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Prison Notebooks
THE INTELLECTUALS
The Formation of the Intellectuals

Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937)

Born in Italy, Gramsci studied at the University of Turin, where he was
influenced by the Italian idealist philosopher Benedetto Croce. He joined
the Italian Socialist party in 1913, and in 1921 he helpedfound the Italian
Communist party. In the early 1920s he was active in the Factory Council
movement around Turin. He became the party leader and a member of
the Italian Parliament in 1924. When the fascists came to power in 1926,
he was arrested and sentenced to twenty years in prison. The rest of his
life was spent behind bars, where he composed (under conditions of ill
health and censorship) most of his highly influential writings.
These selections from Gramsci's Prison Notebooks (1926-37) touch
on a number of basic themes of his thought: the role of intellectuals and
class consciousness in political struggle; the rootedness of cultural
and intellectual life in history; the absence of determining economic laws
in history; and the status of Marxism (which he often called the "philosophy of praxis" ) as a theory of human experience and social change. All
of these themes bear on his crucial notion of hegemony, namely, the way
class domination is based not just upon physical force but on the cultural
and ideological acquiescence of the working class and the peasantry.

Reprinted from Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, edited and translated by Quinton Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith. Copyright © 1971 by Quinton Hoare
and Geoffrey Nowell Smith. Reprinted by permission of International Publishers. Notes
have been renumbered.

