Antonio Gramsci

THE ORGANIZATION OF EDUCATION
AND OF CULTURE

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

THIS SELECTION FROM GRAMSCI’S PRISON NOTEBOOKS may surprise
readers who know of Gramsci only that he was a leader of the Italian
Communist Party in the era just prior to, and in the early days of, Mussolini.
For, in notes that speak directly to current educational policy as well as to the
problematic relation between cultural studies and the academic system that I
addressed in the last part of the \Introduction’ to this anthology, Gramsci goes
so far as to defend the study of Latin and Greek and to argue that ‘instruction’
(the more or less by rote teaching of methods and information) is a crucial
component of education.

What is at stake here for Gramsci was how to create an education system
which caters to all members of a radically materially and intellectually unequal
society such as Italy then was (and as, for instance, China and the US remain
today). It needs state rather than private funding. It needs to provide sufficient
discipline for those who come from families who inherit little cultural capital or
formal learning interests and skills to succeed (and this is one of the reasons
why he defends rote learning). And it needs to aim at nurturing autonomous,
knowledgeable, reflective and critical citizens with a strong sense of collectivity.
The study of Latin helps fulfil this since it familiarizes students with other ways
of thinking than their own and with a tradition and culture which, though dead,
has an often proved capacity to be brought back to life.

Gramsci’s remarks should be read in context: they are written in response
to the educational philosophy taken up by Mussolini’s Minister of Education,
Giovanni Gentile, under the inspiration of the idealist philosopher, Benedetto Croce.
Gentile was radically scornful of utilitarian, specialized and practical education,
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raging today is precisely linked to the fact that this process of differentiation and
particularisation is taking place chaotically, without clear and precise principles,
without a well-studied and consciously established plan. The crisis of the curriculum
and organisation of the schools, i.e. of the overall framework of a policy for forming
modern intellectual cadres, is to a great extent an aspect and a ramification of the
more comprehensive and general organic crisis.

The fundamental division into classical and vocational (professional) schools
was a rational formula: the vocational school for the instrumental classes,’ the
classical school for the dominant classes and the intellectuals. The development

of an industrial base both in the cities and in the countryside meant a growing
need for the new type of urban intellectual. Side by side with the classical school
there developed the technjcal school (vocational, but not manual), and this placed
3 question-mark over the very principle of a concrete programme of general
culture, a humanistic Programme of general culture based on the Graeco-Roman
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It may also be observed that deliberative bodies tend to an ever-increasing
extent to distinguish their activity into two “organic™ aspects: into the deliberative
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private enterprise, which thus comes to control both regimes and bureaucracies.
What is involved is a necessary, organic dcvelopmcm which tends to integrate
the personnel specialised in the technique of politics with personnel specialised
in the concrete problems of a(lministering the essential practical activities of the
great and complex national societies of today. Hence every attempt to exorcise
these tendencies from the outside produces no result other than moralistic
sermons and rhetorical lamentations.

The question is thus raised of modifying the training of technical-political
personnel, completing their culture in accordance with the new necessities, and of
creating specialised functionaries of a new kind, who as a body will complement
deliberative activity. The traditional type of political “leader”, prepared only for
formal-juridical activities, is becoming anachronistic and represents a danger for
the life of the State: the leader must have that minimum of general technical
culture which will permit him, if not to “create” autonomously the correct
solution, at least to know how to adjudicate between the solutions put forward
by the experts, and hence to choose the correct one from the “synthetic”
viewpoint of political technique. . ‘

A type of deliberative body which seeks to incorporate the techn}cal expertise
necessary for it to operate realistically has been described elsewhere in an account
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the budget of the national department from top to bottom, expanding it to an

unheard of extent and making it more complex. The entire function of educating

and forming the new generations ceases to be private and becomes public; for
only thus can it involve them in their entirety, without divisions

