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Chapter 1

Introduction: Hegemonic Vehicles in the 
Global Political Economy

How has capitalism managed to endure despite its numerous crises, contradic-
tions, and conflicts across the world? After each cycle of crisis, experts, journal-
ists, and commentators inevitably speculate about the possible end of capitalism. 
Yet, as of 2025 – on the verge of environmental catastrophe, devastating wars, 
and the rise of authoritarianism – there remain few signs that capitalism is being 
seriously targeted as the root cause of these global threats. On the contrary, much 
of the resistance has focused not on dismantling the system, but on addressing its 
shortcomings and seeking to build a fairer society within the existing institutional 
framework. While people are not indifferent to injustice, critiques of capitalism –  
once central to leftist thought – appear to have fallen out of favour, as Ellen 
Meiksins Wood (1995) observed. She argued that the left had undergone a major 
retreat from socialist aspirations, with many leftist intellectuals, if  not openly 
embracing capitalism, resigning themselves to operating within its margins and 
placing their hopes in localised, particular forms of resistance. In response to 
Wood’s call – issued nearly 30 years ago – for a renewed critical understanding of 
capitalism and the development, enrichment, and refinement of the conceptual 
tools needed to transform it, I write this book to examine the resilience of capi-
talism in the face of crisis, contradiction, and conflict, with a particular focus on 
Latin America, specifically Mexico, Colombia, Peru, and Chile.

Joseph Schumpeter (1994), a staunch defender of capitalism and its long-term 
benefits, predicted that capitalism was ultimately doomed to be replaced by social-
ism. He believed that capitalism’s very success would lead to its internal demise. 
In his view, the process of ‘creative destruction’ – where entrepreneurial innova-
tion renders old modes of production obsolete – would generate unprecedented 
productivity, producing such a surplus of goods that individuals could transi-
tion from labour-intensive roles to more leisurely pursuits, particularly within an 
emerging intellectual class. However, this class, increasingly detached from the 
entrepreneurial and productive foundations of capitalism, would fail to under-
stand or appreciate the system that enabled their privileged lifestyles. As a result, 
they would come to criticise and eventually condemn capitalism. Furthermore, 
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2     Understanding the Vehicles of Capitalist Hegemony

the constant stream of product innovations – once driven by individual entrepre-
neurs – becomes routinised within large corporations. The visibility and societal 
prestige of the individual entrepreneur decline, as they are gradually replaced by 
emotionally detached employees, managers, and shareholders. In this account of 
capitalism’s decline, political decisions – not consumer choices or market forces –  
come to determine how resources are allocated and which businesses succeed. 
Competition, therefore, centres not on attracting consumers but on securing the 
favour of the state.

Unlike Schumpeter, Karl Marx predicted the end of capitalism through a 
revolutionary overthrow led by the working class, driven by the system’s inher-
ent contradictions. Marx (1981) foresaw that the centralisation of capital, the 
commodification and exploitation of workers and land, and increasing global 
integration would give rise to human conflict, social and economic crises, envi-
ronmental degradation, and extreme wealth inequality. These contradictions, he 
argued, would intensify and culminate in a revolutionary crisis, ultimately leading 
to the collapse of capitalism. The concentration of capital, far from enhancing 
production, would obstruct the productive forces, provoking systemic rupture 
and the eventual abolition of private property. Marx and Engels (1988) envi-
sioned a revolutionary transition in which the working class would seize control 
of the state, centralise the means of production, and expand productive capacity 
for the benefit of all. Beginning in advanced capitalist countries, this revolution 
would establish a democratic constitution and implement measures promoting 
social welfare. It would mark a global transformation centred on human needs 
rather than capitalist profit, liberating production from the constraints imposed 
by the profit motive.

Both Schumpeter and Marx foresaw an eventual transition from capitalism to 
socialism, but their perspectives differed significantly. Marx favoured socialism 
as a superior economic system, rooted in his critique of capitalism’s exploitative 
dynamics. Schumpeter, by contrast, valued the creative power of private innova-
tion and entrepreneurship within capitalism. While he acknowledged that capi-
talism might give way to socialism, he did not advocate this transition; rather, 
he lamented it, believing that capitalism’s outcomes – including its capacity for 
growth and innovation – were far superior. He feared that a shift to socialism 
would result in significant declines in living standards.

