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Hegemony and Rhetoric: Political Education in Gramsci*

Benedetto Fontana

 


 


Antonio Gramsci’s social and political theory is centered on his concept of hegemony, the analysis and interpretation of which has spawned a plethora of works in various fields.1 My purpose here is to explore what appear to me as significant points of convergence between Gramsci’s hegemony, his idea of education, and ancient rhetoric. Such a relationship, at first sight, might appear surprising, perhaps even anomalous, yet, given Gramsci’s references to the importance of classical thought and culture, and to the role they played throughout the politics and history of Italy, it is crucial to the understanding of his notion of education. At the same time, much has been written and debated on the revolutionary or reformist, conservative or radical, nature of his concept of education.2 Rather than rehearse the interpretations of the secondary sources, this chapter intends to return to where Gramsci himself began—the attempt to construct “a humanistic school, as conceived by the ancients, and more recently by the men of the Renaissance” (Gramsci, 1977a, p. 26)—and explore what Gramsci means when he says he wants to go back to the “ancients.”

For Gramsci, in his theoretical and practical concern with educational reformers, the ultimate purpose and goal was to uncover conditions that would lead to the transformation of State and society through the formation of a particular type of consciousness, that is, the generation within the proletariat and other subordinate groups of a culture and a politics which are both autonomous and hegemonic. Throughout his writings, during both the preprison years of active political and cultural struggle, and the prison years when he was compelled to confront the failure of the revolution in the West, Gramsci often addressed the kind of cultural and educational institutions he thought the subordinate classes required. In these articles and notes classical and humanist thought is crucial.

It is significant, therefore, that in his project to establish a culture and a practice independent of the dominant conception of the world, Gramsci believed it necessary to return to a type of school and education “as conceived by the ancients.” In effect, Gramsci’s concept of education can fruitfully be brought back to ancient thinkers such as Plato and Aristotle; in the same way, his concept of hegemony cannot be understood without recognizing its rhetorical (that is, speech and language) elements.

In the Prison Notebooks, in a note entitled “Passage from Knowing to Understanding and to Feeling and vice versa from Feeling to Understanding and to Knowing,” Gramsci makes a distinction between intellectuals who “know” and the “people-nation” that merely “feels.” The former may know but do not always understand or feel, while the latter may feel but does not always know. The intellectual, in order to know something politically and socially, and not merely abstractly or philosophically, must understand it with feeling and passion. Gramsci writes:


The intellectual’s error consists in believing that one can know without understanding and even more without feeling and being impassioned (not only for knowledge in itself but also for the object of knowledge); in other words that the intellectual can be an intellectual (and not a pure pedant) if distinct and separate from the people-nation, that is, without feeling the elementary passions of the people, understanding them and therefore explaining and justifying them in the particular historical situation and connecting them dialectically to the laws of history and to a superior conception of the world, scientifically and coherently elaborated—i.e. knowledge. One cannot make politics-history without this passion, without this sentimental connection between intellectuals and people-nation. (SPN, p. 418)


The abstract knowledge of the intellectual may be turned into life and politics as it becomes linked to the experience and passion felt by the people. At the same time, the feelings and passion of the people—by means of the intellectuals acting as filters or mediators—are infused with conscious direction and coherence.

Of course, such a description of the relation between thinking and feeling, thought and passion (action) recalls Marx’s comments in the Theses on Feuerbach (1978, pp. 143-45). The reciprocal relation between intellectual and people-nation, and between knowledge and feeling-passion, is at the heart of the dichotomy between common sense and good sense. Common sense is opinion which is incoherent and ambiguous (SPN, p. 423) but which may nevertheless contain elements of truth to the extent that they are proliferated throughout a people. Good sense is the common sense of the people as their passion and experience are imbued with knowledge and reason—that is, as the people begin to “think” coherently by producing their own intellectuals, the organic intellectual, or the democratic philosopher (SPN, pp. 328-36, 348-50). As Gramsci says,


critical self-consciousness means, historically and politically, the creation of an élite of intellectuals. A human mass does not “distinguish” itself, does not become independent in its own right without, in the widest sense, organising itself; and there is no organisation without intellectuals, that is without organisers and leaders [. . .]. (SPN, pp. 334-35)