: ot group or
caste. But this transformation of scholastic

L activity requires an unprecedented
expansion of the practical organisation of the s hool, i.e. of buildings, scientihc
material, of the teaching body, etc. The teaching body in particular would have
to be increased, since the smaller the ratio between teachers

and pupils the
greater will be the (~fh('ivn('y of the school—

and this presents other problems
ncither easy nor quick to solve. The question of school buildings is not simple
cither, since this type of school should be a college, with dormitories, refectories,
specialised libraries, rooms designed for seminar work, etc. Hence initially the
new type of school will have to be, cannot help being, only for restricted gr;;ups.
made up of young people selected through competition or recommended by
similar institutions.

The common school ought to correspond to the period represented today by
the primary and secondary schools, reorganised not only as regards the content
and the method of tta(‘hing, but also as regards the arr;in‘gcm('-nt ot the various
phases of the educational process. The first, primary grade should not last longer
than three or four years, and in addition to imparting the first “instrumental”
notions of s(‘hooling—rcading, writing, sums, geography, hi\t()ri—()ught in
particular to deal with an aspect of education that is now neglected—i.e. with
“rights and duties”, with the first notions of the State and society as primordial
elements of a new conception of the world which challenges the conc eptions that
are imparted by the various traditional social environments, i.e. those conc eptions
which can be termed folkloristic. The didactic problem is one ot mitigating and
rendering more fertile the dogmatic approach which must inevitably characterise
these first years. The rest of the course should not last more than six vears, so
that by the age of hfteen or sixteen it should be possible to complete all the
grades of the common school.

One may object that such a course is too exhau.sting because too rapid, if the
aim is to attain in effect the results which the present organisation of the classical
school aims at but does not attain. Yet the new organisation as a whole will have
to contain within itself the general elements which in fact make the course too
slow today, at least for a part of the pupils. Which are these elements? In a whole
series of families, especially in the intellectual strata, the children find in their
family life a preparation, a prolongation and a completion of school lite; they
“breathe in”, as the expression goes, a whole quantity of notions and attitudes
which facilitate the educational process properly speaking. They already know and
develop their knowledge of the literary language, i.e. the means of expression
and of knowledge, which is technically superior to the means possessed by the
average member of the school population between the ages of six and twelve,
Thus city children, by the very fact of living in a city, have already absorbed
by the age of six a quantity of notions and attitudes which make their school
Careers casier, more profitable, and more rapid. In the basic organisation of the
common school, at least the essentials of these conditions must be created—not
to speak of the fact, which goes without saying, that parallel to the common
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The creative school is the culmination of the active school. In the first phase
the aim is to discipline, hence also to level out—to obtain a certain kind of
“conformism” which may be called “dynamic”. In the creative phase, on the
basis that has been achieved of “collectivisation” of the social type, the aim is
to expand the pcrsonality—by now autonomous and rcsponsil%lc, but with a
solid and homogencous moral and social conscience. Thus creative school does
not mean school of “inventors and discoverers™; it indicates a phase and a
method of research and of knowledge, and not a predetermined “programme”
with an obligation to originality and innovation at all costs. It indicates that
learning takes place especially through a spontancous and autonomous effort
of the pupil, with the teacher only exercising a function of friendly guide—as
happens or should happen in the university. To discover a truth oneself, without
external suggestions or assistance, is to create—even if the truth is an old one.
It demonstrates a mastery of the method, and indicates that in any case one
has entered the phase of intellectual maturity in which one may discover new
truths. Hence in this phase the fundamental scholastic activity will be carried
on in seminars, in libraries, in experimental laboratories; during it, the organic
data will be collected for a professional orientation.

The advent of the common school means the beginning of new relations
between intellectual and industrial work, not only in the school but in the whole
of social life. The comprehensive principle will therefore be retlected in all the
organisms of culture, transforming them and giving them a new content.

