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FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE AND THE
POLITICS OF HISTORY

Friedrich Nietzsche is now widely recognised as being among the
most important and inﬂuential European thinkers of the past two
centuries. In this major new addition to Ideas in Context, Christian
Emden explores Nietzsche’s understanding of modern political
culture and his position in the history of modern political thought.
Professor Emden surveys Nietzsche’s entire intellectual career from
his years as a student in Bonn and Leipzig during the 1860s to his
genealogical project of the 1880s, and challenges current, exclusively
philosophical interpretations of Nietzsche’s political thought that
tend to pay little attention to the complex historical settings within
which his ideas gain momentum. Nietzsche’s repeated demand
for a “historical philosophizing” that connects our understanding of
modern political culture to a critical examination of modernity’s
historical emergence stands at the center of this study, which combines a detailed contextual reading of Nietzsche’s writings and notebooks with a philosophical assessment of his political thought. By
focusing on the inﬂuence that fundamental themes of nineteenthcentury intellectual and political culture exerted on the development
of his political thinking – from classical scholarship and German
historicism to the rise of cultural anthropology, the growing importance of the life sciences, and the politics of nationalism – Christian
Emden argues that Nietzsche’s actual position is best understood as
an exercise in political realism, which seeks to transcend the traditional idealogical faultlines of modern political culture. By contributing to a more historically informed discussion of Nietzsche’s
critical response to the political predicaments of modernity, this study
also sheds new light on the state of historical and political culture in
Germany at a time when the ideals of the Enlightenment gave way to
the demands of the modern nation state.
C H R I S T I A N J . E M D E N is Associate Professor of German Studies at
Rice University.
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ideas in context
Edited by
Quentin Skinner and James Tully

The books in this series will discuss the emergence of intellectual traditions and of related new disciplines. The procedures, aims and
vocabularies that were generated will be set in the context of the
alternatives available within the contemporary frameworks of ideas and
institutions. Through detailed studies of the evolution of such traditions, and their modiﬁcation by different audiences, it is hoped that a
new picture will form of the development of ideas in their concrete
contexts. By this means, artiﬁcial distinctions between the history of
philosophy, of the various sciences, of society and politics, and of literature may be seen to dissolve.
The series is published with the support of the Exxon Foundation.
A list of books in the series will be found at the end of the volume.
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It is impossible to understand the present without knowing
the past, and, to compare them with each other, one would
need more time and fewer distractions.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
Italienische Reise ( January 25, 1787)

I go along the new streets of our cities and think how, of all
these gruesome houses which the generation of public opinion has built for itself, not one will be standing in a hundred
years’ time, and how the opinions of these house-builders will
no doubt by then likewise have collapsed.
Friedrich Nietzsche, Schopenhauer als Erzieher (1875)
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This book is much longer than I originally thought it should be.
While it started out as an article, a short addendum to my
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Assmann, Nicholas Boyle, Thomas Brobjer, Peter Burke, Peter C.
Caldwell, Steven Crowell, John Flower, Ulrich Gaier, Duncan Large,
Anthony LaVopa, David Midgley, David Mikics, Gregory Moore,
Hugh Barr Nisbet, David Owen, Gabriele Rippl, Richard Schacht,
Quentin Skinner, Uwe Steiner, James Tully, Sarah Westphal,
Joachim Whaley, Harvey Yunis, John H. Zammito, and Rachel
Zuckert. The argument has also beneﬁted from passing conversations with Maudemarie Clark, Jean Grondin, Paul Michael Lützeler,
John Richardson, and Dermot Moran, which took place at conferences or during guest lectures.
Most importantly, though, Steven Crowell, David Mikics, David
Owen, and James Tully have been extraordinarily generous in
reading, dissecting and commenting upon several drafts; their
keen attention to detail has forced me to readdress central issues
and prevented several mistakes that would have otherwise gone
unnoticed. Also, I would like to express my gratitude to the two
anonymous reviewers for Cambridge University Press, whose criticisms and suggestions were of considerable help, and to my
enormously patient editor, Richard Fisher, who had to wait for
several months until all revisions were completed. Finally, I have to
thank Jodie Barnes, Rosanna Christian and Sue Dickinson, my copyeditor, for guiding me through the entire production process.
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Center for the Study of Cultures, now the Humanities Research
Center, allowed me to learn much from neighboring disciplines
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on “Changing Perceptions of the Public Sphere.” In an increasingly specialized academic environment it is all too rare to be able
to exchange ideas with colleagues from other ﬁelds, and many of
these exchanges – often over lunch or dinner – have made academic life more bearable and the argument of this book, I hope,
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of Glasgow in Scotland, at the University of Sussex in Brighton,
England, and at the Annual Conference of the German Studies
Association in Pittsburgh, USA. I am grateful to the audiences,
whose critical questions forced me to rethink central arguments.
Some of the themes I could only touch upon in Chapter 1 are
discussed in more detail in “Learning How to Read: Nietzsche in
Leipzig,” Oxford German Studies 35 (2006), 97–110. An abridged
version of Chapter 3 has been published as “Toward a Critical
Historicism: History and Politics in Nietzsche’s Second Untimely
Meditation,” Modern Intellectual History 3 (2006), 1–31, and parts of
Chapter 6 have been published as “The Uneasy European:
Nietzsche, Nationalism and the Idea of Europe,” Journal of
European Studies 38/1 (2008), 27–51. I am grate-ful to the editors
for their permission to reuse and reshape this material.
Over the last years my students at Cambridge and Rice had to
listen to what must have seemed to them a variety of obscurities
about German and European intellectual history, which they often
forced me to clarify. A seminar on German nationalism and another
seminar on Nietzsche, the latter of which I had the pleasure of
co-teaching with Steven Crowell, left them sufﬁciently bewildered.
I hope they continue to have patience with my digressions.
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has tolerated, often with her eyes rolling, the many late nights it
took to turn a wild draft into a readable book. Without her smile,
patience and intelligence it would not have seen the light of day.
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travels possible.
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Abbreviations and translations

