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Although proceeding from ve ry particular theore t-
ical pre m i s e s , the Hard t / N e gri thesis on the
e p o chal shift from imperialism to the decentre d
and deterritorialized terrain of ‘ E m p i re ’1 i m p i n g e s
on contempora ry debates about globalization.
Whether this is conceived as a break with capital-
i s m ’s pre - existing forms or an intensification of its
i n h e rent contradictions and confli c t s , will decide
the deductions made by theorists about preva i l i n g
modes and relations of pro d u c t i o n , the location
and dissemination of powe r, the actual or poten-
tial oppositional energies of classes, and the sites,
shapes and goals of revo l u t i o n a ry pro j e c t s .O n
these issues the positions of E m p i re re i t e rate and
countermand those advanced by both Marxist and
postmodernist theorists, rendering the book’s va r i-
able pers p e c t ives consistent and discrepant with
its declared ambitions as a manifesto of political
i n s u r re c t i o n

A decade ago Michael Sprinker had observe d
that with the demise of the Soviet Union, the dis-
i n t e gration of the socialist bloc, and the end of the
h e roic era of liberation struggles, t h e re had been a
re t reat of traditional left intellectualism and the
d evelopment of other intellectual formations situ-
ated on the left but disengaged from Marxism2.
We re Sprinker alive and writing now he wo u l d
h ave had the pleasure of noting the many signs of
M a r x i s m ’s return to intellectual life, and amongst
the nu m e rous glosses on E m p i re a re those which
consider whether a study that situates itself as
p re s e rv i n g / t ranscending Marxism, can be re c e ive d
as part of this tre n d . Stephen Shapiro, for ex a m p l e
while welcoming E m p i re for ‘ i n a u g u rating a long-
ove rdue confrontation between contempora ry
s t rands of neo-Anarchist thought … and a re c o n-
stituted Marxism’, has observed that by ‘ re f u s i n g
the geogra p hy of uneven deve l o p m e n t , H a rdt and
N e gr i ’s wo rk cannot align itself, in any meaningful
s e n s e , with Marx’s diagnosis on capitalism’s need
to appropriate new zones of lab o u r- p owe r, t h e
p r i m i t ive accumulation that results in core / p e r i p h-
e ry differe n c e s ’3. In a less fo rg iving critique,Ti m
B re n n a n , who traces the book’s conceptual prove-
nance to the a u t o n o m i a m ovements of the Italian
far left, council commu n i s m , the theoreticism of
Continental philosophy and nineteen-sixties
c o u n t e r- c u l t u ra l i s m , maintains that this cog n i t ive
a p p a ratus is translated into ‘a gathering tog e t h e r
of positions that are substantive ly incompatible’,
the ‘pattern of reve rential borrowings fro m
Marxism’ involving ‘ s i mu l t a n e o u s ly, its re j e c t i o n
and diminishment’4.

But if E m p i re is not re c og n i z ab ly Marxist in its
m e t h o d o l og y, e s ch ewing as it does the necessity of
c o n f ronting state powe r, neither is it post-Marxist
since it has not relinquished economic and politi-
cal explanations for cultural ones, or subord i n a t e d
c l a s s ,h owever ra d i c a l ly this is re d e fin e d , to ethnic-
i t y, gender and sex u a l i t y, nor discarded class
s t r u g g l e , even if this is ab s t racted from its accus-
tomed usage. M o re over the authors declare an
i d i o s y n c ra t i c a l ly articulated allegiance to commu-
n i s m . In this, E m p i re remains outside of the cur-
rent consensual ideolog y, retaining as it does a
commitment to a revo l u t i o n a ry tra n s fo r m a t i o n
that is b e y o n d c a p i t a l i s m5. A mode suggesting an

a u f h eb e n6 rather than an abandonment of
Marxism may predispose some on the left to give
E m p i re a cordial re c e p t i o n , and I for one am ab l e
to sign up to mu ch of the book’s recapitulation of
c a p i t a l i s m ’s historical deve l o p m e n t , its indigna-
tion at the system’s iniquities and its undimmed
hope in an emancipatory politics. All the same
t h e re remain for me problems with a dizzying con-
ceptual promiscuity induced by the heady cock t a i l
of Marxist, autonomist and postmodern para-
d i g m s . In particular because the Deleuzian notion
of lines or paths of fli g h t , of flows and bord e rl e s s
c o n t i nuums is used as a trope of thinking pro c e s s-
es and invo ked as a template of real wo rld condi-
t i o n s , these disposals conve rge in an insouciant
d i s re g a rd of the actually existing circumstances in
what the authors insist is a post-imperialist era . A
m i s m a t ch between a re t rospect resting on
re c e ived Marxist narra t ives and delive red with
sober mien, and the fantastical prospect on the
p resent and future enunciated in an euphoric
r h e t o r i c ,m a kes the reading of this book a lesson
in the difference between intimations of a re a-
soned Utopia, and wish-fulfilment presented as
imminent eve n t .

