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In discussing how to approach a writer’s body of work, Antonio Gramsci (1971) famously 
argued for the importance of finding an author’s leitmotif or guiding thread. Gramsci made this 
remark specifically in reference to his own approach to Marx, and not surprisingly many scholars 
have found it appropriate to take up Gramsci’s methodological suggestions in approaching 
Gramsci’s own body of work. For almost every one of Gramsci’s major concepts such as 
hegemony (Cammett 1967; Borg et al. 2002; Thomas 2009b), civil society (Bobbio 1979), 
intellectuals (Santucci 2010; Vacca 1982), historic bloc (Portelli 2011), the state (Showstack 
Sassoon 1987), culture (Crehan 2002; Giacomini 2001), and some lesser known concepts such as 
popular creative spirit (Holub 1992; Ives 2004), education (Greaves 2009), and dialectical 
philosophy (Boggs 1984), one can find a Gramscian scholar who identifies it as the leitmotif or 
core concept running through Gramsci’s writings and, in particular, his Prison Notebooks. 
 
We are following Gramscian scholars in identifying a leitmotif, but we are doing so with a few 
caveats. First, we do not draw on one of Gramsci’s key concepts as a leitmotif, but rather on his 
major political project which, while a goal of all Marxist revolutionaries, also has many affinities 
with ideas at the heart of social justice-oriented education. The goal that Gramsci shared with all 
communists and which we believe is the leitmotif of his theory and practice is the political 
independence of the working class. All Marxist revolutionaries, beginning with Marx and Engels 
themselves, understand and work toward the goal of working-class political independence as part 
and parcel of the struggle for a revolutionary transformation of capitalism. 
 
As Nimtz (1999, 2000) makes clear, coming to an understanding of the necessity of working-
class political independence was a major milestone in the political evolution of Marx and Engels. 
The concept was originally and succinctly captured in the 1864 Provisional Rules for the 
International Working Men’s Association (IWMA), later to be known as the First International. 
In the Rules, Marx (1964) wrote: “the emancipation of the working classes must be conquered by 
the working classes themselves” (p. 288). Self-emancipation requires both independent 
organization and consciousness. Since this concept was the opening line of the Rules of 
the First International, it spread around the world and became a hallmark of revolutionary 
working-class politics. 
 
The idea and goal of working-class political independence share much in common with basic 
principles held by many educators and particularly educators explicitly oriented toward social 
justice. Most educators hope that students will leave their classes as critical, independent 
thinkers. Educators strive to provide their students with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions to 
be able to think for themselves and to be able to assess situations and draw their own 
conclusions, so that they will not fall victim to the imposition of others’ ideas which may not be 



their own. As educators, we strive to help students see things and people in their broader 
contexts, in their interrelatedness, and to understand their growth and change overtime. Social 
justice-oriented educators hope that their students will become change agents in their own lives 
and in the lives of those with whom they live and work. Social justice educators strive to create 
educational spaces in which students increasingly set the agenda or curriculum for our 
educational work. We want our teaching and our students’ learning to be based in their needs and 
interests to the greatest extent possible. All of these goals and aspirations align with Gramsci’s 
idea of working-class political independence. 
 
These goals are embedded in the much-quoted adult educational notion of “empowerment.” 
Although this concept is contested and often appropriated by the Right (Inglis 1997), we believe 
it retains great traction as an organizing idea for educators on the left (Foley 2001). 
Empowerment is, after all, the claiming of power, a class becoming in and for itself by becoming 
politically independent. Deconstructing and clarifying the notion of empowerment is a route 
from adult education into Gramsci’s particular project. Gramsci, however, as a revolutionary 
communist took this further to understand that the existing educational institutions could provide 
useful and essential knowledge, skills, and some dispositions for working-class independence, 
but, ultimately, full independence could only come through educational institutions developed 
and controlled by the working class itself. Moreover, these institutions need to be both 
educational and political institutions; they have to educate while also being vehicles for working-
class political struggle and power. The educative dimension of Gramsci’s project is a more 
politicized interpretation of the notion of student empowerment alluded to earlier. We will have 
more to say on the nature of working-class political independence below. Before continuing, we 
want to highlight what we mean by working class for this also has direct relevance for educators.  
 
In Gramsci’s (2007) early twentieth-century Italian context, he was concerned for the political 
independence of the “vast majority of the Italian people, the workers and the peasants” (pp. 784–
785); to capture all oppressed sectors, he often used the term subaltern in the Prison Notebooks. 
For the purposes of this chapter, given our US context, we will just use the term working class, 
realizing that in some contexts there exist significant peasant populations. We draw our 
definition of working class from the work of Zweig (2012) and Jonna and Bellamy Foster 
(2014). Summarizing their definitions and setting aside some minor differences, all three of these 
researchers consider the working class to consist of those people, who when they are employed, 
work for a boss or bosses and have little control over the nature of their job, in other words, 
people who work for someone else with little say over the what, when, and how of what they do 
to earn their wage or salary. Zweig calculates that about 63% and Jonna and Bellamy Foster 
calculate that about 68.9% of the US population belongs to the working class. It is also important 
to highlight that the working class is multiracial and multinational, and it is disproportionally 
made up of women and people of color. These data mean that many educators spend their time in 
classrooms and other educational settings with mainly working-class people. 
 
We do not pose the political independence of the working class as a leitmotif in opposition to 
Gramscian scholars who have identified other key concepts as the leitmotif in Gramsci’s work. 
Since we understand Gramsci’s key concepts as interrelated and a part of a conceptual totality, 
we think one can identify almost any of his central ideas as foundational or at least fundamental 
to his conceptual totality. For example, one cannot understand the key concept of hegemony 



without considering the role of intellectuals in building hegemony nor civil society as the terrain 
over which hegemony is constructed and deconstructed by opposing social forces; so, within this 
particular example, it is difficult to distinguish which of these concepts is more important than 
the other. 
 
Many Gramscian scholars also recognize the interrelatedness of Gramsci’s key concepts. 
Thomas (2009b), for example, identifies hegemony as a key Gramscian concept. He calls 
hegemony an integral part of a “constellation of concepts” (p. 134). He makes the point that “the 
guiding thread that organizes all of Gramsci’s carceral research can be succinctly characterized 
as the search for an adequate theory of proletarian hegemony in the epoch of the ‘organic crisis’ 
or the ‘passive revolution’ of the bourgeois ‘integral state ” (p. 136). Here we see Thomas 
linking several key Gramscian concepts together in identifying a leitmotif with hegemony at its 
center. 
 
