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Abstract: At the core of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s thesis that a new
global form of sovereignty has replaced a previous imperialist geography is their
claim that the capitalist mode of production has undergone a shift from a modern
era in which “industrial labor” was hegemonic to a postmodern era in which “im-
material labor” has become hegemonic. In this article, I argue that capitalism in
Europe (let alone other areas of the world) does not conform to this model. I draw
on the history of Italian manufacturing and on my ethnographic research on the
silk industry of northern Italy to question the analytic usefulness of their distinc-
tion between “industrial” and “immaterial” labor and to show that the latter has
always been crucial to industrial production. I conclude that Hardt and Negri’s at-
tempt to expand the definition of productive labor to include the “multitude” un-
wittingly parallels an emerging discourse that serves to legitimate transnational
hierarchies of labor. 
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In the first volume of the Empire trilogy, Hardt
and Negri lay forth the bold thesis that “a new
global form of sovereignty,” which they call
“Empire,” has supplanted an earlier imperialist
geography, moving the global political economy
toward a “decentered and deterritorializing ap-
paratus of rule” (Hardt and Negri 2000: xii). At
the heart of this narrative of historical transfor-
mation, which underlies the political analysis
and vision in all three books, is the authors’
claim that we have undergone “a passage within
the capitalist mode of production” (Hardt and
Negri 2000: xiii) from a modern era in which
“industrial labor” was hegemonic to a postmod-
ern era in which “immaterial labor” has become

hegemonic. The scrambling of the spatial divi-
sions of the First, Second, and Third Worlds in
the formation of a global market has moved be-
yond its Eurocentric origins to a logic of rule
whose powers are not confined to any region. In
prophetic rhetoric crafted to incite as much as
to identify the forces of liberation from this new
global sovereignty, the authors discuss the con-
ditions of possibility for the construction of a
counter-Empire, an alternative political organi-
zation of global flows and exchanges.

Rather than raise the predictable anthropolog-
ical objection to the imposition of an unabash-
edly Eurocentric model of capitalist transforma-
tion on “other” societies that do not conform to



it, in this brief essay I argue that European cap-
italism itself does not conform to this model.1 I
begin by questioning the analytic utility of a dis-
tinction that lies at the core of their narrative of
capitalist transformation—namely, their dis-
tinction between industrial labor and immate-
rial labor—and their equation of the former
with the production of material goods and the
latter with the production of services. Drawing
on the history of Italian industrial capitalism
and my ethnographic research on the silk in-
dustry of northern Italy, I show that immaterial
labor, as defined by Hardt and Negri, was cru-
cial in the production of commodities in Italian
industrial districts throughout the twentieth
century. I go on to question their assertion that
the “figure of immaterial labor” has supplanted
the “figure of industrial labor” as the hegemonic
figure that “serves as vortex that gradually trans -
forms other figures to adopt its central quali-
ties” (Hardt and Negri 2004: 107). I suggest in-
stead that Hardt and Negri’s hegemonic figures
more accurately reflect the ideological con-
structs formulated, on the one hand, by Marxist
theorists and, on the other hand, by an emerg-
ing fraction of the bourgeoisie—namely, the
technoentrepreneurial bourgeoisie—who are
increasingly dominant in the United States and
Western Europe. Hence, while Hardt and Ne-
gri’s efforts to expand the definition of produc-
tive labor has the potential to be analytically
and possibly even politically productive, their
distinction between industrial and immaterial
labor unwittingly parallels an emerging hege-
monic discourse that serves to legitimate trans -
national hierarchies of capitalist labor. 

The passage of capitalist production 
and the hegemony of immaterial labor

Hardt and Negri’s thesis of the “passage of pro-
duction” from industrial labor to immaterial la-
bor takes off from the by now well-documented
shift in employment from the secondary sector
(industrial production) to the tertiary sector
(service jobs) that has occurred since the 1970s

in the dominant capitalist countries. Yet they go
much further than noting this shift in employ-
ment, asserting that the quality and nature of la-
bor itself has changed (Hardt and Negri 2000:
289). They point to the increasingly crucial role
of knowledge, information, affect, and commu-
nication in the production of “services,” in
which they include “a wide range of activities
from health care, education and finance to
transportation, entertainment and advertising”
(ibid.: 285). In doing so, they accept the wide-
spread characterization of the shift to a “postin-
dustrial economy” as coterminous with the
emergence of an “informational economy,” in
which “social wealth” has become increasingly
immaterial and entails a greater reliance on so-
cial relations, communication systems, infor-
mation, and affective networks. Because no
material or durable goods are produced in the
production of services, they classify the labor in
this sector as “immaterial labor.” Industrial pro-
duction continues, but “productive communi-
cation” is more richly developed in the service
sector, and the ascendance of the informational
economy transforms industry by redefining and
rejuvenating manufacturing processes. Hence,
according to the authors, all capitalist economic
activity tends to come under the dominance of
the informational economy and to be trans-
formed by it. 

