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6. Hegemony

The traditional definition of 'hegemony' is political rule or
domination, especially in relations between states. Marxism
extended the definition of rule or domination to relations be-
tween social classes, and especially to definitions of a ruling
class. 'Hegemony' then acquired a further significant sense in
the work of Antonio Gramsci, carried out under great difficulties
in a Fascist prison between 1927 and 1935. Much is still uncer-
tain in Gramsci's use of the concept, but his work is one of the
major turning-points in Marxist cultural theory.

Gramsci made a distinction between 'rule' (dominio) and
'hegemony'. 'Rule' is expressed in directly political forms and in
times of crisis by direct or effective coercion. But the more
normal situation is a complex interlocking of political, social,
and cultural forces, and 'hegemony', according to different
interpretations, is either this or the active social and cultural
forces which are its necessary elements. Whatever the implica-
tions of the concept for Marxist political theory (which has still
to recognize many kinds of direct political control, social class
control, and economic control, as well as this more general
formation), the effects on cultural theory are immediate. For
'hegemony' is a concept which at once includes and goes
beyond two powerful earlier concepts: that of 'culture' as a
'whole social process', in which men define and shape their
whole lives; and that of 'ideology', in any of its Marxist senses, in
which a system of meanings and values is the expression or
projection of a particular class interest.

'Hegemony' goes beyond 'culture', as previously defined, in
its insistence on relating the 'whole social process' to specific
distributions of power and influence. To say that 'men' define
and shape their whole lives is true only in abstraction. In any
actual society there are specific inequalities in means and there-
fore in capacity to realize this process. In a class society these are
primarily inequalities between classes. Gramsci therefore intro-
duced the necessary recognition of dominance and subordina-
tion in what has still, however, to be recognized as a whole
process.

It is in just this recognition of the wholeness of the process that
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the concept of 'hegemony' goes beyond 'ideology'. What is deci-
sive is not only the conscious system of ideas and beliefs, but the
whole lived social process as practically organized by specific
and dominant meanings and values. Ideology, in its normal
senses, is a relatively formal and articulated system of meanings,
values, and beliefs, of a kind that can be abstracted as a 'world-
view' or a 'class outlook'. This explains its popularity as a
concept in retrospective analysis (in base-superstructure mod-
els or in homology), since a system of ideas can be abstracted
from that once living social process and represented, usually by
the selection of 'leading' or typical 'ideologists' or 'ideological
features', as the decisive form in which consciousness was at
once expressed and controlled (or, as in Althusser, was in effect
unconscious, as an imposed structure). The relatively mixed,
confused, incomplete, or inarticulate consciousness of actual
men in that period and society is thus overridden in the name of
this decisive generalized system, and indeed in structural
homology is procedurally excluded as peripheral or ephemeral.
It is the fully articulate and systematic forms which are recog-
nizable as ideology, and there is a corresponding tendency in
the analysis of art to look only for similarly fully articulate
and systematic expressions of this ideology in the content
(base-superstructure) or form (homology) of actual works. In
less selective procedures, less dependent on the inherent classi-
cism of the definition of form as fully articulate and systematic,
the tendency is to consider works as variants of, or as variably
affected by, the decisive abstracted ideology.

More generally, this sense of 'an ideology' is applied in
abstract ways to the actual consciousness of both dominant and
subordinated classes. A dominant class 'has' this ideology in
relatively pure and simple forms. A subordinate class has, in one
version, nothing but this ideology as its consciousness (since the
production of all ideas is, by axiomatic definition, in the hands
of those who control the primary means of production) or, in
another version, has this ideology imposed on its otherwise
different consciousness, which it must struggle to sustain or
develop against 'ruling-class ideology'.

The concept of hegemony often, in practice, resembles these
definitions, but it is distinct in its refusal to equate conscious-
ness with the articulate formal system which can be and ordinar-
ily is abstracted as 'ideology'. It of course does not exclude the



110 Marxism and Literature

articulate and formal meanings, values and beliefs which a
dominant class develops and propagates. But it does not equate
these with consciousness, or rather it does not reduce con-
sciousness to them. Instead it sees the relations of domination
and subordination, in their forms as practical consciousness, as
in effect a saturation of the whole process of living—not only of
political and economic activity, nor only of manifest social
activity, but of the whole substance of lived identities and rela-
tionships, to such a depth that the pressures and limits of what
can ultimately be seen as a specific economic, political, and
cultural system seem to most of us the pressures and limits of
simple experience and common sense. Hegemony is then not
only the articulate upper level of "ideology', nor are its forms of
control only those ordinarily seen as 'manipulation' or 'indoc-
trination'. It is a whole body of practices and expectations, over
the whole of living: our senses and assignments of energy, our
shaping perceptions of ourselves and our world. It is a lived
system of meanings and values—constitutive and constitut-
ing—which as they are experienced as practices appear as recip-
rocally confirming. It thus constitutes a sense of reality for most
people in the society, a sense of absolute because experienced
reality beyond which it is very difficult for most members of the
society to move, in most areas of their lives. It is, that is to say, in
the strongest sense a 'culture', but a culture which has also to be
seen as the lived dominance and subordination of particular
classes.

