
The Journal of Peasant Studies

ISSN: 0306-6150 (Print) 1743-9361 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/fjps20

Counter-hegemony and polycrisis I: how to eat
and how to think

Raj Patel

To cite this article: Raj Patel (20 Jun 2025): Counter-hegemony and polycrisis I: how to eat and
how to think, The Journal of Peasant Studies, DOI: 10.1080/03066150.2025.2499271

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2025.2499271

Published online: 20 Jun 2025.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fjps20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/fjps20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/03066150.2025.2499271
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2025.2499271
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fjps20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fjps20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/03066150.2025.2499271?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/03066150.2025.2499271?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03066150.2025.2499271&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20%20Jun%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03066150.2025.2499271&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20%20Jun%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fjps20


Counter-hegemony and polycrisis I: how to eat and how to 
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ABSTRACT  
Using Gramscian and Fanonian theories, this paper examines 
counter-hegemony through two 20th-century movements: Italian 
mondine (rice weeders) and the Black Panther Party. These 
movements met crises of social reproduction with collective 
political action, developed ’movement science’ to challenge 
dominant ideologies, and demonstrated tactical flexibility in testing 
state boundaries. Both movements contested power through 
embodied practices of care and resistance, turning food provision 
into political praxis. This comparative study provides a theoretical 
grounding for understanding contemporary movements facing 
today’s polycrisis.
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Introduction

After the revolution, suggest Marx and Engels, we’ll be spending a lot of time in the food 
system. In The German Ideology, they offer a glimpse of an unalienated life in which we 
will be free of the constraints of specialisation, emancipated from jobs as ‘a hunter, a 
fisherman, a herdsman, or a critical critic’, free instead ‘in the morning to hunt, in the 
afternoon to fish, in the evening to herd livestock and to criticise after dinner, just as 
I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, herdsman or critic’ (Carver 
et al. 2014, 91).

While their example celebrates a happy emancipation from the division of labour, this 
rare peek at a communist utopia also disappoints. The day seems to pivot between men 
doing animal killing and offering opinion. To the untrained eye, this doesn’t appear ter
ribly distant from a late capitalism in which bros do keto by day and podcasts by night. 
Women, children, romantic partners, and the elderly are elsewhere. The lack of mainten
ance activities in a communist paradise, the invisibility of reproductive labour or care 
work, a purely predatory relationship with the web of life, a lack of concern with 
energy, an absence of collective joy, and an oddly solitary vision of how people might 
spend their days come together to suggest that it’s possible for future communards to 
be both unalienated and incel-adjacent.

Nonetheless, we can at least pause to acknowledge that central to any utopia will be 
questions of how people eat, and how they think. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that 
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Marx and Engels’ utopia centred on eating. The securing and provisioning of food was 
the predominant human activity in the nineteenth century. Today, just under half the 
world is connected to the food system for their livelihood (Davis et al. 2023). The 
modern food system is the prototypical example of the expansion of capitalist fron
tiers, subsequent crisis, and always-provisional fixing (Harvey 2001; Moore 2000, 
2009; Patel and Moore 2017). Over the course of centuries, food system crises have 
been temporally and spatially displaced through new forms of cheapening, which in 
turn generate crises identified as ones of finance, war, social or ecological 
reproduction.

Marx’s Eighth Thesis on Feuerbach states that ‘social life is essentially practical’. In The 
German Ideology, Marx and Engels wrote that 

living requires above all else eating & drinking … The first historical act is therefore the pro
duction of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material life itself, & indeed this 
is a historical act, a founding condition of all history, which must be fulfilled today. (Carver 
et al. 2014, 62; Lowe 1995)

Hence Marx and Engels’ description of a day spent experiencing species being: if a nine
teenth century writer wanted to show what the opposite of capitalism might look like, 
they’d reimagine the food system.

Marx and Engels understood that revolutionary consciousness emerges not from intel
lectual abstraction but from contested material relations within systems of production 
and reproduction. Food systems represent the archetypal frontier of this contestation, 
where the exploitation of labour, land, and bodies creates the conditions for both dom
ination and resistance (Beckert et al. 2021). When crises develop – as they inevitably must 
– the terrain of that struggle changes, generating new contradictions that create the pos
sibilities of countermovement (McMichael 2023). The very populations most directly 
affected by food system exploitation – workers and peasants – developed organisational 
forms and theoretical frameworks to contest capitalism’s logic. Their struggles against 
hunger, land displacement, and labour exploitation became laboratories for alternative 
visions of social and economic organisation. It is in struggle against that system that 
working class and peasant organisations developed praxis, and it offers much to scholars 
of contemporary polycrises.

A deeper reflection on the term ‘polycrisis’ will accompany a second companion essay, 
which deals with the present conjuncture and the dominant ideas generated in the 
moment of twenty-first century crisis. Nonetheless it bears restating that the contempor
ary ‘polycrisis’ is not just an accidental coincidence of crises within capitalism, but the 
cumulation of centuries of fixes simultaneously at breaking point. In other words, polycri
sis must be understood as not a run of bad luck. It is a moment in which the patchwork of 
fixes that have transferred the force of previous crises from one frontier to another can 
collectively bear the load no longer, and buckle simultaneously. The twentieth century 
saw similar moments of conjuncture, and in those moments were forged both theory 
and history that can serve us well today.

This essay offers some theoretical reflections on how revolutionary forces imagined the 
future in the twentieth century, engaging with Gramsci’s understanding of hegemony 
and counter-hegemony, and setting the stage for a companion essay to explore what 
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social movement work looks like in a conjunctural moment of climate crisis under post- 
neoliberal capitalism in the twenty-first century.

What is hegemony?

Before turning to counter-hegemony, the first task of this paper is to understand what 
hegemony is, and why it matters. That task, as Perry Anderson has observed, is no easy 
one. In ‘The H-word: the peripeteia of hegemony’ he traces the inflections and metastases 
of the term. Hēgemonia, he observes, was first understood as ‘leadership’, distinct from the 
idea of arkhē, rule (Anderson 2017). Immediately, a series of questions derive from that: 
‘Leadership of a league: was that political or military? Were those led subjects or allies? 
Were its bonds voluntary or enforced? Every subsequent guise in which hegemony has 
reappeared has been haunted by the same ambiguity’ (Anderson 2017, 180). Gramsci’s 
resolutions to this question are most concisely offered in this section of the Prison Note
books in which we learn that 

the ‘normal’ exercise of hegemony on the now classical terrain of the parliamentary regime is 
characterised by the combination of force and consent, which balance each other recipro
cally, without force predominating excessively over consent. (Gramsci 1971, 80n)

Clearly, Gramsci resolves Anderson’s ambiguity with a ‘both-and-neither’. Leadership 
depends on context. This is as it should be. Gramsci doesn’t offer an explanatory parsi
mony because it is analytically more important to observe the dialectics of contradictory 
forces within hegemonic processes (Grossberg 1986). This is not to consign Gramsci’s 
analysis to a blanket of ‘it’s complicated.’ He offers clear guidance when he states, 

though hegemony is ethical-political, it must also be economic, must necessarily be based on 
the decisive function exercised by the leading group in the decisive nucleus of economic 
activity. (Gramsci 1971, 161)

Gramsci isn’t averse to repetition, but it’d be foolish not to see in his use of ‘decisive’ and 
‘economic’ twice in the same sentence an insistence on the materiality of hegemony. This 
may appear to run counter to the commonly received idea that hegemony is about cul
tural processes and therefore is about a war of ideas. Culture is directly related to material 
processes. Hegemony isn’t achieved just by repeating an idea until society gets sick of dis
agreeing and capitulates because it’s just easier that way. Hegemony involves an articu
lation between the political economy of production and the ideology that makes this 
system tolerable. This tolerance is balanced through coercion and consent, managed 
by a leading group that resembles the majority sufficiently enough so as to forestall 
democratic challenges to its authority. To clarify further 

Structures and superstructures form an “historical bloc”. That is to say the complex, contra
dictory and discordant ensemble of the superstructures is the reflection of the ensemble 
of the social relations of production. (Gramsci 1971, 366)

Conjuncture, ideology, and counter-hegemony

Gramsci’s idea of a blocco storico/‘historical bloc’ appears to offer a thin general theory, 
but Gramsci’s interested in specifics and praxis (Thompson et al. 2025). His prison 
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notebooks were both an auto-autopsy – an examination of how his theory and practice 
landed him in jail rather than at the speartip of the revolution – and an enquiry into what 
might be necessary for the communist party to become The Modern Prince, a way for 
Gramsci to write a to-do list for minute he got out of prison. For his thinking to be 
useful, the idea of the historic bloc must both explain communist defeat and outline a 
path to future communist victory. This requires understanding the historic moment in 
which hegemony is exercised, and the precise relations that structures and superstruc
tures come together to form what presents as a single conjuncture. Gramsci develops 
the idea of conjuncture by pointing to the ways that, having ascertained the time on 
the clock of the world, movements might understand and build a historic bloc in resist
ance. His reflection is worth quoting at length: 

Conjunctural phenomena too depend on organic movements to be sure, but they do not 
have any very far-reaching historical significance; they give rise to political criticism of a 
minor, day-to-day character, which has as its subject top political leaders and personalities 
with direct governmental responsibilities. Organic phenomena on the other hand give rise 
to socio-historical criticism, whose subject is wider social groupings - beyond the public 
figures and beyond the top leaders. When an historical period comes to be studied, the 
great importance of this distinction becomes clear. A crisis occurs, sometimes lasting for 
decades. This exceptional duration means that incurable structural contradictions have 
revealed themselves (reached maturity), and that, despite this, the political forces which 
are struggling to conserve and defend the existing structure itself are making every 
effort to cure them, within certain limits, and to overcome them. These incessant and per
sistent efforts (since no social formation will ever admit that it has been superseded) form 
the terrain of the “conjunctural”, and it is upon this terrain that the forces of opposition 
organise. These forces seek to demonstrate that the necessary and sufficient conditions 
already exist to make possible, and hence imperative, the accomplishment of certain his
torical tasks (imperative, because any falling short before an historical duty increases the 
necessary disorder, and prepares more serious catastrophes). (Gramsci 1971, 177–178 
emphasis added)

In his interpretive work on Gramsci at the Birmingham School, Stuart Hall and his col
leagues explain the idea of how structure and superstructure can form a complex unity: 

The repeated stress on the complex unity of structure and superstructure makes clear that 
Gramsci (correctly in our view) rejects any simple unilinear causal hierarchy. The economistic 
standpoint itself has its roots in practical experience, is a material consequence of the daily 
struggle of wage labour with and under capital, and it is a paramount task of the marxist 
party to overcome the dualities and sectionalisms of what Gramsci terms “corporate” con
sciousness. Ideology is not a “trick” imposed by a ruling class in order eternally to deceive 
the workers, and thus prevent the class from achieving its (supposedly) predetermined his
toric role. Ideologies have their ground in material realities and are themselves material 
forces. (Hall, Lumley, and McLennan 1977, 53)

The members of an historical bloc constitute not just the national bourgeoisie but frac
tions of the petite bourgeoisie, workers and peasants operating at this conjuncture. 
The control over economic activity sits at the centre of a historic bloc, and drives the main
tenance of hegemony. So how does ideology fit? 