An innovative and intriguing aspect of Hardt
and Negri’s concept of immaterial labor is their
claim that its cooperative powers are “imma-
nent to the laboring activity itself ” (Hardt and
Negri 2000: 294) rather than being imposed
from the outside. Here they build on Marx’s
([1976] 1990: 439ff.) analysis of industrial labor
as cooperative only by dint of having been or-
ganized by capital. They see in immaterial labor,
in contrast, the potential for a “spontaneous and
elementary communism” that is not dependent
on capital. In addition, “immaterial labor” ap-
pears to offer a way to break out of an analyti-
cally and politically restricting definition of the
proletariat. By broadening the definition of
“production” and, by extension, “productive la-
bor,” to encompass a wider range of workers
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than does conventional Marxist theory, Hardt
and Negri challenge the assumption that the in-
dustrial working class is the “primary produc-
tive class and directly under the rule of capital
and, thus, the only subject that can act effec-
tively against capital” (Hardt and Negri 2004:
106). Immaterial labor includes not only all
waged labor, including the work being done in
the growing service sector, but various forms 
of unwaged labor, such as the unpaid domestic
work of women as wives and mothers. In assert-
ing that “all forms of labor are today socially
productive” (ibid: 106) and that industrial labor
holds “no political privilege with respect to
other classes of labor” (ibid.: 107), the authors
echo arguments about the domestic labor of
women proposed by feminist scholars since the
1970s. 

The appeal of a more inclusive definition of
the proletariat that encompasses all those “who
work under the rule of capital” (Hardt and Negri
2000: 106) is understandable. For those seeking
to promote solidarity among workers in a wide
range of occupations and sectors of capitalist
societies, the expansion of the proletariat to the
“multitude” offers the promise of a categorical
unity among what more often appears to be a
divided and fractured working class. Whether
the assertion of categorical unity will engender
collective action is another question. As I will
argue later, Hardt and Negri’s hoped-for collec-
tivity of the “multitude” is subverted by the very
categories of labor they employ in their attempt
to expand the boundaries of the proletariat. 

For anthropologists interested in understand-
ing emerging forms of work, identities, class sub-
jectivities, and collective political movements in
capitalist societies throughout the world, broad-
ening the category of “productive labor” to in-
clude managers, teachers, office workers, sales
clerks, domestic workers, and child care pro vid -
ers holds analytic promise. By combining the
production of goods and the production of ser -
vices, Hardt and Negri’s concept of “productive
labor” would appear to make possible a more
fluid and inclusive analysis of the work experi-
ence and political lives of a wider range of peo-
ple. At the same time, however, by differentiat-

ing industrial labor from immaterial labor on
the basis of the immanence of the latter’s coop-
erative powers and “potential for a spontaneous
and elementary communism,” (Hardt and Negri
2000: 294), the authors reinforce the divide be-
tween these forms of work, creating an even
more essentialist and dichotomous scheme of
labor. The slippage in their discussion between
different types of production based on their
products (material versus services) and differ-
ent types of labor processes (those relying more
heavily on communication systems, informa-
tion, and affective networks), moreover, leads to
mistakenly equating the industrial manufacture
of products with material labor processes and
the provision of services with immaterial labor
processes.2

While they acknowledge that “in any eco-
nomic system there are numerous different
forms of labor that exist side by side,” Hardt and
Negri assert that “there is always one figure of
labor that exerts hegemony over the others.”
They claim that in the passage from an indus-
trial economy to an informational economy,
immaterial labor has supplanted industrial la-
bor as the hegemonic figure of labor. Hegemony,
for Hardt and Negri, does not mean that a form
of labor has become prevalent quantitatively, or
that it is more highly paid. Rather, it is more
highly valued and placed at the top of the hier-
archy of labor. In the current informational
economy, the hegemony of immaterial labor is
evidenced in the way it “has imposed a ten-
dency on other forms of labor and society it-
self ” (Hardt and Negri 2004: 109). In short, im-
material labor has become a model for thinking
about all forms of labor.

