Max Weber and Antonio Gramsci: Affinities – Consent in Legitimate Domination and Hegemony

Introduction
Antonio Gramsci and Max Weber were contemporaries to an extent, Weber dying in 1920 and Gramsci in 1937. They are rarely compared as they have very different ideals, Weber was a German liberal and nationalist whilst Gramsci was Secretary General of the Italian communist party, however, close examination would suggest that they identified similar phenomenona, especially the importance of consent in the legitimation of domination or for Gramsci, hegemony. They were both active and working in what has been described as the age of transformation from a civil-bourgeois society to a mass society. The two never met and though it is unlikely Weber was familiar with Gramsci’s work, by the time Gramsci was imprisoned by Mussolini, a few of Weber’s works had been translated into Italian, as well as the fact that Gramsci spoke and read German, so the evidence is strong that Gramsci was fairly familiar with Weber, including references to him in his work (Levy, 1987).

Whether this similarity in ideas was part of a general zeitgeist is probably worth further study  but will not be examined further here, however, Weber and Gramsci are two of the most prominent political and social theorists of their time, whose influence is still felt strongly today, and so it is worth examining these affinities.


 That their social examinations came to widely differing conclusions is, no doubt, based on the values they both brought to their respective tables, an aspect of methodology Weber himself suggested, but perhaps felt unable, unwilling or unaware enough, to apply to himself.


Although the focus of this paper will be the comparison of Weber’s legitimate domination and Gramsci’s hegemony, there are other affinities, as well as differences, that are salient to this discussion, for example the difference emphasis each writer places on the role of parties, or both the similarities and difference each had towards social stratification, plus the views they shared on charismatic leadership or Caeserism. 
Weber and Legitimate Domination

Weber saw domination as the most important element of social action.
“Domination in the most general sense is one of the most important elements of social action. Of course, not every form of social action reveals a structure of dominance. But in most varieties of social action, domination plays a considerable role, even where it is not obvious at first sight.” (Weber, 1968: 941)


Concluding, “Without exception, every sphere of social action is profoundly influenced by structures of dominance” (Weber, 1968: 941). He states that the State “lays claim to the monopoly of legitimate physical violence” (Weber, 2004: 33). However, he saw that for domination to be legitimate it had to be willingly accepted, that is to be treated as a ‘valid’ norm (Parkin, 1982):
“The merely external fact of the order being obeyed is not sufficient to signify domination in our sense; we cannot overlook the meaning of the fact that the command is accepted as a ‘valid’ norm.” (Weber, 1968: 948)

To this end he suggested ideal types of domination that those seeking legitimacy can lay claim to. Weber created his ideal-typical constructs to explain what claims had been historically used. He came up with three; charismatic legitimacy, traditional legitimacy and legal-rational legitimacy.
Weber and Social Stratification

For Weber ‘classes’, ‘status groups’ and ‘parties’ were the observable phenomena of the distribution of power in a community. Class for Weber was based around property relations. He saw the contract between employer and employee as a form of exploitation and dominance. All other forms of community not based on property relations were status groups, who strived for honour and therefore were not always primarily motivated by material reward. Weber saw more scope for collective action amongst status groups. He saw classes as too heterogeneous, they were not universal so therefore incapable of collective action. The end of a party for Weber is to gain material or ideal advantage for its members, whether made of status groups or a class.

Weber’s Methodology and Verstehen


Weber’s methodology was an important aspect behind his work. One of the main criteria behind Weber’s theories was that only the individual was capable of meaningful social action. Individuals have motives, that is, their behaviour is guided by subjective meaning. Social actors have their own ideas and explanations for their behaviours.


