
Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, 

History 

1 .  Genealogy i s  gray, meticulous, and patiently documentary . 
It operates on a field of entangled and confused parchments, 
on d ocuments that have been scratched over and recopied many 
times .  

O n  this basis, it i s  obvious that Paul Reel was wrong to 
follow the English tendency in describing the history of morality 
in terms of a linear development-in reducing its entire history 
and genesis to an exclusive concern for utility . He assumed that 
words had kept their meaning, that desires still pointed in a 
single direction, and that ideas retained their logic; and he ig­
nored the fact that the world of speech and desires has known 
invasions, struggles, plundering, disguises, ploys.  From these 
elements, however, genealogy retrieves an indispensable re­
straint: it must record the singularity of events outside of any 
monotonous finality; it must seek them in the most unpromising 
places, in what we tend to feel is without history-in sentiments, 
love, conscience, instincts; it must be sensitive to their recur­
rence, not in order to trace the gradual curve of their evolution, 
but to isolate the different scenes where they engaged in dif­
ferent roles .  Finally, genealogy must define even those in­
stances when they are absent, the moment when they remained 
unrealized (Plato, at Syracuse, did not become Mohammed) . 

Genealogy, consequently, requires patience and a knowl­
edge of details,  and it depends on a vast accumulation of source 
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material . Its "cyclopean monuments" 2 are constructed from 
"discreet and�p arently insignificant truths and according to a 
rigorous metho '; they cannot be the product of "large and 
well-meaning rrors . "  3 In short, genealogy demands relentles s  
erudition. Genealogy does not oppose itself t o  history a s  the 
lofty and profound gaze of the philosopher might compare to 
the molelike perspective of the scholar; on the cOJ:ltrary, it rejects 
the metahistorical deployment of ideal significations and indef­
inite teleologies .  It opposes itself to the search for "origins ."  

2. In  Nietzsche, we find two uses of  the word Ursprung. The 
first is unstressed, and it is found alternately with other terms 
such as Entstehung, Herkunft, Abkunft, Geburt. In The Genealogy 
of Morals, for example, Entstehung or Ursprung serves equally 
well to denote the origin of duty or guilty conscience;4 and in 
the discussion cif logic and knowledge in The Gay Science, their 
origin is indiscriminately referred to as Ursprung, Entstehung, or 
Herkunft . 5  

The other use o f  the word i s  stressed. O n  occasion, Nietzsche 
places the term in opposition to another: in the first paragraph 
of Human, All Too Human the miraculous origin (Wunderursprung) 
sought by metaphysics is set against the analyses of historical 
philosophy, which poses questions uber Herkunft und Anfang . 
Ursprung is also used in an ironic and deceptive manner. In 
what, for instance, do we find the original basis ( Ursprung) of 
morality, a foundation sought after since Plato? "In detestable, 
narrow-minded conclusions . Pudend riga . " 6 Or in a related 
context, where should we seek th rigin of religion (Ursprung), 
which Schopenhauer located i a particular metaphysical sen­
timent of the hereafter? It belongs, very simply, to an invention 
(Erfindung), a sleight-of-hand, an artifice (Kunststilck) , a secret 
formula, in the rituals of black magic, in the work of the 
Schwarzkunstler . 7  

One of  the most significant texts with respect to the use of  
all these terms and to the variations in  the use of  Ursprung i s  
the preface to  the Genealogy. At the beginning of  the text, its 
objective is defined as an examination of the origin of moral 
preconceptions and the term used is Herkunft . Then, Nietzsche 
proceeds by retracing his personal involvement with this ques-
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tion: he recalls the period when he "calligraphied" philosophy, 
when he questioned if God must be held responsible for the 
origin of evil . He now finds this question amusing and properly 
characterizes it as a search for Ursprung (he will shortly use the 
same term to summarize Paul Ree's activity) . 8  Further on, he 
evokes the analyses that are characteristically Nietzschean and 
that begin with Human, All Too Human.  Here, he speaks of 
Herkunfthypothesen . This use of the word Herkunft cannot be 
arbitrary, since it serves to designate a number of texts, begin­
ning with Human, All Too Human, which deal with the origin of 
morality, asceticism, justice, and punishment. And yet the word 
used in all these works had been Ursprung . 9  It would seem that 
at this point in the Genealogy Nietzsche wished to validate an 
opposition between Herkunft and Ursprung that did not exist ten 
years earlier. But immediately following the use of the two terms 
in a specific sense, Nietzsche reverts ,  in the final paragraphs of 
the preface, to a usage that is neutral and equivalent . lO 

