
http://www.diva-portal.org

This is the published version of a paper published in Journal of Curriculum Studies.

Citation for the original published paper (version of record):

Ruin, H. (2019)
The claim of the past?: historical consciousness as memory, haunting, and
responsibility in Nietzsche and beyond
Journal of Curriculum Studies, 51(6): 798-813
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936

Access to the published version may require subscription.

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built
upon in any way.

Permanent link to this version:
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:sh:diva-39271



Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tcus20

Journal of Curriculum Studies

ISSN: 0022-0272 (Print) 1366-5839 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tcus20

The claim of the past – historical consciousness as
memory, haunting, and responsibility in Nietzsche
and beyond

Hans Ruin

To cite this article: Hans Ruin (2019) The claim of the past – historical consciousness as memory,
haunting, and responsibility in Nietzsche and beyond, Journal of Curriculum Studies, 51:6, 798-813,
DOI: 10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 15 Oct 2019.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 120

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tcus20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tcus20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tcus20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tcus20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-10-15
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00220272.2019.1652936&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-10-15


The claim of the past – historical consciousness as memory,
haunting, and responsibility in Nietzsche and beyond
Hans Ruin

Department of Culture and Learning, Södertörn University, Stockholm, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The article provides a new interpretation of the most widely cited essay
on historical consciousness, Friedrich Nietzsche’s ‘On the use and abuse
of history for life’ from 1874, reconnecting it to current debates in
educational science and the role of the historian and educator in a post-
colonial situation. It reminds us how historical consciousness is an always
contested and critical space, where our existential commitment to justice
is also tested. The interpretation moves beyond the standard under-
standing of Nietzsche as only favouring a life-affirming use of history. It
displays how his argument opens the door toward understanding histor-
ical consciousness as a transcultural ethical space of an encounter
between the dead and the living. It addresses the contemporary debate
in education science concerning the relation and preference between
a broader and more limited notion of historical consciousness, question-
ing the possibility of a conclusive theory of historical consciousness for
practical-pedagogical purposes. It exemplifies its conclusions in regard to
the legacies of the Holocaust and to Apartheid, as also pedagogical
challenges.
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Introduction

In the opening passage of Nietzsche’s essay ‘On the Use and Abuse of History for Life’ from 1874,
the author depicts a group of cows: ‘Watch the grazing herd outside, it does not know what is
yesterday or today, it runs around, eats, rests, digests, and runs again, from morning till evening,
and from day to day, tied on a short leash to its pleasure and its pain, in short to the pole of the
moment’.1 He describes how the human being looks at the beast in envy, that it can live so happily
in blissful forgetfulness. Man, on the contrary, ‘cannot learn to forget, since he clings to the past’.
Whereas the beasts are said to live ‘un-historically’, humans are destined to live with memory, with
an awareness of the past and with a historical consciousness. This predicament, however, involves
not just the keeping and cultivating of memories of the past, but also the ability to leave behind
and to forget, since ‘all acting requires forgetting’. This leads to the central thesis: ‘There is
a measure of insomnia, of rumination, or historical sense (historische Sinn) through which the living
comes to harm, and ultimately perishes, be it a human being, a people, or a culture’ (10/250).

Nietzsche’s essay remains the most quoted text in the literature on historical consciousness, the
use of history, and the theory of history generally. In the central chapter of Heidegger’s Being and
Time that explores the topic of ‘historicity’ (Geschichtlichkeit), it is cited at length for having
anticipated the hermeneutical understanding of historical belonging.2 In his last monumental
work, Memory, History, Forgetting, Paul Ricoeur introduced the second part of the book, dealing
with History with a ‘Preludium’ on this essay (Ricoeur, 2005, p. 141–145). In the book History:
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Narration—Interpretation—Orientation from 2005 Jörn Rüsen recalls it at the outset of his introduc-
tion, citing specifically the passage with the comparison between cows and humans, to convey
how we are confined to carry the ‘burdening chain of memory’ and how we have replaced instincts
with a self-created framework of history in order to ‘orient’ ourselves in the world (Rüsen, 2005,
p. 1). Both Peter Seixas and Jürgen Straub also stress its importance for an analysis and discussion
of historical consciousness (Seixas, 2004, p. 6f.; Straub, 2005, p. 50; see also Nordgren, 2016).

Through its sharply stylized criticism of the whole culture of historical learning, and through its
canonized concepts of the ‘monumental’, ‘antiquarian’, and ‘critical’ approach to the past,
Nietzsche’s essay remains a provocative voice in the discussion of the meaning, nature, and
value of historical consciousness. In relation to our present topic it is of particular importance for
several reasons. First of all, we should remind ourselves that it is a text about education. Its
questions are motivated by an ambition to address the role, function, and usefulness of historical
learning in critical response to the 19th century German humanist-historicist culture within which
Nietzsche received his training and to which he belonged as a teacher of classical philology at the
university and the gymnasium in Basel. As such it sets an early and consequential pattern for
discussing history as a problem of pedagogical ‘use’. Secondly, by arguing that an ‘excess of
history’ can uproot healthy ‘instincts of youth’ it questions the imperative of historical remem-
brance in ways that reconnect to issues in contemporary memory politics (Nietzsche, 1980, p. 57/
323) Thirdly, by challenging the pedagogical premise that historical knowing is something ‘good’ in
itself, it raises the stakes in the quest for a practically useful definition of historical consciousness.
Fourth, and finally, it invites us to reformulate the distinction between historical thinking and
historical consciousness as Nietzsche’s approach is of relevance for historical consciousness’
broader understanding as discussed by Körber (2016) in his exchange with Seixas (2016) in the
JCS debate on the challenges and promises of translation and their bearing on key concepts in the
field of history education today. Nietzsche’s work enables us to ethically and self-consciously
engage with the past in ways that listen to experiential differences for broadening horizons and
opening new possibilities for the future.

As this renewed interest in ‘historical consciousness’ is widening the field of discussion (i.e. Clark
& Peck, 2018; Lévesque & Clark, 2018), it also highlights the need to reconnect to the classics.
Whereas ‘historical thinking’ can be defined as a more narrow and teachable disciplinary compe-
tence for enhanced meaning-orientation in the present, ‘historical consciousness’, when under-
stood through the lens of Nietzsche’s analysis, points toward a deeper and more encompassing
existential-hermeneutical and transcultural condition (cf. also Grever on this issue). Here humans
are always already situated in a finite temporal domain as also an ethical space in communication
with those who have come before them. It is only from within this broader context that something
like a historical thinking in the modern 19th century methodological sense can arise and be
cultivated. If, however, we believe we can ‘master’ this more fundamental condition through
pedagogical means and methods we risk overstepping our reach as educators. Instead we should
familiarize ourselves with it, philosophically and existentially, as a space that we share with others.
When understood in this way, the concept of ‘historical consciousness’ can, as pointed out by i.e.
Rüsen (2004) and Körber (2018), help us address, navigate, and inhabit an expanded non-
Eurocentric cosmopolitical existence in more reflexive ways. This, as a theme, has recent ante-
cedents in the works of i.e. (Epstein & Peck, 2017; Nordgren & Johansson, 2015; Psaltis, Carretero, &
Čehajić-Clancy, 2017).