From this standpoint Weber’s method was Verstehen which was how one was to comprehend social action in an empathic way from the observer’s point of view. From Verstehen Weber concluded that conduct wasn’t governed by social forces completely out of actors control. Verstehen rested upon the idea that individuals were mostly aware of the motives of their own actions and were able to make rational decisions from it. However, this was only to an extent, Weber did concede that:

“In the great majority of cases actual action goes on in a state of inarticulate half-consciousness or actual unconsciousness of its subjective meaning. The actor is more likely to ‘be aware’ of it in a vague sense than he is to ‘know’ what he is doing or be explicitly self-conscious about it… Only occasionally… is the subjective meaning of the action, whether rational or irrational, brought clearly into consciousness. The ideal type of meaningful action where the meaning is fully conscious and explicit is a marginal case.” (Weber, 1968: 21-22)

For Weber this difference between pure forms of social action and the actual cause of social conduct was a procedural device. This is, in part, the idea behind ideal-type constructs; we cannot understand social phenomena in their totality therefore we have to use conceptual abstractions, i.e. ideal types.

Weber believed it was impossible to create a scientific system, historical, sociological or otherwise. Social science is in a sense incalculable; in social science a causal explanation involves both the interpretation of meaning and the presupposition of regularity. He stated that it was contrary to the nature of science for it to come to unanimity of thought or action. There is no knowledge without some kind of presupposition, causality in history is probabilistic. However, despite this, history is a science capable of making objectively valid judgements. History explained singular events; sociology seeks to establish a pattern. Sociology is historical; because it is interpretative. Values influenced sociological interpretation as well as meaningful action and for Weber, value was based on irrational factors (Freund, 1968; Huff, 1984).

Thus Weber suggests that, for example, the meaning of any utterance is inherently tied to a historically given set of typical values, intentions and cultural cues. Historical events can only be interpreted there are no logical laws of thought (Huff, 1984).
Gramsci and Hegemony

Gramsci had a similar conception of the state to Weber, he saw the state as “hegemony armoured by coercion” (Gramsci in Sassoon, 1980). Gramsci saw hegemony as the supremacy of a social group(s) as ideological domination. Gramsci never gave an exact definition of hegemony, his work was too scattered for that, written for much of his life, as it was, as covert notes in prison. However two from the literature on Gramsci are:
“By ‘hegemony’ Gramsci seems to mean a socio-political situation, in his terminology a ‘moment’ in which the philosophy and practice of a society fuse or are in equilibrium; an order in which a certain way of life and thought is dominant, in which one concept of reality is diffused throughout society in all its institutions and private manifestations, informing with its spirit and all taste, morality, customs, religions and political principles and all social relations, particularly in their intellectual and moral connotations.” (Williams in Sassoon, 1980: 232 (note 1) and in Femia, 1975: 36)

“The concept of hegemony… means political leadership based on the consent of the led, a consent which is secured by the diffusion and popularisation of the world view of the ruling class.” (Bates, 1975: 352)
Gramsci used the analogy of Machiavelli’s Centaur to describe the relation between such things as authority and hegemony, force and consent (Sassoon, 1980). Sassoon identifies two definitions of the state in Gramsci’s work, a limited and an extended one. The limited one as state as coercive force, the extended, and the dominant one in the literature, as state plus civil society, that is hegemony (a distinction which Gramsci claims is more of emphasis than essence). For Gramsci hegemony is equivalent to the modern State.

Many of Gramsci’s ideas on hegemony came from his observations on the reasons for the failure of socialist revolution in Western Europe: 

“In the East the State was everything, civil society was primordial and gelatinous; in the West, there was a proper relation between State and civil society, and when the State trembled a sturdy structure was only an outer ditch, behind which there stood a powerful system of fortresses and earth-works.” (Gramsci, 1971: 238)

Gramsci owed some of his thinking on hegemony to the Italian theorist Croce and his idea of the ethical-political state from which Gramsci saw how the success of revolution along with the need for it were tied up with changing dominant philosophical ideas.

