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Retrieving the Imperial: Empire and
International Relations

Tarak Barkawi and Mark Laffey

This essay uses Michael H ard t and  Antonio N egri’s Empire, one of the
m ost w idely read  accounts of in ternational politics in  recent years, as a
vehicle to rethink In ternational Relations’ engagem ent w ith the notion of
em pire. We begin  w ith the observation that Westp halian  m od els of the
in ternational obscu re the role of im p erial relations in  world  p olitics. We
go on  to d evelop  a conception  of the in ternational as a ‘thick’ set of social
relations, consisting of social and  cu ltu ral flow s as w ell as political-military
and  econom ic in teractions, w hich  often  take p lace in  a context of imp erial
h ierarchy. Retrieving the im p erial thus offers a way out of the ‘territorial
trap ’ set by Westphalia and  alerts us to a range of phenom ena occlud ed
by IR’s central categories. From  th is persp ective, w e analyse Empire as an
innovative bu t flaw ed  effort to take seriously the im perial character of
in ternational relations. In  particu lar, we focu s on the role of the mu ltitu d e
in  w orld  politics, H ard t and  N egri’s genealogy of sovereignty, and  their
claim  that im p erialism in  the old -fashioned  sense is over.

For some, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire is the ‘most successful
work of political theory to come from the Left for a generation’.1 It is
certainly one of the most widely read analyses of international politics in
recent years.2 Drawing on a combination of theoretic perspectives not found
together in International Relations (IR)—postmodernism, Marxism, and
the communist and autonomist traditions of the Italian left3—Hardt and
Negri chart a new, unitary and global form of postmodern sovereignty

1. Mich ael H ard t an d  A n ton io N egr i, Empire (Cam br id ge, MA : H arvard
University Press, 2000). The qu ote is from  Malcolm  Bull, ‘You  Can’t Build  a N ew
So cie t y  w ith  a  Sta n ley  Kn ife ’, Lon don  R ev iew  of Books  23, n o . 19 (2001)
[ww w.lrb.co.uk/v23/n19/bu ll2319.h tm ] (29 April 2002). But see Leo Panitch  and
Sam Gind in , ‘Gems and  Baubles in  Empire’, Historical M aterialism , forthcom ing.

2. Published  in  March , 2000, Empire has sold  52,865 cop ies (as of March  18, 2002)
and  w as being translated  into 10 languages; comp are w ith  Alexand er Wend t’s Social
Theory of International Politics (Cam brid ge: Cam brid ge University Press, 1999),
w hich  has sold  5760 cop ies, and  the Cam brid ge University Press In ternational
Relations Series (75 titles) app roxim ately 160,000 cop ies, accord ing to m arketing
staff at H arvard  and  Cam brid ge.

3. See, for instance, Paolo Virno and  Michael H ard t, ed s., Radical Thought in Italy:
A  Potential Politics (Minneap olis, MN : University of Minnesota Press, 1996).
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which they term ‘Empire’, a ‘logic of rule’ worldwide in scope.4 Their project
is twice removed from the discipline of IR, in its intellectual resources and
in its object of analysis.

Born into a world of empires at war and amid contemporary processes
of globalisation, IR remains centred on the logic of a modern system of
sovereign states. Marxian analyses of the international, by contrast,
concentrate on the interconnections between Europe, capitalism, and
imperialism. Postmodern approaches, in a variety of disciplines, stress
the encounter with the post-colonial and the inter-penetration of the
European and non-European worlds. Hardt and Negri could only develop
an approach to world politics that conceives the histories of the North and
the South as common, shared and profoundly implicated in one another.
This tension between a view of world politics based on the sovereign state
and one that takes imperial relations seriously frames our engagement
with Hardt and Negri. In common with Empire, we argue that
understanding sovereignty requires locating it in histories of European
expansion and engagement with the world outside the West.

In large measure, IR’s opposing camps share a focus on ‘Westphalian’
state sovereignty, if not agreement on its content or consequences:
‘Westphalia . . . has become synonymous with the beginning as well as the
end of what we understand as international relations’.5 Sovereignty and
statehood, as understood in disciplinary narratives derived from
Westphalia, apply only to limited periods of history and in particular
regions, principally Europe. The central categories of IR have been
developed without sufficient attention to the nature and character of the
international relations governing most of the planet and its populations at
one point or another, namely imperial relations of diverse kinds. In
Westphalian terms, the ‘international’ is a ‘thin’ space of strategic
interaction, populated by diplomats, soldiers and capitalists, to paraphrase
Raymond Aron. Contemporary IR theory has added NGOs and ‘norms’,
among other entities, but the contents of the international remain spare
compared to domestic spaces.

From an imperial or peripheral perspective, however, the
international appears as a ‘thick’ set of social relations, consisting of social
and cultural flows as well as political-military and economic interactions
in a context of hierarchy. IR’s central categories of sovereignty and the
states-system generate a systematic occlusion of the imperial and global
character of world politics, past and present.

As a necessary preliminary to consideration of Empire, the first section
below addresses this acute Eurocentrism pervading IR and outlines a richer
conception of the international and the place of the imperial in it. We move
on to a critical analysis of Hardt and Negri’s text, focusing in particular on

4. H ard t and  N egri, Empire, xii.
5. Yongjin  Zhang, ‘System , Em pire and  State in  Chinese International Relations’,

Review of International Studies 27, special issue (2001): 43.
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their account of a transition from modern state sovereignty to postmodern
global sovereignty. Their account of the contemporary world scene deploys
a ‘thick’ conception of the international, contextualises Europe in its
imperial relations, and grounds sovereignty and other political institutions
in social relations and struggles. However, the break they posit between
modern and postmodern sovereignty is not, in our view, sustainable. Their
analysis of Empire obscures continuities with older histories of ‘modern’
imperialism. Moreover, despite 400-odd pages, Hardt and Negri’s
description of an emerging global political and social formation is notably
threadbare and derivative , their historical periodisations highly
questionable, and their lack of attention to the practical political, economic
and military business of imperial governance, historical or contemporary,
ultimately crippling.

