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Introduction 
Theories of power, governance, and the state are highly varied. There have been 
many conceptualisations of the role of the state over time, from Marxist theories 
to Neo-liberalist theories. A substantial literature exists on how the concept of 
governance can be understood, however, this paper focuses on how two key 
thinkers (Antonio Gramsci and Michel Foucault) of the twentieth and twenty first 
centuries have conceptualised governance and power relations. Gramsci and 
Foucault have made inspiring contributions (in their own distinct manner) to the 
ways in which governance has been conceptualised. Both theorists were 
originally influenced by Marxist theory and respectively built upon it. However, in 
the end, both rejected Marxist theory. The aim of this paper is to explore 
Gramsci’s theory of governance (hegemony) and Foucault’s theory of 
governance (governmentality).  Although there are some similar aspects of how 
Gramsci and Foucault conceptualise power, they differ on key formations of 
power. Gramsci’s hegemony contributes to our comprehension of power by 
developing the concept of consent, while Foucault’s governmentality re-
conceptualises notions of ‘truth’, ‘knowledge’ and discourse. This paper 
compares hegemony and governmentality, and identifies the differences and 
similarities between both theories. This exercise is important, as through the 
comparison of different theories of governance, one gains a unique insight into, 
and a deeper understanding of how power is formed.  
 
Gramsci’s Hegemony  
The concept of hegemony was not invented by Gramsci, but his reinvigoration of 
the concept propelled scholar’s understanding of power into a more complex and 
illuminating understanding of hegemony. The traditional definition of hegemony 
was dominant political or state rule over society. Marxist theories extended this 
definition to include relations between social classes and the domination of the 
ruling class over all other classes. Hegemony acquired a significant revision by 
Gramsci in the twentieth century (Williams, 1977: 108). Although he is regarded 
as the most creative Marxist thinker of the twentieth century, he produced no 
single, integrated thesis. Rather, his intellectual legacy has been transmitted 
primarily through his prison notebooks (Gramsci, 1971). The main aspect of 
Marxist theory that Gramsci focused upon was the question of why had revolution 
not taken place in Western Europe during the twentieth century as Marx had 
predicted (Hobden and Wyn Jones, 2008: 149-150). For him, the lack of any 
revolution suggested a flaw in Marxist analysis. Marxist thought contended that 
order was fundamentally maintained through the capabilities, coercive practices, 
and people’s fear of the state. It was domination that kept the exploited and 
alienated majority from rising up and over-throwing the system. Marx predicted 
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that a revolution of the people was eventually an inevitable outcome of this 
regime (Hobden and Wyn Jones, 2008: 149-150). Gramsci recognised that this 
was not the case, so he augmented the concept of hegemony. This 
augmentation was influenced by the work of Machiavelli, who believed that 
violence or simple coercive power is not sufficient to attain and maintain an 
empire. He stated that it is necessary to develop methods by which one is able to 
transform one’s enemies into allies (Benedetto, 1993: 143-144). Machiavelli 
viewed power as a centaur (half beast, half man): a mixture of coercion and 
consent (Hobden and Wyn Jones, 2008: 149-150). 
 
Gramsci’s analysis identified that power is maintained through consent. This 
consent is (re)created by the ruling class (Hobden and Wyn Jones, 2008: 149-
150) and is complied with by all other classes. Power that is based solely on the 
coercive apparatus of the state cannot achieve a lasting rule over society. It is 
only when the ruling class construct a socio-political order, which is capable of 
instilling its particular cultural and moral beliefs in the consciousness of the 
people that hegemony can exist. The social group must exercise intellectual and 
moral leadership to impress upon all other classes a particular moral 
consciousness, a particular culture, and a particular conception of the world. 
These processes result in the state acquiring an ethical authority that transforms 
its repressive, class nature into one that is perceived as moral and universal. 
Thus, the state cannot rest on pure force, violence and coercion must always be 
mediated by the legitimating moments of consent and persuasion (Benedetto, 
1993: 143-144). The core feature that maintains hegemony is that it is a lived 
system of meanings and values, which are experienced and practiced (Johnston 
et al., 2000: 332-333). This constitutes a sense of reality for the majority of 
people in society (Williams, 1977: 110). Buried in everyday life, hegemonic 
processes become taken-for-granted and ‘natural’ (Johnston et al., 2000: 332-
333).  
 