Despite their ideological differences, both theorists made predictions that reso-
nate today. Marx identified several structural contradictions in capitalism, includ-
ing its monopolistic tendencies, the commodification of land and labour, the 
increasing proletarianisation of workers, and the use of science for profit-driven 
production. He also foresaw economic phenomena such as inflation, depression, 
and recurrent cycles of boom and bust. Marx highlighted how the concentration 
of wealth and power enabled the ruling class to control the state and block mean-
ingful reform, thereby exacerbating social and environmental crises – conflicts 
that stem, in his view, from capitalism’s very nature.

From a conservative perspective, Schumpeter also offered prescient insights. 
He warned that intellectuals would increasingly reject capitalism as part of main-
stream discourse – a prediction that many consider validated, particularly on 
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university campuses in Canada and the United States. Schumpeter also foresaw 
the rapid expansion of government regulations, state control over banking and 
labour markets, price controls, high taxation, and growing demands for nationali-
sation. He observed the growing political influence of large corporations, which 
sought state intervention to shield themselves from domestic and international 
competition. Schumpeter was particularly concerned about the erosion of per-
sonal and economic freedoms under the guise of democratic economic manage-
ment. Some authors argue that these trends persist today, with many favouring 
increased government intervention to address short-term economic and social 
problems, often overlooking the long-term consequences of such policies. Yet 
despite these critiques and crises, capitalism remains resilient, and socialism has 
not replaced it.

This book seeks to explain the enduring resilience of capitalism despite its 
inherent contradictions, crises, and conflicts. I aim to understand why the antici-
pated working-class revolution has not yet successfully challenged capitalism 
or established a just socialist society. While the complexity of this question 
is acknowledged, I focus on why there is currently neither widespread radical 
scrutiny of capitalism nor a concerted effort to organise a socialist revolution. 
This inquiry is grounded in the enduring relevance of Marx’s and Marxist cri-
tiques of capitalism, and in the persistent challenges to overthrowing the system 
despite working-class resistance. Rather than reinventing the wheel, I draw on 
the insights of predecessors – ‘standing on the shoulders of giants’ – and employ 
Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, a powerful tool for addressing this very 
question. The book contributes to the critique of capitalism in two ways: first, by 
offering a contextualised answer to capitalism’s endurance through case studies 
from Latin America; and second, by applying Gramsci’s concept of hegemony 
to contemporary capitalist society, addressing its shortcomings and enhancing 
its critical and transformative power with insights from other disciplines and 
theories.

Before outlining the structure of the book and the specific cases examined, 
I ask the reader’s patience as we first explore the theoretical foundations of the 
argument. My aim is to keep the discussion clear and illustrative, ensuring engage-
ment with the core message throughout.

Hegemony and Its Vehicles
Hegemony is a concept developed by Antonio Gramsci as he undertook a series 
of historical and theoretical reflections on the conditions for revolution in mod-
ern states where degrees of popular consent had been achieved. He employed the 
concept of ‘hegemony’ to describe a process of ‘intellectual and moral leader-
ship’ that embedded a ruling class across society (Gramsci, 1985). His concept 
has evolved to be influential to our days as it has enabled theorists to analyse 
regimes and social movements (Riley, 2010), develop the idea of radical democ-
racy (Laclau & Mouffe, 1992), analyse neo-liberalism in the discipline of interna-
tional relations (Morton, 2007) and it has been central in attempts to elaborate a 
‘sociological Marxism’ (Burawoy, 2003; Wright, 2010).



4     Understanding the Vehicles of Capitalist Hegemony

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony has been subject to multiple interpretations, 
each emphasising different aspects of its complex and fragmented presentation. 
His writings are primarily found in the Prison Notebooks, composed between 
1929 and 1935, comprising roughly 3,000 pages of organised essays, observations, 
and commentary. Although some notes were revised – indicating a degree of 
planning – the overall structure remains fragmentary, at times even contradictory, 
and lacks explicit guidance on how to read or order the material. Moreover, writ-
ten under fascist imprisonment, some of Gramsci’s terms have been interpreted 
as coded language designed to evade censorship. Others, however, see these terms 
as genuine theoretical innovations that often diverge from orthodox Marxism. As 
a result, we can speak of many ‘Gramscis’, with scholars choosing different focal 
points to develop distinct interpretations.

I adopt Perry Anderson’s (2020) interpretation of hegemony, viewing Gram-
sci’s work as a ‘differential analysis of the structures of bourgeois power in the 
West’. While Anderson criticises Gramsci for limiting the concept’s application to 
bourgeois power, and Gramsci himself  conceives hegemony as a political value 
(Riley, 2011), their contrasting perspectives help define the scope of my argument 
in this book. I do not seek to explain why working-class resistance has failed to 
overthrow capitalism in Latin America, nor to offer prescriptions for building a 
counter-hegemonic movement. Rather, my goal is to understand the ‘virtues’ of 
the bourgeoisie in maintaining hegemony despite capitalism’s contradictions and 
its harmful effects on people and the environment. I also recognise hegemony as 
a political value and argue that the endurance of bourgeois rule stems from its 
ability to continually restructure social relations to its advantage.