Hence a link is made between thinking—“critical consciousness” of self—and cultural individuation and social differentiation, and intellectuals and political and social autonomy. The movement from incoherence to coherence in both the political and epistemological senses is one mediated by the social/cultural category of intellectuals. The formation of intellectuals, in particular of intellectuals closely tied to the people, and immersed in their life and activity is therefore fundamental. Such are the organic or the national-popular intellectuals, leaders, and organizers of the class or social groups from which they emerge. They are central to a movement that seeks to “replace common sense and the old concept of the world in general.” As such their function is


to raise the intellectual level of ever growing strata of the populace, in other words, to give a personality to the amorphous mass element. This means working to produce élites of intellectuals of a new type, which arise directly out of the masses, but remain in contact with them to become, as it were, the whale bone in the corset. (SPN, p. 340)


To produce organic intellectuals is to “give a personality” to the masses; and to give personality is to mold or shape a characteristic individuality, to differentiate and to concretize what was originally amorphous potential.

How to bring a people to think critically and coherently is the fundamental problem posed by Gramsci, and it is a problem that combines political, epistemological, and educational spheres of activity. As such, it is a theme that permeates the history of Western political thought, one that was originally formulated by ancient and classical thought.3 It is a problem posed by Plato and taken up by Aristotle. The relation between knowledge and politics, philosophy and rhetoric, ruler and people, and reason and desire/appetite4 is addressed by Plato in such dialogues as the Gorgias, the Republic, the Statesman, and the Laws. The same theme is taken up by Aristotle in his Politics and Rhetoric, where he revises Plato’s original position.

The relation between knowledge and politics points to two fundamental questions: what is the nature of political rule? (that is, what does it mean to exercise political power?) and, concomitantly, what is the relation between ruler and ruled? Another way of putting the question is to inquire whether the “masses” or the “people” are competent and rational, that is, whether they are capable of ruling.

Gramsci’s distinctions among the various type of intellectuals–traditional/organic, cosmopolitan/national-popular-summarize and underline the relation between mass and reason or thought. The first term of these dyads describes a social category of intellectuals divorced from the masses, and who therefore assert the primacy of autonomous reason (the logos as the expression of what Gramsci would call alta cultura). And the second term of the dyad depicts a type of intellectual closely and intimately allied with the people, and who therefore understands reason and thought as emerging from within the life activity of the people (the logos as the expression of cultura popolare). The former is reminiscent of Plato, while the latter evokes Aristotle. In either case, both are grounded within concrete social and political structures. Gramsci, like Plato and Aristotle, understands that the logos, or its elaboration in a philosophy, is merely sterile and ineffectual without grounding within a particular sociopolitical formation. That is to say, it is not enough to know the “truth” tout court—rather, philosophy and knowledge are “realized” (to use a Hegelian term) by means of their dissemination and proliferation throughout a social group or society, which points to the necessary role speech, language, and rhetoric play as the vehicles by which the people or the masses are shaped and formed—that is, by which they are persuaded and educated.

All of which brings us to hegemony. Gramsci develops hegemony as a complex and densely articulated set of ideas constituted by multiple and interlocking layers. On one level, hegemony may be viewed as the movement away from the economic-corporative to the political 5—from the particular to the universal, exemplified by Gramsci in his contrast between the narrowly based interests of the medieval Italian communes and the collective will he sees embodied in Machiavelli’s new prince.6 At the same time, hegemony also constitutes the generation of alliances by an increasingly preeminent social group. Thus, a group or class becomes hegemonic as it exercises intellectual and moral leadership over other groups in society in such a manner that the latter become “allies” and “associates” of the former. On the other hand, opposed to leadership is domination, which is the exercise of coercion or “armed force” over other groups. In Gramsci’s words,


the supremacy of a social group is manifested in two ways: as “domination” and as “intellectual and moral leadership.” A social group is dominant over those antagonistic groups it wants to “liquidate” or to subdue even with armed force, and it is leading with respect to those groups that are associated and allied with it. (QC, p. 2010)


