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I.

Faced with Toni Negri’s work, consisting of dozens of

books and hundreds of articles written over a period

of seventy years, the search for some criteria for in-

terpretation is as necessary as it is arduous.1 In a beau-

tiful interview, conducted by Vittorio Morfino and Elia

Zaru in 2018, Negri essentially accepted the division of

his thought into three main phases, marked respectively

by the dominant presence of Marx, that of Spinoza, and

the confrontation with Deleuze, Guattari and Foucault.2

However, it is clear that Negri’s Marx in the 1960s is

very different from that of the 1970s, while his work on

Spinoza is also intertwined, in terms of time,with his dia-

logue with contemporary French philosophy. More than

forty years passed between the publication of Negri’s first

major book on Spinoza, written in prison and published

in 1981, and his death, most notably marked by his en-

counter with Michael Hardt and the writing of Empire,

which also constituted an important turning point from

a philosophical point of view. Moreover, from the outset,

Negri’s intellectual work has been, in an irreducible way,

an expression of radical militancy and political passion –

he chose to title his autobiography Story of a Commun-

ist. Other turning points marked his life: Quaderni rossi,

Potere Operaio, Workers’ Autonomy, the great French

strikes of 1995, the globalmovement between Seattle and

Genova, his involvement in the Latin American struggles

and the debates of the last twenty years, to name but

a few. It is in this sense that, in his own words, ‘the

presence of Marx holds all the phases together’ in his

thinking.3

In sketching a brief profile of Negri’s formidable tra-

jectory, I would like to try to weave together the plane

of theory and the plane of militancy that he himself

taught us to keep united, even in conditions that have

changed drastically throughout his life (both for his-

torical and biographical reasons). Let us begin by re-

membering that Negri was not born as a Marxist. In

the cultural climate of the University of Padua, where

he enrolled in the Faculty of Philosophy in 1952, his

studies focused rather on classical themes of German

philosophy, to which he dedicated his first three books:

historicism, the young Hegel, Kantian legal formalism

and its post-revolutionary twists.4 These are important

works, destined to leave a lasting mark. From Wilhelm

Dilthey, in particular, Negri takes up a concept of his-

toricity and historical expression that would long shape

his thinking, while his research on the origins of legal

formalism forms a solid basis for his essential work of

critique of law in the 1960s and 1970s. The philosophy

of law, in the particular form that it took in Italian uni-

versities in those years under the name of Dottrina dello

Stato (State Doctrine), was in any case the main field in

which Negri’s theoretical work was carried out between

the 1950s and the beginning of the following decade. It

was his socialist political militancy and, above all, his

encounter with the working class of Porto Marghera that

determined a first turning point in his studies. ‘I was

a communist before I was a Marxist’, Negri often said.

But he became a Marxist shortly afterwards, studying

in particular the first book of Capital and verifying its

categories and analyses in the factory through ‘militant

inquiry’ and continuous discussion with those workers

who, in the Veneto region in the early 1960s, were discov-

ering exploitation and reinventing class struggle. The

result was a reading of Marx that was very different from

that of Frankfurt or Althusser, to mention two of the

most influential in Europe in the 1960s.
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This was the time when Italian workerism was born,

through magazines such as Quaderni rossi (1961-1966)

and Classe operaia (1964-1967), to which Negri contrib-

uted passionately, engaging in debates with Raniero Pan-

zieri, Mario Tronti, Romano Alquati and Guido Bianchini,

among others, and contributing to outlining the profile

of a new working-class subject. Meanwhile, his reading

of Marx also reoriented his work in the field of law, as

can be seen in particular in a long essay on labour and

the Constitution, written in 1964 but published more

than ten years later.5 Drawing on fundamental ideas

from Italian and German constitutional doctrine, Negri

traces here the many ways in which capital is forced to

confront the insurgency of the working class and the pro-

letariat, transferring to the state and the Constitution –

and thus socialising – the set of contradictions that con-

stitute it. This laid the foundations for the interventions

of the 1970s in the debates on the Marxist theory of the

state, while a series of historical studies on the origins

of the modern state would be taken up many years later

in a book such as Insurgencies: Constituent Power and the

Modern State.6 This is one of the most important aspects

of Negri’s work, which combines a militant rejection of

socialist reformismwith regard to the state with the iden-

tification of specific lines of crisis within the latter (in

particular in the figure he defines as the ‘planner-state’),

which would only emerge clearly in the context of the

debates on globalisation.

II.

