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Part One
Gramsci as Political Thinker and Activist





Introduction

Why Gramsci? And why Gramsci now? Each of the eleven 
chapters of this book addresses one or the other of these 
questions, but usually not directly and explicitly. That bur-
den falls to the following introductory remarks.

If we look at the totality of Gramsci’s intellectual produc-
tion, from the articles he wrote as a young man for various 
socialist newspapers to the notebooks on which he laboured 
in prison, we are struck by their freshness and originality. 
Gramsci is never uninteresting; no matter what his subject, 
whether it be an Ibsen play or the relevance of Marxism to 
the study of history and politics, whether it be a debate over 
the methods and aims of education or the phenomenon of 
revolution, he approached his subjects in such a way as to 
leave his readers not only better informed, but above all 
challenged, stirred, and engaged. This is not merely a mat-
ter of Gramsci’s style, although his prose is exceptionally 
incisive and free of verbiage. What especially distinguishes 
his writing is its mixture of spontaneity and rigour, of pas-
sion and restraint, rare combinations in one and the same 
individual.

One can speak, in Gramsci’s case, of a ‘heroic’ effort to 
transcend the always difficult circumstances of his life, 
beginning with his early years in Sardinia to his arrival in 
Turin in 1911 as a scholarship student and later to the years 
when he was general secretary of the Communist Party of 
Italy [PCd’I] culminating in his arrest and imprisonment on 
8 November 1926. His ideas and perspectives were honed in 
the crucible of hard struggles that exposed him to the vit-
riol and threats of his political enemies on an almost daily 
basis. Despite his diminutive stature and frequent ill-health, 
which was exacerbated by persistently penurious living 
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conditions, he did not waver from his primary purpose, which was to help build an 
Italian society informed by socialist and democratic principles.

One of Gramsci’s major contributions to modern socialist thought lies in the emphasis 
he placed on Marxism as a self-standing, independent, integrally coherent body of ideas 
free of supernaturalism and committed to translating the various strands of classical 
and Christian philosophy into historical-materialist terms. Like Marx himself, and like 
one of Marx’s most fervent disciples in Italy, namely Antonio Labriola, Gramsci did his 
utmost to free Marxism of its idealist encrustations while, at the same time, recognising 
that human beings have spiritual as well as physical needs. This did not represent an 
evasion or softening of his materialist outlook. It signified his belief that unless Marxism 
took the full measure of humanity, unless it presented itself as a fulfilment – and not a 
negation – of the human need for community and meaning, it would remain at best on 
the margins of modern social life. Gramsci sought to move Marxist theory and practice, 
which he called ‘the philosophy of praxis’, away from the margins to the very centre of 
contemporary civilisation. It seems to me that he succeeded in doing precisely that, per-
haps not in his own day, but certainly in the time since his death on 27 April 1937.

Indeed, in my view, Gramsci, while suffering a terrible defeat in his own time, 
emerged posthumously from that defeat and was responsible, as much as any other 
Marxist thinker, for reviving and nourishing interest in the relevance of Marxism to what 
Cesare Pavese called il mestiere di vivere, the demanding and tough ‘business of living’. 
But it was Marxism not only as a repository of useful notions about economics and the 
nature of the capitalist system – as indispensable as these were to the cause of human  
 liberation – but rather as a philosophy capable of interpreting human affairs in all their 
variety and complexity, that Gramsci tried to inculcate in his comrades and potential 
followers. Gramsci was a philosopher as well as a political activist, a ‘democratic’ philoso-
pher, insofar as he saw his responsibility to be one of sharing his knowledge and insights 
with everyone irrespective of social class and educational attainment.

Gramsci’s understanding of Marxism was at once practical and theoretical. This can 
be seen in many of his writings, two of which can serve as examples of what I mean. One 
belongs to a section of the Prison Notebooks that Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell 
Smith, following Gramsci’s lead, call ‘the philosophy of praxis’. The other comes from his 
prison letters, which are often brief but pithy disquisitions on serious questions that he 
liked to discuss with his correspondents.