Gramsci saw that the supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways: domination realised through the coercive apparatus of the state; and intellectual and moral leadership, objectified in and exercised through the institutions of civil society, the latter constituting hegemony. Gramsci saw intellectuals in civil society as the ‘salesmen’ of the State, where the State was the instrument for adjusting civil society (Gramsci, 1988)

He saw public opinion as very much the point of contact between civil society and political society (Bates, 1975):

“Public opinion is strictly linked to political hegemony. It is the point of contact between civil society and political society, between consensus and force. The state, when it wants to initiate an unpopular action, preventively creates the adequate public opinion; that is, it organises and concentrates certain elements of civil society.” (Gramsci in Bates, 1975: 363)
Gramsci, Class and Party

Class, for Gramsci, went slightly beyond the strict Marxist definition. It was still defined as a relation between the workers and the owners of the means of production but for Gramsci, the development of a class lay in its ability to represent universal interests. He saw different stages of class consciousness where a class first saw itself as a collectivity, then worked in its interests, and then saw that the interests of other social groups were also in its interests. Gramsci suggested that every member of society was under the hegemony of some social group.

The party is the organ that represents class interests in civil society and political society, the object of the party being the creation of hegemony in civil society. Gramsci saw the party as a collective Machiavellian Modern Prince:

“The modern prince… cannot be a real person, a concrete individual. It can only be an organism, a complex element of society in which a collective will, which has already been recognised and has to some extent exerted itself in action begins to take concrete form. History has already provided this organism, and it is the political party – the first cell in which there come together germs of a collective will tending to become universal and total.” (Gramsci, 1971: 129)

The party was needed according to Gramsci as historically the working class would never be in the same position as the bourgeoisie had been under feudalism.
Weber and Gramsci’s Affinities and Differences

For Gramsci hegemony took effect in civil society, the area in which Weber’s status groups acted, where they would use social closure to create their legal, ideal and moral monopolies. Weber however treats civil society with the same definite distinction from the State as many in the liberal tradition, which Parkin sees as a mistake as disregarding the State in status differentiation leaves Weber unable to account for structural inequalities (Parkin, 1982). This, however, is an area that Gramsci takes up, moving on from this domain of thought shared by some Marxist traditionalists, where the State is acted upon rather than acts. Gramsci suggesting that the organic differentiation between State and civil society is wrong, there is only a methodological distinction (Gramsci, 1988).

Gramsci had an anti-mechanical view of Marxist historical materialism; where the structure expressed every fluctuation of politics and ideology, he saw this view as ‘infantilism’. He suggested that many political acts were of an organisational matter stemming from the need for coherence within a party, group or society. Again the parallels are clear with Weber’s status groups, but perhaps there is also an understanding, or acknowledgment of Weber’s critique of the economism of some strands of historical materialism that Weber tried to make clear in his ‘The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism’. Gramsci was clearly an anti-economist, which he saw as a descendant of liberalism that claimed that political and social relations were purely determined by the economy. In some ways returning again to parallels with Weber’s anti-positivism, perhaps suggesting that both Weber and Gramsci’s works were critiques of both Marxist and liberal economism and positivism?

One of the major, and perhaps being the most obvious one of the reasons the two have been compared so little, differences between Weber and Gramsci stems from Weber’s views on individual action. Whereas Gramsci comes from the perspective of a collective will embodied in the party; Weber views collectivities as the results of particular acts of individuals. For Weber, conduct was not caused by inexorable social forces. This would seem to cause problems for hegemony as although Weber acknowledged that actors are not always conscious of their actions, he saw the need to create ideal-type constructs to explain their behaviour in rationally motivated ways. Hegemony in many ways represents these inexorable forces.


However, Weber did see collectivities as conceptual abstractions, Parkin, as noted earlier, sees a problem in Weber’s inability to account for structural inequalities, and both Gramsci’s State and party can be seen as ideal-type constructs but from Gramsci’s perspective of class action. In many ways it accounts for what is missing from Weber’s account, in the form of both bourgeois and proletarian classes as opposed to the individual. There is motivation and meaning in the ends of defending their material, ideal and moral interests. Weber, of course, saw class as too heterogeneous for collective action, yet it is through his status groups that the means for hegemony are played out in civil society, and perhaps created the observed phenomena that accounted for this view. The difference as Weber would perhaps admit, being one of interpretation.