A notable aspect of Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, which I wish to under-
score, is the interplay between coercion and consent. Consent operates in two 
complementary forms: through material compromise, which addresses people’s 
tangible needs, and through ideology. To understand the role of ideology in 
the resilience of capitalism, it is first necessary to grasp the general concept of 
ideology.

Marx and Engels (1998, p. 35) criticised 19th-century German philosophy 
because it hid social relations by explaining them as religious connections. This 
critique led to the idea that human history is shaped by conscious individuals who 
create their ideas based on their material conditions. In simpler terms, our way of 
thinking is influenced by how we live and produce things. They argued that life 
shapes our thoughts, not the other way around. So, ideology develops as history 
unfolds.

Considering Latin America’s history of conflict and crisis, it is crucial to 
understand how ideology functions within this context. In the region, the domi-
nant ideology reflects the capitalist system and profoundly shapes everyday life. 
This ideology is largely crafted by the bourgeoisie – the leading class in capitalist 
societies – and significantly influences the beliefs and behaviours of the working 
class. The bourgeoisie tailors ideology to serve its own interests, shaping how peo-
ple think and live. According to Marx, every class produces its own worldview, 
with intellectuals constructing theoretical justifications over time (Drucker, 1972). 
Even when these justifications are flawed or misleading, they are accepted as truth 
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if  they reinforce the interests of the ruling class. Similarly, Marx (1969) criticised 
the theories of rising bourgeois thinkers such as Smith, Malthus, and Bentham, 
arguing that their ideas often masked economic interests and distorted concepts 
like utility to defend the status quo and legitimise existing social structures.

In Latin America, where the bourgeoisie retains power, ideology frequently 
serves to justify persistent social conflicts, including inequality and exploitation. 
This ideological framework, combined with material compromises, not only legit-
imises repression but also fosters consent and shapes how people relate to one 
another within society.

Understanding ideology is essential to grasping Gramsci’s concept of hegem-
ony. Gramsci developed this concept based on Lenin’s political theories and 
actions. Lenin’s idea of the dictatorship of the proletariat involved organising 
the spontaneous sentiments of the masses, fostering worker consciousness, and 
integrating it into governing structures through the seizure of state power. During 
the Russian Revolution, Lenin’s strategy was not solely based on force; he also 
emphasised the role of consent and cultural ties, particularly within a worker-
peasant alliance. In contrast, Gramsci’s view of hegemony – shaped by the rise 
of fascism in Italy – differed from Lenin’s due to distinct historical conditions. 
Gramsci argued that establishing hegemony through democratic means was bet-
ter suited to addressing the political challenges of his time.

Drawing on Lenin’s ideas, I understand hegemony as a strategic means of 
leadership that secures consent from various segments of society. This interpre-
tation rejects both the notion of hegemony as a static apparatus of social con-
trol (Althusser, 2001) and the idea of radically transforming liberal democracy 
(Laclau & Mouffe, 1992). As Anderson (2020, p. 51) notes, Gramsci employed 
the concept of hegemony to analyse power structures within democratic societies. 
Accordingly, I employ hegemony specifically within the context of capitalism, 
without incorporating counter-hegemony into my analysis.

Hyug Baeg (1991) argues that hegemony relies on the bourgeoisie’s leadership 
in capitalism. Their key role in production lays the groundwork for hegemonic 
practices (Thompson, 1978). However, consciousness is not just a reflection of 
production; dominating production relations alone is not enough for hegemony. 
It’s crucial to organise institutions that shape people’s thoughts to match capital-
ism’s needs in politics, society, and culture. Thus, hegemony mainly operates as a 
political governance strategy.

The ruling class must forge alliances with subordinate groups, using pluralism 
and democracy to serve its interests. Hegemony is its political strategy, blend-
ing consent and coercion to shape subordinate interests in ways that preserve 
capitalism – occasionally conceding secondary interests, but never core ones. 
Gramsci explains that a social group asserts supremacy through both domination 
and intellectual/moral leadership: domination subdues opponents, potentially by 
force, while leadership guides allied groups. Crucially, he emphasises that leader-
ship is essential both before and after gaining state power.