The goal of working-class political independence, while in fact central to Gramsci’s theory and 
practice, allows us to demonstrate how pedagogy plays a key mediating role in the 
interrelatedness of his major concepts. Educational action is at the heart of Gramsci’s major 
concepts and also is the conceptual glue that binds them together. For example, Gramsci believed 
that people’s adhesion to prevailing commonsensical notions or hegemonic thinking was the 
product of a pedagogical process. He said that “every relationship of ‘hegemony’ is necessarily 
an educational relationship” (SPN, p. 350). When grassroots protest breaks out in spontaneous 
ways showing embryonic resistance to prevailing hegemony and social injustices, Gramsci 
insisted that education was essential for these forms of spontaneous action to lead to lasting 
change. Reflecting on his own educational and political work in the context of spontaneous 
working-class rebellion in Turin in 1919 and 1920, he said “this element of ‘spontaneity” was 
not neglected and even less despised. It was educated , directed” (SPN, p. 198). 
 
This education of spontaneity was not the individual act of Gramsci even though he was one of 
the popular educators involved. Rather, this educational work in order to be effective, in 
Gramsci’s opinion, had to be the work of a political party. For Gramsci (1971) “parties can be 
considered as schools” (SPN, p. 268). It is educational work organized by political organizations 
organically rooted to the working class and its communities, work places, and organizations that 
can build political independence. In the United States, a few historical examples of this type 
of educational work would include the numerous party schools organized by the Communist 
Party USA (Gettleman 1993), the Industrial Workers of the World’s (IWW) Work People’s 
College near Duluth, Minnesota, (Altenbaugh 1990), and the nonformal educational work of the 
Black Panther Party (Williamson 2005). Contemporary examples would include the nonformal 
educational work of revolutionary organizations such as the Freedom Road Socialist 
Organization and the League of Revolutionaries for a New America (Holst 2004). 
 
In this chapter, based on a philological investigation of Gramsci’s pre-prison and prison writings 
in the context of his political practice, we will make four major arguments. As already stated, we 
will argue that the major leitmotif of Gramsci’s writings and political practice was the struggle to 
achieve the political independence of the working class. Second, we will demonstrate how the 
leitmotif of working-class political independence provides for a revolutionary understanding of 
the interrelatedness of Gramsci’s major concepts such as intellectuals, the state and civil society, 



hegemony, and war of position, as well as his insistence on and continuous work in revolutionary 
political parties. Third, we will assert that the leitmotif of working-class political independence 
demonstrates the centrality of revolutionary pedagogy at the heart of Gramsci’s political practice. 
Fourth, based on the assessment that precarity or dispossession is actually the historic 
development of an objectively revolutionary class, we will propose that Gramsci’s revolutionary 
pedagogical practice is increasingly relevant for development of the subjective conditions for 
revolutionary practice by the growing masses of dispossessed. 
 
11.1 The Political Independence of the Working Class 
As mentioned above, political independence of the working class has been a central goal of the 
socialist tradition since at least the time of Marx and Engels. Scholars (e.g., Joseph 2002 ; 
LeBlanc 2006 ; Shandro 2014) have demonstrated how this was also central to the theory and 
practice of Lenin and the Russian Revolution. In the summary list of the ten major components 
of Lenin’s thought, between dealing with diversity in the working class and the working-class 
struggle against all forms of oppression, LeBlanc lists the political independence of the working 
class. This is important given the significant influence Lenin’s theory and practice had on 
Gramsci. While keeping in mind the long history of this goal in the socialist tradition, we think it 
is also helpful to consider more contemporary examples. 
 
The Brazilian sociologist Michael Lowy (1987) saw the formation of the Brazilian Workers 
Party in 1979, of which Paulo Freire was a founding member, as expressing “the political 
independence of the working class and working people” (p. 454). In the broader and more recent 
Latin American context, Chilean sociologist Marta Harnecker (2015) argues that despite the 
massive social movement protest and activism of the last decade, there has generally been a lack 
of a political organization through which popular sectors can “undertake an apprenticeship in 
forms of self-government” (p. 173). She believes a reading of history teaches us that “in order to 
not waste popular energy and instead transform it into a force capable of bring about change, a 
political organization is needed” (p. 166). 
 
A US example can be found in the organization called the League of Revolutionaries for a New 
America (LRNA) (2015). A recent report from the organization’s central body provides an 
analysis of recent upsurges in social movement activity and insight into the role of 
revolutionaries. The League makes the argument that “workers are beginning the process of 
separating from the political system” (p. 6) and that they see this as important because 
“revolution cannot proceed until the workers separate their thinking from their rulers and begin 
to think independently along class lines” (p. 6). For both LRNA and Gramsci, the role of 
revolutionaries is to foster and educate the spontaneous and growing political independence of 
the US working class. In fact, both see education as the main function of revolutionary 
organizations since without this, independent thinking cannot grow. 
 
In the LRNA example, we can identify the two interrelated senses in which Gramsci and 
revolutionaries have conceptualized political independence. Political independence is a question 
of consciousness and thinking and is developed and educated through organization. Moreover, 
one expands the other. If working-class people are going to think independently of the social, 
political, and economic institutions of a given society, they must have their own organizations 
within each of these spheres. Working-class political parties, worker-run and controlled 



economic institutions such as cooperatives or workplace councils, and working-class social 
and cultural organizations are all foundational to and necessary for working-class political 
independence. An interesting example of this can be found in the occupied and worker-run 
factories which emerged in Argentina after the economic crisis of the early 2000s. With no work 
and no wages, workers began returning to their workplaces which had been abandoned by their 
owners. The workers, on their own, restarted production and distribution of products without any 
owners or supervisors. 
 
As one worker recounted, one of the hardest hurdles to overcome in the beginning was to 
convince fellow workers that they could actually run their workplaces without bosses or, in other 
words, that they could think and act independently as workers (The Lavaca Collective 2007). A 
very similar situation arose at the Republic Windows factory in Chicago, Illinois, during the US 
financial crisis beginning in 2008. As the workers succinctly put it on the website of their now 
worker-run factory: “In 2008, the boss decided to close our windows factory…and fire everyone. 
In 2012, we decided to buy the factory for ourselves and fire the boss. We now own the plant 
together and run it democratically” (New Era Windows Cooperative n.d.). 
 
In Gramscian scholarship there is not a lot of sustained discussion of his emphasis on the 
political independence of the working class. We think that one reason for this may be the serious 
pedagogical and organizing implications involved in achieving political independence. We 
would argue that Gramscian scholarship, with its emphasis on the Prison Notebooks written 
when Gramsci’s activist work was over, tends to focus on Gramsci the theorist and thinker (see 
Coutinho 2012 and Santucci 2010 for recent exceptions) to the detriment of Gramsci the 
pedagogue of revolution (Freire, in Freire and Macedo 1987) and political party activist and 
leader. On the other hand, the educational scholarship on Gramsci which does focus on his 
pedagogy tends to downplay Gramsci as revolutionary, as Italian Socialist Party and Italian 
Communist Party militant (see Kachur 2002 ; Morgan 2003 for exceptions). Therefore, between 
these two bodies of scholarship, not only is there little two-way dialogue; there is also a gap in 
terms of understanding the pedagogy of revolutionary party militancy, which has as its goal, the 
political independence of the working class. 
 