In addition, Gramsci sees modern Western societies—liberal and democratic political regimes—as systems of hegemonic equilibrium characterized by a “combination of force and consent which are balanced in varying proportions, without force prevailing too greatly over consent” (QC, p. 1638). Coercion and persuasion, force and consent, and domination and leadership together describe and constitute the defining and essential character of the political, such that the State in Gramsci is characterized by two analytically separate, but historically and mutually penetrating, spheres: “dictatorship + hegemony,” and “political society + civil society,” where the symbiotic unity of the two spheres represents to Gramsci what he calls the “integral State” (QC, pp. 763-64).

Moreover, Gramsci’s distinction between the war of movement (possible in the East) and the war of position (necessary in the West) highlights his dichotomy between political society (the sphere of force and domination) and civil society (the sphere of hegemony). “In the East,” Gramsci writes, “the State was everything, civil society was primordial and gelatinous; in the West there was a proper relation between the State and civil society, and when the State trembled a sturdy structure of civil society was at once revealed. The State was only an outer ditch, behind which there stood a powerful system of fortresses and earthworks” (SPN, p. 238). Civil society is the sphere of liberty and of contract (that is, of what Isaiah Berlin has called “negative liberty”), where consent and persuasion are generated (see Berlin, 1967). It is the sphere of cultural, ideological, and religious conflict, where this conflict is defined by the contest of voluntary and secondary associations such as trade unions, political parties, sects and churches, schools and universities, civic organizations, and interest groups of various kinds. In addition, Gramsci asserts that


[t]he massive structures of modern democracies, both as State organizations, and as complexes of associations in civil society, constitute for the art of politics as it were the “trenches” and the 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” of war [...]. (SPN, p. 243)


In the West, a direct assault (the war of movement) on the State is not possible because sedimented layers of complex associations of civil society have rendered the “integral State” both politically powerful and ideologically resilient. Thus, a war of position, that is, ideological, cultural, and intellectual struggle, becomes necessary to overcome the established order. Radical social and political change in the West involves sociocultural and socioeconomic “trench warfare,” whose purpose is to undermine the “ethico-political” and ideological structures of society. The necessity of waging a war of position in the West points to the moral and intellectual—that is, the persuasive, consensual (and thus educative)—nature of the State in the modern world. Gramsci underlines such a nature when he points to the radical and innovating activity of the bourgeoisie and to the emergence of a form of political rule not seen since the fall of the ancient Roman republic. He writes:


The previous ruling classes were essentially conservative in the sense that they did not tend to construct an organic passage from the other classes into their own, i.e., to enlarge their class sphere “technically” and “ideologically”: their conception was that of a closed caste. The bourgeois class poses itself as an organism in continuous movement, capable of absorbing the entire society, assimilating it to its own cultural and economic level. The entire function of the state has been transformed; the state has become an “educator,” etc. (SPN, p. 260)7


The State as educator means that now it exerts moral, intellectual, and cultural force: it exercises power by presenting itself as “ethico-political,” 8 as the representative of universal values, independent of narrow economic, social, or class interests. In doing so, the dominant groups infuse the “entire society”—that is, the subordinate groups—with their specific and determinate “personality.” The notion of the State as “educator” and the formation of a socio-cultural “personality” brings us back full swing to the notion of hegemony specifically construed as the movement from feeling to knowledge, from desire/appetite to reason, and from the economic to the political. In other words, hegemony is precisely described by the movement from a particular (or prepolitical) to a universal (or political) consciousness (Gramsci, SPN, pp. 326-36; QC II: 11, pp. 1378-87).

