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The Whole Picture - Gramscian Epistemology through the Praxis Prism 

By Killian Kehoe 
 

Introduction             

    

          In a contemporary philosophical landscape of multiplicity, decentralization and 

ideological overhauls, the philosophical theory of truth has taken many forms.  Yet the 

eclectic thoughts of the little-known Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci could be said to 

form a consistent construct within the current philosophical inconsistencies.  From the 

physical confines of a prison cell in 1930s Italy, Gramsci sought clarity through the cloud 

of change by studying the nature of knowledge itself - its presuppositions and foundations 

� to form a new epistemology.  His faith in man and the tools available to him to carve a 

�progressive� existence still echoes with relevance today, drawing some order from the 

disorder. 

     

          �One can arrive at a certain serenity even in the clash of the most absurd 

contradictions and under the pressure of the most implacable necessity.  But one can only 

reach it if one succeeds in thinking �historically�, dialectically, and identifying one�s own 

task with intellectual dispassionateness� In this sense one can and therefore must be 

�one�s own doctor.� � 1  

 

          This article analyses Gramsci�s attempt to diagnose and remedy society�s ills 

through his �philosophy of praxis�2 by first outlining the living context of the time; 

secondly, by looking to the questions asked by Gramsci and finally by examining the 

application of an epistemology designed for and by man.  

           
                                                
1 Antonio Gramsci, (Feb. 15th, 1932); Letters From Prison, edited by Lynne Lawner (Harper and Row, 
1972), p. 227. 
2 It is important to note that epistemological theory is not an area for which Gramsci is best known, but rather 
the products of his epistemological theory such as the concept of hegemony, or ideological power, which 
describes the dominance of one ideology over another to serve the interests of a certain class or group. 
However this article concerns itself only with the epistemological aspects of Gramsci�s work. 
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          Like the predominant thinking of today, Gramsci recognized the range of influences 

on the subject and the object and shared similarities with later �relativists� such as Alfred 

Schutz who recognized that the individual�s view of the world �is based at any given time 

on a stock of previous experience as well as such experiences as are translated to me from 

my fellow men and above all from my parents, teachers and so on. All of these 

communicated and immediate experiences are included in a certain unity having the form 

of my stock of knowledge, which serves me as a reference schema for the actual step of my 

explanation of the world.� 3   

 

          But in the same way that Gramsci observed sedimentary influences in other 

interpretations, so too did they have a role in his own.  For this reason it is vital to 

investigate his life briefly to help us understand his philosophical legacy. 

 

 

His Italy of Opposites            

           

          Antonio Gramsci was born in 1891 in the Sardinian village of Ales and died in 1937 

in Rome.  Of his forty-six years, ten were spent as a student and political activist in Turin, 

five were spent as a leader of the Italian Communist Party, and his last ten were lived out 

in prison where he eventually perished.4  Born in backward Sardinia, he experienced 

directly the poverty of Italian peasantry at the turn of the century.  This upbringing led him 

to appreciate education as most people of his economic class did and later to understand 

the stark inequities between the privileged North of Italy and the neglected and quasi-

medieval South.  

           

                                                
3 Alfred Schutz and Thomas Luckmann, The Structures of the Life-World, translated by Richard M. Zaner 
and H. Tristram Engelhardt (Evanston Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1973), p. 7. Taken from the 
website of the Gramsci Institute in Rome at www.gramsci.it. The analogy with the works of the 
phenomenologists such as Schutz, Hegel and Husserl is due to both the extensive and informative website of 
the Gramsci Institute in Rome and the Thomas Nemeth�s, Gramsci�s Philosophy: A Critical Study (Atlantic 
Highlands: Humanities Sussex: Harvester Press, 1981).        
4 Gramsci was moved to a medical clinic in Formia in 1934 and eventually to the Quisisana Hospital in Rome 
where he spent his last two years under police guard before suffering a fatal brain hemorrhage on April 27, 
1937. See James Joll, Gramsci, (Glasgow, Great Britain: Fontana Modern Masters/William Collins Sons & 
Co. Ltd., 1977) p.12 and www.red-encyclopedia.org/bios/gramsci.html.       
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          He shared in the �peasant rebelliousness often expressed in the form of banditry as 

well as of industrial unrest in the coal mines of the south-western part of the island.� 5  

