
7
Difference, Event, Subject:

Antonio Negri’s Political Theory 
as Postmodern Metaphysics

Mahmut Mutman

As Antonio Negri is the thinker of a power which exceeds representation, 
every representation of his philosophy is taking the risk of losing its singular 
power. Given the difficulty of avoiding this risk, one may perhaps try 
negotiating a mimetic strategy of applying to Negri the same procedure he 
applied to Marx: take Negri beyond Negri. But what is this supposed to mean? 
Pass Negri, leave him behind? Go further than him, get ahead of him or go 
away from him? Each of these would perhaps be the figure of a different 
journey; there is already a plurality of paths. But, according to the law of this 
singular figure of ‘X beyond X’, the direction seems to be certain: beyond 
Negri, there is still Negri. Is the destination the same as the departure? Will 
Negri be there, waiting for us at the end of the road, like Michel Foucault’s 
‘motionless’ Hegel?1 If Negri is not a thinker of negativity but rather the 
thinker of a power which exceeds representation, the question then becomes 
how Negri could think this power or excess without representing and tran-
scendentalizing it. Surely, this is also a question for ourselves, those few 
who read him: how could we think Negri without representing him in the 
sense of repeating his singular idiom, turning his (and our) productivity into 
exchange, circulating passwords amongst ourselves? (Negri begetting Negri!) 
According to the figure of excess, however, no representation of Negri can 
be proper to Negri, except the one which goes beyond Negri, which takes 
Negri beyond Negri. But this would no longer be a representation in the 
conventional sense. And would it not also be a certain forgetting of Negri, 
or the forgetting of a certain Negri? Negri beyond Negri is not simply more 
Negri, but perhaps also, strangely, less than Negri. 

My reading will follow an oblique path through Negri’s writings. It is 
a marginal path, emphasizing frequently used words rather than precise 
conceptual articulations, engaging minute critical readings by focusing 
on a single phrase or footnote, taking a delight in contradictions and 
aporias. I shall argue that Antonio Negri’s philosophy is a new theory of 
subject as essentially displaced. This ‘postmodern’ metaphysics of subject 
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offers no less than a political theory which aims to transform the present. 
I only aim to underline some of the limits and paradoxes of Negri’s new 
political philosophy. 

A POWER OF DIFFERENCE: FROM MARX TO SPINOZA

Negri’s theoretical project in Marx Beyond Marx was a reinscription of the 
differential moment as irreducible in the textual economy of Marx’s discourse 
(Negri 1991a: 52). There is an irreducible class antagonism between two social 
subjects in the fundamental relation that constitutes capitalism. That which 
seems to have a nature-like lawfulness, objectivity, and unity has therefore 
a political nature. The economic itself, immediately divided and dividing, is 
political. More conventional versions of Marxist theory found this a novel 
yet problematical approach. For instance, praising Negri’s appreciation of 
the subjective aspect of human labor, the theorist of crisis James O’Connor 
has nevertheless found a ‘fatal flaw’ in his approach: neglecting the cultural 
and ideological conditions of capitalist reproduction, its institutional and 
cultural mediations (O’Connor 1987: 54, 91–2, 145). 

For Negri, it is precisely by such a mediation that the worker’s productive 
potential is hegemonized by capital. The law of value is the mechanism by 
which the capitalist captures the creative potential of the worker. (In the 
conventional Marxist language, capital consumes the use value of labor 
power.) It is the measure of value, the order of exchange and equivalence, 
which makes the difference produced by labor power identical, and this 
making identical of productive difference is a relationship of force and 
command. Therefore the workers can only negate the measure or law of 
value; such negation is the affirmation of their own autonomous subjectivity, 
of their own ‘use values’. As capitalism is constituted by this originary 
difference between capital and labor, class struggle is not a privileged 
instance at all. It is an everyday occurrence, from absenteeism to wildcat 
strikes. In Michael Ryan’s apt description, Negri’s analysis unfolds ‘a logic of 
separation which leads to . . . the positing of an inverse world of difference 
emerging out of its suppressed form in the world of unity’ (Ryan 1982: 207). 
Crisis is a structural or necessary possibility and is a result of the workers’ 
affirmation of their autonomy, in the form of their expanding needs and 
new demands as well as refusal of work. As there is no formal equivalence 
for the kind of difference affirmed by the proletarian power, the latter 
means the direct appropriation of social wealth. Workers’ power is the 
destruction of the logic of equivalence and constitutes a world of difference 
and plurality in which they expand their needs and their creative capacities 
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freely. This difference or plurality is one that is immediately expressed, 
without mediation. 

Although Savage Anomaly is a reading of Spinoza’s work, the philosophical 
argument Negri finds there is not essentially different than Marx’s account 
of capital and labor in the Grundrisse. Spinoza’s distinction between potentia 
(power in the sense of efficacy or potential) and potestas (power in the 
sense of domination) becomes the main axis around which Negri reads 
his texts (see Negri 1991b). There is a complete break and no mediation 
between potentia and potestas. But more importantly, Negri reads potentia or 
‘potential’ as both ontological and political constitution. Hence his famous 
thesis: Spinoza’s politics is his metaphysics. This gives Negri an opportunity 
to answer a criticism directed at his prior work on Marx: the notions of 
‘autonomy’ and ‘self-valorization’ remain captive to an identitarian logic. 
In Spinoza’s concepts of potentia and multitudo, Negri finds a more refined 
concept of a pluralistic collective subject. The concept of potentia defines 
the structure of being as a constitutive collective practice which produces 
the world as an open-ended, dynamic activity, and informs an ethics of 
desire, passion, and love as well as a politics of liberation and difference. 
‘Multitude’ is the collective subject of this constitutive movement. 

Negri’s Spinozian Marxism underlines a new sense of Enlightenment 
progressivism and gives it an ontological and political basis. In later works, 
this new collective subject is called ‘constitutent power’. Labor of Dionysus, 
coauthored with Michael Hardt, elaborates this ontological vision by recalling 
Benjamin’s ‘nonrepresentational and unrepresentable divine violence’ and 
rethinking it as ‘constituent power’ and ‘constituent subject’ (Hardt and 
Negri 1994: 294–5, 308–13). Hardt and Negri define constituent power in 
terms of Spinoza’s notion of efficient cause as a power not separated from 
but internal to what it can do. This is a power, a force that comes always from 
below, radically alien to the negativity of domination and command (Hardt 
and Negri 1994: 295). Negri further develops this concept in Insurgencies, 
in the context of a theoretical engagement with the major figures of 
modern political theory (see Negri 1999a). Here the notion of constituent 
power is defined as disrupting every representation, every mediation. It 
is not just political but also social. Coming from below, it is also Marx’s 
‘living labor’ (Marx 1973: 361; Negri 1999a: 33). It happens, or rather it 
is enacted, by a collective action of the multitude. It ‘takes place through 
nothing more than its own expression’ (Negri 1999a: 16). In response, 
the constituted (i.e. sovereign) power captures and institutionalizes the 
constituent power in the form of modern political institutions and negates 
and absorbs it in the concepts of national or popular sovereignity. There is 
therefore ‘an extremely close and profound link between constituent power 
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and democracy’ (Negri 1999a: 23). This obviously implies a deepening of 
democracy, but it is not limited to a merely democratic elaboration. Negri’s 
ontological approach insists on ‘the trajectory and motor of a movement 
whose essential determination is the demand of being, repeated, pressing 
on an absence’ (Negri 1999a: 23).2

THE QUESTION OF IMMEDIACY: A PHILOSOPHY OF EVENT?