One notices, for example, that under the sub-topic ‘the study of philosophy’, Gramsci 
takes philosophy out of the specialised workplace of the solitary intellectual and into 
the public arena. His aim was to remove the realm of ideas from the exclusive preserve 
of an intellectual or professional elite and, like Socrates, bring it down to earth where 
everyone interested could partake of its riches. He expounded his point of view on this 
and related questions in several passages that help to explain why Gramsci has been so 
central to almost all discussions of Marxism in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
Here is one of the pages where he makes his own position quite clear:
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The question posed here was the one we have already referred to, namely this: is a 
philosophical movement properly so called when it is devoted to creating a specialised 
culture among restricted intellectual groups, or rather when, and only when, in the pro-
cess of elaborating a form of thought superior to ‘common sense’ and coherent on a 
scientific plane, it never forgets to remain in contact with the ‘simple’ and indeed finds 
in this contact the source of the problems it sets out to study and to resolve? Only by this 
contact does a philosophy become ‘historical’, purify itself of intellectualistic elements 
of an individual character and become ‘a living force’.

A philosophy of praxis cannot but present itself at the outset in a polemical and criti-
cal guise, as superseding the existing mode of thinking and existing concrete thought 
(the existing cultural world). First of all, therefore, it must be a criticism of ‘common 
sense’, basing itself initially, however, on common sense in order to demonstrate that 
‘everyone’ is a philosopher and that it is not a question of introducing from scratch a 
scientific form of thought into everyone’s individual life, but of renovating and making 
‘critical’ an already existing activity. It must then be a criticism of the philosophy of the 
intellectuals out of which the history of philosophy developed and which, in so far as it 
is a phenomenon of individuals (in fact it develops essentially in the activity of single 
particularly gifted individuals) can be considered as marking the common sense of the 
more educated strata of society but through them also of the people. Thus an intro-
duction to the study of philosophy must expound in synthetic form the problems that 
have grown up in the process of the development of culture as a whole. The purpose of 
the synthesis must be to criticise the problems, to demonstrate their real value, if any, 
and the significance they have had as superseded links of an intellectual chain, and to 
determine what the new contemporary problems are and how the old problems should 
now be analysed.1

This passage – especially if read in conjunction with the pages that follow it a little 
later under the rubric ‘problems of Marxism’, where Gramsci links Marxism to the whole 
development of Western thought since the Renaissance – reveals the way in which  
he enlisted philosophy in the service of a larger and more far-reaching end, which was 
to establish the bases of a radically popular and democratic socio-political order. In this 
sense, for Gramsci, philosophy was one and only one expression of human intelligence, 
and was inextricably related to all other activities to which the human species devotes 
its time and energy. There is no mistaking the democratic origin of the perspective from 
which Gramsci wrote this section of the notebooks.

The other illustrative passage to which I referred above is taken from a prison letter 
that Gramsci wrote to his wife on 5 September 1932, about a year before he was trans-
ferred from prison to a hospital in Formia. The passage concerns the question of whether 
one could love yet not esteem a writer. This led Gramsci to make a value judgment about 
the Italian poet Giacomo Leopardi that I think also exemplifies, implicitly, Gramsci’s 

1. Gramsci 1971, pp. 330–1.
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conception of Marxism as a philosophy of life, and not only as an analysis and clarifica-
tion of capitalism. Here is the passage in question, all the more significant because of its 
spontaneity, as a reaction to something that his wife had said to him in her letter:

Perhaps I made a distinction between aesthetic pleasure and the positive judgment of 
artistic beauty, that is, between a state of mind filled with enthusiasm for the work 
of art as such, and moral enthusiasm, that is, a feeling of participation in the artist’s 
ideological world, a distinction that seems to me critically correct and necessary. I can 
admire Tolstoy’s War and Peace aesthetically and not agree with the book’s ideological 
substance; if the two aspects did coincide Tolstoy would be my vademecum, le livre de 
chevet. The same can be said for Shakespeare, for Goethe, and even for Dante. It would 
not be correct to say this for Leopardi, notwithstanding his pessimism. In Leopardi we 
find, in extremely dramatic form, the crisis of transition to modern man; the critical 
abandonment of all transcendental conceptions without having found a new moral and 
intellectual ubi consistam, which imparts the same certainty that has been forsaken.2