Friedrich Nietzsche’s writings and notes are quoted according to
the following abbreviations:
AC
BAW
BGE

BT

D

EH
GM
GS

The Anti-Christ, in ‘‘Twilight of the Idols’’ and ‘‘The AntiChrist,’’ trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), pp. 113–87. Quoted according to section.
Werke und Briefe: Historisch-Kritische Gesamtausgabe, ed.
Hans Joachim Mette (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1933–40).
Quoted according to volume and page number.
Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Judith Norman, ed. RolfPeter Horstmann and Judith Norman (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002). Quoted according
to section.
The Birth of Tragedy, in The Birth of Tragedy and Other
Writings, trans. Ronald Speirs, ed. Raymond Geuss and
Ronald Speirs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999), pp. 1–116. Quoted according to page number.
Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality, trans. R. J.
Hollingdale, ed. Maudemarie Clark and Brian Leiter
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
Quoted according to section.
Ecce Homo, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage
Books, 1989). Quoted according to part and section.
On the Genealogy of Morality, trans. Carol Diethe, ed. Keith
Ansell-Pearson (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994). Quoted according to essay and section.
The Gay Science, trans. Joseﬁne Nauckhoff, ed. Bernard
Williams (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2001). Quoted according to section.
xiv
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Abbreviations and translations
GSA
HA

KGB
KGW

TGS

TI

TL

UM
Z

xv

Unpublished Notes in the Goethe- und Schiller-Archiv,
Weimar, Germany. Followed by signature and page
reference.
Human, All Too Human, trans. R. J. Hollingdale, intro.
Richard Schacht (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996). Quoted according to volume, part and
section, except for vol. i which has no parts.
Briefwechsel: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, ed. Giorgio Colli
and Mazzino Montinari (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
1975–). Quoted according to volume and page reference.
Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, founded by Giorgio Colli
and Mazzino Montinari, ed. Volker Gerhardt, Norbert
Miller, Wolfgang Müller-Lauter, and Karl Pestalozzi
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1967–). The Philologica are
quoted according to volume and page number. The
Nachlaß is quoted according to volume and fragment
number.
The Greek State in On the Genealogy of Morality, trans.
Carol Diethe, ed. Keith Ansell-Pearson (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 176–86. Quoted
according to page number.
Twilight of the Idols, in ‘‘Twilight of the Idols’’ and ‘‘The
Anti-Christ,’’ trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1968), pp. 19–122. Quoted according to part
and section.
On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense, in The Birth of
Tragedy and Other Writings, trans. Ronald Speirs, ed.
Raymond Geuss and Ronald Speirs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 139–153. Quoted
according to page number.
Untimely Meditations, trans. R. J. Hollingdale, ed. Daniel
Breazeale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997). Quoted according to part and section.
Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone and Nobody,
trans. and ed. Graham Parkes (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005). Quoted according to part and section.

All translations from Nietzsche’s Philologica, correspondence, and
Nachlaß are my own, although other translations have been
consulted whenever possible.
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xvi

Abbreviations and translations

As a general rule, I have simply referred to, or quoted from,
standard English translations of any given source when they were
available. In some cases, I have also referred to sources in their
original language, for instance, when it was necessary to clarify a
particular passage. On a very few occasions I have quoted from
the original source even though an English translation is available. I have done so for three reasons: either the text was translated only partially, the translation was seriously out of date, or
I found the translation to be somewhat misleading. When no
English translations are available, I have quoted from standard
editions in the original language. All translations, unless otherwise noted, are my own.
For reasons of consistency, all titles in a language other than
English have been left in the original. This includes all references
to Nietzsche’s writings.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

