The Grammar of Hegemony
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I feel that if language is understood as an element of culture, and thus of
general history, a key manifestation of the ‘nationality’ and ‘popularity’ of
intellectuals, [the history of the [talian language] is not pointless and merely
erudite.

-Antonio Gramsci?
The Language Problem

Like nationalism and consciousness, language is a topic that troubles Marxism
and divides its self-proclaimed adherents. While some argue that social histori-
ans made the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ relatively late,® the controversy caused
by Gareth Stedman Jones’ Languages of Class (1983) has been followed
throughout the 1980s and 90s by explicit concerns over language and its relation
to Marxism.* These debates contain a polemic about the nature of language epit-
omized in the example of the brothers Anderson, Perry and Benedict.

In his grievous critique of structuralism and post-structuralism, Perry
Anderson contends that language is different from ail other social institutions
and, thus, structuralist linguistics cannot provide a paradigm for other disci-
plines. He argues that language is unique because, among other reasons, it is
“axiomatically individual” in contrast to collective structures such as nations,
classes, or generations.’ This contention is in direct opposition to that of his
brother, Benedict Anderson, who states emphatically that “the most important
thing about language is its capacity for generating imagined communities,
building in effect particular solidarities.”® The tension here is related to the
distinction made by the founder of structuralist linguistics, Ferdinand de
Saussure, between langue (langauge as a static, system of signs defined in rela-
tion to each other) and parole (spoken or written usage of this system of
language).” What is at stake, then, is the relationship between agency and struc-
ture.

Within social history, these different perspectives each have their support-
ers. Bryan Palmer, to cite just one example, sides with Perry Anderson’s argu-
ment that structuralist methods for studying language cannot be applied to other
social institutions because of language’s exceptional characteristics.® He vocif-

erously attacks the primacy of language and the emphasis on language as a
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system of signs that do not derive their meaning from reference to the ‘real,
non-linguistic world. On the other side, Patrick Joyce’s Democratic Subjects
provides one recent example of social history that embraces language as that
which constructs social subjects.’

It is difficult to approach these issues without dealing with epistemological
questions about the possibility of knowledge of the ‘real’ world that language is
or is not supposed to reflect. Yet, to open these questions one would have to deal
with the long history of relativism and Marxism of which the ‘linguistic turn’ is
Jjust a recent manifestation. Here it is perhaps best to side-step this issue with a
quote from Antonio Gramsci. Discussing attacks against relativism as it
appeared in the 1930s, he wrote:

The entire polemic against the subjectivist conception of reality, with the ‘fear-
some’ question of the "objective reality of the external world,” is badly framed
and conducted worse and is to a great extent futile and superfluous.!?

Perhaps this assessment applies also to some of the debates about the relativist
dangers of language for Marxism in the 1990s.

While these epistemological questions cannot be entirely avoided, T will
limit myself to the problems of how the individual agency involved in expres-
sion relates to the view of language as a system of self-referential signs not
moored to some outside, non-linguistic reality.!' [ am not suggesting that it is
impossible, or even difficult, to reconcile the two factors: first, that language is
spoken by individuals to express their personal thoughts and feelings; and
second, that language is a communal structure, This communal nature of
language requires that other people speak the same language for individuals to
communicate successfully. This linguistic structure is handed down to us from
previous generations.

The reconciliation between these two factors has been one of the main
components of philosophies of language and linguistics at least since Wilhelm
von Humboldt's Linguistic Variabiliry (1836). What I will suggest is that there
are various ways to make this reconciliation. The differences among these meth-
ods are especially important to Marxism as a political project. The failure to take
both communal and individual aspects of language into account combined with
the pitting of Marxism against structuralism and post-structuralism is just one
extreme indication of a whole quagmire surrounding Marxist considerations of
language. It shows how the polemics against structuralism and post-structural-
ism have led, at least in some circles, to very odd and — dare I say — anti-materi-
alist, propositions about language.'?
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In addition to overt attacks against post-structuralism in the name of
Marxism, other Left traditions of social theory declare that there is a tension
between Marxist philosophy and language. Jirgen Habermas and Pierre
Bourdieu, for example, part company from ‘traditional’ Marxism substantially
due to their assessment that Marx’s framework is not adequate for explaining
linguistic or symbolic interaction. They both attempt to augment Marxism with
some additional theory of communication.!?

