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Loss of Stratification 
In Marx’s dialectical materialism, social reality constitutes a stratified totality in 

which distinct levels of determination possess their own causal powers, temporal 
rhythms, and operative logics, while remaining internally related through mediation 
and reciprocal conditioning. This stratification is not merely a methodological de-
vice but an ontological condition for scientific materialism, the basis for explaining 
capitalist social relations as a differentiated, contradictory whole. Marx famously 
insists that appearance and essence do not spontaneously coincide: “all science 
would be superfluous if the outward appearance of things directly coincided with 
their essence.”69 Precisely because the phenomenal form of social life diverges from 
its underlying determinations, a scientific theory is required to penetrate beyond 
immediacy. Scientific, materialist dialectic is thus not an optional supplement to 
workers’ experience but the condition for grasping the real mechanisms that struc-
ture and mystify that experience.

Marx’s method operates through a systematic distinction between levels of so-
cial reality that do not immediately coincide. At the most immediate level lies the 
phenomenal surface of everyday economic life—the observable forms of price, 
wage, profit, interest, and market competition that present themselves directly to 
individual experience.70 Beneath this surface, social relations unfold as determinate 
historical processes, shaped by specific conjunctures, institutional configurations, 
and the strategic interventions of contending classes within particular phases of 
capitalist development.71 Yet these historical processes themselves arise from and 
are governed by deeper structural relations—the value–form, class exploitation 
rooted in the separation of direct producers from means of production, the law of 
value regulating social labor allocation, and the contradictory tendencies inherent 
to capital accumulation, including the tendency of the profit rate to fall—that do not 
appear directly but must be grasped through theoretical abstraction.72

This differentiated structure of capitalist social relations enables Marx to iden-
tify what he terms necessary illusions: the fetish–character of the commodity, which 
makes social relations between people appear as relations between things,73 and the 

69 Marx, Capital, Volume III, p. 804.
70 Ibid., p. 817.
71 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, in Marx and Engels Collected Works, 
Volume 11, London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1979, p. 103. Marx emphasizes that “men make their 
own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen 
by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.”
72 Marx, Capital, Volume III,  pp. 209–258, 804. Marx distinguishes between “the actual move-
ment” of capitalist production and “the phenomenal forms in which they appear on the surface.” 
73 Marx, Capital, Volume I, pp. 81–94. The entire section on “The Fetishism of Commodities and 
the Secret thereof” explicates how “a definite social relation between men... assumes, in their eyes, 
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trinity formula of wages–profit–rent, which naturalizes exploitation by presenting 
each factor of production as independently generating its own revenue.74 These are 
not mere errors of perception but systematic distortions produced by the forms in 
which underlying relations of exploitation and domination manifest themselves at 
the level of immediate experience.75 Moreover, this stratified analysis allows Marx 
to locate contradictions internal to the capitalist mode of production—above all, the 
contradiction between the socialization of production and the private appropriation 
of its results76—that cannot be resolved through reforms or adjustments within the 
system’s own reproductive logic but point toward its necessary transformation.77

From this perspective, revolutionary theory cannot be reduced to a description 
of workers’ immediate interests. Because the form of appearance diverges from 
essence, the long‑term, collective interests of the proletariat are not transparently 
given in everyday consciousness. They must be scientifically articulated. As Marx 
puts it, “the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas”, since those 
who control the material means of production also control the means of mental pro-
duction.78 The implication is straightforward: without a scientific critique of capital-
ist social forms—without a materialist dialectic capable of distinguishing essence 
from appearance—the working class remains confined to the ideological horizon 
generated by capital’s own forms of domination. A dialectical, scientific theory is 
therefore indispensable, not as an external moral commentary, but as the systematic 
articulation of the real, long‑term, collective interests that are objectively inscribed 

the fantastic form of a relation between things.”
74 Marx, Capital, Volume III, pp. 814–831. Marx critiques the Trinity Formula wherein “capi-
tal—profit (profit of enterprise plus interest), land—ground–rent, labour—wages” appears as “an 
enchanted, perverted, topsy–turvy world, in which Monsieur le Capital and Madame la Terre do 
their ghost–walking as social characters and at the same time directly as mere things.”
75  Marx, Capital, Volume I, p. 87. Marx states: “The categories of bourgeois economy consist of 
such like forms. They are forms of thought expressing with social validity the conditions and rela-
tions of a definite, historically determined mode of production, viz., the production of commodi-
ties.” See also Marx, Capital, Volume III, p. 817, where Marx argues that the phenomenal forms 
reproduce themselves spontaneously as common forms of thought while concealing the underlying 
relations of exploitation that generate them.
76 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, in Karl Marx and Frederick 
Engels, Collected Works, Volume 6, London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1976, p. 490. Marx and Engels 
identify the fundamental contradiction: “The productive forces at the disposal of society no longer 
tend to further the development of the conditions of bourgeois property; on the contrary, they have 
become too powerful for these conditions.”
77 Marx, Capital, Volume I, pp. 750–751. Marx writes: “Centralization of the means of production 
and socialization of labour at last reach a point where they become incompatible with their capital-
ist integument. This integument is burst asunder. The knell of capitalist private property sounds. 
The expropriators are expropriated.”
78 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, Marx and Engels Collected Works 
(MECW), Volume 5, London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1976, p. 59.
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in the contradictions of the capitalist mode of production yet obscured at the level 
of immediacy.

Lenin radicalizes this stratified ontology by insisting that contradictions mani-
fest unevenly at each level, requiring strategic discernment rather than mechanical 
application of principles. In What Is to Be Done? Lenin draws explicitly on Marx’s 
separation between appearance and essence to argue that the spontaneous move-
ment of the workers “by itself” generates only trade‑union consciousness, i.e. an 
awareness of the need to bargain over the sale and purchase of labor‑power, not 
a scientific understanding of capitalism as a totality.79 Class political conscious-
ness, he insists, “could only be brought to them from without”, from outside the 
sphere of “purely economic struggle”, through the intervention of socialist theory 
and political organization.80 This much‑contested formula becomes intelligible only 
against Marx’s insistence that science is necessary precisely because essence does 
not coincide with appearance. If the workers’ immediate experience were already 
a transparent expression of the structural mechanisms of capital, there would be 
no need for scientific socialism as “the theoretical expression of the proletarian 
movement”.81

For Lenin, then, the revolutionary party functions as an epistemological me-
diation linking fragmented empirical experiences, actual dynamics of struggle, and 
real structural mechanisms of domination and state power, transforming dispersed 
perceptions into systematic strategic knowledge. Organization is not an external 
add‑on but the institutional means through which the working class acquires re-
flexive knowledge of a contradictory totality that exceeds its immediate experi-
ence. Revolutionary agency emerges as doubly determined: shaped by structural 
contradictions yet irreducible to them, as collective agents theoretically grasp the 
mechanisms structuring their conditions, strategically exploit contradictions, and 
through coordinated practice transform the structural ground itself. In this sense, 
the scientific character of materialist dialectic is inseparable from the role of revo-
lutionary intellectuals who, rooted in proletarian struggle, nonetheless operate at 
a level of abstraction and totalization that the spontaneity of everyday experience 
cannot attain.82 

79 Lenin, What Is To Be Done?, pp. 375–376, 384–385.
80 Ibid., pp. 384–85, 422.
81 Frederick Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, in Marx and Engels, Collected Works, 
(MECW), Volume 24, London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1989, p. 325.
82 Negri interprets the Leninist party as a centralized epistemic authority subordinating collective 
subjectivity to privileged knowledge. Yet Lenin’s conception grounds the party not in infallible 
knowledge but in an organizational form where political orientation is continuously tested through 
debate and collective judgement. Scientific socialism aims to disclose structural relations underly-
ing appearances but remains fallible and open to revision through practical struggle—a field of 
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This stratified architecture operates through laminated systems, where emergent 
properties at higher levels presuppose yet irreducibly exceed their lower–level con-
ditions. In Marx’s analysis, the economic level generates surplus value through ex-
ploitation, yet this mechanism becomes socially efficacious only through juridical 
property relations and political enforcement—levels possessing their own causal 
density. The wage–form, for instance, simultaneously operates as an economic cat-
egory (price of labor–power), a juridical institution (contract), and an ideological 
mystification (equal exchange). Collapsing these levels into univocal immanence 
eliminates precisely the analytical space where contradictions accumulate, displace 
across registers, and generate conjunctural crises exploitable through strategic in-
tervention.

Antonio Negri’s trajectory progressively dismantles this stratified ontology 
through conceptual displacements culminating in a radically flat ontology of imma-
nent productivity. Marx’s distinctions—between essence and appearance, substance 
and form, objective contradiction and subjective initiative—are progressively col-
lapsed into a flat, univocal plane. The result is a transformation of Marx’s multi‑lev-
el architecture into an ontology of productive life that weakens the mediations and 
differential determinations through which Marx and Lenin render exploitation and 
revolutionary agency intelligible.

