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A HISTORY OF NIHILISM IN THE 
NINETEENTH CENTURY

Nihilism – the belief that life is meaningless – is frequently associated 
with twentieth-century movements such as existentialism, postmodern-
ism and Dadaism, and thought to result from the shocking experiences 
of the two World Wars and the Holocaust. In his rich and expansive new 
book, Jon Stewart shows that nihilism’s beginnings in fact go back much 
further to the first half of the nineteenth century. He argues that the true 
origin of modern nihilism was the rapid development of Enlightenment 
science, which established a secular worldview. This radically diminished 
the importance of human beings so that, in the vastness of space and time, 
individuals now seemed completely insignificant within the universe. The 
author’s panoramic exploration of how nihilism developed – not only 
in philosophy, but also in religion, poetry and literature – shows what 
an urgent topic it was for thinkers of all kinds, and how it has continued 
 powerfully to shape intellectual debates ever since.

Jon Stewart  is Research Fellow in the Institute of Philosophy at the 
Slovak Academy of Sciences. He is the author of many books, most recently 
An Introduction to Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of  Religion: The 

Issue of Religious Content in the Enlightenment and Romanticism (2022) 
and Hegel’s Century: Alienation and Recognition in a Time of  Revolution 
(Cambridge University Press, 2021), which was the Philosophy category 
prizewinner in the 2021 PROSE Awards.
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 1 Percy Bysshe Shelley, Queen Mab, London: R. Carlile 1822, “Notes. VII. Page 61. There is 
no God!,” p. 132. Quoted from Paul Henri Thiry d’Holbach, “Chapitre Premier. Origine de 
nos idées sur la Divinité,” in his Système de la Nature, ou des Loix du Monde Physique et du 
Monde Morale, new ed., vols. 1–2, London: n.p. 1781, vol. 2, p. 22.

If ignorance of nature gave birth to gods, a knowledge of nature is 
 calculated to destroy them.

Percy Bysshe Shelley, Queen Mab1
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This book is the culmination of a lifelong reflection on the problem of nihilism. 
I became interested in this issue at an early stage in my academic education and 
continued to return to it frequently over the subsequent years. In a sense this is 
a book that I have long wanted to write, and so it is with a great sense of grati-
fication that I see it now appear. When I began work on it, I proudly imagined 
that I knew a fair bit about nihilism. But in the course of the work, I learned 
a great deal that was new to me. This project afforded me the opportunity to 
discover some new authors and revisit some old ones with whom I was already 
familiar. The research on this book has vastly expanded my knowledge of and 
appreciation for the problem.

Some authors such as Dostoevsky and Nietzsche have long been associated 
with nihilism, and their portrayals and analyses of the issue have been repeated 
so often that they have almost become a cliché. Since these connections have 
already been treated so thoroughly, I have tried to direct my focus to lesser-
known figures who also played an important role in the development of the 
concept of nihilism. I have dutifully given some attention to the well-known 
figures associated with nihilism, but I have not made them my primary focus or 
treated them in a systematic, let alone exhaustive, manner.

I believe that the work adds something original to the research literature, 
providing a new explanation of the origin of nihilism in the modern context. 
It should therefore be of interest to scholars in philosophy, religious stud-
ies, German literature, Scandinavian Studies, and English Romanticism. 
Moreover, the book has been written so that it is accessible to students and gen-
erally interested readers. The reason for this is that I believe that everyone has 
feelings of anxiety, despair, hopelessness, and dark thoughts about death. There 
are times when all of us struggle to find meaning in life. Thus, nihilism is a topic 
that concerns everyone and is part of the human condition. It should therefore 
not be regarded as a purely academic issue. Because of this I have tried to frame 
this study not solely as an academic work designed for research specialists. I 
have refrained from engaging in lengthy polemics with other authors who have 
written on this theme. In the note apparatus, I have directed interested readers 
to the relevant works in the secondary literature for further reading. But I have 
avoided making these works explicit dialogue partners for my study.

PREFACE
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x preface

All biblical quotations used in the present work are taken from the well-
known translation, the New Revised Standard Version. The quotations from 
Shakespeare refer to the new scholarly edition The New Oxford Shakespeare.1 
Since the present investigation is a study in the history of ideas and concepts, 
it is important to understand the individual works under examination in their 
historical context. For this reason, I have tried to use the original editions of 
these works and not later reprints. However, in a few cases I have availed myself 
of later editions, but only when there was some compelling philological reason 
to do so. In line with my desire to make this study as accessible as possible to a 
broad readership, I have also provided references to standard English transla-
tions for the works treated here.

 1 The New Oxford Shakespeare. The Complete Works, modern critical ed., general eds., Gary 
Taylor, John Jowett, Terri Bourus, and Gabriel Egan, Oxford: Oxford University Press 
2016.
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like to express my gratitude to Zoltán Gyenge for the chance to teach a variant 
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