If the encounter with the working class in Marghera had

already introduced a discontinuity in this first phase of

Negri’s trajectory, placing the confrontation with Marx

at its centre, the red biennium of 1968/69 – the combin-

ation of global student uprisings and worker uprisings in

the factories of northern Italy –marked a further turning

point, fraught with political, theoretical and even bio-

graphical consequences. During the long Italian 1968,

militancy became for Negri, as it did for thousands of

women and men, a criterion for reinventing life. There

is continuity here with the ‘workerist’ experience of pre-

vious years, but there are also new features. With the

birth of Potere operaio (Workers’ Power), militancy be-

came political in every sense, building on the assumption

that the possibility of a communist revolution in Italy

had in fact opened up. Within a few years, a debate took

place within that organisation, which was certainly not

without simplifications and voluntaristic accelerations,

but was extremely advanced on issues such as the rela-

tionship between mass struggles and party action, the

transformations in class composition driven by the great

struggles of 1969, and the use of violence. The story of

Potere Operaio came to an end in 1973, when, on the

initiative of Negri and some autonomous assemblies of

factories in the north, the development of Autonomia

operaia (Workers’ autonomy) gained momentum.

At the turn of the 1960s and 1970s, Negri had turned

the Institute of State Doctrine at the University of Padua

into a sort of collective brain at the service of the move-

ment. It is a story yet to be written, in which figures such

as Alisa Del Re and Maria Rosa Della Costa, Luciano Fer-

rari Bravo and Ferruccio Gambino participated. The prac-

tice ofmilitant inquiry spanned research projects of great

academic importance and, at the same time, were resol-

utely militant, while two series published by Feltrinelli

– ‘Materiali marxisti’ (Marxist Materials) and ‘Opuscoli

marxisti’ (Marxist Pamphlets) – ensured the publication

of texts produced within the Padua Institute (including

those by Negri) and the documentation of international

debate. In the Institute Negri held a course (‘33 lessons’)

on Lenin in 1972/73. The book that collects these lec-

tures offers a particularly effective point of view on his

political militancy during those years, not least because

– conceived from within the experience of Potere operaio

– it was published in 1977, four years after the group’s

dissolution and while the experience of organised Work-

ers’ autonomy was in full swing.7 Factory of Strategy: 33

Lessons on Lenin, moreover, exalts Lenin’s drive for the-

oretical and political innovation against any dogmatic

reading of Leninism, and offers a set of original consid-

erations on the relationship between the autonomous

dynamics of struggles and their political direction, which

was at the centre of debates in the Italian movement at

the time.

For Negri, who moved to Milan and coordinated

the editorial work of the magazine Rosso, the years of

Autonomy were as frenetic from a political point of view

as they were fruitful from a theoretical point of view. The

hypothesis of the ‘socialised worker’ anticipates the end

of the centrality of the factory and attempts to interpret

it in an offensive way, as a new opportunity, betting on
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the social diffusion – in neighbourhoods, in the service

sector, in ways of life – of the struggles and behaviours

of workers that had thrown ‘Fordism’ into crisis.8 Marx

is bent here toward an antagonistic reading of the social-

isation of the capital relation, following an interpretative

line developed in the Paris seminars of 1978 and then in

Marx beyond Marx.9 If, as mentioned above, the dimen-

sion of workers’ subjectivity was already at the centre of

Negri’s research in the 1960s, now– outside the factory –

it is a question of grasping a plurality of processes of sub-

jectivation that displace Marxist analysis and communist

politics. To register this dislocation and yet to persist

tenaciously in the requalification of both: this, in the end,

is the working programme that Negri would follow in the

decades to come. His research in the 1970s, moreover,

presents other aspects that would leave a lasting mark

on his thinking: to mention just one, the revival of the

workerist theme of ‘refusal of work’– of sabotage, strikes,

direct action – takes on an affirmative tone even in the

most militant writings, foreshadowing his later work on

the concept of ‘constituent power’. The refusal of work,

we read for example in Domination and Sabotage, is the

‘content of the process of self-valorisation’, whose goal

is ‘the complete liberation of living labour, in production

and reproduction, is the complete utilisation of wealth

in the service of collective freedom’.10

III.

