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A Note on the Text

Throughout, references to Gramsci’s prison writing follow the international standard: notebook number, according to the 1975 Italian critical edition (edited by Valentino Gerratana), followed by number of note. In this way, notebook (quaderno) 12, note 3 becomes Q12§3. We have also given page references to one of the English anthologies of Gramsci’s writings, where possible. In referring to Gramsci’s writings we have used the following abbreviations:







	
SPN:


	 
	
Selections from Prison Notebooks, edited and translated by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1971).





	
SPWI:


	 
	
Selections from Political Writings (1910–1920), edited by Quintin Hoare and translated by John Mathews (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1977).





	
SPWII:


	 
	
Selections from Political Writings (1921–1926), edited and translated by Quintin Hoare (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1978).





	
LP:


	 
	
Letters from Prison by Antonio Gramsci, edited and translated by Lynne Lawner (London: Quartet, 1979).





	
SCW:


	 
	
Selections from Cultural Writings, edited by David Forgacs and Geoffrey Nowell-Smith and translated by William Boelhower (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1985).





	
FSPN:


	 
	
Further Selections from the Prison Notebooks, edited and translated by Derek Boothman (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1995).





	
GR:


	 
	
The Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings, 1916–1935, edited by David Forgacs (New York: New York University Press, 2000).







Introduction

Thinking through Gramsci

It may be asked how we can read Gramsci today. Any answer to this question is inevitably complicated by the emergence since his death, and particularly in the English- and Italian-speaking academic communities, of a veritable ‘Gramsci industry’ with a great many different Gramscis. Thus, we see a Gramsci in International Relations, in Cultural Studies, in Political Theory, in Literary Theory and in Postcolonial Studies. There is a Gramsci used by the Right and one claimed by the Left.

In place of these diverse and split ‘Gramscis’, we instead argue for a unified and consistent Gramsci, a Gramsci essential for critical thought today. This unified Gramsci is centred on his attempt to develop the tools and resources he needed to understand his own historical situation in a way that would simultaneously renew and extend Marxism. We contend that the challenge Gramsci presents us is not the doctrinaire establishment of the precise meaning of Gramscian concepts, but rather a textual and philological fidelity allied with an understanding of the essential rhythm of his thought. We propose a challenge to the reader of ‘thinking through’ Gramsci: of using Gramsci’s thought to think through – to unpack and to begin to understand – the historical situation in which we find ourselves today.

When reading Gramsci we should begin with the concrete: Gramsci’s analyses of intellectuals, education, journalism and common sense provide a number of starting points for the analysis of ideology in late capitalism; his understanding of the State and civil society helps us comprehend the constellations of power operating today. Thinking through Gramsci must be dialectical, flexible, open-minded and generative, attempting to open new avenues rather than discover new dead ends. At the same time, thinking through Gramsci involves investigating how concrete forms of thought and practice are linked to politics – Gramsci’s conceptual and political horizon remains that of hegemony, or the methods of organizing consent that involve both material and ideological elements. We have not yet moved beyond this horizon. We must also take lessons from Gramsci in the matters of personal courage and conviction: those who would think critically must attempt to generate an unbending fidelity to the intellectual and practical consequences of their ideas. Finally, the task Gramsci sets us is nothing less than that of forming a new common sense. Gramsci sees in all his analyses that superstructures do all they do for capital – to put it another way, capitalism is glimpsed as a whole form of social life. The alternative to capitalism has to be a whole form of social life, too. Therefore, as much as we need Gramsci’s famous ‘pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will’, we also need his idea that the goal of thought and practice is to trace the thread of a new conception of the world and to struggle to bring it into being. This is Gramsci’s core lesson for our times.

The structure of the book

This book is broken down into four parts. The first gives an overview of Gramsci’s biography, intellectual development and some of his pre-prison writing (Chapter 1). Gramsci’s life shows him to be one of the most determined, uncompromising and – depending on your reading – tragic and/or inspiring figures in the history of the Left.

The second examines in detail Gramsci’s thought as developed in his Prison Notebooks. It is composed of four chapters that deal, successively, with Gramsci’s thought on culture (Chapter 2), politics (Chapter 3), philosophy (Chapter 4) and hegemony (Chapter 5). We have attempted, albeit in a broad and open way, to begin with the tripartite structure of the most popular collection of Gramsci’s writings in English, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (SPN ).1 We think it likely that most readers coming to Gramsci will use this collection, and moreover we judge it to be an excellent (if, of course, partial) selection and translation of many of Gramsci’s most interesting, difficult and thought-provoking prison notes. Our structure should also be useful to those coming to Gramsci through other avenues. After three substantive chapters that correspond more or less closely to the three parts of SPN, the chapter on hegemony then looks to draw together strands from the previous chapters and present a synoptic account of how we might be able to understand Gramsci’s most famous concept and its interrelations with the other key points of his thinking. Hegemony runs like a thread through Gramsci’s notebooks and, in our argument, also forms the basis of Gramsci’s understanding of history and of political strategy. We hope that the present volume, and in particular Part Two, might serve usefully as a companion to SPN, explicating some of Gramsci’s most difficult concepts and placing them in tentative relation to one another.

