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HISTORY AND ONTOLOGY

A READING OF NIETZSCHE’S SECOND
“UNTIMELY MEDITATION”

I

In a journal entry of the 1880s, we find
among Nietzsche’s various drafts and
manuscripts this short note: “Being—we
have no idea of it apart from the idea of
‘living'—how can anything dead ‘be’?”!
For the mature Nietzsche, “being” was
always to be understood in terms of
“becoming,” of “willing,” of dionysian
“valuing” and ‘‘creating.” It was ever
thought of in metaphorical terms as
something dynamic, vital, and active as
opposed to something rigid, fixed, or
concretized. In abandoning the notion of
“being” as a “substance” or “concept,”
Nietzsche was attempting to overturn or
trans-value the whole Western tradition
with its understanding of “being” as a
metaphysical category, As Nietzsche saw
it, being was “an empty fiction™ which had
tyrannized over a world of fluid forces,
relegating to bloodless categories the eter-
nally playful ebb and flow of all energy
and innocence.? To counteract such
weighty metaphysics, Nietzsche offered
new values by which to interpret the world
of becoming: the overman, the will to
power, and the eternal recurrence of the
same. These new values offered a critique
of traditional Western ontology (with its
preference for abstraction, reflection, and
scientific forms of thinking) as well as
providing the basis for a new dionysian
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understanding of being as activity, motion,
and creation. With the thought of eternal
recurrence, being is no longer understood
according to the same temporal categorics
as, for example, in Plato, Augustine, or
Kant. The world of temporal phenomena is
not judged or de-valued according to the
standards of an eternal, non-changing truth,
For in the world of Nietzsche, 6,000 feet
above man and time, temporality is not
viewed as the antipode to eternity. Rather,
Zarathustra’s grea: secret is to finally view
eternity not from the perspective of “dura-
tion,” or to see it merely as a concept or
ideal, but to experience it within the
horizon of the moment (what Nietzsche in
“Vom Gesicht und Ridtsel™ calls “der
Augenbh’ck").3 It is this new ontological
vision which animates all of Nietzsche’s
late work and provides the basis for his
overall critique of Western philosophy,
science, and religion,

And yet Nietzsche’s whole critique of
Western ontology did not really begin in
the 1880s with the teachings of Zara-
thustra. It appears in different ways in his
early writings before the period of the will
to power and the eternal recurrence. In this
essay I would like to focus on Nictzsche's
early attempts to re-think the problem of
“being™ within the historical horizon of
“time.” By analyzing Nietzsche's second
Untimely Meditation, | hope to show that
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Nietzsche’s piece was conceived not solely
as a critique of historical knowledge or
even as a polemic against specific
historical values.* Rather, the essay
represents a fundamental re-thinking of the
problems of knowledge and values in
terms of a new understanding of human
historicity. In this way, we can come to see
how Nietzsche'’s critique of nineteenth-
century histoerical epistemology led him to
rephrase the question of truth from a new
ontological perspective: one rooted in time,
and yet somehow, in Nietzsche's own
words, “un-historical.” It was precisely this
“un-historical” or “supra-historical”
element which Nietzsche saw as the great
challenge to a science of historical
knowledge committed to objectivity, a ri-
gorous method of inquiry and the reality of
“facts.” Accordingly, as a critique of this
dominant cultural sensibility, Nietzsche
publishes his essay “On the Uses and Dis-
advantages of History for Life” in 1874.

