
5 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. 

168 
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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 
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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 noo
reductionist 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 anti
reductionist 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 con
tradictions. 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 non
realisation of predictions based on the theory of the collapse of capital
ism 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 



176 Chamai Mouffe 

ethical ideal - into history. This gave rise to his recourse to kantian 
ethics. From Sorel to Croce, all the tendencies w bleh 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 or 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: 

the relation of social fOfl:leS linked to the structure and dependent on 
the degree of development of the material forces of production; 

2 the relation of political forces, that is to say the degree of 
consciousness and organisation within the different social groups; 

3 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: 

a 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 

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 
con~ption 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 
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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 



188 Chantal MouJJe 

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; 

all subjects are class subjects; 
2 social classes have their own paradigmatic ideologies; 
J 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 class
consciousness-world-view, and hence to the hegelian problematic of the 



190 Chantal Mouffe 

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 world
view-(;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 social
ist 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 What constitutes the unifying principle of an ideological system? 
2 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: 

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. 

2 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 'people
nation' 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 of position 

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 
characteristic of a given social formation then it is impossible to 
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 nOD

reductionist 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: 

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. 

2 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. 

3 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 non
reductionist 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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