However, due to this view, Weber was unconvinced that values or ideology could make a difference to the hard realities of social structure, especially once it had reached the bureaucratic stage. Whereas ideology for Gramsci was the instrument of domination, it was this that created consensus:

For the philosophy of praxis, ideologies are anything but arbitrary; they are real historical facts which must be combated and their nature as instruments of domination revealed, not for the reasons of morality etc. but for reasons of political struggle: in order to make the governed intellectually independent of the governing, in order to destroy one hegemony and create another, as a necessary moment in the revolutionising of praxis.” (Gramsci, 1988: 196)


Almost in response to Weber’s argument that collectivities are just the results of the sum of individual actions, in defence of the idea ideology as social fact, Gramsci states:
“To reinforce the conception of ‘historical bloc’ in which precisely material forces are the content and ideologies are the form, though this distinction between form and content has purely indicative value, since the material forces would be inconceivable historically without form and the individual fancies without the material forces.” (Gramsci, 1988: 200)


Weber denies that knowledge can ever be a reproduction or a faithful copy of reality, in either extent or understanding, but for Gramsci this distinction is methodological rather than epistemological.


One of the problems Weber had with bringing about a change in ideology was  modern bureaucracy, which he saw as a form of social organisation birthed from the increasing rationalisation of society necessary, though, to attain the level of social organisation in modern life. The legal-rational form of legitimate domination relies entirely upon it. It is the most powerful status group in this form of society. But any regime change would only be the replacement of the top officials if bureaucracy remained intact. He had deep scepticism of any party, especially a socialist one to affect any change due to this.


Weber had an ambivalent attitude towards bureaucracy; he believed the modern techniques of bureaucracy were superior to previous forms and that in some ways he approved of the morals, the ‘ethics of responsibility’ behind the rationalisation of bureaucracy such as the rationalisation of self-conduct towards personal self-realisation. Even so, he believed that the increasing rationalisation heralded by increasing bureaucratisation would reduce the individual to utter powerlessness (Mommsen, 1989).

“Bureaucracy develops the more perfectly the more it is ‘dehumanised’, the more completely it succeeds in eliminating from official business love, hatred and all purely personal, irrational and emotional elements which escape calculation.” (Parkin, 1982: 35)


Gramsci too was wary of bureaucratisation; he believed the bureaucratisation of the party would make it mummified and anachronistic:

“The bureaucracy is the most dangerously hidebound and conservative force; if it ends up by constituting a compact body, which stands on its own and feels itself independent of the mass of members, the party ends up by being anachronistic and at moments of acute crisis it is voided of its social content and left as though suspended in mid-air.” (Gramsci, 1975: 211)


However, the type of economistic socialism that Weber criticised, that would be prevented from achieving any truly progressive change by bureaucracy, was precisely the economistic socialism that Gramsci too was attacking, that he had witnessed fail to defeat the fascists in Western Europe (as had Weber’s liberalism), or slide into Stalinism in the Soviet Union. His ideas on hegemony were part of this, but so were his views on party organisation tempered in part by his experiences in the factory councils in Turin and in part by Leninism. He identified democratic centralism rather than bureaucratic centralism:

“Democratic centralism is ‘organic’ because on the one hand it takes account of movement which is the organic mode in which historical reality reveals itself and does not solidify mechanically into bureaucracy. “ (Gramsci, 1975: 162)


Gramsci saw in democratic centralism “the dialectical relationship between the moment of spontaneity and the moment of leadership” (Gramsci, 1975: 163). His idea of democratic centralism was that it was an ‘elastic’ relationship between the rank and file, where they were both constantly learning from and responding to each other.


