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Anticipating the publication later this year of the English edition of History and
Obstinacy, this issue of October presents three texts related to this epochal book by
Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge: the volume’s third chapter and philosophical
nucleus, “Elements of a Political Economy of Labor Power”; an interview with Negt
and Kluge, made shortly after the appearance of the original edition, which provides
a concise introduction to the book’s ambitious plan for writing an anthropology of
capital; and a more recent interview in which Negt reflects on the historical and theo-
retical concerns that first motivated this collaborative enterprise.

Since it first appeared in 1981, History and Obstinacy has been increasingly
recognized as the most ambitious formulation of Negt and Kluge’s philosophical
project, developed over three decades of close collaboration. It has been justifiably
heralded as the missing half of Capital, a project that was outlined in the Grundrisse
but that remained unfinished by Marx at the time of his death.1 If Capital
attempted a foundational analysis of the forces of production in diverse objective
formats ranging from factory machinery to communication technologies, but left
the organic dimension of capitalism largely unexamined, History and Obstinacy
turns its attention to the other, human side of political economy: the living forces
of production, the anthropology of labor power, the soft tissue of capitalism. It
takes seriously Raymond Williams’s insight that “the most important thing a
worker ever produces is himself.”2 What happens, Negt and Kluge ask, when we
apply the theoretical tools of Marx’s analysis not to dead labor but to its living and
breathing counterpart, to the human subject? The answer in History and Obstinacy
is a breathtaking archaeology of the attributes of Western man as they have devel-
oped over the last two thousand years. Like their previous book, Public Sphere and
Experience (1972), History and Obstinacy was designed to “open the analytic concepts
of political economy downward, toward the real experience of human beings,”3

although this time Negt and Kluge have extended the analysis of human capital all

1.         Fredric Jameson, “On Negt and Kluge,” October 46 (Autumn 1988), pp. 151–77.
2.         Raymond Williams, “Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory,” in Problems in
Materialism and Culture (London: Verso, 1980), p. 35.
3.         Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience: Toward an Analysis of the Bourgeois
and Proletarian Public Sphere, trans. Peter Labanyi, Jamie Daniel, and Assenka Oksiloff (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota, 1993), p. xlviii.
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the way down to the lowest strata of unconscious thought and cellular life, pene-
trating into the deep accumulations of genetic memory and the slow pulse of
evolutionary time.

Unlike fixed capital, whose historical development follows a swift tempo
that is mechanical and predictable, human capital for Negt and Kluge is an
unstable assemblage of disparate and often ill-fitting components, some flexible
and some obstinate, some acquired (for example, education and socialization)
and some endogenous (for example, genetics and anatomy). Together, all of
these elements form a delicate, dynamic, and highly reactive subjective econ-
omy. While machine capital does not observe any inherent limits or
proportions––it accumulates exponentially in the manner of a logical algo-
rithm—living labor, by contrast, always follows principles of measure. It possesses
a sense of balance that capital lacks. And this is one of the things that make
History and Obstinacy’s proposed analysis of the political economy of human capi-
tal such a Gordian task, for unlike the simple linear development of fixed
capital, living labor power inhabits multiple dimensions simultaneously (sensory,
intellectual, psychic, physiological), many of which are incompatible with one
another, but all of which are together subordinated to a basic law of self-regula-
tion.4 Within the metastable system of the organic subject, each force always
summons an equivalent counterforce that Negt and Kluge call “balance labor.”
The laborer meets every abstract operation with a corresponding feat of concre-
tion, every process of violent expropriation with an act of intransigent
willfulness. In this way, homo compensator, as Kluge sometimes calls this creature,
establishes the equilibrium that is necessary for its survival in the world.

In order to understand this complex subjective ecology, Negt and Kluge
extend the parameters of labor far beyond the limited forms of valorized work nor-
mally recognized by classical economics. For them, political economy must address
not only the mechanisms of production and their quantifiable output in terms of
manufactured commodities; this analysis must also take on the qualitative counter-
strategies that the working organism develops in its need for self-regulation and
stability. Negt and Kluge provide a concise Denkbild, or thought-image, for this com-
pensatory reflex: a female welder who pauses intermittently at work to sweep her
arms back “in a winglike fashion,” “as if she were flying” (p. 22). Here the factory sys-
tem of mechanized labor provokes a corresponding act of balance labor in the
working subject, a Deleuzian becoming-bird that counteracts the becoming-machine
of the Taylorized workplace. Accessing a remote ornithic evolutionary memory
located deep within her body to relieve the tension accumulating in her muscles,
Welder responds to capture with flight. In this respect, notes Kluge, “the balance
economy is in fact a real economy, albeit with its own specific conditions” (p. 45).4
In order to provide a properly dialectical account of the labor process, Kluge and

4.         “The methodological difficulty of developing a political economy of the labor force is as follows:
Since capital reduces the labor force to an abstract expenditure, we are dealing with an object of knowl-



Negt thus attend to the multifarious compensatory activities that, despite their his-
torical nonidentity and apparent incommensurability, are all nonetheless
contextually necessary to maintain the logic of capital and perpetuate the relations
of production: not just the physical labor of the assembly-line worker, then, but also,
for example, the cognitive labor of the intelligentsia, the affective labor of the circus
performer, or the reproductive labor of the parent.