The Imperial, the International, and International Relations

For IR, empires generally have passed away and are located elsewhere—
Rome, China, or in the Soviet bloc countries. When empire intrudes on
Europe, as it inevitably does, it is not allowed to compromise the logic of
a system of sovereign states. The ‘dominant European powers . . . were
empires as well as states’ the editors of a recent special issue of Review of
International Studies (RIS) emphasise.6 Empire most often denotes a distinct
type of political entity and imperialism a policy of foreign conquest and
rule. Understood in such a way the concept has limited purchase on
contemporary world politics. However, in our view, the empire concept is
one of the principle routes out of the ‘territorial trap’ contained in the idea
of a sovereign state system: the notion that borders are relatively
impermeable containers of social relations.7 In particular, the imperial
points the way to a more adequate theorisation of the ‘international’ as a
distinct space of social interaction—a space within which processes of
mutual constitution are productive of the entities which populate the
international system. Such historical and contemporary processes often
take place in the context of international relations of hierarchy, especially
but not only in the case of North-South relations, and it is this hierarchy
that empire and imperialism capture. Refigured in this way, the category
of the imperial is revealing of the character and nature of world politics,
past and present.

Contributors to the special issue of RIS, on ‘Empires, Systems and
States’, make two general points. The first is that the Westphalian model
of the international system, one ‘composed of sovereign states each with

6. Michael Cox, Tim  Dunne, and  Ken  Booth, ‘Introd u ction : Em pires, System s
and  States: Great Transform ations in International Politics’, Review of International
Studies 27, special issue (2001): 6-7,  em phasis in original.

7. John  Agnew  and  Stu art Corbrid ge, M astering Space: Hegemony, Territory and
International Political Economy  (Lond on: Rou tled ge, 1995), Chap ter 4.
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exclusive authority within its own geographic boundaries’ and based on
‘the principles of autonomy, territory, mutual recognition and control’,
has been enormously influential across the range of IR scholarship.8 The
second is that this ‘elegant’ image ‘is a myth’9 and that ‘the Westphalian
sovereign state model has never been an accurate description of many of
the entities that have been regarded as states.’10 The sovereign state is in
many respects the common ground on which IR’s competing traditions
engage. Even those who argue that the Westphalian era is at an end, such
as Hardt and Negri or students of globalisation, accept its relevance for
the preceding centuries. But if in fact Westphalia was never a viable model
of international politics or the entities found therein, it is necessary to ask
what has been obscured by the discipline’s near-exclusive focus on it.11

John Agnew and Stuart Corbridge’s conception of the ‘territorial trap’
provides an answer to this question. Sovereignty and conceptions of the
nation-state which emphasise its self-contained and self-organising nature
form the ‘territorial trap’. ‘The territorial state has been “prior” to and a
“container” of society only under specific conditions’.12 Even where and
when borders are ‘hard’ in this way, the societies contained behind them
and the state structures which rule over them are formed out of numerous
international interactions and are subject to multiple international
influences. It is precisely these international relations—a ‘thick’ set of social,
political, economic, cultural and military relations—which are obscured
by sovereign conceptions of the international system. Paradoxically, the
core concepts of IR work to drain international relations of their content!
The discipline’s object of analysis—the international—becomes a spare
space of strategic interaction between ‘pre-existing’ entities. This is
especially true of structural realist approaches, which demote sovereignty
and focus on autonomous political-military entities in a condition of
anarchy. By beginning with the state and then analysing its activities in
world politics, IR obscures the relations of mutual constitution through
which states, societies, and other international phenomena are produced.

As a result, the periphery of the international system, and the less
powerful more generally, can drop out of the analysis of ‘great power’
politics, except as bargaining chips or as the location of natural resources.
Alternatively, the periphery becomes the site of Western good intentions,
of humanitarian intervention and development assistance. A focus on the

8. Step hen  D. Krasner, ‘Reth in kin g th e Sovereign  Sta te M od el’, Review of
International Studies 27, special issu e (2001): 17.

9. And reas Osiand er, ‘Before Sovereign ty: Society and  Politics in  A ncien Regime
Europe’, Review of International Studies 27, sp ecial issue (2001): 119.

10. Krasner, ‘Rethinking the Sovereign State Mod el’, 17.
11. Martin  Shaw  provid es one set of answ ers to this question  in  h is Theory of the

Global State: Globality as Unfinished Revolution  (Cam brid ge: Cam brid ge University
Press, 2000).

12. Agnew  and  Corbridge, M astering Space, 94.
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imperial, however, draws attention to the many ways in which the non-
European world works to constitute the West, the states and societies
located there, and their international relations. Throughout the era of
European power politics, the source of many of IR’s archetypal categories,
European politics and society were complexly interpenetrated with an
imperial periphery. The rise of the modern state in Europe and the initial
stages of European expansion abroad occurred simultaneously. The
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth—from the Concert
of Europe to total war—was also the era of formal empire. It is only in a
juridical, not social, sense that the imperial domains were subsumed under
the sovereignty of the European powers, which are more accurately
conceived as imperial social formations. Imperialism in its many forms
was essential in shaping the character of both Europe and the non-European
world; it is their common history.