Through such a reading, Nietzsche’s evocation of a life-affirming forgetfulness can also enter
into a critical and non-exclusive dialogue with the more melancholic and redemptive pathos of the
duty of memory and a ‘spectral’ presence of the past, as it has been articulated in different ways by
Walter Benjamin, Emanuel Levinas, and Jacques Derrida. In the last section I illustrate these
different points by situating Nietzsche’s essay in relation to contemporary issues of memory politics
in Germany and South-Africa, concluding with some reflections on its implications for educational
theory and practice, with particular reference to the work of Roger Simon.
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Contextualizing Nietzsche’s second untimely meditation

Before turning to the argument of Nietzsche’s essay, a few words are called upon concerning the
position of this text within his oeuvre as a whole and in the secondary literature (See also Ruin,
2006). Among many commentators, in particular during the first half of the twentieth century, the
text was considered one of Nietzsche’s most important contributions, alongside The Genealogy of
Morals and The Birth of Tragedy. Its argument against the historicism of its time had an impact far
beyond the reach of Nietzsche’s commentaries. The general idea of a danger inherent in a culture
too much obsessed with memorizing the past, and therefore incapable of creative work and action
in the present, anticipated the mood of both aesthetic and political modernisms preoccupied with
the perceived weakness, decadence, and decline of Western and European culture. It resonates in
what Joyce in a famous expression from Ulysses refers to as the ‘nightmare of history’, and what
Marinetti evokes with his call in the Futurist Manifesto to free Italy from its ‘museums which cover it
with innumerable cemeteries’.

In the post-war reception of Nietzsche’s work interest in this particular text faded, in favour
of more epistemological and language-oriented interpretations of his work, even though several
commentators have later returned to stress its importance (See, e.g. Geijsen, 1997,; Lipperheide,
1999). One critical argument that has been voiced is that it does not constitute an important
step in the development of Nietzsche’s own thinking, since its essentially anti-historicist mes-
sage clashes with his subsequent stress on historical analysis of morality in particular
(cf. Brobjer, 2004). This evaluation also finds support in the fact that Nietzsche himself does
not seem to have held this essay in high esteem. When asked later in life by correspondents,
e.g. Georg Brandes, to recommend his most important writings, he did not refer to it. And when
republishing most of his earlier writings with new prefaces in 1886, he did not reedit any of the
Untimely Meditations. In the brief review of the text in his autobiography Ecce Homo (composed
in 1888), he describes it as the first attempt to view ‘historical sense’ (historisches Sinn) as
a sickness and a sign of decay, and also how contemporary science poisons life and makes it
‘barbaric’ (Nietzsche, 1969, p. 276). Thus, he connects it to his general critique of science and
the theoretical activity, but he makes no connections to his own subsequent practice of
historical-genealogical critique.

Nietzsche’s later silence with regard to this text motivated Jörg Salaquarda to recreate its
genesis against the background of his working notes and correspondence in a detailed essay
from 1984. Salaquarda’s conclusion was that one reason for Nietzsche’s later apparent dissatisfac-
tion with it probably had to do with an experienced crisis as a writer during the time of its
composition, following critique from his close friends, especially Rohde. And indeed, it is not
difficult to criticize it, both on stylistic and thematic grounds. The prevailing romantic tone, with
its Wagnerian appeal to a new generation of dragon-slaying German youths, probably contributed
to his subsequent critical perception of it following his break with Wagner and the whole program
of a German cultural-nationalist renewal to which he was still deeply committed at the time of its
composition.

Frequently, Nietzsche’s essay is read simply as a statement against historical awareness and
historical studies in general. From such a standpoint, it clashes abruptly with an often-quoted
remark at the outset of Human all too human, written only a few years later. In the second section
of this book he speaks of the ‘hereditary defect’ of philosophers, as their lack of historical sense
(historische Sinn), manifested in a tendency to interpret man from the standpoint of the present in
neglect of change and becoming. In its place, he argues for a deepened ‘historical philosophizing’
(Nietzsche, 1986, p. 14, KSA 2, p. 24–25). Later on, in Beyond Good and Evil (§204), he even
celebrates the historical sense as a special German virtue, and as something that Schopenhauer,
through his ‘unintelligent criticism’ of Hegel, had damaged. And in a similar spirit he writes at the
beginning of The Genealogy of Morals, of the contemporary philosophers, that they–even in their
attempts to compose a history of morality–lack ‘historical spirit’ (historische Geist) and they think
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essentially ‘unhistorically’ (wesentlich unhistorisch), which in this case also means that they think
from the perspective of the present (Nietzsche, 1969, p. 25; KSA 5, p. 258).

To summarize: on the one hand, Nietzsche here criticizes an exaggerated historical sense as
a sickness of his age, and on the other hand he continues to call for a deepened historical
awareness and thinking as the remedy for the defects of contemporary un-historical philosophiz-
ing. This tension is not only acted out over the course of his later writings, but also in the early
essay itself. There he declares at one point that the problem of modernity’s excessive historical
sensibility can ultimately only be dissolved through its own means, i.e. through historical knowl-
edge. Or as he writes: ‘history must itself dissolve the problem of history, knowledge must turn its
sting against itself’ (45/306). This enigmatic proposal–which is here only suggested in passing–that
history itself must somehow be historicized, concentrates both the difficulties and the promises of
the early text.

Historical life

Human life is historical in a fundamental sense not in virtue of possessing knowledge of the past,
but in virtue of constantly being lived and enacted in the existential temporal space of past,
present, and future. Whereas the temporal can be seen as a more general and formal condition for
human consciousness, the historical in life marks the awareness of living and acting within the
space of a social human inheritance, in a domain of life shared with those who have been and also
with those who will follow. Every individual comes from somewhere and is the offspring of
someone, in ways that orient their comportment, not least through her/his mother tongue (or
tongues), that constitutes her/him from the outset not as an ‘I’ but as a ‘we’. This awareness of
having a share in the past will be more or less developed in different individuals, and normally it
will gradually deepen with age. As part of its maturation the individual becomes aware not only of
facing a future, but also of ‘having’ a past, in the sense of a belonging to people who have lived, as
a past of which s/he too will one day be a part. This elemental existential temporal-historical
awareness is essentially what Nietzsche delineates in the opening paragraphs of his essay.