The third part looks to apply Gramsci’s thought to two contemporary questions: the possibility of a critical analysis of common sense in Political Theory (Chapter 6) and how to understand the diffusion of neo-liberalism in modern France and Britain from the standpoint of Political Economy (Chapter 7). In these chapters, we attempt to develop and extend Gramsci’s thought by applying it to what we take to be problems of contemporary significance and interest. In so doing, we look to illustrate what we believe to be a ‘Gramscian method’ of philosophical and political analysis – both in the sense of following methodological precepts suggested by Gramsci and also in the sense of developing new theoretical insights (as Gramsci did) from the analysis of social relations as they exist and have developed historically. Finally, we intend Part Three to stand in support of a more general argument that Gramsci’s thought is, crucially, usable today as a tool for those who want to think critically about society.

The fourth part of the book attempts to map some aspects of Gramsci’s legacy today (Chapter 8). First, we place Gramsci in the trajectory of twentieth-century Marxist thought and consider his influence on the Italian communist movement. We then look to chart Gramsci’s relation to four intellectual fields particularly influenced by his thought: Cultural Studies, post-Marxism, Postcolonial Studies and International Political Economy. This exploratory ‘map’ of Gramsci’s intellectual legacy suggests that Gramsci’s influence on contemporary critical thought is a central one, especially for those concerned to think about the relations between historical context and the forms of domination in a given society, and ultimately between culture, politics, philosophy and power taken in their widest senses.

1 Hoare and Nowell-Smith divide their selection of Gramsci’s prison notes into ‘Problems of History and Culture’ (containing notes on Intellectuals, Education and Italian History), ‘Notes on Politics’ (The Modern Prince, State and Civil Society and Americanism and Fordism) and ‘The Philosophy of Praxis’ (The Study of Philosophy and Problems of Marxism).


PART ONE

Life


1

Antonio Gramsci, 1891–1937

Introduction

Today the name of Antonio Gramsci is mainly associated with his Prison Notebooks. This vast and eclectic collection of fragmentary notes on an enormous range of topics continues to be studied in human sciences departments all over the world. Gramsci’s remarkable academic popularity – particularly in Italophone and Anglophone academia – is no doubt justified, but it might serve to create a misunderstanding about Gramsci’s life and work.

Gramsci, centrally, wanted to be a man of action as much as of thought. He was a political leader of high profile, at the head of the Italian Communist Party from 1924 to 1926 – the same party that for years, after the Second World War, was the largest communist party in the West. The exceptional circumstances of his incarceration cut him off from the world of action, and it was in a state of personal and political isolation that he wrote his Prison Notebooks.

Before his arrest, Gramsci wrote an enormous amount: he was an intellectual by temperament, a voracious reader and seemingly interested by all political events and cultural forms. He was a prolific journalist, who had a reputation for his panache and eloquence in writing. Nevertheless, when he was arrested in November 1926, he did not have a coherent oeuvre to his name.

As opposed to the authors of other ‘classics’ of the social sciences at the beginning of the twentieth century – such as Max Weber or Emile Durkheim – Gramsci did not belong to the ‘academic’ type, and in fact he did not acquire a higher education diploma or degree. He was, as we will explore below, a political organizer and militant by calling, and he conceived the Prison Notebooks as a political project, as much as an intellectual one. Moreover, his prison writings display a very strong strategic dimension and questions of political practice are never far from his mind, as we will see later with, for instance, the notions of ‘war of position’ (Chapter 3) and ‘hegemony’ (Chapter 5).

Crucially, Gramsci’s thought developed on the basis of a life of political action and militancy. Gramsci’s thought is thus inextricably linked to his biography.1 This chapter aims to set out and contextualize the main events in Gramsci’s life, and to explore some important texts that Gramsci wrote before he was imprisoned.

Sardinian origins: Antonu su gobbu

On the topic of his roots, Gramsci once wrote to his sister-in-law Tatiana Schucht from Turi prison in 1931: ‘I myself am of no one race: my father was of recent Albanian origin … my mother is Sardinian on both sides’. ‘Despite these things’, he continues, ‘my cultural formation is basically Italian and this is my world here’.2

Antonio Gramsci was born on 22 January 1891 in Ales, a small town in Sardinia. It has often been supposed that Gramsci had peasant origins, but this is not true. At the time of the birth of his son ‘Nino’, Francesco ‘Ciccilo’ Gramsci was in fact a bureaucrat in the local civil administration. However, in 1897 disaster struck the Gramsci family when Francesco, the paterfamilias, was accused of embezzlement, extortion and counterfeiting. These accusations were never proved, and it seems Francesco was the victim of a local political vendetta aimed at punishing him for supporting the wrong candidate at a previous election.