The potent characteristics of Sardinia would influence his later thought from its folk 

culture to its distinct linguistics, the social suffering, and the apparent failure of recent 

Italian unification to improve the plight of the South.  This background also distinguished 

him from the typical intellectual of his day, exposing him to the harsh realties of Italian 

society and spurred him to be a man of action as well as theory, which is perhaps one of 

the primary reasons he was drawn to Marxism.  �My entire intellectual formation was of a 

polemical nature so that it�s impossible for me to think �disinterestedly� or to study for the 

sake of studying.� 6  

 

          This background could find no greater antithesis than in Turin where Gramsci 

moved to in 1911 in order to complete a scholarship at the University of Turin.  He was 

already a socialist by the time of his move to Turin but a fellow Sardinian and colleague at 

the university noted that this attitude �sprang from the natural revolt of a humanitarian 

against the wretched conditions of his native land rather than from a fully coherent 

understanding of the theory of socialism.� 7 

 

 

Gramsci�s Crocean Chrysalis            

           

          Once in Turin, an industrial and cultural capital, he felt that he had been thrown 

�into the glowing crucible of our civilization.� 8  Italy was at an ideological crossroad with 

consequences to epistemological theory and practice in Italy and far beyond.  During the 

first quarter of the century a kind of �intellectual dictatorship� had been held by the Italian 

idealist Benedetto Croce transcending most Italian intellectual life.  Croce had studied 

Marx and consequently Hegel who both shared a concept of history as an all-embracing 

                                                
5 James Joll, Ibid. at p. 18 
6 Supra n. 1, December 15th, 1930, p. 193.  
7 Words of Palmiro Togliatti, leader of the Italian Communist Party from 1937 to 1964 and friend of 
Gramsci. Taken from The Modern Prince and Other Writings of Antonio Gramsci, edited by Louis Marks, 
(New York, International Publishers, 1967) p. 11. 
8 supra. n. 1, p.20. 
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process with its own laws of development and suggested that the study of history embraced 

all aspects of human thought and human society.  

 

          Croce differed greatly from Marx however by suggesting that history was the history 

of the human spirit and that it �was the development of man�s soul rather than his material 

conditions which provided the key to historical understanding.� 9  Much like the 

epistemological claims of Hegel, Croce asserted that history was the history of freedom 

and that each successive stage in its development was marked by a further realization of 

man�s potential for liberty.  

 

          Crocean idealism gave Italy�s intellectual youth cause for hope and inspiration in the 

philosophical maelstrom of pre-war Italy.  It �gave a sense of meaning and moral purpose 

to the study of history and an awareness of the continuous relevance of the past to the 

present. Above all Croce�s view of history embraced all human activities � art, economics, 

and philosophy � so that to study history was to study the whole of life.� 10  Needless to say 

the prevailing idealism of the day left an indelible mark on Gramsci and the thread of its 

contribution runs through his later philosophical theory.  Certainly the rediscovery of the 

role of culture and history in philosophical reckoning softened the hard edges of Marxist 

teachings for Gramsci and opened up new horizons for him, allowing him to bridge both 

Marxist and non-Marxist thought.  

 

          However where Gramsci differed from Croce says much more about the new 

departure he made from the work of Croce and also from most socialists of his day.  To a 

pragmatic thinker such as Gramsci, �Croce�s philosophy remained speculative, a self-

styled philosophy of spirit.� 11  Croce�s convictions appeared to evaporate when it came to 

application in the eyes of Gramsci and in this sense it was devoid of responsibility.  This 

feature of inapplicability he called the �ponziopilatismo� in Croce, referring to the heedless 

attitude of Pontius Pilate in the Crocean approach - a fault that would later be pointed out 

by more contemporary critics.  