[I]deologies “work” by constructing for their subjects (individuals and collective) positions of 
identification and knowledge which allow them to “utter” ideological truths as if they were 
their authentic authors. (Hall 1996, 48)
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In the context of the food system, this implies that although we may believe that our food 
is made for us, in every way that matters, we have actually been made for our food (Patel 
2012, 296). This may feel like a totalising approach, in which humans are just the fleshy 
mouthpieces of a mechanical economic power that writes our scripts for us, but that’s 
not how hegemony works. To hold such an interpretation is to misunderstand a key 
concept underlying the mechanics of ideology: the Althusserian roots of ‘overdetermina
tion’ (Althusser 2005).

Overdetermination doesn’t mean that there are many reasons for any given outcome 
and that one fewer reason would still lead to the same outcome. Instead, overdetermina
tion refers to the contingent structural unity formed by various forces (social, economic, 
natural, political). These forces are often contradictory and relatively autonomous. Analyz
ing their dialectical tension is necessary to understand how they characterize the specific 
conjuncture. This is, in other words, a methodological intervention (Suchting 2004), 
pitched against the idea that, merely from a close reading of the commodity form, one 
might unfurl the entirety of society’s past, present and future. Instead, it is through the 
specific contradictions within the conjunctural unity that the possibilities of interpretation 
– and change – emerge. Context always matters in understanding hegemony. Although 
Marx’s initial chapters in the first volume of Capital lay the foundation, late Althusser’s 
understanding of contradiction and overdetermination speak more directly to this point. 

In constituting this unity, they reconstitute and complete their basic animating unity, but at 
the same time they also bring out its nature: the ‘contradiction’ is inseparable from the total 
structure of the social body in which it is found, inseparable from its formal conditions of 
existence, and even from the instances it governs; it is radically affected by them, determin
ing, but also determined in one and the same movement, and determined by the various 
levels and instances of the social formation it animates; it might be called overdetermined 
in its principle. (Althusser 2005, 101)

What Althusser offers is a vital question that harkens to the practical concerns with which 
Gramsci was concerned. There’s no point thinking about hegemony in the abstract – how 
does understanding the conjuncture open the door to change? 

...if the general contradiction (it has already been specified: the contradiction between the 
forces of production and the relations of production, essentially embodied in the contradic
tion between two antagonistic classes) is sufficient to define the situation when revolution is 
the ‘task of the day’, it cannot of its own simple, direct power induce a ‘revolutionary situ
ation’, nor a fortiori a situation of revolutionary rupture and the triumph of the revolution. 
If this contradiction is to become ‘active’ in the strongest sense, to become a ruptural prin
ciple, there must be an accumulation of ‘circumstances’ and ‘currents’ so that whatever 
their origin and sense (and many of them will necessarily be paradoxically foreign to the revo
lution in origin and sense, or even its ‘direct opponents’),they ‘fuse’ into a ruptural unity: 
when they produce the result of the immense majority of the popular masses grouped in 
an assault on a regime which its ruling classes are unable to defend. (Althusser 2005, 99–101)

Gramsci was keenly aware of the practical purposes of his analysis, and the experimental 
character of counter-hegemony. Counter-hegemonic forces cannot simply rely on econ
omic determinism or await the inevitable collapse of capitalism. Instead, they must under
stand how various contradictions – between forces and relations of production, between 
different fractions of capital, between state and civil society – come together in specific 
historical moments to create openings for intervention in the domains of culture, law, 
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and so forth. Those interventions are, however, not guaranteed to succeed. Immediately 
after his analysis of conjuncture, Gramsci offers this coda to the possibility of counter- 
hegemonic forces demonstrating the possibility of historic realignments, of revolutionary 
change: 

(The demonstration in the last analysis only succeeds and is “true” if it becomes a new reality, 
if the forces of opposition triumph; in the immediate, it is developed in a series of ideological, 
religious, philosophical, political, and juridical polemics, whose concreteness can be estimated 
by the extent to which they are convincing, and shift the previously existing disposition of social 
forces.) (Gramsci 1971, 177–178, emphasis added)

This final parenthesis is central to understanding the idea of what Stuart Hall would call a 
‘politics without guarantees’ (Hall 1996). Counter-hegemony involves ‘the forces of oppo
sition’ hazarding ‘ideological, religious, philosophical, political, and juridical polemics.’ 
These are, ultimately, practical experiments based on an understanding of extant social 
configurations, and aiming to open space for new social formations. There’s no way to 
know in advance what will work, because ‘the extent to which they’re convincing’ is an 
experiment in confronting the forces within any given bloc on the terrains of ideology, 
religion, etc. One of the signs of counter-hegemony, like hegemony itself, is that it is con
stituted in part by a series of experiments, of polemic attempts to chart and dialectically 
reconfigure the boundaries of possible social relations.

Counter-hegemony and its agents

Dale observes that Gramsci never used the term ‘counter-hegemony’ (2020, 633), and it is 
true that a search for ‘counter-hegemony’ in the Prison Notebooks returns zero hits. But 
Gramsci had a clear sense of the praxis of building a counter-hegemonic bloc. Part of 
that praxis is consistently experimental, testing the boundaries of the possible, thinking 
against hegemonic formations. One of the features of leading counter-hegemonic organ
isations is the importance of study and debate (Hall, Lumley, and McLennan 1977), which 
builds on the fact that – no matter how much a hegemonic bloc may repeat the myth – it 
is not only academics who engage in intellectual work. Social movements are rife with 
organic intellectuals, who theorise, criticise, and engage in praxis with the critical 
materials they have to hand. The role of a leading party is to recognise that this intellec
tual work is already happening, and then to facilitate …  

… a criticism of “common sense”, basing itself initially, however, on common sense in order 
to demonstrate that “everyone” is a philosopher and that it is not a question of introducing 
from scratch a scientific form of thought into everyone’s individual life, but of renovating and 
making “critical” an already existing activity. (Gramsci 1971, 330–331)

Who, then, should engage in the renovation? There isn’t a definitive list, but we know that 
the domain of contestation is ‘civil society’. This warrants further discussion. As Anderson 
notes, ‘civil society’ is a fraught term because Gramsci wasn’t precise about it, and in par
ticular he was vague about whether civil society might be coercive in response to coer
cion by the state (Anderson 1977, 76).

Again, though, it’s possible to reconstruct an understanding of civil society that 
accounts for coercion. As Hall et al observe, Gramsci isn’t using the idea of civil society 
as distinct from the state so much as it is constitutive of it, the formally private part of 
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the state that sits alongside the public, legal space of ‘political society’. Thus ‘civil society is 
the terrain in which classes contest for power (economic, political and ideological). It is 
here that hegemony is exercised, and where the terms of the relations of the structure 
and superstructure are fought out’ (Hall, Lumley, and McLennan 1977, 47).

The discussion of ‘civil society’ is made yet more confounding by the fact that the 
term ‘civil society’ itself has been hegemonised. Non-governmental organisations 
within civil society often represent the interests of the leading bloc (Ito 2011; 
Toepler et al. 2020). Indeed, a proliferation of politically similar organisations can some
times be part of a strategy to create the illusion of widespread social normality for a 
particular perspective (Barker 2010; O’Brien 2023). When different institutions hymn 
from similar talking points across different media, this is what Du Bois called the pro
paganda of history, an idea that Pithouse has updated to refer to ‘the propaganda of 
the present’ (Du Bois 1935; Pithouse 2023). It is against and within the noise of 
liberal civil society that working class movements must organise a counter-hegemonic 
bloc. It’s no small task.

The mismatch between what is required and the organisational forms necessary to 
achieve counter-hegemony is something that Gramsci knew well. He observed that «La 
crisi consiste appunto nel fatto che il vecchio muore e il nuovo non può nascere: in questo 
interregno si verificano i fenomeni morbosi più svariati.» I quote the Italian because the 
central phrase is one that appears a fair amount in current debates, and which can be ren
dered in English ‘The crisis consists in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be 
born: in this interregnum, the most varied morbid/pathological phenomena/symptoms 
occur.’

In a thoughtful essay, Achcar (2022) points out that Gramsci sees these morbid symp
toms appearing not within the ruling class, but within the left – in civil society and its NGOs 
themselves. He draws on both a well-grounded contemporary analysis of the situation 
within which Gramsci was writing, and Marx’s analysis of Bonapartism, to decode the 
term, and the idea of interregnum. 

In realtà era l’unica forma di governo possibile in un periodo in cui la borghesia aveva già 
perduto la facoltà di governare la nazione e il proletariato non l’aveva ancora acquistata.

In reality it was the only form of government possible at a time when the bourgeoisie had 
already lost the faculty of ruling the nation, and the working class had not yet acquired it.