The trajectory begins in operaismo’s interpretation of Italy’s postwar factory 
struggles. Tronti’s celebrated Copernican revolution asserts that capital is reactive 
to working‑class initiative: “We too have worked with a concept that puts capital-
ist development first and workers second. This is a mistake. And now we have to 
reverse the problem, change direction, and start again from the beginning: and the 
beginning is the class struggle of the working class”.83 Negri radicalizes this into 
an ontological claim by repositioning Marx’s law of value—not as an impersonal 
mechanism of real abstraction, but as a field immediately determined by class ini-
tiative rather than by structural valorization requirements.84

This produces a threefold displacement of Marx’s ontology. At the empirical 
level, phenomenal forms of struggle are treated as transparent expressions of au-
tonomous class power rather than as symptoms requiring mediation. At the level 
of actual processes, antagonism becomes the primary determinant of development 
rather than being shaped by deeper mechanisms. At the level of real determination, 

collective learning rather than epistemic dictatorship. Negri’s reading, shaped by post-structuralist 
suspicion toward epistemic mediation, recodes centralized organization as knowledge-power re-
production rather than strategic coordination, risking conflation of historically specific bureaucratic 
deformations with the theoretical structure of the party–form itself.
83 Mario Tronti, “Lenin in England” (1964), cited in Wright, Storming Heaven, p. 64.
84 Negri, “Marx on Cycle and Crisis” pp. 24–45.
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the mediation between concrete labor and abstract labor is loosened. For Marx, the 
transformation of heterogeneous labors into abstract labor‑time is a real abstraction 
mediated through exchange and the money‑form.85 By narrowing these mediations, 
Negri blurs the differentiation between structural mechanism and subjective initia-
tive, eroding the distinction between objective constraint and agency.86

 Marx Beyond Marx marks the decisive rupture. Negri reads the Grundrisse 
as announcing the exhaustion of the law of value and of measure in advanced 
capitalism; as labor becomes socialized and cooperatively organized, labor‑time 
allegedly ceases to serve as the measure of wealth.87 He treats Marx’s conditional 
“Fragment on Machines”—describing a potential contradiction—as an accomplished 
tendency.88 This tends to collapse the distinction between concrete and abstract 
labor, even though abstract labor is a real abstraction constituted by the value‑form 
through exchange and property relations.89 Technical socialization of labor does 
not by itself dissolve the value‑form, which persists as long as production remains 
mediated by value relations. By running together empirical cooperation, actual 
integration, and real form‑determination, Negri weakens the stratified structure 
explaining exploitation as a form‑determined social relation. Digital capitalism 
does not abolish the law of value but intensifies its operation by reorganizing 
abstraction through data extraction, algorithmic coordination, and platform-
mediated circulation, whereby unpaid social activity is continuously translated into 
measurable value relations. What appears as the dissolution of measure is instead a 
displacement of measurement into infrastructural and algorithmic forms that extend 
the real abstraction of value beyond the immediate labor process while preserving 
exploitation as a form-determined social mediation.

The Spinozist turn renders this compression systematic. In The Savage Anomaly, 
Spinoza’s distinction between potentia and potestas becomes the template for 
reinterpreting capital–labor relations: living labor appears as ontologically primary 
productive power, capital as reactive command.90 Spinoza’s univocal ontology 
reduces room for distinct levels of determination. Thus, Marx’s differentiation 
between economic structure, political form, and ideological representation tends to 
collapse into a polarity between productive life and parasitic command; relatively 

85 Marx, Capital, Volume 1, pp. 46, 81–82.
86 Murphy, Antonio Negri: Modernity and the Multitude, pp. 107–108.
87 Negri, Marx Beyond Marx, pp. 144–48, 151–154.
88 Marx, Outlines of the Critique of Political Economy (Rough Draft of 1857–58) [Grundrisse], 
in Marx and Engels Collected Works (MECW), Volume 29, London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1987, 
pp. 90–92. 
89 Moishe Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical 
Theory, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993, p. 153.
90 Negri, The Savage Anomaly, p. 191.
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autonomous mechanisms—state, law, ideology—lose density and appear merely 
reactive.91

This monism underpins the biopolitical synthesis, where distinctions between 
biopower and biopolitics are reconfigured. Drawing on and inverting Foucault, 
Negri treats life and living labor as ontologically primary substance, whereas 
biopower appears as a capture of this immanent productivity.92 Domination 
becomes a temporary blockage of constituent power.93 This erases the distinction 
between base and superstructure and reinterprets immaterial labor as immediately 
social, displacing value‑form mediation.94 Yet capitalist sociality operates through 
real abstractions—value, money, capital—not through immediate cooperation.95 
Treating sociality as immediate risks dissolving the structural gap that explains why 
exploitation persists.

The globalist phase universalizes this flat ontology. Empire posits that 
sovereignty is now decentered and deterritorialized, forming an immanent global 
network.96 This sits uneasily with Lenin’s insistence that capital’s international 
content and national form constitute an irresolvable contradiction only communism 
can overcome.97 Under neoliberalism this contradiction intensifies, as geopolitical 
rivalries and state power persist.98When the international/national contradiction 
is rendered theoretically invisible, the tension driving imperialism and shaping 
possibilities for revolutionary solidarity is likewise rendered invisible at the level 
of theory.

 Multitude extends the flattening to collective subjectivity, presenting the multi-
tude as immediately self‑organizing and self‑conscious.99 Yet Marx and Lenin insist 
that consciousness requires mediation across levels: empirical experience must be 
linked to actual processes and real mechanisms through theory and organization. 
Without this, strategic knowledge cannot emerge. Hardt and Negri tend to side-
step the problem Marx and Lenin theorize how a working class constituted through 
capitalist relations acquires knowledge of mechanisms structuring its existence and 

91 Negri, Insurgencies, pp. 325–333.
92 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, p. 139; Negri, “The Constitution 
of Time,” in Time for Revolution, p. 29.
93 Toscano, “Always Already Only Now: Negri and the Biopolitical”, p. 112.
94 Hardt and Negri, Labor of Dionysus, pp. 10–13.Formun ÜstüFormun Altı
95 Marx, Capital, Volume I, p. 186.
96 Hardt and Negri, Empire, pp.166–90, 332–36.
97 V. I. Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, in Collected Works, Volume 
22, Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1964, pp. 266–68, 303.
98 David Harvey, The New Imperialism, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003, pp. 
26–31, 183–210.
99 Hardt and Negri, Multitude, pp. 99–100, 336.



331

Main sources of 21st-century MarxismLiquidation of the Dialectic in Negri’s Empire

organizes to transform them.100

The flattening culminates in the concepts of the common and exodus. The 
common is treated as an ontologically autonomous source of value once liberated 
from capital.101 Yet it is historically produced within the value‑form structured by 
commodification and property relations.102 Exodus and desertion tend to replace 
determinate negation with affirmative withdrawal.103 As Daniel Bensaïd argues, 
a politics lacking strategic comprehension of the state’s material density risks 
devolving into melancholic resistance incapable of dismantling constituted power. 
104 Refusing institutional mediation can leave the multitude disarmed before state 
power and capital.105

 Assembly treats organization as a constructive process that emerges from 
struggles, adopts the common as both foundation and goal, and is tied to the 
strategic capacities of the multitude; leadership is limited to tactical execution, 
while constituent power is developed through the creation of new institutions from 
within social cooperation.106 This forecloses the Leninist insight that organization 
must mediate between empirical struggles, actual processes of class formation, 
and real structural mechanisms. By treating political significance as already fully 
immanent within cooperation, Hardt and Negri’s framework logically implies that 
no external organizational form is required to grasp contradictions across levels or 
to coordinate strategic interventions.107 This narrows the institutional space within 
which strategy can become materially effective.

Marx’s and Lenin’s stratified realism insists that revolutionary agency arises 
from the intersection of empirical, actual, and real determinations. Only by compre-
hending capitalism as a differentiated, contradictory totality—wherein real mecha-
nisms generate processes that manifest in empirical forms, and where appearance 
systematically diverges from essence—can strategy become materially possible. In 
this sense, Marx’s famous dictum that, had essence and appearance coincided, “all 

100 Lenin, What Is To Be Done?, pp. 384–85, 422.
101 Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth, pp. 139–42.
102 Moishe Postone, “Capital and Temporality”, in The Marx Revival: Key Concepts and 
New Interpretations, ed. Marcello Musto, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020, 
pp. 166–168.
103 Hardt and Negri, Empire, p. 212.
104 Daniel Bensaïd, La Politique comme art stratégique, Paris: Syllepse, 2011, p. 41; cited in 
Razmig Keucheyan, The Left Hemisphere: Mapping Critical Theory Today, trans. Gregory Elliott, 
London: Verso, 2013, pp. 252–254.
105 Wood, “A Manifesto for Global Capitalism?” in Debating Empire, (epub version).
106 Hardt and Negri, Assembly, pp. 41–42, 237.
107 Ibid., pp. 279–80.
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science would be superfluous” 108 is at once an epistemological and a political the-
sis: it grounds the necessity of a scientific, materialist dialectic and of revolutionary 
intellectuals who, armed with that dialectic, are able to lead workers’ struggles be-
yond the immediacy of trade‑union demands toward the conscious, collective con-
struction of a post‑capitalist society in which the free development of each becomes 
the condition for the free development of all.109