11.2 Catharsis as Gramsci’s Pedagogical Conceptualization of Political Independence 
  
If Gramsci’s leitmotif was the political independence of the working class, the Gramscian 
concept most clearly aligned with this leitmotif would be “Catharsis.” According to Thomas 
(2009a), Gramsci used the term only eight times in the Prison Notebooks ; nevertheless Thomas 
emphasizes that it is a central term in Gramsci’s political theory. He adapted the term from 
Benedetto Croce but used it for very different purposes. We will generally avoid long quotes, but 
since the term catharsis is a centerpiece of our argument, we will provide the full excerpt from 
Gramsci’s 10th Prison Notebooks written in 1932 where he defines what he means by catharsis. 
The term ‘catharsis’ can be employed to indicate the passage from the purely economic (or 
egoistic-passional) to the ethico-political moment that is the superior elaboration of the structure 
into the superstructure in the minds of men. This also means the passage from ‘objective to 
subjective’ and from ‘necessity to freedom’. Structure ceases to be an external force which 
crushes man, assimilates him to itself and makes him passive; and is transformed into a means of 
freedom, an instrument to create a new ethico-political form and a source of new initiatives. To 



establish the ‘cathartic’ moment becomes therefore, it seems to me, the starting-point for all the 
philosophy of praxis, and the cathartic process coincides with the chain of syntheses which have 
resulted from the evolution of the dialectic. (SPN, pp. 366–367) 
 
This is a rather typical quote from the Prison Notebooks  in that it is packed full of rather 
difficult concepts implying multiple layers and avenues of analysis. We will provide a 
pedagogically oriented “translation” or interpretation of this quote and then show how combined 
with the idea of political independence it allows for a pedagogical presentation of the 
interrelatedness of Gramsci’s major concepts. 
 
In Gramscian scholarship there is not a lot of sustained discussion of his emphasis on the 
political independence of the working class. We think that one reason for this may be the serious 
pedagogical and organizing implications involved in achieving political independence. We 
would argue that Gramscian scholarship, with its emphasis on the Prison Notebooks  written 
when Gramsci’s activist work was over, tends to focus on Gramsci the theorist and thinker (see 
Coutinho 2012 and Santucci 2010 for recent exceptions) to the detriment of Gramsci the 
pedagogue of revolution (Freire, in Freire and Macedo 1987 ) and political party activist and 
leader. On the other hand, the educational scholarship on Gramsci which does focus on his 
pedagogy tends to downplay Gramsci as revolutionary, as Italian Socialist Party and Italian 
Communist Party militant (see Kachur 2002 ; Morgan 2003  for exceptions). Therefore, between 
these two bodies of scholarship, not only is there little two-way dialogue; there is also a gap in 
terms of understanding the pedagogy of revolutionary party militancy, which has as its goal, the 
political independence of the working class. 
 
In educational scholarship, Paula Allman (2001) has captured the essence of the pedagogical 
process of moving from the economic to the ethico-political when she discusses reproductive, 
acritical practice, and revolutionary critical praxis. The purely economic struggle and efforts to 
make improvements within prevailing relations is a form of reproductive and acritical praxis. 
Coming to an understanding of the dialectical relationship between the economic and the 
political is a form of revolutionary critical praxis. Since, as Allman argues, we experience the 
social totality of our lives in fragmented ways, we need a pedagogical practice to critically 
understand how phenomena like economics and politics, which we generally experience as 
separate entities, are actually dialectically related. Therefore, as Allman argues that a 
revolutionary critical praxis and the dialectical understanding which comes from it lead to 
challenging not just the conditions produced by prevailing relations (reforms) but the very 
relations themselves (revolution). 
 
For Gramsci the passage from the economic to the ethico-political went beyond single struggles 
like the one I mentioned above in Austin, although single cases can highlight elements of it. For 
Gramsci the cathartic moment, the achievement of hegemony, was a part of longer-term 
historical transformations. This is only clear when we consider the parenthetical note he wrote at 
the end of his definition of catharsis, which also sheds light on his comment about the “evolution 
of the dialectic.” One must keep permanently in mind the two points between which this process 
oscillates: that no society poses for itself problems the necessary and sufficient conditions for 
whose solution do not already exist or are coming into being; and that no society comes to an end 
before it has expressed all its potential content. (SPN, p. 367) 



 
The dialectic Gramsci is referring to is the contradiction which develops overtime between a 
society’s forces and relations of production or, more simply put, a given society’s technology 
and the way people organize themselves around it. This reference to political economy refers to 
Marx’s claim that the technological basis of a new social order is always already present or 
emerging before revolutionary transformation can or does take place. Nelson Peery (2002) helps 
us understand this when he discusses the three interrelated stages of revolutionary processes. The 
first stage is fundamental changes in the economic sphere (economic revolution) which create 
tremendous social disruption (social revolution) and which provide the objective conditions for 
the realization through struggle of fundamental political transformation (political revolution).  
 
Peery provides the example of the US Civil Rights Movement. The mechanization of southern 
agriculture in the early to mid-twentieth century drove hundreds of thousands of African 
Americans off the land and into the cities causing major social disruption. This economic 
revolution in agriculture set the objective conditions for the potential realization of the 
longstanding political demands for freedom among African American people; the stage was set 
for the overthrow of the Jim Crow political structure by the Civil Rights Movement. As Peery 
says, before the mechanization of agriculture, African Americans were isolated on plantations all 
across the South with the same longstanding desire to end Jim Crow, but they had no way of 
physically coming together to organize. The economic revolution sparked the massing of African 
Americans in southern cities whereby they could launch the political revolution. Similarly, in 
Turin in the early twentieth century, the mass production revolution brought tens of thousands of 
workers together in a space of only a few thousand square meters (Schwarzmantel 
2015) among the automobile industry factories, thus providing the objective conditions for the 
emergence of the factory councils. 
 
When Gramsci says that structures cease to be external forces which crush people and instead 
become instruments of freedom, he is referring to the idea that when people gain economic and 
political power, institutions such as workplaces and state agencies can be transformed into 
instruments which liberate rather than oppress them. Gramsci witnessed this himself in the Turin 
factory councils when workers occupied the factories and began to run them democratically 
without the bosses. Gramsci saw how he, his comrades, and the workers together made 
workplaces both sites of production and learning and liberation. In the US Civil Rights 
Movement, one can think of how African Americans created their own educational institutions 
to counter the schooling institutions which, paraphrasing Gramsci above, crushed them, tried to 
assimilate them into the status quo, and made them passive. It is not by chance that the Civil 
Rights Movement schooling institutions were called citizenship schools, freedom schools, and 
later liberation schools (Payne and Sills Strickland 2008 ). What never did take place in Turin in 
1920, however, was the passage from the economic to the ethico-political; in other words, the 
Turin workers were never able to transform the political structures (the state) like they 
temporarily transformed the economic structures (workplaces). Understanding the failure of the 
Turin Factory Council Movement, by trying to understand the process of and the road to the 
cathartic moment and political independence of the working class, was a major goal in Gramsci’s 
reflections in the Prison Notebooks. 
 
