Hegemony

James Lull

egemony is the power or dominance that one

Hsocial group holds over others. This can refer to

the “asymmedtrical interdependence” of political-

economic-cultural refations between and among nation-states

(Straubhaar, 1991) or differences between and among social classes

within a nation. Hegemony is “dominance and subordination in the

field of relations structured by power” (Hall, 1985). But hegemony is

more than social power itself; it is a method for gaining and maintain-
ing power.

Classical Marxist theory, of course, stresses economic position as
the strongest predictor of social differences. Today, more than a century
after Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels wrote their treatises about capi-
talist exploitation of the working class, economic disparities still under-
lie and help reproduce social inequalities in industrialized societies. In
that important, basic sense, Marxism and Marxist critical theory, which
have been so badly maligned in the rhetoric surrounding the recent
political transformation of communist nations, remain fundamentally
on target. Technological developments in the twentieth century, how-
ever, have made the manner of social domination much more complex
than before. Social class differences in today’s world are not determined
solely or directly by economic factors, Ideological influence is crucial
now in the exercise of social power.

The Italian intellectual Antonio Gramsci—to whom the term hege-
mony is attributed—broadened materialist Marxist theory into the realm
of ideology. Persecuted by his country’s then fascist government {and
writing from prison), Gramsci emphasized society’s “super structure,” its
ideology-producing institutions, in struggles over meaning and power
(1971, 1973, 1978; see also Boggs, 1976; Sassoon, 1980; and Simon,
1982). A shift in critical theory thus was made away from a preoccupation
with capitalist society’s “base” (its economic foundation) and towards its
dominant dispensaries of ideas. Attention was given to the structuring of
authority and dependence in symbolic environments that correspond to,
but are not the same as, economically determined class-based structures
and processes of industrial production. Such a theoretical turn seems a
natural and necessary development in an era when communications
technology is such a pervasive and potent ideological medium. According
to Gramsci’s theory of ideological hegemony, mass media are fools that
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instance, connects with other large industries, especially advertising companies but also
national and multinational corporations that produce, distribute, and market a wide range of
commodities. So, for example, commercial TV networks no longer buy original children’s
television shows. Network executives only want new program ideas associated with success-
ful retail products already marketed to children. By late 1990 more than 20 toy-based TV
shows appeared on American commercial TV weekly. Television also has the ability to absorb
other major social institutions—organized religion, for instance—and turn them into popu-
lar culture. The TV industry also connects with government institutions, including espe-
cially the federal agencies that are supposed to regulate telecommunications. The
development of American commercial broadcasting is a vivid example of how capitalist eco-
nomic forces assert their power. Evacuation of the legislatively mandated public service ideal
could only have taken place because the Federal Communications Commission stepped aside
while commercial interests amassed power and ded their infl S ic of
the problem is the fact that government regulators typically are recruited from, and return
to, the very industries they are supposed to monitor.

Transmedia and transgenre integrations with mutually reinforcing ideological conse-
quences are also commonplace. Popular radio and video songs, for example, can also be com-
mercials. . . . Commercial logos become products themselves and are reproduced on
tee-shirts, posters, beach towels, and other informal media. The rhetoric of TV commercials
and programs is recycled in the lyrics of rap music and in the routines of stand-up comedians
performing live and on television. . . . There are films made for television, magazines pub-
lished about television, and television news magazines. The most well-known national news-
paper in the United States, USA Today, is sold nationwide in vending boxes that resemble TV
sets. Television commercials appear on Channel One, an educational news channel shown to
students in American efementary school classrooms. Logos that advertise only national gaso-
line, food, and motel chains appear on government highway signs, advising travelers of their
availability at upcoming freeway exits. Expensive public relations campaigns of major corpo-
rations distribute “informational” supplementary textbooks to elementary and secondary
school systems. Major business organizations send digests of their annual reports and other
promotional materials to college instructors, hoping this biased information will be incorpo-
rated into teaching and research. Similar materials are sent to political and religious leaders

50 they will pass the information along to their constituencies and congregations.