Are intellectuals an autonomous and independent social group, or does
every social group have its own particular specialized category of intellectuals? The problem is a complex one, because of the variety of forms
assumed to date by the real historical process of formation of the different
categories of intellectuals.
The most important of these forms are two:
1. Every social group, coming into existence on the original terrain of
an essential function in the world of economic production, creates together with itself, organically, one or more strata! of intellectuals which
give it homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the
economic but also in the social and political fields. The capitalist entrepreneur creates alongside himself the industrial technician, the specialist
in political economy, the organizers of a new culture, of a new legal
system, etc. It should be noted that the entrepreneur himself represents
a higher level of social elaboration, already characterized by a certain
directive [dirigente) and technical (i.e., intellectual) capacity: he must
have a certain technical capacity, not only in the limited sphere of his
activity and initiative but in other spheres as well, at least in those which
are closest to economic production. He must be an organizer of masses
of men; he must be an organizer of the "confidence" of investors in his
business, of the customers for his product, etc.
If not all entrepreneurs, at least an elite amongst them must have the
capacity to be an organizer of society in general, including all its complex
organism of services, right up to the state organism, because of the need
to create the conditions most favorable to the expansion of their own
class; or at the least they must possess the capacity to choose the deputies
(specialized employees) to whom to entrust this activity of organizing the
general system of relationships external to the business itself. It can be
observed that the "organic" intellectuals which every new class creates
alongside itself and elaborates in the course of its development, are for
the most part "specializations" of partial aspects of the primitive activity
of the new social type which the new class has brought into prominence.
Even feudal lords were possessors of a particular technical capacity,
military capacity, and it is precisely from the moment at which the aristocracy loses its monopoly of technicomilitary capacity that the crisis
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of feudalism begins. But the formation of intellectuals in the feudal world
and in the preceding classical world is a question to be examined separately: this formation and elaboration follows ways and means which must
be studied concretely. Thus it is to be noted that the mass of the peasantry, although it performs an essential function in the world of production, does not elaborate its own "organic" intellectuals, nor does it "assimilate" any stratum of "traditional" intellectuals, although it is from the
peasantry that other social groups draw many of their intellectuals and a
high proportion of traditional intellectuals are of peasant origin.
2. However, every "essential" social group which emerges into history
out of the preceding economic structure, and as an expression of a development of this structure, has found (at least in all of history up to the
present) categories of intellectuals already in existence and which seemed
indeed to represent an historical continuity uninterrupted even by the most
complicated and radical changes in political and social forms.
The most typical of these categories of intellectuals is that of the ecclesiastics, who for a long time (for a whole phase of history, which is
partly characterized by this very monopoly) held a monopoly of a number
of important services: religious ideology, that is the philosophy and science of the age, together with schools, education, morality, justice, charity, good works, etc. The category of ecclesiastics can be considered the
category of intellectuals organically bound to the landed aristocracy. It
had equal status juridically with the aristocracy, with which it shared the
exercise of feudal ownership of land, and the use of state privileges connected with property. But the monopoly held by the ecclesiastics in the
superstructural field was not exercised without a struggle or without limitations, and hence there took place the birth, in various forms (to be
gone into and studied concretely), of other categories, favored and enabled to expand by the growing strength of the central power of the monarch, right up to absolutism. Thus we find the formation of the noblesse
de robe, with its own privileges, a stratum of administrators, etc., scholars and scientists, theorists, nonecclesiastical philosophers, etc.
Since these various categories of traditional intellectuals experience
through an "esprit de corps" their uninterrupted historical continuity and
their special qualification, they thus put themselves forward as autonomous and independent of the dominant social group. This self-assessment
is not without consequences in the ideological and political field, consequences of wide-ranging import. The whole of idealist philosophy can
easily be connected with this position assumed by the social complex of
intellectuals and can be defined as the expression of that social utopia by
which the intellectuals think of themselves as "independent," autonomous, endowed with a character of their own, etc.
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One should note however that if the Pope and the leading hierarchy of
the Church consider themselves more linked to Christ and to the apostles
than they are to senators Agnelli and Benni,z the same does not hold for
Gentile and Croce, for example: Croce in particular feels himself closely
linked to Aristotle and Plato, but he does not conceal, on the other hand,
his links with senators Agnelli and Benni, and it is precisely here that
one can discern the most significant character of Croce's philosophy.
What are the "maximum" limits of acceptance of the term "intellectual?" Can one find a unitary criterion to characterize equally all the diverse and disparate activities of intellectuals and to distinguish these at
the same time and in an essential way from the activities of other social
groupings? The most widespread error of method seems to me that of
having looked for this criterion of distinction in the intrinsic nature
of intellectual activities, rather than in the ensemble of the system of
relations in which these activities (and therefore the intellectual groups
who personify them) have their place within the general complex of social
relations. Indeed the worker or proletarian, for example, is not specifically characterized by his manual or instrumental work, but by performing this work in specific conditions and in specific social relations (apart
from the consideration that purely physical labor does not exist and that
even Taylor's phrase of "trained gorilla" is a metaphor to indicate a limit
in a certain direction: in any physical work, even the most degraded and
mechanical, there exists a minimum of technical qualification, that is, a
minimum of creative intellectual activity). And we have already observed
that the entrepreneur, by virtue of his very function must have to some
degree a certain number of qualifications of an intellectual nature although his part in society is determined not by these, but by the general
social relations which specifically characterize the position of the entrepreneur within industry.