In order to address a few strands of the conflicted relationship between
Marxism and language, this paper will turn to the work of Antonio Gramsci and
his response to the linguistic unification of Italy. This will provide an approach
to language that — far from parting company with Marx’s writings — is self-
consciously a development of Marxist political theory. Moreover, it places great
emphasis on language as a model for understanding political forces in society.
And yet, Gramsci rejects not only the contention that language is axiomatically
individual, but moreover he subverts the traditional presumptions of language
merely as a vehicle of human agency or expression of intention.!* These
presumptions constitute the mainstays of critiques of the so-called ‘linguistic
turn.’

Before considering the Italian case, it is important to assert that the question
of language and Marxism pre-dates the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ (or its post
facto construction) and the supposed advent of post-modernism or post-struc-
turalism. It is too simplistic and misleading to think of language as a topic that
comes into view only with Saussurean linguistics. This view not only distorts
Saussure’s work,!? as is so often the case when he is viewed from outside the
tradition of linguistics, but it misrepresents the role of language in social theory
before structuralism. For a whole host of commentators, language has been
elided with structuralism, confusing what is at stake in both.

Language and Nation

Well before structuralism’s particular emphasis on the systematic nature of
language, the idea of language as a communal institution intermingled with
ideas about individuals using language. The connection between language and
nation at the heart of German Romanticism is often attributed to Johann
Gottfried Herder.!® This is an important connection because, as Benedict
Anderson’s work shows, it is one particular understanding of the relationship
between the individual and the communal aspect of language. Here the commu-
nal aspect is a national one. Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities is in

some senses an argument about how languages that had once been organized
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around religious, dynastic and imperial forces came to be based upon ‘national’
communities or nation-states.

This is important to my argument because it highlights how the ‘common
sense’ connection between language and nation or ‘one’s people’ is a historical
one. That Frederick the Great spoke French was, at one point, perfectly normal
for a German prince.!” In most of Europe, before the fall of Latin as the “official’
language, the relation between a person’s language and the place they lived, the
community in which they were imbedded, was far from ‘natural,” ‘obvious’ or
‘automatic.” Qur current conceptions of nation and community are historically
dependent on the shift of vernacular languages into every realm of life, includ-
ing art, literature and politics, that had been deemed the realm of Latin in Europe
before the fifteenth century.'®

Many scholars have documented the role of language ‘standardization’ in
the process of nation building.!” And yet, while nation building involves the
diffusion and control of language, there are over two thousand languages in the
world with some form of written literature (and many more purely oral
languages) and less than two hundred nation-states. In addition, many different
nation-states share a single language such as England, the United States and
Canada.

Moreover, there are particular examples directly contrary to the language-
nation equation. In Ireland at the beginning of the nineteenth century, British
Protestants were the primary advocates of the Irish language concerned with
vernacular access to the Bible. In contrast, the Irish nationalists favoured the
practicalities of teaching English in the school system.?® These counter-exam-
ples notwithstanding, most ‘nationalist’ movements involve, to a greater or
lesser extent, some recourse to a language that unites a people and justifies
national autonomy.

Early Versions of the Arbitrary Sign

Before the advent of Marxism, emphasis on the communal nature of language
was in tension with language viewed as a tool for individual expression of pre-
formed interests, thoughts and feelings. These debates have been repeated in
various forms at least since the German Romantics rejected John Locke’s theory
of language. In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1693), Locke
articulate a radical argument that all signs or words in human language are arbi-
trary. That is, there is no characteristic in the word itself (spoken or written) that
connects it to its meaning. The relation between what Saussure calls the signifier
and its signified is due, according to Locke, only to historical convention.?! He
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foliowed Hobbes and Bacon in arguing that words do not represent things or
objects in the real world, but rather they represent ideas.?? Yet, both concepts —
linguistic arbitrariness and words primarily signifying ideas rather than objects
— are often ascribed to Saussure and the supposed ‘linguistic turn’ by both its
critics and adherents.