This lived hegemony is always in process and it is never complete. Unlike Marxist 
theory, hegemony does not view the systems of society as solid, definite, and 
absolute (Jackson Lears, 1985: 570). Hegemony does not passively exist as a 
form of domination. It is a set of complex experiences, relationships, and 
activities, with specific and changing pressures and limits, which have to be 
continually renewed and recreated (Williams, 1977: 112). Hegemony, and 
specifically consent, involves a complex mental state – a contradictory 
consciousness mixing approbation and apathy, resistance and resignation. The 
characteristics vary from individual to individual and some members of society 
are more socialised than others. In any case, ruling groups never engineer 
consent with complete success; the outlook of subordinate groups is always 
divided and ambiguous (Jackson Lears, 1985: 570). Hegemony is ultimately 
achieved and maintained through negotiation between the dominant and the 
dominated. The consent of the masses is always provisional and has constantly 
to be renegotiated and re-secured in historical circumstances, which are 
themselves shifting (Gunn, 2006: 707). In essence, Gramsci saw the state as 
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hegemony protected by the armour of coercion (Johnston et al., 2000: 333-334). 
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony was ground-breaking and highly influential. 
Although, over time (under the impact of the cultural turn) many academics were 
finding this theory of hegemony and other existing theories of power inadequate. 
Some subsequently turned to the work of Foucault in rethinking how power is 
exercised and performed. Foucault’s concepts of power (particularly in his later 
work on governmentality) was so different from existing conceptualisations that it 
offered a major challenge to both the liberal and Marxist approaches (Gunn, 
2006: 708).  
 
Foucault’s Governmentality 
Michel Foucault was, and remains to be, a highly influential philosopher. His 
reputation was made on the basis of a series of powerful theoretical interventions 
that problematised the production of knowledge (Hubbard, Kitchin and Valentine, 
2004: 121). He was renowned for rejecting grand totalising theories, and 
characteristically, changed his own conception of power throughout his works. In 
his early writings, Madness and Civilisation (1961) and The Birth of the Clinic 
(1963), power was conceptualized as a repressive force. From Discipline and 
Punish (1975) onwards, Foucault viewed power more flexibly, as a strategy 
rather than a possession: power was more than merely repressive, it was also 
productive. He investigated how people govern themselves and others through 
the production of ‘truth’. He sought to break with what he regarded as orthodox 
trends of Western historiography. Most radically of all, Foucault questioned the 
existence of a continuous human subject of history. In time, he began to study 
the political more directly through what he termed ‘governmentality’. He claimed 
that governmentality is the current form of rationality of all types of governance, 
which he views as originating in the sixteenth century (Gunn, 2006: 708-709).  
 
Foucault identified that between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries in 
Western Europe, a specific modern form of power predominated over other types 
of power – governmentality. In this period, there was a shift from the purpose of 
government to strengthen the ruler’s relationship with his territory and subjects 
(as in Machiavelli’s The Prince) to more complex forms of governmental 
rationality. By the eighteenth century, government was seen as possessing 
multiple ends, such as to manage and increase wealth, the production of 
materials, and security. Additionally, politics and the economy came to be 
understood as distinct entities. The former dealt with techniques of government, 
and the latter was a sphere of activity increasingly viewed as autonomous and 
self-regulating (Gunn, 2006: 709). Governance became involved in more and 
more areas of life, including the proliferation of apparatuses, institutions, 
procedures, and analyses that were both internal and external to the state. 
Foucault’s governmentality recognised that power is exercised within the social 
body (bio-power) through extremely different channels than thought of before. 
These channels and institutions (e.g. the media) produce individuals and solicit 
compliance (Johnston et al., 2000: 318). Practices of the self and practices of the 
government weave together without a reduction of the one to the other through 



Milieu 2011  Elaine Burroughs 

  

the ‘conduct of conduct’ (notably sexual and political codes). Individuals conceive 
themselves to be free or at liberty (as opposed to the inmates of institutions who 
know themselves to be shut away), but in reality are not. Liberty is ultimately a 
discursive construction, a product of a particular power/knowledge nexus, rather 
than some true social state (Hubbard et al., 2004: 126-127).  
 
Foucault’s governmentality re-orientated previous conceptualisations of 
governance. His emphasis was not solely on the state. He focus on the way in 
which power operates above and beyond the state – in effect arguing that there 
is no realm of civil society easily separable on the one hand from power, or on 
the other hand, from state intervention. For him, power is not repressive but 
productive. Power is not a possession, but a description of a series of practices. 
Power is not attributed to individuals, but is a characteristic of systems of 
knowledge (King and Kendall, 2004: 229-232). Governmentality is fundamentally 
the study of the historical construction of different state forms, without assuming 
that the state has a universal essence. Foucault is critical of analyses of the state 
(and/or states) as a calculating subject, an instrument of class rule, or an 
epiphenomenon of production relations. Whilst avoiding any general theory of the 
state, Foucault explored emergent strategies (state projects) that identified the 
nature and purposes of government in different contexts and periods (Jessop, 
2007: 37). 
 