We can feel safe in saying that Gramsci’s answer to the question ubi consistam, where do 
I stand, was Marxism, the philosophy of praxis, because it alone, in Gramsci’s opinion, 
gave its adherents a comprehensive and coherent understanding of society and history, 
and of their place in it. Leopardi lacked the feeling of ‘certainty’ because he was unable 
to transcend his own philosophical pessimism. The other four writers that Gramsci men-
tioned in this letter could be said to have incorporated a coherent conception of life 
in their fictional and poetic writings, and were thus able, each in his own way, to give 
their readers a sense of completeness and resolution. Leopardi, on the other hand, had 
not been able to replace his pessimism with such a conception, which was precisely 
what made him the recognisably ‘modern’ and beloved poet that he was; a poet, that is, 
who spoke a language of yearning and regret, of hope and disappointment, of illusions 
and revelations that come for an instant and then fade away, swallowed up by the vast 
nothingness of the cosmos.

We should note, in this letter, Gramsci’s insistence on speaking of a conception of life 
that was at once ‘moral and intellectual’ in nature. Marxism has not always or conven-
tionally been understood this way. Yet, as I’ve already noted, Gramsci did see Marxism 
as much more than a critique of capitalism. It was also a bountiful source of insight into 
many different levels and aspects of human experience, one of which, he believed, was 
moral in nature. I think that much of Gramsci’s appeal lies precisely in the fact that 
he reminds us that the human adventure is indelibly and necessarily marked by moral 
questions that have great influence on the decisions that individuals as well as societies 
and nations must make.

Closely connected to what I have just said about the way in which Gramsci inter-
preted Marxism was his tendency to see Marxism as still undergoing change and in need 

2. Gramsci 1994, Vol. II, pp. 206–7.
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of refinement and elaboration. It was not a worldview established once and for all, but 
rather a part of the historical process teeming with diverse elements, some congenial to 
the further development of a materialist conception of life and others incompatible with 
it. It was up to its exponents to make the right choices. In this sense, a modern politi-
cal party aiming to lead masses of people had philosophical as well as practical tasks to 
accomplish.

One component of Gramsci’s conception of life was his belief that political leaders 
aiming to diffuse their ideas among the masses of people and thereby influence the 
course of events must be prepared to take personal responsibility for their actions and, 
if necessary, pay the price that these actions may exact in the real world of clashing inter-
ests and ambitions. On a number of occasions, he exemplified this notion of leadership 
and responsibility in the figure of a ship’s captain who must not abandon his post before 
making sure that his crew and passengers have reached safety or have found a means 
to escape harm. If a captain fails to do this, he violates a principle on which civilised 
co-existence ultimately depends. This principle is not merely economic and social in 
origin, but moral as well. It resides in the mind and spirit of human beings who, through 
eons of historical experience, have derived certain laws and principles that transcend 
the material dimension of things, no matter how important the latter may be; laws and 
principles that can never be discounted without at the same time destroying the fabric 
of social life.3

I once wrote a short essay on the events that led to Gramsci’s arrest in which I raised 
the question of why he did not take effective measures to protect himself at a time when 
the Fascists were systematically cracking down on their opponents. I argued that one 
possible answer to this question lay in Gramsci’s conviction that, just as a ship’s captain 
in a moment of emergency evacuation must be the last to abandon ship, the leader of a 
political party must not seek safety until all of his comrades have done so. Such an atti-
tude may seem naïve and even foolish to some, yet I believed that it would have been 
consistent with Gramsci’s understanding of his role and responsibilities as leader of the 
Communist Party of Italy.