This explains why membership of ‘civil society’ isn’t a guarantee of being counter-hege
monic. As Riley argues in an erudite and focused analysis, fascist parties thrived in certain 
rich milieux of civil society organisations (Riley 2010). In part, this is because in Gramsci’s 
work state and civil society are left as vague signifiers, never fully realised beyond the 
gesture of the study of resistance. At one level, this is problematic. It obfuscates a 
serious analysis of ‘state’ and ‘civil society’ by insisting on the analytical urgency of under
standing the friction between them. Defining, let alone studying the state is tricky 
(Abrams 2006). But as Werner suggests (2021), while the smuggling of value judgements 
and analytical prejudice into definitions of ‘resistance’ may make for sloppy social science, 
it can serve as good praxis.

For organisations of the working class, organising is always an act of research, in which 
attempts to transform power relationships will simultaneously discover the boundaries of 
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the state in any given moment. To explore where an organising intervention has the effect 
of summoning the police or the army or paramilitary forces or a stifling bureaucracy of the 
bailiffs or repo men is to be in the thick of practical dialectics, of conducting experiments 
on the domains of the state and the forms of bourgeois society that movement activity 
seeks to change. Exploring the contradictions within the complex unity of the conjuncture 
requires praxis, navigated by organic intellectuals whose goal is revolutionary change. 
Gramsci is clear that everyone thinks, and that it is almost a tautology that intellectuals 
are everywhere: 

Indeed the worker or proletarian, for example, is not specifically characterized by his manual 
or instrumental work, but by performing this work in specific conditions and in specific social 
relations … When one distinguishes between intellectuals and nonintellectuals, one is refer
ring in reality only to the immediate social function of the professional category of the intel
lectuals … This means that, although one can speak of intellectuals, one cannot speak of non- 
intellectuals, because non-intellectuals do not exist. … There is no human activity from which 
every form of intellectual participation can be excluded: homo faber cannot be separated 
from homo sapiens … .(Gramsci 1971, 8–9)

Lived experience isn’t, however, enough to forge the kind of historical capability that can 
change the conditions of social possibility. For this, a bloc needs to enable a new kind of 
intellectual: 

The mode of being of the new intellectual can no longer consist in eloquence, which is an 
exterior and momentary mover of feelings and passions, but in active participation in prac
tical life, as constructor, organiser, “permanent persuader” and not just a simple orator …  
One of the most important characteristics of any group that is developing towards domi
nance is its struggle to assimilate and to conquer “ideologically” the traditional intellectuals, 
but this assimilation and conquest is made quicker and more efficacious the more the group 
in question succeeds in simultaneously elaborating its own organic intellectuals. (Gramsci 
1971, 9–10)

Elaborating the dynamics of political organisation and organic intellectuals has generated 
a range of rich scholarship (Akram-Lodhi 2022; Ekers et al. 2013; Gordon 2015; Hall et al. 
2013; Hall, Lumley, and McLennan 1977; Hart 2013; Mayer 2001; Montenegro de Wit 2017; 
Ody and Shattuck 2023; Sekyi-Otu 1996; White 2018). Gramsci’s analysis has mattered 
across a range of contexts. One of the most fruitful is the investigation of working-class 
forces within anti-colonial struggles. Here, Sekyi-Otu’s magnificent Fanon’s Dialectic of 
Experience is an exemplary guide: 

Antonio Gramsci called Machiavelli a “precocious Jacobin.” … Envisioned by Machiavelli and 
given its archetypal historical form by the Jacobins, the “national-popular” is that political for
mation which achieves the common good even as it attends to particular interests. It is, of 
course, the name for Gramsci’s own idea of the vocation of the “modern prince” as architect 
of a specifically Italian revolution that would be popular and national. A great deal of Grams
ci’s Prison Notebooks is dedicated to showing the historical and theoretical conditions of 
possibility of this project of the national-popular revolution … .So strikingly similar are 
Gramsci’s and Fanon’s idioms and programs-to say nothing of their supportive concepts- 
that I am tempted to call Gramsci a precocious Fanonist. A Fanonist reading of Gramsci 
would indeed locate the historical conditions of possibility of the “popular-national” as 
project of the modern prince in his portrait of the arrested development of the Italian bour
geoisie, the poverty of what he calls (again prefiguring Fanon) its “national consciousness,” its 
twin cultural vices of cosmopolitanism and narcissism, its historical inability to summon the 
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oppressed of the countryside onto the stage of national regeneration. Disqualified by these 
class incapacities, the Italian bourgeoisie must forfeit its archetypal historical vocation to the 
modern prince, the Communist party … .Without a doubt, the conceptual supports of 
Fanon’s vision of the national, the social and the revolutionary as cognate terms of a new pol
itical practice, have an elective affinity with Gramsci’s philosophy of praxis and its political 
implications. (Sekyi-Otu 1996, 118–119)

Both Fanon and Gramsci understand the specificities of the revolutionary moment, and 
both were galled by the moment of interregnum. They understood enough to see their 
radical momentum betrayed by a bourgeois left that ultimately sided with liberal 
capital, which in turn was ultimately indistinguishable from fascist capital.

Both theorists also, however, share structural problems, particularly for readers of this 
journal. The similarity between Fanon and Gramsci extends to an urban bias and a shared 
deprecation of the conditions of rural intellectual formation. When Fanon observes in The 
Wretched of the Earth that 

The peasantry is systematically disregarded for the most part by the propaganda put out by 
the nationalist parties. And it is clear that in the colonial countries the peasants alone are 
revolutionary, for they have nothing to lose and everything to gain. The starving peasant, 
outside the class system, is the first among the exploited to discover that only violence 
pays. (Fanon 1965b, 61)

It seems as if he might then move to discuss the forms of intellectual life through which 
the learning of violence is debated and articulated. Fanon does indeed point to the 
journey that urban intellectuals can take in engaging with peasants. Were an urban mili
tant to move among peasants, they would soon realise that 

[t]heir ears hear the true and infinite misery of the people. They realize that precious time has 
been wasted on futile discussion about the colonial regime. They realize at last that change 
does not mean reform, that change does not mean improvement. Now possessed with a kind 
of vertigo they realize that the political unrest in the towns will always be powerless to 
change and overthrow the colonial regime. (Fanon 1965b, 126)

In this encounter, there is mutual transformation between the urban intellectual and the 
militant-but-unformed peasant subject.

Unfortunately, in this and subsequent work (Fanon 1965a), he never quite admits that 
there might be revolutionary intellectual activity that goes the other way, beginning in 
rural areas independent of an urban bourgeois anti-colonial project. Peasants remain ‘a 
coherent people who go on living, as it were, statically’ (Fanon 1965b, 127). Instead it 
is the army or the national party that forms a properly collective revolutionary conscious
ness. This parallels Gramsci who noted ‘the mass of the peasantry, although it performs an 
essential function in the world of production, does not elaborate its own ‘organic’ intel
lectuals, nor does it ‘assimilate’ any stratum of ‘traditional’ intellectuals, although it is 
from the peasantry that other social groups draw many of their intellectuals and a high 
proportion of traditional intellectuals are of peasant origin’ (Gramsci 1971, 6).1 These 
observations were of autobiographic significance to Gramsci, a fact that becomes clear 
when revisiting Gramsci’s pre-prison writings and context.

1Note, in passing, the contrast between this and Mao’s 1927 Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan 
(1927) in which peasant intellectual activity is taken as a learning opportunity for the CCP, and came to form the basis of 
Mao’s thought.
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In his first speech in the Italian parliament in 1925, Gramsci was heckled by fascists, 
including Mussolini, for offering baseless opinions on the situation of southern Italy 
(Camp 2022).

There’s merit in quoting the exchange fully: 

GRAMSCI: In fact the state security apparatus already considers the Communist Party as a 
secret organization.

MUSSOLINI: That’s not true!

GRAMSCI: Then why are people arrested every time they gather together more than three at a 
time, without any specific charge, and thrown in jail?

MUSSOLINI: But they get out quickly enough. How many are there in jail? We only pull them 
in so we can get to know them.

GRAMSCI: It is a form of systematic persecution, which anticipates and justifies the application 
of this new law. Fascism is falling back on the methods of the Giolitti government, you’re 
doing what they used to do in the South, when they hired thugs to arrest anyone who 
voted for the opposition .... so they could get to know them.

A voice: There’s only been one case. You know nothing about the South.

‘I am a Southerner,’ answered Gramsci. (Fiori 1971, 195)

Gramsci, a theatre critic in his youth, would I think have enjoyed the cut and thrust of this 
scene as Fiori scripts it. The crisis of rural Italy was of pivotal biographical significance. 
Gramsci’s upbringing on Sardinia exposed him to the contradictions of an agrarian 
economy articulated with new industrial power and old financial power on the mainland 
– condensed into a moment of particular intensity in which violence, politics and rural 
despair came together. In 1906, as a teenager, he saw Sardinian nationalists repressed 
by the army (Arnold 1984; Fiori 1971; Gramsci 1971, xx), a moment that set him on a pol
itical trajectory that culminated, in his last essay before his arrest in Rome, drafted 
between September and November 1926, in an argument for urban-rural worker organ
ising, Some Aspects of the Southern Question (Gramsci, Bellamy, and Cox 1994, 313–337). In 
it he concluded that 

The proletariat’s destruction of the Southern agrarian bloc depends on its succeeding in orga
nizing increasingly significant masses of impoverished peasants into autonomous and inde
pendent formations, through the efforts of its Party. But the degree to which it will succeed in 
this indispensable task depends, as well, on its capacity to split apart the intellectual bloc that 
constitutes the flexible but extremely resistant armour of the agrarian bloc. (Gramsci, Bellamy, 
and Cox 1994, 337)

In his consciousness of the necessary articulations between rural and urban, Gramsci can 
be understood  – as Hart and Loftus suggest  – as a spatial materialist (Hart 2024; Loftus 
2019). Part of his diagnosis of conjuncture in the 1920s and 1930s was a correct reading of 
the trajectory of forces of industrial and financial capital, and the consequences of their 
reconfiguration for politics. A deeper analysis of the interregnum, and its possibilities 
for politics, are offered in a subsequent essay, which will show how the material features 
of twenty-first century polycrisis shape the terrain for counter-hegemonic politics. I post
pone that analysis because to conduct it here in the context of early twentieth century 
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European fascism would turn this essay into a book. Instead, if we might for now assume 
that the crises of the early twentieth century did indeed form the conditions of possibility 
for counter-hegemony, we are able to pivot the discussion of counter-hegemony into the 
literature from peasant studies.