Parallel to the formation of a critical or political (that is, hegemonic) consciousness is the development of a common language and a common grammar or structure of discourse within the subordinate group class. Indeed, to Gramsci this effort is crucial to the germination and generation of a hegemonic conception of the world.9 Such a conception must arise in opposition to that of the dominant groups, for the genesis and consequent proliferation of a Weltanschauung are rooted in, and elaborated through, sociopolitical conflicts and sociocultural contests. However, its primary locus is centered within the life and practical activity of the subordinate groups, giving the latter an autonomous and comprehensive interpretation of the material and social world. The formation of a hegemonic conception of the world is equivalent to the formation of the subordinate group into a determinate and political subject, and to the acquisition by such a group of moral, intellectual, and cultural autonomy. Hegemony presupposes and requires—indeed, is intimately and inherently defined and characterized by—the development of such a common language and common grammar. What is hegemony—the development and elaboration of a conception of the world and of a moral-intellectual structure—if not the discourse structure and speech so necessary to the elaboration of an autonomous personality? Gramsci explicitly identifies the necessary relation between the political and forms of speech and language. Such a relation constitutes the basis of the political and civic space envisioned as the sphere of public action (SPN, pp. 38-43, 323-25, 348-51).

The reciprocal relation between speech/language and politics (the polis) can be traced back to Plato, Aristotle, and eventually Isocrates, all of whom attempt to investigate the relation between knowledge and politics. In particular, it was Isocrates who asserted logos hegemon panton, that is, “speech and language are the leader and guide of all things,” and it was Aristotle who made the logos both the basis for, and the product of, the political association.10 In other words, logos and polis imply and presuppose each other. What this means is that the relation between speech/language (logos) and hegemony describes a power relationship based on the generation and dissemination of forms of knowledge and systems of value. Such a relationship presupposes a particular form of knowledge and practice—the art (ars) or techne of rhetoric,11 which requires a particular relation between the speaker (intellectual) and the audience (masses) he is addressing, which, in turn, assumes a particular socio-political structure or order in existence which makes both necessary and useful the relation between the intellectual (speaker/writer) and the people. Aristotle writes that “speech based on knowledge is teaching, but teaching is impossible [with some audiences]; rather, it is necessary for pisteis [means of persuasion] and speeches [as a whole] to be formed on the basis of common [beliefs], as we said in the Topics about communication with the crowd [the people]” (trans. 1991, 1355 a-1355 b).

An understanding of the feelings, passion, and practices of the people is fundamental—that is, what in Gramsci comes under the general rubric of cultura popolare, such as folklore, dialectical speech, popular religion, and embryonic or immature expressions of thought and beliefs, cannot be discounted in the effort to develop a new and superior form of culture and knowledge. In this regard, as Aristotle writes, “the greatest and most important of all things in an ability to persuade and give good advice is to grasp an understanding of all forms of constitution [politeia] and to distinguish the customs and legal usages and advantages of each” (trans. 1991, 1365 b-1366 a). Moreover, it is only in a political community such as the polis that the logos as hegemon would be capable of generating consent by means of the persuasive and rhetorical devices of speech, language, and discourse. And it is only in a social and political order such as is found in the liberal and democratic regimes of the West—the “massive structures of modern democracies” (SPN, p. 243)—that a war of position, that is, the generation of a conception of the world in opposition to the established one, becomes possible. Thus, we have arrived where we began: Gramsci’s concept of the organic intellectual, or the democratic philosopher—and thus too, Gramsci’s hegemony, viewed as the proliferation of a conception of the world throughout a society by means of the generation of “permanent consent” (SPN, pp. 10, 80).