1I

In the field of history in the yecars
following the Franco-Prussian War of
1870, German scholarship had achieved
great success in its attempt to become “the
new science” in European thought.” The
achievements of the Prussian School (most
notabiy Treitschke, Droysen, and Sybel) as
well as the flourishing of cultural, ec-
clesiastical, and ancient history in the
works of Burckhardt, von Dollinger, and
Mommsen all testified to the dominance of
the German historical method. Ranke was
still training students in his sem’nars at
Berlin and “historical education™ or
Bildung was still something “of which the
age was,” to quote Nietzsche, “justifiably
proud.”® Indeed, historical Bildung was
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considered to be the supreme mark of the
educated temperament, and in academic
circles the historical approach to learning
complemented the scientific as the real
model of any “ordered inquiry” or
Wissenschaft. By the latter part of the cen-
tury, the progressive development of this
model of learning had led to an his-
toricization of German life and thought, so
that history became the basis for any ap-
proach to human life. As the noted
historicist Ernst Troeltsch described it:
“History was no longer seen as merely one
side in a consideration of things or as a
partial satisfaction in the thirst for
knowledge but rather as the basis of the
self-reflection of the species concerning its
nature, origins, and hopes.”” In nineteenth-
century German cullure, history had ceased
to be a specific academic discipline
committed to the social, political, or reli-
gious problems of a past generation. It had
become instead a way to approach and
define reality as such. In its applicability to
classical philology, music, art, linguistics,
legal studies, theology, and philosophy, the
historical approach had been transformed
from a science of sources (“die Quellenkri-
#ik™ to a science of consciousness.® Truth
was now understood historically, and the
preoccupation with beginnings and origins
had captivated the imagination of an epoch
bent on reconstructing the past in all its
naked detail.

For the young Ordinarius at Basel this
hyperirophy of the historical sense, far
from being a noble accomplishment of the
German mind, was at root “harmful and
ultimately fatal to the living thing, whether
this living thing were a man, or a people or
a culture.”® Following the Rankean
injunction to “immerse oneself in the past™
and “to re-create the past as it actually
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happened,” historians had focused their
energy on dust-worn manuscripts, archival
documents, diplomatic correspondence,
and other related minutiae.'? In the
process, they had sacrificed the vital
concerns of their own lives and had
succeeded in becoming curators in the mu-
seum of the past. In their feverish haste to
pursue the antiquarian, they had lost all
ability to act and had become passive
observers in the great pageant of world
history. Nietzsche mockingly christened
them “eunuchs in the harem of history.”"'
To indulge in the study of the past in such a
way represented a form of cultural decline.

Yet despite this critical posture, the
young Nietzsche did not categorically
reject all forms- of historical inquiry as
decadent and life-threatening. It was not
historical knowledge as such which was so
pernicious but its “‘use” or “abuse” con-
sidered in relation to the problem of “life,”
Life did, unquestionably, need the service
of history, argued Nietzsche, but an excess
of historical education could render human
life petrified and inert. It was as a means of
overcoming the life-threatening character
of history that Nietzsche offered his “un-
timely” critique of the German historical
mind.

At the enset of his essay, Nietzsche
proposed three kinds of relationships
between the human species and the past:
the antiguarian, the critical, and the
monumental. The first genre of history was
characterized by its conservation and its
piety: it looked to the past with reverence
and loyalty and saw its true aim as the pre-
servation of a noble tradition. What the an-
tiquarian valued in the past was the
ancestral spirit of “his house, his race and
his city” which reawakened in him the love
for that which no longer was.'? The second

or “critical” mode of history focused on the
present by defining the past only insofar as
it affected the life of the moment: “if he is
to live,” Nietzsche writes, “man must pos-
sess and from time to time employ the
strength to break up and dissolve a part of
the past: he does this by bringing it before
the tribunal, scrupulously examining it and
finally condemning it.”'* Such an attitude
does not do justice to the past “on its own
terms” but rather defines it only according
to the demands of the moment, thus high-
lighting the value of the present. The third
genre of history, the “monumental,” of-
fered to each generation examples of
human greatness and nobility which served
as a kind of model of individual ex-
cellence. Monumental history attempted to
inspire its adherents by showing the possi-
bilities of greatness in the past—thus
teaching that it might once again be pos-
sible in the future. This kind of history
served as a challenge to the present gen-
eration to use the past as a way of
envisioning a more noble future,

Each of these three modes of historical
knowledge—the antiquarian, the critical,
and the monumental—contained within
itself the power to inspire genuine growth
and creative possibility. And yet, for
Nietzsche, the rise of historical
consciousness was not an unambiguously
positive development. The historicization
of life had, in truth, been a great burden to
the European spirit. And in various con-
texts, Nietzsche refers 10 this growth of
historical Biidung as an “illness,” a
“poison,” a “malady,” and a “disease.”!*
Clearly, there has been an excess of histor-
ical knowledge and an orgy of antiquarian
research—that is Nietzsche’s message in
his second Untimely Meditation. As an
anodyne, he offers a critique of historical

