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The Italian Background 

• Advanced Liberalism, Backward Society 

• Problems of forming the Italian nation-state 

– “Abbiamo fatto l’Italia. Ora si tratta di fare gli Italiani”    
(Massimo D’Azeglio) 

• Piedmont-led top-down passive revolution, based on 
successive compromises between aristocracy and 
rising industrial bourgeoisie – not ruptural, popular, 
Jacobin revolution like that in France in 1789-99 .... 

• Hence the Machiavelli challenge taken up by Gramsci:  
the modern prince for building a modern Italian state 

 



Gramsci and Revolution 

• Lenin, Trotsky, and Gramsci were: 

– three most significant Marxist theorists of epoch of classical 
imperialism (based on control/exploitation of territories) 

– also directly active in revolutionary communist politics 

– but Lenin and Trotsky more influential in their life-times 

• Views of L and T decisively shaped by revolutionary 
process in backward Russia but also looked beyond 

• Gramsci was concerned mostly with the conditions 
for revolution in more advanced capitalist societies 

• Gramsci contrasts East and West here (distinction 
dates from split in Christendom: Rome vs Byzantium) 



East and West - I 

• In 1921 the Third Congress adopted a resolution on the 
organisational structure of Communist parties and the 
methods and content of their activities. The resolution is 
an excellent one, but it is almost entirely Russian, i.e., 
everything in it is based on Russian conditions.  

• This is its good point, but it is also its failing.  

– No foreigner can read it 

– Even if they read it, no foreigner will understand it because 
… it is thoroughly imbued with the Russian spirit. 

– if exceptionally, some foreigner does understand it, he 
cannot carry it out.  

 
(Lenin (1922) ‘Five Years of the Russian Revolution and the Prospects of the World 
Revolution: Report to the Fourth Congress of the Communist International’ 

 



East and West - II 

In the East, the state was everything, civil society was 

primordial and gelatinous; in the West, there was a 

proper relation between state and civil society, and 

when the state tottered, a sturdy structure of civil 

society was immediately revealed. The state was just a 

forward trench; behind it stood a succession of sturdy 

fortresses and emplacements. Needless to say, the 

configuration of the state varied from state to state, 

which is precisely why an accurate reconnaissance on 

a national scale was needed (Gramsci PN v3: 169)  



EAST WEST 

Civil Society Primordial, gelatinous Developed, sturdy 

State Preponderant Balanced 

Strategy War of Manoeuvre War of Position 

Tempo Speed Protraction 

P. Anderson (1977) The Antinomies of Gramsci, New Left Review, p. 10 



So What is the State?  

• Three aspects: (a) territory controlled by the state, (b) an 
apparatus that makes collectively binding decisions, for 
(c) a resident population subject to state authority 

• State capacities and state strength vary immensely 

– there is no general form of state and, in particular, there 
are important differences in policy regimes (not only East 
vs West but also within these ‘regions’) 

• All states are equal: some are more equal than others 

– some states have more power to shape world market 

– state strength is linked in part to state’s overall power 

resources, in part to choice of military vs welfare spending 
8 



Six Recent Approaches 

• Historical  constitution, i.e., genealogy of various 
elements of state(s) and their articulation  

• Formal constitution: state as ensemble of ‘forms’ and 
their ‘formal adequacy’ (‘fit’ with wider social formation)   

• Institutional analysis and functional/material adequacy, 
i.e., institutional capacities and policy delivery 

• Agential analysis of social forces, state projects, and their 
bases  in wider social order 

• Foucauldian governmentality: oriented to techniques of 
statecraft (strategic codification of power relations) 

• Totalizing ‘figurational analysis’ of embedded states in all 
their complex interdependence with wider orders 



Implications 

• Three components in ‘general state theory’ identify 
formal aspects of state: they do not tell us how far 
state control extends in its territory, how unified and 
effective is the state, nor whether there is a strong 
sense of national identity among the population. 
Gramsci considered all three problematic in Italy. 

• Of the six recent approaches, Gramsci’s analyses 
relate most closely to historical constitution (the 
process of state formation), agential analysis (the role 
of classes, parties, intellectuals, etc), and figurational 
analysis (the nature of the Italian social formation) 



Perry Anderson on Gramsci 

• Anderson (1977) criticized Gramsci’s analyses of the 
state, hegemony, war of position and war of 
manoeuvre, identifying ‘inconsistent’ definitions: 

– State contrasts with civil society 
• State and civil society exist in a balanced relationship 

• State is the ‘outer surface’ of civil society 

• State is a ‘massive structure’ that cancels the autonomy of 
civil society 

– State encompasses civil society 
• State = political society + civil society 

– State = civil society 
• Civil society and State are one and the same 



Gramsci on State Power 

• Gramsci studied modalities of state power rather than its 
specific institutional mediations – hence looks beyond 
state in its juridico-political sense to power as relation 

• Anderson is wrong to focus on definitions of the state as 
if Gramsci was seeking to define the state apparatus in 
contradistinction to some set of social relations beyond 
the state. His antinomies are conjuncturally determined. 

