
Interview with Michael Hardt

Jamie Morgan

JM: The World Social Forum (WSF) has attracted an extraordinary number
of participants.1 The 2004 WSF fourth convocation in Mumbai, India was
attended by around 75,000 people representing 1500 organizations from
117 countries. How do you view the impact of the World Social Forum so
far?
MH: I think that there are two primary operations that the WSF has managed
to achieve with respect to the various social movements around the globe
having to do with the global order, protesting the present form of globaliz-
ation. The one is that the various movements we’ve seen, from Seattle to
Genoa, were primarily north Atlantic movements protesting global
conditions, but of course only in the context of the dominant countries. The
WSF has provided the context to interact with other movements around the
world working on these same questions – about a democratization of
global relationships and the inequalities and unfreedoms dictated by neo-
liberalism. The second operation it has been able to achieve, at least
partially, has been to transform what had primarily been protest movements
and allow for at least tentative forms of proposals. In other words, to move
from the negative protest stance to add at least propositions for alternative
global orders, for alternative global relationships. It seems to me that these
are the two regards, at least from my perspective which is certainly partial,
that are the most beneficial and successful aspects of the WSF so far.
JM: Many people who are critical of neo-liberalism might say that the WSF
is important because it arrived at a high tide of neo-liberalism, when there
was a great deal of popular apathy in the world, a sense of powerlessness.
From the mid-1990s global movements [see, for example, Klein, 2000:
334–5] and subsequently the WSF have, of course, made an impact.
However, a pessimist might say that global social and economic conditions
have continued to degenerate. In Rio at the first Earth Summit in 1992
the industrialized states pledged 0.7 percent of GDP to fight poverty. By
the time of the 2002 Summit no industrialized state had held to this pledge
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(British aid had fallen to 0.4 percent of GDP). Over the last 15 years,
during the period of the rise of neo-liberalism, aid to Africa, the poorest
continent on Earth with a combined GDP of less than Mexico, has actually
halved to $13 billion. At a recent meeting in Shanghai even the World
Bank president Jim Wolfensohn conceded that the international commit-
ment to world poverty eradication was at a low point. How would you
respond to this kind of pessimism? Do you see the WSF as a positive step
forward?
MH: First of all I wouldn’t say that the WSF began at a point of ‘apathy’.
What there were, and had been for decades already, were relatively incom-
municative protests – not only of course the ones most visible in the global
media, the ones in the North, but there had also been for decades in the
South, of course, various protests against World Bank projects, against IMF
policies, against various aspects of the emerging neo-liberal order.

I think what the WSF did was not to generate interest and fight ‘apathy’
in that way, what it managed to do was to allow for at least some limited
communication among different forms of protest and especially among
different regional groups that could now recognize not only the generality
of neo-liberalism but also of communication among the different forms of
struggle. So I don’t see the WSF as a potential actor, as something that can
generate interest, but rather as something that can link those who are inter-
ested and see how they can get together. I guess, in the same way, with the
larger aspect of your question here, I don’t see the WSF as a powerful actor
in itself. I don’t really see the WSF as being able to contest properly the
forms of neo-liberalism. I view it as a means of communication, as a sort of
forum precisely for the exchange of information amongst groups, rather than
as an actor in itself – as the question seems to suggest.
JM: Well, I think that’s right in terms of the key statements of the principles
of the WSF [2004]. The WSF is described, for example, as a ‘permanent
process of seeking and building alternatives, which cannot be reduced to
the events supporting it. [That] brings together and interlinks only organiz-
ations and movements of civil society from all the countries in the world,
but does not intend to be a body representing world civil society.’ That it’s
a way of circulating ideas not a ‘locus of power’ and that ‘meetings do not
deliberate on behalf of the WSF as a body’.
MH: Right, and in fact at many of the meetings there has been debate when
some would like the forum as a whole to make general pronouncements and
others see that as an improper role for the forum. For instance, I remember
at the 2003 WSF at Porto Alegre – some of the organizers on the WSF Inter-
national Council wanted to have a pronouncement against the war in Iraq,
which I think that almost every participant would have agreed with, but
many, in fact most I think, wanted not to have there be such a general
pronouncement precisely because of what you were saying before, because
it’s really not the place of the forum to have any sort of centralized 
subjective role. I guess there is a tension, that many would like it to take a
more active and unified role.

94 Theory, Culture & Society 23(5)

05_morgan_067100 (jk-t)  6/9/06  11:04 am  Page 94



JM: Perhaps this comes down to ideas of democracy and what people think
the WSF should be and what it is capable of. I was interested in the paral-
lels to your satirical use at the beginning of Multitude [2004: 33–5] of
Crozier, Watanuki and Huntington’s thesis [1975] that too much partici-
pation by too many groups creates a crisis of democracy. Their position
would seem to be the very antithesis of the WSF.
MH: Yes, I think that that view of Huntington’s is a complete undermining
of the central elements of democracy, so, yes, I certainly see the WSF as
grounded in the notion of democratic participation.
JM: The question I wanted to get at is how you see the tension you refer to
in the WSF – its stated function is the circulation of ideas which then
become chains of connected (in the sense of a solidarity and exchange of
information) local activities. Are there things it can do at a global level –
the individual actors get together and something broader, perhaps insti-
tutional, emerges out of this?
MH: I might be wrong but in my experience and knowledge of it so far I
only see it as the former – a means of communicating ideas and also a means
of communicating political strategies. The most exciting experiences of my
own at the WSF have been seeing political activists from different parts of
the world getting together and recognizing both the similarities of their situ-
ations and the possible adoption of political strategies of the others, trans-
forming the way they do politics and think about their struggle because of
their communication with others. You know, if you consider someone from
an organization of unemployed workers in Argentina talking to people in
South Africa working against electricity and water cut-off and recognizing
how they have similar problems and similar strategies. Those have been for
me, personally, some of the most exciting moments at the WSF. But, like I
was saying before, I see it not as a political subject but just as a political
space for exchange. Political subjects will have to arise separately. It doesn’t
seem to me that the forum itself can do things. I don’t see this as possible
or even at the moment desirable.
JM: In terms of the tension though, the statement of method for the 2005
WSF seems to make a stronger case than previously for the organization of
interlinkages and common action that are proposed and consulted on and
set out before the forum, as though there were now more of an emerging
implicit agenda for greater order to be applied to the growing scale of partici-
pation.