                                                
9 James Joll, supra. n. 5, p.21. 
10 Ibid. at p.22  
11 Ibid at p.23 
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          �It is deeply ironic that Croce, a man endowed with a great sensibility, good taste, 

and judgment, was finally unable to develop a theoretical and analytical scheme of 

criticism and had to be content (like many other critics) with defining his own taste, 

selecting his own canon of classics, and persuading others that he was right. He was 

successful only for a time.� 12 

 

          The speculative aspect of Croce gave direction to Gramsci, but because it stopped 

short of providing a full philosophical framework it failed to satisfy him.  As he put it later 

in one of his prison writings, he was forming a thought system of breadth and realistic 

application which �contains within itself all the fundamental elements not only for 

constructing a whole and integral conception of the world, a total philosophy, but also for 

bringing to life an integral practical organization of society; in other words, for becoming 

a total, integral civilization.�  13  

 

          Gramsci had been an avid student of Marx, Engels and Lenin.  The direct tones of 

the new socialist wave spoke directly to both the Sardinian peasant and the Turinese 

intellectual in Gramsci.  He believed in the need to force change if necessary in �an 

explicit and violent way.� 14  To this end Gramsci�s activities were not limited to those of a 

philosopher.  By 1917 he was a leader of the Italian Communist Party, a writer and editor 

of a number of political journals and would play a vital part in the establishment of the 

Italian worker�s movements after the end of World War I.  This reflected his consistently 

held principle of acting on one�s beliefs.  �In this sense the real philosopher is, and cannot 

be other than, the politician, the active man who modifies the environment, understanding 

by environment the ensemble of relations which each of us enters to take part in.  If one�s 

own individuality means to acquire consciousness of these relations and to modify one�s 

                                                
12 Rene Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism 1750-1950, vol. 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  
1992).  
13 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 1, p.12. 
14 �The Program of the Socialist Section of Turin� formulated in part by Gramsci, supra n. 7, p.13. 
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own personality means to modify the ensemble of these relations.� 15  This would later 

come to be known as Gramsci�s �philosophy of praxis�. 

 

          It was in his capacity as philosopher and activist that Gramsci was arrested in 1926 

under Mussolini�s �Exceptional Laws for State Security� 16 due to his antagonistic 

activities.  Yet the grim words of the public prosecutor, �for twenty years, we must stop 

that brain from working�17 paradoxically led to Gramsci experiencing a philosophical 

liberation from within his prison confines and making a new departure in thinking which 

applies in many contexts today. 

 

          His incarceration was a period of slow torture involving immense suffering.  Yet the 

activist and philosopher channelled his energies into the production of a life work, the 

fullest expression of his philosophical understanding.  In an effort to escape censorship 

from prison authorities, Gramsci referred to his interpretation of Marxism as the 

�philosophy of praxis�, or the philosophy of action.  Yet history has judged this 

�philosophy of practice� to vary so much from Marxism that it is no longer equated to the 

philosophy of Marx.  

 

          For Gramsci, a critique of objective thought itself formed the path leading into the 

core of his philosophical thought.  

 

 

A Critique of �Common Sense� 

           

          From an epistemological point of view, Gramsci�s work in his �Prison Notebooks� 

often resembles that of the postmodern influence of today in that vast amounts of his 

material focuses on the negation of the reliability of individual thought as associated with 

modernist thought and idealists of the day.  Unlike Marx, Gramsci wished to introduce 

                                                
15 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, edited by Quintin Hoare and Goffrey Nowell 
Smith, (London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1971), p.352.  
16 Issued by the Fascist Government of Italy in November 1926. Taken from supra. n. 5, p.55. 
17 Ibid. 
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philosophy to the masses, to democratize the philosophy of praxis and to bridge the abyss 

between man�s everyday view of the world and philosophical thought.  He asserted that the 

beginning of a genuine philosophy must be sought in an attitude already existing, and not 

instilled from the outside. Gramsci made an inspection into the forms of consciousness of 

the common man.  His �philosophy of praxis was to be a systematic, coherent philosophy 

in contrast to the naïve, unreflective and primarily incoherent view of the world shared by 

the masses�Clearly since we are to proceed to coherence from incoherence, to 

systemization from confusion, to reflection and self-consciousness from naivety, we must 

start from that philosophy and attitude which is so much a part of everyday life.� 18  