• Lo stato integrale = ‘political society + civil society’ and 
state power in W = “hegemony armoured by coercion” 

• In his PN, Gramsci explored relative weight of coercion, 
fraud-corruption, passive revolution, and active consent 



More on Lo Stato Integrale 

• State = ‘the State is the entire complex of practical and 

theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only justifies 

and maintains its domination but manages to win the active 

consent of those over whom it rules’ (Q15, § 10) 

• Force = use of a coercive apparatus to bring popular masses into 

conformity with requirements of a specific mode of production 

• Hegemony = manner in which ruling class mobilizes and secures 

‘active consent’ of dominated groups through intellectual, 

moral, and political leadership oriented to a ‘collective will’  

• Inclusive hegemony <–> passive revolution <–> force-fraud-

corruption <–> open war  

 

  



Why Hegemony Matters Now 

• Consolidation of imperialism in 1870s, rise of parliamentary 
democracies with their dense civil society networks plus 
political flexibility inscribed within democratic regimes 

• Hegemony acquired decisive weight in securing class 
domination: it enables ruling class(es) to respond 
effectively to economic crises and/or other threats (such as 
a military failure) to the authority of government.  

• Hence need for a different revolutionary strategy - steady 
disaggregation of the social bases of ruling class hegemony 
and the consolidation of intellectual and moral leadership.  

• This will isolate and demoralize the ruling class prior to final 
political-military resolution of the struggle for state power.  



More on Hegemony 

• Just as force is institutionalized in a system of coercive 
apparatuses, so hegemony is crystallized and mediated 
through a complex system of ideological (or hegemonic) 
apparatuses located throughout the social formation.  

• Practice of hegemony is concentrated in sphere of civil 
society or so-called ‘private’ organizations, such as the 
Church, trade unions, schools, the mass media, or political 
parties and in activities of intellectuals whose function - 
which is conducted in and through ideology rather than 
being simply manipulative - is to elaborate ideologies, to 
educate the people, to organize and unify social forces, 
and to secure the hegemony of the dominant group  



From War of Manoeuvre … 

• Tsarist state could be smashed largely through a ‘war 
of manoeuvre’ organized by the Bolshevik Party, 
starting with assault on the Winter Palace, and based 
on an alliance between the proletariat and peasantry  

• This did not obviate the necessity for a ‘war of 
position’ to sustain that alliance after the dictatorship 
of the proletariat was established and the economic 
foundations for a socialist society were constructed) a 
successful revolution in advanced capitalist systems 
presupposes a protracted ‘war of position’  



… to War of Position 

• Transition then involves ‘economic-corporate’ phase in 
which newly dominant class uses state power to secure 
economic basis of its hegemony by promoting subaltern 
economic interests and consolidating their support 

• This phase provides basis for developing an ‘integral state’ 
in which the main modality of state power is the exercise 
of hegemony based on active consent of a people who 
undergo radical ‘re-education’ through the revolutionary 
process and party activities in its capacity as a collective 
intellectual and moral leader as well as political organ.  

• ‘Political society’ then begins to wither away - assuming 
the role of a nightwatchman as more and more of social 
life is organized through a free, democratic civil society  



Gramsci on Limits of Manoeuvre 

• ‘Civil society’ has become a very complex structure and is 
resistant to the catastrophic ‘incursions’ of the immediate 
economic element (crises, depressions, and so on). 

• The superstructures of civil society are like trench-systems. In 
war it sometimes happens that a fierce artillery attack seemed 
to have destroyed the enemy’s entire defensive system, whereas 
it had only destroyed its outer surface; when attacking, the 
assailants would meet a line of defence that was still effective.  

• This also happens in politics, in great economic crises. A crisis 
does not enable attacking forces to organize at lightning speed 
in time and space; still less endow them with fighting spirit. 

• Similarly, defenders are not demoralized, do not abandon their 
positions, even among the ruins, or do lose faith in their future. 

 
 

 



Gramsci adapts Lenin? 

• The struggle for ‘civil and political hegemony’, the attempt to 
construct a proletarian hegemonic apparatus, was Gramsci’s 
attempt to remain faithful to Lenin’s last will and testament. 

• Far from abandoning the classical thesis of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat, the Gramscian theory of proletarian 
hegemony posits itself as its necessary ‘complement’.  

• War of Position is now not only the ‘only possible’ strategy in 
the West; as an application of the mass class-based politics of 
the united front, it [is]the sine qua non of a revolutionary 
politics that aims to produce a politics ‘of a very different type’ 
on an international scale (Thomas, Gramscian Moment: 239) 
 



Italian State Formation 

• Instead of ‘expansive hegemony’, Italian state had a 
‘transformist’ social base, i.e., it rested on continuing 
absorption into the ruling class of intellectual and 
political leaders of subordinate groups and resulting 
decapitation and disorganization of those groups. 