Unlike previous thinkers, Locke was concerned with the inherent problems
in language’s ability to convey ideas from one individual to another. Locke
argued that words are arbitrary, but that the imposition of a given meaning on a
given sign is an individual, and not a communal, act.>* Thus, the imperfection in
language 1s due to the difficulty in knowing whether two people are using a word
to signify the exact same idea. For simple communication this is not an insur-
mountable problem. A word’s meaning can be verified easily with reference to
an object for which the idea stands. But with complex ideas such as ‘justice’
there is virtually no method for setting a standard. While Locke argues such
problems cannot be totally overcome, he emphasizes that they can be minimized
by defining terms carefully and using them consistently.?*

The German Romanticists rejected Locke’s view of language as purely an
(imperfect) instrument for transmitting ideas from one individual to another.
Most specifically, they rejected the notion that these ideas were formed outside
and prior to language. With great interest in Rousseau’s wrestling with language
as an instrumental medium arising out of utility versus language as an expres-
sion of emotion and spirit arising out of passion, the German Romanticists
swung the emphasis in the study of language onto that poetic element. They saw
language as the aesthetic or artistic expression of the speaker or the group of
speakers to which the language belonged. With his influential argument that the
origin of language was neither divine nor natural but distinctly human, Herder
emphasized the connection between human languages and the nations where
they were spoken.” If language is created by God or is of natural origin, it
follows that the differences among languages are superficial or can be reduced
to more basic non-human bases. But if, as Herder argued, language is a human
creation, then the differences among languages can be as diverse as human
communities.

This move in philology was parallel to a shift in emphasis from the classi-
cal languages of Latin, Greek, and Hebrew to a new valorization of the study of
vernacular languages in their own right. For example, the older arguments that
Italian vernaculars were just imperfect and degenerate versions of Latin gave
way to the acceptance of specific mother tongues as important precisely because
of their role in creation and expression. Central in what Lia Formigari has
described as the transition from the empirical to the transcendental theories of
language is Wilhelm von Humboldt.26
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Humboldt’s Reconciliation

Humboldt reconciled the individual-structural or communal tension itn language
by distinguishing what he called energia, the inner linguistic sense and sponta-
neous expression of people (as both individuals and collectives) from ergon, the
outer sound produced and the result of past energia which had been passed down
from previous generations. Humboldt described his conception as the synthesis
of two opposing views on language, one close to the Lockean view, and the other
the Romantic version:

The two mutually opposing viewpoints, one which sees language as alien and

the other which sees it pertaining to the soul, one which sees language as inde-

pendent of the soul and the other which sees it dependent upon it, are really

combined in language and constitute the idiosyncrasy of its nature. This
conflict of ideas, moreover, must not be solved so that language becomes in

part alien and independent and in part neither. Language is objectively reactive

and independent precisely to the extent that it is subjectively reacted upon and

dependent.?’

In this way, he combined philological analysis of dead and living languages with
an idealist emphasis on the creative capacity of individuals and communities to
use and reshape languages. He aimed to couple the Romanticist ideas of
aesthetic creation with empirical research on global varieties of languages that
aroused great interest in philology.

From this perspective, Humboldt provided a conception of language that
underlies Noam Chomsky’s linguistics and much of common sense notions of
language and free speech. If Marxists are going to engage in debates over
language theory, it is this view of language that we must confront. Its purchase
on public consciousness has been far greater than any version of so-called post-
modernism. And it is this view of language that obscures explanations of how
‘interests,” including class interests, are formed and articulated within and not
prior to language.

Humboldt argued that language is generative because an infinite number of
new and meaningful sentences can be produced from a finite number of rules.
Sentences, even if never previously uttered, can be recognized as well-formed
English sentences, grammatically incorrect English sentences, or meaningful
French sentences. This 1s how the creative capacity of energia can be expressed
even given the fixed and finite structures of a particular language, that is from
ergon. Chomsky’s mathematical proofs that a finite set of grammatical rules can
generate an infinite number of new meaningful sentences gave rise to the whole
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enterprise of generative grammars that he himself attributes theoretically to
Humboldt.?8

Humboldt synthesized the creative individuality and communal structure
of language with the theory of energia and ergon. It is perhaps the most influen-
tial method in linguistics for thinking about the tension between rupture and
continuity or revolution and tradition. This synthesis between creative innova-
tion and the passing-down of traditional structure is made in terms of ‘inner’
thought and ‘external’ language. The creativity of ‘inner’ thought is expressed
through ‘external’ language structures passed down from previous generations.
It is precisely this process that liberates the inner creativity giving it life and
allowing it expression. While Humboldt insists that these ‘inner’ and ‘outer’
aspects of language constitute an indivisible unit, and that their indivisibility is
akin to their human quality, this indivisible unit is still driven by the priority
given to the internal element of intellectual power. This synthesis relies on the
metaphors of the ‘depth’ and ‘internality’ of the soul against (or moving
towards) the ‘surface’ and ‘externality’ of language structure. While the nation
or community is placed on the ‘deep’ side of this divide, the framework remains
dichotomous and asymmetrical.