”
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knowledge which defines the limits and
boundaries of such knowledge according to
a new “hygiene of life.”!> In so doing he
raises a powerful question abhout
nineteenth-century philosophy and
challenges the Kantian tradition of
epistemic theory, When Nietzsche asks, “is
life to dominate knowledge and science or
is knowledge to dominate life? Which of
these two forces is the higher or more
decisive?” he is posing a fundamental
question for the whole German
philosophical tradition.'® By opposing
“life” vs, “science™ or Leben vs.
Wissenschaft, Nietzsche is getting to the
core of the historicist dilemma, for in de-
fining history (Geschichte) as the science
of past-happenings (Geschehen), histori-
cism has thereby turned the lived-
experiences of a past generation into the
historical Fakta of scientific scrutiny and
research.!” The actual and genuine “being”
of the past has become a mere matter of
epistemological verification and
reconstruction. And it is here—in
reflecting on the ideal of dead knowledge
riven from its vital context—that
Nietzsche'’s critique of scientific-historical
consciousness is at its most powerful.

Life is historical, argues Nietzsche; it
has deep roots in time and tradition. And it
is precisely this historical character which
gives meaning to the present and the
future. But any phenomenon of history
“known clearly and completely and
resclved into a phenomenon of knowledge,
is, for him who has perceived it, dead.”'8
The most healthy and hygienic approach to
history sees it not as a matter of episte-
mological certitude but as a lived-
phenomenon in its own right. At times, this
requires the cultivation of forgetfulness
and the need to be bounded by an un-
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historical horizon (Hon'zmrn‘).'9 For in the
“unhistorical” and the *“supra-historical”
Nictzsche sees the purgative for historical
excess. From this perspective, the nature of
historical “truth” takes on a new meaning,
Unlike the Rankean scientists in the lab-
oratory of the past who seek impartiality,
objectivity, and exactitude, Nietzsche con-
ceives a new form of truth grounded in ex-
perience and limited by the horizon of
human life within the realms of past,
present, and future. “Knowledge
presupposes life,” Nietzsche affirms, and
hence the cutcome of any conflict between
knowledge and life or Wissenschaft and
Leben can never be in doubt: “life is the
higher, the dominating force,” Nietzsche
writes, “for knowledge which annihilated
life would have annihilated itself with it.”2°
Hence any science of history which loses
sight of the actual “lived-ness™ (Lebendig-
keit) of human experience is deadening and
without value. It is in this spirit that
Nietzsche chalienges the pure Rankean his-
toricist, for he demands: “if you are to
venture to interpret the past you can do so
only out of the fullest exertion of the
vigour of the present.”?! Such an attitude
requires the ability to judge, to evaluate, to
interpret, and to act—for nothing less is
acceptable from within the horizon of
one’s lived-experience.

Historical science, or as Nietzsche calls
it, “die Historie,” aims at reconstructing
the past according to a philological method
(“die Quellenkritik’”) which undermines all
processes of judgement and action. By
stressing such empirical qualities as “de-
tachment,” “impartiality,” “objectivity,”
and a transmission of “the facts,” this
mode of investigation commits itself to a
truth achievable only through method—the
method of Niebuhr, Ranke, Droysen, and
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Mommsen, But Nietzsche protested that
method alone did not exhaust the truth-
value of history. The genuine criterion of
historical truth lay not in its character as
historical science or scholarship (“die
Historie™) but in its relation to the values
and interests of the living human person.
With this shift in perspective from a con-
sideration of historical truth as “knowi-
edge” to one of “lived-experience,”
Nietzsche achieves a radical redefinition of
a basic nineteenth-century Fragestellung
of historical consciousness.”? The Neo-
Kantian question—"how is history as
science possible?”—is now rethought and
rephrased as: “what is the value of history
for life?” The whole Kantian emphasis on
epistemology as the key toiruth is chal-
lenged, and the nineteenth-century vision
of science as the highest form of
knowledge is criticized and denied.,

The young Nietzsche herc defines
knowledge in terms of interest and
attempts to show that there is no
disinterested knowledge for the subject, no
pure objectivity. All knowledge is
understood from within a particular
historical “horizon,” or what the later
Nietzsche would call a “perspective.”
“There is no presuppositionless science,”
Nietzsche writes in The Gay Science,
“science too rests on a belief.”” For the
later Nietzsche, the critique of science is
tied to his criticue of morality, religion,
and power, but here, in the Historie-
Schrift, it is largely confined to a treatment
of education, Bildung, and culture.