There are two immediate advantages in this concept of
hegemony. First, its forms of domination and subordination
correspond much more closely to the normal processes of social
organization and control in developed societies than the more
familiar projections from the idea of a ruling class, which are
usually based on much earlier and simpler historical phases. It
can speak, for example, to the realities of electoral democracy,
and to the significant modern areas of 'leisure' and 'private life',
more specifically and more actively than older ideas of domina-
tion, with their trivializing explanations of simple 'manipula-
tion', 'corruption', and 'betrayal'. If the pressures and limits of a
given form of domination are to this extent experienced and in
practice internalized, the whole question of class rule, and of
opposition to it, is transformed. Gramsci's emphasis on the
creation of an alternative hegemony, by the practical connection

Hegemony 111

of many different forms of struggle, including those not easily
recognizable as and indeed not primarily 'political' and
'economic', thus leads to a much more profound and more active
sense of revolutionary activity in a highly developed society
than the persistently abstract models derived from very different
historical situations. The sources of any alternative hegemony
are indeed difficult to define. For Gramsci they spring from the
working class, but not this class as an ideal or abstract construc-
tion. What he sees, rather, is a working people which has, pre-
cisely, to become a class, and a potentially hegemonic class,
against the pressures and limits of an existing and powerful
hegemony.

Second, and more immediately in this context, there is a
whole different way of seeing cultural activity, both as tradition
and as practice. Cultural work and activity are not now, in any
ordinary sense, a superstructure: not only because of the depth
and thoroughness at which any cultural hegemony is lived, but
because cultural tradition and practice are seen as much more
than superstructural expressions—reflections, mediations, or
typifications—of a formed social and economic structure. On
the contrary, they are among the basic processes of the formation
itself and, further, related to a much wider area of reality than the
abstractions of 'social' and 'economic' experience. People
seeing themselves and each other in directly personal relation-
ships; people seeing the natural world and themselves in it;
people using their physical and material resources for what one
kind of society specializes to 'leisure' and 'entertainment' and
'art': all these active experiences and practices, which make up
so much of the reality of a culture and its cultural production can
be seen as they are, without reduction to other categories of
content, and without the characteristic straining to fit them
(directly as reflection, indirectly as mediation or typification or
analogy) to other and determining manifest economic and polit-
ical relationships. Yet they can still be seen as elements of a
hegemony: an inclusive social and cultural formation which
indeed to be effective has to extend to and include, indeed to
form and be formed from, this whole area of lived experience.

Many difficulties then arise, both theoretically and practi-
cally, but it is important to recognize how many blind alleys we
may now be saved from entering. If any lived culture is necessar-
ily so extensive, the problems of domination and subordination
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on the one hand, and of the extraordinary complexity of any
actual cultural tradition and practice on the other, can at last be
directly approached.

There is of course the difficulty that domination and subordi-
nation, as effective descriptions of cultural formation, will, by
many, be refused; that the alternative language of co-operative
shaping, of common contribution, which the traditional concept
of 'culture' so notably expressed, will be found preferable. In
this fundamental choice there is no alternative, from any
socialist position, to recognition and emphasis of the massive
historical and immediate experience of class domination and
subordination, in all their different forms. This becomes, very
quickly, a matter of specific experience and argument. But there
is a closely related problem within the concept of 'hegemony'
itself, In some uses, though not I think in Gramsci, the totalizing
tendency of the concept, which is significant and indeed cru-
cial, is converted into an abstract totalization, and in this form it
is readily compatible with sophisticated senses of 'the super-
structure' or even 'ideology'. The hegemony, that is, can be seen
as more uniform, more static, and more abstract than in practice,
if it is really understood, it can ever actually be. Like any other
Marxist concept it is particularly susceptible to epochal as dis-
tinct from historical definition, and to categorical as distinct
from substantial description. Any isolation of its 'organizing
principles', or of its 'determining features', which have indeed
to be grasped in experience and by analysis, can lead very
quickly to a totalizing abstraction. And then the problems of the
reality of domination and subordination, and of their relations to
co-operative shaping and common contribution, can be quite
falsely posed.