We should now open a parenthesis in order to make an observation and 
try to define a problem which will give us the key to Negri’s rich and 
multifaceted intellectual adventure. Negri’s argument so far distinguishes 
a certain productive and creative force as the constituent potentia and 
tries to avoid an identitarian closure by conceiving this power in terms of 
Spinozian ‘multitude’. However, in order to further avoid this critical charge, 
it must be said that the workers’ or the multitude’s constituent power is 
the power of the immediate itself, the power of the event in its singular 
force as embodied in the subject. I would like to argue that this is the real 
key to Negri’s theoretical trajectory. This is why for him the worker or the 
multitude is an eventful subject, by definition in struggle, and that is the 
worker’s difference. If Antonio Negri would like to give event (or immediacy) 
priority as a materialist thinker, he does this only to the extent that the event 
is produced as the property of a figure of creative or productive subject—
understood in the sense of Spinoza’s concepts of potentia and multitudo, 
brilliantly rearticulated within Marx’s analysis of capitalism.3 

From this point of view, Michael Ryan’s early criticism of Negri’s 
‘metaphysics of subjectivity’ is both important and limited at the same 
time. Ryan finds in Negri a residue of liberalism in the theoretical sense of an 
isolated, abstract notion of subject: Negri’s ‘expressive theory of subjectivity 
. . . owes much to liberalism and . . . marginalizes instrumental and contextual 
factors’ (Ryan 1989: 46). For Ryan, Negri’s ‘decontextualized’ theory of 
subjectivity is a theory of ‘self-expression’ which ‘remains beholden to 
a notion of self-identity that is metaphysical from the perspective of the 
post-structuralist critique of the subject’ (Ryan 1989: 57). Going further 
than O’Connor, Ryan argues that 

[t]he subjective potential he ascribes to the proletariat, one that precedes 
(indeed exceeds) all social mediation, recalls the claims to interiority 
that grounds the very institutionality of property that Negri wants to 
eliminate. It is not shaped or given content by ‘external’ instruments or 
cultural representational forms. (Ryan 1989: 57)
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By giving form or rhetoric and context a secondary and accidental place, 
Negri risks ‘conceiving of social construction as a matter of pure content’ 
and despite his important merit of giving capitalism a political meaning, 
‘his commitment to the immediacy of self-determination remains captive 
to metaphysics’ (Ryan 1989: 58–61, my emphasis). The philosophical 
question here is not the priority Negri gives to the immediate or the event, 
but perhaps his desire to locate immediacy in a productive collective subject 
as its property. Although it can and must be argued that the productive and 
subordinate subject has a different relationship to the event, by virtue of its 
place in the system of power and production, and that this is evident in the 
eventful historical nature of a collective subject such as the working class, it 
does not follow that this is its privilege. The immediate or the event escapes. 
It is a relationship, not a property. The lure of locating the event in the 
subject is powerful but it is equally misleading, for it leaves us with a notion 
of subject that is unquestioned and unconstituted. In Negri’s approach the 
event takes the form of the subject as ontological constitution. The problematical 
implication is the subject’s possession and control of the event. This gives 
Negri’s philosophy a powerful paradox which is never resolved but is further 
carried away and proliferated in the unfolding of his work: while the event 
is determined in and as the subject, the latter is by the same reason the site of 
creativity in the sense of a productive power which exceeds representation. 
This aporia traversing Negri’s discourse can only be seen from the edge of 
this discourse, taking Negri beyond Negri. 

A CERTAIN TENSION

Like that of every great philosopher, Antonio Negri’s work too is characterized 
by a singular idiom as well as rhythm and style of unfolding. Just thinking his 
unique vocabulary would be sufficient to see this: not only organizing and 
constitutive concepts such as autonomy, constituent power, or multitude, but 
also a series of descriptive terms such as ‘open’, ‘expansive’, or ‘productive’ 
are given singular meanings in his text. I would like to focus on another 
such frequently found word in Negri’s text. It seems to be the one that is 
least noticed and perhaps the least noticeable, for it does not easily or calmly 
fit Negri’s apparent argument. On the contrary, it reveals a certain kind of 
restlessness and agitation, and indeed the force of a conflictual passage. I 
am talking about the word and perhaps the concept of ‘tension’, especially 
in The Savage Anomaly.4 This text is written in and by tension, which keeps 
coming back to it, asserting itself through its lines and pages. 

For instance, when Negri reads Spinoza’s definition of cupiditas (desire), 
he often refers to a certain ‘tension’ that seems to be an essential aspect 
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of being as desire. The constructive power of being is identified with ‘the 
actuality of the constructive tension of cupiditas’ (Negri 1991b: 155). There 
is no sense in which it is defined as lack: 

Cupiditas is . . . a power, its tension is explicit, its being full, real, and given. 
The actual growth of the human essence, then, is posed as a law of the 
contraction and expansion of being in the tension of the spontaneity to define 
itself as a subject. (Negri 1991b: 156, my emphasis)

Similarly, Spinoza’s ‘disutopian’ ethical project approaches the concept 
of constitution on a horizon of absolute immanence. Yet again this 
ethical projectivity is made by a ‘progressive tension, without resolution 
in continuity’. In the constructive tension of being, ‘being and nonbeing 
affirm and negate each other simply, discretely, immediately. There is no 
dialectic’ (Negri 1991b: 219–20). To give a last example, speaking of Spinoza’s 
metaphysics of time as the time of further constitution, Negri writes that 
‘the essential tension wants existence’ and ‘being is temporal tension’ (Negri 
1991b: 228).

There is no affirmation of being without this essential, constructive tension 
of being, which is also a temporal tension. While concepts such as crisis 
and antagonism are given an important place in readings of Negri, such 
a small word as tension seems to have been forgotten. It is understood 
immediately and forgotten, lost in reading. But the affirmative power of 
productive difference, potential, desire or being are never without tension. 
The constitutive, essential and temporal tension of being is internal to the 
power it expresses. If there is no mediation in Antonio Negri’s philosophy, 
then there is a strong tension. In the Oxford English Dictionary, we find 
that the word has several senses: bodily, affective, mental, and electric. 
Following the OED, we might say that tension occurs in a force field and 
names many relations which constitute it: contracting as well as expanding 
(‘law of being in tension’ as Negri said above), pulling a body in opposite 
directions, pulling apart as well as pulling together, swelling or tightening as 
well as extending, etc. It is a term that involves an oppositionality and the 
movement of its complementary poles. As a term functioning in the context 
of an ontology of constitutive desire, ‘tension’ has an affinity with ‘intensity’ 
as understood by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (see Deleuze and Guattari 
1987: 150–66).5 In their approach, intensities (flows, thresholds, gradients, 
intensive differences) are always on the move, as they are distributed on the 
surface of a body without organs by which one desires. In this Spinozian 
problematic, the notion of the fullness of desire should not be confused 
with fulfillment or stasis. It is better understood as an abundance or excess 
which exceeds itself in and by its movement. ‘Tension’ is thus without 
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aufhebung and can be read as expressing the movement of this fullness, its 
disquiet and dynamicity, its unstable and fluctuating nature. What is the 
lesson of attending to the functioning of the notion of tension in Negri’s 
text? A reading which opposes the affirmative to the negative ‘simply, 
discretely, immediately’, to steal Negri’s own expression, would be a poor 
reading which behaves as if mere negation (of the negative) were possible. 
Affirmation always involves tension; it does not inititate a struggle to which 
it is prior as the property of a subject, it is itself the struggle which it opens 
up in a force field. 