In the United States, advocacy of alternative political ideologies, parties, and candidates,
or suggestions of viable consumer alternatives to the commercial frenzy stimulated and rein-
forced by advertising and other marketing techniques, are rarely seen on the popular media.
Radical ideas typically appear only on underfinanced, non-commercial radio and TV stations
and in low-budget print media. These media have tiny public followings compared to com-
mercial television and video outlets, metropolitan daily and national
When genuinely divergent views appear on mainstream media, the information is frequently
shown in an unfavorable light or is modified and co-opted to surrender to the embrace of
mainstream thought. . . . The mass media help create an impression that even society’s rough-
est edges ultimately must conform to the conventional contours of dominant ideologies.

Hegemony has been central to the management of ideology in communist nations too,
though it develops differently. Central ideological planning and the creation of propaganda to
advise “the people” represent the same intention—to protect the interests of ruling elites. . . .

The collapse of political authority in Eastern and Central Europe and the former Soviet
i ist ideological t Conflict between culture produc-

Union was a breakdown in
ers and young audiences in East Germany and Hungary is typical of what happened in the
Soviet bloc (Wicke, 1992; Szemere, 1985). Young rock musicians and their enthusiastic audi-
ences led a cultural and political struggle against the repressive institutions and the ideology
behind them. Trying to contain and control rebellious youth, the former communist govern-
ments attempted in sinister ways to defuse the politically charged musical and cultural activity

3



Chapter Four

of youth by incorporating and sponsoring them. Young people and other dissenters saw
through the strategy, however, challenged the hegemony, and stimulated policy changes that
later contributed to the dramatic downfall of the European communist governments. In
China, the extraordinary student and worker uprising in 1989 is but the most visible sign of
wide-spread resistance among that country’s disaffected urban population.! Recent popular
revolutions in c ist countries developed from widespread di t with an interact-
ing spectrum of economic, political, and cultural conditions. Ironically, the workers’ uprising
that Marx and Engels theorized would take place in repressive, class-based capitalist
economies developed instead in communist nations which had proven in many respects to be
even more repressive.

Hegemony as an Incomplete Process

Two of our leading critical theorists, Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall, remind us that
hegemony in any political context is indeed fragile. It requires renewal and modification
through the assertion and reassertion of power. Hall suggests that “it is crucial to the concept
that hegemony is not a ‘given’ and permanent state of affairs, but it has to be actively won and
secured; it can also be lost” (1977: 333). Ideological work is the winning and securing of hege-
mony over time. . . . Ideology is composed of “texts that are not closed” according to Hall, who
also notes that ideological “counter-tendencies” regularly appear in the seams and cracks of
dominant forms (Hall, 1985). Mediated communications ranging from popular television
shows to rap and rock music, even graffiti scrawled over surfaces of public spaces, all inscribe
messages that challenge central political positions and cultural assumptions.

Counter-hegemonic tendencies do not inhere solely in texts. They are formulated in
processes of communication—in the interpretations, social circulation, and uses of media
content. As with the American soldiers’ use of military gas masks as inhaling devices to
heighten the effect of marijuana smoke, or the homeless’s transformation of supermarket
shopping carts into personal storage vehicles, ideological resistance and appropriation fre-
quently involve reinventing institutional messages for purposes that differ greatly from their
creators’ intentions. Expressions of the dominant ideology are sometimes reformulated to
assert alternative, often completely resistant or contradictory messages. . . .

Furthermore, resistance to hegemony is not initiated solely by media consumers. Texts
themselves are implicated. Ideology can never be stated purely and simply. Ways of thinking are
always reflexive and embedded in a complex, sometimes contradictory, ideological regress. .. .

Audience interpretations and uses of media imagery also eat away at hegemony. Hege-
mony fails when dominant ideology is weaker than social resistance. Gay subcultures, feminist
organizations, environmental groups, radical political parties, music-based formations suchas
punks, B-boys, Rastafarians, and metal heads all use media and their social networks to endorse
counter-hegemonic values and lifestyles. Indeed, we have only just begun to examine the com-
plex relationship between ideological representation and social action.

Note

1. It’s important to realize that the military suppression of the student-worker uprising in
Beijing in 1989 did not stop the Chinese revolutionary movement. It made possible the
dramatic and far-reaching (if less visually spectacular) economic and cultural changes
that characterize the People’s Republic today.

’
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