
Negri review by Yari Lanci Continued…. 

 
One might argue that Negri’s articles nicely fill the gaps created by the Marxist debates about 

Marx’s lack of analysis in relation to the figures of unskilled and skilled forms of labour. In fact, the 
book can be read as an objective and powerful defence of Marx’s analysis of the capitalist mode of 
production and the critical importance of the necessity to start from Marx’s writings as a theoretical 
tool for the understanding of the present forms of valorization and exploitation. As Negri argues, 
“the development of Marx’s discourse within a semantic economic terminology does not prevent us 
from grasping the relevance of the [capital’s] tendency, but rather it allows us to understand every 
articulation of the phase of capitalist development in which we live and in which the constitutive 
elements of the new subjectivity [the autonomous intellectual/immaterial/cognitive worker] have 
been developing” (pp.56-7). 

The centrality that Negri assigns to the cognitive worker – as the autonomous economic actor 
who, cooperatively, has the chance to ‘expropriate’ capital’s means of production – gives way to the 
formation of the new “collective group of singularities” that Negri defines as “multitude”. In 
Inventare il Comune, differently from the book with Hardt by the same name, the idea of multitude 
is intertwined both with the modifications of the mode of production mentioned above and with the 
possibility for the creation of a democratic (communist) commonwealth. Although the idea of 
multitude is developed in the articles starting from 2000 (the second half of the book), Negri 
focuses more on the possibilities to establish a form of democratic power that would overcome the 
traditional dichotomy of private and public – that is merely ‘managed’ by the state, a form criticised 
by Negri as the strict guardian of common wealth – than on the actual characteristics of the 
multitude. When he focuses exclusively on the multitude (pp.157-69 and the final article co-written 
with Judith Revel, pp.200-5), the tone expectedly becomes sentimental and possibly rhetorical. 
However, this is not to belittle the interesting traits of these articles, for arguably they show the 
theoretical path of the formation of an important concept that plays a principal role in Negri’s major 
books with Hardt. Negri is a better critical, political, and cultural analyst than a writer of political 
manifestos and, interestingly, his last book gives the reader a nuanced image of Negri’s ‘minor 
literature’. 

*** 

The articles included in Inventare il Comune are characterised by different tones and writing 
styles. This is due both to the original destination for publication (journals) and to the different 
years in which they were written. At times Negri shows an amazing mastery of the journalistic 
style, as well as a complete and articulated, but not pretentious, control of the technical (Marxian) 
lexicon. This makes his writing exceptionally enjoyable and accessible for the informed general 
reader. Even in the more ‘technical’ articles, Negri’s writing remains more than accessible. The 
book also shows a version of the author characterised by a prose that betrays Negri’s passion (also 
anger) towards different intellectual debates – such as the debate around postmodern critiques or 
Negri’s arguments about the victory of the Right in Italy after the fall of the “first Republic” in the 
1990s.  



Inventare il Comune does have some limits. For example, when Negri discusses the post-
workerist category of immaterial labour, he does understand the importance of the new technologies 
of communication in the process of valorization, but his generation of post-marxists is not young 
enough to have a close relation to what is today the new media theory. Nowadays, thinkers like 
Maurizio Lazzarato, Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, Tiziana Terranova and Matteo Pasquinelli are better 
examples of cultural theorists who coupled Negri’s fundamental analyses with a contemporary 
framework, in which the extraction of surplus-value and the processes of subjectivation must pass 
through the so-called “network culture” and more generally, information and communication 
technology. Also, the world is still poisoned by anachronistic fordist and taylorist modes of 
production in the post-colonial world, but Negri seems to forget this and focuses more on the shift 
towards the immaterial production of value. Works of thinkers like Sandro Mezzadra would better 
render Negri’s theoretical analyses on non-Western countries. Moreover, the idea of multitude – in 
Negri’s major books and in the description emerging from Inventare il Comune – does not tell the 
reader anything about the way to constitute a founding political form such as Negri’s version of 
commonwealth. The idea of multitude is flawed and is disappearing from current debates, as the 
post-2008 has shown. It is flawed (or at least incomplete) insomuch as it does not consider the fact 
that the social recomposition becomes impossible when the new form of capitalism deprives 
subjectivities of the affective quality of conjunction (Franco Berardi is a much more appropriate 
critic than Negri regarding the disappearance of affective conjunction caused by contemporary 
information overload).  

However, Inventare il Comune would be more than appealing to the English speaking public. 
Firstly, the book integrates the major works for which Negri is known and at the same time, it helps 
those already familiar with the “Hardt/Negri trilogy” to understand what theoretical experiences – in 
the sense of an intellectualism that is active and politically relevant – led the Italian philosopher to 
his vision of the globalised modernity, which is haunted by constant crisis. Secondly, in addition to 
the four main topics outlined above, one of the most important themes that emerges from the 
articles in the book is Negri’s harsh critique of the traditional Left after the shift from fordism to 
postfordism – in a brilliant article written in 1991 (pp.66-9), Negri points out how, after the 
destruction of ‘actually existing socialism’ with the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Catholic Church had 
been able to claim itself as an anti-capitalist political force, more than the traditional Left itself. 
According to Negri, in fact, the Left has been unable to understand the metamorphosis towards a 
postfordist paradigm and, consequently, has not been able to provide a good alternative to the new 
rising imperial model in its manifold manifestations.  
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