The force of this point, and the value of taking a ‘peripheral’ or
subaltern perspective on international relations, can be made clearer
through brief consideration of Paul Gilroy’s idea of the ‘Black Atlantic’.13

Not unlike Hardt and Negri, Gilroy adopts a primarily philosophical,
literary and cultural approach to his topic. This in no way limits his value
to IR scholars, who should rather view it as a challenge to develop the
political and social dimensions of Gilroy’s fecund concept. In consideration
of the Black Atlantic, no firm connection can be made between culture,
identity and place. The slave trade created a black diaspora in the
Caribbean, the US and the UK that developed a variety of hybrid cultures
through the circulation of people and ideas between the Americas, Africa
and Europe. The result is that contemporary and historical Black Atlantic
culture cannot be essentialised as ‘African’ or ‘Afro-Caribbean’ or ‘Afro-
American’ but is in fact inherently transnational in nature. Although
numerous denizens of the Black Atlantic make various essentialist claims
about their identity, Gilroy resists binary oppositions of ‘self’ and ‘other’,
attending to the multiple and diverse sources of identity and of cultural
objects such as novels and music. Gilroy avoids ‘mapping’ identity onto
sovereign states in an isomorphic fashion, as in much constructivist
scholarship in IR.14

What is the significance of Gilroy’s work for IR? Is it simply of interest
to students of black culture? Gilroy comments that ‘the history of slavery
is somehow assigned to the blacks. It becomes our special property rather
than a part of the ethical and intellectual heritage of the West as a whole.’15

13. Pau l Gilroy, The Black A tlantic: M odernity and Double Consciousness (Lond on:
Verso, 1993).

14. See, for instance, Alexander Wend t, ‘Anarchy Is What States Make of It: The
Social Constru ction  of Power Politics’, International Organization 46, 2 (1992): 391-
425. On isom orphism , see Arjun Ap padu rai, M odernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions
of Globalization  (Minneapolis, MN : University of Minnesota Press, 1996).

15. Gilroy, The Black A tlantic, 49.
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But of course slavery and the modern cultural history of blacks ‘has a
great bearing on ideas of what the West was and is today’.16 The slave
trade was fundamental to the development of capitalism and the world
economy, as Hardt and Negri also recognise.17 The Black Atlantic is woven
into the texture of world politics, into the entities and relations that populate
the international system. The black diaspora in the Caribbean, and the
hybrid cultures and society it gave rise to, was and is central to politics
and society there. The centrality of the slave question and black populations
to both the historical development of the US and to its contemporary society
and politics need hardly be remarked. Indeed, the Black Atlantic is still
right here in us, as complexly interwoven with the ‘White Atlantic’ and
the ‘Hispanic Atlantic’ as it has been since its origins. The inter-relations
between the slave revolts that swept the Caribbean in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries and the American and French revolutions
are only some of the ways Atlantic social formations interpenetrated one
another, and could do so in the ‘age of sail’.18 It is now domestic space that
begins to look spare in comparison with the reach and import of the
international; indeed, it becomes increasingly difficult to separate off one
from the other.

The Black Atlantic is situated in the histories of imperialism and the
international relations of hierarchy to which we seek to draw attention. It
represents just one route through which not only the international but
also the peripheral and subaltern become crucial to an adequate grasp of
the character of world politics as a whole. And it identifies a processual
ontology through which international relations of diverse kinds constitute
the entities and phenomena that populate world politics. It is these relations
that should lie at the centre of inquiry in IR. Imperial relations are not the
only kind of international relations. However, once vision is shifted from
the policies and politics of great powers to the ebb and flow of the social
relations through which great powers and their societies are constituted,
re-produced and transformed, the imperial and the non-European world
more generally take on fundamental importance.19

The notion of the international as a zone of mutual constitution cannot
be explored here fully, although at the level of culture and society it is in
many respects self-evident. The complex implication of cricket in the
identity politics of former British colonies is one obvious example,20 and

16. Ibid ., 45.
17. H ard t and  N egri, Empire, 120-24. See also Eric William s, Capitalism and Slavery

(Chap el H ill, N C: University of N orth  Carolina Press, 1944).
18. See, for instance, C.L.R. Jam es, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint l’Ouverture and

the San Domingo Revolution (N ew  York: Rand om  H ouse, 1963).
19. See, for instance, Siba N . Grovogu i, ‘Postcolon ial Criticism : In ternational

Reality and  Mod es of Inquiry’, in  Power, Postcolonialism and International Relations:
Reading Race, Gender and Class, ed s. Geeta Chow d hry and  Sheila N air (Lond on:
Rou tled ge, 2002), 33-55.

20. App ad urai, M odernity at Large, Chap ter 5.
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the centrality of the South Asian diaspora to identity politics in the UK
and especially England is another. That these examples and those discussed
above are primarily ‘cultural’ or at best ‘sociological’ does not mean that
such a perspective on the international is less useful for the ‘high politics’
of central concern to IR. It only means that scholars of cultural studies and
anthropology have been more attentive to the significance of the
international and its potential dramatically to unsettle the ‘elegant’ image
of a world composed of discrete states, societies, and regions, each with
their own ‘internal’ dynamics that can be studied in isolation. IR is
organised around such a ‘nation-state’ ontology of world politics, but so
too is comparative politics and area studies, as well as much of
anthropology, sociology and history. Scholars in these disciplines have
increasingly found it impossible to understand their objects of analysis
without reference to the kind of robust conception of the international we
argue for here.21

Processes of mutual constitution are not limited to the social and the
cultural narrowly-defined in any case. The international interaction
involved in political-military relations shapes the character of states and
societies as well. For example, US Cold War policy towards Iran was
fundamental to post-1945 Iranian history. The social forces that carried
out the Iranian revolution were strengthened in multiple ways by US policy.
In turn, the Iranian revolution in 1979 profoundly shaped the subsequent
political history of the US. It was in part responsible for the collapse of the
Carter Administration, the electoral success of Governor Reagan, and the
subsequent development of an extra-legal apparatus within the Reagan
Administration for the prosecution of US foreign policy, culminating in
the Iran-Contra scandal. Iran-Contra was itself primarily driven by
Nicaraguan resistance to US foreign policy in Central America. In other
words, the resistance of some Nicaraguan peasants nearly toppled the
Reagan Presidency, a situation not as novel as one might think, as
Presidents Johnson and Nixon can attest with regards to similar difficulties
with Vietnamese peasants. What US politics and society are is in part the
result of US engagements with the Third World.

