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Introduction

Antonio Gramsci was a revolutionary active in the class struggles in Italy following the 
First World War known as the Biennio Rosso (the two red years, 1919-20).  He was later 

imprisoned by Mussolini from 1926 until shortly before his death in 1937, during which time 
Gramsci produced a series of  notebooks (comprising over 3000 pages) that were later smug-
gled out of  prison. Today Gramsci’s thought is widely studied across numerous disciplines 
from international relations to political philosophy to cultural studies.  In this short article, 
,� ZLOO� EULHÁ\� ORRN� DW� KLV� VWXG\� RI � WKH� SKHQRPHQD� RI � $PHULFDQLVP� DQG� )RUGLVP� LQ� WKH� 3ULV-
on Notebooks,  and will suggest that his attitude towards the rationalisation of  work pro-
FHVVHV� LV� LQ� WHQVLRQ�� EXW� QRW� LQFRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�� WKH� FULWLTXH�RI � FDSLWDOLVW� UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ�GHYHO-
oped by other thinkers in the revolutionary Marxist tradition (most notably Georg Lukács).
Motivated by the growing strength of  American capitalism in the early 20th century, Gramsci 
sought to investigate the relationship between the modern, rationalised forms of  work and ‘sci-
HQWLÀF�PDQDJHPHQW·� WHFKQLTXHV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�+HQU\�)RUG�DQG�)UHGHULFN�7D\ORU� UHVSHFWLYHO\��
and the character of  American culture. Gramsci could see in the rationalisation of  work – de-
spite its coercive implementation under capitalism – a potential realisation of  a higher stand-
ard of  living for the majority in society. This positive assessment would seem to put Gramsci 
at odds not only with Max Weber’s conception of  rationalisation as an inescapable ‘iron cage’, 
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1 A vErsion of this ArtiClE WAs prEsEntEd At thE AmEriCAn Work symposium (mAy 2013) At thE rothErmErE AmEriCAn insti-
tutE in oxford. thAnks to thE pArtiCipAnts Who mAdE vEry usEful CommEnts on thE pApEr.
2 thE rAngE of grAmsCi sCholArship in vArious fiElds is too vAst to survEy hErE, but somE notAblE rECEnt Works inCludE 
pEtEr thomAs, thE grAmsCiAn momEnt (ChiCAgo: hAymArkEt, 2009); morton, A unrAvElling grAmsCi (london: pluto, 
2007); ivEs, p lAnguAgE And hEgEmony in grAmsCi (london: pluto, 2004); krätkE, m “Antonio grAmsCi’s Contribution to A 
CritiCAl EConomiCs” historiCAl mAtEriAlism vol. 19:3 (2011), pp.63-105.
3 grAmsCi, Antonio sElECtions from thE prison notEbooks Ed. And trAns. hoArE, Quintin And noWEllsmith, gEoffrEy 
(london: lAWrEnCE And WishArt, 1971) – hEnCEforth rEfErEnCEd in thE tExt As [spn, p.pAgE].
4 oxford English diCtionAry, 2nd Edition – s.v. “AmEriCAnism”
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EXW�DOVR�ZLWK�WKLQNHUV�LQ�WKH�0DU[LVW�WUDGLWLRQ�ZKR�GHYHORSHG�WKH�WKHRU\�RI �UHLÀFDWLRQ��D�FULWLTXH�
of  capitalist rationalisation, such as Georg Lukács and Theodor Adorno. I will suggest that un-
GHUVWDQGLQJ� WKLV� DSSDUHQW� FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ� WKH� DSSURDFKHV�RI �/XNiFV� DQG�*UDPVFL� WR� WKH�SKH-
nomenon of  the rationalisation of  work is vitally necessary to developing a coherent Marxist ac-
count of  this phenomenon, while at the same time remaining a useful tool for theorising the 
relationship between conditions within capitalism, and the possibilities of  transcending them.