MH: Right. I don’t know the specifics on the project for 2005, but, from my
experiences in the past, it does seem that there is a tension between these
two and that there is a large component which seems to me to be especially
among the most active organizers, which would like to see the forum take a
more active role and create this project. My own personal view is that I don’t
see this as a positive. It doesn’t seem to me that that’s the way that the forum
ought to go but, again, I recognize that as a tension within it.
JM: What links then, would you make between your own social theory of
political agency and the potentials of the WSF, ideas like the Multitude?2
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MH: Well, I think only so far as the WSF is a forum for communication.
Like I was saying, it does provide ways for expanding social agency and
organization as a point of exchange and communication – that’s one link.
The second, at a more abstract level, would be that the open nature of the
organization of the forum – and there are, as I’ve said, tensions about this
– there is at least one face of the forum which is quite horizontal and is
constantly attempting to refuse the hierarchies of decision and organization
and unity within it, and this seems to resonate, structurally at least, with
our notion of the Multitude.
JM: Your idea of the network,3 is there a strong analogy here to the way the
WSF is organized as a (new) democratic form?
MH: There certainly is, at least in part of course. Again, quite a bit of the
WSF, on the whole, is about allowing horizontal connections to form freely
rather than imposing any centralized and unified structure, or even themes.
JM: How do you see the concept of the Multitude compared to that of class?
Does it incorporate it, supersede it, or . . .
MH: Maybe incorporate would be the best of those alternatives. But it
depends on what one means by class, that’s the first response in deciding
between these two. In common usage I think that people use the term
‘class’ to mean industrial working class and what Multitude is is an attempt
to conduct a new investigation of class composition and to recognize what
the forms of labour are today – how they are organized and how they act.
In this sense, I guess, it supersedes the notion – a common notion within
many Marxist-socialist-communist traditions – that the industrial working
class was the one class that was capable of representing the interests of
all of labouring people. The Multitude is trying to recognize that today –
even if it ever was true in the past – the industrial working class is not
the central form of labour and certainly should not have a dominant hier-
archical role in its political organization. So, in this sense – this is the
superseding sense – Multitude is meant to recognize what the class forma-
tion is today and, in describing that class formation, to recognize forms of
its possibilities of acting politically. In the incorporating sense – the
connotations of class as industrial working class are also important. When
we talk about the Multitude today we are talking about recognizing what
the forms of labour and forms of production are and trying to name them
– because that’s what Multitude is doing. It certainly doesn’t exclude the
industrial working class – there are plenty of people still working in the
factories. In fact the number globally working in the factories has not
declined. It has only declined in the most dominant parts of the world –
but, like I said, the industrial workers are one part of a much wider range
of forms of labour that cooperate together in production and need to be
understood in a much broader, let’s say horizontal, mode of the possibili-
ties of political organization.
JM: How would you describe the link between the significance of immate-
rial labour [Hardt and Negri, 2000: 290–303, 2004: 66] and your ideas on
the Multitude as a level of analysis of groupings around class?
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MH: When we conduct what I was calling before an inquiry into the contem-
porary class composition of labour, our hypothesis, at least, is that today
what we are calling ‘immaterial labour’ holds a hegemonic position with
respect to other forms of labour. We don’t mean that in a political sense.
This is in the sense of an analysis of the economic and material develop-
ment of production. Our view is that in each economic period there is one
dominant form of labour – a hegemonic form of labour – that progressively
conditions other forms of labour and forces them to adopt its characteristics.
This is all we mean by ‘hegemonic’ in this formulation. So that 150 years
ago, let’s say, in the middle of the 19th century, industrial labour had this
hegemonic position. It was not, of course, hegemonic in quantitative terms,
it was not dominant in quantitative terms – only a very small proportion of
the working population was involved in industrial labour in global terms in
the middle of the 19th century – but it was hegemonic in qualitative terms.
Industrial labour effectively forced all other forms of labour to industrial-
ize. Mining had to industrialize, agricultural labour had to industrialize,
society itself had to industrialize. That, according to our hypothesis, is the
position of immaterial labour today – by which we mean labour that
produces immaterial products. The labouring act is still as material as it has
always been. Labour always involves bodies and minds. But what are
produced are immaterial products, such as ideas, information, images, and
also ‘affects’ – feelings of satisfaction, feelings of ease. Our hypothesis is
that today this immaterial labour is in a hegemonic position, forcing all other
forms of labour eventually and progressively to adopt these qualities. In
other words, industrial production today has to immaterialize, it has to incor-
porate circuits of communication within it as productive processes. Agri-
culture, too, has to, let’s say, ‘informationalize’. We can see this, for instance,
in how the information contained in seeds plays such an important role today
in terms of property and questions of seeds’ genetic development etc. Even
society itself, we argue, has to immaterialize. In other words, these quali-
ties of communication, information, images and affects become more central
to social structure itself. So this idea of hegemony in the analysis of imma-
terial labour provides its relationship to the Multitude.
JM: How does this relate to the idea that the Multitude is self-defined? In
what sense can the Multitude both be part of a kind of bio-political produc-
tion of subjectification, in what you have previously written about as the
Archipelago of Empire [Hardt and Negri, 2000: 196], and at the same time
something that is self-defined?
MH: Let me start in a very abstract sense, since I think that is what is at
stake here. The question is, can one develop an alternative and even an
antagonistic social subject from ‘inside’? I think that many seem to assume
that one has to have an external standpoint from the structures of power in
order to work against them and propose an alternative to them. It seems to
us, in contrast, and I think this is a general element of our method and
thinking, that antagonism and alternatives today can only come from inside
the structures of power. Let me give just one historical example, which
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would be Marx’s own thinking. When Marx looks to the forces of antago-
nism in capital and the forces that can eventually propose an alternative to
it, he certainly doesn’t look to those social subjects outside of capital. In
other words, he doesn’t look to spaces of the globe that have not yet, in the
mid 19th century, come under the reign of capitalist production. He doesn’t
look to remnants of the feudal order and he doesn’t look to so-called prim-
itive societies at this time. He looks to, in fact, the social subject that is
most ‘inside’ capital – the proletariat, which is created by capital and in
turn constantly creates capital. He poses the proletariat as both within and
against capital – in fact, recognizing in the proletariat the possibility of
formulating and realizing an alternative to capitalist production emerging
from its inside. I think that’s similar, in structural terms, to our thinking
about the Multitude. It is, of course, completely within the structures of the
contemporary global order – the structures of Empire. In fact, in many ways
its production is required for the maintenance of the contemporary global
order in the same way that the proletariat’s production is always necessary
for the production and maintenance of capital. And yet we are arguing that
from within there is the possibility of – I guess what you are calling ‘self-
definition’ I would ground more as being born of revolt, of being born of
refusal and antagonism to the order in which we live, and out of that creating
both a force of opposition, a counter-power, and the vision of and even reality
of an alternative to the contemporary global order – an alternative to Empire.