An engagement with the pillars of this literature offers an opportunity to explore a 
twentieth century movement with which Gramsci was undoubtedly familiar, and in so 
doing, offers three helpful points in my argument: first, it allows us to understand how 
hegemony and counter-hegemony work in the context of a peasant movement; 
second, the discussion gives us some tools for understanding the role of social reproduc
tion in counter-hegemony (a missing piece in the literature to date), and third, it shows 
how questions of labour and national leadership can translate across rural and urban 
spaces in ways that Fanon understood well. These conclusions will matter a great deal 
in a subsequent analysis that finds that social movements in rural Brazil have points in 
common with those from Thailand, with urban movements in South African and in 
urban areas of the Global North, where allied questions of land, food and social reproduc
tion are at the centre of discussions around climate change. In other words, the theoretical 
road through the twenty-first century passes through the peasant studies literature of the 
20th.

The Mondine and crises in social reproduction

It is a little ironic that at the same time as Gramsci was writing Some aspects of the 
Southern Question, not far north from the site of his arrest in Rome was a peasant 
force engaged in precisely the kinds of insurgent counter-hegemony of which he 
would come to celebrate (Ruberto 2007, 10). In what is now northern Italy, the first 
records of rice production date from the late 1400s. After almost vanishing in the inter
vening centuries, rice production roared back after the Risorgimento, the birth of the 
Italian state (Nespoli 2023). In the 1800s Italy became – and remains today – the 
largest rice producer in Europe. A shift from extensive to intensive commodity rice cul
tivation brought the need for more labour, and opportunities for capitalist development 
(Imbergamo 2014, 24). The work of tending the rice, and particularly weeding in from 
late April to early July, required a great deal of additional work. Flooded fields required 
hundreds of hours of weeding every two weeks (Imbergamo 2014), three to four times 
in total. It was expensive for the landowners – labour costs for rice were double that of 
any other crop (Snowden 2003, 183). Those costs were being driven up by the exodus of 
labourers to the United States (Gray, Narciso, and Tortorici 2019). Hence the interest in 
cheap work.

Rice weeders, mondine, were a mix of local and seasonal migrants engaged in rice pro
duction in northern Italy. For many women, participation in the monda, the 40-day rice 
weeding season, provided a significant and sometimes exclusive source of capital in 
their families. Their first recorded militancy against landowners – as Zappi notes in her 
canonical study (Zappi 1991, xii) – began in the 1870s, long before Italy’s industrialisation. 
Indeed, Garvin argues, the rice industry drove industrialisation, with rail lines laid down 
specifically to bring workers in and rice out of the Po Valley (Garvin 2021). Mondine tra
velled the rail lines, and with them flowed ideas of radical socialism. In this, the story of 
the mondine is an early example of Scott’s observation that 
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We are told that it is the proletariat, a new class brought into being by capitalism, that is to be 
the bearer of revolutionary consciousness and the agent of its destruction. Yet it appears that 
the student of the revolutionary process is obliged by the sociological facts to consider the 
peasantry as the primary social agent of revolution. (Scott 1977, 268)

Fortunately, this is a puzzle with an answer. Political organisers had been active in the rice 
fields almost since the 1861 invention of Italy itself. Strikes in the 1880s were organised by 
the Partito Operaio/Worker’s Party in Reggio Emilia and Vercellese. In 1890, a massacre at 
Conselice (known in English as Ravenna) resulted in the deaths of two mondine and a car
abinieri (Imbergamo 2014; Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly 2014). The Italian Socialist Party was an 
important, though late, source of organising. The party itself began in 1891 but only 
started a concerted organising effort with mondine a decade later. Suffice to say, 
though, that a range of political parties were in the fields and understood very directly 
that workers – particularly women workers – were vital parts of an active resistance 
against the rising Italian bourgeoisie.

By 1900, the mephitic fields of the Po Valley employed 130,000 people – a source of 
significant employment and rich returns from the rice industry, whose landowners 
expanded and consolidated their holdings. The mondine were in direct confrontation 
with their employers over the political ecology of work. Rice was grown in stagnant 
water, and those swamps – and in particular the scourge of mosquitoes whose breeding 
season coincided with the work of weeding – featured in the demands for higher wages 
and fewer hours of exposure to the blood-suckers, human and insect.

There were already regulations, such as the Regolamento Cantelli, which were offered 
by the Italian state as public health interventions to prevent the spread of malaria. The 
laws made it technically illegal to work at dusk and dawn, when mosquitos were most 
active. That there existed legislation to protect ordinary people by limiting their 
working hours reflected the gravity of the public health crisis: the 1880s saw 2,000,000 
annual malaria infections in Italy and between 20,000 and 100,000 deaths (Snowden 
2003). There were further regulations covering the distance between mondine accommo
dations and the stagnant breeding fields in which rice grew and Anopheles labranchiae, 
the most common mosquito vector, bred. The stick of these legal restrictions came 
with a carrot for rice producers: the new Italian government was particularly keen to 
support the work, offering a kit of tools to some workers courtesy of the Department 
of Labour. But while landowners were happy to accept government support, they 
observed labour restrictions in the breech (Strinati 2006).

This was the terrain into which socialist organisers set up, engaging both with the poli
tics of work and with the corporeal politics of labour amid epidemic disease. Among the 
organisers was an often-forgotten group of professionals: medical doctors. In the 28 July 
1901 issue of the Socialist Party’s newspaper L’Avanti, you can read a mix of local scandal, 
news of police and state impropriety, party notices, train timetables, and an impassioned 
call to transform medicine itself by physicians going ‘to the people’ to treat malaria (Anon
ymous 1901).

Three points deserve attention here. First, in insisting on democratic medical interven
tion, the politics of medicine itself was recast not as an elite profession, but one in service 
of the people. Italian medics were following in the tradition of Engels’ socialist epidemiol
ogy of the English working class (1950) and the medical politics of Rudolf Virchow (Marya 
and Patel 2021, ch1; Waitzkin 2006) recognising the direct link between their professional 
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responsibilities and political organising to secure the new, elusive, goal of public health 
(Porter 1999).

Second, what makes the attempt to do this counter-hegemonic is the way its agents 
tried intentionally to normalise this radical view of medicine, through the self-conscious 
creation of archives of counter-knowledge and praxis. The 1901 L’Avanti article above 
begins by citing a recent article in the leading Italian medical journal, Il Policlinico, 
which in turn was responding to a report in the French La Revue Bleue on ‘the state of 
mind of the contemporary doctor’ (Cajus 1901). Into this pan-European debate, L’Avanti 
injected its own facts and data – including the observation that in recent malaria edu
cation pamphleteering, 90% of 20,000 publications had been requested by peasant 
families, with the rest going to landowners. Newspapers and pamphlets are the remaining 
trace of a far larger archive of actions and knowledge that rendered certain practices 
normal, against a prevailing hegemony.

Third, communications technologies were a central part in the construction of parallel 
archives of movement science. This alternative epistemology, distinct from bourgeois insti
tutional scientific knowledge production, maintained its own forms of rigour through col
lective verification and practical application.The skilling of peasants required cultural 
intervention with material objects that could transform and render normal the practice 
of medicine as a working class project (Flachs et al. 2025). Hence the party newspaper, 
its citation of other scientific publications, and its conclusions about socialist medicine. 
At the core of the organising project was the dignifying of mondine political conscious
ness, and the recognition that movement scientists were a necessary part of a broader 
world of socialist mobilisation. (The recognition that social movement knowledge can 
and should be recognised as scientific will return as a key element of contemporary 
social movement debates in the companion essay to this one.)

Perhaps most remarkable in this process of scientific engagement parallel to the circu
lation of bourgeois scientific work is that many of its practitioners were women who were 
only beginning their journey towards literacy. At the start of the twentieth century, 
around 60% of the workers were women, a number that would rise as high as 95% 
before WWII. Through the circulation of newspapers and militants, class consciousness 
was taught and shared in dormitories and in transit to and from fields, and to and 
from home towns (Garvin 2021). Literacy itself was an important site of struggle, with 
libraries created and pen nibs shared to learn how to write. In 1904, the first peasant 
schools were founded in Romana Campagna by the feminist organisation Unione Femmi
nile (Snowden 2003) – whose eponymous magazine was a conduit of information and 
transnational solidarity between women’s movements (Gaballo 2021).

While the skills of literacy were being shared, the analysis of class relations couldn’t 
wait (Imbergamo 2014). The public lecture was a key vector for disseminating infor
mation, and a range of socialist feminists found that the confluence of questions of 
work, gender and disease swelled their audiences. When working class women suffered 
malaria, their born and unborn children were affected either directly or indirectly. Anna 
Kuliscioff, Angelica Balabanoff, Maria Cabrini and Argentina Altobelli found ready audi
ences for their work in the fields, and indeed this helped to move the Socialist Party 
into a more serious consideration of gender (Snowden 2003, 203).

Central to the process of political education were songs, sung as teams waded through 
the fields in their lines, heads covered by a signature straw hat. One offered a chorus of ‘O 
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cusinéra mèt via la caldera/che dumà de sera/la minestra la vören pö. Oh cook put away the 
boiler/because tomorrow night/we don’t want any more soup.’ Similarly, ‘Trenta giorni 
dipolenta Thirty Days of Polenta’ was a description of the menu of boiled cornmeal that 
accompanied the hard and continuous labour. Workers also fantasised about what the 
dinner plate might contain after their victory ‘Or son passati quaranta giorni/siamo 
stanche di riso e fagioli/le tagliatelle vogliamo mangier Now forty days have passed/ 
we’re tired of rice and beans/tagliatelle we want to eat’ (Garvin 2022, 71–74). (Notably, 
in this victory there’d be no hunting, fishing or herding for them: a good tagliatelle is 
made with eggs and flour, and in this song at least, it’ll be eaten in company.)