REVERSAL OF HUMANISM AND POSTMODERN SUBJECT 

If this is an important reminder, then it shows once more that Negri’s 
political theory is more a theory of subject than a theory of event. Negri’s 
reversal of transcendental humanism with an immanent one puts him in 
strange company with what might be described as (and often what he himself 
describes as) ‘postmodern’ thought. For, if there is something that can be 
called postmodern, it can only be a reversal of humanism which remains, 
being a reversal, humanism, i.e. a philosophy of subject. In this respect, 
Negri’s thought is close to Anglo-American postmodernism, developed as a 
response to the postwar French radical philosophical conjuncture. Inspired 
by psychoanalysis and semiotics, the Anglo-American postmodern thought 
is a replacement of the concept of an essentialist category of human subject 
with that of a human subject constituted in displacement. This is why, 
from Homi Bhabha to Judith Butler and Donna Haraway, this postmodern 
thought remains a theory of (split, hybrid) subject and thus a reversal of 
humanism.6 It is important to underline that the unity of the subject is 
always maintained in this split and hybrid constitution. Despite the fact 
that Negri’s analysis does not have much to do with psychoanalysis, nor 
with a notion of founding lack, his general argument joins this predominant 
theoretical tendency of postmodern humanism. Negri’s use of the notion 
of ‘tension’ as a conflictual passage which defines the productive being of 
desire is clearly a figure of displacement—‘intensities on the move’ would 
have been Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of displacement. To this we 
should also add his understanding of potentia as ‘counterfinality’ as another 
clear instance of the figure of an essentially and constitutively displaced 
human subject. Other major articulations of this figure are the notion of 
hybridity in Empire7 as well as certain prominent features of the concept of 
multitude in both Time for Revolution and his most recent work with Michael 
Hardt, Multitude, as I shall show below. 
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It is not sufficient to argue that the subject is split, displaced, in tension, 
or hybridized as long as this remains a theory of subject, for such a theory 
assumes the principle and unity of its object, i.e. the subject. In the context 
of Negri’s theorization, the crucial concept becomes that of affirmation. The 
question is always: What makes affirmation affirmative? In whatever I affirm, 
if I have not at the same time affirmed all of that with which my affirmation 
is involved, my affirmation is weak. (For instance, for any force or power, 
affirmation is immediately the affirmation of a struggle.) In other words, 
what the politico-philosophical gesture of affirmation affirms is the whole 
force field in all its complexity. This force field cannot be readily translated into a 
collective subject. It is not that the force field is simply greater than the subject 
or that it is infinite while the subject (individual or collective) is finite. We 
should go back to the notion of the immediate here. The concept of the force 
field implies that the immediate or the event is not simply appropriable and 
containable.8 Contrary to a kind of philosophy of mediation which denies 
the immediate any right to exist, we should insist on the relevance of the 
immediate as that which happens: the event in its irreducible singularity. But 
if the event is singular, it remains other. For when the singular is known and 
mastered, it is no longer singular. (This is why the constituent power of the 
multitude always remains other to the constituted power of representation.) 
As is often emphasized, there is something that always remains unactualized 
in every event. In everything that happens, there remains something that 
is yet to happen. The concept of force field refers to the impossibility of 
ultimately locating and appropriating the immediate.9 

KAIRÒS

As the notion of the ‘immediate’ occurs in the historical vocabulary of 
revolutions (we often find it in expressions such as ‘the immediate abolition 
of slavery’), there is also always something of the question of ‘timing’ in 
every revolution. This brings us to Negri’s recent major philosophical 
contribution: Time for Revolution (Negri 2003a). ‘Kairòs’ is the name he 
gives to the ‘time for revolution’. In ancient rhetoric, kairòs (the right 
moment of speech) involves the account of the contextual particulars and 
the specificity of the audience as well as good timing for saying something. 
Rethinking a rhetorical concept which refers to the contextual and temporal 
considerations of effective action, Negri’s concept is inevitably a response to 
criticisms such as Ryan’s. But Negri also gives this old concept a new sense 
and develops a new theory of time. 

The second part of Time for Revolution, Kairòs, Alma Venus, Multitudo, 
presents a complicated philosophical theory of time and revolution. It 
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deserves a much more detailed reading than the one I am capable of 
giving here. In the first chapter, titled ‘Kairòs’, Negri develops a theory of 
(common) name and naming according to which marking the thing in space 
(or expressing a common name) occurs at the same time as the event of 
the thing. As ‘transcendental’ theories focus on space and consider time as 
extrinsic modality, Negri wants to theorize the event of adequate naming or 
the ‘this here’. The ‘this here’ is an event, that is the truth or the adequation 
of the act of naming and of the thing named when they are produced 
or called into existence at the same time. This is an absolutely singular 
relationship, nonordinary and nonrepetitive. The ‘at the same time’, the 
time of the kairòs, is seen as a restless and vacillating temporality, closer to 
the sense of tension in the reading of Spinoza. The old concept of kairòs as 
instant is reconstructed by Negri as a singular and open present in which 
innovation is produced in the sense of creation of new being rather than 
in the restricted sense of scientific or technological innovation. It means a 
grasp of the immediate in its very occurring, conceived by Negri in terms 
of the adequation of the name and the thing named, the truth of their 
occurrences at the same time. It is in the restless, vacillating temporality 
of kairòs, between the eternal (the time of the before) and the to-come (the 
time of the after), on the edge of the void that new being is created. Once 
more, politics and ethics are ontology. 

What is the philosophical status of the notion of adequation here? No 
doubt, it should be read as an event or occurrence by which something new 
is brought into existence in a productive process of naming.10 The question 
is whether one can have a philosophically adequate theory of the noniden-
ticalness of time, that is an adequate theory of the singular adequation 
of kairòs, the ‘timing’ of innovations or revolutions. It is certainly not a 
question of denying the singular and immeasurable nature of kairòs, the 
event of a decision. But the more one theorizes this, the more one tends to 
forget that, for exactly the same reason, there can be no general theory of 
the singularity and incommensurability of kairòs. 

Or better, every theory of the singular and the immeasurable is taking 
the risk of reducing it to the general and the measurable, that is the tran-
scendental.11 Can there be a philosophical theory that guarantees how ‘the 
imperatives of the immeasurable for the singularities that constitute the 
multitude: do not obey, that is be free; do not kill, that is generate; do not 
exploit, that is, constitute the common’ (Negri 2003a: 258) will not turn 
into transcendental, empty signifiers which begin to justify that which is 
established (be it an academic or political group or state apparatus or party 
or movement or movement of movements, and be it left or right) rather 
than create new being? I am not overlooking a necessary political moment 
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here in the name of some irresponsible intellectual deconstruction, but I 
am trying to see the specificity of a moment of decision. The moment of 
decision can only go through a most careful calculation in a force field 
to which theory is not just external and upon which it cannot just be 
applied. If, in Negri’s words, ‘the decision is always multilateral, “impure” 
and monstrous’, this is because it is always made in a force field characterized 
by an essential undecidability. If there are ‘imperatives’ of the immeasurable, 
this ‘immeasurable’ is clearly a Levinasian Other which is defined as giving 
birth to the transcending force of the imperative (see Levinas 1969). And, if 
the imperatives are ‘for the singularities that constitute the multitude’, how 
to read this Levinasian moment, in which, in an undecidable genealogical 
emergence of the imperative, the otherness of singularity might give way 
to the transcendental truths of moralistic identity in a prescriptive mode? 
Surely, the point here is not to deny the constitutive, inscriptive force of the 
imperative at all, but to underline that no philosophical theory can control 
the displacement of otherness into identity in the rapidly shifting terrain 
of writing immediacy. 

An insistent theoretical and political theme traversing Negri’s work is 
the question of organization. In Time for Revolution, he rethinks it by new 
concepts of constellation and cooperation: ‘co-operation is a constellation of 
differences in the heart of the multitude; it is that clinamen that productively 
organizes the chaos of a multitude of singularities’ (Negri 2003a: 230). This 
is an important philosophical formulation, and indeed a classic one. The 
clear implication is the concept of a prior chaos (a chaotic multitude) that 
is organized afterwards. This introduction of linear temporality typical of 
the discourse of metaphysics establishes hierarchy. Further, Negri speaks of 
a specifically productive constellation: ‘a constellation is more productive 
than the sum of the productive singularities (taken separately) that co-
operate with them’ (Negri 2003a: 231). The obviousness of this is a bit risky, 
given the philosophical concepts and political issues at stake: a singularity 
itself might well be a constellation, just as every constellation and/or 
cooperation is singular.12 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari spent a good 
deal of philosophical effort to dismantle just this concept of the whole as 
more than the sum of its parts:

. . . the Whole itself is a product, produced as nothing more than a part 
alongside other parts, which it neither unifies nor totalizes, though it has 
an effect on other parts simply because it establishes aberrant paths of 
communication between noncommunicating vessels, transverse unities 
between elements that retain all their differences within their own 
particular boundaries. (Deleuze and Guattari 1990: 42)13 
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Negri’s concept is a step back from Deleuze and Guattari, for, being more 
than the sum of its singular parts, it should transcend and therefore begin 
to command them. Further, if in Deleuze and Guattari the whole is called 
whole by virtue of a specific power of communication between noncom-
municating parts, then these communications are aberrant, as they carefully 
emphasize (therefore not necessarily cooperative).14 That is to say, they are 
not communications that are controlled and managed by a center which 
will therefore have to transcend them as having more than the sum of their 
powers. Negri’s way of constructing productive cooperative constellations 
puts his concept of constituent power in crisis. If the constitutent power is 
defined by its power of exceeding representation, this is the critical moment 
of its turning to constituted power.