JM: The main question that immediately springs to mind in the abstract or
at the level of philosophy and following on from a theme in Empire would
be: in what sense one can have tension or contradiction without a dialecti-
cal concept [Hardt and Negri, 2000: 51–2, 62, 128, 187, 191] of change as
an immanent ground from within?
MH: I think I have a soft version and a more doctrinaire version. The soft
version would be that we often talk about the dialectic in very casual ways
– I do, and I think many others do too – without making enough distinc-
tions among various conceptions of it. I remember once reading a wonder-
ful essay about Gramsci written in the 1950s, I think, insisting that there
was a difference between the tripartite Hegelian dialectic and a dual dialec-
tic that never resolves but is constantly involved in a ping-pong game of
struggle and reaction between capital and the proletariat. I think that one
of the things we are trying to insist on with our polemic against dialectic is
contesting the three-part notion of the dialectic – in other words, where
oppositions are subsumed under a new unity – and instead insisting on the
openness of this back-and-forth struggle between ‘antagonists’, let’s say.
JM: So, what you really object to is the teleological notion of a singularized
synthesis and unity?
MH: Absolutely, that’s certainly the ground of it, and also a notion of contra-
diction that pushes all differences aside and, therefore, excludes other sorts
of differences. This is a typical move of applications of the doctrinaire
Hegelian use of the dialectic – that synthesis and unity are only possible
because the two parts in struggle, the two parts that are different, are in fact
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not only different but are in contradiction and opposition, so that what that
opposition does is exclude all other differences from the social field. It is
that move that effectively allows the dialectic to deny differences and multi-
plicity. Here, we are speaking, I know, in high-level philosophical terms –
it limits the differences to two. It limits the differences to a binary or a
contradiction – otherwise the synthesis cannot take place. What we
ourselves are much more interested in understanding is a way of conceiv-
ing social differences that remain different and are not only different in some
global exclusive binary but always remain different from each other. This is
really the challenge of the concept of the Multitude it seems to me – which
is to recognize the possibility of a political project that is different inter-
nally, that consists itself of a multiplicity. I think this is the challenge in
philosophical terms. One can then pose the challenge quite concretely in
political terms as having to do with contemporary modes of political organ-
izing – the refusal of unifying structures.
JM: One could of course respond that, on the one side, you have this idea
of the Multitude and the multiplicity of different ways of expressing forms
of self-empowerment, emancipation, etc. and, on the other side, there is the
concept of the global logic of Empire as the management of contradictions
in the bio-political subjectification of those that are the Multitude. In a way
you still have a bifurcating binary – but a binary of complexity and diver-
sity rather than unity and synthesis.
MH: That seems fine. I guess I was trying to start at the beginning. I think
our polemic against dialectic tries to highlight certain things, but you are
right that each of these arguments can be formed back into dialectical
thinking. I sometimes wonder if the polemic against the dialectic is
misplaced – because it doesn’t seem to me always that it is the main point.
JM: Perhaps that is a good point to make here because I know a lot of people
on the Left – Marxists – read Empire and they think to themselves ‘anti-
dialectical neo-Marxism’? A lot of people have targeted that specifically and
perhaps forgotten the rest of the book. If, in some respects, the polemic
against dialectic is not the central issue, then possibly it detracts from other
areas of your work?
MH: I remember reactions to the short book I wrote about Gilles Deleuze
in which I highlight his polemics against the Hegelian dialectic and some
very clever reviewer pointed out that my argument itself was very dialecti-
cal about Deleuze’s refusal of the dialectic. And it is at that point I feel that
I just don’t care – I do think that there are certain very advantageous recog-
nitions that can come from questioning the dialectic and the ways it’s been
used – the various forms of the dialectic, rather, and the way it is used – I
also agree that there are many ways that people understand the dialectic
that are completely outside the point of our attack.
JM: I think that’s true, there are a variety of dialectical works [see, for
example, Bhaskar, 1993] that take the view that one can have an open,
complex unity-in-diversity idea of dialectics that is very similar to what you
are arguing with your non-dialectical position.
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MH: Yeah, I think it has become in many ways a ‘bad concept’, like civil
society, that is used to mean many, even contradictory, things; so that
polemics for and against can often get confused because readers understand
something different by the point of attack.
JM: This brings us to a broader question. Your work is a kind of philosophi-
cally based social theory; you specifically state at the beginning of Empire
and Multitude that these are not practical handbooks – they are about
contemporary events and they are about the contemporary world in quite
specific ways, but at the same time they are, in a broad sense of the term,
philosophically based theories. This raises the question for me of how you
see the role of philosophy? There is a wide diversity of opinion on what phil-
osophy is and its relevance, from Habermas [1971], who has this idea of a
kind of commensuration of language games and forms of life where philos-
ophizing has a role as a guardian of reason, all the way over to Rorty [1982:
211–30], who has the idea that disciplinary philosophy tends towards a false
conception of a ‘mirror’ of reality – where do you stand on what the role of
philosophy is?