So, Marx’s scientific method is predicated on a stratified ontology that rigor-
ously distinguishes between the real generative mechanisms of capitalism—such 
as the value–form and the organic composition of capital—and the actual events or 
empirical appearances that manifest on the surface of society, such as price fluctua-
tions or wage contracts. This distinction allows Marx to critique political econo-
my for confusing the “visible, merely external movement” with the “true intrinsic 
movement” of social production, thereby naturalizing historically specific relations 
of domination.110 True revolutionary change, in this framework, is not merely a 
redistribution of sensible qualities or a shift in discourse, but the transformation of 
the underlying, unactualized causal powers and structural constraints that generate 
social reality, a process Marx describes as the “economic law of motion of modern 
society”.111 

In contrast, Negri, appropriating Gilles Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism, 
attempts to ground the possibility of counter–factuals and resistance in the concept 
of the virtual defined not as a structural potential but as a fully real, yet non–actual, 
dimension of immanence.112 For Negri, the virtual signifies an immanent constitu-
ent power opposed to constituted power without mediation or determinate nega-
tion; yet once stratified reality is replaced by a univocal plane of immanence, the 
real collapses into the actual. From a Marxist perspective, unrealized possibilities 
must instead be understood as real but inactivated generative mechanisms embed-
ded in value–relations, class structures, and the material organization of production, 
whose effects may remain blocked or deferred. When ontological depth disappears, 
absence can no longer indicate the latent operation of such mechanisms, and con-
tradictions lose causal efficacy beyond empirical appearance. A flat ontology thus 

108 Marx, Capital, Volume III, p. 804.
109 Marx and Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, p. 506.
110 Karl Marx, Capital, Volume III, London: Penguin, 1981, p. 313; cited in Richard Marsden, The 
Nature of Capital: Marx after Foucault, London: Routledge, 1999, p. 185.
111 Karl Marx, Capital Volume 1, London: Penguin, 1976, p. 92; cited in Grant Banfield, Critical 
Realism for Marxist Sociology of Education, London: Routledge, 2016, p. 18.
112 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 208; David Bright, Exploring Deleuze’s Philoso-
phy of Difference: Applications for Critical Qualitative Research, Gorham, ME: Myers Education 
Press, 2020, p. 7.
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reduces mechanisms to events and transforms reality into expressive surface, so 
that the Deleuzian virtual denotes differential productivity rather than determinate 
structural power, converting real potentials into mere non–appearance and restrict-
ing transformation to recomposition within capitalist immanence, leaving eman-
cipation rhetorically affirmed yet ontologically indeterminate.113 Because Negri’s 
ontology lacks the vertical depth to distinguish between the exercise of a power and 
the structural endurance of that power, his conception of “permanent revolution” 
risks devolving into an endless flux of variations that cannot account for the persis-
tence of the state or the specific generative mechanisms that must be dismantled to 
effectuate a transition from capitalism.114 

Consequently, while Marx situates change in the dialectical transformation of 
deep structures that exist independently of their immediate actualization, Negri’s 
reliance on the virtual collapses the distinction between being and becoming, strip-
ping critical theory of the ontological traction necessary to explain how a new so-
cial order can be not just imagined as a counter–factual possibility, but materially 
constructed through the determinate negation of the existing mode of production. 

Negri’s framework generates its own immanent contradiction at this point. His 
account of Empire as a totalizing, decentered apparatus of capture tacitly relies on 
distinguishing multiple registers of power—juridical, financial, military, communi-
cative—that operate with different logics and temporalities. Yet a univocal ontology 
of immanence provides no basis for such distinctions. The analytical vocabulary 
Negri requires to describe contemporary domination thus exceeds what his flat on-
tology can supply.

In practical terms, this flattening of social reality leads to a dangerous politi-
cal illusion. By treating the networked surface of contemporary capitalism as the 
whole truth, Negri’s framework encourages activists to mistake changes in the style 
of management (e.g., the gig economy, flexible work, algorithmic management) 
for a disappearance of the structure of domination. When we cannot distinguish 
between the empirical flexibility of a delivery app and the deep, rigid legal and 
property relations that back it, we are left fighting symptoms rather than causes. A 
transcendental critique reveals that without recognizing these deep, stratified layers 
of state power and ownership, resistance remains trapped on the surface, endlessly 
rearranging the furniture inside the prison of the value–form rather than dismantling 
the prison itself.

113 Alan Norrie, Dialectic and Difference: Dialectical Critical Realism and the Grounds of Justice, 
London: Routledge, 2010, p. 205. 
114 Miguel Vatter, “Legality and Resistance: Arendt and Negri on Constituent Power,” in Timothy 
S. Murphy and Abdul–Karim Mustapha (eds.), The Philosophy of Antonio Negri, Volume Two: 
Revolution in Theory, pp. 63–70.
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Neglect of Negation 
Negri’s intellectual project constitutes a sustained expulsion of negativity, con-

tradiction, and rhythmic causality from the architecture of Marxist critique. This 
trajectory toward an ontology of pure affirmation unfolds across operaismo and 
autonomia, the Spinozist and biopolitical writings, globalist collaborations with 
Hardt, and his later organizational writings. It is not incidental but the organizing 
structural principle of his system: at each stage Negri eliminates contradiction as 
generative motor of transformation, substituting an ontology in which living labor’s 
positivity appears as a self–expansive force whose creative overflow precedes and 
overwhelms domination. This marks a decisive divergence from Marx’s dialectical 
materialism, where real contradiction—structural antagonism internal to social re-
lations—constitutes the generative mechanism of historical transformation.

For Marx, contradiction designates the unity of opposed moments that mutually 
require and negate one another. The conflict between necessary labor (labor–time 
required to reproduce labor–power) and surplus labor (unpaid labor appropriated as 
surplus value) exemplifies this logic: capital depends on extracting surplus value, 
yet this extraction generates antagonism, crises, and the material conditions for cap-
ital’s supersession.115 By affirming labor’s autonomous productivity as a self–suf-
ficient ground, Negri abandons determinate negation—the historically conditioned 
process through which contradictions generate qualitative transformation. Negativ-
ity becomes merely an external constraint, never an internal motor of development.116 

Crucially, materialist dialectic must grasp absence not as a mere void, but as a 
real, unactualized potential acting as a generative mechanism within the social to-
tality. This negativity is the motor of the rhythmic cycles of accumulation and crisis, 
manifesting most decisively in the tendency of the rate of profit to fall—a concrete 
expression of the central contradiction between the increasingly social character of 
production and its private capitalist appropriation. These crises are not accidental 
ruptures on a plane of immanence but are the structural symptoms of a system at 
war with its own foundations. Consequently, the transition to communism requires 
the negation of the negation: it is the determinate resolution of this specific antago-
nism, actualizing the human self–realization and species–powers that are currently 
negated by the alienation inherent in value–production. By flattening this stratified 
negativity, Negri obscures the very dynamic through which the absent potential of 
unalienated life exerts the pressure that necessitates revolutionary rupture. 

In a stratified Marxist ontology, contradiction emerges because structures, gen-

115 Marx, Capital, Volume I, pp. 226, 243.
116 Negri, Marx Beyond Marx, pp. 188–189; see also Toscano, “Chronicles of Insurrection: Tronti, 
Negri and the Subject of Antagonism”,  pp. 115–116.
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erative mechanisms, events, and empirical appearances operate on different lev-
els, each with distinct causal powers and temporalities. Structural relations pro-
duce mechanisms whose effects appear only partially in events and are frequently 
misrecognized at the empirical level, generating tensions between social reality, 
its operations, and its appearances. These disjunctions interact unevenly, allowing 
contradictions to accumulate across levels and reappear as crises and ruptures that 
propel historical change rather than continuity. For Lenin, this layered negativity 
becomes politically decisive: contradictions between structural determination and 
lived experience require conscious intervention to transform dispersed antagonisms 
into revolutionary rupture. Negativity names the non–coincidence between objec-
tive conditions and subjective capacities, a gap intensified by crisis and uneven 
development. Organization, strategy, and theory function as determinate negations 
that translate structural contradiction into conscious transformative praxis.

 This trajectory begins with operaismo’s transformation of the contradictory 
unity between labor and capital into a unilateral assertion of labor’s ontological au-
tonomy. In Marx, the necessary labor/surplus labor relation operates as a real struc-
tural antagonism, producing crisis when internal strains erupt.117 Negri converts this 
relation into pure affirmation: the working class becomes the primary, self–initi-
ating source of development, while capital becomes a reactive force seeking to 
contain labor’s autonomous self–valorization. The dialectical relation of mutual 
constitution dissolves; labor is recoded as potentia, compelling capital’s continual 
restructuring. Crisis appears not as rupture generated by internal contradictions but 
as overflow of creative labor.

Negri’s reading of the Grundrisse intensifies this displacement. In the “Fragment 
on Machines,” Marx identifies a contradictory tendency: as production becomes 
socialized and knowledge–intensive, labor–time becomes inadequate as measure 
of value, yet capital remains dependent on it, deepening rather than resolving 
contradiction.118 Negri reinterprets this future–oriented contradiction as an 
already accomplished transformation, presenting living labor as an immeasurable, 
constitutive force that renders the law of value obsolete and makes capitalist 
command purely parasitic.119 Immeasurability here dissolves contradiction into 
affirmative expansiveness, evacuating the negative content of the value–form and 
the mechanisms of determinate negation. 