But why does the classic concept of the whole return in the middle of 
Negri’s discourse?15 While Negri is keen on a philosophically sensitive point 
such as the complexity of origin,16 his concept of immanence is still opposed 
to that of transcendence in a binary way. Dismissed from all philosophical 
consideration and politicized immediately, transcendental thinking can 
return with a vengeance. From a deconstructive point of view, this is an 
elementary problem: the beginning or origin is always complex, there is no 
‘elementary’, no simple. But ‘complex’ here surely does not mean ‘many’, 
‘plural’, not even ‘multiple’; it means the complexity of a relationship. No 
theoretical discourse and no political organization which merely opposes 
immanence to transcendence can ever be complex. Such political and 
theoretical assemblages or constellations will remain vulnerable to the 
return of intellectual and political hierarchies. This is the undecidability 
which inscribes the decision at stake: the more immanent immanence is, the 
more transcendent it becomes. If, for instance, the multitude were entirely 
immanent so that it would require no form of representation (that is to 
say, no form of organization), then would it not become transcendent to 
all representation? A mere refusal of this kind of moving limit between the 
immanent and the transcendent is simply untenable.17 

MULTITUDE

Does the concept of multitude go beyond the postmodern reversal of 
humanism? Does it displace the very system of subject instead of making 
the notion of displacement a slave of the category of subject, such as we 
find in the Anglo-American translation of French radicalism?

I have argued that a project of theorizing the singular and the immeasurable 
risks the tendency of transcendentalizing itself. Every such theorization also 
has to be a theory of subject. The concept of the multitude, borrowed from 



154 Revolution in Theory

Spinoza, is developed by Negri as a response to the question of the subject. It 
is impossible to discuss all the aspects of Negri’s complicated understanding 
of this concept, which also involves an analysis of current configurations of 
global capitalism, especially in his coauthored works with Michael Hardt, 
Empire (Hardt and Negri 2000) and Multitude (Hardt and Negri 2004). Here 
I will mainly focus on the more philosophical and theoretical aspects of 
the concept of multitude. 

I should begin by drawing attention to Hardt and Negri’s description 
of multitude as ‘living flesh’ in Multitude: ‘what we experience is a kind 
of social flesh, a flesh that is not a body, a flesh that is common, living 
substance’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 192; see also the whole passage, 189–96). 
Or, common social being as an ‘amorphous flesh that as yet forms no 
body’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 159). This opposition between flesh and 
body is familiar from metaphysics as the opposition between unformed 
matter and form (or body and mind). Indeed, Hardt and Negri describe the 
flesh as ‘unformed life force’ and ‘elemental power’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 
192) and body as organized form. This opposition between the unformed 
and the form has been radically criticized in post-1968 radical thinking, 
especially by feminist theorists (for it is part of a whole patriarchal chain 
of oppositions: body vs. mind, nature vs. culture, woman vs. man).18 In a 
way which resonates with Negri’s opposition between chaos and form in 
Time for Revolution, Hardt and Negri describe their task as ‘to investigate 
the possibility that the productive flesh of the multitude can organize itself 
otherwise and discover an alternative to the global political body of capital’ 
(Hardt and Negri 2004: 189). It is precisely at the moment of emergence of 
such an important and urgent political task of ‘alternative’ that the system 
of binary oppositions (flesh vs. body, chaos vs. form, body vs. mind) operates 
its logic: when given a new form or new body, the multitude is no longer 
multitude. The ‘flesh’ is no longer ‘flesh’, but now ‘body’ which, by the 
nature of this division, should indeed produce a new ‘flesh’ while forming 
itself into ‘body’. There is multitude beyond multitude; the multitude is 
in excess of itself (as going beyond itself and creating a form of itself). By 
the same logic, there is also multitude left behind multitude (in order to 
maintain itself as multitude, to maintain its ‘living flesh’—as there is no 
body without flesh). 

It is not that Hardt and Negri are totally unaware of this question of the 
multitude’s dividing itself up (flesh and body, now and future, the unformed 
and the form) at the moment they touch it. If the multitude is thus difficult 
to represent or express, perhaps this is because it has already touched them: 
their writing is the way it survives by multiplying itself in and through it. If 
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the multitude is described as ‘living flesh’, its form of life must be defined 
as survival or living-on. 

This is also the question of the image or imaginary. As Negri and Hardt 
are involved in the generation of a new political imaginary, we assume for 
the sake of argument that the multitude is a better political image of the 
social or the popular than the ones we had so far (leaving aside its social 
analysis or political economy, which I find problematical from the point 
of view of the North–South distinction). What needs to be kept in mind 
is Gilles Deleuze’s fine warning to Negri when the latter questioned the 
‘tragic note’ in the former’s work. Moved by his friend’s feeling, Deleuze 
begins to answer by remembering that ‘any political philosophy must turn 
on the analysis of capitalism and the ways it has developed’ and ends his 
prudent answer by an important reminder: ‘How any group will turn out, 
how it will fall back into history, presents a constant “concern”. There’s 
no longer any image of proletarians around of which it’s just a matter of 
becoming conscious’ (Deleuze 1995: 171–3).19 If, following Negri, we accept 
that it is necessary to construct a new image of proletarians such as the 
multitude, then, after poststructuralism, we have to be careful about the 
nature of the image. If the multitude is always beyond itself, if its very form 
of life is survival or living-on, then this form must be described as a formless 
form, a form without form, in other words, a paradoxical form rather than 
the unformed or the elemental.20 Therefore, for instance, what Negri calls 
‘transvaluation of values’ (the sense of languages and decisions created by 
the living labor of the multitude), which is essential in the production of 
new being, is not recognized ‘by the fact that it has no model’, as he writes 
in Time for Revolution (Negri 2003a: 235, my emphasis). On the contrary, 
languages, decisions, or senses are never simply without a model, but this 
‘model’ is a model without model.21

This is not a minor point at all, for what we encounter in the above 
discussion is again the question of undecidability, which is clearly inscribed 
in Hardt and Negri’s discussion of multitude. As they understand, the 
multitude is also a decision and a project since it is not a political body 
in the modern sense at all.22 If therefore the multitude is both the flesh 
that is yet to be formed into a body and the form or the project, i.e. the 
(projected or modeled) body itself, then there is a fundamental undecid-
ability which characterizes this concept. This must be acknowledged and 
engaged openly.23 The paradox implies that the multitude is never simply 
given in its image or concept, as it is clearly without synthesis. It is not 
therefore a matter of saying that no image can be fixed or no decision can 
be given, but rather of acknowledging that all decision is taken in a force 
field characterized by a fundamental undecidability—especially if a decision 
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is something different than a categorical choice (such as accepting the 
immanent and rejecting the transcendental). 

Both Negri’s Time for Revolution and Multitude, coauthored with Michael 
Hardt, emphasize aspects of cooperation, communication and dialogue 
within the multitude as well as the notion of the common.24 As this absolutely 
important concept takes us away from the identitarian and totalizing 
procedures of classic essentialism, while enabling us to think similarity 
of the conditions of existence of the oppressed and the exploited, in their 
immense variety, it is also taking the serious risk of offering a facile solution 
of the problem. Describing the multitude as singularities in common is an 
image of plurality rather than a (non-)image of complexity. If the multitude 
is without synthesis, this is not necessarily because it is composed of a 
plurality of singularities (‘composed of radical differences, singularities, that 
can never be synthesized in an identity’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 355)) nor 
necessarily because there are many multitudes (‘multitudes intersect with 
multitudes’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 349)), but because of its paradoxical 
nature, which I have described as ‘form without form’ and which has to do 
with the undecidability inherent in the force field in which it lives-on or 
survives. The quasi-liberal sociologistic image of a decentralized, pluralistic 
network is inadequate for accounting for this complexity. It needs to be 
supplemented with the materialist concept of force field. While regarding 
plurality as a necessary moment, a genuinely radical perspective has to work 
differently with an image of plurality precisely because of the singular nature 
of each and every decision. Negri writes, for instance:

when a name is said and heard, when it lives in language, every kairòs will 
be open to other kairòs—and altogether these events of naming will, in 
facing one another, in dialogue and perhaps clashing, constitute common 
names. It is in relation to alterity that the name spills into the common. 
(Negri 2003a: 155)

