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Abstract

This thesis investigates how far the political theory of Gramsci's Prison Notebooks
(1929-35) had its immediate origins in the crisis going on in Germany at the time he
wrote them. The crisis was a matter of burning interest to all European communists
for whom the whole future of the revolutionary project started in 1917 depended on
what happened in Germany. The thesis reconstructs the historical context of the
Prison Notebooks year by year and identifies a series of notes - the ‘German’
notes - in which Gramsci theorises about questions suggested by current events in
Germany. A few of these notes are in a concrete state and their German content is
readily identified but many were written in general terms which must be decoded
before their ‘practical origins’ in the German events become apparent. The method
of decoding Gramsci's notes is to contextualise them.

The order of chapters is chronological and each has three levels: (i) an account of
Gramsci's personal drama - his moral struggle in the context of his deteriorating
conditions of health - based largely on the Prison Letters . These letters are the
outstanding human document of the European resistance to fascism, including
resistance to German fascism at the hour of its victory; (ii) a reconstruction of
Gramsci's knowledge of the German events based on a systematic reading of the
political periodicals and newspapers he received on subscription in prison. These
provided Gramsci with continuous news and comment on German affairs, the full
extent of which has not been investigated (Appendix 2); (iii) a critical commentary
on the ‘German’ notes following the chronological order established by Professor
V. Gerratana in the critical edition of the Quaderni del Carcere (1975). The
technical difficulties of determining the precise dates of the notes are sometimes
considerable and have been a matter of scholarly dispute. Where the dates of the
‘German’ notes discussed in this thesis present particular problems, they are deait
with separately (Appendix 1).

The conclusion draws together the conceptual threads running through the
German notes and summarises the main features of Gramsci's interpretation. His
theory of the rise of Hitler differs from those of other marxists inside and outside the
Comintern for two reasons: firstly, his assimilation of concepts of non-marxist origin
such as Weber’s concept of the charismatic leader and Sorel's concept of the
historical bloc ; secondly, his rethinking from its Hegelian origins of marxism itself,
which enables him to conceptualise aspects of the German crisis neglected by
other marxists, notably the historic crisis of the traditional intellectuals, the counter-



revolutionary effects of civil society, and the role of the bureaucratic caste.

In Gramsci's interpretation, Hitler comes to power in the context of a crisis of
hegemony marked by the breakdown of the ‘ruling ideas’.The traditional
intellectuals, the Prussian nobles, are unable to provide leadership in politics or
culture. Despite the catastrophic nature of the economic crisis after 1929, it does
not develop into a revolutionary situation because of the resistance presented by
the superstructures of civil society (private armies, newspaper concentrations, and
other elements), a complex network of ‘trenches’ which make up the ideological
front of the dominant class. The crisis is solved by the transformation of traditional
into charismatic authority through the sudden appearance of a “man of destiny”.
The charisma of Hitler depends on reinventing tradition, a process most visible in
the ‘symbiotic’ dependence of the parties and ideologies of the German Right. The
element of race, a subordinate element in traditional nationalist ideology, now
becomes the nucleus of a new utopia - the “Third Reich’. Gramsci regards the Third
Reich not as a revolution (which it claimed to be) but as a dynamic restoration
founded on the traditional solidarity of the dominant agrarian-industrial bloc.
Despite this, his final word on the ‘'monstrous’ phenomenon of Hitlerism, written in
1935 in response to the first laws of the racial State, unmistakably registered the
shock of the new.



Preface

This thesis has taken longer to research, think out, and write than | ever imagined.
My interest in Gramsci began in 1968 as a research student at York under the
inspiration of a magical Welsh teacher, the late Gwyn A. Williams, who had written
about Gramsci in the Journal of the History of Ideas in 1958 when few people
outside ltaly had heard of him. At the time | was interested in other questions,
particularly in Gramsci's relation to his ‘master’ Croce and how this influenced his
reading of Marx. However, the discovery of Gramsci's notebooks and letters in the
original Italian stimulated a sort of brainstorm which rendered me completely unfit
to write anything useful about him. It was not until much later during a term in
Cambridge in 1992, in calmer times and ‘other worlds’, that | began writing an
entirely different thesis about Gramsci's response to the German crisis of 1929-33.
My research on his periodicals, mostly conducted in the national libraries in
London and Rome, was well advanced by this time and | had a clear idea of the
structure and content of the work, but | still found it difficult to grasp how exactly his
dialectic worked and | was still far from clear whether his German notes added up
to an ‘interpretation’. Then circumstances diverted me into doing an MA in which |
pursued an interest in modern German historiography and wrote a short thesis on
explanations of the Holocaust. This was not entirely unrelated to my work on
Gramsci’s ‘German’ notes, but the fact remains that what | fondly imagined would
take eight weeks in Cambridge took nearer eight years: contrary to the academic
spirit of the times, it was a job for a tortoise not a hare. Given the moral and
intellectual quality of the man, however, | never doubted that it was worth the time
and effort.

The Question

Throughout this time the original question remained the same. What did Gramsci
say in the Prison Notebooks (1929-35) about the contemporary crisis in Germany
which saw the rise of Hitler and the Third Reich and, with them, the defeat of
Europe’s strongest communist party? At first sight the notes appeared to contain
little about these crucial events, but this was strange in view of the fact that for
European communists Germany was “the key to the international situation”. The
policy of the Comintern was ‘modeiled’ on the German situation and in Comintern



circles the future of the revolutionary project started in Russia in 1917 depended
crucially on what happened in Germany. | started reading some of the 20-25
periodicals Gramsci received on subscription in prison to find out what he knew
about the German events. This soon disposed of the myth that he knew little about
what was going on: on the contrary, the periodicals provided him with a continuous
flow of news and comment about events in Germany from a variety of ideological
perspectives and on a regular basis (see Appendix 2). The question now became
a puzzle. If he knew so much, why did he seem to write so little?

The obvious answer was the prison censorship which, | assumed, scrutinised every
page he wrote. Gramsci was not allowed to read works of “political agitation”, so |
inferred that he was not allowed towrite about such matters either. However, there
is no evidence that the prison authorities attempted to regulate what he could write.
The assumption that Gramsci’s elliptical mode of expression in the notebooks was
due to the repressive effects of the censorship on his writing does not stand up to
scrutiny. There is no evidence that the prison authorities read, let alone censored
the notebooks although the prison governor was at liberty to do so at any time.
True, the notebooks were stamped on every page by the prison censor and signed
by the prison governor, but this was before not after Gramsci wrote anything in
them and not a word of the notebooks (unlike the letters) was ever cancelled by the
censor.! This fact did not exclude the possibility of Gramsci exercising a prudential
self-censorship, of course, especially on the few occasions when he writes about
the politics of his own side. Nevertheless this discovery complicated the puzzle stil
further. Perhaps Gramsci's disguise was due more to intrinsic than extrinsic factors,
perhaps it was explained by his method of thinking rather than by the regime he
worked under.

Decoding the Notes

The puzzle was pieced together note by note until, in time, the theoretical ‘mirror
image’ of the German crisis in Gramsci's notes unfolded. As | got to know what he
knew about the German events, week by week, month by month, | began to read
his notes differently, in the first place chronologically, and to compare what he

1The notebooks were stamped and signed on coming into the prison , not after Gramsci wrote in
them. The procedure is described in a letter to Tatiana on 23 February 1931 (LCII p.398). This

explains why we often find the prison stamp on blank pages (see Protessor Gerratana’s ‘Description
of the Notebooks', QCIV pps 2369-2441)



knew with what he wrote at any one time. It was not until a later stage, after passing
through a phase of fanatic pedantry about the dates of the notes and when | had a
better understanding of how his dialectic worked in particular notes, that | realised
that Gramsci's theory resulted from an “elliptical comparison” similar to that used by
Machiavelli in The Prince .