11.3 Gramsci’s Major Concepts as Interrelated Elements of a Revolutionary Pedagogical 



Project 
 
11.3.1 Intellectuals as the Pedagogues of Hegemony and Independence 
  
In presenting the interrelatedness of major Gramscian concepts, we can begin with a 1931 letter 
by Gramsci from prison in which he summarizes his research on intellectuals: 
 
The research I have done on the intellectuals is very broad....My study also leads to certain 
definitions of the concept of the State, that is usually understood as political Society (or 
dictatorship, or coercive apparatus meant to mold the popular mass in accordance with the 
type of production and economy at a given moment) and not as a balance between the 
political Society and civil Society (or the hegemony of a social group over the entire 
national society, exercised through the so-called private organizations, such as the Church, 
the unions, the schools, etc.), and it is within the civil society that intellectuals operate. 
(PPW, pp. 66–67) 
 
Here we have Gramsci “connecting the dots” between many of his central concepts. Let’s begin 
with intellectuals. Gramsci says his research on intellectuals was very broad. His research did not 
necessarily begin with the question of intellectuals per se but, rather, and related to the central 
point of this chapter, with trying to understand how classes achieve or do not achieve political 
independence and power in given historical periods and, in particularly, periods of social 
upheaval or transformation. What interested Gramsci was to understand how individuals played 
decisive roles in the emergence of ruling classes. Educational scholars of Gramsci often miss this 
point in terms of Gramsci’s conceptualization of intellectuals. For example, when Gramsci says 
that everyone is an intellectual but not everyone plays that role in society, educators often take 
this to show Gramsci’s faith in the intellectual capacity of the oppressed. Gramsci had a critical 
faith in the capacity of the oppressed, yet his point was really about the extent to which people 
help consolidate the power and self-awareness of social classes; those who do that are 
intellectuals regardless of whether their jobs require a lot of mental or manual labor. 
 
Gramsci’s historical research and his political practice showed him that social classes, in order to 
become ruling classes, must have people—organic intellectuals— who strive to teach the class 
about its own identity. Such intellectuals make the class aware of its own interests and build a 
class’s organizational and intellectual independence. Organic refers to the role these intellectuals 
play in the sense that their activities are tied to the emergence and leadership of a particular class. 
As new classes emerge, they find intellectuals already in place, who while implicitly or explicitly 
partisan to a class, due to their class’ dominance, appear to be rather neutral; these are what 
Gramsci referred to as traditional intellectuals. For a class to become a leading and dominant 
class, it needs its own organic intellectuals and it must also win over or at least neutralize the 
impact of existing traditional intellectuals. 
 
We will provide some more concrete examples to help explain Gramsci’s conceptualization of 
intellectuals. An example related directly to adult education would be workplace professionals 
whose primary functions have to do with the physical organization of workers, their work, and 
their experiences in the workplace. For the latter element, human resource departments and the 
professionals who work in them would be examples of intellectuals. In terms of the former, 



David Noble’s (1977) book America by Design , while not specifically drawing on Gramsci, 
provides a historical analysis of the role of engineers in the reorganization of work and 
workplaces in the United States in the twentieth century. In what is almost a copy of Gramsci, 
Noble says that engineers not only used technical skill to design the technology of modern 
capitalism, but they also acted as “managers, educators, and social reformers” (p. xxiv) in 
restructuring work and the role of workers. We raise these examples to highlight the fact that for 
Gramsci, the role of intellectuals is not just directly in the realm of ideas but also in the world of 
production.  
 
In fact, Gramsci (1971) begins his discussion of intellectuals in Prison Notebook 12 with a 
discussion of the organic intellectuals of the then emerging industrial capitalist class and in 
particular those who operate in the economy. “The capitalist entrepreneur creates alongside 
himself the industrial technician, the specialist in political economy, the organizers of a new 
culture” (SPN, p. 5). The capitalist, for Gramsci, is not just a moneymaker but “an organizer of 
men [sic]” (ibid.) in all spheres of society with the purpose of creating “the conditions most 
favorable to the expansion of their class” (ibid. pp. 5–6). Since Gramsci was writing toward the 
beginning of mass industrial expansion in Italy, these intellectuals were a relatively new 
phenomenon, and, therefore, he saw them as organic, as emerging alongside the new emerging 
industrial capitalist. Today, the capitalist class has long since established the state educational 
institutions which produce these intellectuals as traditional intellectuals. 
 
In contemporary US society, other examples of this type of traditional intellectual would be the 
countless “talking heads” one sees and hears on mainstream news media who comment on 
government or corporate actions and policies. Generally, the expert justifies or explains these 
actions within the confines of the rationale already established by these institutions’ 
spokespeople. If an expert challenges the actions or policies, it is normally based on the ideas of 
a rival mainstream political party (McChesney 2015). So, within the confines of political debate 
established by mainstream political parties and reflected in mainstream media, experts appear 
neutral whether they agree or disagree with the government or corporations. There are countless 
universities, research institutes, and think tanks which produce and sustain traditional 
intellectuals who make careers out of creating, justifying, and explaining mainstream politics and 
policies. The end result of this work of intellectuals is to further the political independence and 
power of the capitalist class by making it appear as if its interests were the nation’s interest, as if 
all classes benefitted and shared equally in the interests of the nation. This, for Gramsci, was 
precisely the hegemonic role of these intellectuals. Their work is not of a profoundly educational 
nature, but rather of a profoundly miseducational (Woodson 2000) nature, to 
convince all classes into thinking the interests of the capitalist class are also their 
own. In current parlance, these intellectuals work to convince the 99% that when the 
government or corporations act to protect the interests of the 1%, they are acting on 
behalf of the 100%. 
 
In the example above about the talking heads, it is important to point out that many of these 
talking heads move frequently between government agencies and private entities such as 
corporations, universities, or think tanks.  Here, we can see the interplay between the two sides 
of the integral state and the active role intellectuals play in the dialectical relationship between 
coercion and hegemony. Gramsci (1971) made this point most explicitly in a comment in 



Notebook  14 on legislators where he indicates how legislators not only create laws which 
regulate the thought and actions of others (hegemony) but also have at their disposal the “legal 
coercive powers of the state” (SPN, p. 266). This is why Gramsci (1971) said his definition of 
intellectuals was broad and that it also caused him to broaden the traditional Marxist definition of 
the state. In fact, one of his most commonly cited definitions of the state where he says “what we 
can do for the moment, is to fix two major superstructural levels” (SPN, p. 12), one being civil 
society and the other being political society, was in Notebook 12 in his extended discussion of 
intellectuals. Of this dual role for intellectuals, Gramsci said that they “are the dominant’s 
group’s ‘deputies’ exercising the…functions of social hegemony [civil society] and 
political government [political society]” (SPN, p. 12). 
 