It was Gramsci’s consciousness of moral responsibility that probably led him to 
become involved in politics in the first place. In his account of ‘Western Marxism’, Perry 
Anderson goes into considerable detail in order to explain why Gramsci is such a key 
figure. His importance does not lie only in the fact that he paid such close attention 
to the ‘superstructural’ dimensions of life, but also in the example he set of consistent 
personal involvement in struggle as a man of action, as someone who paid the price 
that his beliefs required of him. More perhaps than any of his distinguished Marxist 

3. For an English translation of the passage in which Gramsci makes this judgment, see Derek 
Boothman’s translation: Gramsci 1995, pp. lxxxv–lxxxvi.
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 contemporaries, Gramsci overcame what Anderson calls ‘the structural divorce [of West-
ern Marxism] from political practice’.4

Whether and to what extent this ‘divorce’ did in fact take place is open to debate, but 
there seems to be some basis for Anderson’s perspective on successive generations of 
Marxists. He characterises the first ‘classical’ generation (Marx and Engels, followed by 
such figures as Lenin, Luxemburg, and Trotsky) as fully committed to living their ideas 
on a daily basis in the form of intense political engagement. The next generation, on 
the other hand (Lukács, Korsch, Benjamin, Marcuse), he describes as ‘Western’ Marxists 
interested primarily in theory and in promoting cultural and literary initiatives of various 
kinds. They were prolific writers and thinkers, but not men of action. Among this second 
group, only Gramsci, Anderson argues, was to the fullest extent both a theorist and an 
activist, deeply involved in cultural and intellectual enterprises yet always on the front 
line of political struggle.

Let me proceed now to an explanation of how and why I became involved in Gramsci 
studies, after which I will say a few words about the essays gathered in this volume.

My interest in Antonio Gramsci was sparked by John M. Cammett, author of the 
groundbreaking book Antonio Gramsci and the Origins of Italian Communism (1967). 
This was the first comprehensive, deeply researched book on Gramsci in the English 
language. John and I were fellow doctoral students at Columbia University in the mid-
1950s, he in history and I in Italian. He had already chosen his thesis topic, which was 
on Gramsci as leader and theorist of the Turinese factory council movement from 1919 
to 1924. John’s enthusiastic accounts of the research that he had already completed on 
Gramsci, and the fact that we shared a strong admiration for the role played by the 
Italian Communist Party in the struggle against Fascism, led me to purchase several 
of the volumes of Gramsci’s writings published by Einaudi from the late 1940s to the 
mid-1950s. Two of these made an especially strong impression on me: Gli intellettuali e 
l’organizzazione della cultura (1949) and Il materialismo storico e la filosofia di Benedetto 
Croce (1953). Both volumes were among the groundbreaking Italian-language anthologies 
of Gramsci’s prison writings before the appearance in 1975 of the four-volume set of the 
Quaderni del carcere edited and annotated by Valentino Gerratana. As a student of mod-
ern and contemporary Italian literature, and as someone drawn to the socio-historical 
dimensions of literary scholarship, I read these books with a growing sense of excitement 
and discovery.

In the summer of 1956, while in Florence doing preliminary research for my doctoral 
dissertation on the novelist Vasco Pratolini, I had the good fortune to meet another pio-
neering figure in Gramsci studies, Louis Marks, who was putting the finishing touches on 
his anthology of Gramsci’s prison notes. The anthology included several of the editorials 

4. Anderson 1976, p. 29.
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and articles Gramsci wrote for the newspaper L’Ordine Nuovo in the early 1920s, plus the 
complete text of Gramsci’s last important essay before his imprisonment, Some Aspects 
of the Southern Question, written in October 1926. The book also included an excellent 
introduction by Marks.

More than three decades later, in the 1990s, I made the acquaintance of a third pio-
neer in Gramsci studies, Carl Marzani, who in 1957 translated and annotated a small 
paperback compilation of Gramsci’s prison writings entitled The Open Marxism of Anto-
nio Gramsci. Thus, all three of Gramsci’s most assiduous translators and interpreters, at 
least in the English-language world, helped me find my own way as a critical reader of 
Gramsci’s writings.

It would be hard for me to overestimate the importance that Gramsci has had in my 
own work. The only period over the past fifty-five years when Gramsci was not at the 
forefront of my attention was the 1970s, when I was carrying out research for a politi-
cal biography of the anti-fascist jurist Silvio Trentin. But in that book as well I found it 
necessary to anchor some of my judgments in an ideological terrain that embraced both 
Trentin’s militant revolutionary socialism and Gramsci’s equally militant revolutionary 
communism. For this reason, in my introduction to Silvio Trentin: From Interventionism to 
the Resistance (1980), I pointed out that while there were ideological differences between 
Trentin and Gramsci concerning the meanings that they ascribed to the words socialism 
and democracy, Trentin had found tremendous value in Gramsci’s life and thought.

