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GRAMSCI, ANTONIO (1891-1937)

Antonio Gramsci, Italian socialist political theorist, was born in Ales, in the Sar-
dinian province of Cagliari. Despite family financial difficuldies, he successfully
graduated from secondary school in Santu Lussurgiu (1908), and from the lyceum
in Cagliari In 1911 he enrolled in the Faculty of Letters in Turin, but quitin 1915
to join the Italian Socialist Party and the editorial staff of L'dvanti. In 1919 he
founded the periodical L'Ordine Nuovo with Palmiro Togliatti and other left-wing
intellectuals and began to play an important role in the newly created Italian Com-
munist Party, Elected deputy to the Italian parliament after living in Moscow as a
delegate to the Communist International (1922-23), he was arrested in 1926 for his
anti-Fascist stance despite his parliamentary immunity and died after a 10-year
detention in prison and hospital.

A withdrawn youngster with a lively intellectual curiosity, Gramsci spent consid-
erable time reading during his high school years. Benedetto Croce, Gaetano
Salvemini, Emilio Cecchi, Giuseppe Prezzolini, and Carolina Invernizio were
among his favorite authors. However, he objected to Sardinian writers like Sebas-
tiano Satta and Grazia Deledda for their allegedly sentimental and idealized depic-
tion of their regional reality. Sensitive to the problems of Sardinia, from illiteracy
to malaria, starvation, and the terrible conditions of miners, Gramsci felt more
attuned to the thought of Karl Marx, which he discovered in this period. Although
he did not frequently refer to Marx in his writings until 1917, he already partici-
pated in local socialist groups and wrote for newspapers like L’Unione Sarda, urging
Sardinia’s independence and emphasizing the need to transcend social and eco-
nomic differences and to free the masses from ignorance. These issues will become
central to L'Ordine Nuovo.

The 1917 Russian Revolution drove Gramsci fully to abandon his contemplative
intellectual stance. Vladimir Lenin’s ideas, translated into Italian from French
sources, soon overtook the work of Francesco De Sanctis, Friedrich Hegel,
Romain Rolland, and Henri Barbusse in Gramsci’s readings, providing the model
of a political and economic organization in which the masses act as conscious pro-
tagonists. With this more practical and antdeterministic attitude to historical
Change, Gramsci deepened his knowledge of Mary’s texts, complemented by Anto-
nio Labriola’s The Materialist Conception of History, hence setting the premises of the
most mature phase of his political thought, that of the prison vears.

In his posthumous letters and Prison Notebooks, Gramsci resolutely opposed one
of his earlier literary models, Benedetto Croce, denouncing him as a reactionary
and bourgeois intellectual and investigated the aesthetic, philosophical, and moral
standards necessary to the creation of a proletarian civilization. The need for a con-
necmon between intellectuals and the working masses sparked Gramsci’s notion of
3 “national-popular” culture that would lead to an independent working-class
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worldview. In the rich array of books that Gramsci received in prison thanks to the
cconomist Piero Sraffa, Niccolo Vachiavelli's The Prince was pivotal. It provides
Gramsci with insights into “hegemony,” which, unlike the coercive strategy of
«Jomination,” is for him a political power icgitimized by the intetlectual and moral
consensus of a system of class afliances expressing a collective will. The relationship
that Gramsci established between Machiavelli and Marx revealed to him that the
success of the socialist revolution depended less upon a direct attack on the state
than upon its ability to undermine the ideology of the ruling class.

Archives
Archivio Fondazione Istituto Gramset, Rome, lwaly. Letters, Prison Notebooks. photographs,
Jocuments about Gramsci's university years and trials.
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