What is foreclosed in this move is the problem of conscious planning. The gen-
eral intellect, as it actually develops under capitalism, remains subordinated to the 
blind, ex post coordination of the value form—its cooperative and cognitive poten-

117 Marx, Capital, Volume I, pp. 239, 748–751. 
118 Marx, Grundrisse, in MECW Volume 29, pp. 91–92.
119 Negri, Marx Beyond Marx, pp. 140–148.
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tials realized only through market mechanisms after the fact. To treat this as already 
actualized constituent power is to mistake a historically prepared possibility for an 
accomplished tendency. The general intellect can become a self-conscious, purpo-
sively organized force only through the negation of capitalist relations, not within 
them. Capitalism produces the conditions for such a transformation, but those con-
ditions remain latent potential until the value form itself is consciously superseded.

The Spinozist turn supplies the metaphysical foundation for eliminating nega-
tivity. In Spinoza, Negri finds a univocal substance (potentia) whose expansive 
self–expression encounters only external limitation (potestas), never internal con-
tradiction. This ontology excludes determinate negation and recasts contradiction 
as accidental obstacle rather than generative mechanism.120 Capital becomes a para-
sitic external limitation upon life’s prior productivity, rather than a contradictory 
social relation constituted through exploitation. History loses the structured antago-
nisms that generate crisis and transformation, while labor loses its negative dimen-
sion that renders transformation necessary and possible.

The biopolitical and globalist phases universalize this affirmative logic. Through 
Foucault’s biopower and Deleuze’s plane of immanence, Hardt and Negri posit 
life as ontologically cooperative and prior to command.121 Within this flattened 
field, capital’s rhythmic causality—the determinate sequence of crisis, devaluation, 
and restructuring—dissolves into a continuous flow of creativity. As Toscano 
notes, Negri treats “social cooperation’s productivity as ontologically prior”, and 
“exploitation” as mere command, thereby eclipsing the mediations through which 
capital appropriates cooperation as surplus value.122 Empire projects this ontology 
onto the global scale, dissolving the asymmetries constitutive of imperialism into a 
smooth network and recasting antagonism as immediate confrontation between an 
affirmative multitude and a reactive Empire.

This trajectory culminates in Negri’s organizational and strategic concepts. For 
Lenin, organization is contradiction’s institutional condensation, necessary where 
contradictions do not resolve themselves through objective unfolding.123 For Hardt 
and Negri, by contrast, organization and mediation are not rejected as such, but 
leadership and vanguardist centralization tend to appear as distortions of immanent 
self–organization; they privilege horizontal, networked forms and adopt a critical 
stance toward democratic centralism and the party–form.124 Expelling negativity 
from organization, Negri abandons the understanding of capitalism as a contradic-

120 Negri, The Savage Anomaly, pp.186–194, esp. pp. 191–192.
121 Hardt and Negri, Empire, pp. 22–30, 62.
122 Toscano, “Always Already Only Now: Negri and the Biopolitical”, pp.113–121.
123 Shandro, Lenin and the Logic of Hegemony, pp. 326–332.
124 Hardt and Negri, Multitude, pp. 100–108, 217; Hardt and Negri, Assembly, pp. 18, 267.
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tory totality whose negations generate crises and emancipatory openings.
The concepts of the common and exodus complete this liquidation. The common 

is framed as ontologically prior productive wealth—communication, knowledge, 
affects—merely captured by Empire.125 These risks mistaking a potential outcome 
of communist struggle for a pre–existing substance. Capitalism does not simply 
parasitize a pure cooperation; it constitutes cooperation in a historically specific 
form through value–form abstraction and the wage relation.126 Flattening this 
distinction erases the gap between technical socialization and capitalist social 
form–determination. What disappears with this flattening is precisely negativity: 
the determinate contradiction between living labor and capital, mediated by value, 
which renders the common not an already given plenitude but a field structured by 
antagonism and compelled reproduction.

Exodus appears as the practical correlate of this ontology. If the common is 
ontologically prior, liberation consists in “taking leave while constituting”—desert-
ing command structures and creating new commons.127  Yet without a theory of 
negativity capable of grasping the state as the concentrated form of class power, 
such withdrawal displaces rather than resolves the antagonism embedded in the 
value relation. This strategy evades the problem of confronting concentrated state 
power—legal, military, and police—which stabilizes global hierarchies. Withdraw-
al is mistaken for subversion, bypassing the Leninist problem of dismantling the 
bourgeois state; revolution is recast as flight and ethical self–fashioning rather than 
seizure and transformation of political power.

Exodus also contradicts Negri’s own claim that real subsumption leaves “no 
more outside”.128 If there is no outside, the multitude cannot simply exit; the con-
cept presupposes an exterior space that the theory denies, and it cannot explain 
capital’s capacity to recapture lines of flight or to repress new commons. In this 
sense, the common and exodus together imagine communism as spontaneous over-
flow of life’s creativity—ontologically assured yet strategically indeterminate. By 
dissolving contradiction, determinate negation, and institutional mediation, Negri 
renders invisible the mechanisms through which revolutionary subjects are forged 
and strategies developed. What remains is a politics of affirmation that celebrates 
creative potential while disarming the multitude before capital’s concentrated insti-
tutional power, state violence, and structurally reproduced exploitation.

In Declaration and Assembly , Hardt and Negri’s organizational proposals are 

125 Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth, pp. viii, 140–142, 152–153; Hardt and Negri, Empire, p. 62.
126 Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, pp. 349–350.
127 Negri, “Kairòs, Alma Venus, Multitudo”, in Time for Revolution, p. 260; see also Hardt and 
Negri, Commonwealth, pp. 152–53, 177.
128 Hardt and Negri, Empire, p. 186.
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also marked by a deeper ontological refusal of negativity, which has characterized 
Negri’s trajectory since the 1970s. By grounding constituent counter‑power entirely 
in the immanent productivity of cooperative life, they systematically exclude the 
role of determinate negation—those moments in which diffuse antagonism must be 
concentrated, organized, and directed against specific coercive institutions. Leader-
ship, strategic centralization, and confrontation with the state’s repressive appara-
tus are reframed as distortions of democratic immediacy rather than as necessary 
mediations for dismantling entrenched power. Consequently, the multitude’s hori-
zontal assemblies and networked forms are imagined as capable of persisting and 
expanding without engaging the negative work of rupture, leaving their politics of 
affirmation strategically exposed when faced with organized repression.129

Marxian negativity names a determinate relation of contradiction and negation 
through which historically specific social forms can be abolished and transformed, 
presupposing ontological depth, mediation, and structural endurance beyond imme-
diate appearances. Negri’s Deleuzian differentiality replaces this with an immanent 
field of differences on a flat plane of being, where antagonism becomes ontological 
excess rather than determinate negation. Resistance is thus reduced to variation 
within capitalism rather than a mediated rupture with its generative mechanisms, 
weakening any ontological account of durable domination or material transforma-
tion. In this Deleuzian framework, capitalism is understood not as a contradictory 
totality but as an axiomatic system of decoded flows that displaces its limits through 
reconfiguration rather than resolving internal contradictions.130 Consequently, anti–
capitalist struggle is conceptualized not as a confrontation with structural antago-
nisms, but as the generation of lines of flight  intended to deterritorialize the socius 
and escape the apparatus of capture through affirmative creation.131 This recasts 
revolutionary transformation as a contingent act of fleeing the axiomatic—an exo-
dus—rather than a determinate negation that abolishes the value–form from with-
in.132 Anti–capitalist possibility is consequently grounded in a Deleuzian virtual-
ity of non–empirical petites perceptions, from which diachronic and synchronic 
differentiality are said to emerge outside determinate epistemic frameworks.133 By 

129 Hardt and Negri, Assembly, pp. xv, 90, 256; Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Declaration, 
pp. 5, 107.
130 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti–Oedipus, pp. 230–246
131 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. B. Massumi, Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1987, pp. 472–473.
132  Deleuze and Guattari, Anti–Oedipus, p. 239; Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 
472.
133 See Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, pp. 208–214, where the virtual is defined as 
fully real yet non–actual and grounded in differential relations irreducible to negation; and Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti–Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, pp. 26–28, 111–117, 
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contrast, Marx’s unobservable structures do not move through imperceptible dif-
ferences but through objective contradictions and determinate negations that drive 
historical change.134

Concretely, this refusal of negativity disarms movements the moment they face 
repression. If we believe, as Negri suggests, that the system is merely a reactive 
shell that we can simply exit or ignore through creative affirmation, we are left stra-
tegically naked when the state deploys its police, courts, and armies—powers that 
are not merely reactive but actively destructive. The tragedy of movements like the 
Occupy/Gezi protests135 illustrates this: they successfully created temporary zones 
of affirmative common life, but because they lacked a strategy for the determinate 
negation of the state power confronting them, they were swept away. The immanent 
contradiction here is stark: by ignoring the negative no of the state in favor of a 
pure yes to life, the politics of exodus paradoxically leaves the existing order intact 
and operative. A transcendental critique of the absence of determinate negativity 
shows that when contradiction is reduced to mere difference within a flat field of 
immanence, resistance loses its transformative force. If antagonism is not grasped 
as a structured contradiction rooted in the value–form and class relations, struggle 
can only reconfigure what already exists. Deprived of the moment of negation that 
makes supersession possible, resistance remains confined to rearranging relations 
within the prison of capital rather than dismantling its structural foundations.