My first readings of Gramsci were focused almost entirely on the Prison Notebooks. 
Only after several years did I realise that his personality and sensibilities also come viv-
idly to life in his pre-prison critical and journalistic writings. It is in these early interven-
tions into Italian political and cultural debates that we discover a human being amply 
endowed with insight into his own passions and motivations and capable of examining 
familiar problems in new and exciting ways. In the political and cultural commentary 
he wrote from 1913 to 1919, as a university student and then as a full-time propagandist 
and critic for the Italian Socialist Party, he produced a steady stream of commentary 
that we can read today with real pleasure and profit. Of these, the ones that stand out in 
my mind, and that are easily available in any one of several anthologies, are ‘Socialism 
and Culture’ (1916), ‘Our Marx’ (1918), ‘Workers’ Democracy’ (1919), and ‘The War in the 
Colonies’ (1919).

In these articles, which Gramsci later (mistakenly) dismissed as mere journalistic effu-
sions that were born and died in their moment, we are introduced to a man animated 
by a powerful desire to change the world for the better, eager to address the problems 
of education and personal development as they presented themselves to the working-
class movement, possessed of a keen wit and a lucid, penetrating intelligence. Running 
through all of these writings is the red thread of self-awareness and self-discipline as the 
first and ineluctable responsibility of each and every member of a revolutionary political 
party. Here, for example, is how Gramsci defined ‘culture’ in 1916:
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The young student who knows a little Latin and history, the young lawyer who has been 
successful in wringing a scrap of paper called a degree out of the laziness and lackadai-
sical attitude of his professors – they end up seeing themselves as different from and 
superior to even the best skilled workman, who fulfills a precise and indispensable task 
in life and is a hundred times more valuable in his activity than they are in theirs. But 
this is not culture, but pedantry, not intelligence, but intellect, and it is absolutely right 
to react against it.

Culture is something quite different. It is organization, discipline of one’s inner self, a 
coming to terms with one’s own personality; it is the attainment of a higher awareness, 
with the aid of which one succeeds in understanding one’s historical value, one’s own 
function in life, one’s rights and obligations.5

The young man who wrote these lines was desperately poor and ill-clothed, stood four 
feet eleven inches in height, was hunch-backed, suffered from a nervous disorder, and 
lived alone in a small flat without reliable heating. We have a partial record of these years 
in Gramsci’s angry letters to his father, whom he blamed for failing to send him the few 
extra lire he needed to cope with the bitter cold of a Turinese winter. Yet despite this 
deprivation, he was not only capable of articulating the ideas that mattered to him, but 
also of maintaining vital connections with other kindred spirits for needed examples and 
precedents. In ‘Socialism and Culture’, it is clear that the writer has internalised and made 
his own the spirit of Socrates, of the German Romantic poet Novalis, of the Italian philoso-
pher Giambattista Vico, of the French novelist Romain Rolland. These same qualities are 
present in ‘Our Marx’, where Gramsci expounds basically the same point of view we find 
in ‘Socialism and Culture’ but this time concretely embedded in the figure of Karl Marx:

Marx was great, his action was fecund, not because he invented from nothing, not 
because he extracted an original vision of history from his imagination, but because in 
him the fragmentary, the incomplete, the immature became maturity, system, aware-
ness. His personal awareness can become everyone’s, it has already become that of 
many people: because of this Marx is not just a scholar, he is a man of action; he is 
great and fecund in action as in thought, his books have transformed the world, just as 
they have transformed thought.

Marx signifies the entry of intelligence into the history of humanity, the reign of 
awareness.6

These words were products of Gramsci’s intellectual development mainly in the second 
decade of the twentieth century, but they also reveal his connection with the events that 
were unfolding in Russia and elsewhere as World War I drew to a close. His use of the 
word ‘transformed’ is a key indicator of his mentality at the time. News of the revolution 

5. Gramsci 1988, p. 57.
6. Gramsci 1988, p. 36.



 Introduction • 11

in Russia had for several years already become a beacon of hope for many European 
socialists. It was this revolution that gave Gramsci the confidence that he needed to 
carry on struggles in Italy: struggles that he correctly predicted would be fraught with 
difficulties. Indeed, his hopes and visions of a better time were destined to fail, and he 
died a prisoner of the régime whose incarnation in the person of Benito Mussolini he had 
warned his comrades about on more than one occasion. Yet what he was able to accom-
plish in these years and the legacy that he has left us remain very much alive today.