Other scholars and approaches recognise that these kinds of
interconnections exist but they have not been made central to our
understandings of world politics. Analyses of interdependence and
globalisation typically assume that international interconnectedness is of
relatively recent origin, impacting on previously discrete and autonomous
political units.22 By contrast, our conception of the international sees

21. See, for instance, John  Com aroff and  Jean  Com aroff, Ethnography and the
Historical Imagination  (Bou ld er, CO: Westview, 1992) and  Bru ce Cum ings, Parallax
Visions: M aking Sense of American-East A sian Relations at the End of the Century (Chapel
H ill, N C: Duke University Press, 1999).

22. See, for instance, Robert Keohane and  Josep h  N ye, Power and Interdependence
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contemporary relations of interconnectedness in the context of a longer,
shared and largely imperial history of interaction. It is precisely out of this
history that a world of seemingly discrete states and regions has arisen.
What would an account of world politics informed by such a view look
like? By way of illustration, and in order to elaborate on our preliminary
reflections on the imperial and the international, we turn to Hardt and
Negri’s Empire.

Seeing Through Sovereignty: Empire and the International

Although widely hailed as ‘the Next Big Idea’ in intellectual life, Hardt
and Negri see Empire differently: ‘Toni and I don’t think of this as a very
original book. We’re putting together a variety of things that others have
said. That’s why it’s been so well received. It’s what people have been
thinking but not really articulating’.23 Our interest in the book is less with
questions of novelty than with the kind of analysis it represents. Engaging
with and developing the long tradition of Marxian analyses of imperialism,
Empire offers a ‘total’ analysis of world politics past and present. Core and
periphery, North and South, East and West, inside and outside are treated
as part of a single, increasingly global formation, structured and produced
by imperial relations of diverse kinds. Following a brief exposition of their
main argument, we focus on three themes central to the book: the role of
the multitude in world politics, the transformation of sovereignty from a
modern to a postmodern form, and the putative disappearance of
imperialism.

Empire’s thesis is a familiar one: sovereignty is not what it used to be.
Under the pressure of capitalist globalisation, sovereignty’s very nature is
being transformed, from a modern to a postmodern form. In the process,
a new global form of rule is emerging which Hardt and Negri term
Empire.24 Imperialism is central to Empire’s account of world politics.
Imperialism, they claim, operated through the modernist logic of inside/
outside.25  Modern sovereignty and classical imperialism are thus

(Boston: Little and  Brow n, 1977) and  David  H eld  et al., Global Transformations:
Politics, Economics and Culture (Cam bridge: Polity Press, 1999).

23. Qu oted  in  Em ily Eakin , ‘What is the N ext Big Id ea? Bu zz is Grow ing for
“Em p ire”’, N ew York Times, 7 Ju ly  2001 [h ttp ://w w w.p astforw ard .org /h ard t/
nytim es.1.rtf] (2 May 2002). In  IR, Empire is u sefu lly com p ared  w ith  the w ork of
Michael Dillon  and  Ju lian  Reid . See, for instance, their ‘Global Liberal Governance:
Biopolitics, Security and  War ’, M illennium: Journal of International Studies 30, no. 1
(2001): 41-66.

24. Com p are, for instance, w ith  Robert Cox, ‘Social Forces, States, and  World
Ord ers: Beyond  In ternational Relations Theory’, M illennium: Journal of International
Studies 10, no. 2 (1981): 126-55 and  N eil Brenner, ‘Beyond  State-Centrism ? Space,
Territoriality, and  Geographical Scale in Globalization Stud ies’, Theory and Society
28, no. 1 (1999): 39-78.

25. See R.B.J. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory
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inseparable: together they divided up the world and its population, in
Europe and elsewhere. Imperialism was also ‘a system designed to serve
the needs and further the interests of capital in its phase of global
conquest’.26 But from its inception, capital has tended toward world power
in the form of the world market. The realisation of that power requires the
remaking of modern sovereignty, which is a sovereignty of borders and
limits. ‘Imperialism is a machine of global striation, channelling, coding,
and territorialising the flows of capital, blocking certain flows and
facilitating others. The world market, in contrast, requires a smooth space
of uncoded and deterritorialised flows’.27 It follows, on Hardt and Negri’s
account, that once the world market is achieved and there is no more
outside, imperialism by definition is over. What remains is a new post-
imperial and post-colonial world order.