The habit has been formed of considering Machiavelli too much as the man of politics in general, the
‘scientist of politics’, relevant in every period. Machiavelli should be considered more as a necessary
expression of his time, and as closely tied to the conditions and exigencies of his time....... Heis
influenced by the examples of France and Spain, states which have achieved a strong territorial
unity; he makes an “elliptical comparison” (to use Croce’s expression) and deduces the rules for a
strong State in general and a strong italian State in particular 2

Perhaps it is time to change our habit of thinking about Gramsci too and to deliver
The Modern Prince from the political scientists who have so far monopolised it into
the hands of historians. For even though he was isolated in a remote prison in Bari
Gramsci remained, like Machiavelli, closely tied to the conditions and exigencies of
his time, including those of the watershed years 1929-33. Contrary to what is
commonly assumed, Gramsci's notes were not only, or even mainly, based on the
political experience prior to his arrest in 1926. His thinking was influenced, for
example, by events in Germany in the years 1929-35 although the “elliptical
comparison” took in the experience of other countries as well, notably Britain. It is
therefore a question of seeing how far his general rules of politics, written with Italy
specially. in mind, “approximate” to German (and British) politics in those years. By
comparing the text with the context, | found that they corresponded time and again
and that the text bore the “imprint” of the context. The scholarly controls
safeguarding against reading “into” the notes what was not really there were the
dates and sources of the notes, but the text matched the context too often to be a
figment of the imagination.

The puzzle can be understood better when it is approached from the practical
instead of the theoretical side. When Gramsci called marxism “the philosophy of
praxis” he meant theory is practical in its origin and intention. It therefore becomes
a question of discovering the “practical origins” of his theory in the current
struggles. To take a typical example: the electoral successes of Hitler’s party in the
summer of 1930 (as reported in the periodicals) coincided with Gramsci’s first
attempt to analyse the phenomenon of charismatic leadership in modern politics

2 First draft §1.10, QClI p.8-9 /second draft §13.13, QCIll p.1572. For the convention used in referring
to the prison notes, see ‘Dates of the Notes' below ).
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(§2.75i). The past example of Mussolini is discussed but the timing of this note
indicates that its practical origin was the appearance of a new charismatic leader in
Germany comparable to Mussolini. It was the reports from Germany which put the
question of charismatic leadership on Gramsci's agenda and gave his theory its
currency or attualita . But there is no mention of Hitler in this note: the effect of the
“elliptical comparison” was to hide the immediate practical origin of his theorising
behind a “mask of generalisation” (Perry Anderson), which typically presents

itself to us in the sybilline phrase: “/n the modern world , the so-called ‘charisma’ of
which Michels speaks......" etc. By contextualising this note, however, we discover
in Gramsci's theory the abstract imprint of German politics in the summer of 1930
as the charismatic Hitler began his meteoric rise. Thus, when Gramsci writes that
the appearance of the charismatic man “coincides with a primitive phase in the
development of mass parties”, the mass expansion of Hitler's party in 1929-30
currently testified to what he meant.

The puzzle does not end there, however, for there is a further layer to Gramsci's
disguise. The mask of generalisation is the mask of Janus: it faces left and right at
once. This had to do with his conception of the scientific or objective validity of
theory. If theory had its origin in the practical struggles of the day and was meant to
solve the problems these presented, Croce would say that it must be an “error”,
since it must be tainted with the partisan “passion” which animated these struggles.
According to this doctrine the political theory of a communist like Gramsci could
have no claim to scientific or “objective” validity. Gramsci's answer to this doctrine
of the ‘passional’ origin of error was to conceive the political struggle dialectically
and to formulate rules of politics which were objectively valid for opposite sides.
This was

the double interpretation of Machiavelli: by the tyrannical men of State who want to preserve and
strengthen their domination and by the liberal tendencies who want to change the forms of
government. This second tendency is expressed in Foscolo’s verses [about Machiavelli] “who, even
as he strengthens the sceptre of rulers, plucks away the laurel leaves and reveals to their peoples "
etc. Croce writes that this demonstrates the objective validity of Machiavelli's positions, which is
absolutely right (giustissimo )

By critical analysis of the politics of the Right, Gramsci formulated rules of politics
which were useful for the Left. Objectivity depended on identifying elements of
politics in the current situation which were common to both sides. The charismatic

3 First draft §4.04, QCl p. 425.



leader, for example, was an element of the politics of the Right, but in the past it had
also been an element of the politics of the Left. The ‘charismatic’ Mussolini
celebrated in the writings of Michels, for example, began his career on the Left
before passing over to the Right and the sorcerer of fascism was deeply indebted to
the knowledge gained from his apprenticeship in the “class struggle”. Conversely,
‘bureaucratic centralism' in parties and States was an element of the politics of the
Left to which Trotsky drew attention in his polemics of 1923-24, but in the cabinet
formed by Papen in the summer of 1932 Gramsci found that this phenomenon was
also a feature of the politics of the Right. In his reflections on these and other
elements of politics , Gramsci synthesises the experience of Left and Right in the
quest for objectivity. This explains the constant sensation of “ambiguity” in his
generalisations which the most percipient readers of the prison notes have noticed.

Direct and Indirect Sources

The sources used by Gramsci in compiling the prison notes are catalogued in the
fourth volume of Professor Gerratana’s critical edition of the Quaderni, the
awesome 1000-page “critical apparatus”. Scholars who have applied themselives
to the huge mass of discrete detail it contains will perhaps know it as the “infernal
apparatus”. Nevertheless, it is important to note its limitations. For understandable
reasons, the critical apparatus for the most part gives details only of the direct
sources, ie, the articles and books directly cited by Gramsci in the notes. But these
are not an exhaustive record of his reading, nor do they give the full picture of his
background knowledge of events. Gramsci followed domestic and foreign affairs in
the years 1929-35 closely, but the direct sources do not give much idea of the
continuous flow of information at his disposal. Yet his whole dialectic depended on
this. The key principle of his marxist historicism was defined as follows:

Ititis necessary in the perennial flow of events to fix concepts without which reality cannot begrasped,
itis also necessary, and indeed indispensable, to keep firmly in mind that reality in movement and the
concept of that reality, although logically distinguishable, must be conceived historically as an
inseparable unity 4

Gramsci’s thinking “adheres” closely to the reality of the time. It proceeds not from
concept to concept but from reality to concept.. Its connecting threads lie outside

the notes themselves in the movement of reality, and the notes are a series of

4 §10.1.01, QClI p.1241.



vi

snapshots of this movement taken at different times.

To return to the question of sources: when, for example, Gramsci refers at the end
of 1931 to the crisis of parties which “has happened especially in Germany with the
expansion of Hitlerism” (§7.77), he does not directly cite a source for this, but the
comment implied that he had followed the development of the German situation at
least since the breakthrough of Hitlerism in the elections of September 1930. To
find out where this knowiedge came from and to try to reconstruct it, we must look to
Gramsci’s indirect sources - the news contained in sources not cited in the notes.
A reconstruction of Gramsci’s knowledge of German affairs from indirect sources
will at best be an “approximation”: at worst there is the danger to which Gramsci
wittily refers in a letter to Tatiana: “From a tiny bone Cuvier could reconstruct a
megatherium or a mastodon, but it can happen that with a piece of mouse’s tail

you end up reconstructing a sea-serpent”. The German notes examined in this
thesis are like the tiny bones of a mastodon; the fact that we have a collection of
such bones not just a single artefact should ensure that our reconstruction of
Gramsci's background knowledge resembles more or less accurately the original
creature.

Primary and Secondary Sources

The German background has been reconstructed from the primary sources -
Gramsci's periodicals and newspapers. However, knowledge of the secondary
sources has inevitably coloured my reading of the primary sources and influenced
what | have selected from them in constructing a narrative of the German events.
The historiography of Nazi Germany is “a moment of modern culture” as Gramsci
would say, and has profoundly shaped our moral and intellectual consciousness.
Several aspects of interest to Gramsci have since been the subject of research by
historians: given the depth and intensity of the work on this period, it would be very
surprising if they were not. Where this is the case, | have referred to relevant
secondary works in the footnotes and a select bibliography of such works is
provided at the end. Occasionally it seemed appropriate to discuss the secondary
literature in the text itself by way of bringing a critical perspective to bear on some
of Gramsci's inquiries. Where | have crossed the “shadow line” from primary to
secondary sources, | have tried to make this clear. Gramsci was very conscious of
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the “non-definitive” status of his inquiries on the intellectuals which were to be
confirmed or falsified by further research. He had no hesitation in saying that further
research might show the very opposite of what he was saying was true. It is entirely
in Gramsci's spirit of open-minded inquiry, therefore, to examine his ideas in the
light of later findings whenever possible.