 

          By drawing attention to this attitude, Gramsci hoped to provide answers to the 

masses and allow them to be �one�s own doctor� through a critique of their own naïve 

attitude.  He called this naïve attitude �common sense�, by which he meant �that most 

uncritical conception of the world which is in continuous transformation, enriching itself 

with notions and opinions from the more coherent conceptions of the time, basically 

shared by all of us within a common society in our everyday attitude.� 19  He saw common 

sense as a fluid and reasonably anchorless conception of one�s surroundings in which 

�every philosophical current leaves a sedimentation of common sense; this sedimentation 

is the proof of its historical efficacy.� 20  He saw the philosophy of the present as trying in 

some way to cater for the perceived needs of man and, if effective, it receives a certain 

historical affirmation by adding, to some uncontrollable and often inconsistent degree, to 

the common sense.  This unwieldy and unconscious exercise of the collective common 

sense is, Gramsci asserted, subject to criticism by virtue of its inefficacy and regular 

misconception of what these needs are.  

 

          This common sense is informed by religion in certain regards, which encourages 

belief in the metaphysical and the formation of an uncritical conception of the world. 

                                                
18 Thomas Nemeth, Gramsci�s Philosophy: A Critical Study (Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Sussex: 
Harvester Press 1981), p.75. The analysis in this article of the Prison Notebooks is indebted in great part to 
that of Nemeth. 
19 Ibid p.76. 
20 Antonio Gramsci, Gli intellecttuali e l�organizzazione della cultura (Torino Einaudi, 1949) p.144. Taken 
from Thomas Nemeth at p.76. 
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These elements have no place in Gramsci�s rigorous philosophy of practice which seeks to 

remove transcendentalism and metaphysical explanations for the unknown.  These, he 

believed, lead to contradictions in man�s world, which can take many forms � all of which 

inhibit man�s development.  

 

          Common sense is prone to seeing the world as real, or given, in that it was �created 

by God independently of and before man.� 21  Through criticism, Gramsci sought to 

expose the logic, or lack of it, in all ideological views � ironing out these contradictions 

inherent to such explanations of the world.  Inspiration for some of these suggestions 

draws from the phenomenology of Hegel and Husserl who similarly sought to �analyze 

and describe consciousness� in a way �that accounts for the space, time and world as we 

�live� them.�22 

 

          Gramsci saw common sense as �a chaotic aggregate of disparate conceptions, and 

one can find there anything that one likes� 23 and wished to reconstruct a sounder 

foundation for future thought to liberate (as he saw it) the masses from this fettered 

conception of the world.  Religion presented such an obvious fetter by �attempting to 

reconcile in mythological form, the real contradictions of historical life.� 24  However 

unlike the dismissive Marxist view of religion Gramsci held some respect for the role of 

religion in men�s lives as offering a metaphysical bridge of understanding.  He saw 

religion as a historical necessity, a living tool for the unknown and he admired the 

organization and longevity of the Catholic Church.  Nevertheless, religion�s role as a 

counterweight to the inexplicable, offering an explanation of man�s inequalities and living 

contradictions, has no place in the rigorous Gramscian understanding of the human world 

(and no other), due to its speculative nature.  

 

          The interpretation of common sense, under the �philosophy of praxis�, is similar to 

that of contemporary �phenomenology� thinkers such as Schutz (as mentioned at the 

                                                
21 Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 16, p.78. 
22 Robert Audi, The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, (Cambridge University Press 1999), p.665. 
23 supra. n. 15, p.422. 
24 Ibid  p.405. 
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outset) 25.  The common belief is that, in principle, it is possible to trace back all elements 

of common sense to subjective experience.  In fact �even with reference to a single object 

there is often within my common sense various conceptions or typifications of it which 

differ considerably from each other.  Yet they are not found to be in conflict, since any one 

particular situation only calls forth a single typification.  We should, therefore, not be 

surprised to learn that typifications often vary from individual to individual, from society 

to society and from one historical epoch to another.� 26  This understanding of common 

sense is the common base from which Gramsci hoped to start as the shared condition of all 

people, �intellectuals� or otherwise.  This critique of common sense established a new 

foundation for his own philosophy of praxis and it democratised his philosophy further by 

critiquing what he considered to be the everyday view of the everyday person.                 