There is no happy production together of common names ‘in dialogue, 
perhaps clashing’. The alterity Negri has to refer to here disturbs the notions 
of network, constellation, cooperation, and communication and gives the 
commonness a new sense, for it is other than the common to which it is 
immanent—it is indeed the force that always changes the common and 
that makes it keep going, survive. The relationship that constitutes the 
common is not merely dialogical, communicative, and cooperative. To shift 
to a different philosophical idiom here, ‘even before speaking in one’s own 
name, before all responsibility’, Jacques Derrida writes:
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we are caught up, one and another, in a sort of heteronomic and dissym-
metrical curving of social space—more precisely, a curving of the relation 
to the other: prior to all organized socius, all politeia, all determined 
‘government’, before all ‘law’. Prior to and before all law, in Kafka’s sense 
of being ‘before the law’. (Derrida 1997: 231)

The heteronomic and dissymmetrical curving of a law of originary sociality 
is ‘also a law, perhaps the very essence of law’. It implies an experience of 
impossibility, hence a possibilization. Derrida continues: ‘what is unfolding 
itself at this instant—and we are finding it a somewhat disturbing experience—
is perhaps only the silent deployment of that strange violence that has 
always insinuated itself into the origin of the most innocent experiences 
of friendship and justice’ (Derrida 1997: 231). This careful thinking of 
sociality might help to save the multitude from a certain naivité.25 If, from a 
political perspective, a multiplicity of struggles (class, race, gender, ecological, 
national, sexual, etc.) traverse and interrupt each other, since each is singular, 
other than the other, then the real theoretical need beyond emerges as a 
thinking which will transform the necessary possibility of interruption 
(of one struggle by another) into an enabling moment. This might be a 
beginning point for a contemporary rethinking of the Spinozian ‘art of 
organizing encounters’.26 Is it not also what Deleuze so delicately described 
as ‘constant concern’ above? Precisely kairòs, the event of a decision which 
is always produced in a complex force field, requires an eye for openness 
or otherness, for the enabling power of the undecidable. Assuming that 
it is accepted as a better image of the people, the image and concept of 
multitude should be supplemented minimally by the concepts of alterity, 
force field, and undecidability. It is in this sense that affirmation affirms 
the whole force field, and complexity is the complexity of a relationship 
rather than just a reference for the ‘many’.

EXODUS, OR DISPLACEMENT

Negri’s theory of multitude is both a theory of production of new being 
(politics as ontology) and a theory of subject which emphasizes a new 
pluralistic unity. The notion of event occupies a strategic place at the 
juncture of these two aspects. We have seen that the concept of kairòs is 
an attempt to think the singular nature of the innovation of new being. 
For Negri, the event always involves the decision. With the common event 
decision, ‘the event becomes subject’ (Negri 2003a: 255). Or, ‘the decision, 
in so far as it is the event of the subject, is the “this here”—that is, “at the 
same time” the decision of the name and of the event—which is to say, the 
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presentation of the body to the common’ (Negri 2003a: 259). This is the 
climax of Negri’s singular theoretical argument. 

What is there at the climax, beyond Negri? When the event becomes the 
subject, what is the decision taken? If Negri’s decision is ‘exodus’ defined as 
‘taking leave of domination’ (Negri 2003a: 259), and if the most explicit and 
strategic form of domination is sovereignty, then we are perhaps strangely 
close to Bataille’s ‘sovereign operation’. Of course Negri’s and Bataille’s 
concepts of sovereignty are different. Further, it might be objected that in 
Negri’s Spinozian absolute democracy the multitude governs itself, while 
in Bataille’s sovereign operation no such self-government is possible (as we 
shall see in a moment). But ‘taking leave of domination’ is not the same 
as self-government (unless the self—or some part of the self which is thus 
more self than the alienated, othered self—is seen as outside domination, 
i.e. transcendental, sovereign, and free to govern itself, in which case there is 
no need for taking leave, nor for self-government). To put it in other words, 
when the event becomes the subject, it is not simply that the event (as kairòs 
or decision) is productive or constitutive of new being in the sense of just 
another being. The decision is a decision to take leave of sovereignity—otherwise 
what is new? Since what is at stake cannot be a new system of sovereignty, 
the subject, who is by definition a sovereign system and a sovereign unity, 
can therefore no longer remain as subject. At the moment the event becomes 
the subject, the subject becomes the event, insofar as the latter is the event of 
a decision to take leave of sovereignty. To put it in other words, the decision 
to take leave of sovereignty cannot be a project or program at all. 

This is very close to Bataille’s sovereign operation. Bataille subjected 
Hegel’s notion of the master to a fascinating displacement by taking the 
fight for recognition to an extreme. In Hegel’s dialectic of master and slave, 
the master retains the life that he exposes to risk. Bataille thought of a 
strange, excessive moment of mastery which he named ‘sovereignty’—an 
impossible ‘mastery’ which destroys mastery. Unlike Hegel’s dialectic, in 
which meaning and truth is always preserved, this excessive sovereignty 
has to do with an absolute expenditure or loss, a negativity without reserve, 
without measure, and without discourse (and therefore a negativity that can 
no longer be called negative). Sovereign operation (laughter, drunkenness, 
eroticism, sacrifice, poetry) is outside dialectic, without Aufhebung. As an 
affirmation of loss, sovereignty neither maintains nor governs itself. It is 
already displaced, on the move, without gathering itself in concepts such 
as displacement or sovereignty. This implies that sovereign operation is 
impossible. It is nevertheless experienced as paradox, as an experience that 
cannot be experienced. For instance, the rebel is put in the position of 
having to take the power against which she/he is fighting (Bataille 1998: 
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191–2). Comparing Breton’s concept of automatism with Sartre’s notion of 
freedom, Bataille writes: ‘If I do not seek to dominate it, liberty will exist’ 
(Bataille 1998: 198).27 It might be said that this subjectless, impossible liberty 
is a liberty to-come. 

If Negri is so close to Bataille, he also seems to be far from him when 
he slightly shifts the sense of exodus a few pages later, defining it as ‘to 
take leave while constituting’, that is constructing common machines, 
‘turning the technological monster into the angel of the to-come’ (Negri 
2003a: 261). Since exodus is also ‘taking leave of representation’ (Negri 
2003a: 260), these common machines should be outside representative 
institutions and mechanisms. Characterized by the openness and chance of 
the to-come, they could only have been machines which work by a kind of 
sovereign operation—impossible machines which work by breaking rather 
than working, dominating, or governing themselves, perhaps a bit like the 
paradoxical form I have mentioned above. 

This is no doubt an irrepressible philosophical implication of Negri’s 
argument, whether it is acknowledged or not, and even though it seems 
to remain somewhat marginal or subliminal. The more visible tendency 
in Negri’s recent texts is a result of his intense reading of and alliance with 
Anglo-American postmodernism. Here the notion of exodus emphasizes 
not the displacement of the (category of) subject as in the above reading 
but a figure of ‘displaced subject’, that is to say, clearly a reversal (rather 
than displacement) of humanism, hence maintaining the principle and 
unity of the subject.28 In Multitude, Hardt and Negri call this figure the new 
republican race of hybrids and cyborgs. Hence the predominant sense of 
exodus in Negri’s argument: 

It is a case then of hybridizing in a cosmopolitan fashion the world of 
life, that is appropriating global mobility through the generation of new 
bodies. ‘Proletarians of all countries, unite’ is an injunction that today 
means: mix up races and cultures, constitute the multicoloured Orpheus 
who generates the common from the human. (Negri 2003a: 260)

The new, cosmopolitan and globally mobile race of hybrids and cyborgs 
constitutes the humanist figure of displaced subject. This is the model or 
the type.29 The most powerful and privileged example of this paradigm of 
displaced postmodern subject is of course the migrant, for this figure can 
bring together both theoretical and geographical senses of displacement. 
Although Hardt and Negri see migrants as one category of the multitude 
among others, it is a special category for them. For in the case of the migrant, 
‘[the] combined act of refusal and expression of desire is enormously 
powerful’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 133). They are not unaware of the fact 



160 Revolution in Theory

that migrants are upwardly mobile: ‘they roll uphill as much as possible, 
seeking wealth and freedom, power and joy’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 134). 
Nevertheless, their singular condition is almost actualizing an ideal: ‘the 
experience of flight is something like a desire for freedom’ (Hardt and Negri 
2004: 134). Would it be too unfair to Negri and Hardt to say that the real 
social subject of exodus is the migrant?30 