Even though imperialism and modern sovereignty are in decline,
capital still needs the state. From a Marxian perspective, the ‘state-capital
dialectic’ is only conflictual from the point of view of the individual
capitalist: ‘[w]ithout the state, social capital has no means to project and
realise its collective interests’.28 The sovereign state and its powers may be
undermined but state functions remain necessary and are ‘effectively
displaced to other levels and domains’, local and transnational.29 The
‘twilight of modern sovereignty’ is also the dawn of Empire, a new
‘decentered and deterritorializing apparatus of rule that progressively
incorporates the entire global realm within its open, expanding frontiers’.30

The model for understanding this new postmodern form of global
capitalist sovereignty is the world market.31 In contrast to imperialism,
the new sovereignty is imperial but not imperialist, for the simple reason
that ‘its space is always open’ rather than bounded: ‘modern sovereignty
resides precisely on the limit. In the imperial conception, by contrast, power
finds the logics of its order always renewed and always re-created in
expansion’.32 As modern sovereignty declines, the world is in fact becoming
‘a smooth space’ across which people, ideas and things move freely, albeit

(Cam brid ge: Cam brid ge University Press, 1993).
26. H ard t and  N egri, Empire, 224-25. Capital ‘constan tly operates th rough the

reconfigu ration  of the boundaries of the insid e and  the ou tsid e. Indeed , cap ital
d oes not fu nction  w ithin the confines of a fixed  territory and  p opulation, bu t alw ays
overflow s its bord ers and  internalizes new  sp aces’; in ibid ., 221-22.

27. Ibid ., 332-33.
28. Ibid ., 307.
29. Ibid ., 307-08. See also Bob Jessop , ‘Post-Ford ism  and  the State’, in  Post-Fordism:

A Reader, ed . Ash  Am in (Oxford : Blackwell Pu blishers, 1994), 251-79.
30. H ard t and  N egri, Empire, xi-xii, 333, em phasis in original.
31. Ibid ., 333.
32. Ibid ., 166-67.
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one cross-cut with new and old ‘lines of segmentation’, including class,
that do not follow the boundaries of modern nation-states.33

Most analyses of globalisation focus on the role of capital or the state
in driving these changes.34 In contrast, Hardt and Negri stress the role of
labour struggles, both in the emergence of globalisation as a capitalist
strategy and in capitalist development more generally.35 Capital ‘is not a
thing but a social relationship, an antagonistic relationship, one side of
which is animated by the productive life of the multitude’, Hardt and
Negri’s term for what used to be called the proletariat.36 Successive stages
in the evolution of capital and sovereignty are driven by this antagonism,
with labour always the active subject. Significantly, the multitude is not
located only in Europe but also outside.37 Hardt and Negri highlight the
inter-related character of struggles across the globe and their role in driving
capital forward, forcing it to respond to the multitude’s essential creativity
and plurality. Thus, the emergence of

Empire and its global networks is a response to the various struggles
against the modern machines of power, and specifically to class
struggle driven by the multitude’s desire for liberation. The
multitude called Empire into being.38

Indeed, Empire’s genealogy of the international functions as a grand
narrative in which history is nothing but a series of struggles between the
communism of the multitude and capitalist forces of reaction, the latter
initially vested in modern sovereignty and the state and now located in
Empire.

We stand here at some distance from a Westphalian view of the world
and the disciplinary debates of IR. ‘In the 1990s’, observes Patomäki, ‘after
the short visit of Marxism in the mainstream of IR, there has been, perhaps
more than ever, a tendency to reduce all problems of IR to an almost eternal
dispute between political realism and liberalism’.39 In marked contrast to
such disciplinary analyses, Hardt and Negri offer us a glimpse—albeit
one that is sometimes partial, distorted or simply false—of what world

33. Ibid ., 332-36, 198; see also 466-67 n.4.
34. See, respectively, Robert Brenner, ‘The Econom ics of Global Turbulence’, New

Left Review , no. 229 (1998): 1-265 and  Rand all Germ ain, The International Organization
of Credit: States and Global Finance in the World Economy  (Cam brid ge: Cam brid ge
University Press, 1997).

35. This is the au tonom ist influ ence in  Empire. See, for instance, Alex Callin icos,
‘Ton i N eg r i in  Per sp ect iv e’, In tern at ion al S ocialism  Jou rn al  92, (2001)
[w w w.isj1text.ble.org.uk/pubs/isj92] (2 May 2002).

36. H ard t and  N egri, Empire, 30.
37. Ibid ., 76-77.
38. Ibid ., 43.
39. H eikki Patom äki, A fter In ternat ional Relations: Critical Realism and the

(Re)Construction of World Politics (Lond on: Rou tled ge, 2002), 70. Most constructivist
work can be located  in  one or the other of these cam ps.
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politics looks like from a strikingly different angle of vision, one that takes
both imperialism and Marxism after postmodernism seriously.40 As a result,
they also help us see how attending to the imperial transforms our
understanding of world politics. Nowhere is this more evident than
Empire’s treatment of the multitude’s struggles and their role in the historical
development of sovereignty.

Putting the multitude at the centre of analysis is a major step forward
in elaborating a ‘thicker’ conception of the international directly attentive
to imperial relations. Focusing on labour grounds Empire’s analysis of the
international in social forces and relations.41 A growing number of scholars
have pointed to the everyday relations of power that underpin and enable
the international system as conventionally understood, locating the
international in the biopolitical.42 ‘International politics’, as E.H. Carr so
famously observed, ‘are always power politics’.43 But as Cynthia Enloe
notes, ‘it takes much more power to construct and perpetuate international
. . . relations than we have been led to believe’.44 ‘Ordinary people’ have to
be incorporated into the global social order so that their labour can sustain
it.