 

 

Philosophy is History is Politics is Philosophy 

           

          Gramsci found that common sense draws from three sources; shared wisdom, 

language and popular science and religion.  To challenge these is to challenge one�s own 

world view and achieve a �better�, rigorous view.  However Gramsci recognized that 

�philosophy cannot be separated from the history of philosophy, nor can culture from the 

history of culture.  In the most immediate and relevant sense, one cannot be a philosopher, 

by which I mean have a critical and coherent conception of the world, without having a 

consciousness of its historicity, of the phase of development which it represents and of the 

fact that it contradicts other conceptions or elements of other conceptions.�  27  There is a 

relationship between history and philosophy whereby the thought of the time is tied to that 

epoch and mirrors the time, leading Gramsci to conclude that philosophy is identical to 

history, philosophy is history.                  

           

          Yet Gramsci asserts that philosophy, as traditionally recognized, does not 

necessarily guide action directly, that there are often other considerations which have an 

                                                
25 See n. 3    
26 Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 18, p.81. 
27 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 15, p.324. 
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influence on �activity�, the focus of Gramsci�s attention.  There are deeper influences 

beyond philosophical norms on the individual�s �real conception of the world� and so there 

is often a dichotomy between thought and action due to the fact that one does not satisfy or 

provide fully for the latter.  Gramsci sought to provide such a theory to explain all action. 

He recognized action as an effort to change something, to bring into existence some new 

state of affairs, and that for this reason all action is essentially �political�.  Therefore for 

Gramsci, philosophy is a living, acting, organic thing, directly related to history and 

politics.  As an Italian academic has commented, under this equation, �philosophy 

becomes a scheme for interpreting the historically given reality and an operative scheme 

of hypotheses for acting on this reality itself� Philosophy�s content comes from action and 

from the social structure which it seeks to construct.�  28 

 

 

The Philosophy of Philosophy 

 

          When one sees philosophy as a reaction to a time, a need, and a question or problem 

�philosophy ceases to be a search for absolute knowledge and instead becomes a 

contingent categorical analysis of a mutable social system.  Philosophy, correctly 

understood, rejects all absolutes and thus becomes a historicism.� 29  This suggestion has 

shared features with the Hegelian claim that philosophy recasts itself after �a shape of life 

has grown old.�30  Gramsci held that philosophy progresses �with and because� 31 the 

history of mankind does so and like Croce before him Gramsci conceives of all philosophy 

as applied to a need.  

 

          Nevertheless there is a recognition that in order to satisfy what Gramsci saw as the 

new need, there must be a philosophical revolution much like the actual revolution spoken 

about by socialists of the day.  Through rigorous critique and removal of all unknowns 

Gramsci suggested a new advance from previous thought.  �All hitherto existing 
                                                
28 Ruggero Orfei, �Un confronto tra Gramsci e Marx: Il nesso teoria-pratica�, Revista di filosofia neo-
scolastica, Vol. 53, 1961, No. 6, p.521. Taken from a footnote in Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 16, p.95.  
29 Thomas Nemeth, Ibid. p.96. 
30 Ibid p.88. 
31 Ibid p.89. 
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philosophies have been manifestations of the intimate contradictions by which society is 

lacerated.  But each philosophical system taken by itself has not been the conscious 

expression of this.� 32  The most preferable philosophy under this conception is that which 

shares the organic nature of its role and at the same time effects change.  Gramsci hoped to 

suggest a philosophy that could lead, as well as be lead.  