As troubling are the consequences of tra n s p o s-
ing the localized theoretical heritage of the
a u t o n o m i a m ovement onto a wo rld are n a .
E l s ew h e re Hardt had written that ‘ L ab o ra t o ry
I t a ly re f e rs no longer to a geographic location, b u t
… to a specific modality now ava i l able to all of us,
of experimenting in revolution’; and having sur-
veyed the economic and political shifts unique to
western Euro p e , and more particularly as these
we re played out in wo rke rs’ struggles in Italy dur-
ing the nineteen-seve n t i e s7, he goes on to insist
that ‘Italian revo l u t i o n a ry thought … can now be
re c og n i zed as re l evant to an incre a s i n g ly wide por-
tion of the globe in a new and important way ’8. S o
insular a vision of spaces that once constituted the
e m p i res of Europe is, I suggest, contingent on the
a u t h o rs’ neglect of the heterogeneous socio-eco-
nomic formations existing within capitalism’s glob-
al system, and it is salutary to contrast the
indiscrimination of the fuzzy wo rld-outlook per-
vading E m p i re with the close analyses of geo-
graphical terra i n s , institutional structure s ,m o d e s
of production and class fo rces undertaken by
Marxist theorists in the colonized wo rld when
d evising their own experiments in revo l u t i o n .

Th e re are moments when it could appear that
it is an ex t ravagance of style which distinguishes
E m p i re f rom previous attempts to detect a ra d i c a l
r u p t u re within capitalism’s fo r m s , and in this
sense the book has re c e ived proleptic re p l i e s . Fo r
some time now Neil Lazarus has argued against
‘ d i s c o n t i nuist historico-philosophical assumptions’
and ‘endist’ log i c , insisting that the intensific a t i o n
and re c o n fig u ration of capitalist social re l a t i o n s
do not re p resent a new era of capitalist deve l o p-
m e n t9. Also writing prior to the appearance of
E m p i re, D avid Harvey had asked whether the
q u a n t i t a t ive changes that have occurred within
c a p i t a l i s m ’s global process did indeed constitute a
q u a l i t a t ive ly ‘ n ew era of capitalist deve l o p m e n t ’ ,
to which self-posed question he initially gave a
q u a l i fied ‘ ye s ’ ,w h i ch was immediately counter-
manded by the assertion that because globaliza-
tion entailed the pro found and uneven tempora l
and geographical re o rganization of capitalism,
‘ t h e re has not been any fundamental revolution in
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the mode of production and its associated social
re l a t i o n s ’1 0.

This uneve n n e s s ,a c c o rding to Samir A m i n ,
i n t e n s i fies capitalist social relations on a wo rl d
scale even though the South is now being differe n-
tiated between those peripheral societies that are
u n d e rgoing industrialization (East A s i a ,L a t i n
A m e r i c a , India and South East Asia) and those
(Africa and parts of A rab wo rld) which are not1 1—
the last including nation-states where in wo rl d
terms the whole nation is the active and re s e rve
a r my of lab o u r. Amin goes on to observe that with
the erosion of the great divide between industrial-
i zed centre and non-industrialized periphery,
t h e re has emerged ‘ n ew dimensions of polariza-
tion’ defined by a country ’s capacity to compete in
the wo rld marke t ’1 2, resulting in ‘a new hiera rchy,
m o re unequality than ever befo re , in the distribu-
tion of income on a wo rld scale, s u b o rdination of
the industries of the peripheries and re d u c i n g
them to the role of subcontracting’ (Capitalism in
the Age of Globalizat i o n, p p. 3 - 5 )1 3.Thus although
an enthusiast of E m p i re has claimed that Hard t
and Negri ‘do insist on the unevenness of capital-
ist deve l o p m e n t ’1 4, it would seem that the ‘ r h i-
zomatic method’ which they favo u r, t ogether with
their passion for decentring, c o n t r ive to inhibit
adequate attention to the structural hiera rchy and
polarization endemic to contempora ry capital-
i s m1 5. And where inequalities pers i s t , so do bor-
d e rs remain in place and so are flows of
p o p u l a t i o n s ,c u l t u res and socialities distorted.

At stake in the argument advanced by Hardt and
N e gri is the question of whether autonomous
struggles that have dispensed with class org a n i z a-
tion and party formations can mobilize an effec-
t ive ‘ c o u n t e r- g l o b a l i z a t i o n ’ . To doubt the effic a cy
of spontaneity is not to dismiss the significance of
the pro l i f e rating ‘ N ew Social Move m e n t s ’1 6, o r
what John Holloway, who is sympathetic towa rd s
autonomist or o p e ra i s m o / wo rkerist theories, h a s
called the lived struggles against inv i s i b i l i t y, ‘ t h e
h i dden wo rld of insubordination’ and anti-powe r —
even if, as he concedes, these remain in the
absence of class consciousness and interc o n n e c t-
e d n e s s , harmless to capital1 7. Nor is it to minimize
the importance of anti-capitalist protest dire c t e d
at the regulation rather than the transcendence of
the global system. S u ch movements command the
critical support of Ray Kiely who in refusing a
‘ re fo r m - revolution’ dich o t o my, a dvocates a position
‘ s o m ew h e re between on the one hand Leninist
va n g u a rd i s m ,w h e re struggles are subordinated to
the will of the Party that holds the “ c o r rect know l-
e d g e ” , and on the other direct action and autono-
mist pers p e c t ives that uncritically celeb ra t e
struggle without attempting to analyse the effic a-
cy and progre s s iveness of such struggles’1 8.