To the extent that this can be said, this is no doubt a highly problematical 
position, especially from the point of view of the political economy of global 
capitalism. The point is not that there is a necessary conflict between the 
metropolitan migrants and the peripheral workers and peasants, but the 
question of the social implications of the image of resistance. It is not for 
nothing that Hardt and Negri see the peasant as the greatest challenge to 
their project, because theirs is an urban, metropolitan project. It is also not 
for nothing that the issue of ‘cultural difference’ comes up at this point, 
and is comfortably answered by referring to Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy of 
difference: ‘India, however, is not merely different from Europe. India (and 
every locality within India) is singular—not different from any universal 
standard, but different in itself’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 128). Since this is 
an ‘application’ of Deleuze, a theoretical parenthesis is necessary: in his 
reading of eternal return in the context of the Platonic dialectic, which 
distinguishes between copies and simulacra (good and bad copies),31 Deleuze 
argues that there is no ultimate ground, no universal standard by which 
we can measure simulacrum or difference in itself. In the ‘parodic’ eternal 
return, ‘each thing exists only in returning, copy of an infinity of copies 
which allows neither original nor origin to subsist’ (Deleuze 1994: 67). There 
is a shift here from emphasizing the power of simulacra to the concept of ‘no 
origin’. If liberating the same from the tyranny of the identical and relating 
it to the different meant abolishing the same together with the identical,32 
then perhaps we would have had no original (whether this original be 
conceived as ground, referent, model, or form). But if this were the case, 
how would we have had ‘copy of an infinity of copies’? Relating the same 
to the different implies ‘a reference without a referent’, as Jacques Derrida 
carefully argues in his double reading of Plato and Mallarmé (Derrida 1981: 
206).33 That is to say, not simply the absence of a reference or origin, but 
rather the complexity or differentiality of origin. 

To go back to the case in question, there is always a universal, but, rather 
than constructing some ultimate ground, this ‘universal’ is a space of 
writing and iterability, and a site of political and social struggles. This is 
the only condition in which we can approach India’s singularity. On the 
one hand, we should not leave any territory or population simply outside 
measure—how can one argue for the poor if you have no measure of GNP or 
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ecological footprint? On the other hand, singularity of such places cannot 
just be recognized by a transcendentally correct benevolent consciousness 
or philosophical theory.34 For this would, quite simply, be a politics of 
recognition. The ‘good’ of recognizing India’s singularity solves no problem, 
except taking the risk of a different form of desire for exoticization in the 
absence of political economy. At the moment I recognize something as 
singular, it must have already left my field of recognition. Otherwise the 
universal (i.e. the subject who recognizes something as singular) would be 
able to establish an ultimate ground according to which it would then be 
able to assign and govern singularities. 

Far from recognizing no universal standard, indeed Negri’s (and Hardt’s) 
theory is that of a universal form of the subject, the displaced subject of 
exodus. This is why the peasant and the native are challenges for this 
approach. These subjects are foreclosed from the power of displacement, 
while the concept of displacement is conveniently reduced to that of a 
spatial movement.35 

These two figures of exodus, one that is close to Bataille’s sovereign 
operation (which is desubjectifying) and the other a new humanist theory 
of displaced subject, cannot be brought together or synthesized. When 
interpreted in Bataille’s sense, ‘taking leave of domination’ is the return of 
the unlocatable and inappropriable immediacy, for the impossible experience 
of sovereignty rejects external goals. It is a radical loss of access rather 
than direct access. This unlocatable singular event which returns (call it 
revolution) communicates with what Derrida has described above as ‘the 
heteronomic and dissymetrical curving of the social’, which I have related 
to the transversal and interruptive nature of a multiplicity of singular social 
struggles.36 A political decision is always this going through (or experience 
of) the otherness of the event of the social, that which lies beyond a deciding 
subject. Conventional politics, left or right, tends to totalize the transversal, 
straighten the curve, and erect it as an upward constitution (sometimes 
in terms of a ‘type’). To decide and to act in view of the undecidable is to 
change the relationship to this necessary contamination so that the to-come 
keeps coming. This permanent awareness and permanent interruption is 
the enabling power of the undecidable.37 This is not theorizing democracy 
at all, even though democracy is the most reasonable form of collectivity 
today. It is only a supplement to it. 

GOOD CONSCIENCE

What happens when democracy is theorized? Negri approaches democracy 
in terms of Spinoza’s ‘omnino absolutum imperium’ or ‘absolute democracy’, 
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in an essay titled ‘Reliqua Desiderantur: A Conjecture for a Definition of the 
Concept of Democracy in the Final Spinoza’ (Negri 1997b).38 Democractic 
theory is hegemonized by ‘contractarianism’ which relativizes freedom 
and redefines it juridically. For contract theory, absolute freedom means 
a situation of war and chaos. If democracy is constitutive of absoluteness 
as the government or the sovereignity of the entire multitude, Negri asks, 
then how can it be simultaneously a regime of freedom? The metaphysical 
answer is the absolute as potentia. The political answer is given in the 
different forms of the projection of potentia of the multitude (tenure or 
magistracy of each citizen, etc.). If there are necessarily ‘organizational 
phases, functions of control and representative mediations’, from the 
perspective of absoluteness, these ‘do not form dialectical interruptions; they 
do not organize passages of alienation’, but these mechanisms articulate 
the open horizon of potentia (Negri 1997b: 228). Whereas Hegel sees the 
absolute in terms of an infinite and indivisible totality, there is a double 
movement in Spinoza: toward absoluteness, the unity and indivisibility of 
government, and toward plurality, the singular powers of the multitude. The 
relationship between the absolute and the multitude is an open process, not 
a presupposed unity as in Hegel. But multitude is both an elusive subject (for 
it is the entire multitude) and a juridical subject, constitutive of civil right. 
If reason requires the absolute, it also has to confront the variable effects of 
the will, fluctatio animi. When the necessity of governing the fluctuations of 
the multitude (its ‘animal life’ according to Spinoza) arises, this is not turned 
into Rousseau’s general will. The multitude is a multitude of singularities in 
Spinoza. But this also means that its duality is never resolved: 

So that it seems that the multitudo can be a political subject only as an 
idea of reason or as a product of the imagination. By contrast, concretely, 
the multitudo is a continuous and contradictory mixture of passions and 
situations—and then across a new dislocation, an accumulation of will 
and reason, which, as such, constitute institutions. (Negri 1997b: 234)

If, when the reason is confronted with the fluctuating soul, the absolute fails 
to embrace freedom, it can still ‘permit the life in common of singularities, 
reciprocal tolerance, the power of solidarity’ (Negri 1997b: 235). Hence the 
Spinozian rewriting of republican tolerance: the multitude is the foundation 
of democracy insofar as it allows singularity. But what guarantees that a 
citizen will realize that his or her interest is tolerating the other? Negri 
looks for a further reason and finds it in the concept of ‘pietas that forms 
and constitutes the reciprocal relations that are established among the 
multiplicity of subjects that constitute the multitudo’ (Negri 1997b: 237). 
Pietas is defined by Spinoza as the ‘desire to do good generated in us by 
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our living according to the guidance of reason’ (Spinoza 1985: IV P37 S1, 
565). For Negri it is an instance of love of universality (what is called ‘love’ 
in Time for Revolution, and ‘public love’ in Multitude).39

The opposition between the demand for reason and the fluctuating soul 
is of course the one between the flesh and the body, the unformed chaos 
and organized form, the multitude as social practice and the multitude as 
political project. Spinoza must certainly be credited for leaving the process 
open, but it must at the same time be admitted that his difference from the 
liberal tradition is undecidable, for he works within the very opposition 
which forms the essence of this tradition: body vs. mind, nature vs. culture, 
violence vs. civility. The danger of ‘chaos’, of a chaotic multitude that must 
be organized, returns in the middle of his discourse, and Negri’s as well. 
Does one just go ahead, dialectically as always, and create new forms, new 
syntheses? Or keep an eye on the formation of collectivities and multitudes 
so that their paradoxical forms at the threshold of the undecidable are in 
touch with the to-come? The point here is precisely that such undecidability 
must be recognized and engaged in ways other than a rhetoric of openness 
and plurality. The image of good, plural unity is necessary but insufficient in 
the essential work of imagination. If pietas is ‘the desire that no subject be 
excluded from universality’ (Negri 1997b: 238), this concept or principle 
offers no guarantee, as it is always subjected to writing or practice. I have 
just tried to show that Negri’s privileging of a figure of displaced subject 
maintains the exclusion of peasantry and natives.40