 

          Gramsci further sought a departure from ontological considerations, which is that 

"branch of metaphysics that studies the nature of existence of being as such, as distinct 

from material existence�.33  Clinging to this concept of absolute truth fails to address the 

needs of man and perpetuates the gap between theory and practice, thereby distancing 

philosophy from a living (and therefore subjective) reality.  Gramsci�s �philosophy of 

praxis� wished to bridge this gap; �theory can be realized in a people only in so far as it is 

the realization of the needs of that people.  But will the enormous discrepancy between the 

demands of idealism and the answers of reality be matched by the corresponding 

discrepancy between civil society and the state and between civil society and itself?  It is 

not enough for thought to strive for realization, reality must itself strive towards thought.� 
34 

 

 

A Critique of Objectivism and the Truth about the �Truth� 

           

          The philosophy of praxis confronts all epistemological dogmas or �objective truths�, 

which are not human, not ours, and not available to us in the first place.  �What 

characterizes objectivism is that it moves upon the ground of the world which is pre-given, 

taken for granted through experience, seeks the �objective truth� of this world, seeks what, 

in this world is unconditionally valid for every rational being, what is in itself.� 35  But 

Gramsci undermined the �objectivism� in all previous thought.  

 
                                                
32 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 15, p.404. 
33 Robert Audi, supra. n. 22, p.631. 
34 Karl Marx. Taken from Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 18, p.93. 
35 Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, (Evanston 
Northwestern University Press 1970), p.68. Taken from Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 18. 
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          Objectivism assumes the existence of something independent of us before the 

analysis begins and consequently the �epistemological endeavour� 36 is to search for the 

grounds of this assertion.  In an inverse of the Gramscian approach, the end is first asserted 

and consequently the means are explained for arriving at this conclusion.  As Nemeth puts 

it, �not only are we then confronted with a circular argument trying to explain what we 

have initially taken for granted, viz., knowledge, but also the philosophical comedy of 

grounding the contingent within the contingent.� 37  

 

          This �mundane� assumption in Gramscian eyes, limits our perspective, and in an 

ironic analogy to the Platonic cave, we tend to convince ourselves that we are restrained 

from immediately seeing �truth� and �knowledge� when it is actually the promise of such 

things which restrains us.  Gramsci was informed in this regard by German historicist 

Wilhelm Dilthey and his assertion that �man understands best what he himself has 

created.� 38  

 

          The claims of science hint at no wider truths as they too are limited to their field and 

constantly revised.  �To think that one can advance the progress of a work of scientific 

research by applying to it a standard method chosen because it has given good results in 

another field of research to which it is naturally suited, is a strange delusion which has 

little to do with science.� 39  In the claims of objectivism, Gramsci perceived its origins in 

the �common sense� with its naïve and uncritical interpretation influenced by a collection 

of dogmas, superstitions, and opinions that inform the �common sense� � a residue of the 

metaphysical.  

 

          This residual influence of transcendentalisms, namely those elements, which claim 

�objectively valid knowledge is possible�, become an �iron fact of common sense and 

                                                
36 Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 18, p.104. 
37 Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 18, p.104. 
38 Wilhelm Dilthey, Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. VII: Der Aufbau der geshichtichen Welt in den 
Geisteswissenschaften, (Berlin Teubner, 1927) p.148. Taken from Gramsci Institute website at 
www.gramsci.it. 
39 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 15, p.439. 



 13

survives with the same solidarity�even if that feeling is dead or asleep.� 40  Gramsci sees 

all scientific laws as provisional, in that there is always the possibility that what is a 

scientific law today may be an anachronism tomorrow.  In asserting the objective, we are 

soon met with a conflict, a modification, or a fault which tells us otherwise.  

 

          In this sense all �truths� for Gramsci are merely expedient in that a thing �exists� so 

long as man reaches a consensus on this and progresses accordingly.  In this mode we 

interpret things as informed by our condition, our need.   