The idealized blissful animal existence–which to some extent is also said to characterize the
child–is defined as ‘living unhistorically’ (9/250). Even though it is not a form of existence that is
ultimately open to humans, he suggests the possibility of a ‘happiness’ tied to forgetfulness and to
living ‘unhistorically’. His claim is not that life in forgetfulness and without historical awareness is
necessarily better. The idea is rather that historical consciousness–in the direct sense of an
awareness or memory of the past–is an affective force which the individual must find a way to
handle in order to maintain his or her ability to act in the present. This is what he refers to as
a ‘plastic power’, a power to grow ‘out of itself, transforming and assimilating everything past and
alien’ (10/251). This power is directly connected to a notion of strength of character and the ability
to endure and assimilate. For a sensitive nature, a single experience of injustice and pain is enough
to destabilize it, whereas some people are described as having an inner capacity to endure
gruesome calamities and yet regain their balance and health. Life will always need a ‘horizon’
within which it can flourish. Together with the capacity to integrate and assimilate the past, the
ability to forget and to draw such a border around oneself is also a condition of possibility for
psychic survival. Thus, he can conclude: ‘the unhistorical and the historical are equally necessary for
the health of an individual, a people and a culture’ (10/252).

This analysis should not lead us to believe that Nietzsche is arguing for an unhistorical existence,
or that such a mode of existence is even possible for humans. The ‘unhistorical’ should rather be
understood as a limit phenomenon, introduced only in order to question the naïve belief in the
unconditional value and necessity of memory and of holding on to the past. On the other side of
this spectrum there is what he refers to as the ‘super- ‘or ‘suprahistorical’ (translations differ of the
German überhistorisch). The term designates one who has fully grasped the ‘unhistorical atmo-
sphere in which every great historical event came to be’ (12/254). It is a reflexive and abstractive
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position that is able to see through and beyond the pathologies of historical existence and action
and to visualize the underlying general structures and premises for historical being and action as
such. When taken to its full extreme, it leads to a view of human life as a moving pattern, where
there is no ‘progress’, only the recurrence of a limited repertoire of acts, a ‘static structure of
unchanged value and eternally the same meaning’ (13/256). Such a perspective can lead to both
happiness and resignation, depending on situation: as happiness in the experience of its own
transcendent wisdom, but also as resignation since it ultimately takes away the very incentive to
act. But in the end, this too, just as the un-historical, should be seen as a limit-case. After having
described it, Nietzsche declares that he wants to ‘leave the superhistorical men to their nausea and
their wisdom’ and to rejoice instead in the hope of doing ‘history for life’ (13/257), which is what
the remaining part of the essay is about.

The attempt to grasp the ultimate nature and inner dynamic of historical awareness and action
could seem to hold out a hope of situating ourselves outside the claim and weight of the past. But
just as we should believe in the possibility of pure and authentic life-affirming historical action, we
should be cautious in imagining a theoretical refuge from the temporal and historical condition of
life, as if there were indeed a ‘view from nowhere’. As historical beings, we are involved in and
claimed by the past toward which we constantly find ourselves having to respond, not only to what
has been, but to who has been. History is not just a reservoir of facts to be learned, but an ethical
entanglement to which we always already belong. This is our historical condition, our facticity and
our vulnerability, or in existential-phenomenological terms: our ‘historicity’ (see also Ruin, 2018a).

The three basic modes of historical life

In the case of Nietzsche, this basic existential predicament of historicity is diagnosed through his
description of the three modes of historical life. He refers to them as the three ‘respects in which
history belongs to the living’ (14–22/259–270): the monumental, the antiquarian, and the critical.
These categories constitute the most well-known part of his text, and they will be familiar to most
readers of this journal (for an empirical study see Seixas & Clark, 2004). But they nevertheless
deserve a commentary, that can display their continued relevance for anyone involved in cultivat-
ing historical thinking and awareness. From the viewpoint of educational theory and practice, they
do not provide a manual for how to teach and learn about the past. But they offer
a conceptualization of historical consciousness as a trans-cultural existential condition within
which any such pedagogical endeavour will have to operate.

Together they depict three different ways in which life is simultaneously directed toward the
past and toward the future. The corresponding future-orientations are: acting and striving, preser-
ving and admiring, suffering and seeking liberation. None of them are intrinsically better than the
other, and they can all be both enhancing and detrimental to life, depending on situation and
degree. They are not primarily modes of researching the past, but rather ways of inhabiting the
past. They are existential comportments that display how past and future are interconnected in the
constitution of historical awareness as life enacted within a socio-temporal space of tradition and
legacy. Ultimately, they point toward the problem of the life and death in and of tradition as such.

‘Monumental’ history is the mode characteristic of one who approaches the past in search for
ways of action and of exerting power and initiative, and thus for ‘models and teachers’. The basic
meaning of the Latin monumentum is that of a memorial or simply a tomb. It is a reminder of
someone who existed and acted and thus of a mode of life that was once possible and which can
thus be seen as holding out a possibility of being repeated. In its positive sense, monumental
history permits humans to grasp history as a model or pattern of action or of life. What has been
accomplished is experienced as possible to achieve again. A group or a people may find strength
to unite and rise again to struggle for its freedom or to found a nation. An artist may find the
incentive to accomplish a great work of art in the image of what was once created, etc. But in order
to use history as a pattern for action in this sense it will have to be idealized and distilled down to
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a few identifiable traits. The multiplicity and uniqueness of every historical event must be trans-
formed into a pattern, as those celebrated in national and religious festivals.

While motivating and enabling action, the monumental approach will thus also inevitably lead
to a betrayal of the past. Or as he writes: ‘great portions of the past are forgotten and despised, and
flow away like a grey uninterrupted flood’, leaving only ‘single embellished islands’. The monu-
mental ‘deceives with analogies’ (17/262), encouraging the ‘courageous to rashness’ and the
‘enthusiastic to fanaticism’. Most of his examples of monumental history are in fact negative.
This is the case in particular in the sphere of aesthetic creation, where the monumental relation
to the past will often stifle whatever aspires to greatness in the present.

The same is true of antiquarian history, or of the approach that ‘belongs to the preserving and
revering soul’. This soul serves life precisely by making sure the remains of the past are maintained
and carried forward to the next generation. The attitude is exemplified in relation to things and
buildings, which are gathered and preserved, as furniture in a home and memories of ancestors. It
summarizes the historical practices that seek to secure a stable home in the river of time through
the careful maintenance of an inheritance. The sense of self is here tied to the continued
preservation of artefacts and a domicile that together constitute a spirit of a ‘we’ belonging to
this particular place. It is, as Nietzsche writes, the ‘contentment of a tree with its roots’, and of
someone who experiences him- or herself as ‘growing out of the past as its heir’ (20/266). Yet, to
this fundamental historical sensibility there also belongs, just an in the case of the monumental,
a limitation in one’s understanding and vision of the past, since everyone will tend to exaggerate
the importance of his/her specific roots. It therefore also contains seeds of decay when transformed
into sheer piety and compulsion to preserve. Or as he states: ‘Antiquarian history itself degenerates
the moment that the fresh life of the present no longer animates and inspires it’ (21/267). Again, it
is an inner ‘death’ that threatens it, as it is reduced to a ‘mummification’ of a past whereby it
obtains an ‘odour of decay’.