It would be easy to compartmentalize
this early piece of Nietzsche’s by seeing it
as a prime e¢xample of nineteenth-century
Lebensphilosophie.>® Nietzsche’s critique
of historicism, scientism, and neo-Kantian
epistemology, for example, can certainly

be understood as pari of a vitalist concern
with values, experience, life, health, and
vigor. Clearly these themes are prominent
in much of Nietzsche’s early work, in-
cluding his two essays, “We Philologists”
and “On Truth and Lies in a Non-Moral
Sense.”®® And yet, I would argue, there is
more to Nietzsche's second Untimely
Meditation than can be explained by a
reference to value-philosophy or the new
philosophy of Leben.

Nietzsche’s essay is a meditation on the
meaning of historical truth conceived not
as epistemology or even as axiology but
from the ontological ground of human life.
Historical consciousness has, Nietzsche
maintains, relativized all other “truth”-
claims as being “merely™ historical and has
reduced their originary power to a simple
formulaic search for sources and
beginnings. But the truth of history does
not reside in origins from a hidden past; it
consists in the creative actuality of lived
human experience. What the human being
must do is to interpret the past not “as it
actually happened” but as it actually has a
meaning and value from within the horizon
of the prcsent and against the unfolding of
a future, ©f course, such an interpretation
might be thought of as subjective, relative,
or value-laden, But here Nietzsche dis-
claims all such objections as being episte-
mologically obsolete; that is, without “use”
(or “advantage”) for life. The past is not an
object which stands “there-for-me” to re-
store; indeed, there is no past an sich or “in
itself.” On the contrary, history yields a
complex phenomenon of lived relations
which (to use the language of modern
philosophy) demands “thoughtful
mediation with contemporary life.”*® As
lived-phenomenon rather than as known-
object, the historical past can never be un-
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derstood as “science,” for “history become
pure sovereign scierice would be for
mankind a sort of conclusicn of life and a
settling of accounts with it."?? Historical
study requires then not mere knowledge of
the past but interpretation. Scientific
knowledge implies a truth-model grounded
in objectivity, rationality, and certitude,
and as such, has all the markings of a
Cartesian theory of consciousness. Yet
Nietzsche clearly rejects this model of
epistemological certitude. At the very end
of his Historie-Schrift he alludes to the
Cartesian “cogito” as an “un-living and yet
uncannily active concept—and word-
factory.” He writes: “Perhaps 1 still have
the right to say of myself, cogito, ergo
sum, but not vive, ergo cogito. Empty
‘being’ (Sein) is granted me but not full
and green ‘life’ (Leben); the feeling that
tells me I exist warrants to one only that 1
am a thinking creature, not that I am a
living one, not that I am an animal but at
most a cogital--only give me life then 1
will create a culture for you!”?

For Nietzsche, the Cartesian cogito
serves as a lifeless abstraction, an empty
and reified category useful for scientific
expression but deadly for lived experi-
ence.?” Consciousness is not a “thing” or a
“substance,” as Descartes would have it, he
argues; indeed, the whole idea of a *“‘sub-
ject” which serves as the epistemological
ground of truth appears to Nietzsche as
deceptive and fraudulent. “Truth” is not
something identical with scientific knowl-
edge. Nor is it simply tied to the Cartesian
model of epistemological certitude. “What
then is the truth?” asks the young
Nietzsche in his essay of 1873, “On Truth
and Lies in a Non-Moral Sense’™ in ludic
fashion he defines it as:
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a moral host of metaphors,
metonymies, and anthropo-
morphisms: in short, a sum of
human relations which have been
poetically and rhetorically
intensified, transferred and
embellished, and which, after long
usage, seem to a people to be
fixed, canonical and binding.
Truths are illusions which we have
forgotten are illusions; they are
metaphors which have become
worn out and have been drained of
sensuous force, coins which have
lost their embossing and are now
considered as metal and no longer
as coins.™®