America and Europe

7KH� 2[IRUG� (QJOLVK� 'LFWLRQDU\� GHÀQHV� $PHULFDQLVP� DV� D� ´TXDOLW\�� FXVWRP�� RU� WUDLW� SHFX-
liar to or characteristic of  the United States”.  For Gramsci, Americanism was a histori-
cal phenomenon of  primary importance not only for America itself. Despite his incarcera-
tion, he was an astute observer of  attempts to introduce aspects of  Americanism and 
Fordism into Europe. Indeed Gramsci’s investigations begin with an analysis of  the impact 
RI � $PHULFDQ� SURGXFWLRQ� WHFKQLTXHV� RQ� VRFLHWLHV� LQ� (XURSH� IROORZLQJ� WKH� )LUVW� :RUOG� :DU�
Gramsci characterises the essence of  American culture as not yet having emerged from what he calls 
an “economic-corporate” phase through which European culture passed in the Middle Ages [SPN, 
S����@��7KXV�KH�FODLPV�WKDW�$PHULFD�LV�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�(XURSH�DQG�(XURSHDQ�KLVWRU\��DV�LW�KDV�QRW�\HW�
created a group of  “great intellectuals” to lead civil society [SPN, p.272]. However he also argues that, 
DV�D�SUHOLPLQDU\�FRQGLWLRQ�RI �LQWURGXFLQJ�$PHULFDQ�SURGXFWLRQ�WHFKQLTXHV��(XURSHDQ�VRFLHWLHV�PXVW�
FRQIURQW�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI �D�´UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQµ�RI �WKHLU�RZQ�GHPRJUDSKLF�FRPSRVLWLRQ�>631��S����@�
By this he means the problem of  a “passive sedimentation” left by European history in the form of  
“civil-service personnel and intellectuals, of  clergy and landowners, piratical commerce, and the pro-
fessional … army” [SPN, p.281]. These parasitic classes, he argues, lack an essential function in the 
world of  production, and therefore put up an “intellectual” and “moral” resistance to the introduction 
of  Fordism in Europe, which therefore tends to involve extreme coercion and take place in “brutal and 
insidious forms”, such as the expansion of  the corporate economy in Italy under fascism [SPN, p.281].
)RU� *UDPVFL�� WKH� ´ROG�� DQDFKURQLVWLF�� GHPRJUDSKLF� VWUXFWXUH� RI � (XURSHµ� LV� LQ� FRQÁLFW� ZLWK�
the introduction of  “ultra-modern forms of  production” and working methods associ-
ated with Americanism [SPN, p.280]. This preliminary condition of  Americanism – a “ra-
tional demographic composition” – is invisible within America, he argues, because it exists 
there “naturally” [SPN, p.281]. By contrast, the societies of  Europe would like to introduce 
WKH� EHQHÀWV� RI � )RUGLVP�� VXFK� DV� LQFUHDVHG� FRPSHWLWLYH� SRZHU� RQ� WKH� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� PDUNHW��
whilst retaining these parasitical elements that consume surplus value within their societies.

A New Historical Phase?

*UDPVFL�TXHVWLRQHG�ZKHWKHU�FKDQJHV�LQ�ZRUN�DQG�WKH�SURFHVVHV�RI �SURGXFWLRQ�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI �)RUG-
ism and Taylorism constituted either a new historical phase, or a temporary conjuncture of  events. 
$OWKRXJK�*UDPVFL�DSSDUHQWO\�WRRN�WKH�DVVRFLDWLRQ�RI �VFLHQWLÀF�PDQDJHPHQW�WHFKQLTXHV�DQG�UDWLRQ-
alised work processes with Americanism as self-evident, it is necessary to comment on this. Recently 

5 EsCh, E And roEdigEr, d “onE symptom of originAlity: rACE And thE mAnAgEmEnt of lAbour in thE history of thE 

unitEd stAtEs” historiCAl mAtEriAlism vol. 17:4 (2009), pp.3-43 – thE ConsEQuEnCEs of this ArgumEnt should bE studiEd 

ElsEWhErE.

