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Gramsci and the Unitarian School 

Paradoxes and Possibilities 

Reference to the work of Antonio Gramsci is de rigeurfor a number of people 
who engage the historical materialist tradition to explore educational and 
cultural initiatives for social transformation. Often referred to as the Lenin 
of the Occiden t (Morrow and Torres, 1995), Gramsci was mainly concerned, 
in his work and writings, with the development of a revolutionary strategy 
for complex \~estern societies characterized by regional differentiat.ion, 
uneven levels of development (central to the capitalist mode of produc­
tion) and a variet), of social groups struggling for justice and a greater 
share of power. 

A huge corpus of writings has rendered quite popular such important 
Gramscian terms as those of hegemony, the Sorelian concept of a historical 
bloc, t.he notion of a Modern Prince and such distinctions as those between 
organic and traditional intellectuals, common sense and good sense and "war 
of manoeuvre" and "war of position." This chapter wiU therefore not attempt 
to repeat what so many other works have done. namely that of explicating 
the broader meanings and ramifications of these Gramscian concepts. Such 
explanations are also to be found in the literature dealing extensively with 
Gramsci and educatjon (see Broccoli, ] 972; Manacorcla, ] 970; Entwistle, 
1979; Ireland, ] 986; De Robbio, 1987; Monasta, 1993; Coben, 1998; Mayo, 
1999; Allman, 1999; Capitini and Villa, 1999). Passing references fO these 
concepts will be made, since the reader's acquaintance wit.h them is being 
assumed. The major fOCllS of this chapter will be on the "Unitarian school" 
(see Baldacchino, 2002), arguably the mostcont.roversial aspect. of Gram sci's 
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writings on or relevant to education. We argue t.hat, when viewed in the 
context of Gramsci's larger body of writing and therefore his overarching 
view ofthe workings of power, Illis piece, and other related writings on intel­
lectuals and the organization of culture (Gramsci, ] 97] a). can easily strike 
the reader as being full of paradoxes. 

Intellectual and Moral Reform 

In Gramsd's work, one finds the clitical application of Marxist tools of analysis 
for the study of a specific context-the Halian post-Risorgimento state. It is 
this specific application which rendered Gramsci's work of great interest to 
scholars and activists operating in contexts denoting strong cultural affini­
ties with Gramsd's Italy. the l .. atin American context being a strong case in 
point (see Ireland, ] 986; Arico, 1988; Coutinho, 1995; Melis, ] 995; Morrow 
and Torres, 1995,2002; Fernandez Diaz, 1995). 

Gramsci's insights were intended to explore possibilities for an "intellectual 
and moral reform" (see Carnso, 1997) which would emancipate the masses 
from an old order that was mainly characterized, according to Gramsci, by 
"a mythological conception ofIife and the workr' (Gramsci, 1975a, pA95). 
The new order, the most radical reform since primitive Christianity (FestaJ 

1976), would accomplish "nationally that which liberalism only managed to 
gain for restricted sections of the population" (Gramsci J 1975b, p.1292). 

The cultivation ofa revolntionaryconscience among the deeply religious 
peasants that would rupture the "reactionary and anti-State bloc made up 
of the landowners and the great mass of backward peasants, controlled 
and led by the rich landlords and priestsU (Gramsci, 1978, p. 346), was 
markedly different from Croce's idealism. Gramsci's polemic with Croce 
centered mainly around t.he lauer's claim of having solved the problems 
of metaphysics, transcendence, and theology: "Croce takes every oppor­
tunity to underline how, in his activit.y as a thinker~ he has studiously tried 
t.o eradicate [rom his philosophy any residual trace of transcendence and 
theology and hence of metaphysics as understood in the traditional sense" 
(Gramsci, 1995, p. 346). 

For Gramsci, Crocean historicism "is still at the theological specula­
tive st.age" (Gramsci, 1995, p.348). By contrast, according to Gramsci, the 
philosophy of praxis "is t.he historicist conception of reaHty liberated frOln 
any residue of transcendence and theology even in their latest speculative 
incarnation" (Gramsci, 1995. p. 348). 

Religion was central to Gramsci's critique. Gramsci criticizes Croce 
for accepting religion as a form of primitive philosophy necessary for the 
people. Croce, according to Gramsci, deepens the gap between intellect.u­
als, to whom he addressed his philosophy, and the people to whom religion 
is sufficien t 
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But Croce has not "gone to the people," has not wanted to become a "national" 
element Uust as the Renaissance men were not, unlike the Lutherans and Calvin­
ists), has not wanted to create a group of disciples who (given that he personally 
mighr. have wanted to save his energy for the creation of a high culture) could 
populacize his philosophy in his place and try to make it into an educat.ional ele­
ment right from the primary school stage (and th\ls educational for the sirnple 
worker and peasant, that is to say for the simple man in the street). (Gral11sci , 
1995, p. 408) 

In response to Croce's elitism, Gramsci maintains that one of the main 
tasks of t.he philosophy of praxis is lhat of elaborating a philosophy that. lries 
to weld intellectt~als and people together in a "histOlical bloc." The organic 
rapport that is established between intellectuals and masses is born within 
the masses themsdves: "Everyone is a 'philosopher' ... even if in his [or her] 
own way, unaware, because even in the minimal manifestation of any intel­
lecLUal activity, language, there is contained a determined conception of the 
world" (Gramsci, 1975b, p. 1375). 