Humboldt’s Linguistic Variability was published posthumously the year
that Karl Marx began university in Berlin, before the advent of any Marxism. I
think it is fair to say that Marx and Engels’ episodic comments on language do
not amount to any substantial position on the topic. But neither do I think their
statements constitute a substantial position on language around which the likes
of Bourdieu and Habermas must step. Of course, Marx’s philosophical frame-
work has implications for this topic and it is upon that ground that Habermas,
Bourdieu and many others have tried to overcome Marx’s perceived lack. I do
not wish to re-tread that ground, but take a different route. Looking at Gramsci
and the questione della lingua can shed light on issues that other Marxist consid-
erations on language obscure.

Gramsci’s Linguistics

Although neglected in much of the secondary literature, Gramsci studied
linguistics at the University of Turin.?’ Being Sardinian, Gramsci was an asset to
his linguistic professor, Matteo Bartoli, who was conducting research on
Sardinian language. Bartoli polemicized against Leipzig’s Neogrammarian
school that represented the height of comparative historical linguistics.
Ferdinand de Saussure, the founder of structuralist linguistics, emerged and

distinguished himself from the Neogrammarians. Thus, Gramsci was immersed
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in the same context of European linguistics from which structuralist linguistics
arose. Before devoting his life to the communist struggle, entering parliament,
or being imprisoned by the fascists, Gramsci proposed writing a dissertation on
the history of the Italian language. As Franco LoPiparo has argued persuasively,
Gramsci derived many of his key ideas and concepts from turn of the century
Ttalian linguistics, most notably the concept of ‘hegemony.’*

Gramsci’s approach to language undermines Humboldt's view of linguistic
expression progressing from the internal depths of human will (individual or
collective) towards the outer, surface realm of social interaction. Instead,
Gramsci’s focus on the interaction of various languages provides what the
proponents of the ‘linguistic turn’ in social history find attractive in the work of
Derrida or Foucault. Stedman Jones mobilizes the concept of language as a
system of self-referential signs in order to analyze the Chartist movement. His
major concern 1s to avoid presuming that these discourses of Chartism are
merely the linguistic expression of what Marxist analysis of the social context
presents as the participants’ interests.®! Gramsci’s approach provides the theo-
retical perspective for precisely this type of analysis.*> While Laclau and
Mouffe chastise Gramsci for reducing class consciousness to the economic
base,*® a focus on his writings on language as well as his analysis of Italian
history illuminates his argument around the incomplete and hence ultimately
unsuccessful development of the Italian proletariat leading up to 1919-20.
Gramsci takes economic factors into account, but not as determinate causes
outside the realm of language. On the contrary. he does not erect barriers from
academic abstractions between linguistic and other types of human activity. For
an appreciation of this aspect of Gramsci’s work, some context of the role of
language in Italian society is crucial.

La Questione della Lingua

When Italy was politically unified in 1861, la questione della lingua had a long
involved history explicitly tied up with the creation of Italy. On one hand, the
Italian nation-state could be seen as the political fulfilment of Dante’s cultural
vision or the culmination of the appearance of italia and italiano in the thirteenth
century. But, as the popularity of the Northern League today shows, this unifi-
cation is far from settled. As Gramsci insisted, the reality was (and remains) that
the separation between the general population and cultured elite, bemoaned by
Dante, was (and is) as present as ever.>

Tullio DeMauro estimates that only two and a half percent of the Italian
population spoke ‘standard’ Italian in 1861.3% Before unification, la questione
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della lingua was an erudite debate that had little effect on the vast majority of
Italians. But these debates became the basis for governmental policy affecting
the daily life of every Italian. La questione della lingua became an urgent social
and political problem intricately connected with the success or failure of the new
nation-state. The lack of an Italian language was seen as a problem whether one
held Locke’s view that language was solely an instrument of communication or
if one drew Herder’s connection between language and nation.

Alessandro Manzoni, author of the classic novel, { promessi sposi [The
Betrothed], is central to Italian linguistic unification. In addition to shifting the
terms of linguistic debate in Italian literature by writing [ promessi sposi in
contemporary bourgeois Florentine instead of the classic literary language,
Manzoni became influential in creating government language policy. He made
his literary practices into explicit linguistic arguments, rejecting previous
approaches to Italian language that had focused on the beautiful, unchanging
languages of literature. Instead, both literature and national policy, according to
Manzoni, require the study of everyday language use.