As the foundation of their thesis of the pas-
sage within the capitalist mode of production,
which, in turn, has made possible both the logic
of the rule of Empire and its antithesis, this bi-
nary model of labor under capital bears a heavy
burden. It serves Hardt and Negri as both (1) an
analytic distinction between forms of labor en-
dowed with inherently different creative ener-
gies and cooperative powers and (2) a culturally
meaningful and socially significant distinction
between forms of work whose locations in a hi-
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erarchy of value have changed with the passage
from modern to postmodern society. In the re-
mainder of this essay, I argue that this binary
model of labor falls short of serving effectively
as either of these. Indeed, having been called on
to do so much, its fragile architecture collapses
beneath the weight of the authors’ ambitious
project. I conclude that it bears up better as a
third possibility—namely, as an ideological
construct that legitimates social hierarchies and
wealth differentials within sectors of the work-
ing class and between nations in the global econ-
omy. Whether, and to what extent, people who
occupy different locations in these social hierar-
chies have come to accept this ideological dis-
tinction is an empirical question that might be a
good starting point for ethnographic inquiry. 

As a scheme for distinguishing between forms
of labor with inherently different creative ener-
gies and cooperative powers, the industrial/im-
material binary runs immediately afoul of some
of the same difficulties faced by its predecessor:
the mental/manual distinction. Like the latter, it
constructs a false dichotomy between complex
human actions involved in productive proc -
esses, all of which entail mental processes and
require knowledge, communication, and affect.
If we consider the history of industrial manu-
facturing in Italy, a case that, after all, lies in one
of the author’s own backyards, it becomes read-
ily apparent that “productive communication”
was integral to Italian industrial capitalism
throughout the twentieth century. 

“Productive communication” among
networks in Italian industrial districts 

According to Hardt and Negri (2004: 142),
every historical period is “characterized by one
or several common forms that structure the
various elements of social reality and thought.”
Drawing on Foucault’s thesis that every histori-
cal epoch has a disciplinary paradigm, they ar-
gue that network has become the common form
that now defines our ways of understanding the
world and acting on it. At the same time, how-
ever, they view networks as “the form of organ-

ization of the cooperative and communicative
relationships dictated by the immaterial para-
digm of production” (ibid: 142). Elsewhere
(Hardt and Negri 2000: 161–163), network
refers to a horizontal grid of power of the sort
that arose with the American Revolution, which
is distinct from the hierarchical structure of
power in an older model of sovereignty. Thus,
for the authors, network is at once a disciplinary
paradigm, an organizational form, and a grid of
power. 

In proclaiming that the “network” has
emerged as the dominant organizational model
of production in the new “informational econ-
omy,” Hart and Negri state: 

In the passage to the informational economy,
the assembly line has been replaced by the net-
work as the organizational model of produc-
tion, transforming the forms of cooperation
and communication within each productive site
and among productive sites. The mass indus-
trial factory defined the circuits of laboring co-
operation primarily through the physical de-
ployments of workers on the shop floor. (2000:
295) 

Industrial manufacturing in twentieth-century
Italy, however, was already organized by networks
of production. Italian industrial districts have
been widely described by economic historians
and sociologists as composed of dense networks
of small- to medium-sized firms (Frey 1975;
Locke 1995; Piore and Sabel 1984). Throughout
the twentieth century these networks provided
the organizational structure for Italian manu-
facturers specializing in products ranging from
machine tools to chemicals to textiles. These
networks, moreover, existed side by side with
larger, vertically integrated firms and mass pro-
duction assembly lines; indeed, the two were
codependent. The silk industry of Como, where
I have been conducting research since 1985
(Yana gisako 2002), is an example of just such an
industrial district. Como’s decentralized indus-
trial structure, in which an extensive network of
subcontracting firms were linked to each other
as well as to vertically integrated firms, was not
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new to the late twentieth century. Silk produc-
tion in Como, in fact, had been organized by net -
works composed of small- and medium-sized,
family-owned and managed firms since the be-
ginning of Italian industrialization in the nine-
teenth century.