In Gramsci's view, histotical reality is not something that develops over 
people's heads. Human beings are nol objects but. subjects in the historical 
process, intenrening consciously in reality of which they are themselves agents . 
With t.his in mind, Gramsci calls for an analysis of religion as an ideological 

. and historical fact. This analysis forms part of a larger project whereby: 

The dualistic and "objectivity of the external world" conception, as it has taken root 
in the people through the traditional religions and philosophies that have become 
"common sense," can only be uprooted and substituted by a new conception inti­
mately [used with a political programme and a conception of history that people 
recognise as the expression of it.s absolute necessities. (Gramsci, 1995, p.409) 

Ideology 

Gramsci transcends the assumption that social change is affected only by 
purely structural considerations (Ransome, 1992), maintaining that the 
"claim . .. that every fluctuation of politics and ideology can be presented 
and expounded as an immediate expression of the structure, mllst be con­
tested in theory as primitive infantilism" (Gramscl, 1971 b, p.407). It was 
his sincere hope that the "philosophy of praxis" \vould undergo a process 
of emancipation, initially going through a phase marked by crudity, before 
being elaborated into a "superior culture." This, after all, occurred with 
the Lutheran reform and Calvinism, both initiatly g'iving rise to a poplliar 
cultllre and only much tater developing into a "superior culture" (Caruso, 
1997, pp. 85, 86) . 

For Gramsci, philosophy constit.utes the medium through \vhich a trlle 
moral reform can be brought about. Philosophy constitutes an intellectual 
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order "which neither religion nor common sense can be" (Gramsci, 1971 b J 

p.325). Philosophy, in fact, is "criticism and the superseding of reJigion and 
'common sense.' In this sense 'philosophy' coincides with 'good' as opposed 
to 'common senseHJ (Gramsci, 1988, p. 327). Within an ideological bloc, 
philosophy exerts the most profound influence over the conceptions of the 
world of auxiliaries and subahern classes. 

Unlike traditional philosophy, religion and common sense 

cannot constitute an intellectnal order, because they cannot be reduced to unit}' 
and coherence even within an individual consciousness. Or rather they cannot 
be reduced to unity and coherence within an individual consciousness, let alone 
collectjve con~iiol1sness. Or rather they cannot be so reduced "freely" for this may 
be done by "authoritarian" meansJ and indeed within limits Lhis has been done 
in the pasL. (Gramsci, 1988, p. 327) 

Gramsci identifies popular religion with common sense, which he de­
sclibes as the "philosophy of non philosophers"; that is. "the conception of the 
world absorbed uncriticaJly by the valions social and cultural environment') in 
which the moral individuality of the average man develops. COlnmon sense 
is ... the folklore ofphilosophyu (Gramsci, 1975b, p.1396). 

While maintaining thal1.he rapport that exists between philosophy and 
common sense is similar to lhe one that exists between philosophy and reli­
gion, Gramsci deady iden tifies common sense with religion: "The principal 
elements of common sense are provided by religion. and consequently the 
relationship between common sense and religion is much more intimate 
than that between common sense and the philosophical systems of the intel­
lecluals" (Gramsci, 1971 b, p. 420). 

To overcome this inorganic and incoherent way of thinking and actual­
izing a tnle cultural reform, one has. according to Gramsci, to identify the 
residues and stratifications in common sense, the legacies of previolIs phi­
losophers and religions. 

Folklore, besides religion and common sense, is another aspect. of the 
subaltern culture which needs to be studied in depth in order to arrive at. a 
real rueltanschaw.l11gand at a real Uintelleclual order." For Gramsci, folklore 
is a conception of the world that contains a specific body of beliefs. norms 
and valnes (Salanlini, 1981). It can be understood only as a reflection of the 
people's conditions of Hfe. Folklore is not only unelaborated and uncritical, 
but contradictory and ambiguous in its content. 

According to Gramsci, a conception of the world is unable to permeate 
a whole society and become "faith" unless it demonstrates itself capable of 
replacing preceding conceptions and "faiths" at all levels of social life. Thus, 
Gramsci's insist.ence on a "study of how the ideological structllre ofa domi­
nant class is actually organized: namely the material organization aimed at 
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maintaining, defending and developing the theoretical or ideological 'front'" 
(Grams(i, 1988, p . 380) . 

Gramsci's writings are to be seen as an ongoing process for the elabora­
tion of a variety of concepts, Marxian and non-Marxian, 'Nith the idea of an 
"intellectual and moral refoml" in mind. The quest for agency is a key feature 
of Gramsci's work as he seeks to break away from the crudity of economic 
detem1inism and avoids the imposition which characterizes the Leninist 
"vanguard" approac.h, an imposibon generating a "passive revolution." 

The emphasis throughout Gramsci's writings is on ethical agency. Both 
the party and the state were regarded as ethical agents and educators. The 
party was conceived of as the Modern Prince unifying the various groupings 
in society into a "national-popular unil)," in the same way that Machiavelli's 
PrincijJe was to unify the nation. While force is not ruled out in any process 
of hegemony, the emphasis is placed, thronghotH Gramsci 's fonnulations, on 
the winning of consent. "'Triting in his Note 5U Machiavelli) 511.lZa j)olitica e sullo 
Stato jVloderno (Notes on Machiavelli, on politics and on the Modern State), 
in the Qtla derni) Gramsci states : "In reality, the Stat.e must be conceived of 
as 'educator,' in that it tends to create a new type or level of civilisation."1 
Gramsci goes on to argue that, alt.hough it functions essentially on the basis 
of economic forces, it cannot leave superstructural matters to their own 
devices, to develop spont.aneously, but acts as a means ofrat.ionalization, of 
acceleration , ofTaylorization, operating according to a plan, exerting pres­
sure, inciting, soliciting and punishing.2 

Civil Society 

It is through the institutions of burgherfiche gesellschaflor civil sociely, conceived 
of by Gramsci in a manner that is different from Marx (Bobbio, 1987), that 
much of the educational work (bod1 hegemonic and counterhegemonic) takes 
place. The conceptofthe Slate is one of the most elusive in the social sciences. 
Gramsci confirms this, using the Lerm differently in different contexts. It as­
sumes a relational sense in his writings on tJle factory councils and workers' 
democracy (see Gramsci, 1997, pp. 63-73), where the democratic nonhierar­
chical social relations he advocates, in this context, prefig-Ilre the new socialist 
state. Here the conception is dose to Marx's notion of the Slate as not being 
a thing, what Philip Conigan calls "Thingification" (Corrigan, 1990, p. 264),3 
but a "relatjon of production" (Corrigan, Ramsey, and Sayer, 1980). 