The campaigns for literacy, public health, and dignity were coextensive, and all the 
more impressive because of the class differentiation of those involved. Local men were 
paid more than local women were paid more than ‘foreign’ ones (Imbergamo 2014, 
22). The dynamics of change traced out by Imbergamo’s thoughtful history resemble 
the trajectory of agricultural work elsewhere in the world: local labour is able to militate 
for better working conditions; landowners fight regulation and worker power, bringing in 
migrants whose bargaining power appears lower, and who can safely be paid less while 
the jobs are, to use Cory Doctorow’s anachronistic but useful term, enshittified, so that 
local men find it beneath contempt to think of doing the increasingly degraded work 
for the pitifully low wages offered.

Yet all this was overcome through the formation of a bloc of in which women agricul
tural workers allied with their overwhelmingly male counterparts in the industrial cities. 
The success of the construction of solidarity by organisers is reflected in two stylised 
facts: first, the leader of the largest Italian trade union, Fedetter – the Federation of Agri
cultural Workers – was from 1906 until its banning under fascism a woman (named Argen
tina Altobell); second, among the greatest concessions won for Italian workers in general 
were those gained following a wave of strikes and actions in which mondine laid on train 
tracks to stop the flow of commerce in 1909. It took several attempts at striking, including 
major actions in 1904 and 1905, and a range of subsequent stoppages involving violent 
clashes with state forces, for mondine to secure – always precariously – victories in their 
working conditions. It was a time of permanent revolutionary experimentation. Indeed, 
the victory of the eight hour work-day in that year was enjoyed more immediately by 
industrial workers than the mondine themselves, whose struggle for enforcement and 
inclusion under the law continued over subsequent years (Zappi 1991).

For scholars of counter-hegemony, it’s worth pausing here to observe that the mondine 
had already embraced a mixture of tactics to win concessions from bosses, from mockery 
to theft to direct action and the withdrawal of labour. Their organising offered a counter- 
hegemonic critique, actively trying to reshape common sense through their cultural work, 
securing incremental material victories through boycotts or policy shifts, in concert with 
allies, in which both middle and working-class women took active political leadership. 
They also envisioned more sweeping changes in governance, forming cadres battling 
the ruling class on the front lines, or even fighting state forces through underground 
resistance. All are necessary at different times in a struggle, and Gramsci offered an analy
sis of all three with this example from India’s liberation struggle: 

Gandhi’s passive resistance is a war of position, which at certain moments becomes a war of 
movement, and at others underground warfare. Boycotts are a form of war of position, strikes 
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of war of movement, the secret preparation of weapons and combat troops belongs to 
underground warfare. (Gramsci 1971, 229–230)

The tension here is between the modes of confrontation with the state and with capital. 
The ambiguities of Gramsci’s understanding of how movements engage with the state 
make it hard to be definitive, but there are on-going examples of counter-hegemonic 
activity which seem to comport well with the understanding that a front attack – the 
war of manoeuver’s frontal attacks on the state – is necessary and can be simultaneous 
with a war of position in civil society.

For the mondine, wars of position and manoeuver were indeed sometimes practiced 
simultaneously. There was neither a single commitment to ‘weapons of the weak’, nor 
a monomaniac commitment to sabotage, strikes and collective bargaining. In other 
words, subterfuge and ‘weapons of the weak’ were combined with direct confrontation 
and work stoppages (Scott 1985). Nor were politics restricted to the public sphere – 
the home was also a zone of political organising. Indeed, Hart’s work on women 
working in rural Malaysia might as well have been written of the mondine – political con
sciousness was ‘reflected not only in their relationships with their employers, but also with 
their husbands’ (Hart 1991, 94). As Hart suggests, there isn’t some essential and timeless 
form of peasanthood to which people are trying to cleave (Brass 1991, 1997), despite the 
hegemonic predations of the state. The terrain and consciousness of peasant hegemony 
are contingent and varied even within the same household.

For that reason, it would be a mistake to imagine Italian peasant life was conceived 
under a red banner of hammer and sickle. Italy’s peasant culture was itself a zone of con
testation, a site of hegemonic struggle (Nespoli 2023). Unlike the Indian peasant experi
ence, described by Guha as dominance without hegemony (Guha 1997), there was a 
conscious effort by fascist forces to woo, and coopt, peasant militancy under the 
banner of nationalism. Long before the 1938 photo opportunity of Mussolini harvesting 
wheat in the Pontine marshes, bare-chested,2 wearing aviator glasses to protect his eyes 
from the chaff, fascists had attempted to insert their own visions of the role of mondine.

Fascist propaganda addressed itself to all rural women – massaie (country women) or 
donne di campo (women of the fields) but rarely directly addressing mondine  – to engage 
in twin efforts for the state: to produce food and to produce children (Garvin 2016, 2022). 
Before pronatalism became an important strand of twenty-first century authoritarian 
nationalism (Dall’Agnola 2024), it was a central plank of twentieth century fascism (Sara
ceno 1994). Women were conscripted to the task of making food and children for the 
nation through propaganda, and through the adjacency of the state and its demands 
to the Catholic church (De Biasi and Almeida 2025).

Cookbooks and guides to domesticity like ‘L’almanacco della donne/The women’s 
almanac’ (Garvin 2016, 377) continued an early modern project of creating the household 
in a ‘Great Domestication’ (Patel and Moore 2017, ch 4), but doing so in ways that conca
tenated housework, harvesting, childbearing and Mussolini. With the rise of the far right, 
mondine strikes in the early 1920s in Lomellina were broken up by violent mobs, the 
mondine beaten and humiliated. Wage demands went unmet. Mondine counter-hege
mony encountered a new hegemonic bloc, this time not liberal but fascist. Worker 

2This elision of national and masculine prowess has more recent exemplars in photographs of Vladimir Putin and Gur
banguly Berdymukhammedov.
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unions were supplanted by fascist unions; the Department of Agriculture increased its 
control over the agricultural economy through the 1920s as independent worker organ
ising was suppressed (Imbergamo 2014).

Yet it remained the fact that through the rise of the fascist party and Mussolini’s march 
on Rome in 1922, the areas where the mondine organised were routinely bastions of 
national resistance. As Ruberto (2007) notes, it was precisely because the women were 
of different backgrounds, drawn from across a wide swath of Italy to the Po Valley, 
with different accents, cultural histories and class backgrounds, that they were able suc
cessfully to see themselves as more representative of the Italian nation than the version 
offered by fascists in which Il Duce played a benign father. Their archives and practices 
developed in counter-hegemonic organising against violent liberalism were often trans
latable into resistance against fascism.

This offers a friendly amendment to Fanon, who appears to argue that prior to the 
encounter with the city, the only history that peasants might experience is the unchan
ging deadweight of ‘tradition’. Further, in Fanon’s work it is only in the city, in an encoun
ter with a national party, that revolutionary fervour is given shape, only then to be 
betrayed by the national bourgeoisie. Yet the mondine were able to draw successfully 
on their pan-Italian diversity as a strength. They found in the narratives that brought 
them together a far more compelling set of ideas for national leadership than that pro
vided by the national fascist armies bearing that cast. This emergent solidarity-based 
nationalism pushes against Fanon’s less historical understanding of rurality and nation.

In rural Italy under Mussolini, fascist instructions to sing patriotic songs were subverted 
with lyrical replacement and substitutions; visits from nuns were indulged in public and 
mocked in private. Even when overt socialist and communist organising was confronted 
with violence, it continued in private. Among the mondine were a range of women who 
fulfiled the definitions of organic intellectual admirably, and who targeted the state, their 
bosses, the conditions of their work – very explicitly the material economy – but conducted 
through a full suite of organisational forms, from direct action, strikes, and land occupations 
to intra-household domestic rebellion. The production of a shared repertoire of songs is a 
mode of resistance that tracks these struggles. Songs included Se otto ore vi sembran poche 
– If Eight Hours Seem Too Few – a hymn that straightforwardly aspires to the condition of a 
Soviet revolution (E noi faremo come la Russia/noi squilleremo il campanel/falce e martel – 
And we’ll do like Russia/we will ring the bell/sickle and hammer) (Zappi 1991).

Perhaps most famously, there was ‘Alla mattina appena alzata/In the morning as soon as I 
woke up’, which speaks of the toil of weeding paddy among pestilent mosquitos with backs 
bent towards the paddy field, ‘ma verrà un giorno che tutte quante lavoreremo in libertà/but 
the day will come in which we all work in freedom.’ Readers may be familiar with the chorus: 
‘o bella ciao bella ciao bella ciao ciao ciao’ (Garvin 2016), which became an anthem of anti- 
fascist organisation, and which can still be heard – around the world – today.

Less familiar, perhaps, is the grammatical shift in the final chorus, which shifts from the 
first person singular to plural (Bergamin 2020). In the course of the song, the singer moves 
from a chorus that first ends ‘un duro lavoro mi tocca a far/a difficult work I must do’, to the 
final chorus, which celebrates working, collectively, in liberty. There’ll be no individual 
hunting or fishing for these women.

To summarise: against the rise of agricultural capital, a precarious workforce with a 
gendered experience of the lived environment found that through experimental 

16 R. PATEL



organising, through local and internationalist solidarity, and by combining productive 
and reproductive politics and a reworking of the collectivity of nationhood, it was possible 
to win big. The literature on mondine struggles remains a rich area for future scholarship. 
Even so, the existing body of work provides ample evidence that media, care and repro
ductive labour were central to the construction of this counter-hegemony.