In search of the educational principle

In the old primary school, there used to be two elements in the educational
formation of the children. They were taught the rudiments of natural science,
and the idea of civic rights and duties. Scientific ideas were intended to insert the
child into the societas rerum, the world of things, while lessons in rights and duties
were intended to insert him into the State and into civil society. The scientihc
ideas the children learnt conflicted with the magical conception of the world and
nature which they absorbed from an environment steeped in folklore;® while the
idea of civic right; and duties conflicted with tendencies towards individualistic and
localistic barbarism—another dimension of folklore. The school combated tolklore,
indeed every residue of traditional conceptions of the world. It taught a more
modern outlook based essentially on an awareness of the simple and tundamental
fact that there exist objective, intractable natural laws to which man must adapt
himself if he is to master them in his turn—and that there exist social and state
laws which are the product of human activity, which are established by men and
can be altered by men in the interests of their collective development. These laws
of the State and of society create that human order which historically best enables
men to dominate the laws of nature, that is to say which most facilitates their work.
For work is the specific mode by which man actively participates in natural life in
order to transform and socialise it more and more deeply and extensively.

Thus one can say that the educational principle which was the basis of the
old primary school was the idea of work. Human work cannot be realised in all
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Whether it vielded all its fruits, and whether the actual teachers were aware
of the nature and philosophical content of their task, is another question. This
requires an analysis of the degree of civic consciousness of the entire nation,
of which the teaching body was merely an expression, and rather a poor
expression—certainl)‘ not an avant-garde.
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will have rhetorical schools, quite unserious, because the material solidity of what

is “('%‘rtam" will be missing, and what is “true” will be a truth only of words:
that is to say, precisely, rhetoric. ’

lhAis degeneration is even clearer in the secondary school, in the literature
and philosophy syllabus. Previously, the pupils at least acquired a certain “baggage”
or “equipment." (according to taste) of concrete facts. Now that the teacher
must be specifically a philosopher and aesthete, the pupil does not bother with
concrete facts and fills his head with formulae and words which usually mean
nothing to him, and which are forgotten at once. It was right to struggle'against
the old school, but reforming it was not so simple as it seemed. ’l‘}hw pm'bl(*m
was not one of model curricula but of men, and not just of the men who are
actually teachers themselves but of the entire social complex which they express.
In reality a mediocre teacher may manage to see to it that his pupilts become
more informed, although he will not succeed in making them better educated; he
can devote a scrupulous and bureaucratic conscientiousness to the mechanical
part of teaching—and the pupi], it he has an active intelligence, will give an
order of his own, with the aid of his social ba(‘kgmuml, to the “baggage” he
accumulates. With the new curricula, which coincide with a general lowering of
the level of the teaching profession, there will no longer be any “baggage™ to put
in order. The new curricula should have abolished examinations entirely; for to
take an examination now must be tearfully more chancy than betore. A date is
always a date, whoever the examiner is, and a definition is always a definition.
But an aesthetic judgement or a philosophical analysis?

The educational efhcacy of the old Italian secondary school, as organised
by the Casati Act,” was not to be sought (or rejected) in its explicit aim as an
“educative” system, but in the fact that its structure and its curriculum were
the expression of a traditional mode of intellectual and moral life, of a cultural
climate diffused throughout Italian society by ancient tradition. It was the tact
that this climate and way of life were in their death-throes, and that the school
had become cut off from life, which brought about the crisis in education. A
criticism of the curricula and disciplinary structure of the old system means less
than nothing if one does not keep this situation in mind. Thus we come back
to the truly active participation of the pupil in the school, which can only exist
if the school is related to life. The more the new curricula nominally athrm
and theorise the pupil’s activity and working collaboration with the teacher, the
more they are actually designed as if the pupil were purely passive.