In this regard, History and Obstinacy is very much a document of the 1970s,
the decade when capitalism began to evolve out of its “heroic” phase of violent
imperialist expansionism and concentrate its energies instead on exploiting the
inner resources of the living subject. (Although, as Negt notes in the second inter-
view, these techniques of remainderless incorporation had in fact been perfected
once before in German history, namely in the Third Reich.) In response to this
biopolitical mutation––a strategy that Brecht long before had cannily dubbed
“imploitation”5––the ’70s left relocated the front line of the struggle to everyday
life, establishing so-called “alternative milieux” designed to undermine the newer,
more capillary and diffuse mechanisms of capitalist control. The resulting identity-
and lifestyle-based interest groups gave new life to leftist politics, although this
diversity, which pluralized the revolutionary subject, of course also came at the
cost of expedient political unity: a Marxist analytic that was once totalizing and
focused now refracted into diffuse Suchbewegungen, prismatic movements in search
of modes of political participation and cultural representation within the decade’s
generalized “panorama of disorientation.”6

In an effort to establish a unified platform for political coalition from within
the personal experience of multiplicity and diversity, Negt and Kluge turned their
attention in History and Obstinacy to the subjacent qualities and traits of subjectivity
(Eigenschaften), those elementary particles out of which the more complex mole-
cules of psychological identity and character are assembled. For Negt and Kluge,
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edge that is more or less uniform; there is only one political economy of capital, only one law of
motion observed by the capitalist mode of production. But the political economy of the labor force
behaves in an entirely different way: This is not a matter of simply describing capacities or of objective
laws of motion that have been split off from the subject, but instead involves two aspects, namely the
subjective and the objective at the same time; for this reason, every subject-object relationship that is
caused by the exteriorization and separation [Äußerung und Entäußerung] of a social labor force entails
its own specific law of motion. Just as there is one political economy for the body, there is also one for
intelligence, one for the psychic apparatus, and one for the senses.” Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge,
“Maßverhältnisse des Politischen,” in Der unterschätzte Mensch, vol. 1 (Frankfurt am Main:
Zweitausendeins, 2001), p. 772. Translation by author, as are all translations here, unless otherwise
noted.
5.         About the consumers of capitalism’s industrial culture, Bertolt Brecht writes: “Since the object
of exploitation is put inside them, they are, so to speak, victims of ‘imploitation’ [Einbeutung].” Brecht,
“Der Dreigroschenprozeß. Ein soziologisches Experiment,” in Werke: Grosse kommentierte Berliner und
Frankfurter Ausgabe, ed. Werner Hecht, vol. 21 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1988), p. 476; Brecht,
“The Threepenny Lawsuit,” in Brecht on Film and Radio, ed. and trans. Marc Silberman (London:
Methuen, 2000), p. 170.
6.         Michael Rutschky, Erfahrungshunger: Ein Essay über die siebziger Jahre (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer,
1982).
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political analysis today requires redefining, above all, the scale of the human.
Indeed, one of the most striking features of their method is the unusual granular-
ity of its analysis, which, eschewing the mesocosmic dimension traditionally
associated with the humanist individual, explores the linkages between “cellular
forms” of hegemony and the social totality almost entirely without recourse to the
mediating authorities of consciousness and subjectivity.7 For despite its compelling
simulation of historical dynamism, the territory between micropolitics and total-
ity—the space of the subject, of ideology, and of politics in its current
spectacularized form––is in fact a dead zone in which nothing is taking place. As
Negt notes, “Real movement occurs in the whole and in the microstructure; the
microstructures and the whole are mutually dependent. Official politics is a syn-
thetic midway level, where there is least movement, most of it is only a semblance
of movement” (p. 74). If history is unfolding, then, it is not here with “us,” at the
midway level, but in the spaces below and above it, which are determined by the
qualifications, affordances, and even desires of individual Eigenschaften. “Real his-
torical developments do not move on the side of the ‘complete person’ and ‘whole
proletarian,’ but on the side of their individual qualities.”8 These qualities, each of
which constitutes a “splendid natural force in its own right,” are the actual quanta
of human history, while we personages are merely their vehicles.9

