
Gramsci on Hegemony: The Politics of Power and Consent 

Introduction 

Antonio Gramsci, an Italian Marxist theorist, is best known for his concept of "hegemony," a 

groundbreaking contribution to political theory that has had a lasting influence on how we 

understand power, ideology, and social control. In his Prison Notebooks, written while he was 

imprisoned by the Fascist regime of Benito Mussolini, Gramsci developed the idea of 

hegemony to explain how dominant groups maintain their power not just through coercion but 

through the active consent of those they dominate. His theory offers a nuanced analysis of the 

relationship between state power, civil society, and ideology, and remains highly relevant for 

contemporary discussions on politics, media, culture, and social change. 

The Classical Marxist View of Power 

Before delving into Gramsci's notion of hegemony, it is important to understand the classical 

Marxist theory of power and domination. According to Karl Marx, societies are structured by 

class conflict, with the capitalist class (the bourgeoisie) exploiting the working class (the 

proletariat) through control of the means of production. In this view, the state functions 

primarily as an instrument of the ruling class, using force or coercion to maintain the existing 

economic and social order. Marxist analysis focuses on the material basis of domination, 

arguing that economic structures determine social relations and political power. While Gramsci 

did not reject this materialist analysis, he found it insufficient for explaining why capitalist 

societies were often able to maintain relative stability despite the potential for class conflict. 

Why, he asked, do workers often seem to accept or even support a system that exploits them? 

His answer lies in the concept of hegemony, which shifts the focus from economic coercion to 

the role of ideology and consent in maintaining power. 

Gramsci’s Concept of Hegemony 

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony refers to the way in which a dominant social group, often the 

ruling class, leads society not just through coercive means, such as the military or police, but 

by winning the consent of subordinate groups. This consent is obtained through ideological 

leadership, in which the ruling class presents its values, norms, and interests as the universal 

interests of the entire society. 

Hegemony operates in two key realms: the state and civil society. The state represents the 

apparatus of coercion—courts, prisons, military, and police—while civil society includes 

institutions such as schools, media, churches, and cultural organizations. In the realm of civil 

society, the ruling class exercises its ideological leadership by influencing public opinion and 

shaping cultural norms. In this way, the ideas of the ruling class come to be seen as common 

sense or natural, obscuring the underlying inequalities of the system. 

For Gramsci, hegemony is not a static condition but a dynamic process. It must be constantly 

renegotiated and maintained, as subordinate groups can challenge or resist the dominant 

ideology. This makes hegemony a site of struggle, where different social forces compete to 

shape cultural and political life. When the ruling class successfully establishes hegemony, it 

secures the active consent of the majority, reducing the need for coercion and making its rule 

appear legitimate. 

 



 

Intellectuals and the Role of Ideology 

A key aspect of Gramsci's theory of hegemony is the role of intellectuals in maintaining or 

challenging ideological dominance. Gramsci distinguishes between two types of intellectuals: 

traditional intellectuals and organic intellectuals. Traditional intellectuals, such as priests, 

professors, and writers, often see themselves as independent of the ruling class. However, 

Gramsci argues that they typically function to reinforce the existing social order, acting as 

mediators who spread the dominant ideology and maintain the status quo. 

Organic intellectuals, on the other hand, emerge from specific social classes, particularly the 

working class, and work to develop a counter-hegemonic culture that challenges the ideas and 

values of the ruling class. Organic intellectuals are crucial in organizing and educating the 

masses, helping them to understand their exploitation and articulate an alternative vision of 

society. In this way, they are essential to the process of revolutionary change. 

Gramsci saw the struggle for hegemony as a war of position, in which organic intellectuals 

seek to build a broad alliance of social forces that can challenge the dominance of the ruling 

class. This requires more than simply seizing state power; it involves transforming civil society 

by changing the cultural and ideological terrain on which politics is fought. By creating a 

counter-hegemonic culture, subordinate groups can challenge the ruling class's claim to 

leadership and build support for a new social order. 

The War of Position and the War of Maneuver 

Gramsci distinguishes between two forms of class struggle: the war of maneuver and the war 

of position. The war of maneuver refers to the direct confrontation with the state, often 

associated with armed insurrections or revolutionary actions aimed at overthrowing the existing 

regime. This was the model of revolution that Marx had in mind when he wrote about the 

proletariat seizing state power through violent means, as exemplified by the Russian 

Revolution of 1917. 

However, Gramsci believed that the war of maneuver was unlikely to succeed in highly 

developed Western capitalist societies, where the state is bolstered by a strong civil society that 

binds the population to the ruling class. In these contexts, Gramsci argued that the focus should 

shift to a war of position—a slower, more sustained struggle to undermine the cultural and 

ideological foundations of the ruling class’s hegemony. This involves building institutions, 

spreading alternative ideas, and gradually winning over key segments of society, including 

intellectuals, workers, and other oppressed groups. 

The war of position is not about seizing power in a single, dramatic moment, but about 

reshaping the ideological landscape so that a new social order can emerge. This type of struggle 

requires patience and long-term planning, as well as the ability to engage in alliances with 

various social forces. It is, in Gramsci's view, the only viable strategy for achieving 

revolutionary change in modern capitalist societies. 

Hegemony and Contemporary Politics 

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony has remained influential in contemporary political theory and 

cultural studies, providing a framework for analysing how power operates in liberal 



democracies. His ideas have been used to examine the role of the media, education, and popular 

culture in shaping public consciousness and maintaining social hierarchies. For instance, media 

scholars have applied Gramsci’s theory of hegemony to explore how mainstream media outlets 

often reflect the interests of powerful elites while presenting their narratives as neutral or 

objective. Through the framing of issues, selective reporting, and agenda-setting, the media 

plays a key role in manufacturing consent and maintaining the dominance of the ruling class. 

Moreover, Gramsci’s ideas have influenced social movements that seek to challenge the 

prevailing order by creating counter-hegemonic discourses. Feminist, anti-racist, and 

environmental movements, for example, often work to expose the ways in which dominant 

ideologies naturalize and legitimize inequalities. By developing alternative visions of society, 

these movements engage in a war of position, contesting the cultural and ideological 

foundations of existing power structures. 

Critiques of Gramsci’s Theory 

While Gramsci’s theory of hegemony has been widely influential, it has also faced critiques. 

Some argue that his focus on culture and ideology downplays the importance of economic 

factors in determining political outcomes. Critics from within the Marxist tradition have 

accused Gramsci of diluting the materialist analysis of class struggle by emphasizing 

superstructural elements such as ideology and consent. 

Additionally, some scholars question whether Gramsci’s concept of hegemony fully accounts 

for the complexity of modern power relations, particularly in the context of globalization. In a 

world where multinational corporations, transnational organizations, and global media 

networks play a significant role in shaping ideology, the notion of national hegemony may no 

longer be sufficient to explain how power operates. 

Conclusion 

Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony offers a powerful lens through which to understand 

the dynamics of power, ideology, and consent in modern societies. By emphasizing the role of 

civil society, intellectuals, and culture, Gramsci broadened the scope of Marxist theory and 

provided a more nuanced understanding of how dominant groups maintain their power. His 

insights into the nature of ideological control and the possibility of counter-hegemonic struggle 

continue to resonate in contemporary discussions of politics, media, and social movements. 

Despite critiques, Gramsci’s work remains a foundational contribution to the study of power 

and resistance in the modern world. 