Under capitalism, the bourgeoisie maintains power through both force and 
consent. Hegemony involves securing the consent of the lower classes by present-
ing the interests of the ruling class as those of society as a whole. This requires 
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addressing people’s real needs, turning abstract ideas into tangible realities 
(Gramsci, 1985, p. 182). Hegemony is not just about ideas, as Hyug Baeg (1991) 
explains; the dominant economy sets the stage for ideological leadership; it’s tied 
to how society works materially.

Hegemony evolves over time as societies and modes of production change. 
According to Riley, it becomes broader and more integrated as history progresses 
(Riley, 2011, p. 4). This evolution is reflected in the concept of common sense – the 
taken-for-granted ways of thinking embedded in language and daily life, linked to 
the philosophy of praxis. Gramsci believed Marxism should interpret the world 
in accessible terms and employ practical philosophy to transform common sense.

Gramsci argued that common sense plays a crucial role in the working-class 
struggle but also serves as a tool for the bourgeoisie to maintain control. This 
‘good sense’ aligns with the needs of capitalism and shapes how people perceive 
the world. For subordinate classes, common sense often appears as a focus on 
immediate group interests – what Gramsci calls corporate consciousness (Gram-
sci, 1985, p. 77). In contrast, the ruling class must move beyond this narrow view, 
exercising leadership in civil society while asserting dominance within the state 
(Gramsci, 1985, p. 160). Common sense is historically and socio-economically 
constructed, shaping both material conditions and ideological frameworks. While 
working-class consciousness emerges from lived experience, the bourgeoisie often 
co-opts certain demands to protect its own interests. Ultimately, common sense 
reflects the dominant conception of life and morality, guiding behaviour and dis-
tinguishing good from evil according to socially accepted norms. In this book, 
I analyse common sense as the specific ways in which economic, political, and 
cultural spheres are structured to secure working-class consent to capitalism.

Hegemony begins with a real compromise between the ruling and subordinate 
classes. The dominant group must find common ground without endangering its 
core interests, partially meeting subordinate demands by conceding less essential 
material concerns. Without being the primary force in production, the dominant 
class cannot address these needs or sustain the material foundation of the com-
promise (Hyug Baeg, 1991, p. 128). Thus, to preserve hegemony, the dominant 
group must actively maintain the existing mode of production – a process I refer 
to as creating situational logics.

Achieving hegemony is not just about dominating production; it’s when pro-
duction relations shape the broader society. This means politics and ideology must 
work together to support the economic compromise. However, Gramsci believes 
that politics and ideology are battlegrounds for class struggle, not predetermined 
outcomes. Full hegemony happens when a core class unites economic, political, 
and ideological power, forming what Gramsci calls the ‘historical bloc’, showing 
how society’s different parts interact (Gramsci, 1985, p. 366).

Finally, Riley argues that hegemony often begins in revolutionary moments 
when one class represents society’s interests. This leads to alliances forming 
around common goals to establish new norms. Gramsci’s idea of unified ruling 
class hegemony suggests it can involve both intra-class and inter-class dynamics. 
This shows that within the capitalist class, different groups may have different 
goals despite sharing production-related interests (Riley, 2011, p. 15).
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I have outlined Gramsci’s concept of hegemony. Which in Latin America helps 
to explain the formation of republican states, conflicts among capitalist factions, 
inter-class struggles, and the continued support for the ruling class despite deep 
tensions. Now, I turn to the question of how bourgeois hegemony endures. To 
address this, I introduce a reworked concept: hegemonic vehicles. These are crucial 
for understanding capitalism’s resilience and the ruling class’s ability to maintain 
control. By focusing on human actions that shape hegemony, hegemonic vehicles 
offer insights into how hegemony evolves and retains its power.

First, Gramsci’s concept of hegemony builds on Marx’s base-superstructure 
theory but introduces important differences. While Marx addressed the idea only 
briefly, Gramsci developed it further, arguing that politics and culture operate 
within a structure shaped by relations of production. Rejecting deterministic 
interpretations, he focused on how production conditions are reflected in cul-
ture and politics, asserting that true hegemony arises when these conditions are 
accurately represented. Unlike some interpretations, I do not situate hegemonic 
vehicles strictly within this framework. Instead, I place them within the broader 
context of capitalism as a system of social relations. Hegemony does not rely 
solely on economic factors but emerges from complex social dynamics. Therefore, 
hegemonic vehicles – as institutionalised practices – should not be understood 
merely as products of structural determinism or individual agency.