Along with Manzoni’s general pro-Tuscan stance, this perspective had a
significant impact. Six years after unification, Manzoni was appointed to over-
see a government commission on the most effective way to unify the Italian
language and spread it throughout Italy. Manzoni’s solution was to adopt Tuscan
as the ‘standard’ Italian, recruit school teachers from Tuscany, and disperse
them around Italy and create dictionaries and grammars.

Manzoni’s approach was criticized by the linguistic historian Graziadio
Ascoli. Ascoli argued that Manzoni’s pian would result in an artificial unity
imposed extrinsically upon the Italian people. In the debates of the 1870s, Ascoli
argued that Italy’s problems of linguistic unity were due to a terrible gap
between the intellectuals and the people. Fifty years later, in the pages of //
Grido del Popolo, Gramsci repeated Ascoli’s argument that the merely formal
solution of artificial imposition could not solve such an entrenched historical
and political problem.’® Of course, Gramsci developed this diagnosis into one of
his major themes.

Gramsci’s initial articulation of this argument took place within the frame-
work of his opposition to Esperanto. Some members suggested that the Milan
section of the Socialist Party should adopt Esperanto. But Gramsci argued that
this was comparable to Manzoni’s solution to the langauge question. One might
expect Gramsci to favour Manzoni with his turn away from praise of ‘dead’
languages and his active participation in attempting to spread ‘standard’ Italian
to all strata of Italian society, and explicitly the peasantry and working classes.

But instead, Gramsci equated Manzoni’s solution with Esperanto.’
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Gramsci argued, using Ascoli’s historical linguistics as evidence, that “not
even a national language can be created artificially, by order of the state.”*® And
yet Gramsci was very much aware of the problems created by the lack of an
[talian language. He attacked Gentile’s education act of 1923 because it did not
teach standard Italian grammar in the elementary schools. And in his last prison
notebook, he argued that “it 1s rational to collaborate practically and willingly to
welcome everything that may serve to create a common national language, the
non-existence of which creates friction particularly in the popular masses.”*

Gramsci’s comparison of Esperanto and Manzoni’s approach is interesting
precisely because the former represents a sort of Lockean view of language.
Esperanto, an ‘artificial’ language, is based on the idea that language is merely
an instrument of communication. Manzoni, on the other hand, was seen as one
of the foremost representatives of Romanticism in ltaly in the nineteenth
century.®® It was the living soul of the Florentine language that inspired
Manzoni.

Gramsct argued that “Esperanto, the single language, is nothing but a vain
idea, an illusion of cosmopolitan, humanitarian, democratic mentalities which
have not yet been made fertile and been shaken by historical critical thinking.#!
If Esperanto’s utopian vision had not been put to the test of history, Manzoni’s
certainly had. While Gramsci argued that in the end elementary-school teachers
were not recruited exclusively from Tuscany and that Manzoni’s dictionary was
never finished, Manzoni’s language policy had quite a profound effect.** Many
schools actively taught Manzoni’s principles. And partially due to Manzoni’s
influence, universities stopped teaching ‘eloquence’ and started teaching the
critical study of literature.*?

Gramsci was correct in recognizing that many specific Manzonian propos-
als were not adopted, and that institutions such as the military and the radio ulti-
mately played a larger role in spreading the national language than did Tuscan
school teachers.** But a substantially ‘Tuscan’ standard was created and
diffused. It was able to absorb many other dialects” words and phrases and
became ‘Italian.’* So, on one level, Gramsci’s equation of Esperanto with
Manzonianism was a rhetorical move to condemn them both. It deflated the
supposedly ‘radical’ solution of Esperanto comparing it with a status-quo policy
that had not been terribly effective. Gramsci simultaneously inflated the extent
to which Manzoni’s Tuscan was an artificial construct and not a living language
at least for anyone outside of Florentine’s bourgeoisie.

But on another level, Gramsci was correct that the questione della lingua
was intricately connected with the problem of Italian unity and nation. This
problem was rooted in the role of intellectuals within society, and the prepon-
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derance of traditional intellectuals who are quite distinct from the masses as
opposed to organic intellectuals who are more integrated. Even today, much of
the rhetoric of the Northern Leagues relies on an ‘othering’ of southern Italy in
which foreignness of southern dialects and Sicilian language is employed. In
comparison to the minute number of Italians who spoke ‘Italian’ in 1861, the
standard ‘Italian’ has been very successful. Whether in the use of dialect in neo-
realist film of the post-World War Two era or Pier Paolo Passolini’s explicit
connection between dialect and progressive populism in what he labelled
‘nuove guestioni linguistiche’ [new language questions] in the 1960s, Italians,
Left and Right, have concerned themselves with the language question as a
manifestation of the relationships among intellectuals, the people and culture.