Under–theorization of Mediation
In Marxist dialectical materialism, mediation is the indispensable mechanism 

through which the social whole’s internally contradictory moments are articulated 
into determinate unity, enabling the movement from fragmented particularity to 
structured totality and rendering systematic transformation intelligible. Mediation 

where desire and resistance are theorized through molecular flows, non–representable intensities, 
and pre–conscious micro–perceptions rather than determinate structural contradictions.
134 Negri argues that dialectical negation—especially Leninist politics—reproduces the capitalist 
logic it seeks to overcome, since power actively produces subjects rather than merely repressing 
them, trapping negation-based struggles within the relations they oppose. Antagonism is reinter-
preted not as dialectical opposition aimed at state power but as the multitude’s autonomous produc-
tivity exceeding capitalist command. Exodus thus bypasses confrontation to construct cooperative 
spaces beyond capital. Marxist critics respond that this leaves structural mechanisms of domination 
intact, making autonomous practices vulnerable to reabsorption: domination can only be overcome 
by confronting and dismantling its institutional structures.
135 The Gezi Park protests of 2013 began as a localized environmental demonstration against 
urban redevelopment but rapidly expanded into a nationwide uprising against authoritarian gov-
ernance, police violence, and neoliberal restructuring in Turkey. Despite their mass participation 
and inventive forms of horizontal solidarity, the protests lacked an organized strategy capable of 
confronting and negating state power, leading to their eventual suppression.
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is not a passive link between pre–given terms but the active process through which 
contradictions are organized, concentrated, and made strategically legible.136 The 
value–form itself functions as a fundamental mediation, transforming qualitatively 
heterogeneous individual labors into socially validated, quantitatively commensu-
rable abstract labor through generalized commodity exchange.137 Political institu-
tions likewise develop localized resistance into organized class struggle capable 
of confronting state power. Mediated interactions across economic, political, and 
ideological levels translate dispersed antagonisms into manifestations of systemic 
crisis, allowing the identification of strategic vulnerabilities within capitalism’s 
contradictory totality.

For Lenin, this dialectical understanding of mediation necessarily extends into 
political praxis, where revolutionary strategy involves the concentration and inter-
pretation of contradictions through specific organizational forms—above all the 
revolutionary party—which actively mediate between spontaneity and systematic 
revolutionary consciousness.138 By synthesizing dispersed experiential knowledge 
and theoretically analyzing structural mechanisms of accumulation and state power, 
the party transforms fragmented consciousness into comprehensive revolutionary 
consciousness capable of grasping the social totality and intervening strategically.139 
Mediation thus becomes the condition of possibility for coherent transformative 
agency; without it, revolutionary practice collapses into spontaneist adventurism or 
passive economism.140

Negativity renders mediation necessary because contradictions emerge unevenly 
across ecological, economic, political, and ideological layers, each governed by 
distinct causal powers and temporal rhythms. Though internally related, these 
layers interact asymmetrically: ecological limits disrupt accumulation, economic 

136 Capitalist social reality unfolds across relatively distinct but internally related layers—eco-
nomic, legal, political, and ideological—each governed by its own specific causal rhythms, tempo-
ralities, and forms of efficacy. These layers do not stand in a relation of simple correspondence or 
symmetrical determination; they intersect and interact through uneven, asymmetrical relations in 
which developments at one level are mediated, refracted, or displaced at others. The economic does 
not mechanically dictate the legal or the political, nor do ideological forms merely mirror mate-
rial relations; rather, causal influence circulates through complex, non–linear pathways within an 
open system. Within this configuration, institutional mediations are crucial: it is through institutions 
that economic constraints are juridically codified, political strategies are organized, and ideological 
forms are stabilized or contested, enabling interactions between layers to acquire durable social and 
historical effects.
137 Marx, Capital, Volume I, pp. 51–94.
138 V. I. Lenin, “On the Question of Dialectics,” in Collected Works, Volume 38, Moscow: Progress 
Publishers, 1976, pp. 359–60. see: Lenin, What Is To Be Done?, especially pp. 347–521 (cf. section 
II, “The Spontaneity of the Masses and the Consciousness of the Social–Democrats”, pp. 373–397).
139 Lenin, What Is To Be Done?, pp. 384–85, 422.
140  Shandro, Lenin and the Logic of Hegemony, pp. 135, 142–144.



341

Main sources of 21st-century MarxismLiquidation of the Dialectic in Negri’s Empire

crises displace tensions into political struggle, political forms reorganize ideology, 
and ideological stabilizations feed back into material practice. Mediation names 
the practical and theoretical process that connects these heterogeneous tendencies, 
enabling dispersed rhythms to be grasped as a determinate concrete totality rather 
than as isolated crises.

Antonio Negri’s trajectory systematically dismantles this dialectical framework 
of mediation. From operaismo’s initial methodological inversion—which ontologi-
cally posits an autonomous, self–valorizing labor confronted by a merely reactive 
capital—fundamental mediating institutions of capitalist exploitation (the wage–
form, commodity exchange, money, the state) are increasingly conceived as sec-
ondary impositions on a prior productive cooperation, rather than as constitutive 
structures of capitalist social relations. 

This dissolution proceeds gradually. In the late 1970s, Negri still acknowledged 
that antagonism required organizational articulation; the question was not whether 
mediation was necessary, but what forms it should take. The subsequent Spinozist 
reconstruction, however, eliminated the conceptual space for this question by re-
casting every institutional form as a reactive limitation on productive immanence—
thereby converting a strategic debate about the kind of mediation into an ontological 
rejection of mediation as such. The party– form is recoded as a distortion of living 
labor’s immediate self–valorization, an artificial separation between spontaneity 
and organization that betrays rather than enables revolutionary transformation.141 
Marx’s mediating structures—above all the value–form as real abstraction—are re-
cast as parasitic apparatuses that merely drain an already autonomous cooperation.142 
This abandons Marx’s insight that capitalism constitutes social interdependence it-
self through impersonal, mediated forms operating as real abstractions.143

This rejection of mediation  finds metaphysical foundation in Negri’s Spinozist 
monism, where being is a single, univocal, immanent substance—potentia as pure 
affirmative productivity—while mediating structures of representation, institution, 
and command appear as mere potestas, external limitations upon an unlimited 
creative flow.144 Within such a univocal ontology, excluding stratification and 

141 Antonio Negri, “Archaeology and Project: The Mass Worker and the Social Worker,” 
in Revolution Retrieved: Selected Writings on Marx, Keynes, Capitalist Crisis and New 
Social Subjects 1967–83, pp. 102–115.
142 Hardt and Negri, Labor of Dionysus: A Critique of the State-Form, p. 282. For the specific 
critique of the value-form as an empty mechanism of command, see Negri, Marx Beyond Marx, pp. 
147–148: Negri, The Savage Anomaly, p. 140.
143 Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, pp.144–171; see also Moishe Postone, “Re-
thinking Capital in Light of the Grundrisse,” in Karl Marx’s Grundrisse: Foundations of the Cri-
tique of Political Economy 150 Years Later, ed. Marcello Musto, London: Routledge, 2008, p. 130.
144 Negri, The Savage Anomaly, pp. 190–191, 199.
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relative autonomy of distinct levels, mediation becomes conceptually impossible. 
Institutions cease to appear as condensations of structured antagonism requiring 
strategic analysis and instead appear as distortions imposed on an immanent 
productivity requiring liberation rather than transformation.145

The biopolitical turn intensifies this dissolution by fusing production, communi-
cation, and affect into an undifferentiated continuum where cooperation is primary 
and power merely reactive appropriation.146 By collapsing Marx’s distinction be-
tween economic base and political–ideological superstructure—while still theoriz-
ing their mediated interaction—this framework eliminates the stratified architecture 
that makes mediation necessary, as the mechanism through which contradictions at 
different levels are concentrated and made available for intervention.147

The Empire trilogy universalizes this dissolution. Empire abolishes interna-
tional mediation by dissolving nation–states and geopolitical hierarchies into a 
smooth, deterritorialized biopolitical space where power is “both everywhere and 
nowhere”.148 This erases imperialist antagonisms that Marxism and Leninism lo-
cates in uneven development, inter–state competition, and violent enforcement of 
global divisions of labor.149 Multitude abolishes political mediation by theorizing 
a planetary subject whose agency flows directly from biopolitical creativity, re-
quiring no organizational concentration or institutional mediation.150 This leaves no 
means to translate diffuse antagonism into focused rupture capable of confronting 
the condensed contradictions of the modern state.151 

Commonwealth deepens this by declaring the law of value obsolete and collaps-
ing the economic sphere into an immediate expression of cooperative life.152 This 
obscures mechanisms through which exploitation and social domination persist by 
abstract structures via intellectual property, finance, platforms, and data extrac-
tion—mechanisms operating at the level of real abstraction even as appearances 
change.153 Assembly derives organizational form from immanent social coopera-
tion, criticizing sovereign and representative hierarchies, although it does not re-
ject leadership, coordination, or institutional structures as such. Instead, it seeks 

145 Macherey, “Negri’s Spinoza: From Mediation to Constitution”, in The Philosophy of Antonio 
Negri, Volume Two: Revolution in Theory, pp. 19–20.
146 Hardt and Negri, Empire, pp. 23–24, 62; Negri, The Politics of Subversion, p. 183; Negri, Time 
for Revolution, pp. 72–73.
147 Toscano, “Always Already Only Now: Negri and the Biopolitical”, pp. 112–113.
148 Hardt and Negri, Empire, pp.  190, 332–333.
149 Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, pp. 273–276, 281–285.
150 Hardt and Negri, Multitude, pp. 99–100, 146–147.
151 Shandro, Lenin and the Logic of Hegemony, pp.  316–317, 321. 
152 Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth, pp. 132–139.
153 Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, p. 30. 
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to reconfigure them as non–sovereign, tactical, and subordinated to the strategic 
self–organization of the multitude.154 But this still eliminates the epistemological 
and organizational stratum where revolutionary consciousness is forged from frag-
mented experience, where local perceptions of exploitation are connected to struc-
tural analysis and coordinated action.

