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Editor’s foreword

The twentieth century has produced a remarkable number of
gifted and innovative literary critics. Indeed it could be argued
that some of the finest literary minds of the age have turned to
criticism as the medium best adapted to their complex and
speculative range of interests. This has sometimes given rise to
regret among those who insist on a clear demarcation between
‘creative’ (primary) writing on the one hand, and ‘critical’
(secondary) texts on the other. Yet this distinction is far from
self-evident. It is coming under strain at the moment as
novelists and poets grow increasingly aware of the conventions
that govern their writing and the challenge of consciously
exploiting and subverting those conventions. And the critics for
their part—some of them at least—are beginning to question
their traditional role as humble servants of the literary text with
no further claim upon the reader’s interest or attention. Quite
simply, there are texts of literary criticism and theory that, for
various reasons- stylistic complexity, historical influence, range
of intellectual command—cannot be counted a mere appendage
to those other ‘primary’ texts.

Of course, there is a logical puzzle here, since (it will be argued)
literary criticism’ would never have come into being, and could
hardly exist as such, were it not for the body of creative writings
that provide its raison d’étre. But this is not quite the kind of
knockdown argument that it might appear at first glance. For
one thing, it conflates some very different orders of priority,
assuming that literature always comes first (in the sense that
Greek tragedy had to exist before Aristotle could formulate its
rules), so that literary texts are for that very reason possessed of
superior value. And this argument would seem to find
commonsense support in the difficulty of thinking what ‘literary
criticism’ could be if it seriously renounced all sense of the
distinction between literary and critical texts. Would it not then
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find itself in the unfortunate position of a discipline that had
willed its own demise by declaring its subject non-existent?

But these objections would only hit their mark if there were
indeed a special kind of writing called Iiterature’ whose
difference from other kinds of writing was enough to put
criticism firmly in its place. Otherwise there is nothing in the
least self-defeating or paradoxical about a discourse, nominally
that of literary criticism, that accrues such interest on its own
account as to force some fairly drastic rethinking of its proper
powers and limits. The act of crossing over from commentary to
literature—or of simply denying the difference between them—
becomes quite explicit in the writing of a critic like Geoffrey
Hartman. But the signs are already there in such classics as
William Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930), a text whose
transformative influence on our habits of reading must surely be
ranked with the great creative moments of literary modernism.
Only on the most dogmatic view of the difference between
literature’ and ‘criticism’ could a work like Seven Types be
counted generically an inferior, sub-literary species of
production. And the same can be said for many of the critics
whose writings and influence this series sets out to explore.

Some, like Empson, are conspicuous individuals who belong to
no particular school or larger movement. Others, like the
Russian Formalists, were part of a communal enterprise and are
therefore best understood as representative figures in a complex
and evolving dialogue. Then again there are cases of collective
identity (like the so-called ‘Yale deconstructors’) where a
mythical group image is invented for largely polemical purposes.
(The volumes in this series on Hartman and Bloom should help
to dispel the idea that ‘Yale deconstruction’ is anything more
than a handy device for collapsing differences and avoiding
serious debate.) So there is no question of a series format or
house-style that would seek to reduce these differences to a
blandly homogeneous treatment. One consequence of recent
critical theory is the realization that literary texts have no self-
sufficient or autonomous meaning, no existence apart from their
after-life of changing interpretations and values. And the same
applies to those critical texts whose meaning and significance
are subject to constant shifts and realignments of interest. This
is not to say that trends in criticism are just a matter of
intellectual fashion or the merry-go-round of rising and falling
reputations. But it is important to grasp how complex are the
forces—the conjunctions of historical and cultural motive—that



affect the first reception and the subsequent fortunes of a
critical text. This point has been raised into a systematic
programme by critics like Hans-Robert Jauss, practitioners of
so-called ‘reception theory’ as a form of historical hermeneutics.
The volumes in this series will therefore be concerned not only
to expound what is of lasting significance but also to set these
critics in the context of present-day argument and debate. In
some cases (as with Walter Benjamin) this debate takes the form
of a struggle for interpretative power among disciplines with
sharply opposed ideological viewpoints. Such controversies
cannot simply be ignored in the interests of achieving a clear
and balanced account. They point to unresolved tensions and
problems which are there in the critic’s work as well as in the
rival appropriative readings. In the end there is no way of
drawing a neat methodological line between ‘intrinsic’ questions
(what the critic really thought) and those other, supposedly
‘extrinsic’ concerns that have to do with influence and reception
history.

The volumes will vary accordingly in their focus and range of
coverage. They will also reflect the ways in which a speculative
approach to questions of literary theory has proved to have
striking consequences for the human sciences at large. This
breaking-down of disciplinary bounds is among the most
significant developments in recent critical thinking. As
philosophers and historians, among others, come to recognize
the rhetorical complexity of the texts they deal with, so literary
theory takes on a new dimension of interest and relevance. It is
scarcely appropriate to think of a writer like Derrida as
practising ‘literary criticism’ in any conventional sense of the
term. For one thing, he is as much concerned with ‘philosophical’
as with literary’ texts, and has indeed actively sought to subvert
(or decon-struct) such tidy distinctions. A principal object in
planning this series was to take full stock of these shifts in the
wider intellectual terrain (including the frequent boundary
disputes) brought about by critical theory. And, of course, such
changes are by no means confined to literary studies,
philosophy and the so-called ‘sciences of man.’ It is equally the
case in (say) nuclear physics and molecular biology that
advances in the one field have decisive implications for the
other, so that specialized research often tends (paradoxically) to
break down existing divisions of intellectual labour. Such work
is typically many years head of the academic disciplines and
teaching institutions that have obvious reasons of their own for
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adopting a business-as-usual attitude. One important aspect of
modern critical theory is the challenge it presents to these
traditional ideas. And lest it be thought that this is merely a one-
sided takeover bid by literary critics, the series will include a
number of volumes by authors in those other disciplines,
including, for instance, this study of Gramsci by a scholar
whose interests range across the fields of feminism, philosophy,
political theory and the history of ideas. Nothing could more
clearly illustrate the benefits of this interdisciplinary approach
when pursued —as here—with a sensitive regard for differences
of critical perspective and cultural context.

We shall not, however, cleave to ‘theory’ as a matter of polemical
or principled stance. The series will extend to figures like F.R.
Leavis, whose widespread influence went along with an express
aversion to literary theory; scholars like Erich Auerbach in the
mainstream European tradition; and others who resist
assimilation to any clear-cut line of descent. There will also be
authoritative volumes on critics such as Northrop Frye and
Kenneth Burke, figures who, for various reasons, occupy an
ambivalent or essentially contested place in the modern critical
tradition. Above all, the series will strive to resist that current
polarization of attitudes that sees no common ground of interest
between ‘literary criticism’ and ‘critical theory.’

CHRISTOPHER NORRIS
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INTRODUCTION



1
Gramsci and critical theories: towards
a ‘differential pragmatics’

MARXISM AND MODERNISM

Gramsci had been in prison for almost eight years when Lukacs,
in 1934, published two essays which are crucial for
understanding the state of Marxist aesthetics in the 1930s. The
first, entitled ‘Art and Objective Truth’, displays the
epistemological foundations of Lukacs’ aesthetic theory.! And the
second focuses on what he calls the ‘greatness and decline’ of
expressionism.? At issue in this latter essay were those cultural,
artistic and literary forces which Lukacs considered as having
taken part in the rise of fascism, and not in its prevention.
Expressionism he counted among such forces. For this reason,
Lukacs also polemicized against expressionism, as a form of
modernism, in a famous essay entitled ‘Let’s Talk Realism Now’,
published in 1937, which would incite an unprecedented
international debate (in the west) on the problem of realism and
modernism among the left intelligentsia.? By that time Gramsci
was, after eleven years in fascist prisons, no longer in a fit state to
argue his case.* So when against the background of fascist
cultural politics exiled intellectuals like Anna Seghers, Bertolt
Brecht and Ernst Bloch, but also Walter Benjamin and many
others, obliged Lukacs to undertake a critical review of his verdict
on expressionism, Gramsci was not among the interlocutors. Nor
was he there when one of the largest international writers’
conventions in defence of democratic culture took place in Paris in
1935 and when the anti-fascist popular cultural front was put into
effect.®> So when the realism/expressionism/modernism debate, as
a response to the challenges of fascism, confronted the question of
what kind of literature and art constituted an authentic anti-
fascist politicality, and what kind of political status to assign to
modernist art, when that debate raged among orthodox and
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unorthodox Marxists alike, Gramsci did not take part in it and
could not have taken part. And conversely, hardly known to
anyone in the mid-1930s, Gramsci’s contemporary writings were
on precisely the same topics that preoccupied the participants in
the realism/modernism debate. Like many of his contemporaries,
Gramsci investigated, inter alia, in his notes written in prison,
what constituted fascist and anti-fascist art, what kind of
literature to support or reject in the class struggle, or to admit to a
democratic cultural canon. Many of Gramsci’s theoretical
concerns indeed coincide with general questions of ideology and
Marxist aesthetics, in particular as these have been addressed by
one of the major protagonists in the realism/modernism debate:
Georg Lukacs.® In that Lukacs is not only a pivotal figure in the
context of the realism/modernism debate, but also one of the
major Marxist aestheticians of our century, I have chosen to
dedicate chapter 2 of this book to a comparative analysis of
Gramsci and Lukacs on Marxist aesthetics. At issue are their
respective approaches to problems of realism on the basis of their
reading of one of the major nineteenth-century Italian writers and
novelists, Alessandro Manzoni.

To deal with Lukacs and Gramsci in a literary context, rather
than from the point of view of political or social theory, was
particularly fascinating to me for a variety of reasons. Until
recently, the Gramsci critical community showed little interest in
his literary critiques and his aesthetics, not finding it particularly
profitable, in light of the apparently fragmentary character of
Gramsci’s notes on aesthetics, to look at his stature as critic of
the twentieth century.” As a result, it had become commonplace to
deal with Gramsci, when evoked in conjunction with a major
Marxist aesthetician such as Lukéacs, quite paradoxically, not in
the context of literary criticism or aesthetics. Rather, when
Gramsci does turn up in Lukacs’ company, usually it is in a
context that addresses their pioneering work in the realm of
western Marxism. There is surely good reason for understanding
Gramsci in such a way. He was, after all, a major political activist
around World War I, and one of the leaders of the Italian working-
class movement in the early and mid-1920s, until his arrest in
November 1926. Moreover, much of his work, whether it stems
from his pre-prison years, or the research he pursued in prison,
does indeed deal with questions of political and social Marxism.
Against the background of the Russian revolution of 1917 and its
European aftermath, the revolutions that failed in the west,
Gramsci attempted, like many contemporary theorists, to correct
Marxist dogma and strategy; particularly the kind of dogma which
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had been handed down by the Second International, a scientific
and positivist form of Marxism, and a cognate view of history,
which required, from Gramsci’s perspective, a good deal of
rethinking in light of the unprecedented historical developments
unsettling the world around World War I. Historical realities called
into question the orthodox theories of the Second International,
with its understanding of historical change in terms of an
economic determinism, where changes in the economic base
would inexorably determine changes in the superstructure. The
events of the Russian revolution, taking place, so to speak, before
their historical time, and the failure of the revolutions in the west,
not taking place, as expected, at their appointed time, required
new approaches to politics, society and even history. The narrative
of an evolutionary, natural, predestined trajectory of history within
which one form of society (capitalism) would necessarily, without
significant superstructural and ideological intervention, change
into another form of society (socialism), had run its course. A new
narrative awaited its turn. Like many critical theorists and political
activists of his era, Gramsci contributed to the production of that
narrative. He critically confronted the fact that the economic crisis
situations in the various western countries had not led to a
political crisis, as Marx had predicted. Rather, power and
authority were still retained by the state and capitalism, in spite
of the massive social and ideological upheavals currently taking
place. The revolution, predicted for countries with more advanced
capitalist economic formations, had not in fact arrived on time.
Yet in Russia, in a country which was economically backward by
most accounts and not ready, so it was reckoned, for massive
economic transformations, a revolution had taken place. There
was, as a result, much to rethink and reconsider in Marxist theory
and strategy, from questions of the dialectic to theories of
ideology, culture and the state. In Gramsci’s work, the rethinking
of these formidable historical events led to the conceptualization
of key notions with which his texts were subsequently identified. I
am referring to his notions of political and civil society, hegemony,
as well as counter-hegemony, and, closely related to these two, his
idea of the ‘intellectual’. This latter notion is sometimes referred to
as that of the ‘organic intellectual’. I will rephrase it as ‘critical
specialist/non-specialist’, for reasons explained in chapter 6.
Gramsci’s concepts in general resist ready definition. Tending
always to examine and interrogate phenomena from multiple
points of view, from divergent angles and different sites, and in
general in slow motion, his concepts, designed to grasp some of the
complexities present in social processes, are as manysided and
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multiple as ways of seeing. I will, therefore, introduce only
provisionally here some of what Gramsci’s notions, such as
hegemony and counter-hegemony, can embody. Hegemony is a
concept that helps to explain, on the one hand, how state
apparatuses, or political society—supported by and supporting a
specific economic group- can coerce, via its institutions of law,
police, army and prisons, the various strata of society into
consenting to the status quo. On the other hand, and more
importantly, hegemony is a concept that helps us to understand
not only the ways in which a predominant economic group
coercively uses the state apparatuses of political society in the
preservation of the status quo, but also how and where political
society and, above all, civil society, with its institutions ranging
from education, religion and the family to the microstructures of
the practices of everyday life, contribute to the production of
meaning and values which in turn produce, direct and maintain
the ‘spontaneous’ consent of the various strata of society to that
same status quo.® In this sense hegemony is related to both civil
society and political society, and, in the last analysis, also to the
economic sphere. And Gramsci’s concept of the ‘intellectual’,
which equally resists definition, is a way for Gramsci to begin to
conceptualize, not perhaps primarily the production, but the
directed reproduction and dissemination of an effective hegemony,
a differentiated yet also directive and value-laden channelling of
the production of meaning or signification. A counter-hegemony
would, as a result, also depend on intellectual activities. These
would produce, reproduce and disseminate values and meanings
attached to a conception of the world attentive to democratic
principles and the dignity of humankind.

With the invention of these concepts, Gramsci collaborates in
the theoretical project of Marxist intellectuals of the 1920s who
had witnessed the Russian revolution and its European
aftermath, taking place despite and against the arguments of
Marx’s Capital. In this sense his text is indeed representative,
along with those of Korsch and Lukacs, of early western Marxism.
It is not my intention in this book, however, to reinforce the
received image of Gramsci as co-founder of western Marxism,
legitimate though it is, or to probe deeply into Gramsci’s political
or social theory, his particular version of Marxism, that is. For one
thing, there is plenty of good material on this issue already
available.® And if I am not mistaken, this approach to Gramsci
continues to be successfully pursued.!® Rather, what attracts me
more is to place Gramsci next to Lukacs in the context of literary
criticism, and in the context of Marxist aesthetics. This procedure
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has some advantages. It does not prevent me, on the one hand,
from pointing to the many themes and interests Lukacs and
Gramsci share: their political, historical, biographical experiences,
their emphasis on the superstructural rather than the
infrastructural, their understanding of ideology, their attempts to
come to terms with the rapidly diminishing revolutionary potential
of western capitalism, their invention of new concepts with which
to challenge that diminution. On the other hand, it is precisely by
placing these two theorists not in a political but rather in a
literary context, by analysing their approach to literary texts, that
I can point to the differences which they display when it comes to
their respective conceptions of the world. The life-world in which
both thinkers are immersed, consciously or unconsciously, is
structured by modernity. What I see inscribed in their critical
analysis of a literary text is, to be sure, among other things, their
respective understanding of modernity, their coming to terms,
whether acknowledged or not, with the effects of technological
modernization on the structure of the social, familial and, above
all, cultural world. What I see emerging from their perspectives on
modernity is not a view which would unproblematically settle them
on common ground within the received category of western
Marxism. What I see, and what I will discuss in chapter 2, is a
significant differential that unsettles Gramsci’s otherwise
substantial affinities with Lukacs. The Gramsci who emerges from
my notes is not a supporter of Lukacs’ realism as it evolves during
the realism/modernism debate, but rather a supporter of Lukacs’
opponents, of those intellectuals who supported modernism.
Among these, as we will see, I count Brecht and Bloch.