Why does Nietzsche challenge the pursuit of the origin (Ur­
sprung), at least on those occasions when he is truly a geneal­
ogist? First, because it is an attempt to capture the exact essence 
of things, their purest possibilities, and their carefully protected 
identities; because this search assumes the existence of immobile 
forms that precede the external world of accident and succession . 
This search is directed to "that which was already there," the 
image of a primordial truth fully adequate to its nature, and it 
necessitates the removal of every mask to ultimately disclose an 
original identity. However, if the genealogist refuses to extend 
his faith in metaphysics, if he listens to history, he finds that 
there is "something altogether different" behind things: not a 
timeless and essential secret, but the secret that they have no 
essence or that their essence was fabricated in a piecemeal fash­
ion from alien forms . Examining the history of reason, he learns 
that it was born in an altogether "reasonable" fashion-from 
chance; 1 1  devotion to truth and the precision of scientific meth­
ods arose from the passion of scholars, their reciprocal hatred, 
their fanatical and unending discussions, and their spirit of com­
petition-the personal conflicts that slowly forged the weapons 
of reason . 12 Further, genealogical analysis shows that the con­
cept of liberty is an "invention of the ruling classes" 13 and not 
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fundamental to man's nature or at the root of his attachment to 
being and truth . What is found at the historical beginning of 
things is not the inviolable identity of their origin; it is the dis­
sension of other things . It is disparity . 14 

History also teaches how to laugh at the solemnities of the 
origin . The lofty origin is no more than "a metaphysical exten­
sion which arises from the belief that things are most precious 
and essential at the moment of birth . "  15 We ten d  to think that 
this is the moment of their greatest perfection, when they emerged 
dazzling from the hands of a creator or in the shadowless light 
of a first morning. The origin always precedes the Fall . It comes 
before the body, before the world and time; it is a ssociated with 
the gods, and its story is always sung as a theogony. But his­
torical beginnings are lowly: not in the sense of modest or dis­
creet like the steps of a dove, but derisive and ironic, capable 
of undoing every infatuation. "We wished to awaken the feeling 
of man's sovereignty by showing his divine birth: this path is 
now forbidden, since a monkey stands at the entrance . "  16  Man 
originated with a grimace over his future development; and Zar­
athustra himself is plagued by a monkey who jumps along be­
hind him, pulling on his coattails .  

The final postulate of the origin is linked to the first two in 
being the site of truth . From the vantage point of  an absolute 
distance, free from the restraints of positive knowledge, the 
origin makes possible a field of knowledge whose function is to 
recover it, but always in a false recognition due to the excesses 
of its own speech. The origin lies at '

a place of inevitable loss, 
the point where the truth of things corresponded to a truthful 
discourse, the site of a fleeting articulation that discourse has 
obscured and finally lost . It is a new cruelty of history that 
compels a reversal of this relationship and the abandonment of 
"adolescent" quests : behind the always recent, avaricious, and 
measured truth, it posits the ancient proliferation of errors . It 
is now impossible to believe that "in the rending of the veil, 
truth remains truthful; we have lived long enough not to be 
taken in . "  17 Truth is undoubtedly the sort of error that cannot 
be refuted because it was hardened into an unalterable form in 
the long baking process of history . 18 Moreover, the very ques­
tion of truth, the right it appropriates to refute error and oppose 
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itself to appearance, the manner in which it developed (initially 
made available to the wise, then withdrawn by men of piety to 
an unattainable world where it was given the double role of 
consolation and imperative, finally rejected as a useless notion, 
superfluous and contradicted on all sides)-does this not form 
a history, the history of an error we call truth? Truth, and its 
original reign, has had a history within history from which we 
are barely emerging "in the time of the shortest shadow, " when 
light no longer seems to flow from the depths of the sky or to 
arise from the first moments of the day . 19 