Organisation and Presentation

The attempt to reconstruct the historical-political context of the prison notes poses a
number of technical problems of organisation and presentation. To deal with these,
the following conventions have been adopted: (i) The ‘German’ notes are
presented as far as possible in chronological order in the third section of each
chapter. Some adjustments have been made - usually by grouping notes - to
enhance thematic coherence and readability. To follow the threads of Gramsci's
thinking it is sometimes necessary to dilute strict chronological purism with a dose
of common sense. In each case the ‘target’ note is quoted in bold type to denote its
place in the chronology. To understand the place of the target note in the process
of Gramsci's thinking, however, it is sometimes necessary to refer to notes written at
an earlier or, more rarely, at a later stage. Since the latter are quoted out of
chronological order, they are presented in plain type . Where this kind of internal
contextualisation is needed, it is usually indicated by the rubric “past and present”.
(i) the German background of the notes based on material from Gramsci's
periodicals is reconstructed separately in the second section of each chapter. To
present the sources and notes together would have been unmanageable and the
notes would have been submerged by the sources. To remind the reader of the
relation of certain notes to their context, however, it is sometimes necessary to
quote material from the periodical sources in the third section of the chapter. This
is particularly the case in the dramatic early months of 1933 when Gramsci's writing
was more than usually “close” cognitively and temporaily to his sources. Where
source material is quoted in this section, it is always presented in plain type to
denote a clear distinction between what Gramsci was reading (ie, by someone

else ) and what he was writing at the time.



Viii
The Dates of the Notes

Although the dates of Gramsci's notes, especially the first drafts, are vitally
important in this thesis, | do not intend to enter into the rather unproductive dispute
about them.5 It is fair to say about the technical problems of dating the notes what
Gramsci once said about the finer points of philology: “They are the sort of
problems about which Heine wrote: ‘they are so boring that | fell asleep, but such
was the boredom that it woke me up again™. Suffice to say, | have generally
accepted the authority of Professor Gerratana in this matter and followed the
parameters positively (as distinct from conjecturally ) established by him in the
critical apparatus.6 Where | have narrowed down the dates more precisely, the
evidence or arguments for doing so are given in Appendix 1. Occasionally | have
traced notes to periodical sources not given in the critical edition: the details are
given in the footnotes.

The numbering of the notes follows that of the 4-volume critical edition: the symbol
§ is followed by the number of the notebook, then the number of the note. The
volume and page number of the critical edition (QCI-1V) are then given to indicaté
where it can be found. To avoid misunderstanding it should be noted that the
numerical order of the notes in the critical edition does not necessarily denote their
chronological order. Because Gramsci usually wrote in several notebooks at a
time, and because he sometimes started blank notebooks from the centre pages, it
often happens that notes with higher numbers were written before those with lower
numbers: for example, §3.34 was written before §2.75; §8.171 was written before
§8.55, etc.

All translations of Gramsci's sources and notes are mine. Wherever | am indebted
to other translations, even if do not ‘agree’ with them, this is duly acknowledged.
Wherever | have translated part of a note or letter (either for the sake of economy
or focus) which has been translated in its entirety elsewhere, references to
translations of the whole passage are provided.

5 The dispute starts from Gianni Francioni: L 'officina gramsciana. Ipotesi sulla struttura del ‘Quaderni
del Carcere’ (Bibliopolis, Napoli, 1984).

6 See the acidly incisive comment in Valentino Gerratana:Gramsci. Problemi di metodo (Editori Riuniti,
Roma, 1997) p.147.
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1

Introduction

We know that Gramsci wrote an analysis of the postwar crisis in France before
1929 which he called Notes on French National Life. 1 However, he also produced
an analysis of the succeeding crisis in Germany after 1929 which could then be
compared and contrasted with the French model. These ‘German’ notes have
passed entirely unnoticed in spite of the wealth of critical writing on the notebooks.
They are scattered across some 30 notebooks and were never put together into a
single coherent whole. What kind of analysis do they contain and why has it gone
unnoticed?

It was not a history of the German events in the usual sense. His notes on the
German crisis were written as it was happening not after it was over. He did not
-have the hindsight of a historian for whom knowledge of the outcome of events (ie,
what exactly needs to be explained) organises the whole conception of them,
determining the key elements to select, describe, and analyse. Gramsci's position
was more like Trotsky's who also attempted to analyse the German crisis as it
unfolded and whose articles on Germany are a classic Marxist analysis of “history
in the making”.2 But there are significant differences between them. Trotsky's angle
of vision was clearer than Gramsci’'s and he wrote directly about the German
events in an attempt to influence their outcome. As a prisoner of Fascism Gramsci
could neither influence the course of events nor even write directly about them, at
least not very freely. Being powerless to change the world, he wanted to write
something for eternity but this did not mean that he turned his back on current
events. He wanted to write a modern version of The Prince in which history,
especially “history in the making”, would be studied in order to extract general
rules of politics. Some of the most interesting of these notes, usually written under
the heading ‘Machiavelli’, had their “practical origin” in the German events, but
their origins are disguised by what one critic referred to as Gramsci's “mask of
generalisation”.3 The main reason why Gramsci came to adopt this mask was

1 They were included in the Notebook13 on Machiavelli as §13.37. Notes on French National Life,
QCIll p.1635-1650. The first drafts of these notes were written very early, by the end of 1929 or start
of 1930. A translation of these first drafts can be found in Antonio Gramsci: Prison Notebooks,
Volume1 (hereafter PN1), edited and introduced by Joseph A. Buttigieg (Columbia University Press,
1992).

2 Leon Trotsky. The Struggle against Fascism in Germany (Penguin, 1971). Note the list of
newspapers and journals available to Trotsky on p.498-499.

3 Perry Anderson: ‘The Antinomies of Antonio Gramsci”, New Left Review, No.100, November 1976-
January 1977, p.20.



intrinsic not extrinsic: it was not because of the scrutiny of the prison censor as is
usually assumed (although this was not immaterial ) but because of his idea of
what thinking about politics “scientifically” meant. However, by reconstructing what
Gramsci knew about events in Germany, mostly from the periodicals he regularly
received in prison, it is possible to penetrate the mask and see the “practical
origins” of his generalisations. It is important to trace the German origins of
Gramsci's theory for it can be argued that no attempt to write a modern Machiave//i
would be complete which did not grapple with the big questions of history and
politics posed by the rise of Hitler and the advent of the Third Reich.

A ‘Crisis of Hegemony’

Viewed in their totality, we might say that the originality of Gramsci’s notes is to
interpret the German crisis of 1929-33 as a “crisis of hegemony”, which would thus
be their organising concept. However, it is important to remember that the concept
of hegemony which is now synonymous with Gramsci’s name was far from being
fully-formed when he started writing in 1929. In its one-dimensional meaning the
crisis of hegemony simply meant the breakdown of parliamentary government , ie,
of the ‘normal’ form of governing with the consent of the governed. In the first drafts
of his notes on France Gramsci had aiready worked out a model of the general
phenomenon of “crisis of hegemony” in this sense before the end of 1929.4
However, the most interesting dimensions of the concept of hegemony, which have
to do with the structures of civil society and the function of the intellectuals , were
still embryonic at this early stage. We must first sketch the origin of these concepts
in Gramsci's thinking and the way in which he related them to the 'parliamentary’
crisis of hegemony. This will indicate how he attempted to organise his first
observations on the crisis in Germany which were written at the turn of 1929-30
before Hitler appeared to be significant. Gramsci started by synthesising the
elements of French and German experience of the time, much as the young Marx
did in giving birth to the new conception in the years before 1848.