That Lukacs is not particularly fond of modernism can hardly be
news to readers of his books. It is his trademark, so to speak, one
that has cost him influence, credibility and theoretical force, in
spite of his almost unmatched erudition, his clarity of style, his
pre-eminent place in twentieth-century thought.!! His
controversial narrative is well known: attentive to epistemological
models that are capable of accounting for all the parts in the
whole, he rejects a vision of the world that finds delight in
fragments rather than totality, in gaps rather than relations, in
multiplicities of viewpoint rather than objectivity and truth. It is
according to this standard that literary works are judged. What
matters for Lukacs is the totality the text evokes: the totality of
relations in reality, between the economic base and
the superstructure, the totality of relations of historical forces,
including the contradictory character of these relations, which a
particular historical moment contains. Realism is the name of
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that mode of evocation, and of that mode of representation. In so
far as Alessandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed re-creates the fate of
two lovers whose story mirrors the peculiar state of affairs of an
uncentralized and fragmented Italy, that author pays his dues,
whether consciously or not, to the requirements of realism, as
Balzac, Tolstoy and others had done in the nineteenth century at
the height of the development of the bourgeois novel. And in so far
as twentieth-century writers such as Thomas Mann reproduce in
literature, in the cultural and super-structural sphere, the mirror
image of the decline of a once powerful class, the bourgeoisie, they
also meet the requirement of realism. Authentic literature, the
kind that ought to take its place in the canon, is that which
reproduces the essentials of reality, which for Lukacs, in the
twentieth century, means the decline of capitalism and the class
that carried it forward, the bourgeoisie, and by inference. and of
necessity, the rise of an emergent world historical class, the
proletariat. It is this kind of realism which Lukacs pursues, as he
rejects modernist literature and art. Modernism is, in his view,
incapable of artistically reproducing the total view of the tensions
and contradictions accompanying the teleologically necessary
transformation from one society to another. What should count,
then, as exemplary texts, in cultural politics, are not modernist
texts, but those that adhere to the standards of realism. Or
rather, what do count, for Lukacs, as we shall see, are not
primarily the readers, but mostly the writers of realist texts. The
readers disappear somewhere near the horizon of Lukacs’
aesthetic expectations.

Now it is precisely when it comes to the reader, to the
importance of the reception of a work of art as opposed to its
production, that Lukacs and Gramsci chiefly differ, and Gramsci
and other modernists meet. Though Gramsci too expects the
writer to show colours and take a stand in the world historical
drama—Manzoni’s condescending attitude towards the powerless,
the marginalized, the poor, the subaltern classes indubitably
bespeaks his partiality for those in power-the issue is not
ultimately for him whether or not to put Manzoni on the cultural
heritage list. Attentive, in many pages of his Prison Notebooks, to
how much was read and by whom, running, so to speak, a ‘private
market research institute’ from his prison cell that statistically
discerns the modes of consumption of a stratified reading public,
Gramsci observed that Manzoni had not been read by
the disadvantaged social classes anyhow. What people read
instead were serial novels, trivial literature, popular novels,
detective novels, and a lot of kitsch, forms of cultural consumption
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which no doubt play a role, so Gramsci reasoned, in the psycho-
symbolic economy of the reader, in the production of social
signification and in the reproduction of ‘spontaneous’ consent to
the status quo. So understanding why people read what they read
was ultimately of more importance to Gramsci than what Manzoni
had to say and how he said it. It is here that Lukacs and Gramsci
differ most sharply. In an era that increasingly facilitates the
reproducibility of literary and cultural texts, and thus the
mobilization of systems of signification in the individual act of
reading, Lukacs’ concern with a realistic, denotative depiction of
reality, with its positing of a consuming rather than a meaning-
producing reader, seems outdated, not ahead of but behind the
times. So when Gramsci turns, in contradistinction to Lukacs, not
to the realism of the past but to the modernism of the present, to
the reproducibility of cultural texts, then he intuits, contrary to
Lukacs, some of the powers emerging from the interstices of
modern technologies. And when he reflects on the double-edged
nature of these powers, when he intuits potentials and dangers
alike in the gradual technologization and industrialization of
culture, when he senses possibilities of manipulation and
domination of the cultural sphere, the production and control of
needs and desires designed for consumption of specific cultural
and ideological goods, then Gramsci reveals an awareness of the
complexity of modern reality which by far transcends Lukacs’
notion of realism.

So in my reading of Gramsci’s treatment of realism in the
context of Marxist aesthetics, [ stress those theoretical
assumptions which he does not share with Lukacs. What I
suggest is that his texts evolve against a background or a
structure of concerns which he has in common not with Lukacs,
but with other major critical theorists of the twentieth century.
Among these I count Brecht and Bloch, as well as Adorno,
Horkheimer and Benjamin, but also the linguist and philosopher
VoloS§inov, and the phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty. At issue then,
in chapters 3, 4 and 5, are the ways in which Gramsci’s work
displays homologies with many pivotal twentieth-century ways of
theorizing. When Gramsci relates the problems of realism and
modernism to transformations in the structure of the modern life-
world, when he examines phenomena related to the production
and effect of the industrialization of culture, when he studies the
production of meaning and signification in a linguistic and
phenomenological framework that in some ways anticipates a
combination of structural linguistics and a kind of
phenomenological critical theory, when he stakes out a critical
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practice which is suggestive in terms of a contemporary critical
theory, in terms of what I would like to call a ‘differential
pragmatics’, then he exceeds many concerns of received Marxism.
He also goes beyond the way in which Lukacs aesthetically and
culturally confronted the immediate advent of fascism.

While Gramsci’s contemporaries did not know what theoretical
problems he addressed in his Prison Notebooks, he likewise did
not know what theoretical problems they were addressing. Many of
Gramsci’s concepts replay the realist/modernist drama, enacted
by Lukacs on the one hand and by supporters of modernism on
the other. Yet it is not only because Gramsci addresses—against
Lukacs-‘problems of modernism in the context of modernity’ that I
engage in a discussion of Gramsci and the Frankfurt School in
chapters 3 and 4. It is also because of Gramsci’s mode of
approaching these ‘problems of modernism and modernity’, his
way of posing questions and problematizing issues of
technologization, that I have chosen to discuss Gramsci in
conjunction with the Frankfurt School. For the way in which
Gramsci, in his Prison Notebooks of the 1930s, analyses cultural
problems of modernism, reflects an anticipatory sensibility to very
complex cultural and social transformations. It also reflects his
flexibility when it comes to adjusting old concepts, and
experimenting with and inventing new ones, in order to begin to
grasp new social and political realities. Both aspects of Gramsci’s
critical theory, his sensitivity to nascent social and cultural
realities, and the unrivalled flexibility with which he adjusts,
amends, transforms and reinvents conceptual frameworks,
experimenting with ways of seeing in order conceptually to
arrange new phenomena, need to go on record. So do the parallels
not only between Gramsci’s critical theory and many of the 1930s
modernist theories of the Frankfurt School of the pre-war period,
but also and in particular between some of Gramsci’s ideas and
some of those critical theories which would move to centre stage in
the theoretical drama of the twentieth century, though not until
the post-war period.

The polemics between Lukacs and Brecht, on the one hand, and
between Lukacs and Bloch, on the other hand, were surely
occasioned by fascism’s inexorable seizure of political and cultural
power. They simultaneously reveal, however, an awareness, to
various degrees, of a background or the structure of a life-world
that had been gradually emerging since the end of the nineteenth
century. As liberal capitalism changed to monopoly capitalism, as
free economies changed into more structured and regulated
economies at times soliciting state intervention in crisis
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situations, as rationalization and technologization, new productive
forces, affected the life-world of modern society and culture, new
experiences broke through accepted limits and broadened the
horizons of tradition and expectation. The new ‘structures of
feeling’ that emerged from these massive and unprecedented
transformations left traces in discursive formations and in
processes of signification. In the writings of the most socially and
politically engaged intelligentsia, these structures of a newly
emerging life-world interfaced with visions of democratic cultures
and societies capable of channelling the powers and effects of that
inexorable march towards a new rationality, thereby countering
Weber’s imaging of an iron cage of total domination. So when
intellectuals were taking a stand in the realism/modernism
debate, they were, surely, first and foremost, responding to the
cultural and political hegemony of fascism. Yet the most advanced
intellectuals were contextualizing that debate in such a way that it
reflects their interest in the historical forces which accompanied,
perhaps produced, and would, in any event, survive fascism. The
modernization of the life-world, constitutive of as well as
constituting the rationalization of many spheres of experience and
activity, offered new and unprecedented challenges to critical
theory. Grasping the immensity of these transformations and
intuiting their effects is the common ground Gramsci shares not
with Lukacs, but with Frankfurt School critical theory. It is the
background within which, next to which and against which
Gramsci writes his Prison Notebooks. These are filled with
principles of pessimism, when it comes to the modernization of
the life-world, but also and mostly with principles of hope.

MODERNISM, GRAMSCI AND THE FRANKFURT
SCHOOL

What I argue in my study then is not that Gramsci should not be
looked at as a founding figure of western Marxism, as someone
who corrects Marxism in the area of political theory, social theory
and a theory of the state. This is clearly one of the ways to look at
him. However, since in many instances in his Prison Notebooks
Gramsci examines questions of realism and modernism in the
context of the modernization of the life-world, and frequently
interrogates the effects of rationalization and technologization on
the cultural structure of that life-world, I have chosen to dedicate
two chapters of this book to his notes on these matters, on his
view and assessments of modernity, one of the effects of which
constitutes the ‘industrialization of culture’. My reading of the
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Gramscian text in these areas suggests that in many ways
Gramsci’s thought parallels that of critical theory in Germany of
the 1930s, which is generally known as Frankfurt School critical
theory. In my working definition of German critical theory of the
1930s, I include, however, not only Horkheimer, Adorno,
Marcuse, Pollock, Lowenthal and others who are usually
associated with the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt, but
also theorists and intellectuals who were not or only intermittently
connected with that institute, intellectuals like Bloch and Brecht
and Benjamin.!? Part of this presentation is intended to indicate
homological relations between Gramsci and the Frankfurt School,
but also and again to evoke the complexity of Gramsci’s Prison
Notebooks.

Relating Gramsci’s problematization of the effects of
technologization and rationalization on the modern life-world to
critical theory I found to be a fascinating task for a variety of
reasons. For one, critical theory, as it evolved in the 1930s, in
exile, as well as in the later post-war era of the 1960s, had made
it its province to study critically the effects of rationalization on
culture, society, the individual, values and knowledge, focusing in
particular on problems of domination, alienation and reification of
the modern life-world. And many of the themes and theoretical
issues which are in general attributed to critical theory in these
areas are indeed present in Gramsci’s work. Let me cite a few
examples: the way the young Gramsci critiques, as a theatre critic
and cultural critic in Turin, the rise of the culture industry around
World War I; the way in which he understands the cultural
politics of the hegemonic social class, the gradual industrialization
of culture, the increasing regulation, manipulation, surveillance
and domination of the public and the private spheres; his theory of
consciousness or of the subject, which points to his awareness of
alienation and reification when it comes to the bourgeois subject,
but which he apparently rejects when it comes to the proletariat;
his theory of the political potentials inscribed in new technologies;
his theory of human nature, his ontology so to speak, where
humans always throughout the ages strive for freedom,
displaying, thereby, an inherent principle of hope; and so on.
While many of Gramsci’s theoretical concerns parallel those of the
critical theory of the Frankfurt School, not much of that parallel
has been taken into account in the critical community. One of the
few theorists who senses selective affinities between Gramsci and
critical theory is Alfred Schmidt. In his History and Structure he
has no doubts that Gramsci operates in the same theoretical,
epistemological, critical sphere, as far as the ‘objective content’ of
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his work is concerned, as the critical theory of the 1930s: of
Horkheimer and Adorno, and of Marcuse.!3

It is not my intention to correct received intellectual histories of
the twentieth century, to separate Gramsci from the Marxist
crowd in order to identify him exclusively with German critical
theory. Nor is it my intention to argue that Gramsci, who is of the
same generation, roughly, as the founders and major
representatives of critical theory of the 1930s, has not been given
his due when it comes to his influence on or his anticipation of
critical theory. Influence’ is surely not an appropriate term in that
configuration. ‘Anticipation’ may be applicable but should be used
with care. It is difficult to say why the Gramsci/Frankfurt School
paradigm did not get off the ground. In France, where Gramsci’s
works have been published and where they have had an impact,
Althusser can acknowledge his debt to Gramsci, though not
everyone seems to acknowledge the impact of Gramsci’s
conceptuality on their theories—I am thinking of Michel
Foucault.'* And in Britain, theorists like Raymond Williams
readily speak of ways of seeing which they adopted from Gramsci,
the most famous of which is possibly Williams’ ‘structure of
feeling’.!> In western Germany, where the critical theory of the
Frankfurt School helped to enable an entire generation to take a
critical stance towards cultural and social domination, many of
the studies published on Gramsci and in the spirit of critical
theory tend to study Gramsci against the register of Marxism, and
not against the register of Frankfurt School critical theory.!® In
Italy, Gramsci’s former leadership of the Italian working-class
movement and his political theories have overshadowed, perhaps
understandably, the various approaches to his work. While the
Italian theoretical landscape in the 1960s and well into the 1970s
owes much to the writings of the Frankfurt School, as does the
German scene, and while Italian theory, perhaps due to its
marginal and disempowered status in the global theory business,
is occasionally more responsive to novel approaches and new
connections, few attempts were made to retrieve Gramsci from an
interpretive paradigm that validates only traditional Marxist
associative relations, and to bring Gramsci into the vicinity of
Frankfurt School critical theory.!” In studies on Gramsci
originating in non-hegemonic cultures—such as Latin America,
where it seems to be more relevant than in the occidental
academic world not merely to talk emancipation but to find
conceptual and strategic ways of practising it, to resist power and
domination—Gramsci’s concepts, with all their potential, are
expediently homologized with other forms of resistance theory or
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political theory.'® And in some of the feminist searches for ways of
challenging imposed structures of domination, Gramsci has been
mobilized—in the company of other critical theorists—to support
the feminist cause.!?

If there has been, for whatever reason, a certain resistance to
relating Gramsci to Frankfurt School critical theory, then that
resistance should not keep us from investigating what insisting on
such a relation might reveal. Gramsci and the Frankfurt School
theorists probably never met. They probably never read each
other’s work. After their publication, following World War II,
Gramsci’s works and concepts are hardly, if at all, referred to by
representatives of Frankfurt School critical theory.?° Yet these
factors should not prevent exploration. When apparently
incongruous times and figures are placed next to each other,
contemporary critical styles reveal more than they conceal. To
deal with Gramsci, loosely, in the context of the Frankfurt School
critical theory, in the context of modernism, is apposite. It helps to
examine the contours of Gramsci’s non-modernism as well, the
ways in which he goes beyond modernism, and the possible
applicability of some of his terms for a postmodern agenda.?! Yet
before we catapult Gramsci’s conceptuality into the vicinity of the
postmodern, before we investigate his penchants for structural
linguistics and a phenomenological critical theory, not dissimilar
to theoretical efforts we usually associate with post-World War II
critical phenomenological theory in France, perhaps with Barthes
and Merleau-Ponty, and before we interrogate some of his
conceptualities in terms of their usefulness for our time and the
issues that mostly concern us now, such as feminism and theories
of power, I find it useful to probe some of Gramsci’s views on
industrialization of culture, against the background of the
Frankfurt School. That Gramsci is sometimes commensurate with
Lenin or Lukacs surely cannot mean that he is not at times
commensurate with other theories, and other times, as well.

In chapters 2 and 3 I discuss Gramsci’s ways of leaving
traditional Marxist aesthetics behind, of crossing modernist
thresholds when paying attention not so much to the producer of
a text, but to the receiver or the consumer of literary as well as
cultural texts. What emerges from Gramsci’s pages in the Prison
Notebooks is sometimes, as in the case of his notes on Manzoni, a
reading subject, who often knows what he/she wants and who
refuses to be told what to want. Manzoni cannot impose his ideas
on to the common people. The importance of the reception of the
work of art, which marks Gramsci’s aesthetic programme in
general, anticipates, in some ways, Walter Benjamin’s essay on
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‘Literaturgeschichte und Literaturwissenschaft’ [Literary History
and Critical Literary Studies], in which he argues for the need to
understand a work of art not so much as a product of its time,
but rather to interrogate it in terms of what it can show about the
moment of its reception. Gramsci indeed fulfils the requirements of
Benjamin’s ‘literary strategos’, or of Horkheimer’s ‘critical
theorist’, for that matter, when he examines the work of art in
terms of the social dynamics it resists or elicits, unravels or
silences at the moment of its reception. What also emerges from
Gramsci’s pages is the notion of a culture industry, of the
production and manipulation of needs and desires, of consuming
subjects that are unable to define their needs, subjected to the
powers that manipulate the public into acceptance of a static
status quo. In this Gramsci anticipates later essays on the culture
industry written by Adorno and Marcuse. There is, in addition, in
the Gramscian text a discussion of perspectivism when it comes to
a theory of truth, not dissimilar to Horkheimer’s attempts in that
area, and to the critique of the Vienna Circle enacted by the
Frankfurt School. A critique of objectivity and truth is also at
issue in Gramsci’s discussion of social and cultural identity. There
are glimpses, for instance, of the necessity of the ‘inferior other’ in
the structuration of identity, which Gramsci relates to the need of
the occidental world to conceive of the orient in the way it does, as
an inferior other. In this he begins to problematize, long before
Edward Said and contemporary theories of progressive
anthropology, the predominant Eurocentricity in disciplines and
knowledge.