Second, my understanding of hegemonic vehicles within capitalism is grounded 
in class dynamics. I examine how individuals’ pursuit of personal needs –  
shaped by capitalism – influences class formation and consciousness, revealing 
how ruling classes secure working-class consent to capitalist goals. I view class as 
a fluid social relationship rather than a fixed structure. Hegemony, then, involves 
actions shaped by the interplay of institutions and systems, which sustain capital-
ism despite its contradictions. Hegemonic vehicles operate within these dynamics, 
tied to foundational yet adaptable systems that structure capitalism over time. 
While institutions like private property define class, these definitions evolve as the 
systems themselves shift. For instance, the working class is not limited to factory 
workers but also includes landless farmers. Classes do not merely react to history 
– they actively shape it (Hall, 2017, p. 383).

Thirdly, it is important to distinguish hegemonic vehicles from Gramsci’s con-
cept of the hegemonic apparatus. As described by Buci-Glucksmann, the appara-
tus includes various institutions and practices that express a class’s dominance and 
underpin state power (Buci-Glucksmann, 1980, p. 48). While related, hegemonic 
vehicles refer to specific institutionalised practices aimed at securing consent for 
the ruling class. They are not confined to state structures and can take different 
forms across contexts. Gramsci viewed society as made up of multiple associations, 
with one typically dominant, forming the foundation of state power. In my view, 
hegemonic vehicles are rooted in capitalism: they are institutionalised practices that 
uphold its structures and dynamics rather than challenge them. This interpreta-
tion is based on empirical evidence of their current role in society; any analysis 
beyond capitalism would require detailed study of distinct historical contexts.

Finally, the concept of hegemonic vehicles challenges the notion that hegemony 
represents absolute dominance, with subordination ingrained from birth. Gramsci 
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argues that hegemony involves ongoing class struggle and always leaves room for 
resistance by subordinate classes. It is not fixed but a dynamic, incomplete process 
that requires constant maintenance and renewal – hegemonic vehicles serve as key 
mechanisms in this process.

Gramsci’s concept of passive revolution helps explain moments of hegemonic 
crisis, when the economic, political, and ideological ensemble begins to collapse. 
He notes that not all economic crises lead to the collapse of capitalism, as capital-
ists often adapt to survive. A hegemonic crisis occurs when the ruling class can no 
longer ensure the smooth functioning of the economy and loses the consent of the 
subordinate classes – indicating a crisis of authority. However, economic crises do 
not automatically produce hegemonic crises; consent is not always withdrawn.

Even in a hegemonic crisis, capitalists may sustain the system, creating a sce-
nario where ‘the old is dying, and the new cannot be born’. In such moments, when 
opposing forces are evenly matched and further conflict risks mutual destruction, 
the passive revolution becomes a strategy for the ruling class to politically and 
economically reorganise. They seek to neutralise opposition while reforming their 
own structures. This is where hegemonic vehicles play a vital role: they are institu-
tionalised practices that help manage crises in favour of the ruling class, ensuring 
continued consent. These vehicles shape how people interact and understand the 
world, reinforcing ruling-class control even during periods of instability.

I characterise hegemonic vehicles as historical practices institutionalised within 
society that serve to shape situational logics – frameworks that facilitate and rein-
force the consent of subordinate classes to capitalist hegemony.

These vehicles are rooted in history and shaped by the specific conditions and 
social relations of their time. Designed to meet the needs of particular societies, 
they operate within existing rules and norms to protect and advance capitalist 
control. While distinct from the broader web of social relations, hegemonic vehi-
cles are essential to specific capitalist contexts. They influence how subordinate 
classes think and act through structural conditioning – not merely by dissemi-
nating ideas, but by reshaping lived realities in ways that offer material benefits, 
reducing class tensions and preserving consent.

At its core, capitalism relies on extracting profit from labour, creating a fun-
damental divide between workers and owners. To survive, it must reproduce 
both the material and ideological conditions that sustain this divide. Hegemonic 
vehicles play a central role in this process, operating through both practical and 
ideological means to uphold capitalism’s core structures. Yet, these vehicles are 
neither fixed nor universal – they shift in form depending on historical context 
and capitalism’s evolving needs. They are complex and provisional, adapting to 
changing conditions within the ongoing social order.

In short, hegemonic vehicles are historical practices that help secure consent 
and sustain societal structures. While they shape behaviour, they do not solely 
determine the organisation of society. Rather, they are one element within a 
broader constellation of forces that together uphold the existing order. With this 
understanding in place, we can now turn to examples of these institutions.

We can view liberal democracy in the Western world as a hegemonic vehicle – a 
societal institution that grants rights and responsibilities to citizens. Its legitimacy 
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