In these early essays, Nietzsche
circumscribes truth within a linguistic
context, for in language the metaphysical
certainties of Cartesian science are
revealed as spectral and illusory. Ever the
philologist, Nietzsche wishes to interpret
things from within their own context; he
offers a kind of hermeneutics of limits, an
awareness that all truth is interpretation
and that all interpretation is bounded by
human interests—be they theological,
political, aesthetic, historical, or scientific.
The Cartesian philosophy of consciousness
calciftes the self and reduces it to a mere
abstract cogito without accounting for the
ever-changing conflicts and interests of
human beings in their historical life-
situations, In so doing, it makes of
scientific and historical knowledge
something certain and secure. But the ul-
timate criterion of historical-scientific truth
is not its certainty, argues Nietzsche, but its
value for life®! Since truth is a form of
linguistic interpretation (what Nietzsche
would call a “perspective”) it is tied to a
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temporal context: the context of historical
life. But life is not an interpretation-free
Faktum. On the contrary, interpretation is
the essence of human iife—for only
through such interpretation does human
life take on value. Life without history is a
Cartesian nightmare; history without life,
an antiquarian science for castrati.
Interpretation for Nietzsche implies that
all knowledge is interest-bound,
perspectivist, limited, and relative. It
means that we can never have any value-
free, trans-historical or trans-cultural perch
from which to view any phenomenon. For
all phenomena are knowable only as inter-
pretation and all interpretation is possible
only within the horizon of human life in
time. Hence interpretation becomes a func-
tion of lived temporality. In this sense,
history can be approached only from
within the horizon of one’s own lived-
historical-experience, It can never be
“known” in a Cartesian manner but only
interpreted in terms of its “use or
disadvantage for life.” As a known and
given “past,” history stands as a burden on
the individual which is heavy and
intransigent; for if one cannot change the
past, says Nietzsche, one becomes its
prisoner in the present. In such a way, the
future becomes an already anticipated
process rather than something open and
incalculable. It is this objectivist vision of
historical time as an organic development
out of the past into the present and future
which Nietzsche bitterly rejects. Scientific
history calcifies time and makes it into an
object of knowledge. What Nietzsche seeks
to do is re-think the whole problem of
historical time not as scientific *duration”
but as lived ternporality. And here he is at
his untimeliest, for in rejecting the
prevalent nineteenth-century theory of

historical knowledge, he is re-defining the
very Fragestellung of historical discourse,
What makes historical science possibie,
says Nietzsche, is not its structure, its
object, its sources, or its method but the
very historicity of human being in time.
What one selects from amidst the endless
possibilities of the past is colored by one’s
own life-needs in the present in the process
of creating a future. This is the essential
meaning of the three modes of historical
interpretation: the antiquarian who is
inspired by the past; the critical historian
whose fundamental aim is to live in the
present; and the monumentalist whose he-
roic attitude is directed toward the future,
These three modes of lived temporality
enable historians to reinterpret the past not
as a universally valid or objective entity
but from within the historicity of their own
life. As lived being and not as dead
knowledge does Nietzsche thus define the
gssential meaning of history.

But there are dangers in rejecting the
Cartesian model of truth as applied to his-
tory. Can one simply dispense with the
notion of objectivity and hope to achieve a
measure of historical truth? Historians such
as Ranke and Droysen had serious
reservations about moving away from the
early modern philosophy of consciousness
represented in the work of Descartes and
Kant. Indeed, Droysen’s Historik (1868) is
an attempt o wed Kantian epistemology to
the problems of historical interpretation.
But Nietzsche was not an historian, Inter-
pretation always involved, for him, a
critique of epistemology, inasmuch as
knowledge was more a product of
linguistic invention than a secure and
certain realm of imperishable truth.
Nietzsche's idea of interpretation
demanded that history be subordinated to
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the service of life, that the facts of the
historical past be revalued according to the
needs of the present, And this led
Nietzsche into perilous waters, for as he
admits in “The Uses and Disadvantages”
essay, the attempt to revalue the past in the
present “is always a dangerous attempt be-
cause it is so hard to know the limit to
denial of the past.”**> But where does one
draw the limits to historical interpretation
such that one’s own values do not devour
the past? PFor if all past happenings
{(Geschehen) are valued and re-valued
according to the demands of the moment,
then does history (Geschichte) not merely
become the mirror for Narcissus’ ardent
gaze? Here Nietzsche arrives at an impasse
in his thinking. And yet it is an impasse
with fruitful consequences, for it forces
Nietzsche to reconsider the very notion of
truth apart from the question of objective
verification and subjective bias.