But this too, I suggest, rests on a false dich o t o-
my since it misconstrues the Marxist conception
of a dialectical interaction between revo l u t i o n a ry
s p o n t a n e i t y, or the vo l u n t a ry and active agency of
the masses, and a central va n g u a rd party. A s
Ernest Mandel has written, it was understood by
the theorists of the Russian Revolution that the
leading role of the party ‘had to be continu o u s ly
fought for politically and won democra t i c a l ly; the
majority of the wo rke rs have to be conv i n c e d ,t h ey
h ave to give their consent … the party is an
accompaniment to the self-activity of the mass-
e s ’1 9. In Gra m s c i ’s exposition the relationship is
posited as an institutional dialogue with the subal-
tern classes where the wo rk of the party must be
s t r u c t u red by ‘the formation of a national-popular
c o l l e c t ive will, of which the modern Prince
[ G ra m s c i ’s coded wo rd for the Communist Pa r t y ]
is at one and the same time the organiser and the
a c t ive ,o p e ra t ive ex p re s s i o n ’2 0. Rejecting the twin-
e r ro rs of intellectuals who either display contempt
for spontaneous struggles or extol spontaneity as
a political method, G ramsci endorsed as ex e m-
p l a ry those movements where the leadership set
out to mediate, o rg a n i ze , educate and direct spon-
taneity rather than to lead it: ‘ This unity betwe e n
“ s p o n t a n e i t y ” and “conscious leaders h i p ” or “ d i s-
c i p l i n e ” is pre c i s e ly the real political action of the
subaltern classes, in so far as this is mass politics
and not mere ly an adve n t u re by groups claiming
to re p resent the masses’ (‘The Modern Prince’, p.
1 9 8 ) .

We could also consider Georg Lukács’ gloss on
L e n i n ’s concept of party organization: ‘the gro u p
of professional revolutionaries does not for a
moment have the task of either “ m a k i n g ” the rev-
olution or—by their own independent, b o l d
actions—of sweeping the inactive masses along to
c o n f ront them with a revo l u t i o n a ry fait accompli.
L e n i n ’s concept of party organization presupposes the
fact—the actuality—of the re v o l u t i o n (italics in
o r i g i n a l )2 1.Th u s , Lukács maintains, when Lenin
u rged that the role of revo l u t i o n a ry intellectuals
was to bring socialist consciousness to the wo rk-
e rs’ movement ‘ f rom the outside’, this should be
u n d e rstood as providing theoretical know l e d g e
about the regime as a totality.The re l evance of
this perception sure ly pers i s t s , for without under-
standing capitalism as a system, s p o n t a n e o u s
struggles are limited in their capacity to ch a l l e n g e
its institutions, t h reaten it globally, or offer the
p rospect of a different social ord e r.

H ow then does E m p i re c o n c e ive a project of
‘ c o u n t e r-globalization’ that in ideolog y, c o m p o s i-
tion and method is distinct from the tra d i t i o n s
w h i ch envisaged nation-based proletarian move-
ments joined within a socialist international? Po s t -
Marxists appear to be agreed that pro l e t a r i a n
class analysis is ex h a u s t e d , re c e ived notions of
class agency and organization anach ro n i s t i c ,a n d
the nation-state no longer an adequate fra m ewo rk
for opposition to contempora ry capitalism. As a
consequence all declare internationalism obsoles-
c e n t . One such instance is a blunt re j e c t i o n :
‘ P roletarian and socialist internationalism … have
become embarrassments to contempora ry social-
ists … if the old internationalism is dead, then the
internationalisms of the new social move m e n t s
( wo m e n ,e c o l og y, p e a c e , human rights) are alive
and kick i n g ’2 2. A less blatant case for ‘ re t h i n k i n g
… the older Marxist notion of internationalism’
within the current global restructuring and het-
e rogeneity of contempora ry capitalism, has been
made by Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd who ch a l-
lenge ‘class antagonism as the ex c l u s ive site of
c o n t ra d i c t i o n ’ , and fault those movements which
p rescribe political and state-oriented goals,
p roposing instead the equal importance of cultur-
a l , feminist and anti-racial struggles ‘that do not
p r ivilege the nation and are not necessarily
d e fined by class consciousness’2 3. But the most
e l ab o rate obituary of proletarian internationalism
is to be found in E m p i re.

P roceeding from the supposition that the
s u p ranational operations of capitalism have re n-
d e red an international proletarian fo r m a t i o n
i n c o n c e ivab l e ,H a rdt and Negri are able to pay
their re t ro s p e c t ive respects to proletarian interna-
tionalism for having ‘constructed a para d ox i c a l
and powerful political machine that pushed
against the boundaries and hiera rchies of the
n a t i o n - s t a t e ’ , while pronouncing that its time ‘ i s
over’ (p. 4 9 ) . Fo r, a c c o rding to the authors ,‘ t h e
restructuring and global expansion of capitalist
p roduction’ has in ‘the absence of a re c ognition of
a common enemy against which struggles are
d i rected’ (p. 55) caused the death of class solidari-
ty and given birth to a new proletariat which ‘ i s
n o t a new industrial working class’ but ‘the genera l
concept that defines all those whose labor is
exploited by capital, the entire cooperating mu l t i-
tude’ (p. 4 0 2 , italics in original). If the categories of
‘a new proletariat’ and ‘the multitude’ here
appear to be confla t e d ,t h ey are elsew h e re differ-
e n t i a t e d . Concerning the new pro l e t a r i a t , t h e
a u t h o rs relegate industrial, artisanal and agra r i a n
l abour on the grounds that ‘the fig u re of immateri-
al labour power (invo l ved in commu n i c a t i o n ,c o o p-
e ra t i o n , and the production and re p roduction of
affects) occupies an incre a s i n g ly central position
in both the schema of capitalist production and
the composition of the proletariat’ (p. 5 3 )2 4.Th i s
p a ra d i g m , dubious even when restricted in its
application to Western Europe and North
A m e r i c a2 5— w h e re manual lab o u r, w h e rever its
o p e rations are located, remains the ground on
w h i ch commu n i c a t ive and affective labour can
exist and flo u r i s h2 6—is offered as a unive rs a l
model and there fo re re l evant to those parts of the
wo rld subject to combined and uneven deve l o p-
ment where pre-nascent and ‘classical’ capitalist
conditions remain preva l e n t .

monopolies he names as: technological, financial
control of world markets; access to planet’s natur-
al resources, media and communication monopo-
lies, monopolies over weapons of mass
destruction.