On the other hand, in Gramsci's conception of the state, in his writings 
on the State and Civil Society (cf. the Quaderni) , it assumes something akin 
to Lenin's "armed bodies of men (sic)" being surrounded by a network of 
ideological ins6tutions that form civil society. Gramsci believed tJ1at it is in 
the domain of the party and the instjtutions of civil society that the organic 
intellectuals of the subaltern classes (classi stnunentali) must operate, working 
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to engender an "intellectual and moral reform" suiting the interests of these 
dasses. For Gramsci, and with specific reference to the Italy of his time, these 
classes were, of course, the industrial working dass and the peasant class. 

Unlike the way it is used in much of the progressiv'e literature in educa­
tion, community development and social activism (see Korsgaard, 1997), 
civil society is regarded, according to the Gramscian conception, not as "an 
arena of popular oppositional politics" (see the critique in Mayo, ] 999, p.6) 
but as the terrain which consolidates the present hegemonic arrangements. 
«According to this conception, chil society is regarded as an area that, for 
t.he most part, consolidates, through its dominant institutions, the existing 
hegemonic arrangements, but which also contains sites or pockets, often 
within the do'minant institutions themselves, wherein these arrangements 
are constantly renegotiated and contested" CMayo, 1999, p. 7). 

Education 

For Gramsci, education takes place in a broad range of activities beyond the 
confines of "educational" institutions. Adult education played a key role in 
Gramsci's conception of education. His own involvement in a wide variety of 
projects-ranging from worker education circles, the factory councils and 
the Club di Vifa Mamie, to the Institute of Proletarian Cult.nre, the Communist 
Party's (PCd'J) correspondence school and the scuola dei con:ftnati (prisoners' 
school) at Ustica-testifies to his faith in snch a domain of political educa­
tion (see Adamson, 1980; Ransome, 1992). 

Much has been written on the role of adult education in Gramsci's think­
ing, as indicated in a review of the English language literature on the suI:~ject 
(Mayo, 1995) and in a number of published books (Ledwith, 1997, 2005; 
Cohen, 1998; Mayo, 1999; AJIman, 1999; Borg, Buttigieg and Mayo, 2002). 
''''hile stressing the importance, in Gramsci's conception of counterhege­
monic activity, of a \\ide-ranging edllcational/ cuI tural action (see i\1:anacorda, 
in Gramsci, 1972, p.xv) that includes different fonns of what can be termed 
"adult education," it would be pertinent to focus, in the rest of this chapter, 
on his conception of the school, or more specifically, the "Unitarian school." 
This is, after an, the longest and most coherent piece on education to be 
found in Gramsci's oeuvre. We shall start by highlighting some aspects of 
Gramsci's writings on the subject. 

The Unitarian School 

Gramsci's writings on the school reflect a concern, on his part, \.\lith respect 
to the means whereby working-dass children can gain access to the "cultural 
baggage" which he felt they needed in order not to remain on the periphery 
of political life. The piece on education was written partly in reaction to the 
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1~forma Gentile of 1923, the educational measures introdu ced by the Fascist 
education minister and idealist philosopher Gtovanni Gent ile which were 
intended to refonn the old Legge Casati (Cramscj, 1971h, p. 36). The Legge 
Casati antedated the Italian nation state since it ,,"as establish ed in 1859 "as 
an ac t of the Kingdom of Sardinia" (Todesc hini, 1999, p. 190). The Cen tile 
reforms entailed a two-tier system of ed ucation, cOllsist ing of grammar and 
vocational schools. Gramsci felt that these refOtms would lead to ':i uridically 
fixed and crystallized eslates rather than moving towards the U·anscende nce 
of class divisions" (Cramsci, 1971 b, pAl ). T he vocational sc hools we re felt 
to be limited in scope (disUn ctly ulililaria n), likely to commit \~olence on 
the worki ng class by mortgaging the chiJdren's future (" ipotecare il f11turo 
de l fanci ullo") at stich an early age, rende ring the m "incuba to rs" o f "small 
m onste rs" programmed for a spec ific occupa ti on (C ramsci . in Ma naco rda, 
1970, p . 32). They were therefore likely to co nfilm wo rking-class me mbers 
ill the ir social location , de nyi ng the m access to the kind oC knowledge and 
baggage whic h would enable the m to move in fro m the margi ns of po liti­
cal life. Gralllsci advocates the creation of an accessib le. "U nitarian school": 
"The co mmo n sc hool, or schoo l o f hum anisl.ic fo rm ation (taking the te rm 
"huma nism" in a broad sense rather than simply in the traditional o ll e) or 
ge neral culture, should aim to insert young m en and women into social 
activit), after bringing Ihem to a certain level of maturity, or capaci t)' for 
ilHeliecrual and practical creativity, and of autonomy of orientalio11 and 
iniuative" (Cramsci, 1971b, p. 29). 

The C0111 010n school would consist of twO phases. During th e firs t phase, 
the emphasis would be on discipline, rigo r, the acquisition of basic skills and 
exposure to whaL Crarnsci regards as a "disint.e res ted" (for no immeuiate 
p ractica l ends) humanistic education. In the second phase, the e mphasis 
wo uld be placed on creativity, discipline and pt·eparation-nolj llst for un i­
versit)1 bllt also for work "of an immediately practical charac t.er" (Cramsci, 
1971 b, 1'.32). The school is to be a residential place "with dormi tories, 
refecLO ries, specialized libraries , rooms des igned for semi na r work e t.c. " 
(Cramsci, 197 1 b, p. 30) . It is to make lip for the working-class child 's lack of 
a sLimulat.ing home environment, which g ives th e middle-c lass child a deci­
sive advantage in access to the e ducatio nal resources. Beca use it is inte nded 
LO be a n essentially humanlst schooJ, e mph asis will be placed 011 traditional 
academic suJ~ecLs. 