Whereas Weber had little interest in parties, he saw them as little more than social groups created by free association from members of class and status groups to promote material and ideal advantages for its members. Democracy was for Weber little more than the freedom to elect leaders. The purpose of a party was to identify and develop a charismatic leader.


Increasingly in his life Weber saw the charismatic individual as paramount to leadership. Only the individual and for that matter the charismatic individual was capable of setting new goals and driving society forward (whether this was affected by his lack of success in his own foray into politics is for another discussion). It was the charismatic individual, the origins of whose value-orientations lay outside the routine of everyday life who could stop the legal-rational rule from stultifying the individual, raise the individual above the increasing rationalisation laid bare by bureaucracy. An influence Weber got from Nietzsche, although he didn’t share Nietzsche’s disdain for the masses. Weber was aware that the domination of the charismatic leader could only be legitimate if they gained the consent of the masses (Mommsen, 1989).

For Gramsci, the party was paramount, the vehicle for the emancipation of the proletariat. In some ways though the party in Gramsci’s work can be seen as a form of charismatic leadership, his analogy of it as a Machiavellian Modern Prince suggests as much, but whereas Weber’s Prince is an individual, Gramsci’s is the collective will embodied in the party, aware that for the party to have the consent of the masses the intellectuals of the party need to create a counter-hegemony.


Part of the role of the party was to develop intellectuals who could be the intellectual leaders in the counter-hegemony. Gramsci saw two types of intellectual; the ‘traditional’ and the ‘organic’. The ‘traditional’ intellectuals were closely related to the economic and political structure and related to the class they represented to which they gave “homogeneity and awareness of its own function” (Femia, 1975: 39). Although the ‘traditional’ intellectuals do not always share the ideals of the ruling class, Gramsci thought they eventually make a compromise with it, it’s quite likely that Gramsci would have thought of Weber in this way, he definitely assigned this role to Croce. The ‘organic’ intellectuals were more closely linked to the means of production; engineers, technicians etc.

“The only ideas capable of becoming generally accepted and institutionalised in social life are those which both serve the interests and reflect the experiences of either the dominant group or the class that is ‘rising’.” (Femia, 1975: 39)


To create its own hegemony, a counter-hegemony, it was necessary for a party to develop its own intellectuals, both ‘traditional’ and ‘organic’, although for Gramsci, all members of the party were in a way intellectuals or to be developed into intellectuals.

Returning to the charismatic leader, Gramsci observed that the charismatic individual, or in his words the ‘Caesar’, often comes to power in a time of crisis, either of hegemony or economy, after an economic depression or a war. He suggested that the charismatic leader came to power when social groups became detached from the parties representing them. This view was very much influenced by his experience of Mussolini’s rise to power. It is worth noting that Weber died before either Mussolini or Hitler came to power, whether he would have changed his view or supported them is a view that can only ever come from conjecture.

Gramsci’s view of the subjective and objective in historical analysis can be seen as epistemologically the reverse but perhaps methodologically similar. He sees the objective, the structure, as independent of human will but the subjective in the relation of political forces, the evaluation of the degree of homogeneity, self-awareness and organisation attained by various social groups. Gramsci saw motives in social groups where Weber saw it in individuals. Yet both saw the structure whether it be the economy, religion, class relations as observable social fact if tempered by the fact that:

A certain social-historical moment is never homogeneous. On the contrary, it is rich with contradictions. It acquires ‘personality’ it is a moment of development because a certain fundamental activity of life predominates over the others, represents an historical ‘peak’.” (Gramsci in Sassoon, 1980: 180)


The prediction of history for Gramsci was subjective:

“It is absurd to think of a purely ‘objective’ prediction. Anybody who makes a prediction is precisely an element contributing to that victory… Indeed one might say that only to the extent to which the objective aspect of prediction is linked to a programme does it acquire its objectivity… because reality is a product of the application of human will to the society of things.” (Gramsci: 1971: 170) 

The epistemological difference between Gramsci and Weber seems to be the capacity for individual or collective action.