In offering a critique of nineteenth-
century historical science, with its idolatry
of facts and its cult of objectivity,
Nietzsche focused attention on the
impotence of scholarship in the face of ac-
tion and decision. Historical archivists
merely registered those actions which they
themselves were incapable of reenacting,
As a curative for this historical malady
Nietzsche offered an aesthetic interpre-
tation of history. “History,” he argued,
was!

the antithesis of art: and only if
history can endure to be
transformed into a work of art will
it perhaps be able to preserve
instincts or even evoke them. Such
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a historiography would, however,
be altogether contrary to the
analytical and inartistic tendencies
of our time, which would indeed
declare it false.®?

Historical science was tied to a
philological ideal which stressed the values
of objectivity, accuracy, detail, and
connoisseurship. It determined as “false”
any attempts to deny its epistemological
goals. But from the very first, in his own
interpretations of Greek history and
culture, Nietzsche attempted to overcome
this fascination with technical minutiae and
to engage the Greeks in terms of their
meaning for life in the present. Indeed, The
Birth of Tragedy and his early ¢ssays on
Homer and the Pre-Socratics were all at-
tempts to interpret the Greek world from
within the horizon of a new Wagnerian
aesthetic. Such boldness inevitably led to
severe criticism from professional scholars
like Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, who
shared a notion of scientific truth grounded
in the rigors of scholarly method. Wila-
mowitz wrote a blistering review of
Nietzsche's Birth of Tragedy mockingly
entitled “Philology of the Future.”* In it,
Wilamowilz contended that Nietzsche had
betrayed the tenets of historical scholar-
ship, for the only proper procedure for
studying the past was to “comprehend each
historical event solely in terms of the
assumptiions of the times in which it devel-
oped.”*® As far as “aesthetic evaluation”
was concerned, it was, Wilamowitz
protested, possible *only in terms of the
attitudes of the times.”® Yet Wilamowitz's
distinction between objective truth in ihe
past and subjective evaluation in the
present touched the precise point which
Nietzsche was trying to overcome.

Copyright (c) 2002 ProQuest Information and Learning Company
Copyright (c) DePaul University



Bambach, Charles R., History and Ontology: A Reading of Nietzsche's Second " Untimely

Meditation" , Philosophy Today, 34:3 (1990:Fall) p.259

There were certainly dangers in
rejecting the canons of scholarly accuracy
and certitude, and Nietzsche was well
aware of them, His essay on history was,
however, not merely a peevish rejection of
all historical labor and scholarship. History
itselff—and historical scholarship—were
not fundamentally at odds with human
heatth and culture, Nietzsche believed;
rather, it was their “use” or “abuse” con-
ceived within the horizon of human life
which determined their value.*To the extent
that history promoted “an ever more
intense feeling of life,” it could serve as a
positive force; to the extent that it
promoted armchair detachment and
connoisseurship, it needed to be exposed as
“impotent tartuffery.”*’ The determining
factor in the value of history was always its
relationship to life. But nineteenth-century
historicism had functioned as a kind of
“disguised theology,” argued Nietzsche,
for it had sacrificed life to a higher
tribunal. As the medieval memento mori
had shifted attention away from present
existence to one’s last hour on earth,
modern historical consciousness had
denied contemporary life for the idolatry of
the past. Nietzsche’s remedy for this dis-
gase was not to reject history altogether
but, ironically, to understand the origin of
historical consciousness historically. *“This
origin,” Nietzsche wrote, “must itself be
known historically, history must itself
resolve the problem of history, knowledge
must turn its sting against itseif—this
threefoid must is the imperative of the
‘new age’ supposing this age really does
contain anything new, powerful, original
and promising more life.”*