Far from being new to the reproduction of
capitalism in the late twentieth century, affect
had always been central to the relations of pro-
duction in these networks. Crucial to the con-
tinual generation and reproduction of family
firms were sentiments and commitments of
kinship and personhood, including the goal of
men to be their own boss (Yanagisako 2002).
Like the artisans in the Marche region (Blim
1990) who valued the freedom of self-employ-
ment, the men who initiated firms in Como
were committed to reaping the fruits of their
own labor. The desire to open their own firms
and, in doing so, to be their own boss was not
the expression of an “instrumental rationality”
(Weber 1978). Rather, it was fueled by a gender-
specific ethic of personhood and family in which
founding a firm and fathering a family were in-
terconnected projects of masculine creation. To
head a family was to provide for it, including to
provide the means of independence for the
family and the means to reproduce that inde-
pendence in the next generation, especially for
one’s sons. The pursuit of masculine independ-
ence acted as a force for the production of new
firms and the reproduction of the industrial
network.

In addition, the work of factory technicians
and department foremen in the industrial shop
entailed not only technical expertise, but also
managerial skill, affective bonds, and effective
communication. In other words, industrial la-
bor required the very characteristics that Hardt
and Negri attribute to “immaterial labor.” A
particularly telling moment when the commu-
nicative and affective dimensions of industrial
labor became painfully apparent was when men
drew on their knowledge, affective bonds, and
communication networks to initiate their own
subcontracting firms, commonly taking with
them some of their employers’ clients. Many
own ers of Como’s subcontracting firms began

their careers working as technicians or section
foremen in other subcontracting firms, often
with the clear intention of learning its techniques.
The continual exodus of skilled and industry-
wise technical managers from subcontracting
firms (especially at the time at which the own -
er’s son took over the firm) generated a constant
supply of new subcontracting firms—a process
that was integral to reproducing the network of
firms in the industrial district. That it also gen-
erated strong feelings of betrayal and the sever-
ing of relations among relatives and friends
attests to the affective character of these social
relations of production. 

Industrial manufacturing in Italy, then, al-
ready relied on an “informational economy”
pervaded by affect. For most of the twentieth
century these circuits of information, commu-
nication, and cooperation were not digital or
high-speed, but they were highly “social”—
forged through relations that were at once busi-
ness relations and also affective relations of
friendship and kinship. The subcontracting firms
in these networks, moreover, emphasized the
“service” they offered to other firms, much as,
according to Hart and Negri, the new manage-
rial imperative operative in the “informational
economy” is exhorted to “treat manufacturing
as a service” (Hardt and Negri 2000: 285). In
other words, the division between “manufactur-
ing” and “services,” which Hardt and Negri claim
has become increasingly blurred, was already
considerably blurred before the advent of com-
puterized information technology. 

If it does not work well to distinguish be-
tween forms of labor with inherently different
creative energies and cooperative power, then
perhaps the distinction between industrial and
immaterial labor effectively captures a cultur-
ally meaningful and socially significant distinc-
tion between forms of work whose location in a
hierarchy of value have changed over time. If
this is what Hardt and Negri intend by claiming
that the hegemony of industrial labor has been
replaced by immaterial labor, we would expect
to find evidence that the industrial worker was
placed by workers themselves at the top of the
hierarchy of labor. My ethnographic research,
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however, does not support this argument. In-
stead, the technicians and factory foremen who
were able to break away from their employer to
start their own firms embodied more accurately
the cultural ideals of workers. These men suc-
ceeded in transforming themselves from wage
workers to firm owners in part because they
recognized that what Hardt and Negri call in-
dustrial labor and immaterial labor are always
intertwined and coconstitutive. 

The career and class trajectories of these
workers-turned-entrepreneurs were clearly more
desirable to workers than was the trajectory of
industrial workers who remained so through-
out their careers. In short, while the figure of
the industrial worker may have been hegemonic
among Marxist theorists, among Como’s work-
ers it was the technician who escaped from
working under the rule of capital to working
with capital who was the more compelling fig-
ure of labor. Like many hegemonic figures this
one was something of a fantasy, for only a small
percentage of industrial workers were able to
successfully make this shift. But it was a fantasy
held by workers rather than a fantasy of politi-
cal theorists. 