6 thE importAnCE of grAmsCi As An EConomiC thinkEr hAs bEEn uphEld rECEntly by miChAEl krätkE And pEtEr thomAs, 

AgAinst A Commonly-hEld viEW to thE ContrAry – (krätkE “Antonio grAmsCi’s Contribution to A CritiCAl EConomiCs” his-

toriCAl mAtEriAlism vol. 19:3, pp.63-105 And thomAs thE grAmsCiAn momEnt, p.347).
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(OL]DEHWK�(VFK�DQG�'DYLG�5RHGLJHU�KDYH�FRQYLQFLQJO\�VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�LW�ZDV�WKH�UDFLDOLVDWLRQ�RI �
labour-systems in the United States under slavery that allowed the development of  particular con-

FHSWLRQV�RI �¶VFLHQWLÀF�PDQDJHPHQW·�DQG�VHW�WKH�VWDJH�IRU�WKH�UDWLRQDOLVHG�SURGXFWLRQ�RI �)RUGLVP��
$OWKRXJK�*UDPVFL�GRHV�QRW�GHYHORS�D�GHÀQLWLYH�DQVZHU�WR�WKLV�FRQMXQFWXUDO�TXHVWLRQ��KH�FRQ-

VLGHUV�WKH�HIÀFLHQF\�RI �$PHULFDQ�SURGXFWLYH�WHFKQLTXHV�DQG�WKH�DSSDUHQW�GHPRFUDF\�RI �$PHUL-
can enterprise to be very important. Like many of  his contemporaries, Gramsci is interested 

LQ�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI �DSSO\LQJ�7D\ORU·V�´VFLHQWLÀF�PDQDJHPHQWµ�WHFKQLTXHV�DQG�)RUG·V�UDWLRQDO-
ised production-line methods to socialist relations of  production. The full-scale introduction 

of  Americanism to Italy represents, for Gramsci, the high point of  capitalist development, 

and the potential abolition of  the last residues of  feudalism. He saw Fordism as the ultimate 

stage in successive attempts by capitalist industry to overcome what classical Marxists refer 

WR�DV�WKH�ODZ�RI �WKH�WHQGHQF\�RI �WKH�UDWH�RI �SURÀW�WR�IDOO��DV�WKH�VRXUFH�RI �HFRQRPLF�FULVHV���
Gramsci investigates whether the development of  Americanism can be characterised either as 

D�SURFHVV�RI �WKH�W\SH�XQGHUJRQH�GXULQJ�WKH�5LVRUJLPHQWR��WKH�XQLÀFDWLRQ�RI �,WDO\�LQ�WKH���WK�
century, excluding the active participation of  the popular classes, which he describes as a ‘pas-

sive revolution’, or as a process of  the “molecular accumulation of  elements” leading to an ex-

plosive upheaval on the pattern of  the French revolution [SPN, p.280]. As Alex Callinicos has 

argued – in relating the various forms of  bourgeois political modernity to the concept of  ‘pas-

VLYH�UHYROXWLRQ·�²�*UDPVFL�EHJLQV�WR�VWUHWFK�WKLV�FRQFHSW���+H�HYHQ�VHHPV�WR�ÁLUW�ZLWK�DQ�HSRFKDO�
LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI �$PHULFDQLVP�ZLWK�SDVVLYH�UHYROXWLRQ��DQG�LW�LV�LQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W��,�ZRXOG�DUJXH��
that Gramsci’s steers closest to the terrain of  Weber’s conception of  the ‘iron cage’ of  rationality. 

High Wages and the Instability of  Americanism

*UDPVFL�WHQGV�QRW�WR�VHH�$PHULFDQLVP�DV�D�QHZ�W\SH�RI �FLYLOL]DWLRQ��EXW�DV�DQ�´RUJDQLF�H[WHQ-

VLRQ�DQG�DQ�LQWHQVLÀFDWLRQ�RI �(XURSHDQ�FLYLOL]DWLRQµ�>631��S����@��,Q�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��DUJXHV�
Gramsci, this process of  rationalisation has “determined the need to elaborate a new type of  

man suited to the new type of  work and productive process” [SPN, p.286]. This elaboration, 

he suggests, is still in its initial and “(apparently) idyllic phase”, which he describes as the stage 

of  “psycho-physical adaptation” to a new industrial structure, one which is aimed at through 

the introduction of  high wages [SPN, p.286]. Gramsci claims that the ideology of  high wages 

associated with Fordism is a “phenomenon derived from the objective necessity of  modern in-

dustry at a certain stage of  its development” [SPN, p.311]. It illustrates the potentially transitory 

nature of  Americanism, and an inherent instability associated with the new methods of  work.