All men are intellectuals, one could therefore say: but not all men have
in society the function of intellectuals. 3
When one distinguishes between intellectuals and nonintellectuals, one
is referring in reality only to the immediate social function of the professional category of the intellectuals, that is, one has in mind the direction
in which their specific professional activity is weighted, whether toward
intellectual elaboration or toward muscular-nervous effort. This means
that, although one can speak of intellectuals, one cannot speak of nonintellectuals, because nonintellectuals do not exist. But even the relationship between efforts of intellectual-cerebral elaboration and muscularnervous effort is not always the same, so that there are varying degrees
of specific intellectual activity. There is no human activity from which
every form of intellectual participation can be excluded: Homo faber can-
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not be separated from Homo sapiens. Each man, finally, outside his
professional activity, carries on some form of intellectual activity, that
is, he is a "philosopher," an artist, a man of taste, he participates in a
particular conception of the world, has a conscious line of moral conduct,
and therefore contributes to sustain a conception of the world or to modify
it, that is, to bring into being new modes of thought.
The problem of creating a new stratum of intellectuals consists therefore in the critical elaboration of the intellectual activity that exists in
everyone at a certain degree of development, modifying its relationship
with the muscular-nervous effort toward a new equilibrium, and ensuring
that the muscular-nervous effort itself, in so far as it is an element of a
general practical activity, which is perpetually innovating the physical
and social world, becomes the foundation of a new and integral conception of the world. The traditional and vulgarized type of the intellectual
is given by the man of letters, the philosopher, the artist. Therefore journalists, who claim to be men of letters, philosophers, artists, also regard
themselves as the "true" intellectuals. In the modern world, technical
education, closely bound to industrial labor even at the most primitive
and unqualified level, must form the basis of the new type of intellectual.
On this basis the weekly Ordine Nuovo worked to develop certain forms
of new intellectualism and to determine its new concepts, and this was
not the least of the reasons for its success, since such a conception corresponded to latent aspirations and conformed to the development of the
real forms of life. The mode of being of the new intellectual can no longer
consist in eloquence, which is an exterior and momentary mover of feelings and passions, but in active participation in practical life, as constructor, organizer, "permanent persuader" and not just a simple orator (but
superior at the same time to the abstract mathematical spirit); from technique-as-work one proceeds to technique-as-science and to the humanistic
conception of history, without which one remains "specialized" and does
not become "directive" (specialized and political).
Thus there are historically formed specialized categories for the exercise of the intellectual function. They are formed in connection with all
social groups, but especially in connection with the more important, and
they undergo more extensive and complex elaboration in connection with
the dominant social group. One of the most important characteristics of
any group that is developing toward dominance is its struggle to assimilate and to conquer "ideologically" the traditional intellectuals, but this
assimilation and conquest is made quicker and more efficacious the more
the group in question succeeds in simultaneously elaborating its own organic intellectuals.
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The enormous development of activity and organization of education
in the broad sense in the societies that emerged from the medieval world
is an index of the importance assumed in the modern world by intellectual
functions and categories. Parallel with the attempt to deepen and to broaden
the "intellectuality" of each individual, there has also been an attempt to
multiply and narrow the various specializations. This can be seen from
educational institutions at all levels, up to and including the organisms
that exist to promote so-called high culture in all fields of science and
technology.
School is the instrument through which intellectuals of various levels
are elaborated. The complexity of the intellectual function in different
states can be measured objectively by the number and gradation of specialized schools: the more extensive the "area" covered by education and
the more numerous the "vertical" "levels" of schooling, the more complex is the cultural world, the civilization, of a particular state. A point
of comparison can be found in the sphere of industrial technology: the
industrialization of a country can be measured by how well equipped it
is in the production of machines with which to produce machines, and
in the manufacture of ever more accurate instruments for making both
machines and further instruments for making machines, etc. The country
which is best equipped in the construction of instruments for experimental
scientific laboratories and in the construction of instruments with which
to test the first instruments, can be regarded as the most complex in the
technical-industrial field, with the highest level of civilization, etc.
The same applies to the preparation of intellectuals and to the schools
dedicated to this preparation; schools and institutes of high culture can
be assimilated to each other. In this field also, quantity cannot be separated from quality. To the most refined technical-cultural specialization
there cannot but correspond the maximum possible diffusion of primary
education and the maximum care taken to expand the middle grades numerically as much as possible. Naturally this need to provide the widest
base possible for the selection and elaboration of the top intellectual qualifications-i.e.,
to give a democratic structure to high culture and toplevel technology-is not without its disadvantages: it creates the possibility of vast crises of unemployment for the middle intellectual strata,
and in all modern societies this actually takes place.
It is worth noting that the elaboration of intellectual strata in concrete
reality does not take place on the terrain of abstract democracy but in
accordance with very concrete traditional historical processes. Strata have
grown up which traditionally "produce" intellectuals and these strata coincide with those which have specialized in "saving," i.e., the petty and
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middle landed bourgeoisie and certain strata of the petty and middle urban
bourgeoisie.
The varying distribution of different types of school (classical and professional)
over the "economic" territory and the varying aspirations of different categories within these strata determine, or give form
to, the prodaction
of various branches of intellectual specialization. Thus
in Italy the n..lfal bourgeoisie produces in particular state functionaries and
professional people, whereas the urban bourgeoisie produces technicians
for industry. Consequently
it is largely northern Italy which produces
technicians and the South which produces functionaries and professional
men.