13 According to the World Outlook Report of the IMF
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18 ‘Actually Existing Globalisation,Degloblisation,
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H aving re d e fined the composition of the pro l e-
t a r i a t , the authors then implicitly differe n t i a t e
this constituency from ‘the multitude’—the dispos-
sessed masses who while certainly exploited by
c a p i t a l ,a re certainly not coterminous with those
‘ i nvo l ved in commu n i c a t i o n ,c o o p e ra t i o n , and the
p roduction and re p roduction of affects’.This intro-
duces a category that could appear to be pre- or
non-Marxist—a subset akin to populist notions of
the people or the poor, c l a s s i fications from which
class self-understanding is absent—but which
claims to supersede Marxism. As used by Hard t
and Negr i , the mu l t i t u d e ,n ow exceeding its origi-
nal Italian connotation2 7, s i g n i fies all who by
engaging in fragmented and dispersed forms of
resistance are the actual and potential agents of
global revo l u t i o n . It is they who moved by deterri-
torializing desires had dismantled imperialism’s
s t r u c t u res and called empire into being; and it is
t h ey who by ‘ [ p ] roducing and re p ro d u c i n g
a u t o n o m o u s ly ’ , construct both ‘a new ontolog i c a l
reality’ (p. 395) and a new historical moment.
Wh e re the international cycle of struggles ‘ b a s e d
on the communication and translation of the com-
mon desire of labor in revolt seem[s] no longer to
ex i s t ’ , and commu n i c able solidarity in struggle is
i m p o s s i b l e , it is the multitude who inaugura t e
l o c a l ,s p e c i fic and immediate events which
‘ b l o cked from travelling horizo n t a l ly in the fo r m
of a cycle … are fo rced to leap ve r t i c a l ly and
t o u ch immediately on the global level’ (pp. 5 4 - 5 ) .
Thus through spontaneous struggles without pro-
gra m m e s ,s t rategies and party, the always mobile
multitude is destined to construct ‘a counter-
E m p i re , an alternative political organization of
global flows and ex changes’ (p. x v ) .

That this assertion is repeated does not mean
that it is substantiated or even elucidated (see pp.
5 5 ,5 8 ,6 0 , 61): consider the labyrinthine enu n c i a-
tion of an elusive case premised on a perc e p t i o n
of globalization as a depthless body inv i s i b ly
undermined by the microscopic and poisonous cir-
culation of disaffection: because ‘ E m p i re pre s e n t s
a superficial wo rl d , the virtual centers of which

can be accessed immediately from any point
a c ross the surfa c e ’ , the mu l t i t u d e s , by ‘ fo c u s i n g
their own powe rs ,c o n c e n t rating their own powe rs
in a tense and compact coil’, initiate ‘ s e rp e n t i n e
struggles’ which ‘slither silently across [the] super-
ficial imperial landscape … [and] strike dire c t ly at
the highest articulation of imperial order’ (p. 5 8 ;
the order of phrasing has been re a r ra n g e d ) .
Although conceding that political alternatives to
e m p i re do not yet ex i s t ,H a rdt and Negri confi-
d e n t ly pro c l a i m , and in the present tense, t h a t
‘[d]esertion and exodus are a powerful form of
class struggle within and against imperial post-
modernity’ (p. 2 1 3 )2 8. And they go on to pre fig u re
a luminous future: ‘A new nomad hord e , a new
race of barbarians, will arise to invade or eva c u a t e
E m p i re ’ , a species which will destroy ‘with an
a f fir m a t ive violence and trace new paths of life
t h rough their own material existence’ (pp 213,
2 1 5 ) . Gone is the political and economic battle of
o rg a n i zed revo l u t i o n a ry subjects against the state
p ower vested in a ruling class. And given Hard t
and Negr i ’s modest proposals for the Right to a
Social Wage and Global Citize n s h i p, gone is a re a l
politics of insurre c t i o n2 9.

The sheer academicism of the Hard t / N e gri pro-
nouncements on appropriate forms of struggle
against what they refuse to name as imperialism,
e m e rges when two articles, one by Hard t ,t h e
other by an activist in the Brazilian landless move-
m e n t ,a re juxtaposed. In his report of the Wo rl d
Social Forum at Port A l e gre in Bra z i l ,H a rdt iden-
t i fies the political differences cutting across the
forum: the anti-globalization position which ‘ p o s e s
n e o l i b e ralism as the primary analytical category ’
and looks to ‘national sove re i g n t i e s , even if linke d
by international solidarity … to limit and re g u l a t e
the fo rces of capitalist globalization’; and that
position which ‘is more clearly posed against capi-
tal itself … opposes any national solutions and
seeks instead a democratic globalization’3 0. Fo r
H a rdt both stances identify the same sources of
the crisis; however each implies a different fo r m

22 Peter Waterman,‘Internationalism is dead! Long
Live Global Solidarity’,in Global Visions, ed.
Jeremy Brecher, John Brown Childs and Jill
Cutler, Boston: South End Press, 1993,pp. 257-61,
p 257.

23 Introduction to The Politics of Culture in the
Shadow of Capital, ed.Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd
Durham NC: Duke University Press, 1997, p 2.