MH: I often think, when it’s put that way, that maybe we shouldn’t be saying
‘philosophy’ if what one understands by that is the academic disciplinary
formation – in that way we probably are not philosophers and don’t want to
be. I think that one of the things we are trying to underline by our position
is that we are not writing a manifesto or a ‘how to’ book, and we are not
trying to dictate what we think political practice should be. There are two
reasons for that. The first, and the more general one, is that I don’t think
that the right place to determine, or even reflect on the specifics of politi-
cal practice is from a philosophical or theoretical position. It actually
doesn’t even break down that neatly, because I think that there is an
enormous amount of very important theorizing, even philosophizing, that
goes on in the movements themselves. It’s not as if the movements are prac-
tical and somehow thinkers are separate. There is a lot of theorizing that
goes on within the movements and it is at that point, I think, that it is appro-
priate to determine the nature of political strategy, and the points of group
programmes and actions. It’s not the point, that the two of us, Toni and I,
should make such pronouncements and determinations. It’s the wrong
register in which to conduct the inquiry. I think that, by the nature of our
writing, we inspire questions, such as ‘What shall we do?’ Many of the ques-
tions after Empire were of the kind ‘All this sounds very good but you don’t
then say what we should do.’ My response would be, well this isn’t the appro-
priate register to ask such a question. Those are the kind of decisions that
should be made in movements and that should be made collectively. That’s
the level of theorizing or the forum of theorizing where such questions
should take place. Second, I think that we have not yet arrived at the histori-
cal moment at which such questions – the questions a manifesto would
address, the questions a programme of anti- or post-neo-liberal strategy
address – can be asked. We are still at a moment, I think, where we and a
whole series of political activists, scholars and others are still trying to

100 Theory, Culture & Society 23(5)

05_morgan_067100 (jk-t)  6/9/06  11:04 am  Page 100



recognize the nature of the contemporary forms of oppression and trying to
recognize the resources at hand – who we are and how we act in order to
find a solution, an alternative. I guess, in those two regards, first, we are not
in the position to make such pronouncements – and, of course, I don’t think
philosophers should – and the second is a recognition of our historical
moment. I don’t mean by any of that that philosophizing is not extremely
important, especially about these issues. I think that we all need to, not just
professional philosophers, try to understand the global order today – what
its nature is, what its forms of oppression are, and also try to, and this is
really what we try to do in Multitude, think about what we want the world
to be and recognize what it can be. These seem to me philosophical ques-
tions that are of first importance not just to philosophers but to all of us.
JM: The reason I asked you that was because in Empire and Multitude you
use a lot of terminology that has a kind of resonance in philosophical
discourse that raises questions – rather like the concept of dialectic – of what
you mean by their use. For example, you use the Kantian term ‘sapere aude’
[Hardt and Negri, 2000: 183] or ‘dare to know’ as a kind of direction for the
project in Empire. This can raise the question in epistemology of what it
means to know something about a world that you describe as having specific
characteristics that are fairly postmodern – they are superficial, they are
skating, they are based in hybridity, diversity . . . This raises the question of
how one goes about knowing things about things that won’t stay fixed long
enough to let you know things about them. It’s a very abstract question, but
it’s one that is also raised by asking ‘What is the role of philosophy?’
MH: It seems to me that there are a couple of things involved here. One
point that seems to be in play here is the question of if we accept, let’s call
it a generalized postmodern notion that the world has changed in such a
way that power operates through fluctuating boundaries and hybrid identi-
ties – how can we know? In other words, if we accept certain postmodern
recognitions of the nature of reality, does that undermine even an Enlighten-
ment project, and I think that it doesn’t. That’s what I would argue. There
are certain ways that Toni and I go in the course of Empire; we try to make
distinctions – I’m not sure that they are always clear – between certain kinds
of postmodern theorizing that work with difference and play, and assume
that the crossing of boundaries and hybridization of identities are them-
selves liberatory. That’s a stance that we criticize quite a bit, we feel, and
try to locate ourselves in a different – I wouldn’t call it postmodernism, but
a recognition of the postmodernity of the world; in other words, that the
modern structures – economic structures of modernization, of political
modernity of national orders, and even, let’s say, of scientific and philosophi-
cal notions of modernity – have shifted significantly and we have to recog-
nize that in fact a new order – which we simply have to call postmodern –
has arisen, but it is no less analysable recognizable and . . . let’s say –
JM: Explicable?
MH: Well, explicable – I would say one can act against this new postmodern
order, that one can know it and act against it, but one has to recognize the
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way that modernity has come to an end in these ways, and in that sense we
try to locate our argument as postmodern.
JM: Are you suggesting methodologically that – in Empire – you are iden-
tifying underlying principles that hold together something that is hybrid and
seems not to be fixed, and are also making certain kinds of value judge-
ments about the way that it operates oppressively?
MH: Exactly, it is a form of domination – that is how we locate it – in true
terms it is naming an enemy and trying to recognize these general charac-
teristics. Let me move to another register in order to make this point more
clearly. When one recognizes that today racist discussions often are not
conducted in fixed and biologically identifiable terms, and also that a
country like the USA doesn’t simply have a white–black division, but rather
has, and long has had, a policy of mixing and immigration and hybridiza-
tion of identity etc., that doesn’t mean that racism no longer exists or that
racism is no longer identifiable. I think that in fact not only is there racism,
not only is it identifiable and understandable even though it is hybridized,
fluctuating, etc., but it is in many ways more nefarious, it is more oppres-
sive than the racism of modernity that one understands with the binaries of
the dialectic between white and black, primary divisions, etc. Racism of
multiplicities, racism of hybridization, is in many ways the dominant racism
of our present age and a more repressive one.
JM: One aspect of the whole problem of the role of philosophy is that once
one starts to talk about ‘dare to know’, it raises the question of does one
require an explicit epistemology, a theory of knowledge? Perhaps there is
an implicit theory of knowledge when one starts to talk about how reality is
hybrid, differentiated and so on at the same time as arguing that there are
certain underlying principles that can be extracted from it. The other use
of a philosophical term that struck me is that you use the term ‘ontology’ at
various key points in Empire [2000: 47–8, 62, 206, 354–64) – generally
speaking, that the project is about ontology in the sense of what is and what
is possible. ‘Ontology’ is another one of those terms with a very specific reso-
nance in classical philosophical discourse. For example, the ‘ontological
question’ traditionally refers to arguments for the conclusion that God
exists.4 Subsequently the term has been associated with theory of being and
has also become a subject of analytical philosophy. What does the term
‘ontology’ mean to you, is it an idea of a metaphysic, does it just mean social
reality in general or does it have a more specific meaning for you?