In Declaration and Assembly, although Hardt and Negri do not reject 
organizational mediation as inherently hostile to democracy, they criticize 
centralized, sovereign forms of organization by insisting that the refusal of leadership 
must not be confused with a refusal of organization and institution. They argue that 
movements require durable organizational forms to articulate disparate struggles into 
coherent counterpowers, inventing new mechanisms subordinated to the strategic 
capacities of the multitude. In Declaration, Hardt and Negri present contemporary 
movements as already possessing the organizational capacities they require, 
embedded in horizontal networks of communication and affect that can simply be 
federated without any mediating apparatus capable of synthesizing strategy across 
terrains and temporalities in the sense of a centralized and strategically directive 
instance. By construing the forms of occupation, encampment, and networked 
coordination as sufficient in themselves, the text bypasses the Leninist question 
of how to concentrate and escalate force against a strategically central target. This 
reading of productive cooperation as self–organizing by default leaves unaddressed 
the necessity of mediating between different sectors, rhythms, and scales of 
struggle through durable forms of strategic concentration and therefore leaves the 
multiplicity of movements vulnerable to dissipation once the initial conjuncture of 
mobilization passes.155

In Assembly, Hardt and Negri reject leadership, representation, and the autono-
my of the political, maintaining that strategy must remain immanent to social co-
operation and that institutions should operate as horizontal, non–sovereign forms 
without vertical command, reducing organization to coordination rather than con-
centrated authority.

From a Leninist standpoint, this weakens revolutionary capacity by dissolving 
the distinction between constituent energy and the organized apparatus required 
to confront class rule. Spontaneous self–coordination replaces strategic centraliza-
tion, while the rejection of a vanguard form removes the instruments—party, united 
fronts, centralized councils—necessary to unify dispersed struggles into decisive 
force. Without organs capable of binding decisions at the level of the totality, the 
multitude cannot match the coherence of the bourgeois state.

The common and exodus carry this dissolution of mediation to its political con-

154 Hardt and Negri, Assembly, pp. xi–xv, 6, 18, 38.
155 Hardt and Negri, Declaration, pp. 11–13, 89–92.
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clusion. If productive cooperation is ontologically self–sufficient, then the strate-
gic labor of translating dispersed resistances into coordinated force—building al-
liances, sustaining organizations across defeats, concentrating power at decisive 
points—becomes superfluous. Exodus follows the same logic: rather than seizing 
and transforming the mediating apparatuses through which class power is exer-
cised, it proposes circumvention, substituting a spatial metaphor of flight for the 
organisational problem of dismantling institutional power from within.

The immanent difficulty is visible in Negri’s own organizational writings. Hav-
ing theorised cooperation as ontologically prior and institutions as reactive capture, 
he nonetheless calls for the invention of new counter–institutions capable of sus-
taining struggle over time. Yet his framework offers no explanation of why self–
organizing cooperation would need such invention, nor how non–sovereign forms 
could acquire the binding force necessary to coordinate action across competing 
temporalities and interests. The demand for institutional novelty thus presupposes 
precisely the gap between spontaneous cooperation and strategic effectiveness that 
his ontology denies.

Marxian mediation names the process through which structural contradictions 
become politically intelligible and strategically organized, linking lived experience 
to underlying mechanisms and enabling intervention at the level of the social whole. 
It is not an external imposition but the means through which antagonisms acquire 
determinate organizational form. Negri’s Deleuzian framework rejects mediation 
in this sense, privileging immanent circulation where power and resistance appear 
immediately coextensive, dissolving antagonism into continuous movement and 
leaving no mechanism capable of synthesizing dispersed conflicts into a force able 
to confront the mediated power of the capitalist state.156 This displacement is rooted 
in a fundamental ontological divergence: while Marx grasps capitalism as a con-
tradictory totality of internal relations—in which the essence of labor and capital is 
constituted reciprocally by the value–form—Negri appropriates the Deleuzian logic 
of the assemblage (agencement), characterized by the exteriority of relations. By 
replacing the organic, dialectical whole with a contingent arrangement of discrete 
singularities, Negri posits a social ontology where components retain their autono-
mous identity independent of their structural articulation. This move fundamentally 
erodes the rationale for determinate negation; if relations are merely external, the 
revolutionary task is no longer the rupture of a constitutive internal bond, but sim-
ply a rearrangement or withdrawal from a system that ostensibly fails to define the 
subject’s ontological core. Marx’s dialectic, by contrast, grasps internal relations as 
asymmetric and tendential—neither pluralist juxtaposition nor monist identity, but 

156 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti–Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, esp. pp. 26–28, 109–117.
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structured contradictions with determinate directional force.
By abolishing mediation in the sense of durable, strategically centralized 

articulation across economic, political, organizational, and international registers, 
Negri’s project renders capitalism’s multi–layered totality invisible, leaving only an 
ontological dualism between productive immanence and reactive capture. Without 
mediation, contradictions cannot be strategically located, coherent strategy cannot 
be built from dispersed resistances, and emancipatory transformation cannot be 
constructed through organized practice. The mechanisms translating theory into 
organized force—parties, unions, councils, international organizations—disappear 
as illegitimate within this framework not because coordination is denied, but 
because binding strategic concentration is treated as inherently sovereign. Negri’s 
communism thus becomes ontologically guaranteed yet strategically indeterminate, 
dissolving the mediating mechanisms through which collective subjects might forge 
themselves into effective revolutionary agents capable of confronting, dismantling, 
and superseding capitalism’s institutionally concentrated and territorially organized 
structures of domination.

On the ground, this absence of mediation in the strategic and organizational 
sense specified above explains the flash mob character of so many contemporary 
uprisings. We see immense explosions of spontaneous energy—millions in the 
streets—that dissipate as quickly as they emerge because there are no mediating in-
stitutions (parties, councils, durable organizations) to capture that energy and con-
vert it into sustained political leverage. Negri’s theory posits that the multitude can 
organize itself through horizontal networks without transcendent mediation; reality 
tells us that without the durable mediation of structured organization, these move-
ments are bound to dissipate. A transcendental critique confirms that mediation is 
not a bureaucratic obstacle to be removed, but the necessary mechanism that allows 
a movement to survive the night and govern the morning.

Abstraction of Subjectivity
In the classical tradition of Marx, Engels, and Lenin, the relation between col-

lective subject and social structure is not an external opposition between two inde-
pendently existing entities but an internally mediated unity in which each moment 
both presupposes and transforms the other. History emerges neither as mechanistic 
unfolding of structural necessity nor as spontaneous eruption of unconstrained in-
vention, but as the determinate outcome of a dialectical interaction in which sub-
jects transform structures by passing through, rather than bypassing, their internal 
contradictions: theoretically grasping structural tensions, organizing collective ca-
pacities to exploit them at points of vulnerability, and constructing new social forms 
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that resolve these contradictions through practical supersession.157 Agency is thus 
doubly determined: neither pure voluntarism nor mechanical economism, but an 
emergent capacity forged within the mediated, contradictory interaction of subjec-
tive initiative and objective structural determination.

Engels formalizes this through a stratified ontology in which economic, politi-
cal, and ideological levels possess relative autonomy and distinct causal rhythms 
within an overdetermined totality. Lenin extends this into a theory of revolutionary 
praxis in which the party functions as the indispensable organizational mediation 
concentrating fragmented, localized struggles into a strategically coherent force. 
By theoretically grasping real structural mechanisms—the law of value, accumula-
tion imperatives, state contradictions condensing class antagonisms—that remain 
invisible to spontaneous consciousness, the party enables intervention within a 
differentiated totality.158 Agency here is mediated intervention within a structured, 
contradiction–driven, multi–levelled whole: a historically conditioned yet causally 
efficacious capacity to transform objective conditions by exploiting systemic vul-
nerabilities generated by internal contradictions.

Grounded agency arises from the articulation of heterogeneous causal 
rhythms—economic accumulation, political decision, ideological reproduction, and 
institutional stabilization—into a structured whole defined by asymmetrical relations 
rather than linear determination. Institutions mediate these rhythms by translating 
structural mechanisms into organized practices, simultaneously constraining action 
and opening determinate pathways for transformation. Agency is therefore grounded 
precisely because subjects act within real limits: transformative capacity emerges 
through intervention within, and against, the conditions that shape practice, not 
from an imagined autonomy outside them.

