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Many people do not know what hegemony is or what the term refers to.  Different theoreticians think of it in different ways some leading only to the political end while others believe moral and intellectual issues were a main factor in hegemonic tasks.

Hegemony is described in the Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought as "Political and economic control exercised by a dominant class, and its success in projecting its own way of seeing the world, human and social relationships as 'common sense' and part of the natural order by those who are, in fact, subordinated to it."

There have been many different transformations in this concept over the years.  It originally came out of Marxist political theorization although the actual term “hegemony” was not used for it until later.

Marxism is an economic interpretation of history on the ideas and works of Karl Marx and Frederich Engels.  Marx was a Russian revolutionary who focused his efforts on understanding capitalism to overthrow it.  Marx and Engels were both influenced by Louis Henry Morgan’s model of social evolution.  His model of social evolution showed that society’s started out in a more primitive stage and as it progressed it evolved into more civilized stages of development.  The Marxist version of this model ended up in transitions of stage from primitive communism and through feudalism and capitalism, it eventually reached a communist state.

Each stage of social evolution is dominated by a mode of production.  The modes of production form the base or infrastructure of a society, which determine laws, governments, and other legal and political agendas.  

The main thing that makes the stages of the system advance from one to the next is class struggle.  Change within classes is unavoidable and will occur as classes realign themselves.  The current ruling class however has an obvious interest in maintaining their power and they will try to resist change by spreading a false ideology to the lower class.  They might be able to slow the change but social evolution is inevitable and will come about no matter what is done to stop it.

Many people interpret Marx's theories in several different ways, but a few main concepts are central in almost all interpretations: the dialectical model of history; the notion that social being determines consciousness; and the base/superstructure model.  Raymond Williams, an English critic uses such terms as residual and emergent cultures to modify the models, not to question them.  Then the term hegemony popped up, which was not a part of Marx's theories, started being used by critics to allow a broader ideology of Marxist concepts.  Marx argued that the dominant class creates the dominant ideology.

Ideologies are the values, ideas, and feelings through which individuals experience their societies.  These values and ideas are constantly changing.  They express the dominant ideas and values as the beliefs of society as a whole.  Even though a society as a whole is made up of many individuals, a society’s ideology is usually not the same as a typical individual in the society.  This prevents individuals from seeing how society actually functions.  Literature is a form of ideology and was one of the first ways that people could widen show their views to more of a mall audience.  Back in the eighteenth century literature was used mainly to legitimize the power of the ruling class.  The English upper classes used it both to express and transmit the value systems to the lower classes.  Hegemony is a continuation of the concepts behind ideology.

  After Marx other socialists carried on the theme of hegemony in conjunction with the bourgeois-democratic revolution.  Lenin's early writings develops the idea that the proletariat fights for its hegemony.  

However, as Lenin developed the ideas of class leadership based on the vanguard of the working class and the struggle for political independence, his.  Lenin’s concept of hegemony gets more closely attached to the struggle for state power as his ideas about class leadership evolved and the proletariat took more of a prominent role throughout the state.  The proletariat is the working class of a society, generally the poorer ones who are more influenced by the notion of hegemony.

The struggle for national-democratic demands turns into a struggle for political independence and lower class forms of democracy, which is displaced by the urge to take power.  Hegemony of the working class is secured during this struggle. 

 Leninism views itself as taking the most conscious aware layers of society and organizing them through a system of hegemonic leadership.  This gives the revolutionary party an important role and status.  Lenin describes part of their duty by saying:

"Class political consciousness can be brought to the workers only from without, that is, only from outside the economic struggle, from outside the sphere of relations between workers and employers.  The sphere from which alone it is possible to obtain this knowledge is the sphere of relationships of all classes and strata to the state and the government.  We must 'go among all classes of the population' as theoreticians, as propagandists, as agitators, and as organizers."(Lenin p.75)

Hegemonic strategy arises through struggle.  It realizes the fact that society is complex and the difficulty struggle requires an ordered politics and organization.  Lenin's writings do not reject the theory of hegemony but are in strong confirmation.  The unity of the masses is based on a genuine struggle for hegemony.

Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) was an Italian revolutionary who was a leading Marxist thinker.  He is the theoretician who first used the term Hegemony and greatly broadened the meaning and understanding of the concept.  His most famous work comes out of the time he spent in prison under Fascist Italy when Mussolini incarcerated him.

Gramsci’s theory of hegemony was brought about from the idea that government and state cannot control another class or class structure unless other more closely devised and smarter methods are used. 

The reasoning behind this concept has been identified as the way society is structured and exists on a power and class base system.  Gramsci defined the State as ‘coercion combined with hegemony and political power that flows from intellectual and moral leadership.’

Hegemony is formed in a civil society and then maintained by ruling class by creating cultural and political consensus through many different ideologies and institutions.  These include unions, political parties, schools, media, the church, and other groups and organizations where a ruling class pushes hegemony over lower classes and social groups.  

Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks, which were the texts that came out of his time incarcerated, tried to expose the way society is controlled and manipulated.  Although these were some of the earliest writings on the concept of hegemony they were written in prison and not released and translated until much later.  Gramsci showed that this controlling nature of the ones in power is of direct result of the practice of a ‘false consciousness’.  Gramsci argues that the system of hegemony can be described as the cultural basis of the socialist dictatorship and the Workers State.  This is what Gramsci talks about when he tries to explain the way that people, media, and information is organized is what controls the thought and actions of the society.  Dominant ideologies are then made to create a state of control by the ones in power.