So in the unsystematicity of his texts, Gramsci produces many
theoretical insights which, whether they anticipate or not some of
the work of the Frankfurt School, still enable us to establish
points of contact between Gramsci and the Frankfurt School
critical theory, particularly in the area of epistemology, theories of
knowledge and the structuration of culture in modernity. Yet there
are also moments in which Gramsci does not achieve the level of
theoretical sophistication of the Frankfurt School. For instance,
Gramsci’s notion of the subject contains a configuration which
separates or differentiates one collective subject from another
collective subject, the proletariat and the non-proletariat
respectively. The effects of the modernization of the life-world, of
the industrialization of cultural and social spheres, are different
for each group. From Gramsci’s discussion of the playwright
Pirandello it becomes clear that he tends to view reification and
alienation, key concepts of the Frankfurt School in their analysis
of modernity, not as intersubjectively valid experiences, perhaps
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known to people of all social classes as high capitalism moves
towards late capitalism. Rather, here he seems to assume that the
increasing rationalization of processes of economic and cultural
production in modernity, intensifying experiences of alienation
and reification, has the power to exempt some social groups, the
non-bourgeois, while surely overpowering others. There is, then, in
Gramsci’s account of modernity, no clear-cut picture of how he
conceives the structures of the life-world of the proletariat. Yet
there is some indication, particularly in his essay on ‘Americanism
and Fordism’, that he did not fully consider or accept reification as
a by-product of rationalization.

It should be pointed out here that the generally acknowledged
unsystematicities of Gramsci’s texts do not lend themselves
readily to pinning Gramsci down on specific issues. This is the
more apparent when comparing Gramsci’s treatment of problems
with that of the members of the Frankfurt School, who often
produce well-organized, disciplined and persuasive arguments.
However, the trajectory of Gramsci’s concepts can sometimes be
made out. His concept of subjectivity, for instance, remains
constant, throughout his writing, in its problematic relation to
reification and alienation. It is not a universalizable concept, but
contingent on particular social groups. His concept of technology,
on the other hand, displays a distinct evolutionary trajectory. The
younger Gramsci, the one of the preprison years, differs
theoretically from the Gramsci of the Prison Notebooks when it
comes to the application of modern technologies in the cultural
sphere. While Gramsci rejected the cinematic apparatus in the
writings of his Turin years around World War I, judging it
negatively as a mode of cultural production designed
hegemonically to manipulate and control the production of desire,
he examines the cinema later, in his Prison Notebooks, around
1930, in terms of its technological potential for the production of a
counter-hegemony. In this he is close to Benjamin (of the
mid-1930s) and Brecht who, in contradistinction to Adorno and
Marcuse, had welcomed new technological apparatuses and
examined their potential for the production of meanings capable
of challenging the status quo. It is indeed Gramsci’s interest in
and critical assessment of communicative processes, and in the
deployment of technologies in these processes, which establishes
his difference from the Frankfurt School. Or to put it differently:
while Gramsci meets Frankfurt School critical theorists on many
different grounds, while he anticipates some of their ideas and
while he lags behind them in others, he also seems to differ from
them in important ways. For his ways of seeing and examining
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problems do not neglect to take into account theoretical insights
stemming from linguistic theories and structural linguistics,
which leads him to examine the micro-conditions for the
production of meaning in communicative processes, the structure
of language, that is.

As is the case with Gramsci’s concept of technology, his concept
of communicative practice also evolves over a period of time. It is
well known that Gramsci was a student of linguistics at the
University of Turin before World War I. Yet his training or
expertise in this area is not so apparent in his critical writings
from his pre-prison years. Rather, his preoccupation with notions
of the speech act, with performance, with productive readings of
texts, as in his discussion of Dante, his penchant for a theoretical
understanding of the production of meaning, notions of sign and
signification which I find not in the early Gramsci but in the
Gramsci of the Prison Notebooks, suggest that some experiences
differentiate the older from the younger Gramsci. By the 1930s,
Gramsci’s texts had begun to shift from focusing on ideas and the
power of the state to discussing their production, the production of
hegemony, a move which involved him in investigating systems of
signification and communication, and confronting the materiality
of language. This tangential shift, however interstitially located in
the unsystematicities of Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks, reveals not
Gramsci’s complicity with Croce and idealism, as has often been
assumed, or with Leninism and Lenin’s notion of hegemony
(though he does owe much to these two ways of seeing as well), but
rather, I think, glimpses of an understanding of modernity which
was maturing and continuously evolving as it made ready to find
ways to counter, with ever-increasing complexities of conceptual
apparatus and method, the ever-increasing complexity of
rationalizing processes and structures of the modern life-world.

What chapters 3 and 4 then also indicate are Gramsci’s shifts
from an earlier lukewarm acceptance of forms of modernism, or a
one-dimensional repudiation of it, to a position which superbly
adjusts the tools of dialectical thinking to modernity. Indeed, the
homologies between Gramsci and the Frankfurt School culminate
in Gramsci’s dialectical view of the dangers and the potentials of
modernity. While the younger Gramsci rejects many aspects of the
modernist venture, by the time he is arrested, in 1926, and when
he finally is allowed to do research and writing in prison, by 1929,
he tends to have a more differentiated and matured view on what
the critical potentials of modernist forms of cultural production
might be. That differentiated view also includes a sensitivity to
processes of signification which involves attention to linguistic and
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communicative structures and processes. I am not going to
speculate in this book as to the biographical reasons for some of
Gramsci’s indubitable shifts, which would distinguish the older
Gramsci from the younger one, and which would establish
Gramsci as an early master, or an anticipator of a dialectical-
structuralist merger. For one thing, I have not done the necessary
research to warrant such speculations, and for another, I am not
certain that much research in that area, on which I could have
relied, has been done.?? But let me say this: in the period from
1918 to 1926, Gramsci had a wide range of experiences. He had
been one of the major leaders of the Italian working-class
movement, not only organizing political struggles but, as editor of
a major journal, the Ordine Nuovo, functioning as an organizer of
the cultural and ideological struggle as well. He had been one of
the top functionaries of the international working-class
movement, which accorded him the privilege to intervene
personally in strategic decisions at the centre of the international
revolution: in Moscow.?3 Apart from this, and given his interest in
cultural institutions such as the press, the media and the theatre,
it is possible that he had had some encounters with the most
advanced theories and performances in the realm of theatre and
film during his stay in Moscow (May 1922-November 1923). The
period 1922-4 in Moscow means the years of cultural and
theoretical tension and excitement, the decline of the Proletkult,
Sergei Eisenstein getting ready for his Potemkin, Vladimir
Mayakovsky with his poetry, his plays, his left review Lev. The
Moscow of these years also means the Russian formalist school
with Victor Shklovsky, and the beginnings of Russian
structuralism with Roman Jakobson. It means the era when many
Soviet intellectuals—such as Bakhtin or VoloSinov, to name but
the now most famous ones—embarked on what I would like to call
dialectical-linguistic-structuralist journeys, attentive to combining
the synchronic with the diachronic in studies of the operations of
consciousness and the production of ideology and counter-
ideology.?* It is also possible that Gramsci had the opportunity to
continue his apprenticeship in ‘dialectical-structural’ thinking
while sojourn-ing in Vienna (December 1923—May 1924). Since
there is some talk of a possible encounter with Lukacs, there
might have been encounters with other theorists as well who
experimented with a dialectical and pre-structuralist or
structuralist merger.?> And given the fact that his friend Piero
Sraffa, who is known among Gramsci scholars for loyally
providing Gramsci with much of his reading material while in
prison, was later to have some close contacts with Wittgenstein in
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Britain, it is not out of the question that Gramsci could have
been, in spite of his active political schedule, in contact in Vienna
via Piero Sraffa with linguistically and structurally inclined
intellectual and artistic circles, including those around
Wittgenstein. It is surely possible that Gramsci had been exposed
to the most advanced theoretical discourses on technological
innovations in the arts and the avant-gardes of the time. Trotsky,
after all, had written to him about futurism, and the answer
Gramsci provides indicates a sophisticated and balanced view of
the limits and potentials of this avant-garde movement which
Gramsci knew very well.?® Gramsci’s prison notes on architecture
in the context of modernism and rational planning, for instance,
where he supports a moderate rather than radical functionalism, I
find extremely interesting in relation to the fact that urban
planning, as it was theorized and partially experimented with in
Vienna in the early to mid-1920s, distinguishes itself from the
more radical functionalism of the Gropius School: the urban
planners in Vienna pursued, under a liberal city government, a
moderate functionalism in architecture which did not impose
rational and functional living spaces devoid of all ornament on the
working class, but respected the differentials in the ‘structure of
feeling’, or the ‘structures of taste’ of various social classes, and
incorporated, therefore, received ornamental elements and spatial
arrangements that allowed for traditional spatial experiences in
architectural designs.?” It is not impossible that Gramsci was
aware of these architectural experiments in people-oriented
functionalism carried out by progressive architects involved in
urban planning in Vienna. Perhaps Gramsci was au fait with the
latest developments in east and west when it came to the most
advanced and challenging theories. Perhaps he was, as Marcia
Landy suggests, mo doubt aware that Lenin had discussed
literature, and especially film, as part of the vanguard of
revolutionary change, and possibly how Walter Benjamin had
examined the role of newspapers and film in revolutionary and
counter-revolutionary terms’.?8

BEYOND THE MODERN: LINGUISTICS AND
PHENOMENOLOGY

I have made it my purpose, in chapters 3 and 4, to show parallels
of various kinds between German critical theory, primarily from
the 1930s, and Gramsci’s intermittent notes on aspects of
modernization and technologization as they affect society and
culture. While Gramsci theorizes the impact of modern technology
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on cultural production in ways that are often reminiscent of the
Frankfurt School and those intellectuals who loosely identify with
critical theory, Gramsci differs from that tradition on one crucial
count: his interest in and knowledge of linguistics, which, along
with his attention to the phenomenological interaction between
language and the structure of the life-world, bring him close to
those forms of critical theory that we know from the Soviet Union
as well as from France. The names and concepts I would like to
evoke in that context are in particular VoloS§inov, as he is known
to us for his theory of ideology based on the sign, as well as
Roland Barthes’ semiology and theories of reading, and finally
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, with his phenomenological theory of
perception. I argue then, in chapter 5, and on the basis of
Gramsci’s literary analysis of Canto X of Dante, that this possibly’
insignificant’ piece of literary scholarship develops a theory of
reading and interpretation with great relevance for those modern
schools of thought where a theory of the sign and of perception
intersect. In this, Gramsci moves in the orbit of both pre-war and
post-war critical theory, reflecting on linguistic and structuralist
issues which would not move centre stage until the 1950s and
1960s. My intention is not, however, to speak of a Gramsci who
anticipated theories of the later twentieth century, or to catapult
him out of the modernist into the postmodernist camp. Nor do I
intend to neutralize the political, the critical content of Gramsci’s
concepts. By aligning him with theories or intellectual positions
that range from Barthes and VoloS§inov to the later Merleau-Ponty,
I am interested in pointing to Gramsci’s sensitivity to and complex
interactions with questions of semiotics, linguistics and
phenomenology. I think that this aspect of Gramsci’s critical
theory has often been marginalized, and sometimes even
eliminated, in those studies that either emphasize his place in the
history of western Marxism, or examine his conceptual apparatus
in the context of political and social theory. By discussing
Gramsci’s nascent semiotics, his protostructuralist understanding
of linguistics, his relational-pragmatic dialogics, as well as his
tangentially phenomenological perception of processes of knowing,
I am interested both in balancing the Gramscian account and
pointing to the difficulty and complexity of the Gramscian texts.
What I would like to see emerge is an appreciation of the
complexity of the Prison Notebooks, of Gramsci’s conceptual
framework, which squarely situates him in the context not only of
modernist problematics, but also tangentially—albeit inadvertently
on his part—of some postmodernist problematics as well.
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It should not come as a surprise to anyone, however, that when
Gramsci engages in a set of problematics which we might identify
as ‘postmodern’, when he examines the structures of language
relative to the conditions of possibility for enunciation, and the
production of meaning, then it is not in order to stake out the
boundaries of linguistic processes but rather to interrogate the
conditions of the operations of hegemonic processes in the
production of meaning. What is also important for Gramsci, in
this context, is to guarantee that freedom of movement in
enunciation which is crucial for the construction of counter-
hegemony, be it imagistic, conceptual, or linguistic. I indicate,
therefore, in my discussion in chapter 5, how Gramsci examines
the structure of interpretation of a literary text. In Gramsci’s
analysis, the reader’s production of meaning is preordained,
contained and conditioned by the structural and semiotic
elements of the text, thereby being rendered unable to produce
alternative meanings. While Gramsci could have extended this
insight to all knowledge-producing processes, thereby potentially
embracing a structuralist cause, he stops quite abruptly short of
such an inference. There is no indication as to why he does this.
Yet it is clear from his way of creating a world for himself in prison,
from his insistence on the need and possibility of autonomously
producing images and imagistic objects in prison, that the
imagistic and enunciative freedom of movement of individuals, or
of the subject, is of utmost importance to him. For this reason I
dedicate the second part of chapter 5 to a brief discussion of the
phenomenology of the prison-world in which Gramsci lived.

What I discuss in that section is Gramsci’s attempt to remain
always in a position that allows him to produce meaning. The
production of meaning is contingent on a relation between a
subject and an object, which a subject achieves by a conscious or
intentional entertainment of relations with an object. Gramsci
often indicates a need for objects with which to begin to entertain
and to continue a relation. By citing letters I show how Gramsci
insists on the interaction with the largest possible number of
phenomena surrounding him, as if he senses that the moment in
which he forfeited such relational interaction would see him
reduced to a simple I, no longer speaking as a subject, no longer
producing meaning, no longer meaningfully living. Often Gramsci
is adamant about stating who he is and what he experiences,
contrary to what his correspondents (most often Tatiana and
Giulia Schucht) think he experiences and how he feels. This
insistence on the validity of his own portrayal or perception of his
life-world in prison, on the value of his consciousness, his
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subjectivity, his way of seeing things as they emerge from his
position in and interaction with his life-world, and aided by his
immense propensity for seeing detail in the presence and absence
of relations, as well as his insight into the impact of detail and
relationality on the production of meaning and value, all of this
places Gramsci, I think, with little qualification, in the vicinity of
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological project.

TOWARDS A ‘DIFFERENTIAL PRAGMATICS’

If chapters 2 to 5 of this book place Gramsci in the context of a
series of twentieth-century critical theories, the last two chapters
are designed to examine the possible usefulness of Gramsci’s
thinking in the context of contemporary critical theory. In so far as
I hold the position that many of Gramsci’s ideas have evolved as
responses to the problems and complexities of his own time and
place, I do not view Gramsci’s text as ‘a manual’, to borrow Anne
Showstack Sassoon’s term, from which to extract ready-made
concepts for a contemporary critical theory responsive to political
questions of power and domination in our place and our time.?°
Rather, what I would like to adopt in the last two chapters is not
Gramsci’s response to a particular set of problems, but the
structure of his response. I understand that structure first of all
as Gramsci’s way of seeing and assessing problems of power and
domination, of doing analysis, and of critically developing that
analysis in his critical theory. By way of example I discuss his
analysis of intellectual activities and functions, his theory of the
‘intellectual’. The structure of Gramsci’s theory of the intellectual I
understand, and this I would like to emphasize, as a political and
historical response, as a response to the power relations in Italian
society and culture during what we might roughly call the
modernist era. I would like not only to examine the structure of
Gramsci’s analysis and theory of the intellectual, but also to
explore the possibility of pragmatically adjusting, altering,
negotiating, transforming that structure to meet our political
challenges and to experiment with analytical and theoretical
frameworks that respond to relations of power and domination in
our place and our time. In this context I would like to propose the
minimal contours of a new critical project, and a new critical
practice. This practice I would like to name ‘differential
pragmatics’.