Rejecting the Linguistic ‘Substratum’

Much of the methodology and historical evidence of Gramsci’s critique of
Manzoni’s solution and Esperanto was taken from Ascoli and Bartoli. Ascoli’s
major theoretical construct (at least in his later writings) was the concept of the
‘linguistic substratum.” He argued that whenever two or more languages came
into contact there was always a conflict and a reaction of one language on the
other. When one language succeeded in replacing the other, there remained a
‘substratum,’ an underlying memory of the previous language, that continued to
exert pressure on the ‘victorious’ language. Ascoli used this concept to explain
the shifts in language that the Neogrammarians explained through ‘laws’ purely
internal to the language in which change occurs. He showed that many histori-
cal linguistic changes had been caused by the ‘linguistic substratum’ of the
region’s people.

This led Ascoli and Gramsci to argue that Manzoni’s solution could not
succeed because it neglected the inevitable conflict that would result from the
persistence of the pressures of the ‘linguistic substratum.” Where Gramsci, and
Bartoli before him, part company with Ascoli, is the extent to which Ascoli saw
this ‘linguistic substratum’ as not only socio-historical but also, to a large
degree, biological and physiological. Ascoli tried to combine the naturalistic
differences between speakers with the habituation of how they learn to speak
and reproduce sounds.* Bartoli and Gramsci were very critical of Ascoli’s biol-
ogism. They saw it as the influence of positivism. Gramsci compared such
mechanical abstraction to the economistic Marxism of the Second International.
Moreover, Ascoli’s ‘substratum’ argument replicated, in a different form,
Humboldt’s concepts of linguistic depth, a soul of the people that was trans-

formed into a surface or directly observable aspects of everyday speech. Ascoli
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and Humboldt privileged this linguistic depth and decried situations where the
superficial or surface structures impede or distort the inner depths. Both argued
that the surface structures of actual speech should, for moral and pragmatic
reasons, follow from and adapt to these deeper, older linguistic forms.

In rcjecting both the terminology of the ‘substratum,’ and especially its
naturalistic and positivistic residues, Gramsci replaced the deep/surface
metaphor and the privileges that it maintained. It was this rejection and his
replacement of it that make Gramsci crucially relevant to the role of language in
social theory at the end of the twentieth century. Without fully embracing a
notion of the ‘death of the author,” Gramsci critiqued what Derrida calls “full
presence’ or ‘representation’ in language.*” Gramsci understood that it is only
within the structures of language that subjects define their interests and make
decisions about what they want, and what they speak and write about. His posi-
tion not only challenges the defenders of Marxism against the so-called linguis-
tic turn, it also provides an example of a Marxist approach to language occluded
by the proponents of the linguistic approach. Where Patrick Joyce and Gareth
Stedman Jones agree with Bryan Palmer and Perry Anderson is that Marxism is
incompatible with the ‘linguistic approach.” Gramsci’s writings are more akin to
Marc Steinberg’s argument that it is possible (and preferable) for cultural
Marxism to be both materialist and discursive.*8

The Grammars of Hegemony

Gramscireplaced the idea of a ‘linguistic substratum’ with what he called ‘spon-
taneous grammar.” Gramsci defined ‘spontaneous grammar’ or ‘immanent
grammar’ as the grammar of a language that one follows when speaking but
without knowing or being conscious of it. Individual expression, then, always
takes place within at least one grammar, if not more, and however ‘spontancous’
that grammar is, it structured what is being expressed. As Gramsci explained,
“An individual is historically original when he gives maximum prominence to
social being, without which he would be an ‘idiot’ (in the etymological sense,
which is however not far from the common and vulgar sense).”*° That is, ‘idiot’
from the Greek idios meaning private or own’s own, from which ‘idiom’ is also
derived.”® But this tension between individual originality, idiosyncracy and
novelty and sociality, conformism and adherence to the past, (i.e. what
Humboldt sees as energia and ergon) is augmented by what Gramsci called
‘normative’ grammar, adapting a term common in linguistics since the Port
Royal grammars in 1660.