Within the theoretical literature there’s an ongoing tension between fragmented 
resistance and organised counter-hegemony and a concern for the durability of 
counter-hegemonic politics over time. The history of agrarian revolts – whether in India 
(Arnold 1984; Guha 1997), Latin America (Edelman and Borras 2016), or Southeast Asia 
(Li 2014) – suggests that peasant resistance often erupts episodically but struggles to 
institutionalise itself. The mondine struggles certainly had their seasons, with labour 
almost entirely supplanted by capital in Italian rice production by the late 1960s, but 
their effects continue. A recent study observes that areas with high levels of mondine 
activity were more likely to support Italy’s 1974 referendum in defence of the right to 
divorce, were more likely to have a high rate of female participation in politics, and in 
the twenty-first century those areas remain more likely to have a nursery than those 
with low levels of mondine organising (Bagnato, Pan, and Venturini 2024).

As a corollary, the mondine provide a powerful rebuttal of a key recent finding in econ
omic history. Using sophisticated long-term analyses, Alesina, Giuliano, and Nunn (2013) 
show an association between societal sexism and the arrival of plough-based agriculture. 
This implies a link with the accompanying gendered technologies of monoculture, enclo
sure, and domestication. They find that the arrival of the plough cements patriarchy not 
just in the moment of the introduction of commercial monoculture, but for centuries 
after. To undo the plough and its social correlates requires a great deal of organisation, 
and the reconfiguration of what appears normal within the division of labour across 
society and within the home. The mondine’s organising – with the insistence on the 
dignity of workers, women, and their right to be treated as equals in society  – is the 
world-historical antidote to the plough.

There is one further area in which peasant studies offers an important insight for students 
of counter-hegemony. Guha’s study of dominance without hegemony has a direct bearing 
on a group that has been fighting agricultural capital for centuries: Black people in the 
United States. Guha argues that in colonial India, British rule never fully achieved the kind 
of consensual legitimacy described in Gramsci’s framework (Guha 1997). The colonial state 
relied on coercion rather than constructing durable consent among the peasantry. This 
insight suggests that hegemonic formations needn’t operate identically, even within the 
Global North. Racial capitalism in the United States has historically been structured 
through direct forms of domination, from slavery and Jim Crow to the carceral state, 
rather than through the production of hegemonic consent alone. When it comes to the 
food movement, one group in particular comes to mind, following Riley’s suggestion of a 
clear example of a counter-hegemonic organisation that nurtured organic intellectuals 
amid violent repression: the Black Panther Party for Self Defense (BPP) (Riley 2022).

What do Black Panthers eat?

Although Gramsci’s specific engagements with peasant organising were pointedly about 
the need to develop spatial solidarity between exploited workers, his method offers 
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deeper insights when applied to the food system. In his 1991 essay on ‘Old and New Iden
tities, Old and New Ethnicities’, Stuart Hall does just that, by discussing a singular moment 
in Frantz Fanon’s biography, a moment when a child pointed to Fanon and said ‘Regarde 
maman, un nègre’ (Shatz 2024, 42). Fanon in that moment understood himself as an out
sider, an Other, in ways that Hall develops through his own biography: 

People like me who came to England in the 1950s have been there for centuries; symbolically, 
we have been there for centuries. I was coming home. I am the sugar at the bottom of the 
English cup of tea. I am the sweet tooth, the sugar plantations that rotted generations of 
English children’s teeth. There are thousands of others beside me that are, you know, the 
cup of tea itself. Because they don’t grow it in Lancashire, you know. Not a single tea planta
tion exists within the United Kingdom. This is the symbolization of English identity I mean, 
what does anybody in the world know about an English person except that they can’t get 
through the day without a cup of tea? Where does it come from? Ceylon - Sri Lanka, India. 
That is the outside history that is inside the history of the English. There is no English 
history without that other history. The notion that identity has to do with people that look 
the same, feel the same, call themselves the same, is nonsense. As a process, as a narrative, 
as a discourse, it is always told from the position of the Other. What is more is that identity is 
always in part a narrative, always in part a kind of representation. It is always within represen
tation. Identity is not something which is formed outside and then we tell stories about it. It is 
that which is narrated in one’s own self. (Hall 2018, 48–49)

The colonial blood in the English cuppa is an example of Hall’s method at work – an analy
sis of how to think, and how to sip. Fanon’s view of the peasantry, mentioned above, 
describes the material forces that propel peasants to cities: 

The landless peasants, who make up the lumpenproletariat, leave the country districts, where 
vital statistics are just so many insoluble problems, rush toward the towns, crowd into tin- 
shack settlements, and try to make their way into the ports and cities founded by colonial 
domination. (Fanon 1965a, 111)

Fanon’s observation of lumpen forces within decolonisation movements is not a blanket 
endorsement. He arrives at the importance of the lumpenproletariat because of its rural 
past, its histories of exclusion, dispossession and its discoveries of the efficacy of anti-colo
nial violence (Sekyi-Otu 1996). As the mondine struggles suggest, to read rural areas as 
zones of timeless and uncontested feudal tradition is a mistake, and certainly a mistake 
in the twentieth century. But the Fanonian experience of alienation is certainly one that 
can migrate from rural to urban spaces. If one takes seriously the possibility of rural 
history and class struggle, as Murch (2010) does to great effect in her discussion of the 
Black Panthers, then it becomes easier to trace continuities between rural and urban liber
ation projects.

Tracing the rural histories of the families of the activists who were to become Black 
Panthers, Murch follows the forces across the United States that spurred Black families 
to leave the rural South for, in her case, northern California. The tactics and legacies of 
organising against the KKK and white supremacy were ones upon which the Panthers 
drew. The Deacons for Defense and Justice and the Lowndes County Freedom Organiz
ation (whose symbol was a black panther) predated the BPP. Before them, there were 
rich networks of church, farmer, and cooperative formations that provided fugitive 
spaces for education and confrontation (Christopher 1997; Harmey and Moten 2013; 
Nelson 2018; Pierce and White 2022). There was, in other words, a set of intellectual 
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formations articulated with economic formations that hadn’t passed through urban areas 
in order to gain legitimacy, but had emerged and had been shared through rural networks 
of Black people particularly in the US south. This is why the Black cooperative movement 
continues to retain deep importance to contemporary counter-hegemonic movements 
(Gordon Nembhard 2014). Those formations brought material practices of resistance to 
white supremacy from rural into new urban contexts (Lindemann 2023).

Just as analysis of the crises of the early twentieth century lies beyond this essay, so 
does a conjunctural view of the late 1960s. It is nonetheless worth noting that the 
moment of crisis around 1968 was long and global (McAdams and Monta 2021; 
Sherman 2013). It was to culminate in financial reconfigurations as the US moved off 
the gold standard, and which marked a close in the mode of US hegemony from industrial 
to financial (Arrighi 1994), and an inflection point in the second food regime in which the 
domestic politics of PL-480 transferred grain to the Global South in exchange for fealty to 
the US, to one in which bondage by debt maintained hegemonic order. Articulated to the 
supremacy of financial over industrial capital in the late 1960s were twin crises of legiti
macy and social reproduction. The war in Viet Nam undermined the bases of US inter
national credibility just as the crises of social reproduction within the United States – 
most visibly showcased by the publication of Hunger USA and the screening of the CBS 
Hunger in America documentary – embarrassed the US government in broadcasts of 
the despair facing older US citizens (Citizens’ Board of Inquiry 1969; Winant 2021).

Within the US, the civil rights movement itself was articulated with programmes of 
urban ungovernability and unrest, together with the rise of Black nationalism. Race, as 
Hall’s bumper-sticker quote reminds us, ‘is the modality through which class is lived. It 
is also the medium in which class relations are experienced’ (Hall et al. 2013, 386). But 
it is never lived alone – and the existence of Black nationalism provides a rich counter
point to the standard narratives of what America is, or could be. Hall’s insights 
augment Guha’s reminder of the possibility of rural insurgency as a discourse of power 
and critique of domination (Guha 1983). Indeed, there’s scarcely an element in Guha’s 
reading – from the building of networks of solidarity to the negation of hierarchy – 
that doesn’t find its analogue in the struggles of Black Panthers. The plantation system 
in the American South functioned with dominance but never achieved hegemonic 
consent, relying instead on spectacular violence, legal subjugation, and economic 
bondage. Unlike the European working class that periodically consented to capitalism’s 
terms, Black agricultural workers inhabited a zone where coercion remained primary. 
This distinction matters because it shaped the political possibilities available to Black 
organisers. The Panthers’ tactics – breakfast programmes, health clinics, armed self- 
defense – weren’t borrowed from European social democracy but emerged from a tra
dition where state violence was never veiled behind liberal proceduralism, where domi
nance without hegemony was the lived reality.

The fugitive infrastructures of mutual aid already practiced clandestine education, 
already discovered the tactical advantages of organised self-defense. The Panthers didn’t 
need to invent these strategies. What appeared to white liberals as novel radicalism was 
in fact an extension of resistance practices with deep roots in Black rural life. Amid global 
and domestic turbulence, the Panthers read the conjuncture and hazarded an intervention 
that met the lived realities of survival under capitalism, while prefiguring a transformative 
future. Hence the pitch for the Panthers’ programmes: ‘survival pending revolution’.
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Precisely because they were aimed at the crisis within the state’s capacity for meeting 
basic needs, while providing ways of seeing labour and territory beyond capitalism, J. 
Edgar Hoover saw the Panthers as world historic actors, declaring that ‘the Black 
Panther Party, without question, represents the greatest threat to the internal security 
of the country’ (Bloom and Martin 2016, 3). In particular, and here it’s telling that 
Hoover was also a keen observer of revolutionary world events, he worried that ‘An 
effective coalition of black nationalist groups might be the first step toward a real 
“Mau Mau” in America, the beginning of a true black revolution’ (Bloom and Martin 
2016, 202).