One of Gramsci’s more developed theories on hegemony show hegemony being exercised in all parts of economy, offices, state, law & legal process, educational institutions, mass media, art, and religion.  Gramsci sees religion as a system that controls many of the popular world-views and morals that is very ritualistic in manor.  Western Christianity historically has had success in spreading their hegemonic views around much of the world.  The majority of people in Europe, North America, and Latin America all fall under a moral system that was constructed by the church and so intricately woven into the laws and everyday practices of society.  

I agree with Gramsci’s views on religious control and that is actually one of the main topics that got my interested in the subject of hegemony.  The widespread range of religions influence can be seen right here in the United States.  They put pressure on political and social leaders to express their way of thinking and their views onto the public.  They are constantly lobbying to change the way evolution is taught in schools, to change the legal status on abortion and homosexuality, and to control the availability of pornography.

Gramsci went as far as to say that the Roman Catholic Church worked very similarly to a Communist nation-state and even was more successful than Marxism in its efforts to unite the masses into a unified world-view.  He also drew attention to the way religion and Catholicism in particular have used different methods to try to control intellectuals thought process so they don’t become to removed from the masses.  A leadership system that was actually concerned with the education of the masses however, would encourage people to explore new ideas and let their problems be known instead of trying to quiet them down.  This brought about the term ‘Christian Socialism’ which was attacked by the Roman Catholic Church.  One major error that Gramsci saw in Catholic practices was the belief that evil was located in the individual, not in social structures.  He said “From the ‘philisophical’ point of view, what is unsatisfactory in Catholicism is that fact that, in spite of everything, it insists on putting the cause of evil in the individual man himself of in other words it conceives of man as a defined and limited individual.”(Gramsci p.337)

Since Gramsci realized this very successful religious form of hegemony and how much of a sway the church really had, this is what pushed him to adapt some of these ways for his idea of a Marxist society.

Laclau and Mouffe go further and admit that a society doesn’t just have 1 hegemonic center.  They call these new ideas ‘post-Marxism’ with their new view of radical democratic politics.  They expand upon the original conventions of hegemony to go outside the economic sphere into other areas like the autonomy of moral values such as social and political interests.  Currently the church is still one of the main hegemonic powers in the United States as much of the world.  There are however 2 other major players in the game, one being of course the media.

Some people think that the media exists as a way for consumerism to grow and for society to engage in the current capitalist purchase oriented way.  People that aren’t consumers then they may be considered by others to be different from the ‘norm’ and in our society that can work against you immensely.  This is how the media can be a very important factor in instilling certain trains of thought into everyday consumers.  It is even argued that in a Western society such as ours the media has become the dominant class with many hegemonic traits.  By exposing people to these thoughts repeatedly the media takes away the chance for a person formulate their own views.

The final hegemonic superpower in the United States and the entire world is none other than the United States Government.  

Noam Chomsky used the phrase ‘thought control in a democratic society’ to show that propaganda is a key ingredient in any democracy.  It is believed that 80% of the population are to be told what to do.  Large companies and corporations are known as agenda setters, they control large portions of the countries income and therefore have much say in what is being broadcast.  One conception of democracy is that it’s a game for the upper class or ‘elites’ and not for the ignorant masses who must be controlled, marginalized, and diverted for their own good.

Hegemony has always been synonymous with Leadership.  The US for the past few decades has been the world superpower.  Most other countries in the world want American engagement, American friendship, and even American leadership.  With this hegemonic power that has come to the US much criticizism comes along with it.  Many are divided on the issue.  No nation in history has been able to maintain a hegemonic position without some ruthlessness being involved in international relations.  This ruthless involvement is something that is not normal to people of this country. 

“The driving force in modern industrial civilization has been individual material gain.  It has long been understood that a society that is based upon this principle will destroy itself in time.”(Chomsky)

The United States not only exhibits hegemony over the entire world as a leader but it also integrates spreading propaganda as a main part of the system.  Almost all of the resources in the country are under private control by the government.  They control most of what we see and hear from the moment we become a part of society.  Chomsky made the analogy ‘Propaganda is to democracy as violence is to dictatorship’.


The main portion of propaganda being spread within the United States is being sent out to the most vulnerable targets of all.  The government basically controls all the schools in the nation and it can ingrain certain ways of ‘common thought’ into children’s heads before they have a chance to decide what is right for themselves.  The most prevalent example of this is that children must repeat the Pledge of Allegiance everyday before they can even understand its meaning.  This goes against many people’s political, social, and religious beliefs.  

Hegemony is a sort of deception in which the individual forgets her own desires and accepts dominant values as their own. For example, someone might think that going to college is the right and necessary step in every life, when in reality their belief is socially constructed.

When it comes down to it there are those people who control the power in the country.  These people pretty much own the country and can shape and mold it into their own views no matter how normative or twisted they might be.  Hegemony is a realist concept based on an understanding of the world and the need to organize to change it.

The definition and concepts included within hegemony have expanded and evolved over the years but some form or another of hegemony is here to stay.  Those in power will always want to keep that power.  With the rise of new technologies and ways of mass communication other groups of people have more opportunity to spread other views but it is still much less prevalent than the true powers.  Sometime a hegemonic state can be beneficial for both sides but usually the controlling ones try to twist it for their own gain or at least to prevent gain of the lower class.  The relationship depends upon each party involved.  Even though the US has some shady policies, it still gives people a lot more opportunity than many other countries, but there is still room for much improvement.  

Hegemony is a form of power where those who have the power maintain their hold, not through force but though the spreading of a particular world-view, an ideology, or notion of common sense that becomes a part of everyday cultural practices.  The result is that people don’t submit to power they consent to it, even though it is usually not in their best interest.
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