For reasons in part concerned with his conception of politics and culture as always 
dense and problematic in nature, and in part with the freshness and originality of his 
ideas, Gramsci has been relevant to many different kinds of people who, however, share 
an interest in advancing the socialist project theoretically and in practice. This can be 
seen in the growth of what amounts to a worldwide community of scholars who meet at 
regular intervals to discuss the meanings and implications of his writings.

To me one of the most memorable of these gatherings took place in Formia, Italy, from 
25 to 28 October 1989, at which the International Gramsci Society (IGS) was founded. It 
was memorable because of the high quality of the papers presented there and because 
of the charged atmosphere in which it took place. Indeed, the Formia Conference could 
not have occurred at a more dramatic moment of postwar European history. The mood 
was tense and expectant from the outset because of one enormous fact: the growing 
unrest throughout the countries of Eastern Europe. It was clear that this reflected the 
loosening of dictatorial power in the Soviet Union, where since 1985 Mikhail Gorbachev 
had begun to effect far-reaching political and economic reforms that, as so often hap-
pens in this type of situation, had begun to move well beyond the initial demands of 
anti- government protesters. When the papers written by Elemer Kéri of Hungary and 
by Pavol Koprda and Marta Barova of Czechoslovakia were read to the general assembly 
(they were not present in person), almost without exception the reaction was one of 
strong support and solidarity with the people struggling for change in these two coun-
tries. Most of those present in Formia were old enough to remember earlier revolts 
and resistance against the existing régimes in the Soviet-dominated world: 1953 in East  
Germany, 1956 in Hungary, the 1970s and 1980s in Poland, and so on.

It was in this way that Gramsci’s political and intellectual legacy became inextricably 
linked with the history of struggle and change in postwar Europe, a history in which 
Italian politics occupied a prominent place. In part because of his legacy, Italy had the 
largest and, electorally speaking, one of the most widely supported communist parties 
outside the Soviet Union. It had been Gramsci who named the main organ of the Com-
munist Party of Italy L’Unità, a name he had borrowed from the united front policy that 
had been adopted at the Comintern congresses in 1921 and 1922 after it became clear that 
the revolution in Russia was not going to achieve quick victories in Europe, as both Lenin 
and Trotsky had hoped. On the contrary, what was waiting in the wings of the political 
stage in those years was the rising threat of right-wing reaction.
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The reason that I mention this is to recall that no one at the Formia Conference felt 
uneasy about Gramsci’s close attachment to the Russian Revolution and, implicitly at 
least, to the subsequent crises of ‘actually existing socialism’. Of course, Gramsci did 
not have all the answers to the problems afflicting actually existing socialism. Yet it was 
felt by everyone present in Formia that he had valuable things to say about socialism 
and democracy that could shed light on the reasons for the breakdown of the socialist 
régimes in Eastern Europe. Moreover, everyone at Formia was aware that Gramsci was 
among the great losers of the early twentieth century; that his writings in the early 1920s, 
and above all his prison letters and notebooks, were the fruit of the defeat suffered by 
the working-class movement in the West led by the Socialist and Communist parties. 
Gramsci had the foresight and the intellectual resources to confront this crisis head on. 
He recognised that his own personal defeat and that of the party of which he was general 
secretary was but one episode in a world historical process that would be long and filled 
with unpredictable hazards and difficulties.