• ‘Transformism’ involves a ‘war of position’ conducted 
by the ruling class against subordinate groups. It is 
also discussed as ‘passive revolution’: reorganization 
of economic, political, and ideological relations, often 
in response to a crisis, that maintains the passivity of 
subordinate groups and separation of leaders and led  

 



Italian Fascism 

• Fascism succeeded because of the historical weakness of 
the Italian state.  

• Gramsci traced this to the failure of the Italian bourgeoisie 
to establish ‘intellectual, moral, and political leadership’ 
over the whole nation through Jacobin-style agrarian 
reform and the linked failure to give the Risorgimento a 
national-popular dimension and thus secure a solid class 
basis independent of the big landowners.  

• This explains the absence of key conditions necessary for 
an effective liberal parliamentary state producing 
government with permanently organized, active consent  



Power Bloc 

• A durable alliance of dominant fractions and classes 
organized around long-term economic strategy, state 
project, and hegemonic vision – which are interlinked 
and complementary aspects of class domination 

• It differs from a more temporary alliance in a specific 
conjuncture formed for tactical purposes (e.g., defeat 
subaltern resistance) rather than long-term goals 

• In Italy, the Vatican and Southern Questions pose 
major issues about the unification of the power bloc, 
esp. regarding whether the industrial bourgeoisie can 
break its dependence on the landowning classes 



Hegemonic Bloc 

• This concept refers to historical unity, not of structures 
(as with ‘historical bloc’), but of social forces (which he 
analysed in terms of the ruling classes, supporting 
classes, mass movements and intellectuals). 

• A hegemonic bloc is a durable alliance of class forces 
organized by a class (or class fraction) that has proved 
it can exercise political, intellectual and moral 
leadership over dominant classes and popular masses. 

• ‘The historical unity of the ruling classes ... results from 
the organic relations between State or political society 
and “civil society”’ (Gramsci 1971: 52).  



Southern Question - I 

     Southern society is a large agrarian bloc, made up of three 
social strata: the large peasant mass, amorphous and 
disintegrated; the intellectuals of the petty and medium 
rural bourgeoisie; and the large landowners and great 
intellectuals. Southern peasants are in perceptual ferment, 
but as a mass they cannot give a centralized expression to 
their aspirations and needs. The middle strata of 
intellectuals receives the impulse for its political and 
ideological activity from the peasant base. … The large 
landlords in the political field, and the great intellectuals 
in the ideological field, centralize and dominate the whole 
complex of manifestations 



Southern Question - II 

• Southern peasants’ relation to landlords is mediated 
by intellectuals (recruited from rural bourgeoisie). 

• This results in ‘a monstrous agrarian bloc which 
functions wholly as intermediary and overseer for 
Northern capitalism and the large banks. Its only goal 
is to preserve the status quo’. Thus Southern masses 
did not benefit from ‘liberation’ of Sicily and South in 
1860 or the subsequent unification of Italy. 

• Historical task of proletariat (esp. its political organs) 
is to destroy agrarian bloc by forming revolutionary 
alliance of Northern workers and Southern peasants 



Stato Integrale, Stato Allargato 

• Q3: lo stato integrale, state in its inclusive sense, ‘political 
society + civil society’, etc. Gramsci argues that political vs 
civil society distinction has analytical value (i.e. not ‘real’) 

• Gramsci also discusses stato allargato (enlarged state), i.e., 
expanded fields of state intervention (e.g., welfare state).  

• It is mistake to equate stato integrale and stato allargato.  

• Former has methodological value in analysing state as an 
ensemble of social relations embedded, differentially, in 
wider set of social relations.  

• Latter has specific historical value linked to specific stages 
of capitalist development and/or varieties of capitalism 



Lo Stato Allargato 

• From 1924 (not just in Notebooks), Gramsci’s work made 
theoretical, methodological, and political break in 
response to rise of lo stato allargato (enlarged state)  

• He introduced linked concepts of hegemony, organic 
intellectuals, organic ideology, apparatus of hegemony, 
historical bloc, and ‘expanded state’ to address gaps in 
Marxist analysis of superstructures  

• This also implied new revolutionary strategy based on 
maximum expansion of superstructural moment of class 
power to build political, intellectual, and moral leadership 
before a final military resolution of class struggle  



Conclusions  

• Gramsci developed a distinctive strategic-relational 
approach , i.e., he did not focus on the state apparatus 
but on the modalities of state power and their import for 
political strategy in diverse regimes/conjunctures 

• He produced rich language for analysing the state, state 
power, power blocs, hegemonic blocs, alliances, political 
organization, and the articulation of wars of manoeuvre 
and position in different situations  

• Although his work has been banalized as (1) theory of 
superstructures, (2) analysis of popular culture, and (3) 
importance of struggle for hearts and minds, it had a far 
more revolutionary significance in the 1920s and 1930s  