MH: Well, to recognize our position I think that the first division one should
draw here in the field of the history of philosophy is that we use ‘ontology’
to refer to being that is always productive and produced. I don’t think that’s
a postmodern notion. I was thinking of Etienne Gilson’s book about the phil-
osophy of the Middle Ages. I wouldn’t call that merely a notion of social
being, as you were suggesting, but a notion that being itself, God or nature
if you like, is not only self-productive but is also produced. For us this
connects ontology directly to questions about labour and production. Let’s
say a role of social activity in ontology itself. I’m reluctant to call this just
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‘social being’ because that would separate it as a field within ontology rather
than recognizing the constant interplay between the social and being itself.
JM: Nobody likes to use the word ‘nature’ any more – do you mean that
there is a materiality to reality?
MH: I guess it’s quite obvious from our work what the pantheon is or what
the reconstruction of the history of philosophy is. But I think that part of
the difficulty in the use of the term ‘ontology’ is because we are thinking of
a different tradition within European philosophy. One of our global projects
in Empire was to address what seemed to us a number of quite interesting
academic debates which turn on questions of terminology, and, in address-
ing them, sometimes displace them and sometimes link them together. So
Empire, for us, was quite an academic book in that regard. We were quite
concerned over debates in postmodernism, questions of postcoloniality, the
relationship of subaltern studies to contemporary French philosophy –
things like that. It is for that reason that so many of these terminological
questions come up, because that is the audience we were writing for. Obvi-
ously, we had a political agenda too.
JM: Locating yourself in both the political and the philosophical, how would
you compare your work with classical Marxism?
MH: I’m not sure what you have in mind by ‘classical’, but both Toni and I
feel extremely close to, and are constantly working with, Marx’s own texts
and we see our work as very closely in line with that. Of course, when one
talks about Marx’s work one cannot think about it as a Bible to be followed
to the letter, and also one cannot think of it as a body of thought that is fixed
in its own historical time. This is Toni’s own thesis that one must take Marx
beyond Marx [Negri, 1984]. In other words, take Marx beyond the limits of
his own time and thinking but recognize the continuity with Marx’s own
thinking within our own historical situation. For instance, like I was saying
earlier, if in 1860, when the first volume of Capital was coming out, the
industrial proletariat is exerting a hegemony over other forms of labour, then
of course that’s just the way the analysis has to be structured, but if in 2000
we are working on a similar question and recognize that industrial labour
no longer has the same position within the economy, then one has to recog-
nize what other form of labour has that similar position. It seems quite
obvious that one can’t simply repeat the results of his previous analysis.
Without feeling that anything in particular is at stake, in terms of holding
the banner of ‘true Marxism’, we do both feel our work is a continuation of,
and within the tradition of, Marx’s thinking. It strikes me as odd when
dealing with such questions that we are also really dedicated Spinozans, but
nobody asks us that question, nobody cares if we are really in the classical
Spinozan model or if we are heretical Spinozans.
JM: Or whether you have a deviant Spinozan concept of ethics, an idea of
(dis)conatus?
MH: Something like that. It doesn’t get the same play – and there are many
good reasons for this. Sometimes I think we should do Marx the favour of
treating him the way we treat other philosophers – we should recognize the
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modes of interpretation, the variation within Marx’s own work and the
various streams and possibilities, without projecting onto them these
‘either/or’ questions. I guess it’s unfortunately still a leftover from the Cold
War, which maybe, over time, will decline.
JM: This will probably seem ironic now: how do you see the transition from
Empire to Multitude – is it analogous to the transition from Capital volume
1 to 2?
MH: It’s certainly not that, and it’s not even the transition from Marx’s
Capital to Lenin’s What Is to Be Done? – maybe a little bit more like State
and Revolution actually – but, leaving that aside, in our thinking, our own
criticism of Empire is that it treated some outlines of the concept of Multi-
tude, and therefore the possibility of an alternative to the global neo-liberal
order, the domination of Empire, etc., but left them at a rather initial level.
Not always abstract, but certainly not developed and fleshed out. So what
we wanted the subsequent book to do was to talk about and understand
alternatives and the real forces that make them. So Empire is dealing with
the forms of domination primarily and Multitude would deal with the oppo-
sition.
JM: From a personal point of view I found Multitude much easier to read.
MH: The other idea of the book was to write for a different and broader
audience – to maintain the complexity of thought and the speculative nature
of thought but with a general readership, I struggled a great deal with that.
I wanted to write for a more general audience but I found that each time I
would write something it would become boring. One of my friends read a
section destined for Multitude and said, ‘Fine, it’s right and everything but
it just doesn’t have any of that weirdness you usually have,’ – and she meant
that weirdness is a good thing. I think that it’s quite a dilemma, how to write
about political and philosophical problems for a general audience without
reducing the questions to black-and-white propositions. That is often what
journalistic books on such questions do – but we want to maintain the
openness of the question. We’re often working with problems that we don’t
yet have the ability to formulate in a sentence. Problems that have to be
articulated and talked around before eventually we or someone else, perhaps
in the future, will be able to state the argument in two sentences. I remember
I got many responses after Empire became well known from people who said,
‘I really wanted to read the book, but I just couldn’t understand it – couldn’t
you just write 15 pages that summarize what you are saying?’ And I’m very
sympathetic to that. But I couldn’t write it in 15 pages. It wasn’t an argument
that could be condensed, as such – it required 500 pages. Dealing with
these open, complex and contemporary problems, doing justice to them and
being accessible is a problem.
JM: I would suggest that the shift between the two is not so much analyti-
cal sophistication as a measure of accessibility but rather the subject. In
Multitude you are not so much writing about abstruse issues of concepts of
power, such as Empire’s permanent state of exception or its system as an
ill-defined multiform non-national globalizing sovereignty, rather there is an
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immediate focus on more easily identifiable current concerns – notably
security and a new global state of warfare in section one. The ‘weirdness’
seems more accessible and becomes, rather, a novel synthesis where one
says ‘Yes, I recognize that’, but maybe hadn’t thought about it in quite that
way. That’s something that is more difficult to do when talking about debates
surrounding dialectics and teleology, or postmodernity and postmodern
concepts of hybridity and liberty. You can’t talk about the complexity of
complexity without being complex – on that basis Empire was always going
to be a more difficult book.
MH: On the other hand, in Multitude I felt that there was a certain danger
that the number of examples – especially in the latter sections – would be
too boring, losing readers etc.