Negri’s arrest on 7 April 1979 was part of a major judi-

cial operation against the Autonomy, which led to the

imprisonment of hundreds of militants on the basis of

hyperbolic and specious charges. It is not necessary here

to reconstruct this event, which nevertheless constitutes

a turning point of great importance in Italian history.11

More importantly, it should be emphasised that the ar-

rests of 7 April took place in a context of militarisation

of the conflict by armed organisations and an overall re-

treat of the workers’ struggles, confirmed the following

year by an epoch-making defeat at Fiat. Thus ended the

long Italian 1968, and Negri lived in prison (until his elec-

tion on the Radical Party list in 1983) the beginning of

a veritable ‘counter-revolution’, destined to completely

reorganise social and political relations in the country,

within an international context marked by the victories

of Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom (1979) and

Ronald Reagan in the United States (1980). Despite the

harsh conditions of imprisonment in those years, Negri

never stopped working. His first book on Spinoza, The

Savage Anomaly, was written in high-security prisons and

also constitutes a philosophical diary of the struggles of

previous years and an attempt to lay new foundations

for those to come.12 Sure, Spinoza would henceforth be

a fundamental reference point for Negri – suffice it to

think of the category of ‘multitude’ with which he began

to work in his 1981 book – but he understood Spinoza’s

thought within an axis that led fromMachiavelli to Marx,

configuring a radical materialist alternative within mod-

ernity. The Savage Anomaly marks a discontinuity in his

career, but his departure from dialectics and his insist-

ence on the ontologically constitutive dimension of polit-

ics had been prepared by his engagement with Marx’s

Grundrisse and by his own reflection on the concepts of

autonomy and self-valorisation–as well as on the terrain

of temporality.13

Arriving in Paris to escape a new arrest in 1983,Negri

began – in exile – another particularly fruitful period of

his life. His engagement with the thought of Michel Fou-

cault, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, and his friend-

ship with the latter in particular, initiated a profound

renewal of his thinking.14 From a philosophical point

of view, his early years in Paris were characterised by

work on affirmative ontology, including through his work

on Giacomo Leopardi and the Book of Job, while a 1987

volume – Fabbriche del Soggetto (Factory of the Subject)

– revisited his reflection on Marx’s category of real sub-

sumption, exploring its implications in the face of the

emerging new capitalist formation.15 But these were also

the years in which Negri prepared one of his most import-

ant books, Insurgencies: Constituent Power and theModern

State, a compelling reconstruction of the revolutionary

thought and practice that traverse and fracture Western

modernity. Here, as already mentioned, the themes ad-

dressed in his research on the origins of themodern state

return, filtered through the new sensibility he developed

in his study of Spinoza. A powerful tension invests con-

cepts such as democracy, sovereignty and constitution,

while constituent power asserts itself as a practice that

runs through great texts and revolutionary uprisings,

keeping the possibility of revolution constantly open.16

These years in Paris, however, were also marked by

joint work with researchers such as Antonella Corsani
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and Maurizio Lazzarato, with whom Negri relaunched

(and appropriately updated) the workerist method of mil-

itant inquiry. This resulted in very important research

work on the transformations of labour and public spaces

in the Paris metropolitan area, in which concepts such

as that of the ‘pool of immaterial labour’ were tested, the

first piece of an analysis of the transformations of capital

and labour after the end of Fordism that Negri would con-

tinue until his final years, with constant attention to the

metropolitan dimension.17 It was around these themes

that a new season of Negri’s militancy took shape.

The founding of the journal Futur Antérieur in 1990

with Jean-Marie Vincent and Denis Berger established a

platform for dialogue between Italian Marxism of the

workerist tradition and some of the most interesting

strands of FrenchMarxism,making possible a political in-

tervention open to major themes of international debate

(Futur Antérieur published texts by Donna Haraway and

Lula, the future President of Brazil). The great French

strikes of 1995 were a crucial turning point for Negri, who

saw them as a test of some of his working hypotheses

and as a foreshadowing of a new form of metropolitan

strike.18 In the meantime, he had resumed relations with

part of the Italian autonomous movement (the Veneto

movement) and, through a series of seminars held in

Paris, the foundations had been laid for a new possibility

of political intervention in Italy as well.19 When, in 1997,

Negri decided to return to Italy, he knew that prison still

awaited him, but he counted on the new political move-

ments that had developed in previous years not only to

settle the legal accounts of the 1970s but above all to

open a new cycle of struggles. A magazine such as Posse,

which Negri helped to found and edit upon his return

to Italy, aimed to test this hypothesis, one that would

find some confirmation in particular during the protests

against the G8 summit in Genova in July 2001.20

IV.

If we recall the melancholic tones with which much of

the left discussed ‘globalisation’ and ‘neoliberalism’ in

the 1990s, we can understand the rupture brought about

by the publication of Empire.21 A new and audacious

grand narrative overturns the meaning of globalisation

processes, pointing to the combined thrust of workers’