In the old school the grammati(‘al study of Latin and Greek, together with
the study of their respective literatures and political histories, was an c‘(lucnt'i.onal
principle—for the humanistic ideal, symbolised by Athf‘ns and Romyc, was dittused
throughout society, and was an essential element of national lite and culture.
Even the mechanical character of the study of grammar was enlivened by this
cultural perspective. Individual facts were not learnt for an immediate practical
or professional end. The end seemed disinterested, bt‘cau‘se the real interest was
the interior development of personality, the formation ot (‘haVrActer by means of
the absorption and assimilation of the whole cultural past of modern European
n. Pupils did not learn Latin and Greek in order to speak them, to
interpreters or commercial letter-writers. They learnt them in

civilisatio
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d things. Besides, one must not forget that the life of the Romang
b to some extent has already interested the child and continye
< that in the dead object there is always present a greater
living being. Thus, the language is dead, 'it is analysed as an ine.rt .Ol)jcq‘ a3
corpse on the dissecting table, but it continually comes to life again in examples
and in stories. Could one study Italian in the same way? Impossible. No living
language could be studied like Latin: it would be and would seem absurd. No
child knows Latin when he starts to study it by these analytical methods. But
a living language can be known and it would be enough for a single child to
know it, and the spell would be broken: everybody would be off to the Berlitz
school at once. Latin (like Greek) appears to the imagination as a myth, even
for the teacher. One does not study Latin in order to learn the language. For
a long time, as a result of a cultural and scholarly tradition whose origin and
development one might investigate, Latin has been studied as an element in
an ideal curriculum, an element which combines and satisfies a whole serics
of pedagogic and psychological requirements. It has been studied in order t©
accu.stoml children to studying in a specific manner, and to analysing an hiSt?"i"f‘]
E:ivr ‘::)';f(.:izn?etht(T;atfd as .a corpse -which returns (‘Ontinually. t.:”\l,ii\i;hilllt]'
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real language s ' i

real la b.\gt is studied, after it has first been |1|mlugmp|n-(l in one abstract
moment in the torm of grammar. It is stuc
the words of the tragments of the twelve

Christian writers in Latin: an historic

lied trom Ennius (or rather from
tablets) right up to Phaedrus and the
, e o al process is analysed from its source until
its A\ c‘_“] in .llm(‘—()r seeming death, since we know that [talian, with which
Latin is ('nnlm\h\lly contrasted in school, is modern |

. atin. Not only the grammar
ol a (‘}(‘l'ldln (‘po(‘ll (which is an abstraction) or its vocabulary df(' studied, but
also, for ('(>l11|)dx'i\‘nnf the grammar and the vocabulary of cach individual author
and the meaning of each term in each particular stylistic “penod”. Thus the
('h.ilxl discovers that the grammar and the vocabulary of Phacdrus are not those
of Cicero, nor those of Plautus, nor of Lactantius or lertullian, and that the
same nexus of sounds does not have the same meaning in ditterent periods and
for different authors. Latin and Italian are continually compared; but each word
is a concept, a symbol, which takes on different shades of meaning according
to the period and the writer in cach of the two languages under ;('rux}y(\rlx('n.
The child studies the literary history of the books written in that language, the
political history, the achievements of the men who spoke that language. His
education is determined by the whole of this organic complex, by the fact that
he has followed that itinerary, if only in a purely literal sense, he has passed
through those various stages, etc. He has plunged into history and acquired a
historicising understanding of the world and of life, which becomes a second—
nearly spontaneous—nature, since it is not inculcated pedantically with an openly
educational intention. These studies educated without an vxplici'tl\' declared aim
of doing so, with a minimal “educative” intervention on the part of the teacher:
they educated because they gave instruction. Logical, artistic, psychological
experience was g‘\inﬂl unawares, without a continual selt-consciousness. Above all
a ])rofnuml “synthetic”, philosophical experience was gained, of an actual historical
development. This does not mean—it would be stupid to think so—that Latin
and Greek, as such, have intrinsically thaumaturgical qualities in the educational
field. It is the whole cultural tradition, which also and particularly lives outside
the school, which in a given ambience produces such results. In any case one
can see today, with the changes in the traditional idea of culture, the way in
which the school is in crisis and with it the study of Latin and Greek.