By understanding historical con-
sciousness as itself an historical
phenomenon rather than as the ultimate

arbiter for interpreting human experience,
Nietzsche exposed the contradictions
within historicism. In its contextual reading
of past human cultures, historicism had re-
jected the notion of absolute value in
history, “but it retained its own ab-
solute—namely, the historical process
itself, in terms of which all particular
values were to be understood and
judged.”*® Yet Nietzsche spurned the
Cartesian notion of consciousness as
applied to history and redefined historical
knowledge not as scientific truth but as a
form of interpretation. Historical science
had its roots in lived historical experience,
or what a later generation of German
thinkers would term “historicity.”? As
Heidegger put it in Being and Time: “the
possibility that history can either be of
‘use’ or ‘disadvantage’ ‘for life’ is
grounded in the fact that one’s life is
historical to the roots of its being, and that
therefore, as factically existing, one has in
each case made one’s decision for au-
thentic or inauthentic historicity.”*! In
raising historical being to a science of
historical knowledge, historicism had
alienated human being from its own his-
toricity. But Nietzsche demanded that the
science of history be reinterpreted not as a
form of Cartesian knowledge but from
within the horizon of lived historical ex-
perience. This new horizon would
circumscribe history within the limits of
language and, in so doing, would recast
historical truth in a new form—as
interpretation rather than as verification. To
communicate this new vision of history’s
role in European culture, Nietzsche went
back to the historical crigins of the Greek
world and found in the metaphor of the
Delphic oracle his challenge to nineteenth-
century historicism,
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“The language of the past is oracular,”
Nietzsche boldly declared. “He who has
not experienced greater and more exalted
things than others will not know how to
interpret the great and exalted things of the
past . . . Only if you are an architect of the
future and know the present will you
understand it.”*? “The god of Delphi cries
to you his oracle: ‘Know yourself.” It is a
hard saying: for that god ‘who conceals
nothing and says nothing but merely
indicates,” as Heraclitus has said. What
does he indicate to you?”*? Like an
oracular utterance, the past stands before
us as a riddle in need of interpretation. The
“meaning” of the riddle is never something
clear and established; its significance can
only be determined within the horizon of
our own possibilities. In the ancient world,
Heraclitus, Herodotus, and Sophocles all
attested to the enigmatic and inscrutable
character of oracular pronouncement. As
their modern counterpart, Nietzsche pres-
ents in the second Untimely Meditation a
reading of history in the language of
enigma, History is oracular in that it has
meaning for life only when we are forced
to interpret it. Neither an antiguarian be-
quest, nor a station on the path to progress,
history is time itself understood within the
horizon of human limits and possibilities.

In essence, Nietzsche offers in his essay
a hermeneutics of the oracular: an interpre-
tation of history which requires not so
much knowledge of the past as knowledge
of oneself. He demands to know: “What
does history indicate to you?” “What are
its uses and disadvantages from within the
horizon of your own life?” Specifically, he
asks of historians that they abandon their
profession as taxidermists of Geist and see
historical knowledge as an expression of
their own historicity. In doing so, he rejects
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the Cartesian-Kantian notion of
epistemology for the lived-experience of
historical being. But he also repudiates the
“human-scientific” (geisteswissenschaft-
lich) approach found in Ranke, Droysen,
and romantic hermeneutics. Unlike these
historicists, Nietzsche sees the problem of
history neither as a question of historical
method nor as one of overcoming
subjective valuations. Rather, for
Nietzsche, history itself demands
interpretation, and it is only in the self-
conscious awareness of our position in
history, of our historicity, that history has
any meaning whatsoever,