JM: Perhaps you’re judging your work on the basis ‘Is this philosophically
elegant?’ Whereas I think many will read it as a novel yet clear explication
of current concerns. In terms of critique, how do you see the line of progres-
sion from Empire to Multitude? Is there any sense in which aspects of the
text are critical of or revise the first book? Have you taken on board anything
that others, such as Alex Callinicos, have said about Empire?
MH: I don’t think so, not that I recognize.
JM: Did anything others had said affect your thinking?
MH: You know, my sense is not. Maybe we’re stubborn. What immediately
comes to mind, at least of definite ways in which critiques or responses have
affected us, is that they have allowed us to clarify things that we thought
were misunderstood. For instance, Callinicos argues that we are against the
working class because we talk about the Multitude, or we’re against class
as such – but I think he’s just looking for polemics that will somehow win
the party more points on some celestial abacus. But it does force us to
repeat, perhaps more articulately, how Multitude is a class concept, how it
relates to labour, things like that. But, in my view, the more substantial
developments of Multitude relate to our own critique – like I was saying
before. One of my concerns was also about divisions within labouring popu-
lations – regional divisions. Agriculture and the peasantry play a big role
in this. In order to talk about Multitude as we do, one would have to assume
that the peasantry or agriculturists lead struggles on an equal footing with
industrial workers and with immaterial workers etc. and not that Microsoft
leaders are workers, since they, in some people’s minds, might be what we
are thinking of when we talk of immaterial labour. No. The entire panoply
of labouring forms can or could collaborate together as a political project of
the Multitude, and so that led in the second book to a long research project
about agricultural production today and the status of the peasantry today,
their economic and political role, and divisions between town and country.
These kinds of developments are really from our own internal critique. Do
you see elements of Multitude that are responding to critique?
JM: Well, perhaps because of the shift in subject and tone some of it does
read that way. For example, on p. 2 of the Preface to Multitude you state
‘not even the United States can “go it alone” and maintain global order
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without collaborating with the other major powers in the network of Empire’.
This is subtly different to the statement in Empire (p. xiv) ‘The United States
does not and, and indeed no nation state can today, form the centre of an
imperialist project.’
MH: That’s an excellent point.
JM: Is that change a response to the Iraq situation?
MH: Well a lot of the book, the first third of Multitude, is a response to the
Iraq situation. But I think that critical readers will see that we are stubborn
and repeating our position rather than repudiating it. But it’s an interesting
comparison when you put those two sentences together, because I guess they
are saying more or less the same thing but in a different historical moment
and in a different tone. I should point out that another thing about our work
that I’ve always been pleased with – I’m sure Toni wouldn’t put it this way
– is that we are often contradictory, we often contradict ourselves, and I think
that’s a good thing. These arguments are contradictory and a mania for
consistency often limits what is being argued. But one way, quite clearly, in
which Empire is self-contradictory is about the United States; because it says
the US cannot be the centre, but then in other places – towards the end –
we’re talking about the three major elements of Empire – the bomb, money,
and ether in the sense of communicative networks – the bomb centred in
Washington, money in New York and ether in Los Angeles, in Hollywood –
we’re obviously saying there that the US is the centre. We’re contradicting
ourselves, but in a way that’s true. True in the sense that there are constantly
self-contradicting elements of this, or even what one means by the centre is
different. So we might be contradicting ourselves in a resolvable way.
JM: Can you think of any point of critique that you’ve immediately thought
– that’s good, that’s plausible, I may not agree but that is persuasive?
MH: There are a lot of them that are persuasive. I may not agree but they
are truly persuasive – about the US and the role of the US first of all. But
I think what fits better in this category and what was quite illuminating for
me were two criticisms I got from sympathetic readers. One from a French
philosopher involved in politics saying, look, when you say that there is no
outside and you say that all these struggles are within, it cuts out the basis
from under our struggle for a social democratic Europe that could be a coun-
terpoint to the US, that could provide an alternative and provide an outside
in that sense. These arguments for no outside to Empire undercut the foun-
dations for that. At the same time, a Chinese friend said to me exactly the
same thing. The notion of there being no outside undercuts the democratic
project of Chinese intellectuals for a democratic China and East Asia as a
counterpoint, an alternative to the US. Let’s say a regional alliance in both
cases as a possible strategy – that is something that did work its way into
the book, I suppose – in the third excursus about geo-politics, thinking more
about regional alliances and such. I found that very interesting, not that I
changed my thinking, not that I changed the slogan – that there is no outside
– but I recognized the political difficulty it posed precisely for these import-
ant projects.
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JM: Perhaps one way to reconcile that is to argue that the constitutive rules
of the system of Empire may be fluid, may entail the management of differ-
ence and the logic of the exception, but as they are knowable they are also
always disputable from within, from the point of view of your concept of the
human capacity of language to exceed itself, enabling one to consciously
seize control of bio-production [Hardt and Negri, 2000: 156, 357–8, 362,
367]?
MH: Right. What Toni and I said a lot when writing Empire was that we
expected it to be widely hated, for many reasons. We thought it would be
useful because it makes an argument, whether right or wrong it makes an
argument that people can contest and object to. Generally a book is worth
the value of its critiques and we’re quite happy with that idea or even that
model of intellectual advancement – you make an argument and the useful-
ness of the argument is not that everyone adopts it as true, but it provides
a conceptual anchor around which people can work. On that view I’m
particularly delighted with all the criticism.
JM: Going back to the idea of ‘weirdness’ – you do have a good ear for new
terms for things. In Multitude Golem (p. 8), Geheimrat (p. 33), swarm intel-
ligence (pp. 93–5), etc. Would you like to comment on that?
MH: Well actually, this is another topic that I, and I think Toni, like to stay
away from. I claim that we’re very little original in what we write and I don’t
mean this with modesty in the least. I think the usefulness of these argu-
ments and these terms is that they crystallize what a lot of people have been
thinking. Sometimes it allows someone who has been thinking one aspect
to relate it to others that they haven’t previously thought about. And some-
times it allows people to recognize their own desires and feelings about
things. There are a lot of people asking for global democracy in a lot of
different ways – in a way, what we are doing is bringing it together system-
atically; but it’s not an act of originality or invention, but one of reflection.