24 On concepts such as “immaterial labour”,“mass
intellectuality”, and “general intellect”see also
Hardt, Radical Thought in Italy, pp. 2, 5

25 For a close reading of the flaws in their ‘faddish
version of the technological and institutional
changes in the sphere of production’, see Leo
Panitch and Sam Gindin,‘Gems and Baubles in
Empire’,in Historical Materialism, Vol 10:2, pp 17-
43 pp. 34-5.

26 The Hardt/Negri recognition that ‘the great innova-
tive sectors of immaterial production,from design
to fashion,and from electronics to science’ could
not function without ‘the “illegal labor”of the
great masses’,seems not to extend to acknowledg-
ing the dependence on ‘legal’ manual labour.

27 Previously Paola Virno, in ‘Virtuosity and
Revolution : The Political Theory of Exodus’ had
defined the multitude as a new species once ‘radi-
cally heterogeneous to the state’ but who as ‘a his-
torical result’ of the transformations ‘within the
productive process and the forms of life’, have
become absolute protagonists obstructing and dis -
mantling ‘the mechanisms of political representa-
tion’. Radical Thought in Italy: A Potential Politics,
ed. Paolo Virgo and Michael Hardt, Minneapolis :
University of Minnesota Press, 1996, p.201

28 Exodus as Hardt is party to explaining elsewhere,
is a term ‘that might be understood … as an exten-
sion of “the refusal to work” to the whole of capi -
talist social relations,as a generalized strategy of
refusal or defection’. See Glossary of Concepts in
Radical Thought in Italy’, no page number.

29 Although I hesitate to cite Slavoj Zizek because I
lose my way in the labyrinths of his arguments, I
cannot resist quoting his call to ‘repeat, in present
worldwide conditions, the Leninist gesture of rein-
venting the revolutionary project in the conditions
of imperialism and colonialism … the key Leninist
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of political org a n i z a t i o n , the one adhering to tra d i-
tional parties and centra l i zed campaigns, t h e
other wo rking via vertical netwo rks of the mu l t i-
tude in a global democratic move m e n t .

If we look at how the fight against global capi-
talism is narrated by an activist in the land occu-
pations taking place in Bra z i l , the Hard t / N e gr i
s t r i c t u res on the limitations to an anti-globaliza-
tion position appear inconsequential for in this
account the pers p e c t ive of centra l ly org a n i ze d
local struggles of agrarian labour conducted with-
in and against the regime of a nation-state is one
d i rected ‘against capital itself’ . Nor does usage of
the term ‘ n e o l i b e ral’ suggest anything but an
u n d e rstanding of and a will to counter and ove r-
come the capitalist system.The story of the
M ovimento Sem Te r ra told by João Pe d ro
S t e d i l e3 1 is about a planned and org a n i zed mass
social move m e n t , independent of but not
d e t a ched from left political parties; a move m e n t
a ck n owledging that ‘the comrades with the gre a t-
est ideological clarity’ have played an indispens-
able role in org a n i z i n g ,e d u c a t i n g , and pro m o t i n g
class consciousness; a movement which has fo rg e d
relations of solidarity with the Zapatistas—despite
considering that this remains a national struggle
not yet able to broaden into a class struggle (p 99);
a movement perc e iving its own activities as part
of an international netwo rk of fa r m e rs’ move-
ments with a presence in eighty-seven countries
(‘Landless Battalions’, p. 9 9 ) .

In response to his interl o c u t o r ’s question on the
help that groups in North America and Euro p e
could give ,S t e d i l e , re i t e rating the axiom that
internationalism begins at home, replied: ‘ Th e
first thing is to bring down your neoliberal gove r n-
m e n t s .S e c o n d , help us to get rid of fo reign deb t
… Th i rd fight—build mass struggles. D o n ’t delude
yo u rself that because you have a higher liv i n g
s t a n d a rd than us, you can build a better wo rl d .I t ’s
impossible for you to maintain your current pat-
terns of consumption without exploiting us’
(‘Landless Battalions’, p 103). What emerges fro m
S t e d i l e ’s revisions of the analysis and strategies of
the older communist movements and his sophisti-
cated political grasp of what internationalism
might mean to-day, is that his stance is more insur-
re c t i o n a ry in fact and revo l u t i o n a ry in pro s p e c t
than Hard t ’s nebulous ‘ vertical netwo rks of the
multitude’ destined to build ‘a democratic global-
i z a t i o n ’ .

H a rdt and Negr i ’s theoretical ave rsion to
nation-based struggles replicates that of the post-
nationalists for whom all nationalism, at all times,
is a tainted form of oppositional consciousness,
and the nation-state always a doomed site of re s i s-
t a n c e3 2.This tendency chooses to ove rlook that in
t raditions which gave theoretical and political sus-
tenance to socialist and internationalist anti-colo-
nial move m e n t s , the nation was re g a rd e d , as Neil
L a rsen puts it when describing Lenin’s position,
‘ f rom a consciously historico-political, even stra t e-
gic pers p e c t ive ’3 3. I will not here re h e a rse the
p owerful arguments made by Neil Lazarus and
Tim Brennan on the need to distinguish betwe e n
the different historical forms of nationalism; and
in response to the assertion that nation-state has
e f f e c t ive ly been supers e d e d , I will do no more
than refer to those who, writing from various va n-
tage points, o b s e rve that ‘although contempora ry
globalization has complicated the nation-state
fo r m , it has not re n d e red it obsolete as a form of
political org a n i z a t i o n ’3 4; or maintain that the
nation-state remains ‘the only concrete terrain and
f ra m ewo rk for political struggle’3 5, or locate it as
the singular site on which international solidarity
can grow and the one way under modern condi-
tions ‘to secure respect for we a ker societies or
p e o p l e s ’3 6.