This way of posing the problem has as a result a considerable extension
of the concept of intellectual, but it is the only way which enables one
to reach a concrete approximation of reality. It also clashes with preconceptions of caste. The function of organizing social hegemony and state
domination certainly gives rise to a particular division of labor and therefore to a whole hierarchy of qualifications in some of which there is no
apparent attribution of directive or organizational functions. For example,
in the apparatus of social and state direction there exists a whole series
of jobs of a manual and instrumental character (nonexecutive work, agents
rather than officials or functionaries). It is obvious that such a distinction
has to be made just as it is obvious that other distinctions have to be
made as well. Indeed, intellectual activity must also be distinguished in
terms of its intrinsic characteristics, according to levels which in moments
of extreme opposition represent a real qualitative difference-at
the highest level would be the creators of the various sciences, philosophy, art,
etc., at the lowest the most humble "administrators"
and divulgators of
preexisting, traditional, accumulated intellectual wealth.

The relationship between the intellectuals and the world of production
is not as direct as it is with the fundamental social groups but is, in varying degrees, "mediated" by the whole fabric of society and by the complex of superstructures,
of which the intellectuals are, precisely, the
"functionaries."
It should be possible both to measure the "organic quality" [organicita] of the various intellectual strata and their degree of connection with a fundamental social group, and to establish a gradation of
their functions and of the superstructures from the bottom to the top (from
the structural base upwards). What we can do, for the moment, is to fix
two major superstructural
"levels": the one that can be called "civil society," that is the ensemble of organisms commonly called "private," and
that of "political society" or "the State." These two levels correspond on
the one hand to the function of "hegemony" which the dominant group
exercises throughout society and on the other hand to that of "direct domination" or command exercised through the State and "juridical" government. The functions in question are precisely organizational and connective. The intellectuals are the dominant group's "deputies" exercising the
subaltern functions of social hegemony and political government. These
compnse:

1. The "spontaneous" consent given by the great masses of the population to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental grOup; this consent is "historically" caused by the prestige (and
consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its
position and function in the world of production.
2. The apparatus of state coercive power which "legally" enforces discipline on those groups who do not "consent" either actively or passively.
This apparatus is, however, constituted for the whole of society in anticipation of moments of crisis of command and direction when spontaneous
consent has failed.

Notes
1. The Italian word here is "ceti" which does not carry quite the same connotations as "strata," but which we have been forced to translate in that way for
lack of alternatives. It should be noted that Gramsci tends, for reasons of censorship, to avoid using the word class in contexts where its Marxist overtones
would be apparent, preferring (as for example in this sentence) the more neutral
"social group." The word "group," however, is not always a euphemism for
"class," and to avoid ambiguity Gramsci uses the phrase "fundamental social
group" when he wishes to emphasize the fact that he is referring to one or other
of the major social classes (bourgeoisie, proletariat) defined in strict Marxist terms
by its position in the fundamental relations of production. Class groupings which
do not have this fundamental role are often described as "castes" (aristocracy,
etc.). The word "catejSory," on the other hand, which also occurs on this page,
Gramsci tends to ii;ie in the standard Italian sense of Illembers of a traqeQ,rprofession, though also more, generally. '
'
2. Heads of FIAT and Montecatini (Chemicals), respectively.
3. Thus, because it can happen that everyone at some time fries a couple of
eggs or sews up a tear in a jacket, we do not necessarily say that everyone is a
cook or a tailor.