Beginning to trace the possibilities of a ‘differential pragmatics’
in the context of chapter 6 means that this chapter represents a
break with the previous three chapters. While chapters 3, 4 and 5
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were designed to examine some of the homologies between
Gramsci’s thought and major critical theories of the ‘modern’ era,
to suggest multiple relations between his thinking and many
forms of critical theory including neo-Marxism, Frankfurt School
modernism, Marxist linguistics and critical phenomenology,
chapter 6 and the concluding chapter 7 probe the possibilities of
experimenting with some of Gramsci’s categories in response to
political questions in what is often called the ‘postmodern’ era. No
doubt, the practice of ‘differential pragmatics’ is inspired by the
structure of Gramsci’s critical projects, and it is for this purpose
that I delineate the four major models of his analysis and theory
of the intellectual in his various writings. However, ‘differential
pragmatics’ is also an attempt to go beyond Gramsci. Against the
background of many different theoretical models, which include
Lyotard’s position as propounded in his The Postmodern
Condition, as well as Habermas’ notion of a universal pragmatics,
I attempt to outline some of the political questions that seem to be
important for us as intellectuals as we enter the 1990s.3° So
chapter 6 briefly examines intellectual activities in the western
hegemonic spheres in their relation to the presence and absence
of global power, intellectual functions in their relation to developed
and developing cultures and societies, that is. Chapter 7 briefly
focuses on the notion of power with respect to feminism, and
concludes my first tentative exercise in ‘differential pragmatics’.
Gramsci’s analysis of relations of power and the function
intellectual activities perform in the complexity of these relations
leads him to formulate a theory of the intellectual. This theory
contains four major models. I have enumerated them as ‘The
traditional intellectual: artist, philosopher, poet’ (Model 1), ‘The
“structure of feeling” and “intellectual community”” (Model 2), ‘The
“organic intellectual”’, the “new intellectual”, the “critical
specialist” (Model 3) and ‘The “universal intellectual” (Model 4).
With Model 1 Gramsci accounts for the presence in Italian society
of intellectuals who, particularly as public figures, as academics,
artists and publishers, represent moral and ideological positions
in the cultural sphere. As such, they incorporate instances of
power. This Gramscian model is not unrelated to both an idealist
and a Marxist account of the social function and political
possibilities of the intellectual. It speaks of the non-neutrality of
ideas and knowledge, of the partiality, that is, of the producers
and disseminators of knowledge, of the political role of the
intellectual as part of a system of relations that is inscribed by
power and domination. Model 2 is in my view the most complex
and simultaneously most productive Gramscian account of
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intellectuality. I have used the terms ‘structure of feeling’ and
‘intellectual community’ in order to describe this model. In some
ways it theorizes the conditions of possibility of mobilizing
‘traditional intellectuals’ for the democratic cause. Yet it also
analyses the conditions of possibility of mobilizing resistance to
democratic change, not only on the part of the intellectuals as a
sociological group, but also, and more importantly, on the part of
the subaltern social groups. These conditions of possibility are
constituted by various substrata and subsystems of intellectual
activities within class society, activities which are carried out in
churches, in educational institutions, in cultural spheres, and
which arouse the ‘spontaneous’ consent of large masses of
subaltern social groups to the social and political and cultural
inequities of the status quo. Doctors, pharmacists, teachers,
priests and all sorts of professionals and semi-professionals take
part, so Gramsci found in his analysis of social relations, in the
dissemination of values and ideas that support inequities in
relations of power and, with their partial propounding of how
things are and why, legitimate the interests of one social class
over another. With their value-laden intellectual activities, they
produce hegemony and reproduce the status quo. The
effectiveness of the legitimatory activities of the semi-professionals
in a complex of relations is contingent on the corporeal proximity
of various social bodies. In the practices of everyday life, the
impoverished and exploited peasants of southern Italy encounter
the priest or the pharmacist, and it is in these dialogic
encounters, where the parties do not speak a common language
but share a ‘dialect’ or some elements of a common ‘structure of
feeling’, that the priest or the pharmacist proposes a world-view
which the peasants find difficult to negotiate, given the privilege
and prestige the priest and the pharmacist embody in their
respective community. In this sense, the semiprofessional strata
mediate between the masses of the people and the predominant
class, and without their mediation in the cultural and social realm
political hegemonization would remain an empty project. Yet
political counter-hegemony can be produced on the same grounds
and by way of similar structures. If the dialogic encounter between
the professionals and the subordinate social classes is always also
an encounter where one world-view, that which legitimates
unequal social relations, triumphs due to the prestige attached to
the social power embodied in the professionals and their
institutions, a different view of social relations which does not
legitimate unequal social relationships can also be advanced. Yet
Gramsci does not suppose that it is only the intellectuals who can
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work to promote such a relation. Every person, so he finds, is
capable of such reasoning, in as much as every person is a
philosopher and a legislator at once, one who has the power, in
the practices of everyday life, to propose views, to impose them on
others, to insist on imposing them, or to refuse to impose them.
This universal condition of exchange of ideas and values is at
issue in Gramsci’s account of the ‘universal intellectual’, which I
named Model 4.

Model 3 expounds a notion of the intellectual which is fairly well
known in the Gramsci community. I am referring to the ‘organic
intellectual’. Gramsci differentiates between at least three forms of
organic intellectuality. In that every major social and economic
formation produces its intellectuals, among other things
functioning as legitimators of values and of the conditions on
which an economic and social formation rests, feudalism and
capitalism as well as socialism have each produced a category of
organic intellectuals. For his own era, moving towards a form of
high capitalism challenged by the working-class movement,
Gramsci distinguished two forms of organic intellectuality. I shall
give these the titles ‘new intellectual’ and ‘critical specialist’. The
new (also ‘organic’) intellectual of capitalist formations is a
specialist, a technocrat who knows his or her role but not
necessarily how that role is related to other aspects of a complex
system of relations. The critical specialist, on the other hand, is
able to understand his or her activity as a partial activity, yet in
addition the critical specialist understands that precisely because
the activity is partial, it is related to other activities in a system of
social, political and economic relations.

To what extent the four Gramscian models of intellectuality
outlined above are useful for analysing relations of power in our
societies in the west, and for formulating practices that challenge
these relations, is the main point at issue in the second part of
chapter 6. It also provides the title for that chapter, ‘Gramsci’s
intellectual and the age of information technology’. Since I hold
that Gramsci’s time and place are not identical with ours, so that
a good deal of his cultural theory responds to his time rather than
to ours, I present a brief descriptive account of our time in order
to provide at least some terms for distinguishing Gramsci’s time
from ours. This involves a schematic view of the major
transformations marking western society as it apparently moves
from predominant forms of industrialization towards what has
been called informatization. Indeed, it has been argued that a
‘mode of information’ has displaced a ‘mode of produc-tion’.3!
What emerges from my schematic view is that processes of
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transnationalization in the area of finance and production have
apparently led to the installation of a global assembly-line
effectively organized with the help of information technology.
Moreover, the transnationalization of production and its
organization, while expanding into many regions of the developing
world, contracts under the control of a few financial centres in the
developed world. Since informatization, the production and
dissemination of information and knowledge, appears to further
this process of economic transnationalization and financial
contraction, strengthening the western advanced capitalist and
informatized nations while weakening the developing world, I raise
the critical question as to how we, as producers and
disseminators of knowledge and information in the west, relate to
these forms of hegemonic power. I also entertain the question of
how minimally to challenge these relations from a democratic point
of view, against the background of Lyotard’s understanding of the
ubiquity and irresistible presence of global power and Habermas’
model of universal pragmatics.

There is good reason to believe, with Lyotard, that the symbolic
realm, increasingly colonized by all-pervasive and powerful
transpersonal communicative apparatuses, succumbs to the
determinative laws of the system itself. Hereby all action, the
material as well as the linguistic, cognitive and ethical, inexorably
moves within the orbit of an informatized technological order
directed by no one but the systemic and self-regulative nature of
the system itself. In this scenario, we as western intellectuals
cannot but reproduce the inherent laws of the system when
engaging in the reproduction and dissemination of knowledge. Yet
there is also reason to believe, with Habermas, as well as with the
experiential knowledge tied to feminist practices, that the symbolic
realm participates not only in the production of actions or
practices but also in their suppression. The symbolic production of
practices and their suppression are not necessarily interlaced with
the determinations of self-regulative systems. In his theory of
communicative action, Habermas distinguishes between system
and life-world. Each sphere produces, enables and delimits
specific sets of action. Whereas the system produces and enables
action contexts which resemble Lyotard’s assessment of self-
regulated and integrated action contexts, whereby individual
choice and action become obsolete, the life-world is capable,
according to Habermas, of producing contexts in which agents
meet in order to negotiate differences and inequalities against the
background of a reciprocally accepted normativity. In Lyotard’s
interpretation, the systemic and all-pervasive nature of power
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makes it difficult for producers of knowledge to put up any real or
meaningful resistance. In that sense most intellectuals are
implicated in this state of affairs. Habermas’ theoretical model
does take into account the systemic nature of power. A self-
regulative system orders functions and positions unaffected by
and independent from individual preferences, choices and actions.
The subject disappears in these systems of relations. Yet
Habermas also reserves a realm from which to challenge
inequities. It is a realm of dialogics, of social, political, cultural
and private interaction, where, against the background of a
communicative ethic, individuals negotiate their needs and
desires.

Lyotard’s assessment of the systemic nature of power is useful.
It points to the global extent of the hegemonic structure and the
function information technology fulfils in that inexorable
extension. I propose that a contemporary theory of the intellectual
will examine the limits and the possibilities of this scenario for
intellectual activities. With Gramsci, for instance, we can raise the
question of whether technology exclusively determines our
intellectual activities and our function in the hegemonic global
structure, or whether information technology can be examined in
terms of its applicability for challeng-ing the global hegemonic
net. The ‘Community Memory’ movement, as it is under way in
various parts of the USA, points to immense possibilities of
democratic communication, of ways of challenging the inequities
that currently exercise hegemony. If information tech-nology has
participated in hegemonically structuring global relations, it
should be interrogated in terms of its powerful potentials for
democratically restructuring these global relations.3? Examining
those potentials and experimenting with information technology I
consider an important aspect of a critical theory of the
intellectual. There are already some signs that via Deep Dish tv
and satellites, alternative ways of seeing and evaluating things
will soon be, if they are not already, available to and retrievable by
any global tv set. Free computer terminals, with information data
bases on issues relevant to democratic communities, will enable
electronically monitored dialogic interaction between the most
diverse and geographically distanced cultural groups,
communities and individuals. In addition, a contemporary critical
theory of the intellectual activities and functions between the
developed and developing world can experiment with the
formulation of a new dialogic model. This model I do not see as a
‘universal pragmatic’, but as a ‘differential pragmatic’.
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Habermas’ ‘universal pragmatic’ focused on the possibility of
negotiating differences against the background of a universally
accepted communicative ethics. The agents Habermas had in
mind were mostly citizens involved in the societies and cultures of
western advanced industrialized and informatized nations. In this
sense Habermas positions himself in the western developed world.
What I, in contradistinction, propose are the practices of a
‘differential pragmatics’. These investigate the possibility of
telecommunicatively and electronically mediated dialogic
interactions and negotiations not exclusively between individuals
or groups in the western world. A contemporary critical theory of
intellectuals would, so it seems to me, examine the possibilities of
dialogic interaction between western and non-western individuals
alike. It would investigate and help to coordinate the technological
possibilities of listening to and reading and seeing non-western
points of view, and of processing information and knowledge
which challenge, from a non-western perspective, hegemonic
power relations. Critical theory of intellectuality as well as critical
theory in general, it seems to me, will be critical to the extent that
it interrogates its function in a gradual hegemonization of the
global life-world. As information technology exponentially
increases these processes of hegemonization, it simultaneously
exponentially increases possibilities of global democratization.
Pace all pessimistic predictions, there is still, I would contend, an
opportunity for critical thinking to challenge forms of power and
domination. The quid pro quo of such a challenge is the critical
use of information technology and knowledge of the ways in which
it can be applied to counter global hegemony.

In lieu of a conclusion, I briefly discuss Gramsci’s relation to
feminism, feminist theory and women. As a critical feminist, I find
it difficult not to engage in such a discussion. In this context I
point to Gramsci’s problematic relationship to two women, Tatiana
Schucht and Giulia Schucht. Yet I also point to Gramsci’s
fascinating micro history of sexuality which he, long before
Foucault, unearths in his archaeology of power. The centrality of
sexuality in women’s oppression is one of the aspects of Gramsci’s
understanding of the woman question. In this sense he
anticipates the slogan of second wave feminism, ‘the personal is
political’. However, Gramsci tends to relate woman’s inalienable
rights of control over her body to processes of production and the
rationalization of production. These, he reckoned, would play a
role in future forms of sexuality, forms of disciplining the body,
and a consciousness of these disciplines would encourage the
formulation of specific sexual ethicalities. Contrary to Foucault,
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Gramsci does not understand the production of sexual ethics, or
these discourses on sexuality, as discourses of power and
domination. By participating in these discourses, agents
reproduce, not as in Foucault’s account, consent to the status
quo, but the conditions for a social context that promises equality
and freedom for men and women alike.

Foucault and Gramsci agree, however, on one issue: that power
is not imposed from above, but that the operations of power and
their success depend on consent from below. For both Foucault
and Gramsci, power is produced and reproduced in the interstices
of everyday life, and for both, power is ubiquitous. However,
contrary to Foucault, Gramsci does not evoke the imagery of
unqualifiable and unquantifiable ubiquities of power. If power is
everywhere, it is not everywhere in the same form and to the same
degree. Adjectives figure in Gramsci’s account of powerful
relations. The power a father exercises over his children is a
specific form of power, paternal power, which is not identical with
the disciplinary power the state exercises over the body via the
institutions of police, army and law courts, and it is not identical
with the disciplinary power that culture and society exercise over
the mind. Some social groups possess more economic, social and
cultural power than others, and since this imbalance of power is
neither easily challenged nor readily changed, there is a
directedness to power relations. So while Gramsci agrees with
Foucault in his assessment of the ubiquity of power relations, he
differs from him when he specifies the equally ubiquitous uneven
relations of power. What I suggest then in the last few pages of my
study is the usefulness of both Foucault and Gramsci for a
feminist agenda. From Foucault we can learn for one thing that we
are all implicated in power, that, in many ways, power is gender-
blind. As well-to-do members of western economic and political
communities, most of us women theorists and writers are in some
ways implicated in the power these communities hold over the
non-western and underdeveloped or developing parts of the world.
From Gramsci’s complex analyses we can adopt, on the other
hand, the notion that we are indeed part of many different
‘structures of feeling’, of many different loci which inherently carry
diverse functions and effects in relation to other sites of power or
powerlessness. As members of the ‘western structures of feeling’ we
are implicated in global power relations. As women of specific
social classes, we are often discriminated against by the male
establishment of a specific social class. As women of a privileged
social class, we are less discriminated against than other women
of less privileged social classes. As white women we belong to ‘a
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structure of feeling’ that enjoys privilege over and against non-
white ‘structures of feeling’ or women’s communities. Drawing
relevant lessons from Gramsci and Foucault, we can engage and
mobilize our feminist knowledge of power relations. As feminists,
we can contribute to a broader analysis and understanding of
global power relations. Feminist theory has been astute in
deciphering microcosmic power relations: the way specific
experiences, forms of knowledge, ways of seeing or epistemologies,
ways of judging or ethics, have been silenced or marginalized or
partially represented in the discursive and symbolic realm of our
reality. These feminist insights, part of a body of knowledge which
has been accumulated over the last two decades and which
continues to expand, have the potential to become powerful tools
in the deconstruction of global power relations. I hope that this
book may encourage collaborative theoretical and practical efforts
in the dismantling not only of power but also of the many forms
and disguises of power, and may encourage critical thinking in the
direction not only of a ‘universal pragmatics’ but also of a
‘differential pragmatics’. I shall then have achieved much more
than I originally set out to do.



Part II

FROM REALISM TO MODERNISM



2
To realism farewell: Gramsci, Lukacs
and Marxist aesthetics

CRITICAL PRACTICES

In a section entitled ‘Questions of Method’ in one of the prison
notebooks dedicated to cultural problems, Notebook 16, Gramsci
discusses methodological approaches to vast bodies of work of
specific thinkers. I loosely paraphrase the argument. Some texts,
so goes Gramsci’s contention, do not offer systematic explanations
as to the specific perspective or conception of the world of their
respective author. If that is the case, the essential coherence of
the author’s world-view should not be sought in each individual
text or in a series of texts but rather in the development of that
entire body of work with all its various aspects, in which the
elements of that conception tend to be implicit. And moreover,
Gramsci argues that if a critic is out to study the beginnings or
the genetic trajectory of that world-view, it would be wise to begin
with preliminary work: with minute and detailed philological
exegesis, undertaken with greatest care and to high standards of
accuracy, with scientific integrity, and without partiality,
preconceptions, prejudices and apriorisms. What critical work
should seek in a text is not casual and individual affirmations, or
disconnected aphorisms, but rather leitmotifs, the rhythms, the
dynamics of thinking in motion, of specific texts. And there are
many other suggestions, at times tending towards the pedantic,
which Gramsci offers here as to how methodologically to approach
a vast body of knowledge attributed to a single author.!