Although seldom central to IR analyses, scholars in the inter-
disciplinary ‘trading zone’ of IPE regularly remind us of these relations.
Aihwa Ong’s analysis of the cultural politics of Chinese transnationalism
shows how conceptions of national and ethnic identity are reworked and
deployed, often in hybrid ways, in the service of capitalist
entrepreneurialism and investment.45 Similarly, Jacqui True’s discussion
of post-socialist transformations in the Czech republic demonstrates the
centrality of gender relations to capital’s entry into new territories and
construction of new markets.46 In these and other ways, the social relations
of capital remake subjectivities. Beginning with the multitude, with people
in the irreducible diversity of their daily lives, opens up space for a richer

40. See, for  instance, An ton io Calla r i an d  David  Ru ccio, ed s., Postmodern
M aterialism and the Future of M arxist Theory , (H anover, N H : University Press of
N ew  England , 1996) and  Fred ric Jameson  and  Masao Miyoshi, ed s., The Cultures of
Globalization, (Du rham , NC: Du ke University Press, 1998).

41. For instance, com pare th is w ith  Robert Cox, ‘Social Forces, States, and  World
Ord ers’.

42. H ard t and  N egri, Empire, 22-42.
43. E. H . Carr, The Twenty Years Crisis, 1919-1939, 2d  ed ., (N ew  York: H arper and

Row, 1964), 145.
44. Cyn th ia  En loe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: A  Feminist  In troduct ion  to

International Relations (Berkeley, CA: University of Californ ia Press, 1989), 197.
45. Ahiwa Ong, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality  (Durham ,

N C: Duke University Press, 1999). Com p are w ith H ard t and  N egri, Empire, 190-
95.

46. Jacqu i True, ‘Exp and ing Markets and  Marketing Gend er: The Integration of
the Post-Socialist Czech Republic’, Review of International Political Economy  6, no. 3
(1999): 360-89. Gender is alm ost en tirely absent in  Empire, although see H ard t and
N egri, Empire, 171.
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account of the international, one grounded in the everyday production of
subjectivity and the intimate connections between and among the concrete
struggles of peoples the world over.47

An example helps draw out further some of the implications of a
focus on the multitude for understanding world politics. We have already
mentioned the role of Vietnamese peasants in producing the contemporary
US. On 4 May 1970 Ohio National Guardsmen on the campus of Kent
State University (KSU) opened fire on students protesting the US invasion
of Cambodia. Thirteen students were shot, four of them fatally. That the
students were white made the event all the more shocking to public
opinion.48 ‘Kent State’ and ‘May 4th’ rapidly took on iconic status, as
representative of an era wracked by imperial war in Southeast Asia and
civil unrest in the US and elsewhere.49

In the three decades since 1970, efforts to commemorate and
memorialise the shootings at KSU has generated continuing controversy.50

As Scott Bills argues, ‘the link between culture, narrative and empire is
the key to examining post-1970 events at Kent State’.51 By their very nature,
imperial adventures abroad and their consequences at home produce
popular memories that contradict public  or official histories. In
representations of ‘May 4th’ dominant narratives and public myths of
America confront both an event and memories of it that challenge and
unsettle them. Similar struggles over memory and the nation are evident
in the controversy surrounding the Smithsonian Institute’s attempt to
provide a historically accurate account of the US use of nuclear weapons
at the end of the Second World War as well as in debates over the
responsibility of past US policies for the strikes on the World Trade Center
and the Pentagon on 11 September.52 In these and other ways, connections
between widely dispersed populations are made manifest and translated

47. See, for  instance, Ju tta Weld es et a l., ed s., Cultures of Insecurity: States,
Communities and the Product ion  of D anger (M in n eap olis, M N : Un iversity  of
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into continuing struggles over history, memory and identity. The
significance of such struggles for world politics is evident, for example, in
the past and present impact of the American experience in Vietnam on US
foreign policy. Seeing the multitude as central to what world politics is
and how it changes over time directs our attention to a range of actors,
locations and ‘thick’ relations all but invisible in contemporary IR.

A second theme from Empire that illuminates our larger argument
about the significance of the imperial concerns the genealogy of sovereignty.
Hardt and Negri offer a peripheral or subaltern re-reading of sovereignty.
‘Modern sovereignty’, they observe, may have ‘emanated from Europe’,
but ‘it was born and developed in large part through Europe’s relationship
with its outside, and particularly through its colonial project and the
resistance of the colonized . . .’. It follows that ‘rule within Europe and
European rule over the world’ are ‘two coextensive and complementary
faces of one development’.53

Critical scholarship in IR largely overlooks this integral relation. R.B.J.
Walker’s Inside/Outside, for example, has no index references to colony,
empire or imperialism. Jens Bartelson’s genealogy of sovereignty refers to
empires and imperialism only in passing.54 David Held’s writings on
sovereignty also ignore or marginalise Europe’s relations with its colonies.55

Even Hedley Bull and Adam Watson’s The Expansion of International
Society—explicitly addressed to the spread of sovereign recognition to
formerly colonised territories—takes for granted that sovereignty emerges
in Europe alone and then diffuses throughout the world.56

In contrast to such views, Hardt and Negri force us to see that
sovereignty, as a concept and an institution, developed in the encounter
between Europe and the non-European world. The genealogy of
sovereignty cannot be restricted to Europe itself but must include the
imperial relations between Europe and its colonies: ‘The colony stands in
a dialectical opposition to European modernity, as its necessary double
and irrepressible antagonist’.57 Inherent in sovereignty are racialised
assumptions of European superiority and fitness for self-rule. Race, hitherto
a marginal concern within the discipline, becomes central.58 As Gilroy

Pam p h leteer ’s Press, 1998) an d  Ch alm ers Joh n son , Blowback: The Costs and
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argues in the case of modernity and slavery, Western political ideas and
institutions cannot be separated out from their implication in the history
of imperialism and its racialised terror and genocide.59 In these and other
ways, understanding the West requires attention to its implication in world
politics as a whole and to the ‘thick’ conception of the international outlined
above.