My criticism is not made in the name of dismissing the public notion of 
love, found especially in various religious discourses. In Multitude as well, 
Hardt and Negri draw our attention to the political significance of Christian 
and Judaic notions of public love. These are not merely precapitalist, 
backward belief systems. Such traditions ‘conceive love as a political act that 
constructs the multitude’.41 But interestingly, Islamic and Buddhist traditions 
are not mentioned. Is this because, unlike Christianity and Judaism, they are 
backward, peasant religions? Questions multiply: who then are the multitude? 
What about the desire that no subject be excluded from universality? There is 
no need to tell how tragic the consequences of forgetting the great Islamic 
tradition of Sufism will be in today’s world—a great mystical tradition from 
Hallaj-i Mansur to Rumi, with its singular notion of love characterized by 
an immanent reading of the concept of God. The application of philosophi-
cally correct notions in political writing (as we have seen in the case of the 
application of Deleuze’s concept of difference-in-itself) might perhaps be 
much less important than a minimal attention to the complexity of the force 
field, so that its almost mad plurality, which is the real democratic strength 
of a transformative politics, shall not be forgotten.
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A cursory look at these traditions will show how complex the notion of 
love is in the so-called ‘traditional’ social register. These formations might 
be the site of new deterritorializations and a much less violent subjectivity; 
they are also patriarchal formations. This leads us to repose the question of 
public love and the alterity it involves without forgetting the singularity 
of love along the gender dimension. For instance, Gayatri Spivak defines 
love in terms of ‘ethical singularity’: a relationship in which responsibility 
is mutual, while there is also the sense that something has not got across, 
a secret which the lovers want to reveal rather than conceal:

In this secret singularity, the object of ethical action is not an object of 
benevolence, for here responses flow from both sides . . . . This encounter can 
only happen when the respondents inhabit something like normality. 
Most political movements fail in the long run because of the absence 
of this engagement. In fact, it is impossible for all leaders (subaltern or 
otherwise) to engage every subaltern in this way, especially across the 
gender divide. This is why ethics is the experience of the impossible. 
Please note that I am not saying that ethics are impossible, but rather 
that ethics is the experience of the impossible. This understanding only 
sharpens the sense of the crucial and continuing need for collective political 
struggle. For a collective struggle supplemented by the impossibility of 
full ethical engagement—not in the rationalist sense of ‘doing the right 
thing’, but in this more familiar sense of the impossibility of ‘love’ in 
the one-on-one way for each human being—the future is always around 
the corner, there is no victory but only victories that are also warnings. 
(Spivak 1995: xxv, my emphasis)42

Public love guided by reason cannot ‘form and constitute the reciprocal 
relations that are established among the multiplicity of subjects that 
constitute the multitudo’ unless it is supplemented by a thought of impossible 
ethical singularity. This is why perhaps we should now go back to tolerance, 
which appeared as a result of aporia. Negri argues that if we cannot perfect 
the relationship between absoluteness and freedom, this is still no reason 
not to act (Negri 1997b: 242). This clearly implies that aporia is not just 
resolved in tolerance, but it is experienced. I have emphasized this aporetic 
and undecidable nature of the political in my reading of Negri in several 
instances: the question of immediacy and event, the heteronomic and dis-
symmetrical nature of the social, the transversal and interruptive nature 
of struggles, taking leave of sovereignty, exodus, and love. Speaking of the 
duties of democracy, Jacques Derrida writes:

How to justify the choice of negative form (aporia) to designate a duty that, 
through the impossible or the impracticable, nonetheless announces 
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itself in an affirmative fashion? Because one must avoid good conscience 
at all costs. Not only good conscience as the grimace of an indulgent 
vulgarity, but quite simply the assured form of self-consciousness: good 
conscience as subjective certainty is incompatible with the absolute risk 
that every promise, every engagement, every responsible decision—if 
there are such—must run. To protect the responsibility or the decision 
by knowledge, by some theoretical assurance, or by the certainty of being 
right, of being on the side of science, of consciousness or of reason, is 
to transform this experience into the deployment of a program, into 
a technical application of a rule or a norm, into the subsumption of a 
determined ‘case’. All these are conditions that must never be abandoned, 
of course, but that, as such, are only the guardrail of a responsibility to 
whose calling they remain radically heterogenous. The affirmation that 
announced itself through the negative form was therefore the necessity 
of experience itself, the experience of the aporia (and these two words 
that tell of the passage and the nonpassage are thereby coupled in an 
aporetic fashion) as endurance or as passion, as interminable resistance 
or remainder. (Derrida 1993, my emphasis)

Hence the necessity of going through the aporia as an affirmative, enabling 
(non)passage, on the way to transform impossibility into possibility. 
Derrida’s insistence on avoiding the good conscience at all costs might be 
a much more radical and critically useful gesture than a new humanist 
theory of displaced subject, for the latter is never independent of conscience 
and its assurances. Antonio Negri’s exemplary aporetic embrace is between 
metaphysics and politics, giving one to the other. It is an impossible 
passage that, nevertheless, he keeps passing, always leaving himself beyond 
himself. It is to this experience of impossibility that we owe the greatness 
of his work. 

NOTES

 1. ‘We have to determine the extent to which our anti-Hegelianism is possibly one of 
his tricks directed against us, at the end of which he stands, motionless, waiting for 
us’ (Foucault 1972:  235). 

 2. Interestingly this is also a passage in which Negri gives reference to Bataille, Blanchot, 
Nancy, and Aristotle; see Negri 1999a: 340. See also Georges Bataille, ‘On Sovereignty’ 
in Bataille 1993; Blanchot 1988; Nancy 1991; Aristotle 1941. The possible agreement or 
disagreement between Negri’s constituent power and Bataille’s sovereignty, Blanchot’s 
‘unavowable’ or Nancy’s ‘inoperative’ community need to be discussed. Negri offers 
a political–philosophical theory of subject, whereas in writers like Blanchot and 
Nancy, we find a deconstructive engagement with concepts of subject, community, 
and work, and certainly not a philosophical (ontological) theorization of these. I will 
discuss Bataille’s concept of sovereignty below.  
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 3. This admirable philosophical move liberates Spinoza from academic philosophy and 
rearticulates his philosophical signifi cance in a new social, political and historical 
context. 

 4. Indeed one should mention yet another such word: ‘rhythm’. ‘Constitutive rhythm’ 
or the ‘rhythm of being’ are frequent expressions in The Savage Anomaly. Not unsur-
prisingly, Negri uses it especially where he talks about Spinoza’s concept of the 
fl uctuations of the soul (fl uctatio animi), see Negri 1991b: 154. Considerations of 
space disallow me to point to the philosophical signifi cance of the notion of rhythm, 
which is indeed more important than that of tension. 

 5. I thank Timothy S. Murphy for suggesting that I make this connection. 
 6. For a criticism of Homi Bhabha in this context, see Cheah 1998: 290–328; and for 

excellent criticisms of Judith Butler and Donna Haraway, see Kirby 1997: 100–28. 
 7. I have already argued this in a critical reading of Empire; see Mutman 2001: 43–60, 

especially 56–8.  
 8. Jacques Derrida’s concept of ‘generalized writing’ can be understood in this sense; see 

‘From Restricted to General Economy:  A Hegelianism without Reserve’ in Derrida 
1978: 251–77. 

 9. Is it because the immediate or the event is not containable that Spinozian veritas 
norma sui (‘truth is its own norm’) often runs the risk of what Jon Beasley-Murray 
once described as ‘the re-inscription of faith performed by Negri in the course of his 
analysis’? See Beasley-Murray 1994. 

10. Negri gives the most beautiful descriptions of this singular act: ‘. . . the name presents 
itself in the vacillation of kairòs, and it is through this vacillation that the true 
is revealed. As Leopardi says, it is in the instant that the young man, vacillating, 
appropriates the name; and in the same way, he who invents approaches the new; 
and that the poet, vacillating, fi xes the verse. The solution of the vacillation, its 
necessary decision, is the presentation of the name’ (Negri 2003a: 153).

11. Although in Negri’s coauthored book with Michael Hardt the authors underline that 
‘a philosophical book like this is not the place for us to evaluate whether the time 
of revolutionary political decision is imminent’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 357), the 
question is not limited to a philosophical book’s timing of revolution, but depends 
on the critical and radicalizing force of its argument. 