It is in this context that the famous formulation—“every relationship of ‘hegemony’ is necessarily an educational relationship” —should be understood. As Gramsci says, “the relationship between teacher and pupil is active and reciprocal so that every teacher is always a pupil and every pupil a teacher [...]. [Such a relationship] exists between intellectual and nonintellectual sections of the population, between the rulers and the ruled, élites and their followers, leaders and led, the vanguard and the body of the army” (SPN, p. 350). An educational relationship, since it is always hegemonic, is necessarily a political relationship: that is, the generation of permanent persuasion by means of speech and language. What this means is that Gramsci sees a reciprocal relation between politics and education: the political is educative, in the same way as education is political. In this sense, as Gramsci points out, education is not restricted to the merely “scholastic” (SPN, p. 350) or technical activity that occurs within schools and other pedagogic institutions. Still less is Gramsci’s concept of education limited to the techniques and processes devised to produce various categories of workers and functionaries required and demanded by a modern economy. Rather, it is aimed at the sociocultural, moral, and intellectual mechanisms by which an integrated “personality” is formed. The ensemble of these mechanisms, taken together, would constitute for Gramsci an on-going moral and intellectual reform leading to the construction of a political and historical subject that is self-conscious and self-disciplined, and thus autonomous and self-ruling. In Gramsci’s words,


the labourer can become a skilled worker [. . .] the peasant a surveyor or petty agronomist. But democracy [. . .] cannot mean merely that an unskilled worker can become skilled. It must mean that every “citizen” can “govern” and that society places him, even if only abstractly, in a general condition to achieve this. Political democracy tends towards a coincidence of the rulers and the ruled (in the sense of government with the consent of the governed), ensuring for each non-ruler a free training in the skills and general technical preparation necessary to that end. (SPN, pp. 40-41)


On one level, as has been pointed out, Gramsci is launching a critique of contemporary systems of education. The ruling groups devise an educational structure geared toward technical and “vocational” training, which, while producing “petty agronomists” and technicians, would deny the lower classes the kind of “general” and “universal” education necessary to attain positions of power and political leadership. 12 As Gramsci notes, “from technique-as-work one proceeds to technique-as-science and to the humanistic conception of history, without which one remains ‘specialised’ and does not become ‘leading’ [dirigente] (specialised and political)” (SPN, p. 10). For the problem regarding the identification of the “skills and general technical preparation” necessary to achieve “a coincidence of the rulers and the ruled” is precisely the problem regarding the transformation of subordinate groups into ruling classes, which is also the problem regarding the formation of a political subject capable of rule (see Fontana, 1993 and Nardone, 1977).

In this sense, therefore, Gramsci’s emphasis on revolutionary praxis, on the formation of an active historical subject capable of transforming society, requires a public educational system that transforms the children of the subordinate groups into young men and women who are both critical, conscious, and disciplined. As he notes, the reform of the schools is not a question of creating different kinds of vocational schools (still less of developing a “multicultural” curriculum in contemporary society), but rather “to create a single type of formative school (primary-secondary) which would take the child up to the threshold of his choice of job, forming him during this time as a person capable of thinking, studying and ruling—or controlling those who rule” (SPN, p. 40).

At the same time, Gramsci’s understanding of “political democracy” as a “coincidence” of rulers and ruled, and thereby as a training ground for the skills and education necessary to the active participation of the people in such a system, demonstrates a close affinity to Aristotle’s conception of rule in the polis and the education necessary to such a form of rule. In the Politics, Aristotle develops his idea of political rule in opposition to Plato’s aristocratic conception of rule by the philosophers. Since, to Plato, ruling is a science and a form of knowledge, those who are able to reason ought to rule. The Republic is an attempt to establish a system of education, understood in the broadest sociocultural terms, by which the philosopher/ruler is to be discovered and shaped. In Books VIII and IX, the section dealing with the decline and degeneration of the ideal polity governed by Reason embodied in the class of philosopher/rulers, Plato underlines the intimate connection between social and cultural structures and the generation of a specific personality (or “character”) (see Plato, trans. 1969, 543 A-576 B). Each type of personality—from the just to the timocratic to the oligarchic to the democratic to the despotic—informs, and is informed by the social, political, and cultural order within which it is embedded and from which it derives its form and content. In this sense, Plato understands the formation of the ruling class as a process that occurs at simultaneous and multiple levels: it is at once epistemological, educational, socioeconomic, and political. Aristotle accepts the close relation between the moral and the intellectual, and between the political and the cognitive, established by Plato. He rejects, however, the exclusive reduction of rule to the self-enclosed rational activity of the philosopher. Ruling to Aristotle is a reciprocal relation between the ruler and the ruled, in which both elements are active and engaged. The relation is no longer between reason (the ruler/philosopher) that rules, and appetite (the workers/ruled) that obeys. The relation is no longer vertical, but horizontal. Political rule is understood in terms of “ruling and being ruled in turn,”13 where the operative term is “in turn.” Without this reciprocity, ruling is no longer political (that is, free and consensual), but is rather despotic—in the original sense of rule of the master over his household of slaves.