The ed uca ljon provided in the firsl phase would be rigorolls. With. rega rd 
to lhis. C ra msci unde rscores what he rega rds as having been th e virt.ues of 
learning sllc h a mo ribund subjen as La tin. He argues that bringing a de.ad 
cO I")Jse to life-the metapho r he employs to describe the process involved 
in le arning this subject-served the p11rpose of in culcating certai n hahits of 
dilige nce , precision , poise (even phYSlcal poise) and t.he ability LO concentrate 
o n specific subjects (Cramsci, 1971 b, p. 37). He also states that, in the process 
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oflearning the subject t "logical, artistic, psychological experience was gained 
unawares, without continual self-consciousness" (Gramsci, 1971b, p. 39). 
This indicates that Gramsci considered it imperative, regarding working-class 
children, to "accustom them to research; to disciplined, systematic reading; 
to setting ont. their convictions in a clear and objective manner" (Gramsci 
in Bellamy, 1994, p.52). Paradoxically, for someone who loathed the kind 
of vocationalism introduced by the Gentile reforms, Gramsci seems to be 
advocating what some anthors in Italy have often refelTed to as the "TayIOliza­
tion of schooling." Gramsci's fascination with Taylorization and its ability to 
generate socially the psycho-physical-sexual habits necessary for production 
is well known. The inculcation oft]le above qualities was not a featUl-e of the 
kind of eclucatibn propagated by Gentile that therefore favored middle-class 
children. These children were still capable of acquiring these skills from 
their home environment. This enables them to enjoy a monopoly over the 
acquisition of these skills. The acquisition of such qualities was considered 
essential by Gramsci for a class aspiring to power. 

The emphasis on "logic" also reflects a conviction of Gram sci's, namely that 
the ability to think logically and coherently is not something innate in human 
beings; it is a skill which has to be mastered. Once again. Gramsci criticizes 
the Gentile Reform for failing to take t.his into account; the implication being 
that, as a result, working-class children are denied access to a skill which he 
must have considered fundamental fol' them to be able to convert "common 
sense" to "good sense." Gramsci also regards as detrimental to working-class 
interests a curriculum that enconrages dialogue and participation withont 
the necessary degree of instruction (Gramsci, 1971 h, p. 36). He argues that 
whereas in t.he traditional school, the pupils acquired lIa certain 'baggage' 
or 'equipment' (according to taste) of concrete facts ... now, the modern 
teacher fills the children's head with formu]ae and words which usually mean 
nothing to him [sic] and which are forgotten at once" (ibid.). 

Il is fair to assume that Gramsci argued for a pedagogical process char­
acterized by dialogue intertwined wit.h a certain degree of instruction. For 
Gramsd, if "the nexus between edncation and instruction is dissolved," the 
whole would merely constitute an exercise in rhetoric (Gramsci, 1971 b, 
p. 36). In a letter to G. Lombardo Radice, a follower of Giovanni Gentile, 
Gramsci explains, with respect to the pedagogical strategies adopted by the 
Club di Vita lHorale, that: 

The student reads, takes noles and then presents the results of his researches and 
reflection at a meeting. Then someone-a member of the audience, if someone 
has prepared, or myself-int.ervenes to m;:\ke objections, suggest alternative solu­
Lions and perhaps explore the broader implications ofa given idea or arglll1lent. 
In this way, a discllssion opens up, which ideally continues unlil all those present 
have been enabled to underSLand and absorb the most important results of lhis 
collect.h'e work [sic]. (Gramsd in Bellamy, 1991, p. 52) 
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Vvith respect to the issue of instruction and facls, Gramscl stresses that 
there cannot be a passive leanler, a "mechanical receiver of abstract no­
tions" (ibid., p. 34). Information r1nd knowledge are, according to Gramsci, 
refashioned by children in their consciousness, which, he argues, reflects 
the social and cultural relations to which they are exposed (ibid., p. 35). All 
this indicates that Gramsci believed that the transmission of knowledge from 
educator t.o educatee is not a mechanisLic process but a highly complex one 
that involves a strong element ofmediatioll and indh·idual appropriation. In 
Gramsci's view, t.herefore, people can critically appropriate aspects of the es­
tablished knmvledge (including the "canon") for their own specific ends. 