12. Negri’s implicit claim seems to be that we are not simply talking about society and 
individual. We should also note that when Negri defi nes the result of this cooperative 
constellation as ‘surplus value’, this should not be confused with Marx’s theory of 
value.

13. For an excellent discussion of the concept of whole in Althusser as well as in Marx 
and Deleuze and Guattari, see Plotnitsky 1993: 273–95. 

14. We should add that such communications are also secret, subterranean, unconscious, 
etc. 

15. Just a few lines above, speaking of the classic critique of reformism as changing the 
parts without changing the whole, Negri writes: ‘once outside the transcendental 
illusion, the whole is nothing other than the ensemble of the parts’ (Negri 2003a: 
22). Is whole not the way to the transcendental illusion when conceived classically 
as more than the sum of its parts? How is a nonsovereign whole so easily attainable? 
How is it ‘once outside’?

16. He carefully speaks of ‘a complex genealogy of sequences of co-operation’ (Negri 
2003a: 232).

17. Negri writes: ‘Some postmodern authors look for an opening on the margins of the 
model that is emerging. But the margin is a liminal transcendence—an immanence 
that is almost a transcendence, an ambigious location where materialist realism 
must bow to mysticism. Some endlessly pursue this margin (Derrida); others fi x on 
it as though it were a case of gathering up the power of the negative that has at last 
been seized (Agamben). This thinking of the common, in the anxiety of awaiting 
the other (as in Levinas), results in mysticism’ (Negri 2003a: 192). Is mysticism not 
too harsh a judgment by a thinker who himself makes a good deal of religious (and 
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specifi cally Christian) references and who is criticized in similar ways in orthodox 
left circles? For instance, Derrida’s endeavor should not be reduced to a romantic, 
endless pursuit of the margin, but it is more usefully read as a rigorous thinking on 
the margin or limit beyond straight dismissals, affi rmations, or crossings, whatever 
particular period, text, or philosophy is at stake. Interestingly, while none of these 
thinkers has a historical characterization such as postmodernity, it is Negri himself 
who does indeed admirably look for an opening on the margins of what he describes 
as the postmodern period. 

18. I do not need to refer to the writings of Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, or Luce 
Irigaray. A recent and brilliant feminist and poststructuralist discussion of this 
philosophical issue can be found in Kirby 1997. Although Hardt and Negri give 
reference to Kirby’s work, they have not articulated her argument. 

19. I am grateful to Bulent Eken for drawing my attention to this source.
20. If it were not for the opposition it makes to ‘being’, I would have added: ‘becoming-

form of the form’. I could also have written ‘a difference without reference, or rather 
a reference without a referent’ (Derrida 1981: 206). But of course, in a much more 
relevant way I could have written ‘spectral’ in Jacques Derrida’s sense again; see 
Derrida 1994. I cannot follow the full implications of the spectrality, i.e. the alterity 
of the multitude here. 

21. This is of course constantly contradicted in the actual practice of imagining and 
constructing, i.e. writing the multitude. For instance, Multitude itself ends with a 
reference to Madison’s and Lenin’s projects. Another example is Negri’s concept of 
love (which is like a Gramscian cement holding the multitude together—otherwise 
why mention it at all?). This is modeled on the earlier, traditional model of Judaeo-
Christian religious love (Hardt and Negri 2004: 351–2), and so on. 

22. For instance, ‘only when every discipline of labor, affect and power that makes 
gender difference into an index of hierarchy is destroyed . . . Only then will gender 
difference become a creative, singular power and only then will the multitude become 
possible, on the basis of such differences’ (Hardt and Negri 2004: 355, my emphasis). 
Or more explicitly: ‘what we need to bring the multitude into being is a form of grand 
politics that has traditionally been called Realpolitik or political realism’ (Hardt and 
Negri 2004: 356, my emphasis). 

23. The Pauline concept of ‘the power of the fl esh’ only reproduces the same problem; 
see Hardt and Negri 2004: 159.

24. An interesting comparison for further discussion might be Jean-Luc Nancy’s work 
on community, especially his discussion of ‘communication’ as well as his concept 
of the ‘share’; see Nancy 1991.  

25. And also from a highly problematical naturalism, as we fi nd in Hardt and Negri’s 
description of Spinozist absolute democracy as the basis of every society. According 
to this, our daily interactions and practices are ‘civil process of democratic exchange, 
communication and cooperation’, otherwise ‘society itself would be impossible’ and 
consequently while other forms are distortions of human society, democracy is a 
‘natural fulfi llment’ (see Hardt and Negri 2004: 311). There is no doubt a sense of truth 
in this. But what happened to Félix Guattari’s brilliant concept of microfascism, or 
Foucault’s microphysics of power? And in what sense really is empire an ‘immanent’ 
power? 

26. The expression is Deleuze’s; see Deleuze 1990a: 260–2. Michael Hardt mentions 
Deleuze’s formulation in his commentary (Hardt 1993: 108–11). I do not discuss 
here problems of Spinoza’s notion of usefulness, his understanding of transforma-
tion of natural into civil state, etc. I only need to underline Deleuze’s careful remark, 
refl ecting his awareness of fi nitude (Negri’s ‘tragic note’): ‘This endeavor does of course 
have its limits: we will still be determined to destroy certain bodies, if only in order 
to subsist; we cannot avoid all bad encounters, we cannot avoid death’ (Deleuze 
1990a: 261). 

27. See also Jacques Derrida: ‘From Restricted to General Economy: A Hegelianism without 
Reserve’ in Derrida 1978: 251–76.  
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28. This also implies that Spinoza’s philosophy is not really an alternative to psychoanaly-
sis as is often claimed, even though it might be superior to it in certain respects. 

29. This concept fi gure of the ‘type’ is of course very, very old. So the new race of the 
hybrid subject is as new as a philosophical reversal of race as natural distinction. For 
the concept of ‘type’ in Western metaphysics, see Lacoue-Labarthe 1989, especially 
pp. 43–138. 

30. In this, they are in complete agreement with Jacques Derrida’s recent work which 
emphasizes the migrant in the context of the concept of the ‘arrivant’.

31. See Deleuze 1994: 28–69, especially 66–9; Deleuze 1990b: 253–66. 
32. ‘In reality, the distinction between the same and the identical bears fruit only if 

one subjects the Same to a conversion which relates it to the different, while at the 
same time the things and beings which are distinguished in the different suffer a 
corresponding radical destruction of their identity’ (Deleuze 1994: 66). 

33. This is also why for Derrida text means that ‘every referent, all reality has the structure 
of a differential trace’ and not that ‘all referents are suspended, denied or enclosed 
in a book’ (Derrida 1988: 148). 

34. This is as old as Edward Said’s introductory warning: ‘One ought never to assume 
that the structure of Orientalism is nothing more than a structure of lies or of 
myths, which, were the truth about them to be told, would simply blow away’ (Said 
1978: 6). 

35. Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of  ‘schizo’ or ‘nomad’ too had a sense of spatial 
displacement. But they also emphasized that schizos’ or nomads’ movements are 
not necessarily tied to a journey from one place to another. ‘The schizo knows how to 
leave . . . but at the same time his journey is strangely stationary, in place’ (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1990: 131);  ‘The nomad distributes himself in a smooth space; he 
occupies, inhabits, holds that space; that is his territorial principle. It is therefore 
false to defi ne the nomad by movement’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 381). 

36. This use of the notion of the transversal is different than Félix Guattari’s more specifi c 
social-psychological sense in the context of psychiatry; see Guattari 1984: 11–23. But 
it is perhaps closer to Gilles Deleuze’s use in his Foucault (Deleuze 1986: 22–5). 

37. My formulations are inspired by Gayatri Spivak’s discussion of Derrida’s Politics of 
Friendship in her Death of a Discipline (Spivak 2003: 27–31). 

38. The essay is published in Italian in Studia Spinoza, 1 (1985), 143–80. 
39. See Negri 2003a: 209–24 and Hardt and Negri 2004: 351–2. 
40. I think women as well, in the sense that the opposition between fl esh and body is a 

patriarchal opposition. But this would require a much more detailed reading. 
41. Hardt and Negri 2004: 351–2. 
42. For Spivak, literature appears as a singular space of singularity; see especially her 

argument that it should supplement knowledge in her Death of a Discipline.