Such an analysis renders our traditional agent-centered notions of political
activity extremely problematic, of course, but at the same time it enables new axes
of solidarity and logics of historical development that are not hedged by the fixed
identitarian coordinates of the ego. Since these enduring qualities enjoy a life
independent of the humanist subject, they transect and join personal biographies
according to their own patterns and historical periodicities. They are not the prop-
erty of any individual “self,” but inhabit the temporality of those deep historical
cycles that Fernand Braudel, in his theorization of the longue durée, designated as
the time of the “conjuncture.”10 The real historical agents are not the Napoleons,
the Goethes, or any of the other celebrated figures whose names we associate with
revolution and innovation. But nor do Negt and Kluge bestow this distinction on
any particular social estate or class identity, as is the case in the customary Marxist
hermeneutic. As Negt points out in the first interview, he and Kluge use the word
“proletarian” not as a “concept for a substance” but as a placeholder for the sum
of the repressed characteristics and qualities of man, a entity that Marx called the
“collective worker” (der Gesamtarbeiter). For there is no proletarian subject, prop-
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7.         Even the highly segmented and discontinuous style of the book itself, which oscillates between
the extreme abstraction of the main philosophical text and the extreme concretion of the anecdotes
and illustrations, seems designed to bypass these mediations. As Christian Schulte suggests, it as if “the
materials themselves are talking to each other” (p. 76).
8.         Negt and Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience, p. 296.
9.         Jameson, “On Negt and Kluge,” p. 159.
10.       Fernand Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences: The Longue Durée,” in On History, trans.
Sarah Matthews (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1980).



erly speaking. At least not yet. These liquid forces still lack a psychological “vessel”
(Gefäß) in which to gather and accumulate, Kluge observes:

I don’t know of a single example of socialist behavior that was sustained
for a long period of time. Evidently no vessel has been found for it yet.
If the bourgeois subject is not a new characteristic [eine neue
Eigenschaft], but the sum of all preceding characteristics placed in a new
vessel, then the worker that is expressed in acts of mutually coordinated
labor––the spontaneous worker––is himself a character utterly distinct
from the bourgeois. The worker lacks the aspect of accumulation: He is
more powerfully at home in the moment and in the felicitous venture,
which is to say, he is a character type that is thoroughly and powerfully
rooted in the economy of pleasure [Lusthaushalt]. This is what is new
about him.11

Here Kluge touches upon a persistent asymmetry that has dogged Marxist theory:
Whereas the capitalist, a position defined by the economic mode of production,
has a political and psychological counterpart in the bourgeois subject, the working
class, also an economic category, has until now had no such equivalent representa-
tive in the realm of political ideology.12 Underwritten by a wealth of cultural tech-
nologies ranging from the bildungsroman to single-point perspective, the bour-
geois self learned several centuries back to stand at the center of its universe and
say “I,” or ego. But the vital question, posed by Negt and Kluge at the beginning of
“Elements of a Political Economy of Labor Power,” is whether capital is itself simi-
larly capable of doing so. In other words: can the proletariat become a stable and
self-identical subject?

According to Negt and Kluge, the answer to this question would have to be
as much evolutionary as revolutionary. With good reason, they seldom romanti-
cize political convulsions as punctual breaks with the past: years such as 1789 or
1917 may possess great symbolic power, but there is little to be learned from sin-
gling these dates out paradigmatically. For no revolution can be consummated
in one calendar year. Politics is instead “a slow and powerful drilling through
hard boards,” to recall a phrase of Max Weber’s that has returned in Kluge’s
recent work.13 On this point, Kluge invokes the work of two Proletkul’t theorists,
Aleksandr Bogdanov and Aron Zalkind, who estimated that socializing the objec-
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11.       Kluge, in Rainer Stollmann, Die Entstehung des Schönheitssinns aus dem Eis: Gespräche u ̈ber
Geschichten mit Alexander Kluge (Berlin: Kadmos, 2005), p. 93.
12.       Symptomatically: “As a singular substantive which implies the representation of a personality
responsible for a historical mission,” the word proletariat “almost never appears in Capital.” Étienne
Balibar, “The Notion of Class Politics in Marx,” trans. Dominique Parent-Ruccio and Frank R.
Annunziato, Rethinking Marxism vol. 1, no. 2 (Summer 1988), pp. 19 and 18.
13.       This line is from Weber’s 1919 lecture “Politics as a Vocation,” in The Vocation Lectures, trans.
Rodney Livingstone (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2004), p. 93. With reference to Weber, Kluge titled a
recent collection of stories about politics, Das Bohren harter Bretter (Drilling Through Hard Boards).



tified forces of production (that is, machinery and technology) would require a
mere seven years, whereas socializing a new human subject––forging a stable psy-
chological vessel for the marginalized proletarian traits––would take at least ten
times as long. Regime change and technical revolutions are relatively swift
affairs, but social revolutions have an exceptional Zeitbedarf, Kluge writes: they
“need time.”14 Redesigning the affections and pleasures of a population, their
intractable habits and everyday comportment, demands an intervention that is
nothing less than evolutionary in scope. And without the psychosocial reconfigu-
ration of the subject and her essential powers, no political revolution can suc-
ceed in the long run.
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14.       See the stories collected in the section “Der Zeitbedarf von Revolutionen,” in Alexander Kluge,
Tür an Tu ̈r mit einem anderen Leben: 350 neue Geschichten (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2006), pp. 341–
408. 