Man is a zoon politikon because, to Aristotle, he realizes his full human potential only within the political association, the highest expression of cultural and social life. At the same time, the polis—and this is typically and classically central to ancient political practice and political speculation—is an association, or a way of life, that embodies, and is embodied by, speech and language (the logos).14

In this regard, it is interesting to note that the Marxian conception of the proletariat may be viewed as the elaboration and modernization of the Aristotelian notion of the polis as an association of equals, an association of citizens defined by ruling and being ruled in turn. In Marx the proletariat was the class which, through its concrete praxis and political activity, would realize philosophy in history; in Aristotle the polis is seen as the concrete realization of the logos, for it is only in and through the polis that man’s nature as a rational and moral subject can be fulfilled. Thus, if in Aristotle the logos implies and presupposes the polis, in Marx the proletariat implies and presupposes philosophy, such that the proletariat in its self-becoming is none other than the incarnation in history of the logos. All of which is to say that the proletariat as a class may be conceptualized as the Aristotelian association of equals, whose realm of freedom is a truly universal space, since its existence does not presuppose and require the domination of others.

Of course, Marx, by standing Hegel on his feet, has substituted a socioeconomic category (the working class) for Hegel’s State. Hegel, by making the State the concrete realization in history of Reason, historicizes Aristotle’s and Plato’s logos, and traces its various (socio-political, cultural, and ethical) manifestations as it moves through history. Gramsci, in developing his notion of hegemony, returns to the Hegelian notion of Spirit (culture) moving in history. For hegemony is precisely the synthesis of culture/knowledge and power as it moves in history and as it becomes realized concretely as a way of life and as an active practice—that is, as it becomes embodied in the “integral State” (SPN, p. 267). Hegemony is the proliferation throughout the people of a particular conception of the world, and of a particular way of life, which is, at the same time, the process by which a “great State” (SPN, p. 249) is founded. For the founding of the State is the realization in history (praxis) of a hegemonic conception of the world.

In effect, polis and logos presuppose one another, such that each can only be understood in terms of the other. Aristotle identifies three distinct kinds of rule: in the family, in the household (despo-teia ), and in the polis (see Aristotle, trans. 1958, 1252 a-1253 b). The first two delineate rule over unequals (such as women, barbarians, and slaves), and the last describes rule over equals. Women, slaves, and metics, which together formed the majority of the population of the polis (certainly of Athens), could not speak in the political space that defined the polis. Possessing no public persona, they could only speak and act within the household (ruled, we should note, by the citizen /master). The ability to speak openly and publicly within the political community or polity is thus the preeminent criterion for the development of equal citizenship (see Aristotle, trans. 1958, 1260 a-1260 b). Since, therefore, ruling and being ruled in turn implies the reciprocal and mutual relation of persuading and being persuaded, political education in Aristotle is directed to the formation of citizens capable of acting as autonomous and conscious political subjects.

Unlike Plato, who establishes rule on the strict and irreconcilable antithesis between those who know and those who do not know, Aristotle does not believe that
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