Looked at from our vantage point today, Gramsci’s place among theorists of revo-
lutionary Marxism takes on a distinct and controversial cast. He helped to theorise a 
type of political strategy that takes into account the diverse ‘relations of force’ existing 
in countries where the Marxist Left finds itself in prolonged contention for power with 
other well-established political formations. This kind of adaptability became a hallmark 
of the Italian Communist Party (PCI) after the end of World War II. For four decades, 
from the 1940s to the 1980s, the PCI succeeded in becoming a mass party rooted in the 
lives and fortunes of workers and, more generally, of ordinary people who were not nec-
essarily affiliated with the Left but were open to a politics that challenged the hegemony 
of corporate capitalism. The fact that the PCI failed to maintain its unity and cohesion 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union does not invalidate Gramsci’s political insights. 
Indeed, in my view, the current crisis of democratic governance in Italy only serves to 
highlight the soundness of his thinking. Without a strong unified party behind it, the 
Left in Italy has gone down to a humiliating defeat, from which it may take many years 
to recover.

The titles of each of this book’s four sections refer as much to the type as to the themes 
and subject matter of the eleven essays. Chapter One deals with Gramsci’s work as an 
activist and as a theorist of the Italian and international communist movements during 
Italy’s tormented transition from liberalism to Fascism. The international ramifications 
of his political activities from the early 1920s to 1932 are at the core of this chapter. 
Chapters Two and Three are mainly concerned with Gramsci as a militant anti-fascist. 
But in all three of these chapters, I have made an effort to provide some insight into 
his activities before the onset of Fascism. Gramsci was a revolutionary well before 
Mussolini took power in October 1922. On the other hand, the rise and triumph of the 
Fascist régime compelled him to rethink some of his youthful political positions. He was  
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further radicalised by Fascism, which compelled him to deepen his analysis of Italy’s 
class structure and at the same time led him to reflect more systematically on several 
of the social and cultural problems that were later to occupy his attention in the Prison 
Notebooks.

The three essays in Part Two delve necessarily into psychological and literary-critical 
problems in a more focused way than do those of the other three sections. They all come 
to grips with Gramsci’s prison experience from 1926 to his death in 1937. The brute reality 
of prolonged incarceration compelled him to monitor his own emotions, which he did in 
a typically painstaking manner, while at the same time he did his best to understand the 
people with whom he corresponded. The letters often make for painful reading, yet they 
are remarkably lively and revealing about aspects of Gramsci’s personality that might 
otherwise have remained hidden from view. All three chapters on Gramsci’s years in 
prison show him to have been an imaginative, creative, humorous person endowed with 
a remarkable sensitivity to the sensuous side of life.

Part Three looks at Gramsci in relation to other prominent personalities of the twenti-
eth century who, to one degree or another, invite comparison with him for a number of 
reasons. Like Gramsci, C.L.R. James, to whom I devoted a study published in 2008, was an 
original thinker whose perspectives on history and political struggle were strongly influ-
enced by his study of Marxism. Yet like Gramsci, James cannot be understood properly 
if we confine ourselves to his assimilation of Marxism. Other experiences played a part 
in making him the man and the thinker he was, not the least of which were his forma-
tive years spent in the multi-lingual, multi-racial, multi-cultural island of Trinidad. In 
any case, a comparative approach to these two seminal figures in the history of modern 
socialism and communism yields benefits, and I have tried to explicate these in Chapter 
Seven. Chapters Eight and Nine may be of some interest on account of their offbeat qual-
ities. A comparison between Gramsci and Betty Friedan, for example, is not a common 
theme of Gramsci studies, while my brief consideration of Gramsci’s critical fortunes in 
the islands of the Caribbean archipelago is still an under-explored subject. Quite surpris-
ingly, in view of Cuba’s long attempt to build a society on socialist foundations, relatively 
little seems to be known about Gramsci’s critical reception in that country. My review of 
‘Gramsci in the Caribbean’ is a small step toward remedying this deficiency.

Finally, the last two essays are my way of acknowledging the contributions to Gram-
sci studies made by two good friends who passed away over the past ten years. For Bob 
Dombroski, Gramsci served to stimulate and at times to guide him in a certain type of 
literary-historical inquiry, one motivated by a need to situate writers in their time and 
place but without reducing them to their origins and without forcing them into precon-
ceived categories.

John Cammett spent a good part of his life devoted to Gramsci, beginning in the 1950s 
and ending after the turn of the twenty-first century. His critical and bibliographical 
work will be crucial to Gramsci studies for a long time.