From the context of this note it appears that Gramsci was
primarily thinking of a determinate body of knowledge, of the
writings of Marx and Engels, that is, as well as of the obsessively
anti-Marxist reception of these writings by a philosopher who
represents the most eminent and influential figure in twentieth-
century Italian cultural history: Benedetto Croce. This is surely
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the way the initial editors of Gramsci’s texts thought of it, when
they included this note, in the first edition of Gramsci’s works
they put together, in the volume on historical materialism and the
philosophy of Benedetto Croce.? For reasons that bypass
Gramsci’s obsession with Croce’s obsession with Marxism,
legitimate or understandable as both, one, or neither of these
obsessions might be, this passage is extraordinarily suggestive to
me. What I am referring to is its heuristic usefulness when it
comes not only to Gramsci’s own critical practices in relation to
problems of knowledge, culture and society, but also to the way in
which I would like to approach Gramsci’s position in relation to
critical theory. Let me first deal with the latter. At issue here are
the leitmotifs in Gramsci’s thinking, not only the rhythms of his
thought but also the structures of his thinking in motion, of his
narrative, in relation to Marxist aesthetics.

Until recently, until the mid- to late 1970s to be more precise,
attempts to deal with Gramsci’s aesthetics in general were
somewhat problematic, judging from the apologetic tone in which
studies of Gramsci’s aesthetic theory regularly tended to be
introduced. The post-war managers of the Gramsci trust, mostly
located in Italy at the time, were not innocent in this state of
affairs. They had announced, with not much ado, their position on
the issue of Gramscian aesthetics when they emphasized in no
uncertain terms the importance of Gramsci’s writings for a
systematic theory of politics, for ways of strategizing the trajectory
of the Italian traditional left, and of legitimating the terza via,
Italy’s original third road to socialism. With this intransigence
they had contributed to a climate of critical uncertainty when it
came to the place and significance of Gramsci’s aesthetics. The
fragmentary and unsystematic nature of Gramsci’s work
composed in prison, an amalgam of notes, sketches, drafts,
research plans, aphorisms, seemed particularly apparent when it
came to poetic and aesthetic matters and did not facilitate the
entire business. It seemed problematic to attempt an evaluation of
Gramsci’s aesthetic apparatus in the context of a self-contained,
autonomous and organic theory of aesthetics, of the kind Croce
had produced. Nor were they of much help when it came to
indicating their place, proper or improper, at a distance from or in
the vicinity of Gramsci’s political, cultural, or economic theory. In
short, the status of Gramsci’s aesthetics was uncertain for almost
three decades in the predominant Gramsci scholarship, and the
legitimacy of the issue was timidly fought for in the cultural
courts.® The rhetorics inscribed in Giuliano Manacorda’s project,
one of the first to attempt a more complete reconstruction of
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Gramsci’s aesthetic fragments under the general heading of
‘Marxism and literature’, well indicates the concern and influence
brought to bear on him and others, which they respectfully
endured when insisting not only on Gramsci and Marxism, but
also on a system of semi-autonomous literary aesthetics. He
writes:

The attempt to present Gramsci’s writings on literature in
and by themselves, in a complete and organic way is, no
doubt, somewhat arbitrary. This is so for two reasons:
Gramsci’s ideas on literature are closely related to his entire
intellectual production, such that a correct reading and
interpretation of his writings on the subject would have to
take into account his other writings, in particular his view on
the relations that obtain between literature and other spheres
of human activity. And secondly, it is problematical to assign
his literary criticism to the critical-aesthetic realm
exclusively, a procedure which has justifiably been criticized.
While I am aware of the fact that a qiterary’ approach to
Gramsci’s work renders inevitable some mutilation of his
thought, I believe, none the less, that such a project is not
illegitimate.*

And Sabine Kebir, an astute reader of the Gramscian text and
extraordinarily knowledgeable when it comes to Gramsci’s
linguistic and literary theories, reveals through her choice of terms
a tonality that confidently accommodates both a non-negotiable
high pitch alliance between Gramsci’s literary criticism and his
strategy of popular front alliance politics, and a basic melody of the
fragmentariness of Gramsci’s research programme on aesthetics.

Even though Gramsci indeed bequeathed to us fragments of
an aesthetic programmatics, the greater part of his notes on
culture and literature must be understood as part of an
approach to cultural politics, as a result of his politics (or
strategy) of alliance which he developed and practised before
his imprisonment.®

Surely, things have changed rapidly since these words were
written when it comes to discourses on unsystematicity and
fragmentariness, on the autonomy or contingency of the aesthetic,
both in relation to Gramsci and critical theory. And some things
have not changed that much. Among the events which come
readily to mind as effecting changes in critical demeanour next to
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many others that have played major and minor roles in the
cultural transformations of critical practices are first, the advent of
poststructuralism, and second, the publication of a new critical
edition of Gramsci’s prison writings issued in the mid-1970s, the
so-called Gerratana edition. Let us first turn to the latter event.
The Gerratana edition attempted to present most of Gramsci’s
prison writings in an edition which respects the original order and
arrangement of Gramsci’s notes. One effect of this was to show
that the fragmentariness often attributed to Gramsci’s research on
aesthetics and literature surely also characterized his notes on
political theory, cultural theory, philosophic theory and economic
theory, to stay with his larger and in general more popular
research programmes. Indeed, the first impression one gains from
studying Gramsci’s prison notes is that of being overwhelmed by
the sheer quantity of research programmes Gramsci pursued in
prison, by the way in which he proceeds, and by his manner of
presenting his material. Deciphering Gramsci’s fragmentariness is
often not easy, nor are his language, his concepts, the structures
and the motions of his thought. Most commentators have
remarked on it, and I see no reason to break with this pattern. A
recent publication puts it well:

Any interpretation of the Prison Notebooks is faced with two
difficulties. First, the scope of Gramsci’s thought is far too
wide for any specialist to assess his contribution Second, the
Prison Notebooks consist of 2353 pages of unfinished notes,
with no apparent order or overall structure Given, then, both
the scope of the notebooks, and their unfinished and
inconsistent character, the interpreter is put in the difficult
position of evaluating the relevance of many passages whose
meaning is obscured and of dealing with topics of which he
or she knows little.°

The publication of Gramsci’s prison notebooks, still unfortunately
largely unavailable in non-Italian editions, surely then did not
make things easier for interpreters of Gramsci’s political or
cultural theory.” It does clear up, though, the question of the
textual unsystematicity in relation to Gramsci’s aesthetics. And so
does the other event I am about to mention: the rise and
institutionalization of a new style in critical theory,
poststructuralism.

In the course of this new critical practice many a hitherto
cogent, rigorous and unified conceptual system was subjected to
dissecting philological operations which would unearth
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unsuspected inconsistencies, contradictions, paradoxes and
illogicalities of the dominant rhetoric informing the text. And
many a text from disciplines which had insisted on validity
claims, on referential meaning, on universal rationalities,
logicalities and truths, was rigorously interrogated in terms of
textual strategies which appeared to legitimate the tyranny of the
concept of logocentricity, of the domination of one way of thinking
over another. Ultimately, every textual performance, including
rigorously structured philosophical and scientific texts, was seen
as contextual, and as such contingent on the never-ending play of
a never-ending chain of signifiers. The end of the identity of
subject with object had arrived. The poststructuralist agenda is by
now well known and I do not intend to explicate its assumptions,
teleologies and programmes here. What matters rather is to
indicate that the cultural climate of recent years as it manifests
itself particularly in the discursive formations of postmodernism
and poststructuralism allows for, or even welcomes, modes of
rationalities which opt—in what is understood as a subversive
gesture in relation to conceptual domination—for
unsystematicities, disjunctures, discontinuities, fragmentariness.
If a rigorously structured text such as Hegel’s Phenomenology may
be enlisted in the poststructuralist cause, in that it presumably
narrates in and with its very narrative the inexorable structure of
alienation, of fluid phenomenology, of non-substantive
referentiality of all experience and deferring of meaning, it surely
is not illegitimate to enlist a text the unsystematicity of which had
already been successfully scrutinized for its possible usage in the
destruction of received and ‘systematic’ bodies of knowledge,
Marxism, non-Marxism and anti-Marxisms alike.? And if all
disciplines, methods and modes of writing are ultimately texts
that follow the arbitrariness of the sign, if all texts are kinds of
writing that reveal metaphoricities and poeticities, the matter of
writing, that is, then Gramsci’s literary texts should not be
differentiable from his nonliterary texts, from his political,
economic and cultural theories, that is.? The question of whether
it is legitimate to speak of Gramsci’s aesthetics as an intrinsic
part of his vast body of work is thus no longer relevant. Indeed, as
new critical practices stand on the brink of being entered into the
data base of theoretical legitimacy, the question of the legitimacy
of Gramsci’s aesthetics, which seemed to inconvenience
Manacorda in the 1970s, has, by the 1990s, in itself become
illegitimate.

There is a third observation I should mention here.
Notwithstanding poststructuralism but very much because of the
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new edition of Gramsci’s writings in 1975, it has become obvious
that in prison Gramsci seems to return to aesthetic and literary
matters. That is to say, what the Prison Notebooks, coupled with
the publication of many of his Letters from Prison, reveal is that
Gramsci in prison renewed interests which we know had occupied
his youth and his years as a political journalist around World War
I: his interests in linguistics, in literature, in theatre and the
arts.!? These interests are of long standing. As a student at the
university of Turin, he had studied philology, literature and
philosophy, subjects in the humanities and not in the natural
sciences. When he first became involved in political activism, he left
the university, yet he seemed always to have taken time to write
on literary matters, and to work as a theatre critic. Clearly, during
his most active political period, as one of the major leaders of the
Italian working-class movement, he wrote on political matters. Yet
after his incarceration, when he finally was allowed to spend some
time writing, and when he decided on a research programme that
was workable under prison conditions, he was quick to include
literary and philological matters on his study list. Indeed, of the
sixteen main arguments he outlines for his research project, more
than a third pertain to literary and philological matters. And when,
in 1931, after what is known to scholars as his physical and
mental ‘crisis’, he shortens and condenses his study plans to ten
arguments, literary and philological issues still constitute a third
of his research programme.!! So the Gerratana edition once and
for all testified to the nonnegotiable presence of literary and
aesthetic matters in the Gramscian text. Manacorda’s apologetics,
though understandable, have lost their force. Yet there is
something else this critic offers which has not lost its relevance for
today. In one of his footnotes, from the margins so to speak, that
attempts new readings of a text held zealously captive by the
knights of the Gramscian Grail, he intuits, still respectfully, a
potentially subversive record. It reads in translation something
like this: ‘One could though legitimately hold that [a study of
Gramsci’s literary writings], a partial study of his work [that is]
should not prevent an integration of such a study into a larger
discourse, into a larger unified and political discourse. In fact,
such a study would prepare such a discourse [would become its
condition of possibility].”’? I will not comment here on this
marginal yet radical message from the then critical underground,
speaking of the literary conditions of political possibility,
correcting the image of a political Gramsci in favour of a Gramsci
whose literary, aesthetic and linguistic interests give shape and
form to his political interests. There will be a place for that later
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on. What I will do here instead and first is commence my search
for leitmotifs and rhythms of Gramsci’s thinking, structures that
graph Gramsci’s relation to Marxist aesthetics.

PREDICAMENTS OF HISTORY

With this in mind, I have decided to place Gramsci next to a
twentieth-century intellectual with whom he perhaps in multiple
ways intersects: I am referring to Georg Lukacs. He is, next to
Adorno and Marcuse, but also next to Benjamin and Brecht, one
of the major Marxist aestheticians of our century. His intransigent
stance on aesthetics provoked, as mentioned in the introductory
chapter above, the realism/expressionism debate.!'®> One of the
questions that I pursue is to what extent Gramsci developed new
categories, new ways of seeing and understanding the literary and
artistic process, how he advances, that is, Marxist aesthetics. So a
brief balance sheet between Gramsci, and this most controversial
Marxist aesthetician, Lukacs, is in order. What makes this
procedure particularly inviting is that on first sight, and indeed
not then only, Lukacs and Gramsci, these two extraordinarily
important theoreticians of western Marxism, seem to display an
impressive array of selective affinities.

Indeed, it has become a commonplace in much of the
scholarship on twentieth-century Marxism to mention Gramsci
next to Lukacs and Korsch when speaking of the founding fathers
of western Marxism. I follow this trend, in order not so much to
reveal what is common to their respective Marxisms, but more to
point to differences in their respective aesthetic theories. For who
would want to distort that which speaks plainly from the
historical record and suggest that Gramsci was primarily an
aesthetician and literary critic, interested in questions of poetics
and aesthetics, driven by issues of canon formation and literary
heritage, obsessed with universal relations of aesthetics to ethics
and ontology, or of the historical relation of literary genre,
collective unconscious and economic production. This is what
Lukacs’ interest for most of his life ultimately was. Gramsci was
also and always interested in literature, but primarily he was a
militant, a critical and pragmatic one, to boot. So to the extent that
fate made him a political activist in Italy and not in some other
country he organized his theoretical work around multiple
problems concerning the factors that led to certain political
configurations in Italy: the long prevention of Italy’s unification;
the events that led to its unification in 1870; the ‘passive
revolution’, and the rise of fascism in the 1920s. Answers to these
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problems he sought in the study of the history of Italy and of the
history of the Italian intellectuals, as also in the function of
popular culture in its relation to official, or ‘high’, culture, and to
fascism. Lukacs approaches problems of realism and modernism
as part of his overall philosophical and aesthetic system, which is
his project of realism. Gramsci seems to approach the literary
sphere both as part of his overall project and in relation to it. This
project I would like to call, for lack of a better term, his philosophy
of praxis. No doubt, Lukacs organizes his work around an
aesthetic and Gramsci around a cultural and political critique.
And they both develop a theory: Lukacs’ is aesthetic, and
Gramsci’s is mostly cultural as well as political. Perhaps Lukacs’
research programme was to write the definitive Marxist aesthetics.
And perhaps Gramsci’s research programme was, if one is to
judge from the current Gramsci scholarship, to write a definitive
Marxist cultural theory. So if there seems to be a difference in the
importance the literary and the aesthetic play in their overall
research designs, and if there is, as we shall see in the next
section, a radical difference in the way in which they conceive of
and apply Marxist aesthetics, there is also a compelling similarity:
both theoreticians deploy their skills in an attempt at mending
Marxist theory in areas where it was most deficient and
vulnerable. What I am referring to is the troubled and troubling
relation of the superstructure to the infrastructure in Marx’s
metaphor, the paradox that haunts the nature of the relations of
the forces of production to the relations of production. From its
very inception, this metaphor was unsettling for an approach to
Marxist aesthetics as well.

Marx’s predominant metaphor figures history as a progressively
and teleologically moving process and the historic moment as a
dynamic structure in which an economic base (forces of
production) dialectically relates to a social, cultural, political
superstructure (relations of production). Though Marx and Engels
merely interspersed and scattered unsystematic remarks on
literature and art in their vast body of work, hardly a match, I
would say, for their complex and systematic analyses of economic
and historical processes as Marx addresses them in his Capital,
and hardly comparable with Lukacs’ system of Marxist aesthetics,
they were certain to assign a place to literature and art in their
metaphor.!* This assignment looks something like this: as part of
the cultural sphere, where many forms of ideologies are produced,
re-produced, maintained, legitimated, marginalized, and silenced,
literature and art function in specific and in interested ways. As
part of that cultural sphere, literature and art entertain relations
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not only with the philosophical sphere, with intellectual history,
with the realm of ideas and the realm of consciousness, but also
with the political, and ultimately with the economic as well.
Literature and the arts, as part of the superstructural relations of
production, function in the context of these relations. These
relations produce ideological practices which legitimate the values
and normativities of the social class in power, commanding the
forces of production. In the context of capitalism, the bourgeoisie
represents the social class in power. The ideological practices
embedded in the relations of production are employed to wrap in
mystery the most basic fact of capitalist economy: that one social
group exploits another. However, since ‘at a certain stage of their
development, the material productive forces of society come into
conflict with the existing relations of production’, to quote Marx
from the famous preface to the Critique of Political Economy
(1859), initiating an epoch of social revolution, literature and art
as part of these relations of production embody, figure and
perhaps prefigure the tensions, contradictions and paradoxes
inherent in the processes that relate superstructural legitimations
to the material productive forces of society.!®

There was a problem, though, in this narrative. The problem
was not so much the purported nexus or the relationship between
literature, culture, politics and economics: Marx’s claim that the
literary sphere did not function autonomously or independently
from other spheres in society, that literature was a social practice.
What presented a problem was not the relatedness of literature to
other spheres of human practices, its sociality and politicality, but
rather the more precise nature of the operations of that
relationship. Caught in the cause and effect logic in spite of their
rhetorics to the contrary, which would insist on a dialectics
obtaining between the base and the superstructure, Marx and
Engels were in this respect more of an obstacle than a help. The
inventors of the Marxist metaphor tended ultimately to posit
primary or first causes in historical motion, which would relegate
the rest to a secondary, accidental, contingent and dependent
status. Engels tends to stand squarely for one explanation, which
posits the productive forces of society or the economic base as
primary: ‘In every historical epoch, the prevailing mode of
economic production and exchange, and the social organization
necessarily following from it, form the basis upon which is built
up, and from which alone can be explained, the political and
intellectual history of the epoch.'® Marx, particularly the early
Marx, tends to favour a similar explanation, but less
uncompromisingly. There are, however, textual sites where both
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spheres of the metaphor, the infra- as well as the superstructural,
are, if essential, still inequitable partners in that relationship. In
the above-mentioned preface to A Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy, he relates base (forces of production) and
superstructure (relations of production) as follows:

The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the
economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which
rises a legal and political superstructure and to which
correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode
of production of material life conditions the social, political
and intellectual life process in general.!”