Comparison of Gramsci and Foucault 
Although Gramsci and Foucault conceptualised governance and power in 
distinctly different ways, it is useful to compare their theories of hegemony and 
governmentality. This allows for an unravelling of the theories and a fuller 
understanding of them. Comparing Gramsci to Foucault requires a conceptual 
movement from a neo-Marxist perspective to a post-structuralist perspective 
(Larner, 2000: 12). As Figure 1 (below) portrays, for Gramsci, hegemony is 
achieved by dominant values/ideas being penetrated from the top down to all 
other classes. The ideas of the ruling class are portrayed as the norm and are 
perceived to benefit everyone, but in reality only benefit the ruling class. There is 
a willing compliance or consent of the other classes, as this is a lived power 
system that becomes ‘natural’ to all classes. In comparison, as we can see in 
Figure 2 (below), Foucault’s conceptualisation of power (governmentality) is very 
different from that of Gramsci’s. Foucault does not see power in a Marxist 
structural form. For him, power is not central, it is dispersed. Power includes 
other forms of social controls apart from state control (e.g. institutions). This 
power is internal and external to the state. Knowledge is produced through 
discourses, which enables individuals to govern themselves. This process 
produces individuals and solicits compliance. Therefore, when moving from a 
neo-Marxist perspective to a post-structuralist perspective, we can see a distinct 
difference. For Gramsci, discourse is understood as a form of rhetoric, 
disseminated by hegemonic economic and political groups. It is the framework 
within which people represent their lived experience. On the other hand, Foucault 
sees discourse as a system of meaning that constitutes institutions, practices, 
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and identities in contradictory and disjunctive ways (Larner, 2000: 12). Thus, for 
Gramsci knowledge/values/ideas produce consent, but for Foucault knowledge 
produces individualisation. Overall, both see power to be exercised through 
discourses or knowledge, and discursive practice reinforces domination over or 
within society (Jackson Lears, 1985: 568-570). 

 
 

Figure 1: Diagram of Gramsci’s Hegemony. EB 01/03/2010 

 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Diagram of Foucault’s Governmentality. EB 01/03/2010 

 
 
 
Although figures 1 and 2 vividly portray the obvious differences between 
hegemony and governmentality, there are also many similarities between both 
theories. Firstly, neither Gramsci (Hobden and Wyn Jones, 2008: 149-150) nor 
Foucault (Foucault, 1991: 85) produced a single integrated theory. This frustrated 
and continues to irritate some theorists and academics. A reading of Gramsci’s 
hegemony as a single integrated concrete theory is a misreading of his work. The 
concept of cultural hegemony can only be understood within a variety of historical 
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and intellectual contexts (Jackson Lears, 1985: 568). The same can be said for 
Foucault’s governmentality. He was aware of people’s frustration with his work. 
He states:  
  

Perhaps the reason why my work irritates people is precisely the fact that I’m not 
interested in constructing a new schema or in validating one that already exists. Perhaps 
it’s because my objective isn’t to propose a global principle for analyzing society. My 
general theme isn’t society, but the discourse of true and false (1991: 85).   

 
Secondly, both Gramsci and Foucault drew upon and critiqued Machiavelli’s The 
Prince (Gramsci, 1957 and Foucault, 1991). Machiavelli’s concept of the centaur 
was highly influential upon Gramsci’s conceptualisation of hegemony (Hobden 
and Wyn Jones, 2008: 149-150). Foucault critiqued The Prince to portray the 
transition from feudal rule to governmentality. Thirdly, both philosophers drew 
upon and critiqued Marxist theory. Marxist scholars assumed that structures are 
stable and concrete. For Gramsci structures are complex, and for Foucault, there 
is no structure, but there are networks. Gramsci examined the modern state and 
its role as a vehicle for class interests. Foucault was sceptical of views that 
identified the modern state as the hinge of power, preferring to see the state itself 
as a set of practices, as dispersed rather than unitary, and as invested in 
domains usually associated with civil society. Foucault did not believe that power 
and political agency lay with social classes. Power itself was not to be regarded 
solely as an instrument of repression or domination, but it was an omnipresent 
force, neither good nor evil (Gunn, 2006: 708-709). One final similarity between 
Foucault and Gramsci was their view that power is a lived reality and is 
(re)produced daily: power is a process, which is always becoming. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper has outlined the theories of hegemony and governmentality. It has 
illustrated the differences and similarities between them. There are indeed many 
obvious differences between the theories, but more notable, are the multiple 
similarities. Both Gramsci and Foucault reject grand totalising theories, draw on 
the work of Machiavelli and Marx, and conceptualise power as a lived reality in 
process. Gramsci’s hegemony is beneficial as it directs one away from 
conceptualising power based solely on the economy and on total domination. 
Instead, Gramsci focuses on how people can be coerced into believing that the 
state benefits all members of society, however, this may not be the case. 
Gramsci shows us that just because a particular ideology is disseminated to the 
masses; it does not mean that it will be accepted by all. Foucault, on the other 
hand, perceives power in a very different way. His theory of governmentality is 
valuable as he allows for the possibility of conceptualising power in a less rigid 
manner. He offers the opportunity to conceive of many forms of ‘truths’, ‘realities’, 
and ‘governmentalities’. He sees governance as a system of meaning that can be 
diverse in its formation in different places at different times. In essence, Foucualt 
allows one to conceptualise power as diverse and complicated, not standard and 
static. 
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