Once these new production methods have been “generalised and diffused” and a new type of  work-

er created, says Gramsci, rising unemployment restricts excessive “turnover” and the phenomenon 

of  high wages begins to disappear [SPN, p.310]. At the international level, American high-wage 

industry is able to exploit a monopoly granted by its initiative with these new methods, but this is 

VRRQ�XQGHUPLQHG�WKURXJK�WKH�SURFHVV�RI �FRPSHWLWLRQ�DQG�WKH�VXEVHTXHQW�DGRSWLRQ�RI �SURGXFWLRQ�
WHFKQLTXHV�E\�RWKHU�QDWLRQDO�LQGXVWULHV��VXFK�DV�WKH�DXWRPRWLYH�LQGXVWU\�LQ�-DSDQ��>631��S����@�

New Industrialism and Cultural Policy

7 sEE CAlliniCos, A “thE limits of pAssivE rEvolution” CApitAl And ClAss vol. 34(3) (2010), pp.491-507 
8 WEbEr, m thE protEstAnt EthiC And thE spirit of CApitAlism trAns. pArsons, t (london: routlEdgE, 2001), p.123
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+RZHYHU�� WKH�DWWHPSW�E\� LQGXVWULDOLVWV� WR�FUHDWH�D� ¶QHZ�W\SH�RI �PDQ·� LV�QRW�FRQÀQHG�WR�WKH�
narrow economic terrain, but exists also through the direction of  cultural policy. By ana-
lysing changes of  cultural policy, such as the prohibition of  alcohol and the regulation of  
sexuality, as well as economic developments, Gramsci’s writings display a particular sensitiv-
ity to the relationship between culture and work. In this sense, Gramsci thought that pro-
hibition was a necessary condition for the project of  developing a ‘new type of  worker’ 
suitable to the new industry of  Fordism. It would be a mistake, Gramsci says, to laugh at 
these attempts to regulate morality as being of  a purely ‘puritanical’ form. Such a view, he 
thought, overlooks the objective importance of  the American phenomenon, as “the big-
gest collective effort to date to create, with unprecedented speed, and with a conscious-
ness of  purpose unmatched in history, a new type of  worker and of  man” [SPN, p.302].
Similarly, Gramsci thought that attempts by industrialists to regulate and rationalise sexual 
instincts were also part of  this project to create a ‘new type of  man’. In particular, it seemed 
WR�WKH�LQGXVWULDOLVWV�WKDW�WKH�´H[DOWDWLRQ�RI �SDVVLRQµ�FRQÁLFWHG�ZLWK�WKH�UHÀQHPHQW�QHHGHG�IRU�
the “timed movements of  productive motions” [SPN, p.305]. Gramsci analysed what he saw 
DV�WKH�FRQVHTXHQW�SRODULVDWLRQ�RI �FRQFHSWLRQV�RI �VH[XDOLW\�LQ�$PHULFDQ�VRFLHW\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
notion of  reproductive function and the notion of  sex as ‘sport’ [SPN, p.295]. Sexual instincts, 
Gramsci argued, were those that have undergone the “greatest degree of  repression from 
VRFLHW\�LQ�WKH�FRXUVH�RI �LWV�GHYHORSPHQWµ�>631��S����@��%\�LQFUHDVLQJ�OLIH�H[SHFWDQF\��PHGLFDO�
DGYDQFHV�ZHUH�PDNLQJ� VH[XDO� TXHVWLRQV� LQFUHDVLQJO\� LPSRUWDQW�� JLYLQJ� WKHP� DQ� LQFUHDVLQJO\�
“fundamental and autonomous aspect” over and above the economic level. This gives rise 
to what Gramsci describes as complex problems of  a “superstructural” order [SPN, p.295].