Despite conceding the historical role played by
what they call ‘subaltern’ nationalism, and eve n
while saluting ‘the freedom fig h t e rs of all the anti-
colonial and anti-imperialist wa rs’ (p. 4 1 2 ) ,H a rd t
and Negri are adamant in castigating the outcome
of these struggles:

The ve ry co n ce p t of a liberato ry national sove re i g nty is
ambiguous if not completely co nt ra d i cto ry. While t h i s
n ationalism seeks to liberate the multitudes fro m
fo reign dominat i o n ,i te re cts domestic struct u res of
d o m i n ation t h at a re equally seve re … The postco l o n i a l

n at i o n - s t ate functions as an essential and subord i n at e d
e l e m e nt in the global orga n i zation of the capitalist
m a r ke t … From India to Algeria and Cuba to Vi e t n a m ,
the state is the poisoned gift of national liberat i o n . ( p p.
1 3 3 - 4 ; italics in original) 

This adamantine stance disre g a rds the distinc-
tions between the programmes of bourgeois and
Marxist currents within liberation move m e n t s ,t h e
first seeking to inherit an intact colonial state and
a p p ropriate it to promote their own class inter-
e s t s , the other aspiring to abolish the state appara-
tus and replace it with democratic institutions.
F u r t h e r m o re , not only do Hardt and Negri appear
u n i n t e rested in the circumstances that have culmi-
nated in the re t reats of almost all left post-inde-
pendence re g i m e s , but they ove rlook that where
the postcolonial nation-state is complicit with the
capitalist marke t , this is a consequence not only of
c a p i t a l i s m ’s unive rsal power but of an ideolog i c a l
choice made by the comprador leaderships of
m a ny/most new nation-states who refuse any
m oves towa rds delinking the local economies fro m
the global system3 7.

Within postcolonial studies, the ve rso to the post-
nationalist recoil from nation-based political strug-
g l e s , is an affection for dispers a l ,t ransit and the
u n h o m e ly3 8. Although E m p i re does not situate
itself in this discussion where ‘ d i a s p o ra’ is a priv i-
leged term, the authors’ discove ry of new fig u re s
and new forms of international resistance in the
non-systemic mode of perpetual and irre p re s s i b l e
s u b j e c t ive movement will be congenial to many
postcolonial critics. And indeed it is in the
H a rd t / N e gri book that acclaim of dislocation and
dissemination takes manic form: ‘Nomadism and
m i s c e g e n a t i o n ’ ,H a rdt and Negri announce,
‘appear here as fig u res of virtue, as the first ethi-
cal practice on the terrain of Empire ...The re a l
h e roes of the liberation of the Th i rd Wo rld may
re a l ly have been the emigrants and the flows of
population that have destroyed old and new
boundaries’ (pp. 3 6 2 - 3 )3 9.

If those who concentrate on physical move m e n t
and cultural volatility do draw a necessary atten-
tion to the acceleration of ‘ t ra n s n a t i o n a l
c i rc u i t s ’4 0, an embrace of geographical displace-
ments as the desirable norm pays little heed to
the punitive barriers hindering the passage of
populations from South and East to North and
We s t — restrictions that are structural to an uneve n
capitalist wo rl d - s y s t e m . Neither do they add re s s
the material and existential conditions of the re l o-
cated communities which include economic
m i gra n t s , undocumented immigra n t s , re f u g e e s ,
asylum seeke rs and victims of ethnic cleansing,
and whose mobility far from being an elective eth-
ical pra c t i c e , is to a large degree coerc e d4 1. M o s t
s i g n i fic a n t ly, the focus on diaspora leaves in obscu-
rity the vast and va s t ly impoverished populations
who cannot and might not choose to migra t e ,w h o
a re not part of the re s e rvoir of cheap labour in
either the home cities, the Gulf States or the old
and new metropolitan centres; who still engage in
subsistence fa r m i n g , or in ex t racting raw materi-
als and producing goods under pre-capitalist con-
ditions for consumption in the North, or who are
e c o n o m i c a l ly redundant and constitute an under-
c l a s s .

Without suggesting that such populations
i n h abit a timeless wo rl d , or that their material
and psychic live s , not to speak of the commodities
t h ey produce as lab o u re rs , peasants and artisans,
a re inva r i ab ly unaffected by the penetration of
the wo rl d - m a rke t4 2, I am proposing that these
c o m munities do not have access to the pleasure s
of the multiple consciousness ava i l able to those
é m i grés who occupy an agre e ab ly liminal location
within a cosmopolitan env i ro n m e n t . If such re s e r-
vations should not preempt re c ognition of the new
e n e rgies that can be generated amongst migra n t
p o p u l a t i o n s ,e s p e c i a l ly when relocated in pro t e a n
urban env i ro n m e n t s , the Hard t / N e gri description
of the multitudes in perpetual and life-enhancing
motion must all the same appear illusory ra t h e r
than visionary: ‘In effect what pushes from behind
i s ,n e g a t ive ly, desertion from the miserable cultur-
al and material conditions of imperial re p ro d u c-
tion; but positive ly what pulls fo r wa rd is the
wealth of desire and the accumulation of ex p re s-
s ive and pro d u c t ive fo rces that the processes of

lesson today is that politics without the organiza -
tional form of the party is politics without poli-
tics’. ‘A Plea for Leninist Intolerance’, in Critical
Inquiry, Vol 28: No. 2, Winter 2002,pp. 542-566, pp.
553 and 558. For an expanded version see Zizek,’s
Introduction and Afterword to Revolution at the
Gates : A Selection of Writings From February to
October 1917, London: Verso, 2002