A lived hegemony is always a process. It is not, except analyti-
cally, a system or a structure. It is a realized complex of experi-
ences, relationships, and activities, with specific and changing
pressures and limits. In practice, that is, hegemony can never be
singular. Its internal structures are highly complex, as can read-
ily be seen in any concrete analysis. Moreover (and this is cru-
cial, reminding us of the necessary thrust of the concept), it does
not just passively exist as a form of dominance. It has continu-
ally to be renewed, recreated, defended, and modified. It is also
continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures
not at all its own. We have then to add to the concept of
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hegemony the concepts of counter-hegemony and alterna-
tive hegemony, which are real and persistent elements of prac-
tice.

One way of expressing the necessary distinction between
practical and abstract senses within the concept is to speak of
'the hegemonic' rather than the 'hegemony', and of 'the domin-
ant' rather than simple 'domination'. The reality of any
hegemony, in the extended political and cultural sense, is that,
while by definition it is always dominant, it is never either total
or exclusive. At any time, forms of alternative or directly opposi-
tional politics and culture exist as significant elements in the
society. We shall need to explore their conditions and their
limits, but their active presence is decisive, not only because
they have to be included in any historical (as distinct from
epochal) analysis, but as forms which have had significant effect
on the hegemonic process itself. That is to say, alternative politi-
cal and cultural emphases, and the many forms of opposition
and struggle, are important not only in themselves but as indica-
tive features of what the hegemonic process has in practice had
to work to control. A static hegemony, of the kind which is
indicated by abstract totalizing definitions of a dominant 'ideol-
ogy' or 'world-view', can ignore or isolate such alternatives and
opposition, but to the extent that they are significant the deci-
sive hegemonic function is to control or transform or even
incorporate them. In this active process the hegemonic has to be
seen as more than the simple transmission of an (unchanging)
dominance. On the contrary, any hegemonic process must be
especially alert and responsive to the alternatives and opposi-
tion which question or threaten its dominance. The reality of
cultural process must then always include the efforts and con-
tributions of those who are in one way or another outside or at
the edge of the terms of the specific hegemony.

Thus it is misleading, as a general method, to reduce all
political and cultural initiatives and contributions to the terms
of the hegemony. That is the reductive consequence of the radi-
cally different concept of 'superstructure'. The specific func-
tions of 'the hegemonic', 'the dominant', have always to be
stressed, but not in ways which suggest any a priori totality. The
most interesting and difficult part of any cultural analysis, in
complex societies, is that which seeks to grasp the hegemonic in
its active and formative but also its transformational processes.
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Works of art, by their substantial and general character, are often
especially important as sources of this complex evidence.

The major theoretical problem, with immediate effect on
methods of analysis, is to distinguish between alternative and
oppositional initiatives and contributions which are made
within or against a specific hegemony (which then sets certain
limits to them or which can succeed in neutralizing, changing or
actually incorporating them) and other kinds of initiative and
contribution which are irreducible to the terms of the original or
the adaptive hegemony, and are in that sense independent. It
can be persuasively argued that all or nearly all initiatives and
contributions, even when they take on manifestly alternative or
oppositional forms, are in practice tied to the hegemonic: that,
the dominant culture, so to say, at once produces and limits its
own forms of counter-culture. There is more evidence for this
view (for example in the case of the Romantic critique of indus-
trial civilization) than we usually admit. But there is evident
variation in specific kinds of social order and in the character of
the consequent alternative and oppositional formations. It
would be wrong to overlook the importance of works and ideas
which, while clearly affected by hegemonic limits and pres-
sures, are at least in part significant breaks beyond them, which
may again in part be neutralized, reduced, or incorporated, but
which in their most active elements nevertheless come through
as independent and original.

Thus cultural process must not be assumed to be merely
adaptive, extensive, and incorporative. Authentic breaks within
and beyond it, in specific social conditions which can vary from
extreme isolation to pre-revoiutionary breakdowns and actual
revolutionary activity, have often in fact occurred. And we are
better able to see this, alongside more general recognition of the
insistent pressures and limits of the hegemonic, if we develop
modes of analysis which instead of reducing works to finished
products, and activities to fixed positions, are capable of dis-
cerning, in good faith, the finite but significant openness of
many actual initiatives and contributions. The finite but sig-
nificant openness of many works of art, as signifying forms
making possible but also requiring persistent and variable sig-
nifying responses, is then especially relevant.