Both of these comportments display how history and the memory of the past can enable and
foster life and how it can also hold back, drain, and ultimately suffocate it. Nietzsche then turns to
the third and last of the basic modes of history, the critical, as a mode of relating to the past that
explicitly has its origin in experiences of suffering and struggle for liberation. There are situations,
he writes, when the living will turn against the past and its representation in the present, and ‘drag
it to the bar of judgment’ (21/269). It directs itself toward the past, but its real target is the
legitimacy and origin of that which holds sway in the present, be it a ‘privilege, a cast, a dynasty’. In
a telling image, he speaks of how attacking the history and the past of a certain phenomenon
amounts to ‘putting the knife to its roots’ (22/270). Such judgments may be motivated, but they are
by no means necessarily just or merciful. He even suggests that a deeper tragic logic is at work
here, as he writes, quoting Goethe, of how ‘whatever has a beginning deserves to have an
undoing’.

To attack the past in the service of a different future is a dangerous endeavour, and the people
who carry out this work can also be dangerous. Even though they are fighting for a future, they
themselves will be inheritors as well, carrying with them the ‘aberrations, passions, and errors, even
crimes’ of the past. It is not possible to free oneself entirely from the chain of the past. We can
condemn it, but we cannot eliminate the fact that we have descended from it: ‘It is an attempt, as it
were, a posteriori to give oneself a past from which one would like to be descended in opposition
to the past from which one is descended’. But these processes are threatening in that it is difficult
to find ‘a limit in denying the past’. In other words, there is something potentially reactive and thus
destructive in the process whereby history is rearranged and rewritten for the benefit of the
present.

The three different approaches to the past display how history is activated and appropriated
from the point of view of the present with a view toward a future. In his evaluation of their inner
dynamic, Nietzsche vacillates between an extra-moral and a moral sensibility. From an extra-moral
perspective, we can observe how life will always orient itself along these different trajectories,
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blending them in different ways: It will find the monuments that can give it incentives and courage
to act and to create; it will preserve that which ties it to a past and gives it roots and context; and at
times it will judge and strike at the past in order to create a space for itself in the present. This
presumably transcultural inner dynamism of practical historical life will take place independently of
whether it is justified or ‘true’ in a scientific or epistemic sense of the word.

The analysis implies that under ordinary circumstances the motivating force will be the extent to
which a certain practice of comportment is beneficial or life-enhancing for an individual or a group.
But it also opens up the possibility that the strategies employed under specific circumstances may
be detrimental to the well-being and even future existence of the individual, community or nation.
There is no secure route to a life-affirming historical praxis. Life will always orient itself in respect to
the past. It will find means to inhabit the social space that it shares with those that have come
before it, be it in admiration, care, or struggle with the dead.

Imagining an objective past

After having summarized its existential-ontological description of the elementary structure of
historical sensibility, Nietzsche’s essay takes a different turn. Whereas the three modes of relating
to the past are depicted as natural and presumably universal approaches, among ‘each man and
each people’ (23/271), Western modernity is depicted as confronting us with a new ‘powerful
hostile star’, that is: ‘the demand that history be a science.’ What this new purely academic interest
in history implies is a ‘knowledge without hunger’ and a culture ‘without cultured decisions’ (24/
272), in other words a disconnected historical interest with no clear goal for itself in the present.
And at this point the text turns from an analysis of the inner dynamics of historical consciousness
to a cultural-political agenda, arguing against what it takes to be a weakening of a genuine
national spirit as a result of an empty culture of historical learning. Nietzsche lists five ways in
which a surplus of history and historical learning can be detrimental to a culture: by leading to
a weakening of personality, but also to a vain claim to possess a superior historical judgment, and
being a latecomer and epigone, which in turn can inspire both irony and cynicism. All of these
character flaws are connected to an exaggerated culture of historical learning and the belief in
history as a science.

The fact that his criticism of the psychology and character traits of a modern academic historical
culture is intertwined with his national-cultural manifesto makes these pages difficult to read and
to even to digest philosophically today. One can understand why they would later lead him to see
the text as partly a source of embarrassment. Polemicizing against a presumably emasculated
culture of historical learning, he argues for a ‘higher unity of a people’, the ‘unity of the German
spirit and life after the annihilation of the opposition of form and content, of inwardness and
convention’ (27/277). He calls for a philhellenic reactivation of a Greek spirit, an undivided sense of
self, ‘without dissimulation and convention’ and the ‘accord of life, thought, appearing, and willing’
(64/334). He speaks of the need to foster a new ‘youth’, a generation of ‘fighters and serpent slayers
which precedes a happier and more beautiful culture and humanity’, who will be healthier than the
‘educated “men” and “old men” of the present’ (63/333).

If we disregard the polemical tone and the outdated nationalist and philhellenist agenda,
Nietzsche’s reasons for striking so hard against the very ideal of historical education are still
worth rehearsing. They invite us to confront the ethical core of historical learning and teaching.
What is it that historical knowledge is meant to serve? And what is the relation between the ethos
of a spontaneous use of history and a research-based approach to the past? And perhaps most
importantly: what do we need to understand about the inner pathology of historical existence, in
order to truly respond to its various manifestations in the present? By contrasting them so sharply,
Nietzsche provokes the historical educator up until this day to reflect on the meaning of her task.

The core of his critical challenge lies in what he has to say about the relation between historical
truth and justice. History can be reduced to the learning and remembrance of stories, for the sake
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of knowledge and education. But then it is no longer operative, since it ceases to have
a connection to the capacity to exist and act in the present. It is, as he writes, as if ‘the task
were to guard history so that nothing could come of it but stories’ (29/280). But to really confront
the past, to engage in what has been, is to force oneself to confront what is difficult and
demanding, both psychologically and morally. This is why he can also state that ‘only strong
personalities can endure history: the weak are completely extinguished by it’ (30/283). To really
engage in historical learning and understanding is not just to note and interiorize facts of the past,
but to confront the moral and political reality of that past, and to try to judge it adequately as also
a way of shaping a response to it. The ideal of ‘objectivity’ can sound simple, as if it was only
a question of choosing facts and truths over myths and falsities. But to really achieve something
like objectivity vis-à-vis the past is both difficult, demanding, and evasive, and will sometimes
require us to question and even abandon deeply cherished loyalties and ideals. This is why he can
also write of how he respects most the one ‘who possesses the drive and the strength to justice’
(32/286).

