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Another prominent Marxist who writes from a different prospective around the same time is 

Antonio Gramsci 1891-1936.  Gramsci was a leading figure in the Italian communist party, PCI. 

He was arrested by Mussolini in 1926, and spent most of his short life in prison.  Prison 

notebooks was written in this period of incarceration. This is a difficult book to read partly 

because he had to write in code to get passed the censures. It is a very important book because 

Gramsci unlike Lenin rejects the idea of the economic determinism of the orthodox Marxism. He 

famously described the Russian revolution as a “revolt against Capital”. (Kapital the book!). 

This is because it is argued by Lenin that the socialist revolution can occur in a society without 

the capitalist system of production. Gramsci was aware though that there was a very important 

difference between Russia and the West, and that difference laid in the development of the civil 

society in the west and its relation to the state. He argued that in Russian the state was 

everything, the civil society was primordial and gelatinous. Whereas in the West there was a 

proper relation between the state and the civil society. In West when the state falls, a sturdy 

structure for the civil society is revealed at once.   

Gramsci further elaborated on the relation between state and society in the West by highlighting 

that the dominance of the dominant class in the west is not just function of their ability to control 

the means of coercion, the exercise of the coercive power of the state as in Russia. The civil 

society which is composed of churches, of families, university, schools, other associations is a 



central site for the reproduction of capitalism. So in this sense the civil society has a strong 

political functions and it is not just the state that has a political function. This is not by means of 

coercion but through what we might call ideology. Gramsci understands ideology as functioning 

in the interest of particular social classes. He deviates from traditional Marxist belief that 

ideology is primarily about false or distorted beliefs. Marx thought that ideology meant putting a 

veil (of ignorance) over the world. For Gramsci promoting capitalism was about justifying it to 

the working classes. Hence he placed the emphasis on the ideology as an irreducible necessity of 

the economic class order which had to be reproduced over time. Hence in western capitalist 

societies there was not a simple distinction to be made between the base of the superstructure, 

the economic base of the superstructure and the society. Such relations in are suffused by an 

ideology that justifies the structure of the society and the position of the classes.  

Hence Gramsci’s most distinct contribution to the political and social theory is the concept of 

“Hegemony”. This could be seen as a form of dominant ideology, a set of intellectual and moral 

beliefs and practices that serve to persuade people rather than actually coercing them. This is 

geared towards persuading them to accept the currently constituted social and political order. 

Hegemony functions in the interest of a particular class, but it cannot simply be reduced to the 

class or economic structure of the society. Hegemony defines relations between classes and what 

builds alliances between the classes in modern capitalist societies, it creates what Gramsci calls 

“historical blocs”. Accordingly in the West capitalism has succeeded in averting the revolution 

precisely because it creates alliances between different classes, between the old aristocracy and 

the bourgeoisie, between the bourgeoisie and intellectuals. He calls such intellectuals as “organic 

intellectuals”. There is also alliance between the petite bourgeoisie and the elements of the 

working class. These alliances cannot be seen as a straightforward product of material class 



interests, but rather require the participants belief that they share a common interest. Gramsci 

wrote long passages on criticizing prominent Italian philosophers like Benedetto Croce for being 

an instrument of promoting capitalist culture. 

Hence in his view if one considers fascism it won’t be difficult to identify a pattern of dominant 

hegemony or ideology in the form of a shared national heritage and destiny in the face of a 

common foreign enemy i.e. the foreign imperial competitors. Hence Gramsci appears to be 

proposing an implicit critique of Leninism. This is obviously very implicit as he goes on to 

praise Lenin for his pioneering contributions, nevertheless one cannot fail to observe a 

penetrating critique of Lenin’s ideas. The operation of hegemony rules out the possibility of the 

revolutionary tactics of what he calls “the war of manoeuvre”. The war of manoeuvre is like the 

Bolshevik power, it is a rapid mobilization of class forces in order to seize control of the state 

power in a violent revolution. This, in Gramsci’s view, won’t be a successful tactic in the West. 

He proposes instead what he calls a “war of position”. This is defined as an attempt by the 

proletariat to create a counter hegemony to the capitalists. In another words, socialists have to 

win over the occupants of the civil society from various social classes, to the intellectual moral 

values of the socialism. So it is a kind of war in belief and culture that is just as important as the 

war in terms of an actual revolutionary activity.   

Gramsci is also considered the founding father of what later labelled as Euro-communism or the 

Italian Communist School. This was claimed to be primarily based on the idea that modern 

communism should be about the parliamentary vote to socialism and it has to bring about 

gradual change and reforms in society through political participation.  Notwithstanding the fact 

remains that Gramsci was still hoping for a violent revolution of the proletariat in western 



societies. He appears to be advancing the idea that such a revolution can only be successful if the 

working class has established this counter hegemony first. This will happen only if they have 

managed to persuade various groups of people in the society, not just the workers but also the 

petite bourgeois and intellectuals, to the idea that socialism is something desirable. Only then 

socialism will be in a strong position to take control of the apparatus of the state. It is interesting 

to note that Gramsci is effectively questioning the distinction between the political and the 

social, which was a distinction that was maintained in classical Marxism and Leninism. Hence 

for Gramsci the state is not something that just coerce people, its major function is indeed to 

manufactures consent. Balances of forces that shape the state will differ in different contexts but 

there is no simple sense in which this balance of force can be understood as purely a product of 

the economic structure of the society. Thus Gramsci’s major contribution could be regarded as 

highlighting the importance of what we might call the ideology and the formation of the political 

actors and in shaping the political conflict and contestation.    
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