Hoover was right to worry. The Panthers forged alliances across racial lines and with a 
fraction of the bourgeoisie, in particular with petit bourgeois store owners who provided 
surplus food and resources to support the Panthers’ programmes. When in 1969 the CEO 
of the Safeway supermarket chain received a letter announcing that ‘Blacks, Filipinos, and 
members of all minorities will express their solidarity against all oppression by joining 
their neighbors in supermarkets other than Safeway’ (Araiza 2009, 200), this wasn’t just 
a sign of Panthers’ buying local. The letter was written by Cesar Chavez, leader of the 
United Farm Workers, after winning the support of the Black Panthers in a coalition to 
force Safeway to support their claims to wages and dignity. The Panthers themselves 
were ill-disposed toward Safeway. It was the store that in the Bay Area that contributed 
the least towards the breakfast and free food programmes. As a result of the coalition, 
Safeway’s Oakland store was picketed by a coalition of UFW, Panther, student and 
church groups, and successfully shut down.

The Panther party also practiced a selective consumer boycott. One of the Oakland 
party members was a 17 year old named ‘Lil’ Bobby Hutton. He was killed on 6 April 
1968 and the Party mourned by drinking Hutton’s favourite cocktail, Bitter Dog, a mix 
of filtered lemon juice concentrate and port (Mena 2021). Assata Shakur recalls drinking 
it while doing the grind of packing Black Panther papers for distribution: ‘It wasn’t too 
bad, once I got used to it, and by the time 1 AM came around, I loved it’ (Shakur 2001, 
205). The red wine was usually an Italian Swiss Colony brand, a California wine 
company with sizeable purchases from the Central Valley farms in which the UFW were 
organising. As an act of Panther solidarity, Bitter Dog was off the menu. But, unlike the 
currently popular strain of liberal consumer boycotts, the Black Panthers didn’t for one 
second believe that their boytting Bitter Dog would cause social change. Their abstention 
was an expression of solidarity, of not gastronomically crossing the picket line, while they 
went about organising revolutionary change.

These relationships signal the Panthers’ approach to coalition-building and bloc for
mation, leveraging local resources to meet immediate needs while fostering solidarity 
under the shared structural injustices faced by urban and rural communities under capi
talist food systems. Indeed, the UFW came to the Panthers’ defence on a range of 
occasions, at one rally declaring, ‘We will not sit in silence while the enormous fire 
power of government is used in an attempt to annihilate a group of Black People who 
have felt the same sting of racism, job discrimination, and exclusion that we have felt’ 
(Araiza 2009, 205). To put some of the previous theory to work here, the BPP’s engage
ment with Black sharecroppers and rural organisers in the South suggests that the BPP 
didn’t see agricultural workers as a ‘class in transition,’ but recognised the continuity of 
racialised dispossession across rural and urban spaces.
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The rural roots of an urban movement

While Murch concentrates her analysis on the hotbed of Panther organising in Oakland, 
California, parallel stories might be told of cities in the US South, such as Houston. The 
rural-urban and food system articulations are ones that mattered there, too. Further, in 
the second part of this essay, the history of this moment comes to matter in the 
twenty-first century. The standard history of the party is helpfully summarised by Jones 
(2010) thus: An initial Black Panther Party chapter in Houston formed in the spring of 
1968, largely made up of students who were members of the Organization of Black Stu
dents Union, and the African Americans for Black Liberation, at Texas Southern University. 
Willie ‘Iceman’ Rudd led this first chapter, which engaged in activities such as holding pol
itical education classes and operating a liberation school. Discord spread quickly, though, 
amid suspicions that Rudd was a police informant, a conclusion that explained his flashy 
lifestyle, frequent absences, and organisational procedures requiring members to sign in 
at meetings (Jones 2010). Many members left and the chapter became mostly defunct. 
Bobby Seale, the chairman of the BPP, officially closed the Houston chapter during a 
visit in November 1968, amid increasing paranoia sowed by the FBI of informants 
across the Panther national network (Bloom and Martin 2016). For this reason, there 
was no official BPP presence in Houston throughout 1969.

Nationally, the BPP faced intense government repression during this period, including 
actions by the FBI’s COINTELPRO programme and conflicts with other groups, but the 
need and the trace of the previous party remained (Hassberg 2020; Jones 2010; 
Newton et al. 1976; Umoja 1999; Wallach 2014). In the spring of 1970, Carl Hampton 
founded People’s Party II (PP II). Although it was not officially affiliated (Alkebulan 
2007), PP II followed the BPP’s political line, sold the Black Panther newspaper, offered pol
itical education classes, and started community programmes. Robert E. Lee Jr., a former 
Chicago Panther, introduced Hampton to ‘rainbow politics’, which led to the active build
ing of a multiracial coalition, forming networks of support among lumpenproletarian 
gangs, with students, and with workers. This earned Hampton a bullet. As Alkebulan 
reports, after a protest against repressive police tactics in July 1970, 

A black bail bondsman convinced Hampton that he was working on a surrender deal with the 
police and urged PPII members to go home. In the meantime a police sniper post was set up 
across the street from the PPII office. Hampton was lured into the open to investigate a report 
of armed white men in the neighborhood, and a police sniper killed him. (Alkebulan 2007)

In October 1971, PP II members received authorisation from the BPP’s central headquar
ters in Oakland to establish the Houston branch of the BPP. This official recognition from 
Oakland was a validation for the group and a formal link to a national movement. The 
newly reformed chapter, with a membership of about 20–25, marked the most 
effective period of BPP activity in Houston. During this final period, the Houston BPP 
shifted away from armed resistance to focus on electoral politics and litigation. In 1972, 
three local Houston Panthers were elected to community boards. The Houston chapter 
also supported Frederick L. Kay’s campaign for the Houston County Clerk position and 
used litigation to challenge local government and assist senior citizens.

The Houston BPP sponsored four survival programmes, including free pest control, free 
breakfasts for children, free food giveaways, and free medical screenings. These continued 
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until the BPP national party summoned activists across the country back to Oakland in 
August 1974 in order to begin electoral work, and local party operations were suspended. 
Note here the Panthers’ tactical and strategic evolution, and the dialectical shifts in the 
war of manoeuver against the police, and a broadening to the war of position amid 
the material demands for social reproduction.

A great deal has been written about the survival programmes, and the ways they met a 
lived crisis of social reproduction (Nelson 2011). In particular, the food programme offered 
ways for men to engage in the physical acts of serving food to children that constituted an 
embodied education in feminist politics, and a concrete if always incomplete attempt to 
engage patriarchy within the movement (Caldwell 1969; Heynen 2009; Huey and Hilliard 
2008; Hunter 1969; Jeffries 2007; Matthews 1998; Patel 2011; Potorti 2017; Shames, 
Huggins, and Porter 2022; Singh 1998; White 1988; Williams and Lazerow 2008). Within 
the Houston party, this activity went further, with three sites in which food was grown 
for harvest and distribution within the food programmes. All the gardens were hidden 
from street view, including at 

Mount Horeb church where most of the cooking was done. One garden was located behind 
the church offside so it couldn’t be seen by police – it would have been destroyed by police - 
the other was on a vacant lot in proximity to Jefferson Davis Hospital hidden by overgrown 
weeds. (Brown 2024)

Although I have not found references to food being directly grown by Panther 
members in previous scholarship of the Party, it shouldn’t be surprising that it hap
pened. In this case, many Panther activists, including Doris Brown, who was 20 years 
old at the time and passing for a young boy – her nickname was ‘the kid’  – within 
the men-only period of the movement, had roots in agricultural communities. 
Growing food was a ready skill for anyone who’d had land for a victory garden in 
WWII, and certainly for farm kids growing up in the city. Brown also helped her fellow 
Panthers learn how to shop and fish, and was given weapons training in exchange. 
After the PP II protest and shootout, which Brown had been prevented from attending 
by an anxious mother, her activism continued and as the Party’s gender politics evolved, 
she noticed that by the time the Party was officially relaunched, ‘no longer were the 
women looked down or frowned upon as being fragile’ and that men and women 
worked ‘side by side’ (Brown 2024).

In the propagating of these ways of life, mainstream media was an impediment (Estes 
2005, 171; Potorti 2017), but this is why The Black Panther newspaper was a vital tool, just 
as L’Avanti had been. It offered a corollary to the lived experience of performing duties of 
reproductive labour, in which that labour was re-presented and valorised, against the 
claims of ‘indoctrination’ that were levelled against them (see e.g. Hunter 1969). While 
liberal media – generated in distant centres of power, repurposing hegemonic opinion for 
profit – simultaneously tried to demonise and infantilise the Panthers, The Black Panther 
offered a counter-strike, an archive of practice, and a community of peers. The annals of 
The Black Panther should be read as the written trace of a community of scientific practice 
and exchange: through its pages, ideas from one chapter spread to another, from tips on 
how to approach local shopkeepers for donations, to debates about colonialism and Maoism.

Against the noise of bourgeois thought, the newspaper provided ways for members to 
see and interpret themselves and their circumstances in ways that offered complex 

22 R. PATEL



rearticulations between Black, women’s, queer, Indigenous and decolonial history, and 
ongoing efforts against imperialism around the world. Each edition contains a mix of cov
erage of Panther members’ experience of violence at the hands of police and state forces, 
but also a celebration of the party’s efforts around social reproduction, as well as bonds of 
solidarity forged with other groups of working-class people within the US and beyond. It 
was also an important tool of education around gender and queer rights, as well as a 
means to forge consciousness around the possibilities of liberation (Rhodes 2001).

Interim signposts for counter-hegemony: how to eat and how to think

Between the mondine and the Black Panther Party, I have suggested that there are a few 
common features that emerge in the development of counter-hegemony.

Dual Power Structures: Creating parallel systems that met immediate needs while 
demonstrating alternatives to state institutions. When the Panthers established breakfast 
programmes and health clinics, they weren’t merely addressing hunger or illness, but per
forming a double intervention: meeting immediate survival needs while simultaneously 
highlighting the state’s failure to fulfil its basic responsibilities. These structures operated 
in the interstitial spaces between present suffering and future possibility, offering 
glimpses of what governance might look like when organised around human flourishing 
rather than capital accumulation.