4 §1.48. The reverse Jacobinism of Charles Maurras, QCI p.58-64. Starting from the elements of
French political history Gramsci moves to a description of the general phenomenon of hegemony and
its breakdown in the postwar period, before returning again to “The crisis in France” (p.58-60).
(Translation in PN1 p.155-161).



The Conceptual Starting-Points
(i) Civil Society

Gramsci tells us directly in the notes that his concept of civil society comes from
Hegel.

§6.24. Encyclopaedic Ideas.Civil Society .It is necessary to distinguish between civil
society as it is understood by Hegel and in the sense in which it is often used in these
notes (ie, in the sense of the political and cultural hegemony of a soclal group over the
entire soclety, as the ethical content of the State) from the sense in which it is used by
the Catholics tor whom civil society means, instead, political society or the State, in
contrast to family soclety and the Church...5

The reference was to Hegel's Philosophy of Right where “civil society” features as
one of the moments of the “ethical life”, lying between the preceding moment of the
family and the succeeding moment of the State. We notice that Gramsci gives no
hint of the original “speculative” form in which Hegel expressed his philosophical
thought. He assimilates the concrete substance of Hegel's concept, discarding its
speculative form: this substance was “the political and cultural hegemony of a
social group over the entire society”.

Gramsci learned how to separate the content from the form of Hegel's philosophy
by studying the original process of thought by which the young Marx “transformed”
Hegelianism. According to a famous metaphor of Marx, Hegel stood history on its
head and it was necessary to put it back on its feet. Marx started this process of
“transforming” Hegel from a critique of his political philosophy, the Philosophy of
Right , which was also Gramsci's starting-point in the prison notes. A key moment in
the process according to Gramsci's reading of it was the moment of synthesis of
German philosophy and French politics which the young Marx expressed in a
number of early texts with which he was familiar.6 By alleging that the concepts of
German philosophy could be “translated” into the language of French politics or ( to
put it another way) that German theory was equivalent to French practice, the
young Marx stripped the German ideology of its mystery and brought it down to

5§6.24, QCII p.703. My italics.

6 Gramsci recalls this moment in §1.44, at an early stage of the notebooks: “(cf. Marx’'s analysisin The
Holy Family according to which the phraseology of the Jacobins perfectly corresponded to the
formulas of classical German philosophy, which is recognised today as being much more concrete and
which has been the origin of modem historicism)” QCl p.51.

Gramsci's reading of the ‘Young Hegelian’ Marx predates the prison notebooks. By way of illustration
(not reconstruction) note the use he makes of The Holy Family in the article Critical Criticism of12
January 1918, where Bruno Bauer typifies the habit of “getting concepts and reality mixed up”. Scritti
Giovanili , p.153-155. This suggests that he had grasped the principle of “transformation” of idealist
philosophy early on.



earth. Impressed by the creative possibilities opened up by this principle of
“translation”, Gramsci starts the notes by attempting a ‘Franco-German’ synthesis
of his own which was designed to bring Marxist theory up to date with political
reality as it had developed since 1848. This brought the concept of civil society into
a pivotal position in the field of play of his own theory. Gramsci's synthesis can be
traced in two notes written together around the end of 1929.

§1.47. Hegel’'s doctrine of association Hegel's doctrine of the parties and the
associations as the ‘private’ network of the State. This derived historically from the
political experiences of the French Revolution and was intended to give constitutionalism
a more concrete character. Government with the consent of the governed, but this was
organised consent not the generic and vague consent expressed in the moment of
elections. The State has and demands consent but also ‘educates’ it by means of the
political and syndical associations which are, however, private organisms, left to the
private initiative of the ruling class. Thus, in a certain sense Hegel already went beyond
pure constitutionalism and theorised the parliamentary State with its regime of parties. 7

§1.48. [Notes on French National Life]. The development of Jacobinism [in its content]
was formally perfected in the parliamentary regime whereby the urban class, during the
period when ‘private’ energles in society were most abundant, achieved its hegemony over
the whole population /n the Hegellan form of government with permanently organised
consent (in which the organising Is left to private initiative and therefore has a moral or
ethical character since the consent in one way or another is voluntary).8

The equivalence between German philosophy and French politics, Hegelian
political theory and Jacobin democracy, was based on the perception that both
contained in embryo the same “element of politics”, ie, the modern parliamentary
State with its regime of parties. We notice that the term civil society is not used,
probably because Gramsci was mainly trying in this note to situate theoretically his
concept of the political party , but theconcept of civil society is clearly there in “the
private network of the State". This private network is the same thing as Hegel's
“ethical State” since consent given freely is ethical in character. But the scope of
civil society in Europe by 1929-30 had developed far beyond the associations
mentioned by Hege!l and “consent” was now more permanently entrenched.

We may debate how far this Franco-German synthesis “solicited the texts”
but this is not at issue here. The key point to hold on to is the ‘French’ principle of
transformation, ie, of bringing German theory down to earth. To do this it was
necessary to break off from theory altogether and to study the concrete political
reality it was meant to describe. Thus Gramsci began by studying the concrete

7 QCl p. 56-57. My italics. ( translated in PN1 p.153-154).
8 QCI p.58. My italics. (Translated in PN1 p. 155).



elements of German civil society. In fact, he shows more interest in these early
notes in the symptoms of hegemonic crisis in civil society than in the arena of
parliament and the political parties. This may have been for prudential as well as
scientific reasons since writing directly about German politics, about matters of
immediate “political agitation”, was potentially sensitive as far as the prison
authority was concerned.?9 There were two elements of civil society in Germany
which particularly interested Gramsci in 1929-30: the para-military associations or
“shock troops” of the German Right (§1.133-134)10 and the ownership and
readership of German newspapers (§2.26)11. As different kinds of “private
association”, the study of these elements enlarged and refined the concept of civil
society itself. Moreover, insofar as both the elements played a key role in
attempting to change “the equilibrium of force and consent’, they gave concrete
substance to Gramsci’s “crisis of hegemony”.

(ii) The Intellectuals

Gramsci tells us directly in the notes that the concept of the “intellectuals” also
comes from Hegel but it is harder to tell how since, unlike “civil society”, the
“intellectuals” do not appear in Hegel under that name. Moreover, in the note in
which Gramsci tells us this Hegel's “intellectuals” meant something quite specific.

§8.187.Intellectuals. The position assigned by Hegel to the intellectuals should be
accurately studied. it has had enormous importance not only In the conception of political
science but in the whole conception of cultural and spiritual life. With Hegel thinking in
terms of the ‘castes’ or the ‘estates’ begins to give way to thinking In terms of the ‘State’,
whose ‘aristocracy’ are precisely the intellectuals. The ‘patrimonial’ conception of the
State (which is the mode of thinking in terms of ‘castes’) Is the conception which Hegel
immediately had to destroy (scornful and sarcastic polemics against von Haller). It is
impossible to understand anything (historically) about modern idealism and its social

roots without this ‘validation’ of the Intellectuals by Hegel.12

9 Italian and German fascism had already begun to draw closer together by this time. For example, the
Nazi party congress at Nuremburg in1929 welcomed the italian representative with loud applause

and shouts of “Viva I'ltalia Fascista”. Hitler told the congress that “any possible enemy of France must
be considered a probable ally of Germany” and therefore called for the promotion of closer friendship
with Italy. See the reports of the congress in RSE, 13,20 August 1929, p.1818-1819 and p.1866-
1867, discussed in chapter 1 below.

10 §1.133. Military and Political Art, QCI p.120-122. (Translated in PN1 p. 217-218 and in Selections
from the Prison Notebooks (hereafter SPN), edited and translated by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey
Nowell Smith (Lawrence and Wishart, 1971) p. 231-233, starting from “The relationship which existed
in 1917-18.....).

11 §2.26. The German Newspapers, QCl p.182-183. (Translated in PN1 p.274-275).

12 §8.187, QCII p.1054.