Francesco was imprisoned from 1898 to 1904, and the consequences for his wife and seven children were nothing short of terrible. The home fell into a dire misery. Having sold the patch of land she had inherited from her family in order to pay the lawyer’s fee, Gramsci’s mother Peppina Marcias attempted somehow to ensure her children had sufficient food and a dignified life by working as a seamstress. The harsh trials of his childhood would leave a mark on Gramsci for a very long time. Among other things, he would develop a deep admiration for his mother, to whom he would often write letters from prison stamped with tenderness and respect.

It was also during this period of his childhood that the little Nino started to display symptoms of physical malformation. Seemingly due to Pott’s disease (a variant of tuberculosis), his spine developed abnormally. In an attempt to cure him, the town’s doctors ordered him to be suspended from a beam in the ceiling, regularly and for long hours. Nino thus endured the humiliation of this treatment – whose character is a sign of the relative social backwardness of Sardinia at the turn of the century in which Gramsci grew up – as well as the bullying of his schoolmates, as they threw stones at him in the schoolyard and called him ‘Antonu su gobbu’ (the hunchback).

However, Gramsci’s childhood health problems did not stop at his spine, and his physical state was so precarious that until 1914 his mother kept ready in the house the small coffin and little dress in which he was supposed to be buried. In short, life did not exactly smile on the young Gramsci. But he reacted to adversity with a determination and a sheer strength of will that was to characterize him throughout his entire existence. Nino suffered without complaint the long sessions suspended from the ceiling and, in order to develop his muscles and be able to fight back the assaults of his schoolmates, he built makeshift dumbbells from stones and an old broom handle. In 1902, he was forced, along with his older brother, to work in the local municipality’s offices. There Nino (who was 11 at the time) was compelled to carry heavy registers throughout the day, and spent his nights crying because the physical pain it caused him stayed with him long after he had returned home.

The fate of the young Gramsci, though, was being played out at school. In 1898, he was sent to school for the first time in Ghilarza, but he had to abandon his schoolwork at the end of his primary schooling to find a job and contribute to the family’s income. The release of his father in 1904 allowed Gramsci to return to his studies. Nino then attended the small middle school of Santu Lussurgiu and, succeeding in his exams, went in 1908 to the Dettori high school in the provincial capital of Cagliari. There he moved in with his older brother Gennaro, who was already a political militant and had, since 1906, been sending socialist pamphlets back to Nino.

At this time, Sardinia experienced a wave of political rebellion targeted at the Italian central State. It should be borne in mind that the country had only been unified a few decades previously, through the unification process of the Risorgimento (a historical event of great interest to Gramsci that we discuss at length below, particularly in Chapter 3). Moreover, the largely agricultural Sardinian economy was the direct victim of the protectionist policies that the regime had put in place in the interests of Northern industrial production. When troops were dispatched from the continent to quell the movement, the rebels welcomed them with the cry of ‘Continentals into the sea!’ As a young Sardinian, Gramsci was receptive to this political cause and his first political adherence was to the regionalism of the island of his birth. He would soon renounce this, after his arrival in Turin, but throughout his life he retained a keen interest in analysing the regional specificities of Italy and the geographical elements of local and national political struggles.

Turin

Journalism and militancy

As a result of his diligence at school, Gramsci won a scholarship and entered the University of Turin in 1911. He selected a philology and linguistics curriculum, and his studies in these disciplines influenced some of the theoretical stances in the notebooks he would later fill up during his time in prison. However, Gramsci’s true passion at this time – and for the rest of his life – was politics. Eventually his political commitments and his activity as a journalist led him to give up his studies and leave the university behind.

In 1912, Gramsci joined the Italian Socialist Party (Partito Socialista Italiano, PSI), which was affiliated to the Second International and in which Benito Mussolini was a prominent figure. Gramsci felt close to Mussolini at this time and notably sided with him in hostility to Italian imperialism in Libya. In 1914, at a point where the majority of the PSI advocated neutrality in the First World War, in one of his first published articles Gramsci defended Mussolini when the latter supported Italian participation in the conflict. Gramsci justified his stance in the name of the rejection of political passivity, of which ‘neutrality’ was in his eyes only one form, and one that he compared to Buddhist renunciation. A few years later, in the political pamphlet La Città futura (‘The city of the future’), he explained that ‘indifference is a powerful force in history. It operates passively but effectively’. Rejecting this, Gramsci wrote, ‘I am alive, I take sides. Hence I detest whoever does not, I hate indifference’.3 For Gramsci, indeed, living meant being partisan and taking sides.

In 1915, Gramsci joined the socialist
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