian framework the ability of the party to
. intcrnalise' the state in no way implies that the party makes itself into a
state. The Third Internationalls a closed experience in the West. The
morphology of this state in trarW'ormation is such that. inasmuch as it is
not 'unique', it may not be blocked, closed or defined according to some
forced verse. The state may exist in a multiplicity of partimIlar political
forms, precisely because it experiem.'CS the progressive collapse of its
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separateness, and because this suppression oocurs through the exaltation
of ways of using social subjectivity, and the creation of a number of
differentiated forms of life and political control.
This whole process already implies a period of transition, and the idea
of the transition as a 'process' Here aile can hardly arrive at a more
precise determination. The process excludes and suppresses the old
rigidity oBhe 'two times'; the before and the after. In effect what goes is
the static relationship between hegemony and state power according to
the classi<.:a1 scheme: firs' the conquest of the state. then the construction
of socialism. The two things become interconnected, fIrst in the
organisational redefinition of the instruments of political struggle, and
above all. in all those elements that move, even a little, toward.o; a
regulated economy. The contact of the masses with the entire network of
the state makes the drastic and simple alternative between elements of
socialisation and the form oflhe old state disappear as it also introduces a
multiplicity of centres inside the fabric of society from Which one must
move so that the viscious and ahistorical state bureaucracy does not
become the future political 'subject' of socialisation. At this POint. all of
this can also be seen in the radical oontradiction of a crisi.. which may be
- and in part is - tbe occasion for establishing hegemony, but which
concretely already is it possible reply by the dominant bloc to the
hypothesis of a political recomposition of the productive forces.
In this light, the party also becomes a great problem of which one
must speak. These morphological transformations cannot leave the party
aside, as if the party itself was not an element of this situation, and had
not contributed in a decisive way to make it such. Pietro I ngra.o has
written: 4)
Has al1 ofthis also left a mark on the way of conceiving and
organising the life oftlle working class party, or the various working
class parties, including our own? Absolutely yes. It means that there
are still inedited pages to write on that too, which con~rns the role
and the mode of existence of the modem political party.
The invitation for an open and diffused debate should be accepted.

Noles
This chapter Was originally published in Crilica Marx/sla, J; 4.1976 and was
translated into f.o:t1glioib by Sut.anne Stewart.
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2 Ibid., p. 152. An extremelY acute reading - which willitave to be
discussed - or What 1.'1 UI Be Done" and particularly of the way in which
the theory or the party and the theory ofthe slate are intimatel}' linked in
Lenin. is that by M. Montanari. 'La teorialeniniana del partito', LoVQrcJ
"rill('o, no. 8. 1976.
3 Important references, within the framework o(a complex new setting ofthe
problem, are found in the Introduction by L Paui to Max Adler, II
.~ociall.'1mo e gli IlIteflelluali, Bari. De Donato. 1974, pp. 9-134.
4 Lenin. 01'. cit.. vol. I, p. 121. Lenin quotes a faJI1()uS text of Kautc;ky's
where. amongst other things. he write..'i: 'The vehicle of science is not the
prolelariat. but the IHJllrgeoi~ jnJetlige"t.~Ul.
Thus socialist t:onsciousness
is something introduced into the proletarian class struggle from without.
S The reference to What i.~ 10 Be Dune ., poses a strictly defined relationship
with a determinate phase orthe leninist elaboration ofpolilics. The
complexity of Lenin's work (Which confines itselr, or almost, to those
writings dedicated to 'On Co-operation' - in V I. Lenin, Collected WQrk.~,
4th 0011., vol. 33. London, Lawrence & Wishart. 1966 - which are II lucid
contribution to the elaboration of a mass democracy) is such [0 render
reductions impossible. The richness of these reflect on the phase of advanced
capitalism and imperialism constitute fundamental pages in relation to the
phase which today crosses Ulrough the history of the world. What i.~ tl) Be
Done) nevertheless, and the theory of the party described tben:. remains a
decisive historical pivot for both leninist theory ofthe political and for the
complex history of the communist movement. I thus believe it legitimate to
take It as a reference point for the discussion, without eXposing myselr to the
easy objection of wanting to 'reduce' or cofll.."enlrale Lenin at this level of his
ren~'tions.