Critical Reaction 

Arguably this is the most controversial piece in Gramsci's writings on edl1-
cation and culture. It has excited the interest of scholars because of ilS ap­
parent advocacy of a "conservative" educational system. Entwistle (1979) 
argues that, in this piece, Gramsci posits a somewhat paradoxical theory of 
a conservative schooling for a radical brand ofpoJitks-lhis interpretation 
drew adverse criticism from a number of writers, namely Apple (1980), Gi­
roux (1980, 1988, 1999a, 2002), Holly (1980), Hoare (1980) and BUlIigieg 
(2002). Gramsci's advocacy of a strong sense of rigor in his writings on the 
school, underlined by Entwistle (1979) and, later, also by Senese (1991) os 
well as by Broccoli (1972), De Robbio (1987) and Saviani (cf. da Silva and 
McLaren, 1993), becomes the focus of much of our commentary on lhis 
aspect of his work. There is no denying the fact that, in this piece, Gramsci 
attaches great importance to a broad humanistic educaLion. This somehow 
reflects his own location with respect lo the issue of education as a form of 
empowermenl. Gramsci must. have been very reluctant to renounce that 
very same education which had enabled him to transcend his impoverished 
environment to emerge as a leading intellectual in the Italian left. Lest we 
forget, Gramsci came from a "meridionale" (soutJlern) background (faring 
all the prejudice and patronizing attiwdes this g'enerares in the industrialized 
North). He also had to endure a variety of hardships. There were the great 
physical hardships: he suffered from what would nowadays be diagnosed as 
Polls Disease and blamed his parenlS for giving in to popular superstit.ions 
regarding disability, fabricating explanations as to its cause, and not laking 
lhe necessary medical measures at the righl time.'! And, of course, the hard­
ships were also social, wilh his falher having been arrested on charges of 
pett), embezzlement (see Cennino, 1990; Lepre, 1998), a situation which 
led him to premalurely enter the world of hard physical labor (carrying 
heavy registers), which mllst have continued to have a deleterious effect on 
his health. The specific kind of education he acquired, moving through the 
variolls licei and eventually his interrupted {because of health and financial 
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reasons) studies for a lau.rea in letlerewith a focus (indirizzo) on philology (he 
was considered by Italy's leading linguist, Barf,oli, to be the next great Italian 
linguist, the "archangel" Lo defeat the "grammarians"), must therefore have 
meant a lot. to him. These personal, psychological factors should, we feel, be 
borne in mind when considering his pedagogical views. Why deny working­
dass mem bers the 'same cultural capital that enabled him to obtain "by blood 
and tears" what came namrally to the sons of the Italian ruling dass, whom 
the students of Gramsci's compatriot, Don Lorenzo Milani, wonld refer to as 
<Ii figIi di papa" (daddy's children; see Chapter 8)? The "figIi di papa", as we 
explain later on in this volume, are those who, through a class-conditioned 
process of social and cultural reproduction, occupy dominant positions in 
the ItaHan pm\'er structure (Sc11ola di Barbiana, 1996, p. 10). 

It is, however, precisely this that highlights what /111111(( facie appears to be 
a paradox in Gramsci. Few would need reminding that Gramsci is one of 
the foremost exponents of the theory of hegemony, based on a recognition 
of the manner in which dominan t forms of though t and practice permeate 
the people's consciousness, including the consciousness ofsnbaltern groups, 
contributing to the fashioning of their sllbjectivities. And yet, despite this 
obvious recognition, Gramsci seems to be, in this part.icular piece, evoking 
the virtues of a classical humanistic education, predicated on Eurocenttic 
knowledge-what today would be termed the "selective tradition" or the 
"great. books" (see Giroux, 2002, Buttigieg, 2002)-in short, the kind of 
class-biased curriculum which favors one particular kind of"cnltural capital" 
at the expense ofanoLher. Morrow and Torres (1995) provocatively pose the 
question: are there two Gramscis? Is there not a paradox here? Entwistle 
(1979) nnderHned the paradox in the title of his very controversial study 
concerning Gramsci's views on schooling: Conseroali'Oe schooling for radical 
politics (olIr emphasis). Is this what Gramsci is really advocating, given his 
widely acknowledged tremendous insight into the workings of power and his 
explanation of how hegemony is developed? "Vas he singularly unobservant, 
failing to spot an important contradiction in his work? Or was he, like the 
seventeenth-century English poet John Donne, exploring possibilities that. 
can emerge from apparen t paradoxes? 

Gramsci was velY much concerned with the way a particular dass develops 
its own intellectuals. The piece on education strikes liS as constituting an 
attempt to explore what the "old school" (Gramsci's own fetID, not onrs) 
offered the ruling class (dasse dirigente) in telms of producing its own intel­
lectuals. Are there elements of this school which can prO\re beneficial for 
a class or group aspiring to power? Does a new group coming into power 
require a complete overhaul oCthe edncatjonal system? Should the dominant 
established culture be ignored-a complete break with bourgeois culture, as 
some would have it? This kind oflhinking had been affirmed in Russia follow­
ing the Bolshevik revolution, and it was strongly opposed by both Lenin and 
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Trotsky (Morgan, 1989, pp. 47, 48). Lenin stated unequivocallr: "Proleta rian 
cnlt.ure is not some thing that has sprung from nowhe re, it is Ilot an in ve n­
tion of those who ca ll the.mselves experts ill Prole ta rian culture. That is all 
nonsense. Prol eta rian culture must be the result of the natural developm ent 
of the stores of kno wledge which mankind [sic] has accum ulated under the 
yoke of capit.alist society, landlord society and bureaucratic society" (Lenin, 
in Entwistle, 1979, p . 44; Lenin, in Brocco li , [972, p. 66). 

One of the recuningaspectsofmuch of the radical literature in education 
is its focus Oil popular (ulr.ure as an important terrain wherein hegemony 
occurs. One might argue thai this is as it should be. glven the role popu­
lar culture plays in e nabling one to come into subjectivity. But, as Dennis 
Haughey ( 1998) points o ut with respect to adult ed uca tio n (a nd we feel this 
applies to cTitical approaches to ed ucatio n in ge ne raJ) , "largel)/ lacking ... is 

the ability to function fluently in the language of the dominant culture so as 
notto be relegated to the peliphcty of political life" (p. 211). Haughe)' made 
this point with reference to what. educators-adult educat.ors, in his specific 
case----can learn from Gramsci. As Clitical educato rs, we ig·nore the dominant 
culture and intell ec tual traditions atoUT" pelil! "Cracking the code," throug·h 
critical appropriation , must have been considered by Gramsci, and oUl e r 
writers (see the chapter on Lorenzo Milani ill this book), as an imponant 
means for membe rs of subaltern groups to e nte r the corridors of power and 
begin to transform the e xisting hege monic arrangement5. No established 
institlTtion is monolithic, according to the Gramscian conception of power 
on which we drew in C hapter 2 with rega.rd to th e European Union. The 
textuality that institutions furnish us with ca n be read ag·ainst the grain, an 
insight which Gramsci himself provides (anticipating later postst.l1lctural 
theories). He indi cates, ill the piece on education in Notebook 4, that there 
is never a passive receiver of knowledge or facls. Texts are open to multiple 
reading·s and are "rewritten" or reconstituted in the recipient's mind accord­
ing to Lhe specific social and cultural relati ons to ,·,rhich she or he is exposed 
(see, once again , Gramsci, 1971b, p. 35). 