On this evidence Gramsci's “intellectuals” come from the same text of Hegel which
gave him “civil society’. The polemic against von Haller is found at the start of the
section on ‘The State' in Hegel's Philosophy of Right , immediately after the section
on ‘Civil Society’.13 This textual reference again brings to mind the young Marx’s
“transformation” of Hegel. We know that Gramsci was actively engaged in “the
study of Marx's Hegelianism” at an early stage of the notebooks14 and probably
knew that he started from the Philosophy of Right . Even without the text of Marx’s
Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right , however, Gramsci seems to have studied
the same paragraphs on ‘The State’ to which Marx first applied his ‘transformative’
criticism. These included the paragraphs on the civil service, Hegel's “universal
class”. The context of this note suggests that Gramsci was no more inclined than
Marx to accept Hegel's description of the civil service as the “universal class’ and
that he had a firm grasp of the difference between concept and reality.

in the context of 1932 when Gramsci wrote this note, Hegel's “intellectuals”
referred specifically to the civil service, the State bureaucracy, since this was linked
to his perception of its pivotal role in German politics in 1932. The patrimonial
conception of the State with its outmoded way of thinking in terms of “caste”
described the mentality of the civil and military bureaucracy which effectively ruled
Germany after the breakdown of parliamentary government in 1830. This way of
thinking was characteristic of Germany's “traditional intellectuals’, the Prussian
Junkers, who resembled “a priestly-military caste”. Gramsci suggests that the
particular tradition they were heirs to was Haller's philosophy of the State not
Hegel's. Hegel’s “aristocracy” was an aristocracy of talent not of birth. The civil
service was “a career open to the talents”, that is, open to the brightest and best of
“the middle class” (Hegel's term). This is what Gramsci meant by the “social roots”
of modern idealism. Haller's State, on the other hand, was the patrimony of the
Prussian aristocracy, exclusively reserved for those of

13 The polemic against von Haller is in the Addition to §258 of the Philosophy of Right . See Elements
of the Philosophy of Right, translated by H.B.Nisbet and edited by Allen W.Wood (Cambridge
University press, 1991) p.278-281.

14 See §1.152. Marx and Hegel. “In the study of the Hegelianism of Marx, itis necessary to
remember......" etc, QCl p.134-135. The specific reference to Hegel's Philosophy of Right inthe
letter to Tatiana on 19 May 1930 (LClI p. 331) indicates that Gramsci was reading it at the time this note
was written, ie, shortly after 20 May 1930 (for the date of §1.152, see Professor Gerratana's
observations in QCIV p.2373). Gramsci was reading it in the Italian translation by F.Messineo

published by Laterza in 1913: see ‘Libri e opuscoli di autori conosciuti’, QCIV p.3055.



noble birth.15 Gramsci perceived that this was how President Hindenburg and his
circle regarded the German State in 1932: it was their State.

However, Hegel's conception of the “intellectuals” embraced not only political
science but “the whole of cultural and spiritual life". In other words, Gramsci’s
transformation of Hegel's idealism went beyond the State in the strictly political
sense. To understand the scope of his transformation, we must go back to its
starting-point.

What did Marx mean by saying that Hegel stood history on its head and that it was
necessary to put it back on its feet? Gramsci's answer was to transform Hegel's
Idea into “the ideas of men”, and thence into “the intellectuals”.16 However, he did
not simply see the intellectuals as they saw themselves. Gramsci explains that the
intellectuals tend to see themselves as an independent category who represent
“the uninterrupted continuity of history”, who represent, in other words, the
“tradition” which survives historical changes. This subjective conception on the part
of the “traditional” intellectuals as he calls them, corresponded to “the uninterrupted
continuity of history” represented by Hegel's Idea, which also led a shadowy life of
its own outside of history. Gramsci understood that the transformation of Hegel's
Idea into the intellectuals was not complete uniess they are seen as part of the
“system of forces” prevailing in civil society - unless they are seen, that is, ina
“sociological” perspective. This was not without difficulty since Marx's sociology
was almost universally interpreted in positivist terms and the positivist “mechanics”
of the system of forces left little or no room for the “active principle” represented by
the intellectuals. Nevertheless, it was only by showing the position of the
intellectuals in the social structure and their role in the social system that Hegel's
Idea could be brought fully “down to earth”.

15 For an account of von Haller's philosophy of the State, see Robert M.Berdahl: The Politics of the
Prussian Nobility. The Development of a Conservative Ideology 1770-1848 (Princeton University
Press, 1988) p.232-246.

16 In his early writings on Marxism, Croce was extremely interested in the problem of Marx's
transformation of Hegel but never satisfactorily solved it. He argued that “Hegel’s Idea (and Marx knew
this perfectly well) is not the same as the ideas of men; and to turn the Hegelian philosophy of history
}leide down cannot give us the statement that ideas arise as reflections of material conditions. The
inverted form would logically be this: history is not a process of the Idea, or of some transcendent
rational reality, but a system of forces....." . Gramsci solved the problem by situating “the ideas of men”
within “the system of forces™. See Benedetto Croce: Materialismo storico ed Economia Marxista
(Laterza, 1961) p.5



The scope of the activity of Gramsci's “intellectuals” corresponds to the forms in
which Hegel's Idea manifests itself in history. In Hegel's philosophy of history the
Idea or Spirit (Geist ) comes down to earth in history, where it differentiates and
manifests itself in various peoples as their National Spirit (Volksgeist ). Hegel calls
this national spirit “the principle of a people”, ie, the principle which unifies a
people and holds it together. But what form does this unity take? The usual
interpretation of Hegel is strictly political, ie, that the principle of a people is
embodied in its political organisation, the State, but Gramsci was also interested in
the other interpretation according to which the principle of a people is embodied in
its culture. It has even been argued that the meaning of ‘State’ in Hegel has
nothing to do with political organisation at all and refers exlusively to culturei7 , but
since by culture Hegel means not only the “art, religion, science” etc of a people but
also (especially in The Philosophy of Right ) its “institutions, laws, morals” etc, it
seems clear that the cultural and political forms of the Volksgeist cannot be neatly
separated. This interrelation corresponds to the complex configuration we find in
Gramsci's notes between the cuitural and political forms of intellectual activity.

The prison notes start from the premiss that the cultural and political forms of
the Volksgeist correspond “concretely” to the activity of the intellectuals in the
spheres of civil society and the State . The so-called Volksgeist is a sort of
complex paradigm of a nation’s tradition which is invented and formed by the
intellectuals through their cultural and political activity. According to Hegel the
subjective reality of the Volksgeist in the political sense is the sentiment of
“patriotism”.18 No one would deny the reality of this sentiment but relatively little
attention is paid to how it becomes a reality. The patriotic spirit is formed, in the first
instance, through the schools system where the State takes direct responsibility as
the educator of this particular form of “consent’. However, the deeper roots of the
Volksgeist lie in civil society, the realm of the “ethical State’, because consent is
ethical when it is given voluntarily out of moral and intellectual conviction and when
it is given permanence in a great variety of cultural forms, of which the political
parties are one. When the intellectuals or “leaders” of civil society and the leaders
of the State promote the sameVolksgeist, the same complex of ruling ideas, we

17 For example by Leon J.Goldstein: The Meaning of ‘State’ in Hegel's Philosophy of History ', The
Philosophical Quarterly , XIl, 1962, p.60-72.

18 On Hegel's concept of patriotism as a political disposition see §267-269 ot Philosophy of Right
cit., p-288-289.



can say that a state of normal equilibrium exists since the people give their consent
to their leaders by freely accepting the “official” national paradigm. But what
happens when the official national paradigm breaks down?

Gramsci's notes on Germany start from this point. He read an article about
contemporary German writers and summarised its contents in §3.03, significantly
entitied German Intellectuals . 19 This literature told him something about the crisis
of the national spirit in Germany. In his summary he referred to this as a crisis of
“the principle of authority” in Germany which meant something similar to Hegel's
“principle of a people”. For he tells us that in one writer, typically,

the principle of authority...ls attacked Iin all its forms: religious dogma, monarchical
power, official teaching, the military State, the marriage bond, paternal prestige, and
above alt the justice which protects all these transitory institutions and merely coerces,

constrains, arbitrarily deforms public life and human nature. Man is unhappy and bad as
long as he is shackied by the law, by custom, and by traditional ideas. 20

The violent crisis of the national spirit reflected in these German writers
corresponded to the crisis in the parliamentary arena at this time where the
Nationalist party began splitting up.21 This was due to the tactics of its new leader,
Alfred Hugenburg, who joined with Hitler and the “racists” in the autumn of 1929 in
absolute opposition to the republican system. In other words, the ‘official’
Volksgeist in both its cultural and political forms was disintegrating and the old
ruling class, the “traditional intellectuals”, were losing the consent of the people.
Such was Gramsci’s first perception of the crisis of hegemony in Germany.