For Gramsci, intellectuals are the key agents of building class independence and class 
dependence. As we have shown above, current-day intellectuals help make the working class 
dependent on the interests of the capitalist class; they make the 99% ideologically dependent on 
the 1% through miseducation. So this is both a process of dependence and independence. The 
more ideologically dependent the working class is on the capitalist class, the more independence 
the capitalist class has to achieve its own ends and to argue that those ends are to the benefit of 
everyone. This is why it was so important for Gramsci that the working class create its own 
organic intellectuals. Working-class organic intellectuals must not only counter the ideas of the 
capitalist class—what many people refer to as counter-hegemony—but also superstructural 
levels” (SPN, p. 12), one being civil society and the other being political society, was in 
Notebook 12 in his extended discussion of intellectuals. Of this dual role for intellectuals, 
Gramsci said that they “are the dominant’s group’s ‘deputies’ exercising the…functions of social 
hegemony [civil society] and political government [political society]” (SPN, p. 12). 
 
For Gramsci, intellectuals are the key agents of building class independence and class 
dependence. As we have shown above, current-day intellectuals help make the working class 
dependent on the interests of the capitalist class; they make the 99% ideologically dependent on 
the 1% through miseducation. So this is both a process of dependence and independence. The 
more ideologically dependent the working class is on the capitalist class, the more independence 
the capitalist class has to achieve its own ends and to argue that those ends are to the benefit of 
everyone. This is why it was so important for Gramsci that the working class create its own 
organic intellectuals. Working-class organic intellectuals must not only counter the ideas of the 
capitalist class—what many people refer to as counter-hegemony—but also through catharsis 
build the hegemony and independence of the working class. This is a political project created by 
and for the working class based on the day-to-day needs and aspirations of the class as defined 
by the class itself. 
 
We think for a lot of people it is hard to conceptualize the idea of working-class organic 
intellectuals because, unlike traditional intellectuals above who we see on TV or in our 
workplaces, we seldom encounter working-class organic intellectuals. Moreover, in the United 
States, social movement activity of the last 60 years has not been of a specifically class character 
but rather a mix of class with more dominant issues such as race, gender, sexuality, or peace. We 
can identify academic radicals as organic intellectuals but then we fall into the trap Gramsci asks 
us to avoid by focusing on the intellectual activity of a person and not on whether they help 
develop the independence and power of the working class. So, writing books or doing formal 



research does not make one a working-class organic intellectual, although there are working-
class organic intellectuals who do this type of work. To be concrete about this concept, here is a 
short list, in no particular order, of people we consider to be examples of US-based working-
class organic intellectuals: Woody Guthrie, Angela Davis, Willie Baptist, Lucy Parsons, 
Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, General Baker, Meridel Le Sueur, Nelson Peery, and Luis J. Rodriguez. 
What all of these people have in common is that they are or were based in organizations of the 
working class dedicated to the class’s organizational and intellectual independence. Their work, 
whether intellectual, cultural, or organizational, is or was oriented toward building the capacity 
of working-class people to achieve independence and ultimately political power. Moreover, at 
the heart of all this work is teaching and learning with the multiracial and multinational working 
class of the United States. 
 
11.3.2 The Political Party as an Essential Site of Revolutionary Pedagogy 
 
We have mentioned above that the capitalist class’ intellectuals are produced by state and private 
institutions such as universities, research institutes, and think tanks among others. The working 
class, has access to these institutions to a much lesser degree, yet cannot count on these 
institutions to create its own intellectuals because it does not control them. Of those we listed as 
working-class organic intellectuals above, many of them attended or even worked in institutions 
of higher education and gained important knowledge, skills, and some dispositions from them. It 
was not, however, the universities that made them organic intellectuals but rather the training 
they received in working-class organizations such as unions and most particularly revolutionary 
working-class political parties and party schools. Gramsci (1994b) was adamant on this point. He 
believed that nonformal education was essential for the working-class movement. But nonformal 
educational institutions had to have a “scope and aims defined by class” (p. 36). A working-class 
nonformal school had to be “an institution of the proletariat” (p. 36). Education had to be about 
enhancing and refining “the capacities for struggle” (p. 266). Anything less than an institution by 
and for the working class and controlled by a working-class organization would not sufficiently 
advance the movement or the class’s independence. Even higher education institutions oriented 
toward the working class could not produce organic intellectuals of the class if they were not 
fully controlled by the class itself. 
 
In Gramsci’s time, there were popular universities which catered to the working class. Gramsci 
felt these institutions were “best ignored” (p. 36) because they were “bourgeois in origin” (p. 36) 
and did not respond to the needs of the working-class movement. For Gramsci the key 
institutions for the creation of working-class organic intellectuals were the political party and its 
affiliated organizations. Gramsci made this clear in his writing, but also from his active 
membership and leadership in the Italian Socialist and Communist Parties throughout the whole 
of his adult life. Gramsci (1971) argued that political parties “can be considered as schools of 
State life” (SPN, p. 268) and that there are two elements of this schooling role of parties. First, 
parties build the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of their members as part and parcel of 
building the political independence of the class of which they are a part. By “state life” Gramsci 
is referring to the cathartic moment in which people develop a new consciousness in which 
economic demands are seen as political issues entailing resolution at the level of the state. The 
cathartic process moves from the economic realm to the integral state. Moreover, for this 
resolution to take place, the working class must learn what is necessary to both understand the 



political nature of economic issues and what is necessary to actually become a leading class of a 
given society. Second, parties also educate the wider society and in particular classes with 
similar interests as those of working class; for Gramsci in the Italy of his day, the major alliance 
needed to be between the working class and the peasantry. Gramsci argued that in order for a 
class to take and hold power, it must be both a leading class in that it wins over as broad an 
alliance as possible to its cause and a dominant class in that it uses state power to defeat the 
previous ruling class to ensure it cannot return to power. 
 
In the section on intellectuals in Prison Notebook 12, we have already shown how Gramsci 
linked his conceptualization of intellectuals to the realms of civil society and political society in 
the integral state and to the ideas of hegemony and coercion. In this same section, Gramsci also 
links intellectuals to political parties and, most importantly for him, to revolutionary working-
class political parties. Gramsci (1994b) understood that the dominant classes of his day had the 
institutions at their disposal for creating their own intellectuals. The working class and the 
peasantry were at a distinct disadvantage for two main reasons. First, they did not control the 
universities and other institutions which created the intellectuals of the dominant classes. 
Entering into these institutions made the working class dependent on “anti-proletarian 
forces and ideologies seeking to influence the working class” (p. 265). Second, they also did not 
have the experience of what Gramsci (1971) called “a long independent period of cultural and 
moral development on their own” (SPN, p. 268), since they have historically lived within 
bourgeois hegemony “subjected to the influence of bourgeois education, the bourgeois press and 
bourgeois tradition” (PPW, p. 316). 
 