  

          In a further convincing attack on objectivism, Gramsci unwittingly revealed a clear 

parallel with the �unfoundationality� aspect of postmodern thought by asking piercing 

questions of objective knowledge claims.  �Does it seem that there can exist an extra-

historical and extra-human objectivity?  Who can put himself in this kind of �standpoint in 

the cosmos itself�?  And what will such a standpoint mean?  It can indeed be maintained 

that here it is a matter of a hangover of the concept of God, precisely in its mystic 

conception of an unknown God.� 41 

 

          In Gramscian terms, to venture beyond our reality is to fall into a mysticism which 

his philosophy of praxis seeks to avoid.  This line of philosophical argument echoes 

Marxist works unseen by Gramsci which urged all forms of objectivists to �give up your 

abstractions and you will also give up your question.� 42  For Gramsci �objectivity� exists 

but it is the �logic of man�s instantiation in the world, the logic of man�s activity on the 

basis of needs, the logic of praxis.  Thus the conditions of praxis are also the conditions of 

the objectivity of the possible knowledge, since only through praxis is the world presented 

to us.� 43 

  

 

 

                                                
40 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 15, p. 441. 
41 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 15, p. 445. 
42 Taken from Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 18, p. 107. 
43 Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 18, p. 109. 
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The �Universal Subjective� 

           

          The philosophy of praxis also recognizes the eternal value associated with labour to 

the human condition.  Labour is the tool which satisfies our most basic needs, it is the 

�first relationship with nature� by which we satisfy the animal requirements of a 

biological kind.  However the philosophy of praxis obviously addresses needs beyond the 

basic, and it is these needs which we �know�, the existence of which we can imply but not 

assume.  

 

          For Gramsci ��objectivity� always means �humanly objective� which can be held to 

correspond exactly to �historically subjective�: in other words, objective would mean 

�universal subjective�.  Man knows objectivity in so far as knowledge is real for the whole 

human race historically unified in a single unitary cultural system.  But this process of 

historical unification takes place through the disappearance of the internal contradictions 

which tear apart human society, while these contradictions themselves are the condition 

for the formation of groups and for the birth of ideologies which are not concretely 

universal but are immediately rendered transient by the practical origin of their 

substance.� 44  

 

          Objectivity is objective for man � the �universal subjective�.  This explains 

accurately the desire, and human need, that the philosophy of praxis seeks to satisfy by 

attempting through its rigorous approach to exorcise all doubts, unknowns and 

contradictions, all of which inhibit our development.  Gramscian philosophy is searching 

for the teachings from the past, to change the present and explain the future.  This sense of 

the mutable �objective� for man leads to him organizing, dealing with and coping with that 

objective and that need. A change in the collective human condition requires a change in 

these relations and dealings and to change the �objective� for man.  In the event of no such 

change with the times, philosophy falls short of its role and purpose and corresponding 

gaps between theory and practice occurs and a false consciousness arises.  Evidence of the 

                                                
44 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 15, p. 445. 
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need for change can take the form of social inequalities, revolt and a clash between man�s 

expectations and actual achievements.  

 

          Through the philosophy of praxis the thread of European idealism can also be 

located in its desire to remove the naïve and uncritical elements of the human perspective 

through thorough, critical, dialectic thought and discover human �truths� through human 

eyes.  However it seeks to avoid the dualism of human and �other� which philosophies of 

the past espoused and not to fall back on the speculation to deal with the unknown.                   

 

 

Praxis as a Saviour and a Victim45   

 

          In many ways the philosophy of praxis is a philosophy of philosophy, an 

epistemological barometer for the quality, or otherwise, of a philosophical system and in 

this way its longevity should be ensured.  The philosophical problems change according to 

man�s needs, which is the very basis of the Gramscian system.  But for this reason, the 

philosophy of praxis is also prone to falling short of catering for man�s unforeseeable 

needs of the future.  In this sense the philosophy of praxis is also time-bound and �of the 

moment�.  Gramsci recognized that his environment dictated much of his thought process, 

informed his approach, and inevitably limited him at the same time.  The human 

perspective is a moment in flux.  Conditions are presented and solutions sought, but the 

condition is always changing.  This foresight or realization by Gramsci is informed by his 

hindsight.  His historicist realization was that philosophy is history - it is the thoughts of an 

epoch.  