The last remark is important, if we are to grasp and assess the relevance of Nietzsche’s essay
today. Often his complex argument is reduced to one of its dimensions, as simply a call to creative
forgetting or to a self-serving appropriation of whatever in the past that can enhance life in the
present. Therefore, it is important to realize, that while he can criticize the idea of history as an
objective science, he nevertheless expresses admiration for whoever is able to rise to and achieve
something like a just appreciation of the past. The main deficit of the objectivist phantasy is not
that it takes the attention away from what is immediately beneficial, but that it disfigures the
ontological reality of the past. The past is not a neutral reservoir of facts from which we can
construe a coherent narrative, a world-view or an orientation-map. Instead, it is a human-political
domain in which we can be challenged to the core of our being, and where the very idea of a full
and fair understanding will always remain a distant ideal. It is both what overwhelms and escapes
us, depending on our ability to unlock it for a future.

What Nietzsche is questioning and criticizing, is the naïve and ultimately detrimental idea of
historical research, knowledge, and teaching for its own sake, under the guise of ‘objective’ science.
His view is that it is defensible only to the extent that it can open a future of creative and life-
enhancing action. But a future for whom? And together with whom? Speaking as an educator, the
scope of his vision is the German youth of his time, a time that he considers to be one of cultural
decadence. His critical orientation pits him against the cosmopolitan ideas of a general cultural
Weltgeschichte as propounded by earlier generations of humanists, favouring a more limited
nationalist-philhellenic agenda (that he will then abandon in his later writings). From the perspec-
tive of our presumably post-nationalist, cosmopolitical educational ambitions, the second part of
this classical text is therefore problematic, even ominous. But the fact that its political-pedagogical
goals do not go down well with what liberal-minded educators are seeking today, its basic insight
has not lost its significance: that every attempt to shape such an educated personality, through the
teaching of historical facts, methods, and thinking, will always take shape on the existential
territory of historical consciousness as explored in the preceding analysis.

By raising the issue of the utility of history, and by questioning the disciplinary historical ethos
according to which more history will always be better than less, Nietzsche has also challenged his
pragmatic-pedagogical followers. How much of whose history should be taught to whom? And
why should it be taught? And perhaps most difficult: what does such a teaching require from the
teacher in order to really have desired effect? In Nietzsche’s own terms it raises the question of
both the strength and sense of justice demanded of someone who is expected to receive, under-
stand, and to truly communicate the past so as to open a future? Presuming that history is not just
neutral facts of the past, but the accumulated human experience of violence, suffering, and
injustices, how can this be transmitted to young people in ways that permit them to flourish,
judge, and act responsibly in the present? Or to put it in a terminology that through Derrida (1994)
has become topical: how can and should we live with the ‘ghosts’ of the past?
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I will return below to these ghosts and to the ‘spectral’ as a category for analysing both history
and its transmission, tying it together with what I see as the continued pedagogical relevance of
Nietzsche’s analysis in a new global cultural context. In order to do that I shall situate, in very broad
strokes, his cultural-political intervention in a larger narrative that involves not just the subsequent
history of German nationalism, but also its colonial reverberations. This will also give us purchase
on the how the concept of ‘orientation’ emerges as a way to understand the transformations in
historical self-understanding that have grown out of these events and their political aftermath.

Legacies of nationalism, new and contested monuments

The Körber and Seixas debate on historical consciousness took as its point of departure a quest to
track what is lost in translation in a cross lingual dialogue. It, however, is also important to reflect
on the historical context of the basic text that is the fundament of this discussion. Nietzsche’s essay
was written at a time of rapid German national mobilization. Four years earlier the Franco-Prussian
war had resulted in the victory of Bismarck’s new pan-German alliance. Ten years later, in 1885,
Bismarck would lead the Berlin Congo conference, in which the European colonial division of Africa
was established, giving Germany the control over South West Africa, East Africa, and Cameroon,
thus making it–despite its late arrival on the world stage–into the third largest colonial power in
Europe after England and France. Twenty years later the German army would wage a brutal war
against the Herero population in South West Africa that had rebelled against its rule, a genocide
that is nowadays seen as a preamble to the Holocaust. While Nietzsche, writing in the 1870s, was
concerned that the German culture with which he was familiar was too academically inward-
oriented and therefore incapable of producing real history, the emerging German nation in the
wake of its victory in the Franco-Prussian war had begun its march toward the disastrous military-
political adventures that would define world politics in the 20th century and beyond.

By the time of the Berlin conference Nietzsche had already shifted sides in his political orienta-
tion. As a citizen of Switzerland, who spent much of his time in Italy and France, he had become an
outspoken critic of German nationalism, of Wagner, and of Bismarck personally, as well as the anti-
Semitism that from around this time had begun to really capture the European national imagina-
tion, not only in Germany. Yet the spirit that animates his early treatise, in its appeal for a cultural-
historical rejuvenation through the affirmation of national cultural identity, and also its description
of the various uses of history, anticipate how national historical practices would evolve around this
time. This is the period in European history when archaeological, anthropological, and ethno-
graphic archives are created across the Western world, to document and cultivate each nation’s
ancient past and popular culture. It is also the time of a surge of monumental history-shaping
public memorials, to remember and celebrate national victories and heroic sacrifices.

A spectacular example of this public memorial culture is located outside Leipzig, not far from
the little village Röcken where Nietzsche was born: the one hundred meter Völkerschlachtdenkmal,
a Monument to the Battle of the Nations, that commemorated the victory over Napoleon’s army in
1813, the inside of which is a huge shrine that honours the dead war heroes. It was projected much
earlier, but was inaugurated in 1913, a year before the inception of the First World War whose
popular sentiments it anticipated and reinforced. Thirty-five years later it served as the main
inspiration for the so called Vortrekker monument outside Pretoria in 1948, installed by the then
newly elected Nationalist government in South Africa, the heart of which is a cenotaph for a dead
Boer. It was erected as monumental commemoration of the battle at Blood River between Boers
pilgrims and the Zulu army in 1838, and it would serve as a sacred site for the Apartheid regime up
until the end of its rule in 1994, after which it is has been transformed into an ambiguous museum-
like structure, serving both as a shrine and cultural institution.

Today we are living through an epoch in which the critical awareness of the destructive impact
of nationalism, colonialism, slavery, and global capitalism is at the centre of attempts to forge new
historical narratives that can hopefully form the basis of a more cosmopolitical historical awareness.