This positing of the primacy of the material foundation of society,
which seems non-negotiably to propose not only that, but how,
base and superstructure are related, was ultimately more
problematic than expedient for Marxist aesthetic theory.

Problems in Marxist aesthetics focused on such questions as
the following. How does this relation between base and
superstructure operate, what are its practices, its possibilities, its
limits? If there is a definite connection between art and the totality
of the relations of production, between art and the material base,
what kind of a connection is it? What is the relation between art
and social class? Is authentic art the art produced by the
dominant class or by the ascending class? In what way do
changes in production relations affect changes in art? If art
embodies a site of ideology, does art anticipate new ideologies, new
insights, new forms of knowledge, or does it, like Hegel’s Owl of
Minerva, always lag behind? What are the functions of the writer
and artist? Should they merely artistically record what they see
and feel, or should they consciously take part in the class struggle,
opting for the interests and needs of the emergent class? What is
the correct form of art? Can art, as ideology, affect relations of
production, and thus power relations in society, or is it merely a
passive reflection, unable to influence anything effectively? These
and other questions would turn up regularly at the drawing
boards of political activists and armchair Marxists alike, intent on
complementing or correcting Marx in such matters. Classical
Marxism was deficient when it came to examining the multiple
ways in which the superstructure with its culture, politics and
ideology relates to the base, beyond simply calling this relation
dialectical, and it was deficient in examining the multiple ways in
which culture and politics or the state produce ideology, authority
and power. Lukacs’ and Gramsci’s interest in the realm of the
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superstructure, rather than the base, indeed, their privileging, in
their studies, of one area of Marx’s dialectical relation, the
superstructural realm of ideology, culture and politics rather than
the relation of base to superstructure, was thus an attempt at
correcting Marxist theory in areas where it was very deficient. It
was also an attempt at advancing Marxist theory, perhaps to
adjust it to new historical, theoretical and political realities. In the
following pages I will point to some of these new historical,
theoretical and political experiences which Gramsci and Lukacs
both share.

As critical thinkers drawn to Marxism, Gramsci and Lukacs
were interested in participating in a historical process which they
thought would lead to a radical social, political and economic
revolution. This participation was for both of them theoretical as
well as practical. Lukacs and Gramsci wrote on issues pertaining
to the success and failure of socialist revolutions and as members
of political parties they participated in the organization of
movements which from their perspective would lead to revolutions.
Moreover, as members of a generation that had witnessed the
Russian revolution and its European aftermath, both taking place
against the arguments of Marx’s Capital, they examined in their
writings some of the factors which led to an unanticipated
revolution in Russia and to the failure of a predicted revolution in
some countries of the west. These included rigorous interventions,
on the level of theoretical writings as well as party politics, in what
we might call ‘the contest of the Marxist faculties’, the contest
between the various theoretical and political factions purporting to
dialectical materialism or to historical materialism respectively.
This contest had already since the 1890s and under the
irrevocable impact of positivism in the scientific sphere, as well as
under the impact of gradual social, economic and political gains,
carried the day for Marxist and anti-Marxist alike through the
turn of the century and beyond. In the context of Italian culture,
Benedetto Croce’s influential repudiation of Marxism would be a
case in point.!'® With the failure of a socialist revolution in the
west, active intervention in that contest by the leftist intelligentsia
had literally become unavoidable. At issue was the scientificity of
Marxism, or, to put it in other words, the interpretation of what
Marxism is and what it is not. Were there, as some traditional
Marxists claimed, laws of history, comparable to natural laws,
which were discernible, describ-able and inevitable, so that the
future course of events would be predictable? Did Marxism fulfil
the requirements of a fully-fledged science, stating laws of
inevitability and predictability? Were these laws based on the
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motions of economics, the forces of production in society, which
would, independently of human will, shape relations of production
and generate economic and social crises in advanced capitalism?
Was the economic factor the decisive one in the shaping of
revolutions? These were some of the questions marking the
‘contest of the Marxist faculties’ and Gramsci and Lukacs dealt
with these theoretically and politically, as did many other leftist
intellectuals, such as Korsch, for instance. The most important
question to examine was why power and authority remained with
the state and capitalism in countries in which social and
economic crises had indeed occurred. The revolution had not
taken place, either in Italy or in Germany or in Hungary, so that
one had to conclude that it was not the economy that determined
all of social life. The political events of the early twentieth century
had defied the laws of history and the primacy of the economic
factor as defined by classical Marxism.!?

Lukacs and Gramsci both examined as a result and
independently from each other factors which might play a role in
propelling or arresting historical change. For both of them, this
meant, as mentioned above, shifting their attention away from the
material or economic or objective factor of Marx’s dialectic to the
so-called theoretical or subjective or superstructural factor. With
this shift, Lukacs and Gramsci marked the beginning of what is
known as western Marxism.?° In the context of the Marxist
paradigm that dialectically relates the economic base to the
superstructure of culture, politics, ideology and law, Lukacs and
Gramsci are interested in privileging an understanding of the
complexity of the superstructural realm in its relation to the
economic basis. So Lukéacs, in his History and Class
Consciousness (original German edition 1923), critiques
traditional, or scientific, or economist, or orthodox Marxism on
two grounds: one, that the structure of society is different from
the structure of nature, such that the laws of nature are not
applicable to or identical with the laws governing social and thus
historical life;?! and two, that the economist assumption, that
consciousness or ideology follows the motions of the economic
sphere and is ultimately determined by the economy, was not
correct. Moments of crisis, dissolution and consolidation taking
place in the realm of the economy were not necessarily reflected
on the level of consciousness and ideology. In fact, Lukacs
believed at the time of the composition of his essays in History and
Class Consciousness that the general intensive tendency towards
rationalization and Taylorization of twentieth-century capi talism
tended to produce a consciousness that accepted rather than
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reacted to the general conditions of life. This notion Lukacs
described as the reification of consciousness. So he reflects on the
possible laws governing society, attempting to define the realm of
ideology, class consciousness, culture and so forth, and the role
that consciousness or the subjective factor might play in
historical processes which tended towards increased
rationalization and bureaucratization. If social revolutions were
still to be won, knowledge of what moves people and what arrests
their motion, of how ideas move individual and collective wills,
was an urgent necessity. Gramsci, similarly, reflects in his Prison
Notebooks on the way in which ideology governs and controls
political processes and thus, ultimately, also the organization of
economic processes. Hegemony is the term Gramsci is best known
for in the context of a critique of traditional, scientific, or orthodox
Marxism. It is a concept which attempts to capture the complex
nature of authority, which according to Gramsci is both coercive
and dependent on the consent of those who are coerced into
submission. Gramsci examines on many pages of his Prison
Notebooks the way in which political society, or the realm of state
power and authority, creates and maintains as well as
manipulates systems of beliefs and attitudes in civil society; how
the predominant class not only creates hegemony, but can also
depend in its quest for power on the ‘spontaneous’ consent arising
from the masses of the people. This consent is carried by systems
and structures of beliefs, values, norms and practices of everyday
life which unconsciously legitimate the order of things.

Lukacs and Gramsci both attempted to come to terms with the
rapidly diminishing revolutionary potential of western capitalism
first and foremost by countering that reality with the creation of
new and more adequate concepts. A revolution could still be
achieved if one were to understand the precise workings of the
ideological sphere, of the subjective and cultural factor, that is.
Surely, one might argue that as students and proponents of the
work of Antonio Labriola they were both already predisposed
towards privileging the subjective factor in Marx’s dialectic.
Labriola was one of the foremost Italian Marxists who, against the
theoreticians of the Second International, had opted for a
Hegelianized interpretation of Marx’s dialectic, for an
understanding of history that indeed stresses the subjective and
selfcreative component in the making of history over the objective
or economically determined, or again the scientistic and reductive
strain.?? So it is possible that they were already theoretically
predisposed towards privileging the superstructural moment in
Marx’s dialectic at the expense of the economic one. This does not



44 FROM REALISM TO MODERNISM

explain, however, why they should both have pursued that
legitimation with such particular rigour, though in different
superstructural areas, and to different degrees. Throughout his
work, Gramsci would be more intent on studying the broader
cultural and ideological realm, the complex relations between civil
and political society, to use his terminology, and the way in which
hegemony or directed power relations are produced, maintained
and legitimated in these two major superstructural realms.
Lukacs ultimately would be more intent on studying problems of
aesthetics and the way in which literary practices as part of the
superstructure are sometimes capable of reflecting forms of
knowledge concerning the totality of the historical process long
before other disciplines or other areas of intellectual activity begin
to perceive and conceptualize them. This Lukacsian position has
entered literary discourses under the name of reflection theory
and is related to Lukacs’ Marxist notion of the law of uneven
development as part of the dialectic.

Yet perhaps what is most important, when it comes to
similarities in Lukacs’ and Gramsci’s critical theory, is this: that
as Marxist intellectuals interested in literary problems, Lukacs
and Gramsci both refused to understand literature as a sphere
unrelated to other spheres of social and political activity. So when
they re-examined the function of literature in its relation to
politics, to the revolution that failed on the one hand, and to the
rise of fascism on the other, they proceeded from the most basic
premisses of Marxist aesthetics: problems of culture are not
separable from the realm of politics, so that the production and
circulation of specific cultural goods, such as literature, are not
separable from but related to the production and circulation of
political, ethical and moral values and norms. Literature, qua
cultural expression, constitutes for Gramsci as well as for Lukacs
a terrain where certain moral and political values and attitudes
are propagated and others are silenced and marginalized. In their
teleological vision of a history which progressively moves forward
towards a classless future with a good life for all, literature, like
all human activities in a social context, has a significant
ideological and thus political role to play. What kind of ideological
functions specific literary practices assume, whether they exert a
progressive or regressive influence on historical change, is
something both of these theoreticians are intent on determining in
their confrontation with literary practices of the past, the present
and the future.

So while Lukacs and Gramsci share similar political, historical
and biographical experiences, and while their attitudes to literary
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production reveal some common Marxist ground, it is nevertheless
uncertain to what extent these two Marxist theoreticians knew
about each other. It is also uncertain whether they ever met.
There is some indication that Lukacs and Gramsci might have
met in Vienna, when they both sojourned in that city in the early
1920s. According to one of Lukacs’ biographers, Fritz J.Raddatz,
there are sources which would suggest that much, even alluding
to a friendship between these two men.>® Gramsci seems to have
been aware of Lukacs’ influential History and Class
Consciousness, or at least of some of the essays contained in that
volume. In his Prison Notebooks, specifically in ‘Quaderno 4’
focusing on a delineation of his own philosophy of praxis, Gramsci
refers to Lukacs’ repudiation of Bukharin’s understanding of the
dialectic while simultaneously and quickly adding that he is only
superficially acquainted with Lukacs’ theories.?* And indeed this
is probably the case. For Gramsci’s brief reference to Lukacs’
theories privileges only one aspect of Lukacs’ argument: namely
his notion of a dialectic that includes only human history in
dialectical processes while excluding nature from such processes,
as Engels, many proponents of the Second International, and also
Bukharin had attempted to establish in their version of Marxism
under the name of dialectical materialism. Thus, while focusing on
the problem of the Marxist dialectic, Gramsci made not much use
of or perhaps was not aware of what seems to be the cornerstone
of Lukacs’ famous essays in History and Class Consciousness: |
am referring to the concept of reification, the adventures of which
are well known. This concept influenced the work of many critical
thinkers, in particular the members of the Frankfurt School such
as Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, and others. In this context, this
concept was productively integrated in reflections on the culture
industry, consumer economy, industrialization and the
commodification of culture. It also plays a role in Marcuse’s call to
resistance and revolt in a consumer society which equally reifies
the mind and the body, as well as consciousness and desire.
Reification is also dealt with by Gramsci himself, in his notes on
‘Americanism and Fordism’, albeit from a different and less
critical angle, as compared to Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse.?°
Surely, that in the context of his notebooks on philosophy Gramsci
should be interested in participating in a discussion on dialectical
versus historical materialism, and not on some other topic, is not
so very surprising. After all this problematic had been raging
among economists and critical Marxists alike since the beginnings
of the Second International, and in Gramsci’s own lifetime Korsch
contributed his outstanding Marxism and Philosophy to that same
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ongoing debate.?® And moreover, it is also a problematic which
persistently accompanied Marxist thought and critical theory well
into the 1960s and 1970s. Louis Althusser, with his intervention
in the humanism versus anti-humanism debate, is a case in
point, for one, and the current debates on system theory, the most
famous being probably the ones carried out between Habermas
and Luhmann on the one hand, and the followers of Habermas
and Lyotard on the other, is another.?” Yet that Gramsci would
miss what is perhaps most relevant, and what was certainly more
influential in Lukacs’ History and Class Consciousness, his
attempt to formulate a new theory of class consciousness, his
definition of reification, his critique of reification underlying
specialization, rationalization, Taylorization and
bureaucratization, all of which are in any event relevant to the
polemic between historical and dialectical materialists, leads me to
conclude that Gramsci was not aware of the range of the essays
included in Lukacs’ unsettling collection. I consider it unlikely
that Gramsci would have bypassed a critical discussion of the
concept of reification which he not only specifically addresses in
his essay on ‘Americanism and Fordism’, but which also plays a
significant role in his formulation of hegemony. I presume, then,
that Gramsci simply did not know about the extent of Lukacs’
collection.

It is also uncertain on the basis of my research whether
Gramsci knew of Lukacs’ ‘Blum Theses’ (1928). These theses, by
pleading for a democratic dictatorship over the dictatorship of the
proletariat, by opting for political alliances with non-proletarian
forces, unceremoniously ushered in the end of Lukacs’ political
career, at the orders of the Komintern. Gramsci had, as far as I
can ascertain, in parts proposed similar strategies in the last
essay he wrote in freedom, ‘On the Southern Question’ (1926),
where he began to plead for an anti-fascist democratic popular
front. Indeed, there is some critical evidence that for both thinkers
the political strategy of an anti-fascist popular front is strongly
related to their respective notions of aesthetics. I will return to this
in a moment.

It is, in addition, unclear whether Lukacs ever read Gramsci’s
Prison Notebooks. Lukacs was fluent in Italian and one might
hypothesize that he knew of their publication, particularly since
Lukacs himself and his work on Marxist aesthetics were well
received in Italy throughout the 1950s and also in the 1960s.
There is some research which suggests that Lukacs referred to
Gramsci and his notion of hegemony in conversations.?® So if
Gramsci and Lukacs perhaps never read each other’s work,
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perhaps even never knew much about each other, and if perhaps
they never even met in the early 1920s, in some café in Vienna,
they did meet on the very real fictional grounds of the Italian
realist novelist, poet and dramatist: Alessandro Manzoni. Indeed,
it is on these Manzonian premises that Lukacs’ and Gramsci’s
understanding of literature emerges against the background not
only of the impact of fascism on critical thinking, but also, and
more importantly perhaps, of the impact of the immense
processes of industrialization on the production of culture, leading
to the very industrialization of literature itself. In their respective
analysis and evaluation of Manzoni’s realism, Lukacs and
Gramsci meet, only in terms of theory to depart from one another.
And it is with Manzoni that one of them says farewell to realism.

GRAMSCI’S MANZONI: AN INTELLECTUAL WITH
CLASS

That Gramsci should draw up a special balance sheet on a literary
figure such as Manzoni need perhaps not be considered an
extraordinary move on his part. After all, one might propose that
Manzoni had already been staked out by national and
international organizers of cultural canons, by de Sanctis and
Croce, that is, as one of the more prominent figures of Italian
intellectual history, and this for good reason. With his historical
novel, I promessi sposi, or The Betrothed, where protagonists from
a variety of social classes had critiqued the imposition of a foreign
culture on Italian soil, Manzoni had consciously participated in
the creation of a national dream direly needed in the first few
decades of the nineteenth century. Manzoni represented a great
figure of Italian culture, one who had a programme, controversial
as it might have turned out to be, to incorporate problems of
different Italian languages and dialects into cultural politics. That
much had been recorded in the collective consciousness of most
historically inclined Italians, attentive to emancipatory and not so
emancipatory causes, and Gramsci was no exception. And given
Gramsci’s great admiration, probably not so much for Croce, but
surely for de Sanctis, the latter’s double-edged judgement on
Manzoni should also have played an initial role in Gramsci’s
Manzonian interests.?® De Sanctis had viewed Manzoni as a
proponent of a romanticism that in spite or perhaps because of its
being intrinsically Italian rather than European, taught the
majority of Italians to think politically, to acquire, as citizens, a
sense of the limits of their political practices, as well as a sense of
their possibilities.?? Moreover, Gramsci was, as already pointed



48 FROM REALISM TO MODERNISM

out, not an outsider to literary matters. He had pursued a degree
in the humanities at the University of Turin; he had worked as a
rather innovative theatre critic during the period roughly
corresponding to World War I and in that context he had produced
pioneering insights into the complex relations that obtain between
Pirandello’s theatrical and structural innovations and the
changing aesthetic and philosophical expectations of the theatre
audiences at the moment of the gradual insertion of the movie
industry into Italian society; and when Gramsci, well over two
years into his prison sentence, was finally allowed to do some
writing and began his prison notebooks, he outlined sixteen areas
of study, two of which address literary problems directly.3! One
concerns popular literature, and the other Dante’s Divine Comedy.
Manzoni is also mentioned in this study plan, yet not in relation to
literature or literary theory, but rather to the ‘Questione della
lingua in Italia’, that major concern of Italian intellectuals
attentive to their national history, and to the problems of
promoting a hegemonic national language at the expense of the
specific cultural content of dialects, some of them marginal, others
more widely used.