30 ‘Today’s Bandung?’, New Left Review, No 14,
March/April, 2002,pp 112-118; p. 114

31 ‘Landless Battalions’, New Left Review, No 15,
May/June,2002, pp. 77-104

32  Vilashini Coopan remarking on ‘the ease with
which hybridity displaces race and nation’ in the
postcolonial discussion,has made a strong case for
locating these categories within other axes of
social existence (class and ethnicity, gender and
sexuality, culture and community) and theorizing
the coextensiveness of the terms in a context that
is both comparative and historical. See’W(h)ither
Post-colonial Studies? Towards the Transnational
Study of Race and Nation’, in Postcolonial Theory
and Criticism, ed Laura Chrisman and Benita
Parry, Cambridge: D.S.Brewer, for The English
Association,2000, pp. 14 and 19.

33 Determinations: Essays on Theory, Narrative and
Nation in the Americas , London: Verso, 2001, p, 11

34 Pheng Cheah,‘Given Culture: Rethinking
Cosmopolitical Freedom in Transnationalism’,in
Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling beyond the
Nation, ed. Pheng Cheah and Bruce Robbins,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 1998,
p. 291

35 Fredric Jameson,‘Taking on Globalization’, New
Left Review, 4 July/August 2000, p 65

36 ‘Cosmopolitanism and Internationalism’, in New
Left Review, 7, Jan/Feb 2001, pp 75-84,p 77. For an
overview on the debate, see Crystal Bartolovich,
‘Global Capital and Transnationalism’ in A
Companion to Postcolonial Studies, ed Henry
Schwarz and Sangeeta Ray, Oxford: Blackwell,
2000.

37 For some discussion on revolutionary liberation
movements, see my ‘Liberation Theory : Variations
on Themes of Marxism and Modernity’, in
Marxism and Modernity, ed. Crystal Bartolowich
and Neil Lazarus,Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press,2002

38 For articulations of positions which welcome dias-
pora for the enriching experiences this affords, as
the location from which to theorize the contempo-
rary condition, and as in itself engendering a
mode of thinking that can roam far and wide
because liberated from the fixity of place and
community, see for example Homi Bhabha, The
Location of Culture, London: Routledge, 1994;
Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996;
Ali Behdad,‘Global Disjunctions,Diasporic
Differences,and the New World (Dis-)Order’,in A
Companion to Postcolonial Studies, ed Henry
Schwarz and Sangeeta Ray, Oxford : Blackwell,
2000

39 It is sobering at this point to be reminded by Nigel
Harris that ‘Most people are fundamentally rooted
at home, and only the margin of the most ener-
getic, talented and ambitious move—if they can
afford the high costs … And when they move,they
do so specifically to earn money with which they
can then return home,not to go into exile.’
‘Everybody in?’ Red Pepper, August, 2000,pp. 26-7,
p 26.

40 See for example Manthia Diawara observation that
in West Africa ‘[a]ll sorts of merchandise from a
variety of origins are on display in traditional
markets … Everything from computers, fax
machines,and brand-name shoes to gold jewellery
is found covered with dust in the market-place.’
‘Regional Imaginary in Africa’,in The Culture of
Globalization, ed Jameson and Miyoshi, Durham:
Duke University Press, 1998 

41 Consider the women from China, Bangladesh,
Thailand and the Philippines who ‘have paid a
recruitment fee in order to be shipped to Saipan,
a half-forgotton US island in Micronesia. On
arrival they are crowded into barracks where they
have to work 70-80 hours a week without anything
but a floor to sleep on.Because Saipan is a US ter-
ritory, everything produced there is duty-free and
without quotas, ready to be sold in the mainland
at The Gap, J. Crew and Ralph Lauren stores,
proudly bearing a “Made in USA” label’. See
‘Sweatshops are everywhere’, in Red Pepper, Jan
2002, p 10 

42 See The Cultures of Globalization, ed. Jameson and
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globalization have determined in the conscious-
ness of eve ry individual and social group (E m p i re,
p. 2 1 3 ) .S u ch optimistic projections are a re m i n d e r
of E m p i re ’s spectacular fa i l u re to add ress the sub-
s t a n t ive and experiential situations of the settled
populations of the nation-states of A s i a ,A f r i c a
and Latin A m e r i c a .

Paul Smith has drawn attention to theorists
and critics seduced by ‘[m]agical notions such as
that of fully global space replete with an ecstatic
buzz of cyber commu n i c a t i o n , or of an instanta-
neous mobility of people, goods and serv i c e s , or of
a global market place hooked up by immaterial
m o n ey that flashes round the globe many times a
m i nu t e ’4 3. Without suggesting that Hardt and
N e gri advance this facile case, the delive ry of
their thesis on ‘ p e rpetual motion’ and ‘the pro c e s s-
es of mixture and hybridization’ generated by
E m p i re ,( p. 60) is all the same as resonant of a spe-
cious ex h i l a ra t i o n :