Just as Hardt and Negri’s distinction between
industrial labor and immaterial labor obscures
the crucial role of productive communication,
knowledge, networks, and affect in industrial
production, so it obscures the industrial labor
that is crucial to the current so-called informa-
tional economy. What has changed in the past
30 years in Como and other industrial manu-
facturing districts in Italy is not the replacement
of industrial labor by immaterial labor, but the
creation of transnational networks of produc-
tion as a result of the outsourcing of phases of
production to overseas sites. Since the late 1980s,
Como’s silk industry, like many other Italian
manufacturing industries, has relied increas-
ingly on subcontractors and business partners
in China, Korea, Romania, and other locations
to provide them with manufacturing services.
As a result, long-distance communication capa-
bilities and digital technology have become more
important in linking production networks. In
other words, Italian industrial districts have be-

come geographically dispersed “Italian-Chinese”
or “Italian-Romanian” industrial production
chains. 

Hardt and Negri are acutely aware that man-
ufacturing sites in the current global hierarchy
of industrial production operate under the con-
trol of the centers of the informational economy
(Hardt and Negri 2000: 287–288). They rightly
avoid the error of construing geographical dif-
ferences in the global economy in terms of an
evolutionary stage model of capitalist develop-
ment. They recognize that “all of the forms of
production exist within the networks of the
world market and under the domination of the
informational production of services” (ibid.: 288).
What they fail to recognize, however, is that
their distinction between industrial and imma-
terial labor echoes the discourse of those who
dominate global and transnational networks of
production and distribution. 

The outsourcing of Italian manufacturing to
China and other countries with lower labor
costs has been accompanied by an increasing
emphasis by Italian firms on the crucial role of
their “immaterial labor” in the production of
value. In research that I have conducted with
Lisa Rofel on Italian-Chinese collaborations in
textile and clothing manufacturing,3 Italian
firm owners and managers claim that the value
added by their knowledge, creativity, and com-
munication skills is substantially greater than
the value added by the managerial and indus-
trial labor of overseas workers. While they ac-
knowledge that their Chinese partners have in-
valuable knowledge of the Chinese market and
the indispensable know-how to negotiate their
way through multiple levels of Chinese govern-
ment bureaucracy, Italian entrepreneurs and
managers claim that Chinese have poor commu -
nication skills, lack initiative in problem solving,
are uncreative, and are unfamiliar with modern
modes of business communication (Yanagisako,
in press). In short, they decry the undeveloped
state of “productive communication” among the
Chinese, thereby legitimizing their claim to a
greater share of profits. The result is not the
blurring of the boundary between industrial
and immaterial labor prophesied by Hardt and
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Negri, but the hardening of the boundary be-
tween these purportedly distinct forms of labor
and their reformulation in ethnonational terms.
In sum, both Hardt and Negri’s distinction and
the parallel discourse of Italian entrepreneurs
and managers work to divide rather than unite
the “multitude” who are the hoped-for, emer-
gent proletariat in Hardt and Negri’s postindus-
trial world. 

Finally, Hardt and Negri’s distinction be-
tween the three types of immaterial labor in the
informational economy indicates that while
they have learned from feminist scholars to rec-
ognize the contribution of the “affective labor of
human contact and interaction” (Hardt and Ne-
gri 2000: 292), this appears to be a lesson half-
learned. They state:

“Affective labor is better understood by begin-
ning from what feminist analyses of “women’s
work” have called “labor in the bodily mode.”
Caring labor is certainly entirely immersed in
the corporeal, the somatic, but the affects it pro-
duces are nonetheless immaterial. What affec-
tive labor produces are social networks, forms
of community, biopower. Here one might rec-
ognize once again that the instrumental action
of economic production has been united with the
communicative action of human relations.” (ibid:
293; my emphasis)

Missing in the above passage and in their
discussion of “affective labor” in general is a
critical recognition that the distinction between
the “instrumental action of economic produc-
tion” and the “communicative action of human
relation” is itself an ideological construct that
obscures the communicative dimension of all
human activity, whether it is labeled “economic
activity” or otherwise. The unmistakably gen-
dered character of this distinction, moreover,
lends itself toward a characterization of men’s
work as “instrumental” and “economically pro-
ductive,” while women’s “affective” work produces
forms of sociality. In treating this ideological
distinction as an objective difference, Hardt and
Negri miss a crucial part of what feminist schol-
ars have argued—namely, that it is in the mak-

ing of such categorical distinctions among hu-
man social action that inequality is constituted.
Without challenging these categorical distinc-
tions and their accompanying hierarchies, there
would appear to be little hope for collective ac-
tion among the “multitude.” 
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Notes
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