806 H. RUIN



The heroic monuments of the past have become the target of protest in the present, while new
monuments are erected in memory of forgotten victims. At the same time the liberal globalized
post-war system is shaken by a surge of neo-nationalist, authoritarian politics, that often rely on
historical narratives for its revanchist aspirations. The question of where the global community is
heading is inextricably connected to contradictory and often phantasmagorical accounts of the
past. The role and significance of reflexive historical educators are more important than ever.

Germany is a particularly relevant example in this regard. During the first decades after the war,
its horrors were largely silenced and ‘forgotten’ in the public sphere. In the effort to rebuild
a society ravaged by conflict, the past was something to leave behind. After the widely broad-
casted Nürnberg war crime tribunals, public testimonies and documentation of the death camps
were largely absent from the public debate. But with the rise of a new generation of historians and
humanist scholars from the 1960s onward, the attempts grew to understand and explain the roots
of National socialism and the historical conditions of the Holocaust. The political controversies
around how this history should be written resulted in the famous ‘Historikerstreit’ that erupted in
the late 1980s, around the issue of the place of the Holocaust in German history. Following the
unification of Germany in 1990 the necessity to face and deal with the earlier legacy of German
nationalism became more urgent, eventually resulting in a series of initiatives to integrate the
memory of the horrors of past in the present in public memorials. The most notable among them is
the American-Jewish architect Peter Eisenman’s ‘Memorial to the murdered Jews of Europe’ in the
heart of Berlin, a public monument that has become a paradigmatic expression of self-critical
historical consciousness. It too, commemorates the dead, but not in a sacrificial-heroic mode, but
as a redemptive memory of the victims of the former heroes, which in Eisenman’s case is explicitly
connected to a deconstructive ethos through his dialogue with Derrida.

In his book History. Narration—Interpretation—Orientation, Jörn Rüsen describes historical con-
sciousness as the outcome of ‘narrative strategies’, whereby the contingencies of the past are made
to fit into a narrative that provides its carrier with a sense of belonging and identity through which
s/he can act. He stresses the pragmatic function of historical consciousness, as the construction of
cognitive means of identity and orientation, always from the viewpoint of the living agent/s. In the
final chapter, that focuses in particular on the transformation of the place of the Holocaust in
German historical memory, he recapitulates the steps whereby it moved from externalization,
concealment and silence, to being integrated as an otherness within the self (Rüsen, 2005,
p. 201). Through this transformation, a new form of historical consciousness is said to have
appeared, one in which it has become impossible to exclude the negative elements of one’s
own history, making ‘crisis’ an integral element of identity (p. 203).

In his laudable aspiration to develop a general theory of historical consciousness, Rüsen is
nevertheless inclined to harmonize such integrative projects and their existential conditions. This is
visible also in his central (Kantian) metaphor of ‘orientation’. The writing of history and the
formation of historical consciousness is said to be a matter of orienting ourselves in the present.
But even though this image captures a sense in which history constitutes a territory on which we
move and navigate, it conceals the extent to which history is never a neutral domain, but an always
contested ethical-political space shared between the dead and the living. Rüsen bypasses the inner
tensions surrounding the different ways in which the past lives on and is commemorated also in
official discourse. The procedures that he studies are not the result of organized negotiations, but
of ongoing struggles, where not only different pasts but also different futures are constantly at
stake.

‘History’ in the sense of what and how the past is kept and memorialized does not lie still,
instead it remains a site of controversy where the sense of the self as well as the identity of
a community or nation is constantly at stake. This is the lesson from Nietzsche’s analysis. Rather
than concluding that a certain (presumably monolithic) historical consciousness has responded (in
unison) to the challenge of shaping a (functioning) identity, executed by conscientious educators
and intellectuals, we should therefore be attentive to the mechanisms and pathologies of how
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humans inhabit their past. What we today look upon as the transformation of modern official
German reflexive historical culture, of which Rüsen and many other German intellectuals, artists,
activists, and politicians, can be rightly proud, remains one transitory construction, one way of
inhabiting a multi-layered past, oriented by a sense of justice that hopefully can permit a more
open and shared future. But as we know from several other nations in the close vicinity of
Germany–and indeed, in Germany itself–the battle over the truth and cultivation of a national
memory remains an open contest, not only among politicians and demagogues, but one that also
involves researchers, cultural institutions, and educators.3

It is instructive to compare the German situation with that which took place in South Africa after
the fall of the nationalist government and establishment of the ANC as the leading political force
from 1994 onward. The challenge to forge a new and united nation in post-Apartheid South-Africa,
a country on the brink of being torn apart by racial and ethnic conflict and violence, posed and
continues to pose huge problems that also involve the processing and representation of history. It
was enacted on several levels, both political, juridical, artistic, and academic, in the hope of
establishing a framework within which the history of the nation could be visualized and processed,
so as to shape a future for all its citizens. One dispute concerned precisely the apartheid Vortrekker
monument outside Pretoria. Should it be kept or should it be torn down? Or should it somehow be
historicized or musealized, as a shared cultural inheritance within the new democratic multi-racial
nation? After lengthy polemical debates, it was left standing, in the ambiguous shape of a semi-
musealized but still functioning national-political shrine, typical in its vague compromise for how
post-Apartheid South Africa often handled its traumatic past.

In conjunction with the Truth and reconciliation Commission set up in 1995, the ANC govern-
ment initiated the construction of a large counter-monument, a memorial ground called ‘Freedom
park’, situated on a hilltop in the vicinity of the Vortrekker monument overlooking it from
a distance, designed by the architect Stefanutti Stocks in collaboration with the poet writer and
former ANC activist Mongane Wally Serote. The central structure here is a series of large walls with
the names of more than two hundred thousand victims of violence and wars throughout the
history of the nation. Like the Eisenman monument in Berlin, the Freedom park designed by is an
extraordinary example of a new kind of ‘negative’ monumentality through which the state seeks to
incorporate the memories of committed evils in order to build a shared historical consciousness
through a commemoration of the dead. Both of these state-sanctioned monuments are symbolical
tombs, cenotaphs that represent the dead. The long-term implications of these types of monu-
ments for the shaping of the historical memory of the nation is still too early to fully evaluate. They
are part of a transformation of public historical culture, where the commemoration of dead victims
of state violence are integrated in the public domain.