Spontaneous grammar is distinguishable but not totally separate from
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‘normative grammar.’ Gramsci defined normative grammar as being made up of
“reciprocal monitoring, reciprocal teaching and reciprocal ‘censorship’
expressed in such questions as ‘What did you mean to say?’, ‘What do you
mean?’, ‘Make yourself clearer,” etc., and in mimicry and teasing.”! Normative
grammar includes the written grammar as taught from textbooks and when
language is taught as a foreign language as well as the more informal, not neces-
sarily written, ‘conformism’ which establishes judgements of the correctness or
incorrectness of speech. For Gramsci, it was normative grammar that was forced
upon people, whether the language is Tuscan, Esperanto, or Sardinian.
However, this imposition of a normative grammar is not always negative or
regressive.

In the same way that Gramsci’s ‘hegemony’ was an investigation into how
force and consent are combined, so the relationship between spontaneous and
normative grammars is not one of opposition, just as for Gramsci ‘coercion’ is
not the opposite of ‘consent.’ In one of Gramsci’s most succinct statements, he
drew out this point: “Coercion is such only for those who reject it, not for those
who accept it. One can say of coercion what the religious say of predestination:
for the ‘willing’ it is not predestination, but free will.”>? In the same way, norma-
tive grammar is not necessarily an immoral imposition of force, but is at times
necessary. Likewise, spontaneous grammar is never totally free of coercion, just
as consent is not. In fact, spontaneous grammars are nothing other than the
historical residues of the imposition of previous normative grammars. As
Gramsci stated, pure ‘spontaneity’ does not exist. “In the ‘most spontaneous’
movement it is simply the case that the elements of ‘conscious leadership’
cannot be checked, have left no reliable document.”* Thus, Gramsci rejected
Humboldt and Ascoli’s mostly one sided movement from either energia to
ergon, or the substratum to the phenomenal stratum, and argued that the interac-
tion went both ways.

This is why Gramsci favoured the creation of a national language and thus
a normative grammar, unlike the Marxist theorist of language Valentin
Volo§inov.™ What he advocated was a national language that was truly national,
not a non-national language stretched over the national territory. This later situ-
ation, according to Gramsci, contributed to the conditions that allowed for the
rise of fascism. The friction created among the various populations, unresolved
in the Risorgimento, enabled fascists to propagate an ideology that did not make
sense for the peasantry or the working-class, but to which a significant portion
of each consented.

Had the Italian intellectuals been able to bridge the gap between themselves

and the populace and create what Gramsci called a truly ‘national-popular
coliective will,” and along with it a national unified language, fascist coercion
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might not have been able to garner the degree of consent that it required. Instead,
the fascist alliance between the northern industrialists and the southern
landowners exploited the divisions within Italian society and languages.
Ideologically, this fascist alliance required the non-existence of an effective
Italian normative grammar. The philosophical support that they used in this
pursuit was not any Manzonian linguistic but another Romanticist influenced
tradition, the Idealism of Benedetto Croce and espectally Giovanni Gentile.

An aspect of Gramsci’s devastating critique of Croce’s idealism is that by
equating language use with creative self-expression and relegating prescriptive
or normative grammar to non-existence, Croce laid the groundwork for fascist
ideology. Gentile used Croce’s The Aesthetic as the Science of Expression and
of the Linguistic in General (1902) to justify the absence of instruction in Italian
grammar in the fascist school curricula in the Education Act of 1923. The effect,
as Gramsct argued, was to condemn a great number of working-class and peas-
ant children to illiteracy and deny them access to the structures of power.

In opposition to this position, Gramsci distinguished his conceptions of
‘normative’ and ‘spontaneous’ grammars from artistic expression. He wrote:

The history of languages is the history of linguistic innovations, but these inno-

vations are not individual (as is the case in art). They are those of a whole social

community that has renewed its culture and has ‘progressed’ historically.
These innovations become part of “the individual as a complete, determinate
historical-cultural element.”> Thus, Gramsci did not solely replace Humboldt’s
imagery of the unity of creative expression and communally structured
language with the terms ‘spontaneous grammar’ and ‘normative grammar,” He
does not merely provide Perry Anderson’s ‘axiomatically individual’ language
with its obvious communal side. He reformulates the bipolar tension between
creative capacity (individual or communal) and language structure with a more
complex theorization of the limits and possibilities that speakers have to negoti-
ate among various spontaneous and normative grammars. Examples of this
were given by Gramsci in his writings on literature and theatre. He consistently
asked: to what extent is the author’s expression able to reach and capture the
audience? and what does this mean about both audience and author or produc-
tion?