The Guiding Threads

Although the ‘German’ notes do not add up to a fully integrated interpretation of the
German crisis written with the benefit of hindsight, nevertheless it is possible to
identify a number of guiding-threads running through them so that we can at least
speak of recurring lines of inquiry. There are two main threads which we may call
the political and the historical and which correspond in his thinking to the two

19§3.03, QC! p.286-288. This note is related to what Gramsci says about the influence of Freudianism
in Germany in his letter to Julia of 20 December 1929. “This has given birth to a new form of intellectual
disorder which is very interesting”. To Julia, LCI p.302.

20 ibid., p.287.

21 The splitting of the German National People’s Party (the ‘Nationalists’), the first of several inthe
course of 1929-30, was reported in Rassegna settimanale della stampa estera ,17 December 1929,
which Gramsci received regularly throughout the period of the notebooks.
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‘moments’ of Germany’s development, past and present .To simplify a complex and
subtle pattern of thought, we may say that most of the German notes are particular
elaborations of one or other of these main threads.

(i) The Political Thread

The political thread is defined by the crisis of the political parties and of the whole
parliamentary regime in Germany. This was a general phenomenon of the postwar
period although its significance differed from country to country. This phenomenon
is first described in §1.48, one of the first drafts of the notes on France. Written at
the end of 1929, it marks the start of the political thread.

The ‘normal’ exercise of hegemony on the now classic ground of parllamentary government
is characterised by a combination of force and consent in equilibrium, without force
outweighing consent too much. Iindeed, force appears to be supported by the consent of
the majority as expressed through the so-called organs of public opinion (which are
therefore artificially multiplied in certain situations).........

in the post-war period the apparatus of hegemony disintegrates and hegemony becomes
increasingly difficult to exercise. The phenomenon is described by various names and
from varlous standpoints, the commonest being “crisis of the principle of authority”,
“dissolution of the parliamentary regime” . Naturally enough the main symptoms of this
phenomenon, in the arena of parliament and government, are the only ones ever described
and these are explained Iin terms of the tallure of the parliamentary ‘principle’, of the
democratic ‘principle’ etc, but not the failure of the ‘principle’ of authority (this failure is
prociaimed by others). On the practical level, the crisis Is reflected In the increasing
difficulty ot forming governments and the increasing instability of governments
themselves. Its Immediate origin lles In the muiltiplication of parliamentary parties and in
the (permanent) Iinternal crises of every party (le, every party experiences what
pariiament as a whole experiences: difficulty in governing). 22

The instability of parliamentary regimes is the most obvious symptom of the
postwar crisis of hegemony, ie, the breakdown of “the equilibrium of force and
consent” which had become the ‘normal’ basis of political leadership in Europe
since 1848. The first line of enquiry is therefore Gramsci’s observations on the
crisis of political parties in Germany. The results of the German elections held
almost continuously at one level or another between 1929-33 provided him with
much factual data on the parties and with evidence of the changing (or
unchanging) state of “equilibrium” (see §9.62, for example).23 There are a number

22 QCl p. 58-59. The periodical source of this note was the report of the protracted ministerial crisis in
France following the fall of Briand’s ministry in October 1929, in Virginio Gayda: ‘Variazioni su una tema
trancese. Il Parlamento contro lo Stato’, Gerarchia, November 1929.

23 §9.62. Machiavelli. {The theorem of fixed proportions] where Gramsci uses the example of
“elections for the President of the Republic, for the Diets of the Lander, for the Reichstag, for the

communal councils and so on right down to the factory councils”. QCII p.1132-1133. Second draft
translated in SPN p. 191-192,
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of strands in this political thread which are conceptually significant .

The comparative perspective. Since the breakdown of hegemony was a general
phenomenon, the political crisis in Germany was seen in comparative perspective
which is not usually the case even among historians who have since written so
much about it. The main terms of comparison were italy where the parliamentary
regime was slowly strangulated and finally given the coup de grace in 1926 and
Britain where the crisis was resolved by ‘normal’ parliamentary means in 1931.
Thus, the election of the National Government in Britain in October 1931 was a
significant moment in his thinking about the crisis of political parties in Germany
(§4.69 and §7.77).24

The focus on the right-wing parties . For scientific as well as prudential reasons the
focus of Gramsci's enquiry was on the parties of the Right not the Left, except
insofar as the “overall” relation of forces was taken into account. In particular,
Gramsci says very little in the notes about the German Communist Party. In view of
his position as a prisoner of a Fascist regime it is not difficult to see why, although
his prudence was a more complicated affair than this since he disagreed with the
policy of his own side. In any case, the most significant feature of the crisis of
political parties after 1929 was the appearance of the charismatic leader. This is a
key strand in the political thread, especially as the “charismatic” precedent set by
Mussolini in Italy provided the basis for a comparative analysis. Gramsci starts to
elaborate this strand in the summer of 1930 (§2.75(i) )25, and after the
‘breakthrough’ of Hitler in the elections of September that year he returns to it at
different stages of the crisis (§2.75 (ii), §6.97, §4.69)26 . The notes on Caesarism
(§9.133/136)27 , for example, written at the turn of 1932-33, are part of the same
strand as those on the charismatic leader since the phenomenon of Caesarism
arose on account of the same fundamental difficulties of “equilibrium”.

24 §4.69. On the Parties, QCl p.513, and §7.77. The Intellectuals. The Political Parties, QCll p.910.
These are the first drafts of §14.23. Observations on Some Aspects of the Structure of Political
Parties in periods of Organic Crisis , QCIIl p.1602 (Translated in SPN p.210)

25 §2.75. R.Michels etc, QCI p.230-239. (Translated in PN1 p. 318-326). Despite the change of
handwriting, it has not been noted that this note was written in two halves, the first in the summer of
1930 the second in the late summer of 1931. For the method of dating, see text of thesis.

26 §2.75. The second half of 1931 starts from: “The charismatic leader can belong to any kind of
party, whether authoritarian or anti-authoritarian....”; §6.97. Past and Present.Great Ambition and
Petty Ambitions, QCHl p.771-772 (note the reference to “what Michels has called the ‘charismatic’
leader...”); §4.69. On the Parties, QC| p.513.

27 §9.133 & §9.136. Machiaveli. Caesarism, QCHI p.1194-1195 and 1197-1198. (Second draft
translated in SPN p. 219-223).
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The crisis of tradition . The observations on the charismatic leader, interesting
though they are, are not perhaps the most original aspect of his perspective on the
German crisis, however. The clue to this lies in Gramsci’s historicism which is more
intuitive and concrete than other varieties, including Croce's. As far as the political
parties in Germany are concerned, Gramsci applied his intuition particularly to the
crisis of the Nationalist party which, as “a monarchist party in a republican regime”
(§1.18, §2.75)28 , was particularly interesting because it stood for a tradition which
was opposed “in principle” to the very political system in which it now had to
operate. The crisis of monarchism was one element of the much wider “crisis of
authority” to which Gramsci often refers (§1.48, §3.03, §3.34, §4.22)29 . The point
was that those on the Right who stood for this principle and attacked the republican
regime for its lack of “authority”, could not offer a realistic alternative since their own
principle was in crisis. Perhaps the most original dimension of the crisis of
hegemony as Gramsci perceived it lay in this crisis of tradition in Germany and the
Nationalist party provided a concrete focus at the level of the parties for this wider
and longer perspective. At the start of 1933 Gramsci wrote about the

“symbiosis of parties” of the German Right (§14.03).30 This concept accurately
described their tactical partnership during the crisis of 1929-33 but, more import-
antly, it also defined in a certain way the relation between the coming of Hitler and
the crisis of the German “tradition”. The symbiosis was a historical as well as
political concept, defining a relation between past and present, old and new.