Therefore, Gramsci felt that the creation of organic intellectuals of the working class fell to 
revolutionary political parties like his own socialist and later communist party.  The areas of 
operation of political parties include the economy, civil society, and eventually political society. 
In Gramsci’s formulation, political parties play a key role through all three of these areas in the 
stages of catharsis. First, political parties advance the demands of the working class stemming 
from its subordinate position in the economy. This is reform-oriented work which takes up 
the “egoistic-passional” issues in a pedagogical way. In other words, the effort of the party is to 
show how these demands find partial resolution through changes in economic relations and 
power in the working places and their ultimate resolution in changes in political power in 
political society. Taking power, or becoming the dominant class in political society, can only 
happen, however, once the working class becomes the hegemonic or leading class in civil 
society. For Gramsci, dominance was about political power and the use of the institutions of 
political society, while hegemony was about gaining consent and winning people over to one’s 
side in and through the institutions of civil society. It is organic intellectuals formed by a 
political party which play a key role in building working-class hegemony by winning over the 
vast majority of a society to the idea that the resolution of the demands of the working class 
means the resolution of the demands of a society’s majority. 
 
Political parties form organic intellectuals through multiple and pedagogically interrelated 
activities. First, working pedagogically on basic economic demands and showing how they 
require political resolution is a long-term and ongoing pedagogical project. It requires working 
on the day-to-day demands both in terms of organizing protest and in terms of theoretically 
summing-up activist work by organizing time for reflection on what is working and what is not 



working and teaching about the relationship between the economic demands and broader issues 
of political power. Gramsci (1971) described this work of organic intellectuals as “active 
participation in practical life, as constructor, organizer, permanent persuader” (SPN, p. 10). 
Second, Gramsci insisted that in this educational work, traditional intellectuals who join 
working-class parties could and should play a key role. In the pedagogical work of political 
parties, traditional intellectuals could finally realize practical and truly meaningful use of their 
knowledge and skills by making “coherent the principles and the problems raised by the masses 
in their practical activity” (SPN, p. 330), or, in Freirean, terms by creating a problem posing 
curriculum. Third, Gramsci was a strong advocate and organizer of informal education of parties 
through the formation of party schools. These schools had to be controlled by the party, and, 
therefore, the working class, and have a curriculum based in the problems and issues facing the 
working-class movement, but they had to engage this curriculum with serious and profound 
theoretical study. 
 
For Gramsci (1971) there could be no “formation of leaders without the theoretical, doctrinal 
activity of parties, without a systemic attempt to discover and study the causes which govern the 
nature of the class…and the way in which it has developed” (SPN, pp. 227–228). Ultimately, the 
goal of the educational work of organic intellectuals was political independence and hegemony 
of the working class. Gramsci saw a direct relationship between political independence, activism, 
organization, and intellectuals. All of these were key elements since “a human mass…does not 
become independent in its own right without, in the widest sense, organizing itself; and there is 
no organization without intellectuals” (SPN, p. 334). From an ontological and an epistemological 
perspective, the development of organic intellectuals, who work pedagogically to build the 
political independence of the working class, was the practical realization of the dialectical 
relationship between theory and practice. The educational and theoretical work of organic 
intellectuals rooted in the practical realities of fellow working-class people was the embodiment 
of praxis. 
 
11.3.3 Civil Society, Hegemony, and Revolutionary Pedagogy and Strategy 
 
Gramsci’s (1971 ) political activism taught him that the process of developing organic 
intellectuals of the working class was “long, difficult, full of contradictions, advances and 
retreats” (SPN, p. 334). He came to this realization from his own experience with the Italian 
working class and peasantry and from his experience in the Communist International which 
linked together communist parties from around the world with its headquarters in the Soviet 
Union. The idea of the Communist International was to share and coordinate experiences in the 
effort to extend socialist revolution beyond Russia and the affiliated nations of the Soviet Union. 
Member parties and individuals of the International, including Lenin, and in particular Gramsci 
grew increasingly aware that the revolutionary experience in Russia could not be simply copied 
and pasted to other contexts. Gramsci’s later writings before imprisonment and his prison 
writings reflect a profound understanding of and an effort to theorize the particular differences 
between the context of Russia at the triumph of the revolution and other countries of Europe and 
in particular western Europe. These differences between East and West were the foundation for 
his conceptualization of hegemony in civil society and the distinction between the political 
strategies of war of position and war of maneuver. This long and difficult struggle facing Italian 
and other western revolutionaries such as Gramsci had to do with the more difficult process of 



building working-class independence in societies, unlike pre-revolutionary Russia, which had 
more developed civil societies and, therefore, stronger relations of hegemony. 
 
Probably, the most succinct definition which Gramsci (1971) provides of hegemony is that of the 
“spontaneous consent given by the…masses… to the general direction imposed on social life by 
the dominant fundamental group; this consent is ‘historically’ caused by the prestige…which the 
dominant group enjoys because of its position and function in…production” (SPN, p. 12). 
Gramsci puts spontaneous in quotes to highlight the fact that this consent comes to appear as 
spontaneous only because it is the result of a broad process of miseducation which we discussed 
above. This miseducational process takes place in civil society and through the work of 
intellectuals found in all the various institutions of civil society. Moreover, this miseducation 
also takes place in the workplaces and, in particular, in workplaces with advanced divisions of 
labor.  
 
When considering how to extend the process of socialist revolution which triumphed in Russia to 
his own Italian context, Gramsci came to realize that there were fundamental differences, and 
these differences had to do with the level of development of civil society and hegemony. There is 
an oft-cited quote of Gramsci’s (1971) which is relevant here: “In Russia the State was 
everything, civil society was primordial…; in the West, there was a proper relation between State 
and civil society, and when the State trembled a sturdy structure of civil society was at once 
revealed” (SPN, p. 238). It is important to point out, as others have (e.g., Coutinho 2012), that 
the West/East distinction Gramsci is making here has to do with the level of capitalist 
development and not necessarily with geographic or cultural East and West. Moreover, 
Gramsci’s links his reflections on the level of capitalist civil society development and hegemony 
to strategies for building working-class hegemony or as we are arguing the political 
independence of the working class. 
In the “West,” where the civil society and hegemonic aspect of the integral state is well 
developed, Gramsci argues that a war of maneuver like that of the Russian Revolution will not 
work. The working class cannot simply launch an assault on the citadel of governmental power 
and hope to triumph. In the West, Gramsci argued that a war of position was necessary. This was 
the long and difficult pedagogical struggle we referred to above in the formation of working-
class organic intellectuals and working-class hegemony. In Notebook 6 where Gramsci (1971) 
makes several reflections on the idea of war of position, he says that this “demands enormous 
sacrifices by…masses of people. So an unprecedented concentration of hegemony is 
necessary” (SPN, p. 238). While this may make people question whether all of this is worth it, he 
goes on to say that with a war of position “we have entered a culminating phase in the political-
historical situation, since in politics the ‘war of position’, once won, is decisive definitively” 
(SPN, p. 239). 
 