6 Lenin. Selected Work.~, vol. I. p. 189.
7 I refer to the Appendix of'La forma borghese della politica' included in my
book La teoria politic" deJIeda.'f.~1 net'Capltale', Bari, De Donato, 1976.
pp. 125-39, for the relationship between Lenin and Weber in relation to the
problem of a. critique or .spontaneity' 1 refer to F. Cassano in his essay Max
Weber, RazilJnalitu f! (.'apj(uli~m(l to be published by De Donato.
8 Weber, . Politics as a Vocation', in H. H. Gerth and C. W Mills, From Max
Weber, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul. 1970. p. 82.
9 Ibid .. p. 125.
10 Lenin. S~/ecled Works. p. 178.
II Weber.op. cit., p. 82.
12 Lenin, Selected Work.1. p. 152.
13 Ibid., p. 156.
14 Weber,op. cit., p. 83.
15 Lenin. Selecled WQrk.~. p. 153.
16 For an elCample orthis, 5Ce ibid., PP. 193-4.
17 It is in this direction Chat it seems legitimate to me to insist on the analytical
comparison between Lenin and Weber. Tbe subject matter. in quite different

288

18
19
20

21
22

23
24
25

26

27
28

29

Biagio de Giovanni

ways. is at the centre of attraction in M Tronli, Opera; e capiJa/e, Turin,
Einaudi, 1971, in particular pp. 279-89. and in M. C.acciari in his
[ntroductioll lei G. Lukacs. Kommu/li!mrus /920-19'11. Padova. Marsilio.
1972. pro 7-66. in particular pp, S2 If.
Lenin, Selt!crC!J Wurks. p. 178.
Cf. especially ibid.. pp. 112-24.
Naturally, what remains open is the problem.of a definition oftbe 'sign' that
this separatIon lakes on, and thus its determinate hislori<:ity, and its relation
to the structure of a social for mati on. In this sense, the analy~is of stalinism
and Ito; relation to leninism constitutes a wide subject which largely has not
yel been covered
A. Grolllsci. Qj/(/dem; del Careen!. ed. V Gerratana, Turin, EinandL 1975,
('p.89,
A more precise definition of these elements is in the above cited book, La
teoTlu pulilica delle cfu.').~i lief' Capiwfe ., pp. 29 S- J I I ,
Gramsci, op. cit., p. 793.
Ibid., p. I J48.
Gramsci, SelectiQ/J.~.fro", tire Pri.'5011 Notf!booh. ed. Q. !-Ioare and G. Nowell
Smith, London, Lawrenc:e& Wishart, 1911. p. 314.
'Rut once. through unavoidable neressity, the state has assumed this
function. can it fail to interest itself in the organisation of production and
exchansc? If thIS were to happen, the crisis of confidence that has struck
private capital and commerce would overwhelm the State as well ... ' Cibid.
p, :J14),
Ibid, pp. J 15-16
The book by G. L Mosse, nllt N(lljonali,~atifm of /hf' Ma~.~es. Political
Sytllboti.~m and Mall.~ Mllvement~ In Germany ( 1812-19J)}, New York.
Howard Fertig, 1975, constitutes a noteworthy contribution to this problem
even if the categories lIsed arc largely debatable.
Gram:;ci. Selecti<JII.t/rum Pr;.~on NOlebwk~, p. 211

30 Ibid.
31 Ibid., p. 429.
32 Ibid., p. 152 (my emphasis).
33 Ibid.,pp. 15-16.
34 A tradesman does not join a political party ill order to do business. nor an
industrialist in order to produce more at lower cost
In the political party
the elements of an economic socia) group gel beyond that moment of their
historical development and become agents of more general activities (ibid.
p. 16).
35 Ibid .. p. J 52.
36 Ibid. p. 227.
37 Ibid., pp. 267-8.
38 Ibid., p. 334.
39 Ibid .• p. 129,
40 Ibid, p. 335.
41 Ibid., p. 263,
42 Gramsci, Qllad~mi del Carcere, p. 1601.
43 P. Ingrao, 'II pluralismo·. La Stumpa. 7 October 1976.

SOME RECENT AND FORTHCOMING BOOKS

ANTONIO GRAMSCI
CoNS£R.VATIVE SCHOOLING FOR RADlCAr. POLITICS

Harold Entwistle
Routledge Edlj(ariotl Books
Also available in paperback
PRAXIS AND METHOD
A SOCIOl..OGICAL DIALOGUIl WITH LUKACS, GRAMSCt
AND THE EAlu.v FRANKFURT SCHOOL
Richard Kilminster
Inumatio"aJ Library 0/ Sociology
THE POLITICS AND ECONOMICS OF
THE TRANSITION PERIOD
Nikolai I. Bukharin
TrallSlaied by Oliwr Field
Edited with an [ntroductioll by Kennetl,J. T arbuck
AUTHORITY AND DEMOCRACY
April Carter
OWNERSlm~

OF THE IMAGE

ELEMENTS FOR A MAlU.IST THEORY OFUW

Bernard F..delman
Translated by Elizabeth Kingdom
Introduction UJI Paul Q. H1"rst

DIALECTICAL PHENOMENOLOGY

MARx's MlrrHOD
Roslyn Wallach Bologh
International Library of Phenomenology and Moral Sciences
REINVENTING ANARCHY
WHAT ARl! ANARCHISTS THINKING THESE DAYS ?
Edited by Howard J. Ehrlich, Carol Ehrlich,
David DeLeon and Glenda Morris
Paperback only

Routledge & KegoD Paul