The political role of the bureaucracy. The weakening of the political parties
is directly related by Gramsci to the strengthening of the political role of the civil and
military bureaucracy (§4.69)31 whose centre of power was the circle around
President Hindenburg. The crisis therefore temporarily reproduced a state of affairs
‘similar’ to that analysed by Max Weber in a famous critique of the government of
imperial Germany written shortly before its overthrow in November 1918. Gramsci
initially cited Weber's analysis for the purpose of comparison with the working of

28 §1.18. Maurras’ Error. Notes on the French Monarchist Party, QCl p.14-15 (Translated in PN1
p.108-109). It is important to note that Gramsci's French notes start from “the monarchist party in a
republican regime” since this element of politics formed the basis of comparison with Hugenburg’s
German monarchist party (ie, the Nationalists). The comparison ‘Maurras-Hugenburg' is made explicit
in the second dratft in QCIII p. 1646. This type of party is also discussed in §2.75 (i), QCl p. 235.

29 §1.48 cit.; §3.03. German Intellectuals, QCI p.286-288; §3.34. Past and Present , QCl p.311-312
(translated in SPN p. 275-276); §4.22. Croce and Marx. The Value of the Ideologies QCl| p.442.

30 §14.03. Machiavelli. Centre. QCIil p.1656-1657.

31 §4.69 On the Parties, cit.
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government in Liberal Italy (§3.119)32 but Weber's account of the rule of the high
bureaucracy - the “State-Bonapartist party” as Gramsci calls it - also served to
define and focus for Gramsci a specific element of Germany’s tradition (§12.01)33 .
Structure-superstructure : the ‘resistance’ of civil society. Was the crisis of
hegemony purely a phenomenon of the superstructures? What relation did it have
to the crisis of the structure in Germany after 19297 It is important to ask this
question in view of Gramsci’s reputation as “the theorist of the superstructures’. As
far as the political thread is concerned, the answer lies in Gramsci's “anti-
economism” and his classic justification of it in §7.10.Structure-superstructure
which was, in fact, an explanation of the German election results of September
1930.34

Although anti-economism is a seminal theme in Gramsci’'s Marxism, the structure-
superstructure relation remains the central problematic. Gramsci began writing the
notes at virtually the same time as the Wall Street Crash and his many notes on the
relation “structure-superstructure” must be read in the context of the world capitalist
crisis as it developed after October 1929. His basic thesis is that economic crises,
including “catastrophic” ones, do not automatically have political and ideological
effects, especially not revolutionary ones. The “potential” of such crises must be
transformed by the political parties before we can speak of their political and
ideological “effects” and this depends on a complex set of cultural and political
preconditions which have nothing directly to do with economic processes. The
most important of these relate to the superstructures of civil society which, as we
know, Gramsci compared to “the trench systems of modern warfare”: they are “very
resistant to catastrophic ‘irruptions’ of the immediate economic element”.35 This
was based on observation of the crisis in Germany and was confirmed, as he saw

32 §3.119. Past and Present. Agitation and Propaganda , QCl p.388. Gramsci refers to the Italian
translation of Weber's Pariiament and Government in Germany under a New Political Order. Towards a
polttical critique of officialdom and the party system published by Laterza in 1919. He added that “the
translation is very imperfect and imprecise”, suggesting that he knew it well. A recent translation is in
Weber’s Political Writings, edited by Peter Lassman and Ronald Speirs, Cambridge University Press,
1994, pp's130-271.
33§12.01. The Intellectuals...QCIil, p.1527 (Translated in SPN p.19 note), where Gramsci refers to
éVeber‘s work again in the context of describing the Prussian nobility, the “traditional intellectuals” in
ermany.
34§7.10. Structure and Superstructure, QCII p.858-860, written in December 1930 in the form of a
critique of Rosa Luxemburg.(Second draft translated in SPN p.233-235, starting from: “On the
Subject of parallels...” ). For the precise context and “double” meaning of this note, see text of thesis.
35 §7.10 cit. p. 860.
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it, by the resuits of the Reichstag election of September 1930. From Gramsci's
standpoint this was a victory not for the “attacking” forces led by the Communists
(as the Comintern claimed) but for the “defending” forces now regrouping behind
the Nazis. This was not to deny that Germany showed all the cultural and political
symptoms of a crisis of hegemony (or “crisis of authority”, in German language), but
the election results showed that the dominant class had plenty of reserve strength
and was far from finished in spite of the terrifying force of the capitalist crisis. The
crisis had the effect of spurring the ruling class into restoring its hegemony before
the revolutionary class could fully exploit its breakdown.

Gramsci's anti-economistic position put him at odds with the Comintern which had
switched to an “offensive” tactic in 1929-30 in response to the capitalist crisis. This
placed him in the “impossible” position (§3.32)36 of being a prisoner of Fascism
whilst disagreeing with the official policy of Communism. Not surprisingly he
discloses very little about his political position in the notes. There were two
exceptional moments, however, when he defined his position in relation to the
Comintern. The two notes were written in response to events in Germany, always
regarded in Comintern thinking as the main arena of the European class struggle:
the first was written in the light of the results of the Reichstag election of September
1930 (§7.10), the second after the Reichstag election campaign of February-March
1933 in which the German Communist Party was destroyed (§14.68).37

The question of ‘parasitism’. The question of Gramsci's political position (or
positions ) cannot be discussed in further detail at this point as it is not relevant to
the crisis of hegemony. However, when his disagreement first became known to his
comrades in prison in a series of conversations in November-December 1930, they
felt that he had underestimated the severity of the world economic crisis and asked

36 §3.32. “ Rendre la vie impossible”, QC1 p.310. This note must have been written shortly after the
visit from his brother Gennaro on 16 June 1930 informing him on behalf of the leadership in exile of
the PCI of the change in the party’s tactical line. Gennaro’s testimony that Gramsci thought the new
tactic was a mistake is confirmed by the following note §.3.33. Some Causes of Eror, QCI p.310-311.
37 §7.10. Structure and Superstructure cit.; §14.68. Machiavelli, QCIIl, p.1728-1730., the only one
of Gramsci’s notes to refer to Stalin (Giuseppe Bessarione) (Translated in SPN p. 240-241). Written in
the first half of 1933, the timing of this note is partly indicated by the following §14.70. Machiavelli.

When it can be said that a party is formed and cannot be destroyed by normal methods, QCllI p.1732-
1735. .
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him to prepare a study of it.38 Although he gathered material on the economic
crisis during 1931, he never produced the study asked of him. This was for reasons
of method as well as opportunity since the study of the economic crisis could result
all too easily in making deterministic or “predictive” assumptions in forcasting
political outcomes.

A structural phase can only be studied and analysed after it has completed its entire

process of development not during the process itself. The only method in this case is to
proceed by hypotheses and by making it perfectly clear that they are only hypotheses. 39

However, the financial panic in Europe during the summer of 1931 inspired the first
of an interesting sequence of notes inquiring into the causes of the economic

crisis (§6.123, §9.61, §15.05).40 A main strand in his thinking regarded it as a
“crisis of saving” caused not by the high wages paid to the workers but by the quota
of national income consumed by “parasitic” classes with no essential function in
production. The older a country’s history, the more significant these parasitic
classes left over by the country’s “tradition” were (§1.61).41 But to see how Gramsci
thought this hypothesis might apply (or not apply) to Germany, we must turn to the
historical thread in his thinking.

(ii) The Historical Thread

If Gramsci's “crisis of hegemony” meant no more than the breakdown of
parliamentary government in Germany there would be nothing very original about
it apart from the use of a novel terminology. But, as we see, when he interweaves
the political and historical threads of his thinking the scope of the crisis of
hegemony starts to become apparent. For it is clear that Gramsci’s hegemony
refers to the State as a cultural not just a political form. This was a product of

38 According to Athos Lisa's report of the conversations of November-December1930, Gramsci's
analysis “took no account of the interdependence of the Italian economy and other capitalist countries
or of the consequences inherent in the sharpening of the world economic crisis” . In fact, Gramsci fully
appreciated the gravity of the 1929 crisis - which he called “a catastrophic ‘eruption’ of the economic
element”) - but at the end of 1930 he did not foresee its duration and scope. He thought it might be
another “sudden eruption” like the German inflation of 1923.Lisa wrote his report in 1933 when the
Scope and duration of the 1929 crisis had become apparent.