Coalition Politics: Developing cross-racial, cross-sectoral alliances that challenged 
capital’s divide-and-conquer strategy. The mondine were the speartip of the urban and 
rural movement for the eight-hour working day in Italy. The Panthers’ collaboration 
with the United Farm Workers against Safeway reveals how effective coalitions could 
bridge urban-rural divides, connecting consumers to producers through shared recog
nition of Safeway as a common antagonist. These alliances weren’t built on abstract 
notions of solidarity but concrete practices of mutual support.

Alternative Communications Media: Cultivating independent communication chan
nels that articulated revolutionary consciousness. Against the noise of liberal media – gen
erated in distant centres of power, repurposing hegemonic opinion for profit – were 
publications like The Black Panther and L’Avanti. These weren’t merely propaganda but 
living documents of movement building, allowing members to see and interpret their cir
cumstances in ways that offered complex rearticulations between diverse liberation 
struggles while celebrating everyday acts of resistance too mundane for mainstream cov
erage. These newspapers were annals and archives of movement science.

Reconfigured Social Reproduction: Politicising acts of care and challenging gen
dered divisions of labour. The Panthers’ food programmes represented not just 
caloric intake but feminist interventions, requiring men to engage in the physical 
acts of serving food to children, constituting an embodied education in gender poli
tics. Similarly, the mondine’s struggles centred women’s labour and bodies, making 
visible connections between mosquito control, maternal health, and labour exploita
tion that dominant narratives obscured behind naturalised understandings of 
‘women’s work.’

Food Systems: Establishing clandestine food production sites that reconnected urban 
communities to agricultural knowledge. The Houston Panthers’ hidden gardens, deliber
ately concealed from police surveillance, represented more than supplemental food 
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sources. They were living archives of rural agricultural knowledge transported to urban 
settings, reminding us that skills for survival often travel with displaced populations. 
These gardens weren’t advertisements for ‘sustainable living’ but practical interventions 
into food systems, rendered invisible to the state’s gaze but visible to the communities 
they served.

Tactical Experimentation: Shifting strategically between confrontational resistance 
and institutional engagement. The mondine embraced a mixture of tactics to win conces
sions from bosses, from mockery to theft to direct action and the withdrawal of labour. 
Similarly, the Panthers evolved from armed self-defense to electoral politics as conditions 
changed. This flexibility wasn’t inconsistency but pragmatic recognition that different 
moments require different modes of struggle – sometimes occupying train tracks, some
times running for county clerk, sometimes both simultaneously.

Integrated Political Education: Embedding critical consciousness-raising within 
everyday practices. When the mondine sang songs of resistance while wading through 
rice fields, they weren’t merely passing time but constructing collective analysis. Similarly, 
Panther political education classes weren’t separate from survival programmes but inte
grated within them. This approach recognised that theoretical understanding emerges 
most effectively not through disconnected study but through reflection on concrete prac
tices of resistance and solidarity already underway.

Prefigurative Politics: Enacting social relations within movement spaces that concre
tely anticipated post-capitalist possibilities. Unlike Marx and Engels’ oddly solitary vision 
of communism as men ‘hunting in the morning, fishing in the afternoon,’ both the 
mondine and Panthers prefigured collective liberation through shared practices. Their 
songs, meals, and organisational structures practiced the forms of collectivity they 
sought to universalise, not as abstract utopian dreaming but as experiments in reconfigur
ing social relations under existing conditions.

Feminist Praxis: Engaging men in traditionally feminised care work as a form of embo
died political education. The Panthers’ breakfast programme wasn’t merely about feeding 
hungry children but reconstructing masculinity itself. As notoriously tough, gun-toting 
revolutionaries donned aprons and served oatmeal, they performed a critique of patriar
chal divisions of labour more effective than any theoretical tract. This embodied peda
gogy confronted patriarchy within the movement itself, however incompletely, 
demonstrating that revolutionary struggle required transforming intimate as well as 
public relations.

Alternative nationalisms: Both mondine and Black Panthers drew on counter-hege
monic conceptions of what the nation was or might be, the mondine through a vision 
forged in working across dialects and histories in the marshes, and the Panthers 
drawing on a synthesis of international, anti-imperial and rural histories of Black 
radicalism (Kelley 1990).

Anti-Racist Coalition Building: Crafting ‘rainbow politics’ that recognised distinct but 
interconnected forms of oppression. When the UFW came to the Panthers’ defense, 
declaring solidarity against shared experiences of ‘racism, job discrimination, and exclu
sion,’ they weren’t collapsing distinct histories but recognising connective tissue. These 
coalitions weren’t based on abstract notions of universal humanity but concrete recog
nition of how capital deploys racial difference to fragment resistance, requiring equally 
concrete practices of cross-racial solidarity to counter this strategy.
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Crisis Response Infrastructure: Developing rapid-response systems that addressed 
acute community needs while building long-term organisational capacity. Both the 
mondine and Panthers recognised that moments of crisis create openings for interven
tion, but only if movements have developed infrastructure to respond effectively. Their 
activities weren’t merely reactive but strategically prepared, with protocols for providing 
immediate relief while simultaneously exposing systemic failures and advancing alterna
tive visions. This dual orientation avoided both shortsighted charity work and revolution
ary posturing disconnected from material conditions.

International Solidarity: Forging connections with liberation movements worldwide 
that situated local struggles within global anti-imperial networks. The mondine both prac
ticed and engendered internationalism, through networks of international feminist organ
ising in the 1900s, and subsequently through partisan anti-fascism from the early 
Mussolini years through his defeat. The shadow of Fanon looms large in the connections 
between with Panthers and Algeria, but from Palestine to Cuba to China, networks of soli
darity both supported, and in cases like the Dalit Panthers, emulated the Panthers’ politi
cal programmes long after the movement itself was crushed (Anonymous 1975; Bloom 
and Martin 2016; Evans 2021; Gorringe 2007; Hassan 2023).

Decolonial Politics: Connecting domestic racial struggles with international anti- 
colonial movements. The Panthers understood that U.S. imperialism abroad and 
racial domination at home represented twin expressions of the same system, not sep
arate problems requiring separate solutions. This analysis avoided both nationalist 
parochialism that ignored global interconnections and abstract internationalism 
that failed to address local manifestations of oppression. It situated place-based 
struggles within global circuits of resistance against shared systems of extraction 
and exploitation.

Readers might be struck by another similarity – both movements had a thing against 
vermin. The BPP went after pests and the mondine warred against mosquitoes. Both the 
mondine anti-mosquito campaigns and the Panthers’ pest control programmes recog
nised that liberation cannot be merely conceptual but must address the mundane, embo
died realities of everyday life – the insects that transmit disease, the rodents that invade 
homes, the material conditions that make liberation feel distant even as theoretical possi
bility grows closer. In confronting these material realities, both movements demonstrated 
that revolutionary change doesn’t begin after the revolution but in the practical exper
iments in collective living that prefigure it. But rather than flag this as a sign of 
counter-hegemony, I’ll suspend judgement until after offering a better understanding 
of ‘polycrisis’, in which relations within the web-of-life are more fully articulated. For 
now, though, some concluding remarks.

Conclusion

Through examining twentieth-century counter-hegemonic movements, particularly the 
Italian mondine and the Black Panther Party, this paper advances a theoretical under
standing of how counter-hegemony emerges through experimental renegotiations of 
world-ecological relations. This analysis demonstrates how movements dialectically inte
grate material practice with intellectual formation, producing new social relations within 
the interstices of hegemonic power. The mondine struggles against mosquitos and 
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exploitative labour conditions, like the Panthers’ hidden gardens and breakfast pro
grammes, illustrate a crucial theoretical insight: counter-hegemony operates not merely 
as critique but as practical experimentation with the very boundaries between social 
and ecological reproduction.

Counter-hegemony is embodied praxis which involves movements parsing and testing 
hegemonic boundaries through practical intervention rather than abstract theorisation. 
These movements met crises of production and social reproduction with democratic 
control, cultural intervention, and collective organisation, creating dynamic ‘movement 
sciences’ that both responded to immediate needs and prefigured alternative social 
relations. Their experiments – whether in the rice paddies of northern Italy or in Houston’s 
church gardens – weren’t merely service provision but practical demonstrations of how 
democratic control over food systems could simultaneously resolve crises of social repro
duction while generating new forms of revolutionary consciousness.

Most significantly, this analysis reveals an undertheorised dimension of counter-hege
mony: the articulation of new optics of care-work for liberation. The mondine’s simul
taneous resistance against the boundaries of productive and reproductive labour, the 
bonds of patriarchy, and their exploitation under capitalism paralleled the Panthers’ trans
formation of food provision into political praxis. Through such practices, both movements 
demonstrated how revolutionary consciousness emerges not through abstraction but 
through the material practices of collective survival and mutual aid. This reframing of 
care work as liberation work reconfigures understandings of counter-hegemonic politics 
that privilege productive over reproductive labour, and offers vital lessons for contempor
ary movements facing conjunctural crises of climate change and resurgent fascism (Patel 
and McMichael 2004).

These theoretical insights point toward a more robust conception of counter-hege
mony that recognises food systems as key sites where the forces of opposition organise 
in transversal countermovement (Ajl and Sharma 2022; McMichael 2023). As Hall reminds 
us, such organisation involves ‘politics without guarantees’ – experimental interventions 
whose success can only be measured by their ability, as Gramsci put it, to shift ‘the pre
viously existing disposition of social forces.’ The theoretical contribution of this analysis 
lies in demonstrating that effective counter-hegemony requires simultaneously addres
sing immediate survival needs while building infrastructures of resistance that 
prefigure new ways of being. The formation of these will be dialectical, material, 
embedded in the web of life (Moore 2025), rising to meet the crises of production and 
social reproduction in each historical conjuncture. Indeed, as the companion to this 
essay will demonstrate, numerous contemporary counter-hegemonic movements are 
deploying precisely these theoretical insights, discovering new ways to eat and think, 
in the polycrises of the twenty-first century.
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