Furthermo re, we feel that there is nothing really conser-valjve abollt 
Gramsci's advocacy of aspens of a humanistic education for working-class 
children. The re is. after a ll . a lo ng traditio n, within the international work.ingw 
class moveme nt, of negotiations and struggles, some of which were highly 
successful , inte nded to secure for workers access to a humanistic educa­
tion. In his own count'l', for instance, the trade unions secured educational 
leave (known as the hundred and fifty hours) precisely to provide workers 
with a humanistic ed uca tion which, they felt, would be e mpowering·, unlike 
vocational educadon which, they believed, primatily served capitalist inter­
ests (cf Yamit, 1980), The same applies to the United [<ingclom where the 
vVorkers' Educa tio na l Association and t.he trade union movement in general 
have been instnHne nlal in seeUling a huma nities educa tion for workers via 
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extramurals provided by the universifies or throllgh a variel'), of programs, 
incillciing those provided by s\lch residential institutions as Ruskin College, 
Oxford . In the 10905, we witnessed criticism of the U,S, governrnent on the 
grounds that a hlllnani(ies education, or an edllcation in the liberal ans, has 
"always occnpied a subordinate position vis-a.-vis the dominan t languagE's" 
(Giroux, 1900, p. 1 O)-the dominanllallguages, in Ihis case, being those that 
promote "the instrllmentalist" \~ew of education (ibid.). Gramsci's advocacy of 
aspects of a hlll11rtnistic education is therefore well ill keeping with a socialist 
vision which has often found, in this type of education, eleme\lts for a logical 
altprnatjve to an "instrlHnentalist" education, The "instrumentalist" type of 
edllCatiotl favors capital (it wonlel tlonnally be inspired by I-Iuman Capital 
Theory), Gramsci tends to suggesr. that it is the "instrumentalist" t)1)e of edllc3-
tion that the Genlil~ Reform \vas to make available to \vorking-class children 
through the separrltjon between "classical" and "vocational" schools, Gramsci's 
criljquc oft.his education and the kind of "streaming" (tracking) which he sees 
it as hringing about is also ,veil wilhin the radical tradition ofrepudialing any 
kind of differentiation in the qlJality of schooling claimed to be made on the 
basis of"meritocracy," In effeCl, the whole process is one of social selection on 
the basis of class (see Cllrtis, Livingstone, and STllaller, 1992), a point' than-"ill 
be made again in th~ chapter on Lorenzo Milani and the School of Barbiana 
(Chapter 8), That Grarnsci was capable of making sllch a critiqlle in the thir­
ties, rather than the sixties, shows remarkable foresight 011 his part. 

Harold EntwisLie (1979) argues that the emphasis that' Gramsci places on 
('he aU]1Jisilion of a baggage of facts suggests that Gramsci "held a view of 
learning \vhich is not. inconsistent with the notion, nmv lIsed pejoratively, of 
education as banking" (p.47), This would, once again, appear to be qllite 
paradoxical, corning from a man (Gramsci) who denounced the popular 
llniversities precisely because their direClors and educators Allen tile stom­
ach with bagfuls ofvictllals ("sporte di viveri") which could have (llso callsed 
indigestion bllt did \lot leave any trace and did nor tOllch the learuers' lives 
in a way t'hat could have made a difference (Grarnsci, 1972, p. 83), He felt 
that the popular universities emulated the oldjeslliticaJ schools where un­
derstanding' is nxed and is not regarded as the culmination ofa long process 
of i nqlliry (Gramsci, 1972, pp. 84. 85), 

To say, as Entwistle does, t.hat Gramsci favored "banking education" can be 
somewhat misleading, A close reading of Gramsci '5 text, one \,vhich devotes 
great attention to his choice of words, would indicate that. what he was averse 
to is the encouragement of llninformed dialogue. For Gramsci, a process 
of uninformed dialogue is mere rhetoric. It is mere laissez-fair<=, pedagogy 
which, in this day and age, would be promoted under the flLbric of "learning 
facilitalion" (sic) , This is the sort of pedagogical treachery wh icll provoked 
a critical response from Pallio Freire, the subject of the chapter that follows. 
In an exchange ''''ith Donaldo P. Macedo, Freire stares categorically t.hat he 
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Gramsci and the UnItarian School 

refutes the Lerm "facilitator,"" which co nnotes such a pedagogy, underlining 
the fact that he bas ahvays insisted on th e directive naLUre of ed ucation (see, 
for instance, Freire, in Shor and Freire, 1987, p, 103; Freire and Macedo, 
]995, p. 394). He insists on the term "teacher," one who derives on e's au­
thority rrom one's competence in the matter be ing taught (see, for inst.ance, 
Freire, in Freire and Macedo, 1995, p. 378). As one of us argued elsewhere , 
laissez-faire pedagogy "often results in members of an ' in gl"OlI P' gaining the 
upper hand, abusing of the pseudodialogica l process and si lencing o the rs" 
(Mayo, in McLaren and Mayo, 1999, p.402). 