While Hardt and Negri’s re-reading of sovereignty is helpful in this
regard, it must be supplemented with a more historically informed account
of the relations between rule ‘at home’ and ‘abroad’. Hardt and Negri take
for granted that modern sovereignty in the form of imperialism functioned
outside Europe in much the same way as it did inside, as a machinery of
borders and limits. But sovereignty in the colonies was never what it was
in the metropole. In purely juridical terms, at the height of the era of formal
empire, one could speak of Belgian sovereignty over the Congo or British
sovereignty over its Indian Empire. But often there was a considerable
gap between the sharp lines and coloured spaces of imperial maps and
the realities of colonial administration and rule.60 Large tracts were never
adequately pacified, as on the Northwest Frontier of British India, while
other areas were never brought under effective administration, as in much
of Africa. Even at their height, European and other empires did not display
the centralisation of authority taken for granted in discussions of the
sovereign state. Relations between the formal apparatus of the ‘home’ state
within an empire and the populations it ruled ‘abroad’ were multiple,
diverse, and changing. Forms of rule were often overlapping and myriad
arrangements were struck with local elites. Understanding world politics
in terms of sovereignty—whether Westphalian or that of Hardt and Negri’s
Empire—too easily obscures real relations of rule.

Even after 1945, in the high noon of modern sovereignty, patterns of
rule and power were often only contingently aligned with sovereign
borders. In the wake of decolonisation, many new states were subject to
high degrees of intervention by former imperial patrons and the
superpowers, sometimes exceeding that experienced in formal empire
when many areas were ruled more or less ‘indirectly’. In the core too, the
Cold War system led to high levels of superpower penetration of former
great powers and other states as in Germany, Japan and Eastern Europe.
Similar relations of international rule persist today in the policies and
practices of the international financial institutions,61 the Western
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administered territories of Bosnia and Kosovo, and the Anglo-American
sanctions regime in Iraq. Modern sovereignty, even after decolonisation,
was not a universal but at best only a regional practice of government and
rule. This fact highlights the distorted and mystifying character of accounts
of world politics that start with Westphalian sovereignty and its global
diffusion. Attention to the everyday mechanics of rule also highlights
difficulties with Hardt and Negri’s account of Empire. Their claims for a
sharp division between modern and postmodern forms of sovereignty
founder in the face of the imperial continuities of international relations,
past and present.

These reflections lead us to our third and final theme, the putative
disappearance of imperialism. Hardt and Negri assert that imperialism is
over for two reasons. First, the world market has been realised, at least
tendentially. It is on this basis, as modern sovereignty collapses in the face
of globalisation, that the world can now be characterised as a ‘smooth
space’. But Hardt and Negri’s basic empirical claims about the decline of
borders, as Petras and others have pointed out, are indefensible.62 Processes
of liberalisation also have another side, namely, a massive effort to make it
harder for undesirable flows—be they illegal economic migrants, asylum
seekers, illegal drugs, crime, or contraband—to cross borders. As the
European Union disassembles internal boundaries, for example, it
simultaneously reinforces its external border.

The second reason imperialism is said no longer to exist stems from
the unique character of the US. While many would agree with Edward
Said’s assertion that the US is replicating ‘the tactics of the great empires’,
Hardt and Negri claim we are witnessing not a reinvigorated US
imperialism but the birth of a post-imperial international system.63 They
acknowledge US global hegemony over the use of force as well as its central
role in controlling the international financial system.64 However, they argue
that US policies are imperial not imperialist, in the sense that they are
only ambiguously motivated by US national interests and do not seek to
foster a world of closed spaces under US sovereignty.65 Indeed, US
sovereignty was always postmodern according to Hardt and Negri and
the US constitution provides the model for the network power that
animates Empire.66 The validity of Empire’s argument for a sharp break
between modern state sovereignty and postmodern global sovereignty

62. See Jam es Petras, ‘Em p ire w ith  Im p er ialism ’ [w w w.rebelion .org/p etras/
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rests in large measure on the plausibility of its analysis of the US in the
world.

In this context, their claim that the Tet offensive of January 1968
marked the ‘irreversible military defeat of the US imperialist adventures’,
takes on considerable importance. 67 In fact, Tet resulted in a military
stalemate.68 While it certainly was a political defeat for the Johnson
Administration and its policy in Indochina, it was hardly irreversible in
terms of the wider aims of US Cold War policy in the Third World. The US
experience in Vietnam re-invigorated its efforts to find less costly and more
effective ways to ‘defeat communism’, principally through the advising
and supporting of Third World military and police forces, foreshadowed
in the policy of ‘Vietnamization’ and codified in the Nixon Doctrine. Even
in the depths of its Vietnam malaise, the US was able to sponsor covert
operations in Chile, Angola, and elsewhere. Later, the so-called ‘lessons of
Vietnam’ were crucial to the ‘Second Cold War’ launched in the latter half
of the Carter Administration and pursued by President Reagan. The 1980s
witnessed a renewal of US interventionism, including a war on Central
America and US support for ‘freedom fighters’ in Afghanistan and
elsewhere. The late 1980s saw the development of more effective forms of
‘political’ intervention, characterised by William Robinson as ‘promoting
polyarchy’, which involved a careful combination of political, economic,
military and covert intervention to produce ‘stability’ in Third World
countries and open them up to US investment.69

In all of this, it is hard to see how 1968 marks the ‘irreversible’ defeat
of US imperialism. Not only is the inadequate nature of Hardt and Negri’s
historical analysis much in evidence here, it also becomes very difficult to
locate the break at which US imperialism transforms into Empire. As we
write, the US is establishing an arc of military bases across central Asia
and developing patron-client relations with the authorities there. Such
strategies of intervention and imperial control point to continuities not
only with past US engagements in the Third World but also with older
histories of imperialism. Now, as then, such engagements are also shaping
the character of US democracy and society.