The passage to Empire emerges from the t w i l i g ht of
modern sove re i g nt y. In co nt ra s t to imperialism, E m p i re
establishes no t e r r i torial ce nter of power and does not
rely on fixed boundaries or barriers. I t is a dece nt red and
d e t e r r i torializing apparatus of rule t h at p ro g re s s i ve l y
i n co r p o rates the ent i re global realm within its open,
expanding fro nt i e r s .E m p i re manages hybrid ident i t i e s,
f l exible hiera rc h i e s, and plural exc h a n ges t h ro u g h
m o d u l ating netwo r ks of co m m a n d . The distinct n at i o n a l
colors of the imperialist map of the world have merge d
and blended in the imperial global ra i n b ow. ( p p. x i i i -x i i i )

The Hard t / N e gri definition of ‘ E m p i re’ as decen-
t red and deterritorialized coincides with others
that also circ u m vent the might of an actually
existing colossus which has aptly been described
as ‘an empire … pre d i c a t e d ,l i ke past empire s ,o n
political control for the purpose of economic con-
t ro l , and re s o u rce and surplus ex t ra c t i o n4 4. For as
Peter Gowan arg u e s ,‘ [ A ] ny prospect of bringing
humanity towa rds genuine unity on a global scale
would have to confront the social and political
relations of capitalism with a clarity and tre n-
ch a n cy from which most re p re s e n t a t ives of this

c u r rent shrink; and any hope of altering these can
o n ly be nu l l i fied by evasion or edulcoration of the
realities of the sole superp owe r ’4 5.

S i g n i fic a n t ly when Samir Amin urges the build-
ing of a global political system that is not in the
s e rvice of the global marke t , he looks to the cre-
ation of anti-comprador fronts within the old and
n ew nation-states that would be capable of pre p a r-
ing ‘the ground for a people’s international, ro b u s t
enough to deal with wo rl d - d evouring appetite of
capital’ (Capitalism in the Age of Globalizat i o n,
p. 1 5 0 ) .This is a reminder that Old
Internationalism offers an inspiration to those
engaged in re i nventing progra m m e s ,s t r u c t u re s
and strategies in the fight against contempora ry
global capitalism4 6.The backing of institutional-
i zed Internationals is no longer ava i l able; nor are
the histories of past Internationals inva r i ab ly edi-
f y i n g . But those who re g a rd themselves as anti-
imperialist should sure ly ack n owledge the urg e
t owa rds and the practice of a bord e rless re s i s t a n c e
to capitalism’s unbounded oppre s s i o n . It there fo re
seems impera t ive that Internationalism and the
I n t e r n a t i o n a l s , for long objects of study in the
social and political sciences4 7, become part of a
b roader interd i s c i p l i n a ry discussion4 8. If this hap-
p e n s , then the concrete and re fined historical
a n a lysis of Lenin and Tro t s ky on the national
question and internationalism is essential re a d i n g ;
as is the need to become acquainted with the
p a ra d oxical programmes and strategic interve n-
tions of the Th i rd International under the Stalin
re g i m e , during which the project of building
socialism in one country and the immediate inter-
ests of the Soviet Union deformed the commit-
ment to international solidarity4 9.This is not to
d e ny that for whatever byzantine re a s o n s ,t h e
USSR did render military and financial assistance
to embattled colonial populations, and did by its
ve ry presence stay the armed fist of the United
S t a t e s .

For some time Marxists had anticipated that
the most immediate prospects for org a n i zed mass
class struggles against capitalism’s dominance lay
in the once-colonized wo rld where the urban and
r u ral poor are experiencing exploitation at the
hands of re c e n t ly empowe red native ruling classes
and popular dissent is endemic. Writing now
D avid Harvey claims that ‘ [ t ] h e re is not a re g i o n
in the wo rld where manifestations of anger and
discontent with the capitalist system cannot be
found’ (‘Globalization in Question’, p. 1 3 ) , and he
goes on to urge the necessity of systematically
c o o rdinated struggles against capitalism, a rg u i n g
that because local and broad-based move m e n t s
l a ck cohere n c e ,d i rection and a vision of an anti-
capitalist alternative , it is urgent that dispers e d
popular resistances which do not immediately
appear to be proletarian in the traditional sense,
a re brought tog e t h e r. And although Harvey is not
committed to an old-style va n g u a rd party ‘ t h a t
imposes a singular goal’, he insists that ‘[w]e still
b a d ly need a socialist ava n t - g a rde … We need not
o n ly to understand but also to create org a n i z a-
t i o n s ,i n s t i t u t i o n s ,d o c t r i n e s ,p rogra m s , fo r m a l i ze d
s t r u c t u res and the like’ (‘Globalization in
Q u e s t i o n ’ ,p p. 1 5 , 1 6 ) .To embark on such wo rk pre-
supposes that globalization is re c og n i zed as ye t
another re c o n fig u ration of systemic capitalism,
that the theoretical repudiation of internationalist
anti-capitalist movements is dispelled, that the
concept of the party is re s t o red in a form disen-
tangled from its Stalinist distortions, and that the
notion of the engaged intellectual is again in
p l a c e . If this pers p e c t ive makes sense, then the
H a rd t / N e gri insistence on ‘ E m p i re’ as a para d i g m
shift from capitalist-as-imperialism will appear
m i s t a ke n , and their trust in the autonomous and
spontaneous cre a t ive capacity of the multitudes to
d e l iver commu n i s m , must seem a mira g e .

A longer version of this article is to appear in a spe -
cial issue of ‘ I n t e r v e n t i o n s , the International Jo u r n a l
of Postcolonial Studies’, d e d i c ated to Empire .
Interventions is published 3 times a year by
Routledge and is available via Taylor and Fra n c i s ,
PO Box 25, A b i n g d o n , Oxon OX14 3UE.
e-mail : enquiry @ t a n d f. c o. u k
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