One may thererorejustify Gramsci 's rese rvations co ncerning such practice 
on r.he gro unds that it favors m.iddle-c1ass children wh o can mo nopo lize the 
learning ac tivity, silencing oth e r pupils rrom subo rdin ated g ro llps by virtue 
of their possession o r the releva nt cultural capi tal. "What Grarnsci seems 
to be advoca ting is a process of education which equips c hildre n \\~ th the 
necessary acumen to be able to pa rticipate in an in formed dialogue.. This is 
why Gramsci writes in te rms of a "nex us be tween instruction and edu ca tion" 
(G ramsci, 1971 b, p . 36) . This immed iately brings to mind Fre ire's state ment 
that th e re are mo ments when o ne must: be 50 perce nt a traditional teacher 
and 50 pel'cent a de mocra tic teac he r (Freire, in Horto n and Freire, 1990, 
p 160) 

The em phasis here is on "autho ri ty and freedo m," the di~t.inction poseel by 
Freire (see, ror instance , Freire , 1998) but which ec hoes Gramsci's constant 
rererence to the interplay between .~t)ontalleitae dir(f2ione consapevo!r}--"spon­
laneity" and "conscious direction " (see, for iIlstan ce, Gramsci , 1977a, pp. 
70-74). In his piece on the Unitarian school, Gramsci calls for a balance to 
be struck belween the kind of authority promoted by the old classical school 
(without the excess of degenerating into authoritalian educa tion ) and the 
"freedom" advocated by his contemporary proponents of ideas associated 
with Rousseau's philosophy as developed in Em.ile. The latter type of educa· 
Liol1, for Gramsci, had to develop from its "romantic ph ase" (predica ted on 
unbridled freedom for the learner, based on his or he r spon taneity) and 

.move into the "classical" phase, classical in the sense o f striki ng a balance 
(Gramsci, 1971b, Pl'. 32, 33). This is th e bal ance betwee n freedom and 
aurhor,ty (see Gado tti, 1996,1' .53). 

That Gramsci despised "Banking Educatio n" can be seen rrom the lan­
guage used in the following quote: "In reality a mediocre teache r may manage 
to see to it that his pupils bec_orne mo re informed, altllo ug h he will not. su.cceed 
in malting t.hem beller educated; he ca n devo te a scrup ulo lls a nd burea ucratic 
cOllscie ntio usn ess to the mechanical partof Leac hing [sic] " (Gramsci, 197 1 b, 
p. 36; o ur emphasis in italics). 

Allho ugh , for Gramscl , it is be tter to provide children with information 
than e ncourages them to engag'e in dial ogue in a vacuum , he nevertheless 
rega rd s th e teache r who engages in this process , one of in struction, as 
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"mediocre" and one who does not help the children become "better edn­
catecL" This association between straightforward inst111ction and mediocrity 
reflects Gramsci's views concerning "Banking Education." Mter all, this is, 
a writer who, elsewhere in his writings of the same period, advocated a re­
ciprocal dialogical relationship between intellectuals and masses. It should 
be a relationship in which "every teacher is always a pupiJ and every pupil a 
teacher" (Gramsci, 1971b, pp. 349,350). He repudiates the Leninist notion 
of a "top-down" vanguardist transmission style and emphasizes the recipro­
cal basis of consen t. 

The issue concerning the merits of Greek and Latin also warrants con­
sideration. Here is another paradox and a point of contrast with a position 
associated \vhh Lorenzo Milani's pupils from the school of Barbiana. In 
Chapter 8 we will show t.hat the Barbiana stuelents preferred the learning 
of a contemporary history (say post-'Vorld '''7ar I) to the learning of a 
history concerning earlier periods (School of Barbiana, 1969, p. 26) in 
that they fonnd in this history a much greater connection with Hfe (ibid., 
p. 27). And here we haye Gramsci apparently advocating the study of two 
dead languages for the rigor involved in bringing a corpse to life. But is 
he explicitly advocating the study of Greek and Latin? Alternatively, as part 
of on inquiry into how the bourgeoisie creates its own intellectuals, is he 
exploring the benefits this knowledge offered those who studied the two 
languages? In highlighting what he considers to have been the merits of 
the two subjects, Gramsci is merely making the point that there is need 
for an area or areas in the curriculum which would instill in the pnpils a 
sense of rigor, the sort of rigor which will stand working-class children in 
good stead when in control of their own environment. This should not, 
of course, be taken to mean that Gramsci advocates t.he inclusion of Latin 
and Greek in a curriculum intended to be beneficial to the working class. 
On t.he contrary, he clearly states: <tIt will be necessary to 1-ejJlace Latin and 
Greek oS the fulcrum of the formative schoo), and they will be 1'efJlaced. But 
it will not be easy to deploy the new subject or suqjects in a didactic form 
which gives equivalent results in terms of education and general formation, 
from early childhood to the threshold of adult choice of career" (ibid., pp. 
39, 40; our emphasis in italics). 

In an extension to the earlier quote, concerning the need for the pupil to 
acquire a "baggage" or "equipment of concrete facts" (Grarnsci, 197Ib, p. 36), 
Gramsci slates that "it was right to struggle againsf the old schoolbnt reforming it 
was not so easy as it seemed" (ibid.; our emphasis in italics). Once again, as 
the Marxist figure accredited with having developed the theory of hegemony, 
Gramsd must perforce haye been funyaware of the impHcations of certain 
practices and normalizing discourses associated with the "old schooL!! This 
explains his being in favor of a struggle against it (Manacorcla. in Gramsci, 
1972, p. xxIx). 
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Gramsci and the Unitarian School 

''''hat he seems to be doing, in this piece, is highlighting Lhe qllalities 
which t.he "old school" managed to instill and which, he felt, one should 
not overlook ,,,,hen restruc turing the schooling system, if sllch restructllli ng 
is to be carried Ollt with the interests of subaltern groups in mind. Criti­
caUy approptiating elernenL'l of the old in order t.o create that which is new 
constitutes a recuning theme in Gramsci's writings, as a number of writers 
pointed out (e.g., Giroux, 1980, 1988; Hoare, 1980; Mayo, 1999). Bllt the 
old humanistic school, in its entirety, has to be replaced since it no longer 
serves present realities. 

The problem for Gramsci was that the process of reform introdllced by 
Gentile, possibly through the influence of his mentor and predecessor as 
minister of education, Benedetto Croce, 'was not any betLer. It struck Gramsci 
as being more retrograde when measured against the ideal of a fusion 
between the academic and the technical. The old school had much more 
merit, Gramsci seems to be saying, with t.he rider that there are aspecls of 
this institution which can be critically appropIiated and, if they are to be 
replaced, need to be substituted adequately. As Mario Alighiero Manacorda 
argiles, WilJ1 respect 1.0 the note on the Unitarian school, 'what Grarnsci has 
provided is an "epitaph" which celebrates what the humanistic school was 
and what it cannot be any longer, since the social realiLy has changed (Ma­
nacorda, in Gramsci, 1972, p. xxIx}." 