In our view, globalisation and many of the phenomena Hardt and
Negri describe are better understood by reference to an international state
dominated by the US.70 Immediately after the Second World War and in
the decades since, state power was internationalised through a proliferating
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set of institutions and arrangements, with the US always at its core.71 In
this respect, the categories and theories of classical imperialism, with the
possible exception of Kautsky’s ultra-imperialism, are a poor guide to the
world in which we live.72 International state power is not reducible to the
US alone. But in one domain after another, the concentration of US state
power and its international reach is, if anything, greater now than in 1945.
Hardt and Negri acknowledge that the main levers of world power remain
in the hands of US state agencies. Where then are we to locate the break
between US imperialism and Empire?

These continuities and developments in US and international state
power highlight additional difficulties with Hardt and Negri’s account of
political-military relations. In common with other analyses in the 1990s,
they argue that the era of major inter-state war is over.73 This is due to the
fact that nuclear weapons make

war between state powers . . . increasingly unthinkable. The
development of nuclear technologies and their imperial
concentration have limited the sovereignty of most of the countries
of the world insofar as it has taken away from them the power to
make decisions over war and peace, which is a primary element of
the traditional definition of sovereignty.74

As a result, ‘the imperial bomb has reduced every war to a limited conflict,
a civil war, a dirty war, and so forth.’75 Military operations now take the
form of police actions. These claims are fairly significant for Empire, as a
world in which international war is alive and well is not one that is ‘smooth’
and subject to a single ‘logic of rule’.

Unfortunately, Hardt and Negri’s analysis of international security
and the role of nuclear weapons overlooks significant political-military
‘striations’ in world politics. India and Pakistan directly contradict their
assertions, as does the possibility of the use of weapons of mass destruction
in the Arab-Israeli conflict. The end of the Cold War arguably made nuclear
war more likely, especially given the fact that Soviet weapons, nuclear
materials and technical personnel are far from being concentrated under
imperial control and indeed may even be available for purchase on the
open market. The buyers may well be non-state actors such as al Qaeda
who, on the evidence of 11 September, would be far more willing to use
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weapons of mass destruction than the leadership of a state with a
vulnerable homeland. If India and Pakistan, among other possibilities,
indicate that inter-state and even nuclear war cannot so easily be assigned
to the dustbin of history, al Qaeda and the ‘War on Terror’ are indicative of
new forms of international and globalised war not reducible to the
categories of police action. The possibility of US first use of nuclear weapons
in such conflicts cannot be overlooked either, and may in fact be the most
likely route to nuclear war other than accident. Hardt and Negri’s claims
regarding the ‘smooth’ and global nature of Empire’s sovereignty are at
best premature in the political-military domain.

Conclusion

A world composed of competing and potentially warring powers,
whether states or other entities, is not the kind of world Hardt and Negri
describe under the rubric of Empire. In direct contrast to the idea that the
old imperialism is over, American policy analysts are resurrecting the
language of empire and turning to Rome and Pax Britannica for
inspiration.76 Charles Fairbanks of the Johns Hopkins University has
announced that the US is ‘an empire in formation’ while Max Boot, editorial
features editor of the Wall Street Journal, has called for the military
occupation of Afghanistan and Iraq: ‘Afghanistan and other troubled lands
today cry out for the sort of enlightened foreign administration once
provided by self-confident Englishmen in jodphurs and pith helmets’.77

As with Rome and Great Britain, American imperialism has and will
continue to generate resistance. Within the conceptual categories of Hardt
and Negri’s Empire, these most recent developments in the history of
imperial relations in world politics remain invisible.

‘One of the central themes of American historiography’, observes
William Appleman Williams, ‘is that there is no American Empire. Most
historians will admit, if pressed, that the United States once had an empire.
They then promptly insist that it was given away. But they also speak
persistently of America as a World Power’.78 Perhaps the clearest evidence
of the world’s lack of ‘smoothness’ is the widespread resistance to US
power. In contrast, Hardt and Negri valorise the US. In a breath-taking
lapse into American exceptionalism, they assert that US sovereignty is not
like modern sovereignty; the US was postmodern from birth and US
experience is ‘truly new and original’.79 In times past, the US did sometimes
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act in imperialist ways but this was always an aberration, inconsistent
with the defining essence of the US, the US constitution.80 In any case,
with the realisation of the world market, US imperialism (indeed, all
imperialism) is over. Marxism, postmodernism, and Italy notwithstanding,
Empire is a deeply American book.81

It has also been said that IR is a profoundly American social science.82

In important respects, Empire and IR represent world politics in distinctively
American kinds of ways. From its inception, the US was figured as a ‘city
on a hill’, one defined against European power politics and imperialism.83

This opposition between the new world and the old was reinforced after
the Second World War as the US literally remade Europe. What kind of
work does such an opposition do in these very different settings, in
disciplinary IR and in a text hailed as ‘a rewriting of The Communist
Manifesto for our time’?84 In IR, the opposition between the US state and
European empire is inscribed in post-war IR scholarship and reinforced
by the development of area studies as a particular way of conceptualising
the peripheral domains, a way tied more or less directly to US state interests
and one which facilitated US imperial power. In Empire, the US is curiously
abstracted from the blood-bespattered politics of the old world and returns
only to remake the world as a whole in its own image, as Empire. In both
cases, the trope of ‘America’ serves to obscure the imperial realities of world
politics, past and present. We have sought to retrieve some of these realities
for understanding world politics.
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