Gramsci did not create an opposition between spontaneous consensus and
forced coercion, but instead formulated a distinction between those normative
grammars that truly express — or were successful in creating — a ‘national popu-
lar collective will” and those that are not successful but instead must be imposed
and enforced. That is to say, the normative grammar of a popular unified
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national language is different from an artificial, Manzonian language. The
normative grammar was the result of only a ‘passive’ revolution which existed
because of the dis-unity and incoherence of various existing spontaneous gram-
mars. Like the role of the term ‘organic’ elsewhere in the Prison Notebooks,
Gramsci used spontaneous grammar to determine the gradation or the type of
normative grammar, or of hegemonic relationship.

The constant pressure on the normative grammar from the underlying spon-
taneous grammars ‘“creates friction particularly in the popular masses.” The
practical and moral question then became how to relieve this pressure. My
contention is that this is the central question of hegemony and its various uses
throughout Gramsci’s writings. Its dynamics require examination through what
we might now call discourse analysis. Hegemony is the relationship between
spontaneous grammars and the prevailing normative grammar. For Gramsci, the
goal of the workers’ movements, first through the factory councils then through
the Communist Party, was to relieve this tension by paying careful attention to
the process in which the normative grammar is formed.

Much of the confusion that arises around Gramsci’s use of ‘hegemony’
derives from the fact that he used it in two very different ways.*® At times it
described the manner in which a normative grammar had been imposed. It
shows how friction among various spontanecous grammars remains unresol ved
but is hidden (for a time) by the imposition of a normative grammar. But
Gramsci also suggested the possibility of a ‘proletarian’ hegemony as an attempt
to solve this friction by relieving the tensions among various spontaneous gram-
mars through the creation of a progressive normative grammar.

In the first type of hegemony, the underlying pressure from various sponta-
neous grammars on the national normative grammar must be relieved, quelled,
sedated or repressed if the normative grammar was to remain in power. Of
course, there are many strategies that could be used to maintain the power of
normative grammar. These include a rigid education system like that proposed
by Manzoni, as well as overt military control. Another strategy by which a
normative grammar could retain its hegemony, although not mutually exclusive
from Manzoni’s, is if its rules and mechanisms are relatively unknown outside
the dominant class. This would be the outcome of Gentile’s educational reforms.
Such strategies are more likely to be successful if the normative grammar has
little organized opposition and the pressure against it is to some extent counter-
acted by the different forces among the various spontaneous grammars. But the
consequences of such a situation were morally and practically troubling to
Gramsci.

To oppose these ‘regressive’ hegemonies, Gramsci proposed the creation of
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anormative grammar that had a different and more conscious relationship to the
spontaneous grammars that constituted it. He argued that all normative gram-
mars were the (supposed) “exemplary phase[s]” that have been frozen and
defended as the “only” grammar worthy of becoming a ‘common’ language. He,
thus, rejected any attempt to impose normative grammar whether it was the
normative grammar of Esperanto, or some specific dialect like Florentine.
Instead, he proposed the more ethical and pragmatic development of normative
grammar that did not have to manage this friction but was itself the product of
resolving it. The process was very similar to Gramsci’s description of how
‘common sense,’ as a disconnected, contradictory and confusing melange of
beliefs and ideas, could be moulded into ‘good sense’ and then into a philosophy
of praxis. This process occures both in civil society and within the apparatuses
of the state. It is the creation of a ‘popular collective will.” The extent to which
no one was able to mould such a ‘popular collective will’ permited (and indeed
required, in that no alternative was available) the imposition of a worldview or
normative grammar of a particular social group (in this historical instance the
bourgeoisie) on the entire Italian population.’”

I am not suggesting that Gramsci provided a fully articulated, all-encom-
passing theory of language. But his theory of language is an integral part of his
Marxism and political activism. This suggests at least one possibility of a
Marxist theory of symbolic interaction that does not require Habermas or
Bourdieu’s augmentation of Marx’s concept of labour with some other concept
of communication. Moreover, his theory of language is fully compatible with
“the primacy of language stressing its nonreferential and its determinative
capacity”® of post-structuralism condemned by Palmer and Perry Anderson in
the name of Marxism. Perhaps more importantly, given the much greater
command that Chomskian linguistics has in today’s world, Gramsci’s theory of
language transcends the Humboldtian dichotomy between linguistic creativity
and language structure. It also suggests that the current political convergence in
Italy (and elsewhere) has not superseded many of the tensions that plagued
Italy’s past.
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