 

          This marks a significant departure from Marxism, which envisaged for itself no such 

fate.  As Gramsci wrote, �it is still very difficult to make people grasp �practically� that 

such an interpretation is valid also for the philosophy of praxis itself, without in so doing 

shaking the convictions that are necessary for action� as a result even the philosophy of 

                                                
45 This aspect of Gramsci�s philosophy of praxis is pointed out by Nemeth�s work (see n. 18) and much of the 
insight is greatly indebted to his work and that of the Gramsci Institute in Rome (see n. 3) at www.gramsci.it.   
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praxis tends to become an ideology in the worst sense of the word, that is to say a 

dogmatic system of eternal and absolute truths.� 46 

 

          The philosophy of praxis is itself, in Gramsci�s eyes, a certain historical 

contradiction in that it has sprung from the faults of the preceding philosophy.  In the 

philosophy of praxis, all thought systems which arise from imbalance are destined to 

inherit some of the contradictions which it seeks to amend.  In the struggle for change, the 

philosophy of praxis is conscious of a likely contradiction in its own conception, but insists 

that whatever follows should and will be �needs-driven�.  Most strikingly, according to this 

facet of his philosophy, Gramsci unwittingly foresees the fall of Marxism due to its failure 

to meet the conditions of the time.  

 

 

The Final Moulting � From Praxis to What? 

 

          The most that Gramsci can say about the future is that the �needs-driven� basis of 

philosophy (and hence a lasting legacy of the philosophy of praxis) will only be 

superseded when society as we know it no longer exists.  When a condition of inequality or 

contradiction no longer exists is when the last element of the philosophy of praxis shall be 

supplanted.  However �we cannot now say what in the present will be true in the future 

nor what of the present will endure in the supersession.� 47  This reveals a modesty and 

realism in the philosophy of praxis which realizes its own borders and limitations.  �What 

from the past will be preserved in the dialectical process cannot be determined a priori, 

but will result from the process itself.  It will have the character of historical necessity and 

not of arbitrary selection on the part of scientists and philosophers.� 48 

 

          In the Gramscian conception, all truths will no longer be simply relative when the 

needs of man are met and all contradictions removed.  �At that time society will no longer 

be pushed onward for new knowledge at least not in the sense that we speak of knowledge 

                                                
46 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 15, p. 406. 
47 Thomas Nemeth, supra. n. 18, p. 129. 
48 Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 15, p. 426. 
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today.  With all of man�s needs met there will be nothing counting against his knowledge 

and thus no essential alterations in it.  The truth will then be established once and for all. 

More than this we cannot say.� 49  But the praxis, a product of contradictions, cannot 

escape from the world of contradiction by affirming a world without them, but only to do 

so in general terms.  To fully conceive such a contradiction-less world is to look beyond 

the environmental confines of the philosophy of praxis and create a �utopia�, a gap between 

theory and reality.  It thereby avoids the �unknown� by remaining within the confines of 

experience, the foundation of the philosophy. 

            

 

Conclusion 

 

          Of Gramsci, we cannot say everything at once, and yet each part of the whole cannot 

be understood removed from the whole.  He is, as Joll says, �a true intellectual hero of our 

time�50 but it is the products of this heroism that astound the few readers of his work.  If 

anything, his work directs us to become self-aware, understand the sum of our parts, and 

the limitations of life as well as its opportunities.     

 

          His faith in humanity and its faculties are reflected in his words describing the limits 

of his prison life (and perhaps general human existence).  �My practicality consists in this, 

in the knowledge that if you beat your head against the wall it is your head which breaks 

and not the wall� that is my strength, my only strength.� 51 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
49 Thomas Nemeth, supra n. 18, p. 130. 
50 See n. 4, p.15. 
51 Antonio Gramsci. Taken from The Modern Prince and Other Writings of Antonio Gramsci, supra. n. 7,  
p. 56. 