Onr fOCliS on these details will hopefully provide the basis for a careful 
reading of Gramsci's educational writings. We argue, however, that, in any 
at.tempt to draw sllstenance from a 'writer for the purpose of a democraLiz­
ing project in education, one should be wary of not engaging in a scriptllral 
reading of the t.exL'l in question, a point Coben nnderscores (1998, p. 201). 
This becomes even more impOl·tant when bearing in mind what Gramsci ttied 
to do in this note: extol the virtues of the old school to show t.hat the Gentile 
reforms represent, in contrast, a retrograde step and not an improvement 
in terms of ensllring social justice. 

There are important issues that come to mind in the context of a 
Unitarian school. These are issues that. came t.o the fore, in educational 
debates, in the 1970s, forty years or so following Gramsci's deat.h. One 
issne that arises is: what passes for "humanistic" knowledge? Should such 
knowledge be deemed problematic? To what extent does it embody the 
dominant ideology? Docs it necessitate the schoolchildren's acquisit.ion of 
a particular "cultllral capital" so that those who have access to it possess an 
advantage over those who do not? Can this problem be overcome simply 
t.hrough the crealion of a boarding "Unitarian scbool"? ''''onld this Uni­
tarian school coexist with other private or church-rlln humanistic schools 
(a key educational issue in this part of the \vorld)? Furthermore, t.here is 
nothing in Gramsci's piece to suggest that aspecL'l ofwork.ing~c1ass life, or 
the life of any subordinated group for that matter (e.g., peasants), call be 
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included in any of the two phases of the proposed "Unitarian school." If 
the proposed school was intended to be an important site for the conver­
sion of "common sense" to "good sense," then we feel that the potentially 
emancipatory elements of this "common sensen (which Gramsci equates 
with culture), together with elements of the culture of other subordinated 
social groups, shonld form part. of the curriculum. The emphasis on the 
ability to crack the dominant culture code is most welcome. But then there 
should always be room to render popular culture as an integral feature 
of the learning process where the focus does not lie solely on the written 
word,i a limitation in Gramsci's cultural (including popular culture) writ­
ings (Forgacs and Nowell Smith, in Gramsci, 1985, p. 345; Mayo, ] 999, p. 
108). This woilld be in the interest of developing a radically democratic 
education with a "national-popular" character. 

This point becomes ever so pertinent in this day and age when we are 
constantly witnessing the emergence of multiethnic and multia'acial socie­
ties. the sUQject of Ollf last two chapters in this book. This might not have 
been the case with Italy in Gramsci's time, but it: is certainly the case with 
t.his country tortay and, as this book shows, t.he rest of So nth ern Europe. Italy 
is a major recipient of immigrants from various parts of the globe. notably 
from different areas in Africa. including the Maghreb and Macharek states. 
That there is the need for a different and more inclusive school, in these 
circumstances. is a point which is constantly underlined in the various discus­
sions taking place in Italy with respect to the need for a critical multicultural 
education (see Richter-Malabotta, 2002). And yet, ironically. it is to Gramsci 
that certain authors have resorted to obtain insights concerning the current 
debate on multiculturalism (Apitzsch, 2002). though certainly not to the 
piece on the Unitarian school. 

If one seeks to develop a genuinely multicultural curriculum, t.hen, as 
we wi11 argue in the last two chapters, one must hreak away from t.he En­
rocentrism in which Gramsci's thinking seems to be immersed. a feature 
he shares with many other thinkers in the Marxist tradition, a product of 
eighteenth-century Cartesian thought.. These t.hinkers would, of course, 
include Karl Marx·. As David 'V. Livingstone has stated: "Marx as well as sub· 
sequent ort.hodox Marxists and most critical \lVestern Marxist intellectuals 
have operated from a Eurocentric world view which has regarded European 
civilisation as the d}~nal11ic core of globallife H (Livingst.one, 1995, p. 64). 

All told, in his epi laph on t.he old humanistic school and his indication as 
to what is worth salvaging from it and what needs to be replaced adequately, 
Gramsci presents us with a fOlmidable challenge. Vve are prompted to ad­
dress the issue of what really renders the school a genuinely "Unitarian" 
institution, guided by the principles of social justice, equity and inclusion 
(in its broadest sense). 
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Notes 

1. Our trans latio n . T he o riginal reads: "In realta '10 stato de.ve essere co ncepito 
come 'erhJ C(1 fOre ,' in qUCl nto tende appunto a creare un nuovo tipo 0 live llo di c[vilta" 
(Gramsc i, 1972, p. 6J) . 

2. Parap hrased from th e o riginal in Italian in the note su Macchi.avelli, suLlo Polil.ica 
e sullo Slaro Moderno, Gramsci (1972, p. 62). 

3. See a lso Corrigan and Sayer (1985). 
4. See Allre lio Lepre's e:xccllent biography (1998, pp. 4-5) . 
5. Fre ire ac tua ll y slo pped ll sing the term since he had used i1 in his ea rl )' wl'ilings 

such <IS the piece "The People SpcClk Their Wo rd : Learn ing to Read a nrl Write in Sao 
Tome and Pl'i ncipe" ( 198 1). 

6. Li te ra l transialion fro m Mario Alig hero Manacorda 's introduc l.i o n lO his an­
tho logy Orwrilings o n pedagogy by Gramsci (Gramsci , 1972). 

7. Gra msc i made a subslanlial contribution to the study of popu la" cIJl!lIre 
invo lving the \",riue n word , writing numerous pieces on popular lilenHure (see, for 
examp te , Gra nlsc i, 1977b, PI'. 121- 166). 