struggles and struggles against colonialism and imperial-

ism as the essential engine that drove capital to become

global in the twentieth century. Written together with

Michael Hardt, whom Negri had met several years earlier

in Paris while Hardt was working on the English trans-

lation of Anomalia selvaggia, Empire certainly does not

deny the harshness and violence of capital’s domination,

but – and this is a distinctive feature of Negri’s entire

trajectory – it moves towards the search for a subjective

point of view that can effectively guarantee its critique

and, indeed, its reversal. In this sense, the figure of the

multitude definitively takes centre stage in Negri’s re-

search, who, together with Hardt, will openly rethink

its relationship with class.22 Written in the second half

of the 1990s, in a context completely different from the

current conjuncture of global turmoil, Empiremay seem

outdated on several points (for example, the relation-

ship between capital and war, or between Empire and

imperialism). But the description of the processes of cap-

italist unification at the global level remains powerful

and evocative, as does the tension towards the opening

of new spaces for political action, which explains its wide

resonance within the global movement that took shape

between Seattle, Porto Alegre and Genoa. In particular,

the thesis that internal political and legal relations must

be analysed in analogy with the supranational dimension

lays the foundations for a radical innovation in the way

internationalism is understood, beyond the logic of an

alliance or solidarity between movements on a national

basis.23

This last point offers a key to understanding an im-

portant aspect of Negri’s biography over the last twenty

years. When he regained his passport in 2003, he was

seventy years old: drawing also on the success of Em-

pire, he began to travel around Europe and then went to

Canada, China and many other places; only the United

States refused him entry. Above all, he travelled to Latin

America, first to Brazil, but then to Argentina, Bolivia,

Ecuador, Colombia and Venezuela. These were the years

when the new ‘progressive’ Latin American governments

were in power; and Negri participated in the debates that

took place both within the governments and in the social

movements that had paved the ground for those polit-

ical experiences. Through his travels, many encounters

and readings, he studied these experiences in order to

derive lessons that could also be translated into different

contexts, such as Italy and Europe: from a methodolo-

116



gical point of view, there is a profound innovation here

with respect to the way in which workerism itself had

conceived the relationships between different areas of

the world. Another important book written with Hardt,

Commonwealth, registers the displacements and enrich-

ments that this attitude also produces on the level of

theory.24 The search for new political spaces in which

to wage the struggle for liberation in a now globalised

world led him to closely follow the integration processes

underway in Latin America, in the attempt to establish a

set of resonances with his radical Europeanism, which

was at the centre of much controversy in France due to

his position in favour of the European Constitution in

the 2005 referendum.25

Nonetheless, the encounter with Hardt left an in-

delible mark on the last twenty-five years of Negri’s life.

The many books they wrote together, on war and demo-

cracy, on the multitude and assembly, had an effect that

partly transformed his own writing style.26 Above all,

they offered Negri a set of themes on which he continued

his research both individually and, above all, within the

networks (such as Uninomade and Euronomade) that he

helped to build in Italy and France – where he eventu-

ally returned to live, in Paris – to relaunch the workerist

method of inquiry. As the years went by, instead of rest-

ing on what he had accomplished over a long and intense

life, Negri became increasingly restless, dissatisfied and

demanding with himself and with his comrades. In the-

oretical terms, his work on the themes of the common,

cognitive capitalism and the multitudinous composition

of contemporary living labour constantly confronted him

with the need for practical verification (as well as leading

him to work in an original way on Marx’s category of

‘fixed capital’).27 Politically, his passionate participation

in the Spanish movement of 15 May 2011, as well as in

the uprisings in the Maghreb and Mashreq and the sub-

sequent cycle of ‘Occupy’ struggles, led him to formulate,

together with Hardt, a series of hypotheses on the ques-

tion of leadership, bringing it back within the dynamics

of social movements and struggles.28 Faced with the im-

Lecture by Antonio Negri as part of the Second Marx Autumn School, Berlin, November 21 2009. (Photograph by

Rosa Luxemburg-Stiftung, Wikimedia Commons, Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic license.)
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passe and the defeats of these movements, however, he

began to ask – on the basis of those same hypotheses –

how to intertwine those dynamics and struggles with a

‘vertical’ dimension which, far from extinguishing their

creativity, would enhance and multiply their power.29 In

fact, the effectiveness of transformative political action

is a question that Negri kept reformulating, particularly

in the face of the highest moments of struggle in France

in recent years – from the rise of the yellow vests in 2018

to the movement against pension reform in 2023. It is

perhaps not a coincidence, in this sense, that one of his

latest writings was dedicated to Lenin.30

V.

Concluding the third volume of his autobiography, pub-

lished in 2020, Negri does not hesitate to assert that the

world has been changing for the worse. ‘We are facing a

resurgent fascism’, he writes, adding that ‘we must pre-

pare ourselves for the extreme consequences to which

fascism can lead: war’. Faced with this risk, which is

more relevant today than ever, he reaffirms the radical

nature of what he often called his communist desire: ‘We

must rebel. We must resist. My life is coming to an end,

and fighting after the age of eighty becomes difficult. But

what remains of my soul leads me to this decision’. Toni

is gone, but what remains with us is the testimony of a

life and a body of work that call us to thought and action–

to persevere in that ‘art of subversion and liberation’ that

is constantly renewed through the generations, affirming

the reasons for life against those for death.31
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