39 §7.24. Structure and Superstructure , QCII p.872. My italics.

40 §6.128. Past and Present. Observations on the Crisis of ‘29-30-?, QCH p.792-793; §9.61. Past
and Present. England and Germany, QCll p.1131-1132; §15.05. Past and Present. The Crisis, QCIII
P.1755-1759. The first was written in 1931, in the context of the financial crisis; the second in1932, in
relation to the peaking of the unemployement figures; the third in early1933, in relation to the new
political conjuncture.

41 §1.61. Americianism, QC| p.70.
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Germany's past.

The historical thread in Gramsci’s notes is defined by the function in German
history of the Prussian nobility, the Junkers. The start of this thread can be found in
§1.44, also written near the end of 1929, where he analyses “the political
leadership of a class before and after it comes to power”. In the course of this
analysis we find a comparative sketch of how “the process by which the
bourgeoisie takes power in France, Germany, ltaly (and England) differs”. This
thumb-nail sketch gives us the first reference in the notes to the concept of the
nobility as “the bourgeoisie’s intellectuals ".

The phenomenon is the most complete, the most rich in political elements, in France. The
German phenomenon Is similar in some respects 1o the Itallan, in other respects to the
English. In Germany 1848 fails because the bourgeoisie is not very concentrated (the
Jacobin-type slogan in Germany In 1848 Iis provided by Marx's formula of ‘permanent
revolution’) and because the issue is mixed up with the national question. The wars of
1864, 1866, and 1870 solve the national question and result in an intermediate type of
solution to the class question: the bourgeoisie gets control of economic-industrial atfairs
but the old feudal classes remain as the ruling stratum (ceto governitivo) with a great
many caste privileges in the army, the state administration, and on the land. But for all
their enduring importance and despite keeping all these privileges, at least these old
classes in Germany do have a function: they are the bourgeoisie’'s “intellectuals” with a
particular temperament of their own inherited from their class origin and from the
tradition.......

The correct explanation why the Junkers and Kaiserism stayed in power in Germany in
spite of the large-scale capitalist development is indicated by Antonio Labriola: the class
relationship created by the development of industry persuades the bourgeoisie, as soon
as the limit of bourgeois hegemony has been reached and the circumstances of the
progressive classes have been transformed, not to fight to the death against the old world
but to leave part of its facade standing as a disguise for its own domination. 42

Gramsci elaborates this thread in his notes on the Intellectuals. The first draft of
these was §4.49, written at the time the Reichstag election of 1930; the second was
§12.01written around the time of the presidential elections of 1932. A further trace
of this thread can be found shortly after Hitter came to power in 1933 (§15.18).43
Although the notes on the Intellectuals are regrettably short, for Gramsci the
investigation of this question was the most exciting enterprise of the notebooks.
There is abundant testimony in the letters to its special importance to him and of his
personal struggle to order his thoughts and discipline his imagination on this

42 §1.44. Political leadership of a class before and after becoming the government , QCI p.53.
(Translated in PNI p.150).

43 §4.49. The Intellectuals , QC! p.480-481; §12.01. The Intellectuals......, QCIII p.1526-1527:
§15.18. Past and Present, QCIli p.1775-1776.
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question.44 His frustration at being unable to undertake the necessary scholarly
research, his “excessive methodological scuples”, his constant reservations and
misgivings about the results of his thinking - all this suggests that the question of
the intellectuals was Gramsci's ‘big idea’ and there is no doubt that the final
expression of his thoughts fell far short of the subject’s potential as he conceived it.
Since there are (with one possible exception4s ) no significant conceptual changes
between the first and second drafts, we quote the relevant passage on the
“traditional intellectuals” from the second draft of 1932. He begins by comparing
their function to that of the English landowning class.

The latter, long after losing its economic supremacy, preserves its political-intellectual
supremacy and is assimilated by the new group in power as ‘traditional intellectuals’ and
as leadership stratum . The old landowning aristocracy joins up with the industrlalists by a
kind of suture which is precisely what joins together the traditional intellectuals and the
new dominant classes in other countries.

The English phenomenon also appears in Germany where, however, it iIs complicated by
other historical and traditional elements. Germany, like Italy, was the seat of an
institution and an Iideology of a universalistic, supra-national character (the Holy Roman
Empire of the German Nation). It supplied a certain number of personnel to the medieval
cosmopolis which impoverished its own internal energles and aroused struggles which
distracted from the problems of national organisation and perpetuated the territorial
disunity of the Middle Ages. The development of industry took place within a semi-feudal
framework which lasted until November 1918 and the Junkers maintained a political-
intellectual supremacy far greater than that of the corresponding English group. They
were the traditional intellectuals of the German industrialists but with speclal privileges
and a vigorous awareness of being an independent social group based on the fact that
they kept a significant measure of economic power on the land, which was more
‘productive’ than In England. The Prussian Junkers resemble a priestiy-military caste with
a virtual monopoly of directive-organisational functions in political society, but at the
same time possessing an economic base of their own and not having to depend

exclusively on the liberality of the dominant economic group. Moreover, unlike the English
landed nobility, the Junkers constituted the officer corps of a large standing army which
gave them solid organisational cadres favouring the preservation of their esprit de corps
and their political monopoly.

(In Max Weber’s book Parliament and Government in the New Order in Germany can be
found many elements showing how the political monopoly of the nobles impeded the
elaboration of an extensive and experienced bourgeois political personnel and was at the
root of the continual parliamentary crises and of the fragmentation of the liberal and
democratic parties. Hence the importance of the Catholic Centre and of Social Democracy
which managed during the imperial period to bulld up to a significant degree a

44 Thus, in the first plan of study set out in the letter to Tatiana on 19 March 1927, he writes: “The
subject is full of possibilities (argomento suggestivo in sommo grado ) although, of course, | could only
Sketch the broad outiines as there is no chance of my consulting the inmense mass of material which
IS necessary”, LC |, p.56. And he was referring only to the ffalian intellectuals......

45 Inthe first draft the big landowners (/atifondisti Junker ) are described as being “allied with the
petty-bourgeosie” but this is dropped in the second draft. Since the description appears to be
hlstorically accurate in view of the Junkers’ leadership of the Farmers League, the omission of this
Important detail in the second draft is puzzling. it could be that Gramsci thought that history needed to
be reconsidered in the light of current politics, especially the success of Hitler's party which may have

Suggested to him that the “subaltern class”, the petty-bourgeoisie, had now become an independent
political movment.
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parliamentary and directive stratum of its own).46

This brilliant synopsis sets out an entire agenda for historical research as Gramsci
was probably aware. Unfortunately this agenda cannot be explored further here47 |
but some comment on the question of German “peculiarities” is merited in the light
of Gramsci's comparative perspective and some clarification of the term
“intellectuals” is needed in view of its unlikely application to the Junkers.

The comparative perspective . As we see, from the start of the notes Gramsci's
perspective on modern German history is defined by the ruling function of the big
Prussian nobility (/atifondisti Junker ), and their conception of themselves as the
carriers of the German “tradition”. Gramsci seems to take the same route which
German historians will later call the Sonderweg although it is worth remembering
that he was writing in 1932 without knowing that it led to the Third Reich. Moreover,
we should not lose sight of the main features of his route map. in the first place his
perspective on Germany’s bourgeois revolution is comparative - “similar in some
respects to the ltalian, in other respects to the English” - so the route is far from
being entirely “peculiar’: the only peculiarity seems to be to describe the nobility as
“intellectuals”. Again, his perspective presupposed the large-scale development of
industry and the fundamental dominance of the bourgeoisie. This meant that the
bourgeoisie were the ‘hegemonic’ class of civil society in Germany for his very
concept of ‘bourgeois revolution’ implied that the bourgeoisie, through a muttitude
of private initiatives, organi