 Antonio Negri’s trajectory dismantles this architecture theorizing the reciprocal 
determination of subject and structure. Across operaismo and autonomia’s inver-
sion, the Spinozist reconstruction, the biopolitical synthesis, the Empire trilogy’s 
planetary universalization, and Assembly’s organizational reflections, Negri elimi-
nates stratified structures, contradictory determinations, and mediating articulations 
that make grounded agency intelligible. The result is a theory of pure immanence in 
which subject and structure collapse into an undifferentiated continuum, dissolving 
the terrain—levels, mediations, contradictions—upon which revolutionary praxis 
operates. Agency becomes ubiquitous yet ungrounded: present everywhere as im-

157 Sean Creaven, Emergentist Marxism: Dialectical Philosophy and Social Theory, London: 
Routledge, 2007, pp. 139–141.
158 Sean Creaven, Marxism and Realism: A Materialistic Application of Realism in the Social 
Sciences, London: Routledge, 2000, pp. 30–31, 65–66; Alan Shandro, Lenin and the Logic of He-
gemony, pp. 316, 326–329.
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mediate expression of ontological productivity, yet strategically ineffective because 
it no longer acts upon structured contradictions providing determinate leverage. 
Agency is transformed from mediated intervention at strategic points into pure ex-
pression conceived as immediate, affirmative overflow.

 This begins with operaismo’s inversion of the capital–labor relation, where 
Marx’s contradictory unity—each pole presupposing and negating the other—is 
replaced by a unilateral assertion of labor’s priority, with capital recast as reactive 
to labor’s autonomous initiative.159 Agency no longer emerges from determinate 
structural antagonisms but appears as pre–social productivity floating above the 
contradictions that condition revolutionary possibility. This intensifies in Negri’s 
reading of the Grundrisse in the phase of autonomia, where the wage is treated not 
as a form–determined social relation mediated by the law of value but as an “inde-
pendent variable” of immediate political struggle.160 The proletariat shifts from a 
historically determinate class located in specific relations of production to a meta-
physical power whose potency precedes structural constraints, converting grounded 
agency into abstract creativity detached from determining structures.

This abstraction receives metaphysical sanction in the Spinozist phase, where 
a monistic ontology of potentia—life’s immanent productive power—dissolves 
structural determinations into expressions of a single substance.161 In this frame-
work, contradictions cannot function as internal tensions generating determinate 
transformation; they appear only as external obstacles to an unlimited creativity. 
The biopolitical synthesis extends this collapse by declaring “life is work”, thereby 
dissolving the historically specific mechanism of exploitation into undifferentiated 
productivity characterizing all vital activity.162 Mediation disappears as a category, 
contradiction becomes unintelligible, and transformation is reconceived as sponta-
neous overflow rather than organized negation of contradictory structures.

In Negri’s late Spinozist and early biopolitical trajectory, this ontological eleva-
tion of living labor leads directly to the loss of grounded agency. By treating the 
multitude as an immediately cooperative subject whose productive capacities are 
ontologically given, rather than as a class–structured collectivity situated within de-
terminate relations of exploitation, Negri displaces the terrain of antagonism from 
historically specific social formations into an undifferentiated plane of life itself. In 
The Politics of Subversion, for example, contemporary production is presented as 
the continuous creation of the social by living labor, a process whose motor is com-

159 Toscano, “Chronicles of Insurrection: Tronti, Negri and the Subject of Antagonism”, pp. 119–
120.
160 Negri, Marx Beyond Marx, pp. 131–133.
161 Callinicos, “Antonio Negri and the Temptation of Ontology”,  pp. 169–173.
162 Negri, Time for Revolution, pp. 29, 176.
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munication and knowledge, and whose political task—despite Negri’s own claims 
to the contrary—effectively becomes the expansion of this cooperation rather than 
strategic confrontation with the institutions that organize exploitation.163 In this 
move, agency is no longer grounded in positional antagonism but in an abstract 
vitalism, making political organization a matter of expressing immanent capacities 
rather than contesting and restructuring material social relations.

 The Empire trilogy universalizes this dissolution of grounded agency, replacing 
imperialism’s hierarchical, territorial architecture with allegedly deterritorialized 
networked sovereignty, while elevating the multitude to an immediately creative 
subject whose agency derives from ontological cooperation rather than determinate 
positions within exploitative relations.164 

Throughout the organizational phase, in Declaration and Assembly, Hardt and 
Negri’s refusal of hierarchical crystallization thus neglects the dialectic between 
form and content in revolutionary organization: form can ossify, but without form, 
content dissipates. Their model underestimates the role of strategic centralization 
in enabling tactical decentralization, a balance Marxist and Leninist theory treats as 
decisive for sustaining mass initiative over time. Moreover, by privileging assem-
bly as perpetual process, they sidestep the moment when constituent power must 
harden into counter–power, risking co–optation or exhaustion. In the absence of 
such grounded agency, transparency becomes opacity, as the visibility of multiplic-
ity masks the inability to act decisively against entrenched structures.

Across these phases, the categorical conditions for grounded transformative 
agency—structural determination providing conditions and constraints, contra-
dictions generating vulnerabilities, organizational mediation concentrating forces, 
agentic strategic intervention exploiting conjunctural openings—are progressively 
eroded. What remains is a monistic ontology where agency appears omnipresent as 
life’s creative expression yet nowhere strategically effective, because it is severed 
from structured antagonisms, strategic mediations, and organizational concentra-
tions through which resistances crystallize into revolutionary force. In classical 
Marxism, freedom is grounded through collective recognition of structural neces-
sity and organized capacity to transform it. In Negri’s reconstruction, freedom be-
comes an ungrounded ontological essence, unable to actualize itself as effective 
transformation because it has been detached from the structures it must confront, 
the contradictions it must exploit, and the organizational forms through which po-
tential becomes rupture.

The common and exodus complete this abstraction. By treating the collective 
subject as ontologically given in cooperative life rather than forged through po-

163 Negri, The Politics of Subversion, pp. 116–118.
164 Hardt and Negri, Empire, pp. xii–xv, 62, 332–336.
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litical struggle across fragmented conditions, Negri renders the process of subject–
formation invisible. If the multitude is already constituted, it need only withdraw 
rather than undergo the transformative confrontation through which, in Marx’s ac-
count, the proletariat constitutes itself as a class for itself—a qualitative leap that 
productive cooperation alone cannot deliver.

At this point it becomes necessary to recover a materialist and non–essentialist 
conception of human nature that Negri’s ontology systematically suppresses. The 
Marxian tradition never treats human nature as a fixed metaphysical substance or a 
teleological essence, but as an ensemble of emergent, species–specific causal pow-
ers—linguistic capacity, cooperative labor, embodied need, vulnerability, creativity, 
learning, suffering, ethical responsiveness—that are historically mediated yet irre-
ducible to capitalist forms165. Far from grounding a static anthropology, this concep-
tion explains why exploitation wounds, why domination generates resistance, and 
why collective agents can acquire strategic knowledge of the structures that con-
strain them. By refusing any account of these determinate capacities and recoding 
subjectivity as a pre–individual, indeterminate flux of potentia, Negri evacuates the 
very material basis upon which revolutionary agency depends.166  This evacuation 
is reinforced by Negri’s Deleuzian appeal to pre–individual singularities, where 
subjectivity is dispersed into impersonal intensities and differential relations prior 
to any determinate form of agency. In this framework, political transformation is 
grounded not in mediated capacities and structured antagonisms but in the imma-
nent self–variation of desire and life, thereby displacing the material conditions 
through which collective subjects can act strategically against enduring structures 
of domination.167 A realist, non–essentialist human nature does not reintroduce the 
essences Negri rejects; rather, it restores the stratified conditions of intelligibility 
for contradiction, mediation and grounded agency, revealing why transformative 
political practice cannot arise from an ontology that dissolves the subject into pure 
immanence.168 

In political practice, treating the multitude as an already–uniting ontological 
force glosses over the real, messy divisions that fragment the working class—racism, 
nationalism, and competition for wages. Negri’s abstraction invites us to assume a 
solidarity that does not yet exist, effectively telling us that the hard work of political 
construction is already done by the economy itself. This generates a performative 
contradiction: by celebrating a unity that is theoretically given but empirically 

165 Creaven, Marxism and Realism, pp. 75–76.
166 Callinicos, “Antonio Negri and the Temptation of Ontology”, pp. 193–194. 
167 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, pp. 208–214; Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti–Oe-
dipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, pp. 26–28, 109–117.
168 Creaven, Marxism and Realism, pp. 88–89.
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absent, activists are relieved of the difficult, concrete task of building solidarity 
across differences. Real agency requires not the celebration of a metaphysical 
subject, but the strategic forging of a political one from the fractured realities of 
daily experience. A transcendental critique makes clear that without acknowledging 
the structured contradictions that divide the class, unity cannot be presupposed as 
an ontological fact but must be produced through determinate political mediation. It 
is only through such mediation that grounded agency emerges—an agency situated 
within real relations of production, capable of reflexively grasping its conditions 
and strategically transforming them. Otherwise, resistance remains trapped at the 
level of affirmation, deprived of the material anchoring and organizational density 
required to generate its own effective coherence.