So when Gramsci chooses Manzoni as a topic of inquiry, he
seems to do so for apparently non-literary or semi-literary reasons.
Manzoni will be studied in his relation to the ‘Questione della
lingua’, and not qua poet, novelist and dramatist. We will see in a
moment whether this is indeed what Gramsci does, or whether
there is a discrepancy between his express intentions and actual
performance. I hope to point this out in my exposition. Gramsci’s
methodology, his critical practice, appears to be both
‘archaeological’ and ‘pragmatic’. No matter which phenomenon he
chooses to interrogate, he organizes his examination of a problem
in such a way that he arrives at a large amount of information
concerning his object of study. Or to put it another way: he
chooses to interrogate a phenomenon on the basis of multiple
relations, whether apparent or not so apparent, or to use
contemporary koine, whether present or absent, multiple relations
a particular phenomenon entertains with other phenomena. In
this way he not only sheds light on the motions and dynamics
that accompany the complex relatedness of one phenomenon to
other phenomena, he also, and perhaps more importantly,
proposes a critical practice which makes generous allowances for
new insights and the formation of new information. So when
Gramsci announces that he will deal with Manzoni in the context
of the ‘Questione della lingua’, a reader does well to anticipate
that Gramsci will also deal with Manzoni in contexts which have
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little to do with the troubling question of the Italian national
language. And this is what occurs.3? Manzoni and his texts,
including his famous epic novel The Betrothed, are ‘archaeological’
sites, where numerous inquiries are unearthed and intersect.
And, perhaps more importantly, Manzoni’s text is not only a
ground which allows for specific ‘archaeological’ work to take
place, apparently pertaining to the traditional categories of the
historical, the literary, the philosophical, epistemological,
aesthetic, ideological and the political. It is used as a pretext for
such interrogations, but not in isolation. It is by relating the
Manzonian text to a series of phenomena, objects or texts, or shall
we say to a series of elements that are arrangeable in a structure,
that the elements of that series or structure comment on each
other, as well as on the Manzonian text. This, I believe, is one of
the keys to Gramsci’s critical practice, which I would like to call
here a ‘relational pragmatics’, or perhaps a ‘homological
pragmatics’.

I will exemplify Gramsci’s ‘homological pragmatics’ briefly with
this: the index of the Italian edition of the Prison Notebooks, the
Quaderni del carcere, lists fifty to sixty entries on Manzoni.33
There are probably many more entries than that on Manzoni in
the Quaderni, not because the index was incomplete, but rather
because it is likely that Gramsci intermittently offers information
on Manzoni, as is his practice with other authors, without
expressly stating his name. I am not concerned about these
‘invisible’ sites, since the ‘visible’ ones are already more than are
necessary for my argument. Indeed, I will begin by commenting
only on the first six. In all of these six entries, as in the remaining
fifty or so, Gramsci consistently relates Manzoni to other
phenomena, textual bodies, archaeological sites, forms of
knowledge. Entry 1: here Gramsci relates Manzoni to one of
Manzoni’s contemporaries, Ascoli. Entry 2: Gramsci points to the
fact that in a French study on romanticism, Manzoni is only
mentioned in a footnote. Entry 3: here Gramsci relates Manzoni to
the problematic of the non-existence of a national language. Entry
4: here Gramsci relates Manzoni to Lorianism. Entry 5: in this
entry Gramsci comments on Manzoni’s opinion of Victor Hugo.
Entry 6, the last entry on my list: Gramsci records Manzoni’s
opinion of Napoleon III. Each entry represents an element or a
byte of information that can become part of or be easily
assimilated to many additional series or structures of larger sets of
information. Or to put it another way: each entry refers to
information which in turn refers to an additional body of
information. So entry number 1, the relation of Manzoni to Ascoli,
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can be useful information for a series of discourses. I mention
those which come readily to mind:

1 The question of a national language.

2 Intellectual history of Italy in the early nineteenth century.
3 Political history of early nineteenth-century Italy.

4 Manzoni’s understanding of language and dialects.

5 The relation of dialects to grammar.

6 Manzoni’s relation to and validation of the spoken language.
7 Manzoni’s relation to and validation of the written language.

8 Manzoni’s understanding of language as compared to Ascoli’s.
9 Manzoni’s view of cultures and languages other than his own.
10 The possibility or impossibility of imposing a national language

on to a culture.

I will stop here, although this list is surely extensible. How is one
to grasp Gramsci’s critical practice? Is there a logic, a rationality,
or perhaps a rhetorical strategy that orders the multiplicity of
these numerous informational sites, seemingly squaring to many
powers with algebraic precision? Are Gramsci’s practices
intentional or arbitrary? Are they symptoms of his preference for
unsystematicities and fragmentariness over systematization,
symptoms of his preference for differentiation, for complexity and
multiplicity over simplicity and reduction? Are we seeing here signs
of analytical techniques which seem to tend towards destabilizing,
decentring and unsettling rather than ordering common relations,
towards deconstruction rather than reconstruction, towards
seeking out that which is multiple, marginal, arbitrary,
discontinuous and subaltern rather than that which is centred,
necessary, dominant and linear? Are we confronted with texts and
contexts that, by adhering to decentralization and dissemination,
seem to defy organicities, totalities and hierarchical structures in
which each component has a well-defined place and value?
Gramsci’s practice lends itself to propelling him into the orbit of
structuralist or even poststructuralist thought. Before we attempt
to do so, let me point to this. While many of the entries seem to
refer to or signify references or signifiers which in turn seem to
refer to or signify new references and signifiers, similar to the
unending play of signifiers we know from the critical work of
Derrida and Lacan, there are also many entries that can be more
readily ordered than others in what we can call a series of distinct
‘homologies’, or ‘structures’, or ‘narratives’. The editors of the
Quaderni, who were indexing not only names and concepts but
also conceptual contexts, suggest contexts which are not
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dissimilar to what I am calling here Gramscian ‘structures’. I cite
at random: there is, for instance, a structure in which Gramsci
compares Manzoni to other significant realist novelists of the
nineteenth century; there is a comparison between Tolstoy and
Manzoni expressly, and between Manzoni and Balzac indirectly.
There is also a structure in which Manzoni is examined in relation
to the problem of providence, of evolutionary and revolutionary
motion in historical, political and philosophical terms. In addition,
there is a structure that comments on Manzoni’s relation to the
proverb ‘the voice of the people is the voice of God’, to the problem
of a collective psychology, which great Italian Hegelians such as
Spaventa had attempted to frame in a Spinozistic key.** Manzoni
is also related to empiricism, to the formation of the rise of a new
bourgeoisie at the beginning of the nineteenth century. There is a
structure that seeks to relate Manzoni to the question of a national
language; to Machiavelli and to Thierry; to the attitude Italian
intellectuals have displayed towards the economic and cultural
problems of Italy throughout its history; Manzoni is also related to
the problem of the Romans and the Longobards, to Germanic and
Roman law, and finally, to the notion of common sense and good
sense, common sense as the site of unexamined prejudices, values
and normativities governing the practices of everyday life founded
on inequality and discrimination, versus good sense, which would
demand a human life for all people.3>

What I wish to argue, then, is that many of these multiple
entries may be organized along various homological lines of
relationship. Even fragments, such as Gramsci’s notes on the
difficulties of translating those passages of Manzoni making
specific reference to the assimilation of French cultural practices
in Italy, and even his fragmentary notes on the reception history
of Manzoni’s novel in France, which is largely a non-reception, are
somehow relatable to the larger narratives that Gramsci
constructs in prison. In the case of the two notes mentioned here,
I would relate them to Gramsci’s narrative on Italy and France,
which resembles a comparative culturology. I think that just as
the multiple entries on Manzoni are to a large extent relatable to a
set of narratives or structures, these structures themselves tend
to coincide with—or can at any rate be accommodated by —the
sixteen principal arguments of Gramsci’s research programme as
he outlined it at the beginning of his Prison Notebooks.

Is there a thread that links these diverse inquiries together? Is
Gramsci’s approach and presentation, his critical practice, in its
fragmentariness, its discontinuities, with its aphorisms and
impressionisms, perhaps dictated by the difficult circumstances
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under which he was writing in prison, ultimately built on a
rigorous foundation where co-ordination coexists with
subordination? I should like to assure the reader that I do not
raise this question in pursuit of a grand unifying principle which
would either seek to deduce all of Gramsci’s interrogations from a
massive and non-negotiable foundation or would attempt to
discourse on the irreducible multiplicity of Gramsci’s texts. Yet the
fact of the matter is that in the multiplicity of his interests and
studies, which span many disciplines and forms of knowledge, all
of which bear upon his investigation of Manzoni, Gramsci seems
to think that he is focusing primarily on one question. Let us look
at one of his letters addressed to Tatiana Schucht, a letter which
is quite renowned among Gramsci scholars, written on 19 March
1927, four months after his arrest. I will quote excerpts from it:

It seems I am plagued by a notion, common among
prisoners, that one has to accomplish something fiir ewig [for
eternity]... I'd like to set up a plan for the intense systematic
study of some subject that would absorb and concentrate my
inner life... Four ideas have come to me so far. One is
research on the history of Italian intellectuals, their origins
and groupings in relation to cultural events. Second, a study
of comparative linguistics, nothing less. Third, a study of
Pirandello and the transformation of theatrical taste in Italy
that he represented and helped determine. Fourth, an essay
on feuilletons or ‘serials’ and popular taste in literature.

And he adds in the next paragraph:

Really, if you look closely at these four arguments, a common
thread runs through them: the popular creative spirit, in its
diverse phases of development, is equally present in each.3°

I would like to repeat the point that seems crucially important to
Gramsci: the popular creative spirit, in its diverse phases of
development, is equally present in each aspect of his project.
What Gramsci remarks upon in this letter is what he considers
the leitmotif of his research, a leitmotif that runs through his
notebooks, that combines the most diverse inquiries over a period
of eleven years. Perhaps we should take a cue from Gramsci and
attempt to deploy his understanding of this leitmotif, ‘of the
popular creative spirit’, as a possible point of entry into his
complex and difficult textual and conceptual universe, and use it
as an organizational tool for his reading of Manzoni. Yet this is
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more easily said than done. For what is the ‘popular creative
spirit’? Surely, like any of Gramsci’s terms, it will be a complex
one, one that resists easy definition, one that problematizes the ‘is’,
one that links and does not link the opposite sides of the
predicate. I will make the following attempts: the popular creative
spirit is not exclusively a universal class, the proletariat, or a
subaltern social group, or the common people, or the wretched of
the earth. At points in Gramsci’s narrative, the popular creative
spirit embodies all four of these groups and others as well. What
the popular creative spirit is surely not is the ‘directing’, ‘directive’
and predominant social and political group, it is not the group that
holds political and cultural power. The popular creative spirit is
majorities as well as minorities of any historical period whose
practices are present in spite of the silence imposed on them by
the hegemonic drives of dominant groups, dominant classes, or
dominant cultures. The popular creative spirit is subject to
domination, discrimination, marginalization and oppression not
because it consists of objectifiable subjects, but because it
consists of subjects which are, qua subjects, capable of producing
a consciousness, a consensus to their state of subjugation.
Conversely, the popular creative spirit is capable of producing an
alternative or counter-cultural consciousness to the predominant
or high culture, capable of rupturing the continuity of the flow of
domination, capable of rupturing the silence which is imposed. The
popular creative spirit is the object of desire of hegemony not
because it lacks desire, but because it is, as collective and
individual, subject of desire itself, human beings that desire
something more than they have and are. The popular spirit
reproduces ‘spontaneously’ consent to domination that is the
product not of their creativity but of that of the dominant class,
and it can invent practices which, by meeting personal fantasies
and desires, can simultaneously transcend the boundaries of
domination. Italian intellectuals, claims Gramsci, have seldom
taken into account the existence, the power and the legitimacy of
popular desires, they have ridiculed the humble people, distanced
themselves from them, ignored their symbolics, marginalized their
cultures, exoticized their labours, underestimated the powers of
their feelings and wills. They have not spoken their language and
not written their histories. They have treated them as inanimate
objects rather than as subjects with powerful and sometimes
historically fateful desiring bodies, as fascism had irrevocably
reiterated. In short, Italian intellectuals had not understood that
the political and economic fate of the Italian nation at the brink of
modernity is irrevocably linked not only to external but also to
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internal relations. It is linked internally or organically to the
relation of intellectuals or high culture to the practices and their
functions of that ‘popular creative spirit’, which I would like to
paraphrase here as ‘the languages and practices of popular
culture’. And it is linked externally to the political and historical
function of the relations that obtain between the ‘practices and
languages of popular culture’ and the ‘practices and languages of
Italian intellectual high culture’ with non-Italian cultural
practices. What Italian intellectuals had not understood is the
more than double-edged politicality that becomes operative when
the historical needs of a culture aspiring to be a sovereign and
democratic nation are met with attitudes that ignore the presence
and the dynamics of ‘popular collective psychologies’, of ‘popular
cultural practices’.?” Manzoni’s position on that problem, as it
emerges from his great epic novel, The Betrothed, fits part of that
Gramscian bill.38

There is some question as to whether Manzoni’s political
reformism or liberalism had led him to incorporate poor and weak
members of the society into his creative work—servants, artisans,
peasants and other popular characters animate his plays and his
novel—or whether his major historical novel, The Betrothed,
required for reasons of historical accuracy the representation of
specific social classes, including the very poor. In The Betrothed,
the common people, the fourth estate in eighteenth-century
political terms, are, next to the aristocracy, the clergy and the
entrepreneurs, well represented here: both as principal characters
—Renzo, Lucia, Perpetua, Fra Galdino—and as the masses: the
Milan rioters, the country people, the sailors. Yet Gramsci does not
simply go by numerical representation. He applies his practice of
relational thinking to Manzoni’s masterpiece as well. What matters
is not that members of the lower social classes find some form of
representation; rather, what matters is the way in which the
uneducated, the undereducated and the poor appear in their
relation not with but to the nobles in the narrative. There are
some epic models and morals Manzoni has to muster: Tolstoy and
Dostoevsky are two of them. And when compared to these two
novelists, in particular the way they treat ordinary people,
Gramsci finds that Manzoni falls short. So contrary to Tolstoy,
where the ‘naive and instinctive wisdom of the people, even when
uttered casually, enlightens and brings about a crisis in the
educated person’, in Manzoni there is not one common person
who is not laughed at.° Only the nobles have an inner life, a
complex psychology, a desiring body. The wretched and the poor
are deprived of such qualities. Magnanimity, great feelings, noble
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thoughts belong exclusively to members of the upper classes.*? In
his attitude towards the undereducated and the poor, Manzoni is
elitist. He displays an irony towards the poor, the nuances of
which are perceptible only to the initiated, the educated, the
cultured reader. In short, Manzoni takes sides. He represents the
‘humble’ not in the manner of Dostoevsky, where the characters
are not called the humble’ or the ‘umili’ but rather the ‘umiliati’,
the ones who are humiliated, insulted, offended and injured.*! By
his choice of grammatical construction Dostoevsky shows that the
characters are subject to insulting and offensive treatment and
become its object. Or to put it another way, his choice of ‘umiliati’
or the offended ones presupposes an agent who acts unjustly to a
person. Manzoni semantically chooses an adjective that qualifies a
state of being rather than an adjectivized past participle of a verb
which structurally contains the residues of an action. Hereby he
neglects to point to transitivities taking place between various
agents, and he obscures directed power relations taking place
between subjects and objects. He evokes staticity rather than
motion, and authorial knowledge of rather than dynamic
interaction with the way things might be. This also points to
Manzoni’s selective affinities with ‘the traditional attitude of Italian
intellectuals towards the people’, towards the undereducated and
the poor, an attitude which is intrinsically paternal in its
unexamined superiority.*> For Gramsci, Manzoni belongs to a
genealogy of intellectuals that embraces the Italian Jesuits as
well, who, as representatives of the Church, have always made
sure of the hierarchy that severs the common people from God. In
Manzoni, the voice of the poor is not the voice of God—between
God and the people, there is always the Church.*3