It is this analysis of the relations of forces that for Gramsci is important in his understanding of hegemony and counter-hegemony. Although Gramsci believed a revolutionary force would still need physical force, the fact that this revolutionary force would be hegemonic would reduce this need. In fact without a counter-hegemony Gramsci did not believe a revolution of physical force could succeed. In a similar vein to Weber and bureaucracy he believed the hegemonic forces of the dominant class would prevent such a socialist revolution succeeding.

Gramsci used this analysis in the basis for his idea for the war of position. using the First World War analogy of the hegemony of the dominant class as a series of trenches, with the dominant ideas within civil society protecting the State. he saw the war of position as necessary in the West as opposed to Russia that had had no civil society, so a frontal attack on the State, or a war of manoeuvre was successful there. The war of position was the battle for hegemony and he believed that once the war of position was won it was won definitively. “The war of position in politics, is the concept of hegemony” (Gramsci in Sassoon, 1980: 197).

 Weber saw this too; he believed every system of authority attempts to establish and to cultivate the belief in legitimacy:

“No system of authority voluntarily limits itself to the appeal to material or affectual or ideal motives as a basis for guaranteeing its continuance. In addition every such system attempts to establish and cultivate the belief in its legitimacy.” (Weber, 1948 (a): 325)


The difference perhaps being that Weber believed, the battle for hegemony, the war of position had been won, definitively, but by capitalism.


But Weber himself had a somewhat ambivalent attitude towards capitalism. He was torn between two contrasting positions within his work that Mommsen (1989) suggests was part of the antinomical structure of his work. The first was his belief in individual self-determination; the second was his understanding that all social relations are ones of domination. From his work on the Protestant ethic as the driving ethic of capitalism, he commented; “The Puritan wanted to work in a vocation; we are forced to do so” (Weber in Mommsen, 1989: 37). Although he saw no better form of economic organisation he noted that it is market competition that enforces the iron rule of rationality. The capitalist system not only imposes conditions over which the individual no longer has influence but requires instruments of domination and suppression to do so. He saw capitalism as an iron cage which leads to less and less room for spontaneous individual behaviour. Yet he saw no alternative, for him, socialism would drown in the bureaucracy of the State which would have the same result but do so quicker then capitalism (Mommsen, 1989).

So we return to the idea that domination is only legitimate if treated as ‘valid’. Legitimate domination relied on voluntary submission, and then again in Gramsci revolution is only possible with popular consent. That hegemony rests on the consent of the people.

For Gramsci, hegemonic consent could either stem from the wholesale internalisation of dominant values or from their partial assimilation in the belief that the status quo, although problematic, is the only viable alternative. He wavers between there being the belief that the superior position of the ruling class is treated as valid to the idea that the validity of the dominant power be somehow imposed, that the people must be convinced, often through compromises. Either way he accepts that there is consent involved in hegemonic domination of any ruling class. And so any revolutionary force would, too, need to gain some form of consent.

Conclusion

The two dominant ideas in Weber and Gramsci are legitimate domination and hegemony respectively and although the values that seed these ideas are different; for Weber the domination IS legitimate, for Gramsci hegemony was in someway imposed or constructed. There are crossovers, both rely on consent and Weber concedes that the legitimacy must in someway be cultivated in the same way as Gramsci’s hegemony.

Perhaps this is because they shared a similar methodology, both being anti-economistic and to an extent anti-positivistic. That Gramsci was aware of the effect of Weber’s status groups being active in civil society that took the idea of hegemony above a purely economistic class base even if the domination was, for Gramsci, still a class one.


It seems that there are many shared observations between the two; it is their respective values that separate them. Had the two met it would have been an interesting debate or correspondence. As I mentioned earlier this could have been due to the changing discourse of the time that both were privy to that created these affinities. However I would suggest there is much to be learned from comparing the two of them.
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