As a way to loop back to the original concept of catharsis, note in the quote above on the war of 
position that Gramsci refers to entering the political-historical situation. Here he is referring to 
the ethico-political phase of catharsis, in other words, when a movement and those involved in it 
come to realize that the ultimate or “decisive” resolution of their demands can only happen when 
the political society aspect of the state no longer finds consent from a society’s majority. In the 
ethico-political phase when working-class hegemony prevails in the minds of the majority, then, 
and only then, can the working class move to a war of maneuver and look to successfully take 



power in political society. In the quote above, we left out the section where Gramsci (1971) says 
that in conjunction with an unprecedented concentration of hegemony, a “more ‘interventionist’ 
government, which will take the offensive more openly against the oppositionists” (SPN, pp. 
238–239), is necessary. For there to be a successful transition to socialism in the West, the 
working class must become the leading or hegemonic class in civil society through a war of 
position, and it must ultimately take control of the political society through a war of maneuver 
and become the dominant class in order to prevent capitalist forces from re-exerting their control 
over society.  
 
In the United States, we have never really witnessed this phase of revolutionary transition. The 
closest we have come to this would be in the immediate wake of the Civil War in the period of 
Reconstruction. David Roediger (2014) refers to this as the “revolutionary time of Jubilee” (p. 
21) when the self-emancipation of the slaves spurred mass action by American Indians, 
immigrant Chinese and Irish workers, a broad movement for the 8-h day, and the movement for 
women’s suffrage. In today’s climate we have several movements which have ebbed and flowed 
from the Occupy Movement to Black Lives Matter and the movement of low-wage and 
immigrant workers. As we will mention below, seasoned activists are currently grappling with 
the challenge of organizing this spontaneous rebellion into a sustained and broad movement for 
change; achieving this sustained movement and making it ever more board in its appeal is the 
process of catharsis. 
 
11.3.4 Pedagogy, Spontaneity, and the Path from Commonsense to Good Sense 
  
A particular challenge Gramsci identified in the process of catharsis was moving popular 
consciousness from what he called common sense to good sense. Earlier, we referred to 
Gramsci’s faith in working-class people and we said it was a critical faith. Like all 
revolutionaries Gramsci believed in the ability of the working class and the peasantry to be the 
leading classes, to be the leaders in the political, social, and economic spheres of a future 
socialist society. Without this faith, there was no point in joining the struggle for socialism. 
Gramsci’s faith was critical in the sense that he, like revolutionaries more generally, did not 
think that working-class people or peasants were inherently socialist or were born with the 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions to be leaders. In other words, he did not have a romantic 
notion of the masses, but rather he had an attitude of an educator. He was convinced that 
working-class people, through revolutionary, participatory pedagogy could become the future 
leaders of a socialist society and could and had to be the leaders of the movement which would 
achieve such a society. Political independence could not be won by a vanguard outside of the 
working class acting on its behalf, rather working-class people themselves had to be the central 
protagonists in their own emancipation. Political independence, therefore, is both a pedagogical 
process of moving from commonsense to good sense and a goal. 
 
In what ought to be a familiar principle to educators, Gramsci argued that the pedagogical work 
at the heart of political struggle must begin, as educators often say, where people are at and not 
where we may want them to be. In Gramsci’s (1971) terminology, he said that “the starting point 
must always be that common sense which is the spontaneous philosophy of the multitude” (SPN, 
p. 421). Gramsci believed that given the unequal power dynamics of given societies and the 
terrible and unjust living conditions for the multitudes resulting from these relations, the 



oppressed generally have a commonsensical understanding that they are on the bottom rungs of 
society. Yet, given the prevailing hegemony of the oppressor which poses their interests as the 
natural interests of all, and the fragmented ways in which we experience the social totality, the 
oppressed generally do not have a robust understanding of why they are oppressed. Popular 
wisdom goes a certain distance in describing prevailing conditions but does not necessarily 
explain them. How often, for example, do we hear, “the rich get richer, and the poor get poorer.” 
Or you ask someone at work how they are doing and the reply is something like, “musn’t 
grumble.”  
 
Gramsci cherished and loathed popular wisdom and prevailing commonsensical notions. He 
knew there were kernels of brilliance in the culture of workers and peasants but he also knew 
that they were too often layered over with pessimism, resignation, and miseducation from the 
prevailing hegemony. Equally, Gramsci cherished and loathed prevailing philosophical and 
intellectual thinking. In an oft-cited quote, Gramsci (1971) said “the popular element ‘feels’ but 
does not always know or understand; the intellectual element ‘knows’ but does not always 
understand and in particular does not always feel” (SPN, p. 418). For Gramsci, a working-class 
political party was the most viable organizational entity to weld traditional intellectuals who join 
the movement to the working class. He described this process as “an organic cohesion in which 
feeling-passion becomes understanding and thence knowledge” (Q11, §67; SPN, p. 418). The 
epistemological ramifications of this idea for educators are that scientific knowledge is and must 
be and engaged (feeling-passion) scholarship in the service of human emancipation. 
 
A working-class political party was also the most viable organizational entity to generate 
working-class intellectuals. In a 1925 pre-prison article on the Italian Communist Party, Gramsci 
(1994b) said that workers enter the party as “political activists…as theorists of socialism….and, 
in the Party, through its discussions, through its readings and through the Party schools, they 
develop continually as leaders” (p. 271). As a pedagogue of the revolution, Gramsci knew that a 
political party worthy of the working class had to work pedagogically with and alongside 
workers to raise the level of sociopolitical economic knowledge of their own reality and that of 
all social classes and groups in society in order to change society. Any divergence of this close 
link between the masses of working-class people and a working-class political party were 
unacceptable to Gramsci. As he rose to leadership within the Italian Communist Party, he 
criticized the party precisely for its insufficient pedagogical work alongside workers. In a 1924 
letter to fellow party leaders, Gramsci (2014) expressed his concern that the party needed to be 
conceived of and organized as a “convergence of the spontaneous movement of the revolutionary 
masses and the organizational and directive will of the center [party]” (p. 226). 
 
Without this convergence, the spontaneous movement of workers and peasants could win 
reforms, could better the classes’ positions within the inherently unequal relation between 
workers and capitalists and landlords and peasants, but could not transform these relations to 
ones based on equality. Nevertheless, the history of working-class and peasant resistance taught 
Gramsci, and revolutionaries generally, that pedagogy and educational work are necessary for 
the working class to move beyond spontaneous rebellions to systematic change. Today, in the 
United States, we see this same idea emerging around the Black Lives Matter Movement. Civil 
Rights Movement veterans (e.g. Nash 2015) and African American scholars (e.g., Alexander 
2015) have argued that the protests in Ferguson, Missouri, have raised the nation’s awareness 



and have led to important reforms in Ferguson, but for fundamental change to take place, 
spontaneous protest must be transformed into long-term movement building. 
 