In a recent and acclaimed study on the role of historians in Truth- and reconciliation-
committees in South-Africa and elsewhere, the Belgian historian Berber Bevernage addresses
the relation between history as an objective record of the past and history as a living memory in
the present. He speaks of it as an antagonism between two different ways of looking at the
past: the historical and the juridical (Bevernage, 2013, p. 2f). Whereas the question of justice
relates to the past as reversible, where crimes are still present, the traditional sense of the past
for historians is to see history as irreversible and contained in the past. Referring to Derrida’s
concept of history as ‘haunting’, Bevernage instead questions the strict separation between
present and past, asking historians to pose again the question ‘what it really means for some-
thing or someone to be “past”’ (p. 5). Taking examples from both Argentina, Sierra Leone, and
South Africa, he shows how the aspiration to establish a historical truth, through court-like
hearings and testimonies, expose the conflict between the presumably ‘neutral’ historical record
and the still active presence of the past. When are people prepared to let the grievances from
acts committed in the past really ‘become history’, in the sense of no longer leading to claims
for justice, punishment, and compensation? The answer to this cannot be solved by ‘objective’
history. Laying history ‘to rest’ through a chronological archive of ‘facts’ is also a ‘performative’

808 H. RUIN



act, through which a neutralizing distance is inscribed into a collective experience. The politics
of time reveals how these constructions are unstable, and that they can be undone by claims
and reinterpretations, issuing from the descendants of victims, of deterritorialized, enslaved, or
murdered populations.

Bevernage’s book manages to convey not just the epistemological, but also the political and
ethical significance of rethinking the temporal logic of ‘objective’ history. His most important
philosophical interlocutors are Walter Benjamin and Jacques Derrida, in particular the latter’s
Specters of Marx (2013), where he develops an analysis of history as ‘revenance’ and ‘haunting’,
in other words as that which will not simply lie still in its grave. At the outset of his book Bevernage
too recalls Nietzsche, but only as an example of someone who is said not to have believed in the
possibility of justice, and who encouraged his readers to relieve themselves of the burden of the
past through creative forgetting altogether for the sake of the future (Bevernage, 2013, p. 1). But as
we have seen from our discussion above, Nietzsche’s analysis, despite the ambiguity of its message,
continues to reach into our contemporary situation in much more intricate ways, pointing toward
the kind of analysis suggested by Bevernage himself. By questioning the ideal of historical
objectivity and by simultaneously celebrating the ideal of historical justice, Nietzsche recalls the
historian and the educator to the difficulty and existential challenge of his/her task. The past
continues to ‘weigh’ on the present, requiring us to respond.4

In our discussion so far, the consequences for educational science and educational practices
have been indicated, but they have not been spelled out explicitly. History was never a reservoir of
objective past events and actions simply to be learned for an edifying purpose. ‘The past’ was
always also a name for a socio-political domain that the living share with the dead, steeped in
ethical and juridical concern for justice. This implies that neither its description nor its transmission
is neutral. In relation to the past we are both called and questioned, and even tested as human
beings, through the ongoing attempt to grasp and make sense of the lives and experiences and
achievements of those who came before us. The educator may choose among many different roles
and ways of engaging with the past, but his/her emphasis and method of communication will
inevitably be a part of how this interaction is staged and enacted.

An example of experimenting with the past in a pedagogical setting, that responds directly
to this predicament, both in its content and its theoretical orientation, is the work of Roger
Simon and his colleagues, gathered in his book Touched by the Past (2005). It describes how
they sought to integrate traumatic and neglected collective memories in an educational
context, comparing the fate of the Lithuanian Jews during Holocaust and the indigenous
populations in Canada. Philosophically, it is guided by the analyses of Benjamin, Levinas, and
Derrida, of history as a work of redemption and memory, and of a view of history as ‘haunting’
and ‘spectrality’. As an educational parallel to the historical analyses of Bevernage, it stresses
the task of the historical educator as also that of shaping social memory, by using commem-
oration of the dead as a tool in a critical pedagogy. Simon even uses the expression ‘commu-
nity of the living and the dead’ to designate the social space in and on which he acts (Simon,
2005, p. 2).

Through the work of integrative historical memory, he sees himself as working in the service of
civic life and social adhesion. It is important here that the political-pragmatic purpose of the
educator is not seen as a free to construct any working narrative, but that it experiences itself as
a work of justice that recognizes the legacy of the other as an active force on the self (Simon, 2005,
p. 135f.). To truly engage with the past as the legacy of the other is to let oneself be touched by the
past, in ways that permit the students of history to be released from their own temporal self-
absorption. This is the opposite of a staging the sufferings of the past as public spectacles. Simon
even uses the term ‘historiographical poetics’ as a description for this kind of work of remembrance
that, ideally, can have a transformative effect on the present.

Before concluding, I want to bring in an example of what such an historiographical poetics
could mean, that also brings together the different strands of the article.
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Intertwined historical consciousness

In an acclaimed book from 2016, Letters of Stone, the South-African anthropologist Steven Robins
recreates the history of his Polish-German-Jewish family and their terrible fate during the Nazi
dictatorship. He is the son of a father who managed to escape and find refuge in South-Africa in
1937, who built a small business and a middle-class existence for himself and who late in life raised
a family with two children. The father never spoke of the war years with his sons, so Robins grew
up with almost no knowledge of what his father, aunts, and grandparents had endured. The only
reminder of the family’s past was a photograph of three women on display in their home, but of
which the father never spoke, leaving his boys with a ‘black hole of silence’ (Robins, 2016, p. 40).
Robins interviewed his father in the early nineties shortly before his death and gathered some
information. But it was only later, through the discovery of a large collection of letters that had
been kept in the family of an uncle who also managed to escape to South Africa, that he was able
to begin to uncover the truth about their fates through ‘archival traces and information about
a world that no longer existed’.

The book is a personal story of one family, several of which did not manage to escape and who
were eventually murdered. But it is also a socio-historical account of the intellectual-scientific
precondition for the institutionalized racism that made murder on an industrial scale possible.
These roots are traced back partly to German eugenicists working in the German colony of South
West Africa (later Namibia) and thus to the darker legacy of the discipline of anthropology itself.
Robins’ book is the story of a particularly contested past with complex loyalties and responsibilities,
exposing the role of the Jews in South Africa, squeezed between a latent and sometimes open
Anti-Semitism and the Apartheid policy of racial supremacy. The Jews who had escaped European
Anti-Semitism could here find a place within the white ruling class, where a particular bond was
also established from early on between the Nationalist government and the new Zionist state of
Israel.

Robins weaves together these narrative threads into a panorama of entangled pasts. It is a past
that refuses to remain in the past, and that continues to resonate and call for a response in the
present. The eyes on the photograph of people whom he never knew but with whom he is
nevertheless connected confront him as a task and responsibility, to break the silence into which
he was raised, but also to undo the silence behind which they had been enclosed. At one point, he
describes his historical quest as if though he was ‘being pulled [. . .] back into a world of ghosts and
shadows, and the past continued to leak uncontrollably into my present’ (Robins, 2016, p. 120). He
dedicates the book to his children and in a moving afterword he compares his own attempt to
reconstruct the fate and save the memory of his murdered aunts with a Zulu ukubuyisa ritual of
caring for the spirits of the dead (Robins, 2016, p. 284).5 Thus it is a book that in an extraordinary
way illustrates what it can mean to inhabit a historical awareness and consciousness as
a tormented struggle between memory and forgetting and as a personal responsibility to the
dead of the past as well as to the living of the future. The active forgetting and repression of the
past seems to have been a strategy of survival for the father, who had to struggle with feelings of
survivor’s guilt for not having been able to save his parents and sisters. For the son, the urge to
recover that same past becomes instead a strategy for achieving coherence, depth, and meaning in
his own existence from a very different generational viewpoint.