Gramsci, Lukács and Rationalisation

,�FODLP�WKDW�UHDGLQJ�WKH�DSSDUHQWO\�FRQÁLFWLQJ�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI �/XNiFV�DQG�*UDPVFL�ZLWK�DQG�
DJDLQVW�HDFK�RWKHU�LV�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�DQ�DGHTXDWH�0DU[LVW�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI �UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ�DQG�LWV�
connection to the creation of  socialism. For Gramsci, the working class is neither opposed to 
$PHULFDQLVP��QRU�LWV�HIIHFWV�LQ�VRFLDO�OLIH��EXW�VKRXOG�UHMHFW�LWV�VSHFLÀF�HFRQRPLFDOO\�H[SORLWD-
tive and culturally repressive forms. He puts forward the concept of  an “integral rationalisa-
tion”, although there is some ambiguity whether this coincides with his project for the crea-
tion of  a socialist society [SPN, p.315]. There are clear dangers associated with transposing 
concepts between different historical situations, particularly with mapping structures from the 
transition to capitalism onto the processes by which a transition to socialism might be possible.
This was demonstrated by the brutal measures of  rationalisation that were being implemented in Rus-
VLD�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI �¶6RFLDOLVP·��*UDPVFL��KRZHYHU��ZDV�XQDZDUH�RI �WKH�IXOO�UDPLÀFDWLRQV�RI �6WDOLQLVP�
due to his imprisonment. Gramsci’s commitment to the development of  the autonomy of  working 
FODVV�IRUFHV�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�VWURQJO\�FRQGHPQHG�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI �6WDOLQLVP�DQG�
socialism, despite his later theoretical appropriation by political parties associated with Stalinism.
In contrast to Gramsci’s apparently positive conception of  rationalisation, thinkers such 
DV� /XNiFV� DQG� $GRUQR� WKHRULVH� WKH� VSHFLÀFLW\� RI � FDSLWDOLVW� VRFLHW\� E\� KLJKOLJKWLQJ� LWV� FRU-

9 it is notAblE thAt grAmsCi doEs not dEvElop A sustAinEd AnAlysis of Commodity fEtishism Within thE prison notEbooks, 
Although it Could bE ArguEd thAt his mEthod of Working on Common sEnsE ConCEpts to gEnErAtE A CohErEnt And CritiCAl 
World-viEW plAys A dE-fEtishising funCtion in grAmsCi’s thought.
10 drAWing on A ConCEpt from ClAssiCAl gErmAn philosophy, lukÁCs dEsCribEs thE prolEtAriAt As thE “idEntiCAl subJECt-
obJECt of history” – lukÁCs, g history And ClAss ConsCiousnEss (london: mErlin, 1971), p.149
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UXSWLQJ� HIIHFWV�� 7KH\� GHYHORS� WKH� WKHRU\� RI � UHLÀFDWLRQ� FULWLFLVLQJ� FDSLWDOLVW� UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ�
on the basis of  Marx’s analysis of  the fetishism of  commodities.  Lukács’s theory of  rei-
ÀFDWLRQ� VHHNV� WR� GHPRQVWUDWH� WKH� FHQWUDO� UROH� RI � WKH� FRPPRGLW\� DV� WKH� XQLYHUVDO� VWUXFWXU-
ing principle of  forms of  consciousness in capitalist society. For Lukács, the penetra-
WLRQ� RI � WKHVH� UHLÀHG� IRUPV� RI � WKRXJKW� UHVWV� RQ� WKH� SRWHQWLDO� FUHDWLRQ� RI � D� VHOI�FRQVFLRXV�
subject capable of  drawing the totality of  this system within the ambit of  its power. 
Gramsci and Lukács both propose proletarian revolution as a totalising project, although 
the concept of  totality enters their conceptions in very different ways. Lukács’s concept of  
UHLÀFDWLRQ�JLYHV�D�XQLÀHG�H[SODQDWLRQ� IRU� WKH�FRUUXSWLQJ�HIIHFWV�RI � UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ��EXW� LW� LV�
open to the accusation that the working class becomes the agent of  revolution by a mes-
VLDQLF� OHDS� IURP� LWV� UHLÀHG� VWDWH� WR� D� VHOI�FRQVFLRXV� VXEMHFW�� %\� FRQWUDVW�� *UDPVFL� VKRZV�
how class power is institutionalised in the various aspects of  civil and political society. In 
his conception of  ‘contradictory consciousness’, he is particularly attentive to the fact that 
workers are both formed within capitalist society and capable of  founding society anew.
We have seen above how Gramsci offers a concrete analysis of  the attempts by American in-
dustrialists to create a ‘new type of  man’. This attention to the conscious construction of  a new 
project is characteristic of  Gramsci’s approach to the development of  new institutions of  work-
ing-class power. Gramsci’s great strength is to seek the concrete expression of  the development 
of  the autonomy of  subaltern forces in every social institution: cultural, political and economic. 
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