It will be necessary to replace Latin and Greek as the tulcrum ot the
formative school, and they will be replaced. But it will not be casy to deploy
the new subject or subjects in a didactic form which gives cquivalent results in
terms of education and gcm‘ral pcl‘sonality—form.\liun, from early childhood to

the threshold of the adult choice of career. YFor in this pcrind what is learnt, or

the greater part of it, must be—or appear to the pupils to be—disinterested, i.e.
not have immediate or too immediate practiu\l purposes. It must be tormative,
while being “instructive”—in other words rich in concrete facts. In the present
school, the profound crisis in the traditional culture and its cunvuop\'mn of lite
and of man has resulted in a progressive degeneration. Schools of the vocational
d to satisty immediate, pmctiml interests, are beginning to

type, i.e. those designe
ative school, which is not immediately “interested”.

predominate over the form
The most paradoxical aspe
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yst(\llisc them in Chinese complcxitic&
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now developing as the school for the people doe-s not tend even to keep uwp

this illusion. For it is organised ever more fully in such a way as to restri

recruitment to the technically qualiﬁed governing stratum, in a social and political
context which makes it increasingly ditfcult for “personal initiative” to acquire
such skills and technical—politica] preparation. Thus we are r(‘all}' going back
to a division into juridically fixed and crystallised estates rather than moving
towards the transcendence of class divisions. The multiplication of vocationd
schools which specialise increasingly from the very beginning of the child's
educational career is one of the most notable manifestations of this tendenc:
It is noticeable that the new pedagogy has concentrated its fire on “dognmtism"
in the field of instruction and the learning of concrete facts—i.e. precisely in
the field in which a certain dogmatism is practically indispensable and can be
reébsoTbed and dissolved only in the whole cycle ‘of the educational proces
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cems the best tl
S ung. I scnptive, detinitional Phlln\uph\ mav be a dogmatic

e, s o g A

. Juals one™ s an abstraction, but it leads nobody to
(h)nk that m\c»ﬂ'\ equals one elephant. The rules of tormal logic are abstractions
of the same km.d_ they are like the grammar of normal thought, but thev still
need to be studied, since thev are not something innate, but h;w to be ac qu!rwl
through \\:ork and retlection. The new curriculum presupposes that formal logic
is something you already possess when vou think, but does not explain h““'\lt
is to be acquired, so that in practice it is assumed to be innate. Formal logic
is like grammar: it is assimilated in a “living™ way even it the actual lcarm\ng
process has been necessarily schematic and abstract. For the learner is not a
pass'{\'e and n\_ct'haniaal recipient, a gramophone record—even it the hiturgical
conformity of examinations sometimes makes him appear so. The relation
between these educational torms and the child’s psvchology is alwavs active and
creative, just as the relation of the worker to his tools is active and creative. A
calibre is likewise a complex of abstractions, but without calibration it is not
possible to produce real objects—real objects which are social relations, and
which implicitl.\' embnd_\ ideas.

The child who sweats at Barbara, Baralipron'' is certainly pertorming a tiring
task, and it is important that he does only what is absolutely necessarv and no
more. But it is also true that it will alwavs be an eftort to learn ph\;\\al selt-
discipline and self-control; the pupil has, in ettect, to undergo a psvcho-physical
training. Many people have to be persuaded that studying too is a job, and a
very tiring one, with its own particular appremicvship——imu\\ ing muscles and
nerves as well as intellect. It is a process ot adaptation, a habit acquired with
effort, tedium and even suftering. Wider participation in secondarv education
brings with it a tendency to ease off the discipline of studies, and to ask ftor
“relaxations”. Many even think that the difhculties ot learning are artincial,
since they are accustomed to think only of manual work as sweat and toil. The
question is a complex one. Undoubtedly the child of a traditionall intellectual
family acquires this psycho-ph sical adaptation more easilv. Betore he ever enters
the class-room he has numerous advantages over his comrades, and is already in
possession of attitudes learnt from his family environment he concentrates more
casily, since he is used to “sitting still™, etc. Similarly, the son of a ¢y worker
suffers less when he goes to work in a factory than does a peasant’s child or
a young peasant already formed by country life. (Even diet has its importance,
etc.) This is why many people think that the ditheulny of study conceals some
“trick” which handicaps them—that is, when thev do not simply believe that
they are stupid by nature. They see the "gcmlenmn"'l—md for many, especially
in the country, ;‘gcntleman“ means intellectual—complete, speedily and with