The narrative displays how coming to terms with the past also, inevitably, becomes a project
of seeking justice, and of sorting out responsibilities. Finally, it cuts across the conventional
dividing line between history and memory. It is a moving work of personal memory, based on
family archives. But throughout the narrative these memories are also connected to complex
historical events, that require historical research for their understanding and interpretation. The
book can therefore be read as emblematic for a cultural-historical situation in which we find
ourselves today, as historians and as educators, indeed as people, trying to find and invent
ways of coming to terms through history and through memory with the painful and tormenting
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legacies of the past century, with its nationalist wars, its camps, its racisms, its utopian
tyrannies, its displacements, and its genocides. These events continue to be operative not
only among survivors, but among their descendants in generation after generation, in different
constellations of memory and oblivion, calling them to orient themselves in response to the
past as well as to the present, shaping their historical experience, their consciousness, and their
thinking.

The book presents the reader with a personal historical narrative that also contains a universal
message. It conveys both the difficulty and necessity of navigating the relation to the past as
a concrete commitment to those who have been and to their legacy, as ultimately also a service for
a future. The book seeks to recreate memory where memories were not transmitted. But in this
pursuit, it also confronts forgetting as itself a strategy for survival. Through its personal tone, and its
devotion to the memory of the dead it depicts how the work of the historian in archives
complements the personally transmitted (and non-transmitted) memories. Through its double
focus on the Holocaust and its aftermath and the connection to colonialism, it situates itself at
the intersection of two central topics in our current global historical landscape. For an educator
working in a trans-cultural environment, with individuals that display conflicting legacies and
loyalties, with both traumatic memories and forgetting, it provides an unusually instructive
example of the intersection between memory and history, and of the relation between the
predicament of historical existence and consciousness and the potentially liberating work of
historical thinking and research.

Concluding remarks

Robins’ book permits us to return Nietzsche’s essay on the use of history, confirming the resonance
that I have tried to elicit from this canonical text. Through his defence of forgetting over memory,
and through his argument against an inflated historical culture and education as a symptom of
weakness, Nietzsche sent a provocative message to the educators of his time. Through his analyses
of the different ways in which history is always ‘used’ by and for life he diagnosed the underlying
pathologies of historical consciousness. While advocating a misguided revolutionary nationalist-
cultural agenda, he diagnosed both the necessity and the inherent dangers of each of these
approaches to the past, be it monumental, antiquarian, or critical. Most importantly, by depicting
the past as something that weighs upon the living, he conveyed an experience of ‘historical
consciousness’ as an ongoing existential exposure where we are challenged to develop an ethical
and political response to those who came before us.

Against the inclination among historians to view history as irreversible, current debates in the
theory and philosophy of history reminds us of how history can also ‘return’ to ‘haunt’ and demand
justice from the living, if only in the form of duty of memory. Whereas many historians prefer to
think of such practices as outside the scope of history proper, critical members of the profession
are increasingly coming to recognize the necessity of broadening the scope of their understanding
of what it really means to inhabit the past in the present. To be sure, there are many situations
when we need to guard the distinction between history as codified knowledge and history as life-
oriented praxis. And from the viewpoint of pedagogy and education studies it is important to
continue to challenge historical myths and to transmit–to the best of our knowledge—‘how it
really was’ and the skills needed to critically explore the archives.

But for the educator–just as for the scholar–it is also important to familiarize ourselves with
the fundamental existential condition of what it means to inhabit a historical-temporal exis-
tence, within the generational stretch of past and future. In this space, we are all vulnerable
inheritors, caretakers of a past and creators of a future, called to cultivate our judgement and
to seek a justice and perhaps a democracy to come. This condition can never be finally
mastered, staged or controlled, since it will always surpass what any finite human being can
encompass.
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Notes

1. Nietzsche (1980), 3/248. The essay is often referred to as ‘The Use and Abuse of History for Life.’ A more
accurate translation of the German—Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie für das Leben—title would be ‘On
the Use and Disadvantage of History for Life.’ The translation by Peter Preuss from which I quote here chose
the title ‘On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life’. For the original, see Nietzsche, Kritische
Studienausgabe Vol 1. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1980, pp. 243–334. The page references in brackets are from Preuss’
translation and from the KSA. I should add from the outset that I write this article not as a scholar in the field of
educational science, but as a philosopher and historian who has worked primarily on and within the
phenomenological and hermeneutic tradition and with questions in the theory of history and memory, and
also as an interpreter, translator and editor of Nietzsche. I have benefited greatly from the comments and
suggestions of the editor and the anonymous readers of the JCS, and from Paul Zanazanian and Kenneth
Nordgren, that have all helped me see and address the deeper connections between my own efforts and
current debates in their field.

2. Heidegger (2008), 376–377. For a more detailed analysis of Heidegger’s reading and understanding of
Nietzsche’s essay that compares his remarks in Being in Time with a subsequent lecture course on the same
topic, see Ruin (2006).

3. In an analysis of Nietzsche’s essay from 2001, Jacques Le Rider situates its questions precisely at the
intersection of current question of memory and history. He too disparages its misguided nationalist cultural-
political agenda, but he sees how its questions point right into the debates around how to commemorate the
atrocities of the past. He recognizes that forgetting can be a strategy for survival under certain circumstances,
but argues for the importance of maintain the memory of past violence and oppression. To Le Rider the ‘true
significance’ of Nietzsche’s text lies precisely in how it has thematized the relation between historical knowl-
edge and collective memory. The necessity to remember will be destructive if it does not open a future, then it
will only remain the repetition of a trauma (Le Rider, 2001, p. 106). Nonetheless, too much orchestrated
memory politics will only stifle ‘authentic memory’ (p. 107).

4. In my own most recent work (Ruin, 2018b) I have also stressed that we need to conceptualize history and
historical consciousness in new ways, that make sense of the evanescent way in which it always involves not
just the living, but also the dead, what I in my book speak of as a ‘being with the dead’.

5. Robins (2016), p. 284. The duty of caring for the memory of the dead is of course also deeply ingrained in
Jewish tradition, a dimension of his quest that Robins does not address explicitly.
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