JM: In Multitude you argue that war has changed from being an external-
ized exception between nation-states to become [2004: 11–12] a ‘general
matrix for all relations of power and techniques of domination, whether
bloodshed is involved or not. War has become a regime of bio-power, that
is a form of rule aimed not only at controlling the population but producing
and reproducing all aspects of social life’ – perhaps you could say some-
thing about that and distinguish it from other historical examples of military
societies such as Sparta or Japan in the early 20th century?
MH: You’re right to point out several examples – I wouldn’t say that in such
general terms it is historically novel. But it is a great shift in the rhetoric
and the practice of the modern era. To a large extent military operations,
like Clausewitz said, were an extension of politics beyond the bounds of
politics, in such a way that war was used as a furthering of political ideology,
rather than the reverse being true. In other words, politics being formed on
the basis of war. So in that way I think we have a shift. We theorize it as
being a repetition of the development of the conditions of modernity in
Europe. In other words, generally under the rubric that the problems of the
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initial period of modernity reappear today at the dusk of modernity –
problems of generalized civil war, problems of the inability to construct
regimes of sovereignty because of this generalized civil war. These are the
kinds of things we are seeing repeated, of course, in different ways and on
a different scale, that were the conditions from the English civil war to the
German Thirty Years War at the dawn of European modernity – though I’m
not sure that answers the question.
JM: Perhaps you could elaborate on the distinctiveness of the idea on the
basis of a quote from p. 21 of Multitude where you state ‘In modernity, war
was subordinated to international law and thus legalized, or rather, made a
legal instrument. When we reverse the terms, however, and war comes to
be considered the basis of the internal politics of the global order, the
politics of Empire, then the modern model of civilization that was the basis
of legalized war collapses.’
MH: Like all such things I think it is true on the whole – one can cite many
examples of non-legalized wars in modernity, but I think there has been a
general shift in this regard. Let me try to put it this way, the novelty today
is that political decisions about global order, even about regional and often
national orders, are made on the basis of and in relation to this existing and
continual warfare. I guess we have to take a step backwards in the argument.
Our hypothesis is that we are facing a global war that is not necessarily
interminable but let’s say of indefinite duration – one not limited in time or
space. That doesn’t mean, of course, that any or all regions of the world are
suffering open military conflicts at the present. But we are in a situation
where there is that possibility, where we all face the constant threat of the
eruption of warfare. Once one accepts that general claim about this constant
state of war, you could even take this from the Bush ideologues who often
say that we are only at the beginning of this war, that it is long lasting, with
no end in sight – though one should theorize it in different terms than they
do. In any case, if one accepts this hypothesis about indefinite war that
doesn’t have spatial and temporal limitation then of course politics has to
take place on the basis of it – of course political decisions have to be made
according to the conditions of such warfare. To take the bleakest view of it,
one might read it in terms of Orwell’s 1984, where Oceania exists as a kind
of war society basing itself on the constructed continual threat of Eurasia
and Eastasia in a conflict that its actions perpetuate. But one can look at it
in a less provocative way and recognize that all contemporary political
decisions have to be made with this state of war in mind, or on the basis of
each political actor’s interpretation of what this permanent state of global
war is. And that seems a great novelty to me, a horrible novelty.
JM: A lot of the things you write about in the first excursus of Multitude
seem to have a strong resonance with the McCarthy era Cold War mental-
ity of America – obviously that leaves a lot out of your analysis – technology
and warfare as the network; counter-insurgence, contested terrorism and
warfare against an enemy that is itself a network – would that McCarthy
reading be accurate?
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MH: The principal difference from that aspect of the Cold War – and this
is something that Huntington keenly appreciates and is of course frightened
by – is that the Cold War was a consolidation of the friend–enemy distinc-
tion. It consolidated who the enemy was from the perspective of the United
States and Western Europe. It consolidated that enemy as the Soviet threat
or world communism. It consolidated that threat – that of course would have
subordinates and tentacles that would try to infiltrate – but it was one local-
izable and definite enemy. The difference is that today it is impossible to
do such. One can see with the Bush administration how stupid a leader can
look when he tries to define and localize that enemy. We have had a long
list in the last 20 years in the US of who the global enemies are – and all
of them are of course horrible political figures, but none of them has been
able to represent the global enemy. So what we have in fact is a much more
indefinite state of war, where one has trouble distinguishing who the enemies
are and where the enemies are. It is in this sense a step development on
the dynamics of guerrilla warfare, where already it was very difficult to
identify the enemy. Now the enemy cannot even be located in ideological
and conceptual terms.
JM: This surely raises a question of deferral – does the permanent state of
war require a real enemy or just the illusion of an enemy that then creates
certain aspects that will never be the enemy in a simple metonymic sense,
but that there will always be a shifting target that will serve the enemy
function, which becomes the point, rather like 1984, of the permanent state
itself?
MH: That certainly seems to describe what the US government has
attempted over recent years. Right after 9/11 they were talking about Pearl
Harbor – what the analogy does for them is that in 1941 there was the
Japanese to attack, a nation to war against. Then they talk about the Taleban
as an enemy, Saddam Hussein as an enemy; it seems like a sort of cata-
logue of temporary representations of what they otherwise recognize as an
indefinite or cloudlike enemy – but what you say does sound like their
strategy to periodically name definite enemies against which wars can be
conducted.
JM: On p. 68 of Multitude you write: ‘The need for democracy coincides
immediately, in the present conditions, with the need for peace. When war
has become a foundational element of politics and when the state of excep-
tion has become permanent, then peace is elevated for the multitude to the
highest value, the necessary condition for any liberation.’ How does your
understanding of war as a regime of bio-power affect your ideas of change
and transformation?