apparent ease, work which costs their sons tears and blood, and thev think
there is a “trick”. In the future, these questions may become extremely acute
and it will be necessary to re
become easy without being distor

intellectuals, including those capable of the
has not traditionally developed the appropriate attitudes,

aist the tendency to render easy that which cannot
ted. 1t our aim is to producc‘ a new stratum of
highest degree ot specialisation, from

a social group which

then we have unprt‘cedcntcd dithculties to overcome.
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::haih;}: a:d high sc}:.ool. Lh\;ugil in (zhe Jtalian svstem th clective schools (like English
sr:xmmar schools) {cadmg to a university education.

‘The Dalton Method. a development of Montessori's ideas,
(Int, p. 122X “the pupil.\ are free to attend whichever lessons
they please, provided that by the end of each month they have completed the programme set for
them; discipline is entrusted to the pupils themselves. The system has a serious defect: the pupils
generally postpone doing their work undl the last davs of the month, and this detracts from the
seriousness of the education and represents a major difficulty for the teachers who are supposed
to help them but are overwhelmed with work—whereas in the first weeks of the month they
have litle or nothing to do. (The Dalton system is simply an extension to the secondary schools
of the methods of study which obtain in the Italian universities, methods which leave the student

complete freedom in his studies: in certain faculties the students sit twenty examinations and their

ev are s

is described elsewhere by Gramsci

(whether practical or theoretical)

final degree in the fourth and last vear, and the lecturer never so much as knows the student.)”
See above for Gramsci's use of the term “folklore”.
This distinction was made by Vico, in his Scienza Nuova of 1725. Para. 321: “The ‘certain’ in
the laws is an obscurity of judgement backed only by authority, so that we find them harsh in
applica(ion. vet are obliged 0 appl}' them just because t_he_\' are certain. In good Latin certum means
particularised, or, as the schools say, individuated; so that, in over-elegant Latin, certum and commune,
the certain and the common, are opposed to each other.” Para. 324: “The true in the laws is a
certain light and splendour with which natural reason illuminates them; so that jurisconsults are
often ifnd:he ha:)li: of saying verum est for aequum est.” Para. 137: “Men who do not know what is
true of things take care to hold fast to what is certain i : i ir i
by knowledge (scienza), their wills at least may rest o'nst(:::;(:\f,:::scinn.?‘ Sanif} V y‘h o lm?l‘le(‘ts
The Casati Act, passed in 1859, remained tjle basis of d; Itali . (‘05‘1"_"2‘])' Vieo (1969)

. e Italian educational system until th
Gentile Reform of 1923. ’ o <
For Croce’s concept of the “analysis of distincts” see Introduction, p- Xxiii.

The Gentle Reform provided for compulsory religi

e e pulsory religious education i i ile”
justifications of this are criticised by Gramsci in Int. .bpp. 116-18: “n mGI:‘ﬂt;ld‘: SC}TOO.IS‘ and» Genale's
more than an extension of the idea that ‘religion is good for the P;O.].)le‘ :‘ N Slthmklng -+« is nothing
phase of thought to which religion corresponds, etc.), i.e. a (tendenti 5 i
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