The above passages do not do justice to the richness and
complex-ities of the issues Gramsci raises with respect to
Manzoni. It should also be pointed out that precisely because
Gramsci does not proceed logically in the traditional sense, in a
linear and reductive fashion, but rather what we might describe as
‘structurally’ or ‘topically’ as well as ‘relationally’, ‘differentially’
and ‘dialectically’, it should come as no surprise that the many
relations Manzoni is placed in also consist of contexts in which he
is not judged by Gramsci as severely as above. Indeed, there are
notes where Manzoni, compared to more conservative figures of
Italian intellectual history, such as the followers or the progeny of
the Catholic writer Father Bresciani, easily gets off the hook.
Though Gramsci does insist that Manzoni belongs to a tradition
that is reformist in nature rather than revolutionary, that is elitist
rather than democratic, Gramsci does also differentiate between
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Manzoni and Foscolo. With his anti-romantic realism, Manzoni
demonstrates greater sensibility than Foscolo for social and
political transformations taking place in the wake of modernity.**
From Gramsci’s pages there emerges also a Manzoni who deserves
praise for his dialectical thinking, as well as a Manzoni whose
irony towards the ordinary people is surely not identical with the
sarcasm of second-rate Jesuit writers.*®> Indeed, Manzoni had
presented a threat to Catholic ideology.*® In short, when dealing
with Manzoni in the context of a brief history of Italian
intellectuals, Gramsci tends to separate him from conservative,
reformist, elitist and undemocratic traditions. When he deals with
Manzoni in the framework of a larger cultural history and critique,
however, there are difficulties for Manzoni in meeting the
requirements of Gramsci’s cultural politics. This is particularly the
case in the context of a ‘History of the Subaltern Classes’, which
for Manzoni does not exist in that the subaltern classes have no
traces in documented history.*”

What is interesting in this context is the way in which Manzoni’s
unexamined attitude towards the common and ordinary people,
his paternalism marked by a mix of irony, distantiation, devotion
and contempt, is a factor that influences not only his choice of
language, but also his very theory of language, his theory of
history, perhaps even his epistemology and his ethics. His lack of
interest in the ordinary people, his lack of respect for subaltern
groups, his inability to sense the presence of creative forces latent
in marginal and subaltern groups alike, lead him to the
assumption that a national and unified language can be imposed,
from above, on a geographic space consisting of multiple and
diverse cultures and languages. This assumption does not take
into account the effects of such an imposition, namely the effacing
of cultural and linguistic differences. When Manzoni exchanged the
first version of his The Betrothed, which included passages written
in various dialects, for a second version, all written in a unified
language, he changed only the lexicon, and not the syntax.
Gramsci doubts that changes in the lexicon without changes in
the syntax could create a unified language, a unified country, a
unified frame of mind. Yet what Manzoni above all did not
understand with his contribution to the ‘Question of language’ in
the opinion of Gramsci is this: L'unita della lingua € uno dei modi
esterni e non esclusivamente necessario dell’'unita nazionale, in
ogni caso € un effetto e non una causa.’ And I translate: ‘A unified
language is an external factor, and probably not even a necessary
instance of a national language; it is above all an effect of national
unity, and not its cause.”8®
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A unified language is not the only measure Manzoni would like
to implement aristocratically in a reality consisting of many
languages, diverse ways of seeing and judging and cultural
preferences. In his theory of history, so writes Gramsci, he tends
towards a concept of motion that values natural evolution over
‘artificial’ revolution, a concept which—against the background of
Giorgio Cabanis’ and Hyppolite Taine’s materialist theories of
nature and morality—considers ‘egalitarian democracy a
monstrosity in light of the laws of nature’.*® And furthermore,
linked to this notion of natural and artificial processes in history
are Manzoni’s principles of moral philosophy, opportunely
assessed in his understanding of predestination and free will. In
this context, free will stands as desiring or consenting to the
natural, and not the artificial or human-made, order of things.

In Gramsci’s reading of Manzoni, then, there are cultural differ-
ences that are being played out in the context of Manzoni’s work.
By comparing Manzoni to the work of various French historians or
writers, Gramsci underlines microcosmic aspects of Manzoni’s
work which again point to Manzoni’s class consciousness and
even to a relation between class and race. Gramsci evokes in that
context Augustin Thierry’s studies on the racist component as an
intrinsic aspect of the class struggle.’® And the popularity of
Eugéne Sué’s popular novels where the democratic-Gallic is
played out against the Nordic, Germanic, or non-Gallic upper
class, also contains a race-related component. Gramsci
commands in that context attention to the fact that people know
when they are racially discriminated against, and when they are
linguistically or culturally devalued. Thus, it should come as no
surprise that Manzoni’s class consciousness, his ultimately
condescending attitude towards the powerless social classes, is
felt by the people as the expression of express class and race
superiority. So Manzoni’s master novel, The Betrothed, Gramsci
laconically remarks, has never been popular among them.5!

Although Manzoni represents one of the most important writers
of post-Renaissance Italian culture, Gramsci appears to be
determined to eliminate him from the cultural literacy list. Even
though Gramsci occasionally credits Manzoni with some historical
sensibility, such as the distinction Manzoni observes in chapter 32
of his novel between common sense and good sense, whereby good
sense, as in Gramsci’s own conceptual system, stands qua
historical and progressive reason as a social practice that aspires
to subvert common sense, prejudice, traditional beliefs and
superstition—even though Gramsci cannot but credit Manzoni for
such insights, his final verdict is irrevocable. Manzoni represents
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the typical Italian intellectual who had not bothered either to bond
with the real people, or to contribute to political designs which
would lead to a democratic rather than a bourgeois Italian state.
He had not constructed moral and cultural models which insisted
on the dignity of all people, and which would contribute to a
popular and unified culture. He had not contributed to democratic
historical roots which would have prevented fascism. Manzoni’s
aristocratic attitude was transparent to the humble and the poor:
thus, his novel was not popular among them. One wonders: if
Gramsci had lived to have a say in Italian cultural politics, would
Manzoni have made the cultural canon? But who, or what, one
might ask, would then be allowed in Gramsci’s aesthetic politics,
given the fact that Manzoni is something of a national monument
to the collective memory of the Italian people? Some sort of
socialist or populist realist, as it had been propagated by Zhdanov
and the post-war cultural politics of the left in Italy?°?

Critics knowledgeable in Manzoniana and with or without
progressive leanings have attempted on occasion and as a
corrective to Gramsci to rehabilitate Manzoni by putting him on
the nineteenthcentury political activist list, and by placing his
presumed philosophical and moral limits, as unearthed by
Gramscian archaeologies, in a historical context.®® Manzoni’s
programme of cultural politics as it permeates his novel is thus
not seen as regressive with respect to the possibilities of Italian
culture in the early nineteenth century. To the contrary, some of
these critics see in what Gramsci described as Manzoni’s critical
limitations the critical limitations of the very history of Manzoni’s
Italy. Its economic backwardness compared to other European
countries produced a consciousness which could not transcend
the limits the economy imposed on political, social and
philosophical thought. This includes the sphere of art as well. This
position is not dissimilar in parts to Lukacs’ reading of the
Manzonian text, and it is to this reading that I will now turn.

LUKACS’ READING OF MANZONI

In the 1930s, when Lukacs polemicized in the context of the
realism/modernism debate against expressionist literature in
particular, and against Bloch and Brecht in general, he
simultaneously staked out the ontological and epistemological
groundwork of a design which would occupy much of his
subsequent work in the 1940s and 1950s, and which would make
him famous and infamous at once: his well-known work on
European realism.°* The problem was crystal clear to Lukacs on
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the eve of Hitler’s takeover of power: expressionism, the favourite
child of the decadent Weimar bourgeoisie, which had, in place of
direly needed economic concessions to the people, lavishly
endowed the bourgeoisie with artistic and literary avant-gardes,
that expressionism, with its representations of a dissolute and
fragmented reality, is the artistic expression of an intellectual elite
that refuses to see the total political picture.®®> What he proposes
instead is a literary current, such as contemporary realism, which
includes novelists like Maxim Gorky, Thomas Mann, Heinrich
Mann and Romain Rolland.®® These writers are in Lukacs’
assessment neither openly anti-realist nor pseudo-realist, and
most importantly they are not defensive and apologetic of the
present political system, fascism. They do not distance themselves
from present anti-democratic politics, but seek its liquidation.
This they achieve, so Lukacs avers, by installing in their narrative
the figure of a great individual who is not merely representative of
fragmentation, alienation and dissolution in contemporary society
but who mediates between appearance and reality, between form
and content, between the subjective and the objective, between
Schein and Sein, This mediation occurs by pointing to the
appearance of fragmentation and dissolution in society, by
relating these to social relations, and by relating both to a
historical force, motor or essence which in Lukacs’ account
creates fragmentation. In doing so, realist writers represent a
progressive tendency in contemporary literature and political life.
While the fascist takeover was something of an event that
incited the realism/expressionism debate, it is apparent from the
development of that debate that more was at stake than the
question of what kind of literature to write against fascism and
under the sign of progress. For the major protagonists of that
debate, for Lukacs, Bloch and Brecht alike, the problem was
ultimately more tied to other preoccupations than to fascism
proper. Brecht, sensitive to the impact of technological advances
on the environment into which social relations are built and in
which they are changed, the environment in which individual lives
are lived, experiments in his theatre with technical forms and
devices by means of which he hopes to change people’s
consciousness for and not against a better future for all.
This includes the struggle against fascism. So in his rebuttal of
Lukacs, he critiques him on the ground that the great individuals
whom Lukacs retrieves from the realist literature of the nineteenth
century are unrealistic individuals in a reality that does not afford
much space for such individuals any longer.>” If we talk realism,
notes Brecht, then let us acknowledge that reality requires a
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different kind of real representation. The great individual has
shrunk, magnanimity has turned into mediocrity, courage into
neurosis, the hero is dead.

Bloch, Lukacs’ great intermittent theoretical antagonist
throughout his life, epistemologically reflects what Brecht
theatrically detects.®® Bloch is aware, perhaps better than any
other theoretician, of the tension in Lukacs’ theories between an
account that grounds knowledge in the impossibility of fully or
totally knowing the object, and an account that grounds
knowledge in the possibility of fully knowing it, the replay of a
historical tension between Kant and Hegel taking place in a
different social reality in the early twentieth century. That tension
is replayed—under the alienating impact of increasing
rationalizations in processes of production, bureaucratization and
social systematizations—in terms of ontological alienation, as in
Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit, as well as in terms of system-produced
alienation, as in Lukacs’ History and Class Consciousness. Both
works are in any event ways of dealing with that tension.®® The
later Lukacs will provide a historical explanation of that condition
of alienation marking modernity.?° Bloch, whose problematization
of alienation as partially anthropological reveals a philosophical
and political critical awareness as well as his points of contact not
only with Adorno’s epistemology but also with Heidegger’s
ontology, is sensitive to the underlying tension in Lukacs’
argument. Is Lukacs on the verge of laying to rest a disturbing
affair when he condemns as decadent, neurotic and politically
regressive those artistic practices that focus on the fragmentary,
on discontinuities, on atonalities, on the uncommon, on the
differential, thereby problematizing the norm, the common, the
whole, the total? Has Lukacs crossed the anti-modernist Rubicon
by intransigently gesturing to an option which would propose one
epistemological solution over another, which would fold the
subject into one with the object, which would insist that the
totality of reality, of base and superstructure, can be grasped by
the idea, is consummate with its powers, and can transcend
appearance? Perhaps Bloch makes a last-ditch effort to divert
Lukacs’ decision when he proposes this: why, he asks, should
ruptures, fragmentation, dissolution, the incomprehensible and
the confused as artistically pro duced by expressionist writers and
artists not be viewed as an experiment with dissolution rather
than political dissolution itself?®! What if one finds new insights in
the interstices of fragmentation, what if new knowledge is born
from these interstices, what if ruptures create the new? Why
should only Goethe and Homer and all the rest of the classics be
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respectable, true at the expense of the new, the avant-gardes?
What if true reality is not the totality of the base and
superstructure, of the identity of the subject and the object, but
rupture, discontinuity, filled with interstices which perhaps are
capable of being filled? And what about expressionism? What
about its non-petty-bourgeois tendencies to search for the new,
for the silenced, for the under-represented? Did expressionists not
search for motives in popular art, in folklore, particularly the
painters? Can one indeed just argue on the basis of literature and
overlook the history of art of the past eighty years? And so Bloch
argues.%?

Lukacs seems not to have been disturbed by Bloch’s
fundamentally epistemological objections, which might have been
attractive to a thinker who liked to regard himself as thinking
dialectically. What counts as political correctness, he counters, is
a literature to which not an elite but the reader from the broad
masses of the people has access: to Cervantes and Shakespeare,
to Balzac and Tolstoy, to Grimmelshausen and Gottfried Keller, to
Gorky, to Thomas and Heinrich Mann.?® To these authors the
reader from the broad masses of the people has access because
these texts reproduce the most diverse aspects and experiences of
life. And some years later, when Lukacs engages in the elaborate
construction of his grand system of European realism, he will add
Manzoni to this list.®*

Manzoni is for Lukacs a superb example not only of politically
correct great literature, worthy of being entered in the data base of
the great classical canon, but also of an epic writer in the early
nineteenth century chosen by the world spirit to record, whether
consciously or not, both the totality of the historical rise of the
bourgeoisie and the art form that alone and eminently captures the
trajectory of that total evolution: the historical novel, where
historicity and sociality fold into one. Manzoni met, next to Sir
Walter Scott, Balzac, Tolstoy and others, the aesthetic
requirements of Lukacs’ realism. Manzoni was, as English, French
and Russian novelists were, aware of an historic experience of
which he was part, the aftermath of the French revolution and the
Napoleonic wars, an experience of clashes between
unprecedentedly huge masses of people and forces which opposed
these masses. This had made it difficult to overlook the
connectedness, historical necessities and contingencies, the
historicities, that is, of things, ideas, events, customs and
traditions when writing in a genre that tended to paint the
broader rather than the smaller social picture. Yet in
contradistinction to the French and the British novelists, whose



62 FROM REALISM TO MODERNISM

narrative power is linked to their awareness of a progressively
evolving class struggle internal to their national histories,
Manzoni’s epic venture was from the start caught in the specificity
of the Italian situation.®® Lucia and Renzo’s trajectory, moving
from love to separation to reunification, is one concrete episode of
Italian popular life which, in the course of the narrative, evolves
into the general tragedy of the Italian people in a state of national
humiliation and fragmentation. The fate of Manzoni’s lovers
paradigmatizes the tragedy of the Italian people.®® That Manzoni
wrote only one novel of the kind is to his credit. It is also not
separable from the history of Italy itself, the only narrative closure
of which was its very unification. Yet the lack of a grand historical
and national narrative, which Italy shares with Germany, affected
not only the Manzonian theme; equally affected are, according to
Lukacs, the artistic choices the author has. The world-historical
atmosphere, which Lukacs feels in Sir Walter Scott’s epic novels,
is absent in Manzoni’s depiction where somewhat more limited
desires mark the horizon of expectation of the protagonists.
Lucia’s fate seems, after all, not much more than an idyll
threatened from the outside, and the negative characters are
somewhat tainted by a certain pettiness. This does not lead, in
spite of their negativity, to a demystification of the historical
dimension and limits, their negativity, that is, is not consummate
with an equitable positivity, and does not unfold the process of a
dialectic. In the final analysis then, Manzoni depicts specific
historical events negatively, writes Lukacs in his The Historical
Novel. As in the history of Italy, historical events are disturbances
in the life of ordinary people, rather than events that further the
national cause. Tolstoy, in contradistinction, wrote his epic novels
from a more fortunate point of departure, in that in spite of the
economic, political and cultural backwardness of Russia, the
absolutist regime of the tsars had created a national unity. The
peculiar pettiness or mediocrity of the Italian condition,
reemerging in the great Italian historical novel of Manzoni, is
absent from the historic backgrounds against which the Russians
portray their epic heroes, true heirs to Ivanhoe and Sir Walter
Scott. Manzoni could not resist, as could neither Sir Walter Scott
before him nor Balzac after him, the emanations of a historical
world-spirit placing itself somewhere between the unconscious
and the consciousness of these great nineteenth-century novelists
and directing, as it were, their understanding and conception of
the world. Their epics are great precisely because they capture a
specific non-repeatable moment in the progressing history of
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humankind. As such they are inimitable, their forms gone for
ever.%”

Lukacs’ Manzoni is caught, involuntarily, almost as a function of,
and not as an individual 