11.3.5 Catharsis as Revolutionary Participatory Action Research 
 
The process of catharsis is educational and also requires research and analysis of prevailing 
conditions or what Gramsci calls relations of forces. For Gramsci (1971) there were three main 
levels of analysis in determining the conditions for social change in concrete contexts, the 
economic, the political, and the military. First, Gramsci uses the term “relation of social forces” 
to describe the level of economic development of a given society. As this is an objective 
condition in the sense that it is about demographics and economic data which detail the state of a 
society’s economy and the development and size of social classes and groups, quantitative social 
science methodologies are appropriate for this level of analysis. Second, Gramsci (1971 ) uses 
the term “relation of political forces” to describe the level of cohesiveness and social awareness 
or consciousness of social classes and groups. Here Gramsci breaks this into sublevels of 
analysis which correspond very closely to the levels or phases he identified in the process of 
catharsis. The first level of consciousness he identifies as economic-corporative where, for 
example, workers of a particular trade such as carpenters feel and understand the need to stand 
together and organize around their common interests. This consciousness of solidarity, however, 
does not extend to all workers. The second level of consciousness corresponds to the moment 
when workers across all trades or professions begin to see common class interests and the need 
to organize as a class. To the extent that organized workers understand the political nature of 
their struggle, it is, at this point, only to gain legal authorization to form organizations; in other 
words, they appeal to the state for legal rights to form unions. The third level of consciousness 
corresponds to the cathartic moment. Here Gramsci says consciousness transcends narrow 
economic interests and reaches the “purely political phase” (SPN, p. 181). Stated slightly 
differently and echoing the quote at the beginning of this chapter on catharsis, Gramsci says this 
is the “decisive passage from the structure [economy] to the sphere of the complex 
superstructures [integral state]” (SPN, p. 181) where there is full consciousness of the 
interrelationship between economic and political demands and power.  
 
The example of the Civil War we mentioned above is the closest the United States has come to 
this purely political phase. In what W. E. B. DuBois called the “general strike of the slaves” (as 
cited in Roediger 2014), African Americans, both enslaved and free, used their own political, 
economic, and military knowledge and skills, in combination with the Union Army, for their 
own emancipation. In Gramscian terms, they turned the egoistic-passional struggle against 
slavery into a full-blown ethico-political transformation of themselves and the nation itself. As 
Roediger highlights, in less than 10 years, they went from slaves to having codified into the laws 
of political society their status as “free, equal, voting citizens” (p. 44). This “second American 
Revolution” had its limits, particularly in terms of the lack of land distribution, but it did mark 
the world’s greatest revolutionary confiscation and redistribution of property (the slaves 
themselves) until the Russian Revolution. 
 
The last level of analysis Gramsci identified was that of the relations of military force. Here he is 
highlighting the definitive role that military force has generally played in deciding the outcome 
of revolutionary change. A social class may reach the point of catharsis and understand the need 



to transform not only the prevailing economic relations but also the prevailing political relations 
and institutions, but if it faces a military siding with those currently in power, generally the side 
with the military prevails. The example of the Chilean working class and peasantry during the 
Popular Unity government of 1970–1973 is a classic example of social classes reaching a 
moment of catharsis and being defeated by a capitalist class with the military on its side; the 
culmination of this struggle was the military coup of September 11, 1973, followed by 17 years 
of military dictatorship. A counterexample in the US context would again be the Civil War 
where enslaved and free African Americans were able to put an end to chattel slavery in military 
alliance with the union Army. The revolutionary reconstruction of the former slave South 
lasted until the withdrawal of the union army in 1877. 
 
If we draw on Gramsci’s initial level of analysis of the relation of social force, we can come to 
some preliminary assessments of the prospects for social change today. First, let’s look at how 
Gramsci himself did this during the revolutionary upsurge of the Italian working class in the 
1919–1920 “Red Biennium.” Here Gramsci and his comrades were making their own analysis of 
the relation of social force. For Gramsci (1994b), revolution was not about fiery declarations of 
self-proclaimed radicals, but rather “an extremely long-term historical process that manifests 
itself in the emergence and development of….new productive forces [that] are no longer able to 
develop…within the official framework” (p. 163). The revolutionary upsurge of that period was 
a result of and a response to the emergence of mass industrial productive forces and relations 
transforming the Italian economy and society at that time. The working class was beginning a 
process of developing factory councils with the goal of taking over and running factories on its 
own. The factory councils were organized in individual factories and geographically across city 
wards. The idea was to develop democratic institutions through which the working class and 
peasants in the countryside could direct production and politics from the factory, farm, and ward 
level with higher level coordinating bodies at the regional and national level. These institutions 
as both economic and political institutions were an expression of the cathartic moment and the 
working class and peasantry’s growing political independence. 
 
Gramsci (1977) understood that one had to analyze the relation of social forces in tandem with 
the relation of political forces. He argued that the working class was creating new institutions of 
economic and political power because “the traditional institutions for the government of human 
masses” (p. 175) were becoming increasingly moribund and dysfunctional. The new mass 
industrial technology was at odds with the prevailing institutions in the realm of the economy 
and in the integral state. For this new technology to fully develop, new institutions needed to be 
created. These insights could only be found, however, through an engaged scholarship as we 
outlined above. This would constitute a participatory research project based wholly in the lived 
realities of a society’s majority. 
 
11.4 Conclusion 
  
So today, if we follow Gramsci, starting points for an analysis of the relation of social and 
political force would have to be the emergence of computer or microchip-based productive 
forces and the corresponding growing class of economically dispossessed and precariously 
employed working people. The introduction of these fundamentally new technologies is at one 
and the same time producing marvelous innovations and enormous social disruption when one 



considers the growing economic polarization we see all around us domestically and globally. 
Prevailing institutions of production and distribution of goods and services necessary for human 
life are based on relations which no longer correspond to new technologies. With microchip-
based technologies, increasing amounts of production take place without the need for the 
presence of human labor precisely because of the growing ability of the new technologies to 
replicate human movement. Nevertheless, we still continue to distribute the necessities of life 
based on the idea that people have paid employment from which they receive wages to buy what 
they need or think they need. As Gramsci indicated above, the prevailing institutions no longer 
correspond to the nature of the new forces of production increasingly prevalent across all sectors 
of the economy. We are witnessing, as Gonzalez and Katz-Fishman (2010) argue, a growing 
sector of society which cannot survive without a distribution based on need rather than the ability 
to pay. They make the argument that this is a new class and that it draws its ranks from nearly all 
sectors of current society; it is a class whose basic needs are in direct conflict with prevailing 
economic and political institutions. 
 
Gramsci (2007) said that “a revolution can only be based on a new class” (p. 789). The tasks, 
then, of revolutionary pedagogy today is to undertake an ongoing participatory analysis of the 
living realities of this new class and to outline the steps forward to resolve the growing problem 
that “the old is dying and new cannot be born” (SPN, p. 276). In other words, the objective 
conditions for fundamental transformation are increasing in place, and it is time for a 
revolutionary pedagogy of the moment of catharsis. 
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