For history to be of value or use for life,
we must be constantly aware of our own
historical limits, Hence, to overcome the
deleterious effects of an excess of his-
torical learning, Nietzsche offers as
“medicine and balsam against the malady
of history,” an “antidote’; “the unhistorical
and the supra-historicat.™** By rethinking
the value of history in terms of the un-
historical and supra-historical, Nietzsche
tenders a challenge to his self-satisfied
colleagues at the University of Basel and
elsewhere. He frames his challenge in the
language of a parable; in the final para-
graph of his second Untimely Meditation,
Nietzsche writes: “This is a parable for
each one of us: he must organize the chaos
within him by thinking back to his real
needs."¥> What those “real needs” are,
Nietzsche cannot say, for historical mean-
ing can never be established as “science”;
it takes on meaning only from within the
needs and limits of our temporal existence.
The value of historical Bildung lies in
helping us to establish a horizon from
which we can meaningfully interpret life
itself, Here, in his most oracular moment,
Nietzsche adtempts to reconsider the very
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meaning of nineteenth-century historical
consciousness. Whereas nineteenth-century
historicism interprets being within the
horizon of time, Nietzsche wishes to
reverse this structure and sce time (past-
present-future} from within the horizon of
being (lived-experience). In his later
writings, after the period of Thus Spoke
Zarathustra, Nietzsche’s critique of
historical time is transformed by his
thought of eternal return. In the notebooks
of the 1880s, this ontological emphasis
becomes clearer and more explicit, but
even in 1873 the young Nietzsche was well
aware of the ontological aspects of
historical interpretation. Indeed, his
emphasis on “full and green life” provided
him with a way to redefine history in terms
of “being” rather than simply in terms of
“knowledge.”*® And it was this critique of
historical Bildung that so influenced the
young Heidegger when he attempted to
offer an ontological interpretation of
historicity.

v

Nietzsche’s essay is not without its own
problems, however. In rejecting the wood-
en scholarship of academic history because
of its inability to reflect the needs of
human life, Nietzsche’s notion of history
encounters its own danger. If, as Nietzsche
warrants, “history” is allowed to collapse
into “life,” then would the historical past
simply be there for us alone? Would not
our values thereby determine the meaning
of the past? And would this not lead to the
inevitable consequence that in looking at
the past we would see nothing but the
present? In such a world all history would
become, in a sense, autobiography. For if
we “used” the past only as a means to

foster our own life, we would never
confront an *other” in the past, but only
find ourse¢lves. Difference would then
collapse into identity, Surely there is a kind
of irony here, for though Nietzsche holds
that historicism turns history into an
absolute, it can likewise be argued that
Nietzsche himself turns life in the present
into his absolute. Indeed, the very notion of
*life” which Nietzsche employs in this
essay is vague and problematical. Life
itself may be grounded in historicity, or the
historical “moment,” but Nietzsche’s
concept of life is not.

What Nietzsche attempts to reveal in his
essay is a new way of conceiving history
from within the horizon of historical
being—or historicity. But he is still
grappling with the whole problem of
understanding such being within the
context of chronologically determined
time., The antiquarian, critical, and
monumental modes of historical
knowledge—which correspond to the
temporal modes of past, present, future—
still function as the horizon of historical
being. Yet, as Nietzsche so perceptively
sees, to interpret being solely from within
the horizon of time is to render it inert and
lifeless. What Nietzsche seeks to do,
rather, is to interpret time from within the
horizon of being, though in the period
before the “thought of eternal return,” his
ambitious project is laden with
contradiction. Nietzsche still thinks of time
here as a horizon in itself; history is for
him *“past” time. Later, in Thus Spoke
Zarathustra, as time itself collapses into
the moment, all historical interpretation
loses its tie to knowledge and becomes a
form of power. But while this early essay
alludes to the “power” of human life in
history, Nietzsche clearly has other
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intentions in mind.*’ Though still cryptic
and at times perplexing, Nietzsche initiates
in this piece a critique of historicisim that
moves away from questions of verification
and method and focuses instead on
problems of language, interpretation, lived-
experience, and historical being. In the
oracular discourse of a later generation,
such concems would be redefined in the
language of hermeneutics, ontology, and
historicity.

This early focus on hermeneutics and
ontology has, I would argue, important
consequences for an interpretation of
Nietzsche’s entire corpus. If one grants to
the young Nietzsche a concern for and
redefinition of historical being, then the
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interpretation of his later writings must
aiso be altered., One cannot simply define
Nietzsche as a philosopher of Kulturkritik,
concerned primarily with such questions of
truth and value as nihilism, the death of
God, the will to power or the critique of
Pauline and Platonic morality, We must
take Nietzsche seriously, not only in his
critique of epistemology and axiology, but
also in regard to his historical ontology,
which understands human being in terms
of time and human time in terms of being.
For history, as Nietzsche would have it, is
not the tranquil province of the scientific
historian, but a vital realm which offers a

horizon for human action and interpre-
tation.
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