Conclusion: Restoring the Dialectic – Toward a Stratified, 
Negative, and Mediated Praxis

Negri’s theoretical trajectory, across its distinct yet connected phases, performs 
a single invariant operation: the progressive flattening of the stratified, negative, 
mediated and agentic ontology through which Marx and Lenin grasp capitalism as 
a contradictory totality. What changes in vocabulary or philosophical reference con-
ceals a structural continuity: the erosion of layered causality, determinate negation, 
organizational mediation and grounded agency. 

Immanent and Transcendental Failures: These six phases disclose both im-
manent and transcendental failures. Immanently, Negri’s own categories undermine 
one another through performative contradictions his ontology cannot admit with-
out dissolving itself. If production is immediately coextensive with life and life is 
everywhere productive without mediation, exploitation’s specific mechanism—the 
appropriation of surplus labor through the wage relation—becomes inexplicable. 
If cooperation ontologically precedes command, the historical emergence, persis-
tence, and adaptive capacity of command become mysterious. If organization is 
always distortion, resistance can never consolidate into durable counter–power. The 
most affirmative claims—the autonomous productivity of the common, immedi-
ate self–organization of the multitude, liberatory exodus—collapse because they 
eliminate the structural contrasts and tensions through which political meaning, 
causation, and strategic possibility become determinate.

Transcendentally, by eliminating stratification (levels with distinct causal pow-
ers), negativity (contradiction as generative mechanism), mediation (organizational 
articulation of contradictions), and grounded agency (structured capacity to trans-
form conditions), Negri removes the categorical preconditions of any coherent 
communist project capable of actualizing revolutionary transformation. Commu-
nism, rigorously understood as the “real movement which abolishes the present 
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state of things”169 requires: the analytic capacity to identify contradictions and vul-
nerabilities; the theoretical ability to mediate between levels of the social forma-
tion; the organizational capacity to build institutions translating needs into projects 
of collective liberation; and the political capacity to sustain struggle across defeats, 
repression, and reorganization while preserving institutional continuity and strate-
gic learning.

Without these capacities, the communist project loses its material grounding and 
collapses into ontological optimism: faith that life’s productivity must eventually 
overflow all limits, that cooperation must defeat command through sheer excess, 
that the multitude must outgrow capital’s capture—without a rigorous account of 
how, when, through which organizational forms, and under what determinate condi-
tions this overflow could produce revolutionary transformation rather than merely 
recurrent resistances cyclically absorbed, commodified, or repressed. 

This study’s dual intervention articulates the precise nature of this failure. By 
systematizing the performative contradictions identified in the immanent critique 
and the ontological deficits revealed by the transcendental critique, this analysis 
establishes a distinctive theoretical conclusion: Negri’s project does not merely 
overlook specific political realities, but systematically liquidates the categorical 
conditions—stratification, mediation, and determinate negation—required for any 
intelligible revolutionary strategy. The central contribution of this inquiry is thus 
to demonstrate that his flat ontology is not a liberation of Marxist theory, but a 
methodological blockage that renders the transition from resistance to organized 
communism structurally unthinkable. 

A concluding observation sharpens the dual critique further: Negri’s flat ontol-
ogy is not merely a theoretical error but the philosophical crystallization of a spe-
cific historical conjuncture—the apparent horizontalization of capitalist relations 
following the defeats of the 1970s. What presents itself as ontological transforma-
tion is the phenomenal form of an increasingly abstract domination. Negri does not 
generalize from history; he absolutizes a historical appearance into a transhistorical 
principle, short-circuiting the distinction between conjunctural form and structural 
necessity that any coherent revolutionary theory must maintain.

This liquidation generates what might be termed a politics of perpetual prepara-
tion—movements endlessly readying themselves for ruptures that never crystallize 
into durable transformation. The problem is not insufficient militancy but structural 
incapacity: without mechanisms translating conjunctural openings into institutional 
consolidation, each uprising becomes pedagogical spectacle rather than material 
conquest. Historical comparison proves instructive: the Bolshevik seizure of power 

169 Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, p. 49.
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succeeded not through spontaneous overflow but through years of patient organi-
zational construction, theoretical clarification of state–form contradictions, and 
strategic preparation enabling decisive intervention when objective crisis and sub-
jective readiness momentarily aligned. Negri’s framework systematically excludes 
the organizational density, theoretical rigor, and strategic patience this historical 
precedent demonstrates as indispensable.	

Political and Theoretical Stakes: The broader implication is that Negri’s 
philosophy, despite its radical rhetoric and affirmation of creativity, destabilizes 
the conceptual foundations of emancipatory politics by rendering invisible or inert 
the very mechanisms through which emancipation could proceed as determinate 
transformation. By flattening the social world into a univocal plane, he makes it 
impossible to analyze systematically how crises arise from internal contradictions, 
how states reproduce class power through law, currency, fiscal policy, and coercion, 
how imperialism operates via unequal exchange, debt, and military enforcement, 
how debt disciplines entire populations, how technopolitical infrastructures 
(surveillance, algorithms, platforms, financial networks) reinforce domination 
through specific configurations, and how movements might convert local ruptures 
and episodic protests into durable institutions that accumulate power, coordinate 
action, and ultimately dismantle and replace state power and capitalist relations.

The very categories Marx and Lenin treat as indispensable—stratification, de-
terminate negation, mediation, grounded agency—are systematically recoded not 
as enabling conditions but as obstacles to life’s immediate expression, residues of 
transcendence to be eliminated rather than forms to be strategically deployed. The 
cumulative result is not an expanded communist horizon but a radically impover-
ished one: a framework capable of inspiring insurrectionary moments yet structur-
ally incapable of building the patient, disciplined, strategically intelligent organi-
zational forms through which those moments could crystallize into revolutions that 
dismantle capitalism and construct communism.

What is at stake, therefore, is not a rejection of Leninism, nor a simple rep-
etition of its twentieth–century organizational forms, but a historically conscious 
reaffirmation of the party as a necessary mediating instance within capitalist social 
formations. Leninism, properly understood, does not reduce revolutionary politics 
to rigid centralism or administrative command; rather, it articulates the insight that 
capitalist society is structured through real abstractions and uneven determinations 
that cannot be confronted through spontaneity alone. The party emerges in this tra-
dition not as an external authority imposed upon struggle, but as a collective instru-
ment through which dispersed experiences, partial struggles, and fragmented forms 
of consciousness are mediated into a coherent strategic orientation.
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Under contemporary conditions—marked by platform capitalism, financialized 
accumulation, algorithmic governance, and intensified imperial hierarchies—the 
distance between immediate experience and the real mechanisms of exploitation has 
not disappeared but has grown opaquer. This deepening opacity reinforces, rather 
than diminishes, the necessity of organized mediation. To defend the party today is 
therefore not to defend a fixed historical model, but to affirm the enduring need for 
durable organizational forms capable of sustaining memory across cycles of strug-
gle, coordinating action across uneven terrains, and producing strategic knowledge 
of capitalist contradictions. Such forms must undoubtedly adapt to new conditions, 
incorporating lessons from democratic experimentation, mass movements, and new 
forms of social cooperation; yet adaptation does not imply dissolution.

In this sense, the party functions neither as a transcendent command nor as a 
substitute for mass activity, but as a historically situated mediator between structure 
and agency. Far from negating autonomy, it enables collective autonomy to become 
effective by grounding it within a stratified social reality marked by contradiction, 
mediation, and determinate political praxis.

Affirmation of Dialectical Materialism’s Necessity: For these reasons, this 
reconstruction reaffirms the categorical necessity of  Marxist and Leninist depth 
ontology—grounded in layered causality (multiple levels with distinct powers and 
rhythms), structured antagonism (real contradictions as generative mechanisms), 
determinate negation (specific processes through which contradictions rupture ex-
isting forms), and practically mediated agency (transformative capacity operating 
through organizations that concentrate contradictions, read conjunctures, and coor-
dinate interventions).

What this encounter with Negri ultimately reveals is the irreplaceability of 
stratification, negativity, mediation, and grounded agency for any rigorous and 
viable communist project. To reconstruct these categories after their Negrian 
dissolution is to reclaim the instruments needed to move dialectically from 
spontaneity to strategy, from protest to power, from expressive energy to structural 
transformation. It is to recover Marx’s and Lenin’s insight that freedom arises 
not from abolishing necessity in the abstract, but from its concrete, organized 
transformation: emancipation requires not the dissolution of institutions, but their 
revolutionary reconstruction; not the rejection of organization, but its reconstitution 
so that coordination is preserved while domination is abolished; not denial of 
contradiction, but its strategic exploitation; not mere celebration of creativity, but 
the arduous building of mediating forms through which creativity becomes effective 
power.

This dialectical understanding—structurally rigorous, politically militant, or-
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ganizationally strategic—is the ultimate stake of the critique and the positive theo-
retical gain yielded by a comprehensive confrontation with Negri’s philosophically  
rich, conceptually sophisticated, yet ultimately self–undermining ontology of im-
manent affirmation.