MH: Maybe I could say something slightly different. The first concrete thing
to say would be to recognize the importance of and scale of the anti-war
movement that we have seen, at least since the beginning of 2003. One
could take as an emblematic event the 15 February demonstrations across
the world against the war – to my mind the first properly global demonstra-
tions that we’ve ever seen – of course, in radically different numbers in
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different parts of the world, but nonetheless an impressive event. Develop-
ing from that up to Zapatero’s5 election are all the elements of an import-
ant and very widespread demand for peace and a refusal of the ‘with us or
against us’ mentality of the Bush administration. Once one goes beyond that,
I think that this permanent state of war has also changed peace politics. In
other words, I think that anti-war politics in a previous era could be, or even
had to be, essentially non-political in the sense that the peace movement
demanded a cessation of war in order to return to politics. This is the way
I see most of the anti-war movements in the Vietnam era. The movements
themselves weren’t political – not only in the sense that they unified people
of many political views, but also in the sense that they weren’t asking
directly for a particular political solution. Rather, since the war had put
politics on hold, they were asking for an end to the war so that politics could
resume. It seems to me that today, in a situation when we are facing a perma-
nent state of war, that it makes no sense, in a way, to ask for the cessation
of war in order to return to politics. One has to, in fact, develop a politics
in order to put an end to war. This has inverted the problem face or objec-
tive of the anti-war movement. That, I think, is a difficult challenge – they
have to become a properly political movement. It is in this way that the
relationship between the anti-war movement and the various globalization
struggles – that is already very strong – will probably, and in my mind,
should, be further strengthened. In other words, the demand for a democ-
ratization of the global system, which is part of the globalization struggle,
needs to be combined as an element of the anti-war struggle. This is, in a
way, a politics that is necessary to bring to an end this seemingly perma-
nent state of war.
JM: So the idea of a global order organized in terms of the tendency to a
permanent state of war, defined by an idea of a perpetual enemy that is
always deferred, and then given specific concrete grounds in terms of given
enemies, needs to be reversed to construct a permanent state of peace in
synthesis with a political agenda of transformation from global movements
that rejects the idea of a perpetual enemy as the Other – creating a new
kind of inside to replace the all-encompassing and parasitic nature of
Empire?
MH: Yes, that sounds exactly right to me. The one thing that seems to me
important in Multitude is the intuition, let’s say, that not only the practices
and institutions, but also the concept of democracy have to be reinvented when
one talks on the global terrain. In other words, it would be a mistake today,
and I think this leads to the quick dismissal of calls for democracy today, to
assume that not only the forms of institutions but also the concept of democ-
racy that functions from the 18th century could be applied to the global scene.
It seems to Toni and I that we need, in fact, not only to invent new institutions
for democratic participation but also to reinvent the concept.6
JM: This is one of the things that David Held [1996 (1987), 2004] and
Heikki Patomäki [with Teivainen, 2004] have been interested in and are
talking about.
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MH: Yes, I guess Held says something similar to that. In the general scheme
I would certainly be in agreement. But I guess what we are trying to demon-
strate, and what seems to me a step beyond, is that we are trying to identify
the resources for doing that and give an idea of what the shape would be;
thinking about resources in at least two ways. One is in terms of looking at
the movements across the globe that are contesting the present global order
and that are making demands for and proposing various reforms for democ-
ratization of the global system – that’s one resource for recognizing both the
desire and the potential mechanisms for institutions for global democracy.
The second, and in my view, more profound resource we try to develop is
in the relationship between labour and daily life itself today – the wave of
the construction of democratic relationships, and even principles of insti-
tutionalization, that are already existent in the networks of cooperation, of
collaboration and communicative networks of the producing Multitude
itself. If one asks, ‘What can the Multitude become?’, these potentials of
cooperation, and even the existing circuits of cooperation, are the presenti-
ment or foundation from which one could construct the circuits, the insti-
tutions, of global democracy.
JM: Would it still be capitalism? The consequences of capitalism that the
WSF and global movements oppose, such as consumerism to the detriment
of the planet and global labour, the fetishization of the quantity of economic
growth to the exclusion of the quality of life . . . getting rid of them means
also changing the way production occurs and is distributed. Would it still
be the same mode of production?
MH: Capital is fundamentally anti-democratic. Any project for democracy
will have to confront the anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian element of
capital production – keeping the rich rich and the poor poor. But not every
democratic political project need immediately confront the capitalist order
as such. Let me put it this way, I don’t think we are faced today with an
alternative between reform and revolution. It seems to me that that is what
the question brings up – is revolution required? And I don’t think we are
in a historical situation where that alternative really makes sense. The
pathways of revolution and reform today coincide in many ways. When I’m
saying this I’m trying to avoid forms of political thinking that say, ‘Since our
objective is revolution we don’t want reforms that make people’s lives better.’
This was a revolutionary logic that we’ve seen in the recent past and, I think,
among some today – an anti-reformist position in the name of revolution.
And I think it is also equally mistaken to ban any talk of revolutionary
change because it is unrealistic and insist on only the most immediate and
practical reformist discussion. I think that today the two necessarily go hand
in hand. One can’t, in fact, think about reform without having a revolution-
ary perspective and vice versa. I am of the view that one is forced, when
thinking about global democracy, to take an anti-capitalist perspective and
think about and imagine the possibilities of a post-capitalist society, but not
that all political actions have to be taken with that immediate overthrow in
mind.
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Notes

1. Minor editorial changes have been made to the text to improve clarity.
2. In an earlier interview, Antonio Negri (2002) defines the Multitude as a ‘class
concept’ but as an ‘incommensurable whole of singularities’, as an ‘active social
agent of self-organization’ that cannot be ‘represented’.
3. Empire argues that the network has become the dominant economic model
(Hardt and Negri, 2000: 295–7), Multitude elaborates on a network form of power
and also on warfare through networks (e.g. Hardt and Negri, 2004: 61–2) and
networks of struggle (e.g. Hardt and Negri, 2004: 83–4).
4. Specifically, analytic a priori arguments from reason, such as St Anselm’s Proslo-
gion, 11th century AD.
5. Jose Luis Zapatero, General Secretary of the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party,
was elected Prime Minister of Spain on 14 March 2004.
6. The democracy of the multitude needs a ‘new science’, that is, a new theor-

etical paradigm to confront this new situation. The first and primary agenda
of this new science is the destruction of sovereignty in favour of democracy.
Sovereignty in all its forms inevitably poses power as the rule of the one and
undermines the possibility of a full and absolute democracy. The project of
democracy must today challenge all existing forms of sovereignty as the
precondition for establishing democracy. . . . This process is anything but
spontaneous. The destruction of sovereignty must be organized to go hand in
hand with the constitution of new democratic institutional structures based
on existing conditions. (Hardt and Negri, 2004: 133–4)
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