A genealogy of values, morality, asceticism, and knowledge 
will never confuse itself with a quest for their "origins," will 
never neglect as inaccessible the vicissitudes of history . On the 
contrary, it will cultivate the details and accidents that accom­
pany every beginning; it will be scrupulously attentive to their 
petty malice; it will await their emergence, once unmasked, as 
the face of the other. Wherever it is made to go, it will not be 
reticent-in "excavating the depths,"  in allowing time for these 
elements to escape from a labyrinth where no truth had ever 
detained them. The genealogist needs history to dispel the chi­
meras of the origin, somewhat in the manner of the pious phi­
losopher who needs a doctor to exorcise the shadow of his soul . 
He must be able to recognize the events of history, its j olts, its 
surprises, its unsteady victories and unpalatable defeats-the 
basis of all beginnings, atavisms, and heredities . Similarly, he 
must be able to diagnose the illnesses of the body, its conditions 
of weakness and strength, its breakdowns and resistances, to 
be in a position to judge philosophical discourse . History is the 
concrete body of a development, with its moments of intensity, 
its lapses, its extended periods of feverish agitation, its fainting 
spells; and only a metaphysician would seek its soul in the dis­
tant ideality of the origin . 

3 .  Entstehung and Herkunft are more exact than Ursprung in 
recording the true objective of genealogy; and, while they are 
ordinarily translated as "origin ,"  we must attempt to reestablish 
their proper use . 

Herkunft is the equivalent of stock or descent; it is the ancient 
affiliation to a group, sustained by the bonds of blood, tradition, 
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or social class .  The analysis of Herkunft often involves a consid­
eration of race or social type . 20 But th� traits it attempts to 
identify are not the exclusive generic characteristics of an indi­
vidual, a sentiment, or an idea, which permit us to qualify them 
as "Greek" or "English"; rather, it seeks the subtle, singular, 
and subindividual marks that might possibly intersect in them 
to form a network that is difficult to unravel . Far from being a 
category of resemblance, this origin allows the sorting out of 
different traits : the Germans imagined that they had finally ac­
counted for their complexity by saying they possessed a double 
soul; they were fooled by a simple computation, or rather, they 
were simply trying to master the racial disorder from which they 
had formed themselves . 21 Where the soul pretends unification 
or the self fabricates a coherent identity, the genealogist sets out 
to study the beginning-numberless beginnings, whose faint 
traces and hints of color are readily seen by a historical eye . The 
analysis of descent permits the dissociation of the self, its rec­
ognition and displacement as an empty synthesis, in liberating 
a profusion of lost events . 

An examination of descent also permits the discovery, un­
der the unique aspect of a trait or a concept, of the myriad events 
through which-thanks to which, against which-they were 
formed. Genealogy does not pretend to go back in time to re­
store an unbroken continuity that operates beyond the disper­
sion of forgotten things; its duty is not to demonstrate that the 
past actively exists in the present, that it continues  secretly to 
animate the present, having imposed a predetermined form on 
all its vicissitudes .  Genealogy does not resemble the evolution 
of a species and does not map the destiny of a people . On the 
contrary, to follow the complex course of descent is to maintain 
passing events in their proper dispersion; it is to identify the 
accidents, the minute deviations-or conversely, the complete 
reversals-the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty cal­
culations  that gave birth to those things that continue to exist 
and have value for us; it is to discover that truth or being does 
not lie at the root of what we know and what w e  are, but the 
exteriority of accidents . 22  This is undoubtedly why every origin 
of morality from the moment it stops being pious--and Herkunft 
can never be-has value as a critique . 23 
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Deriving from such a source is a dangerous legacy . In nu­
merous instances, Nietzsche associates the terms Herkunft and 
Erbschaft . Nevertheless, we should not be deceived into thinking 
that this heritage is an acquisition, a possession that grows and 
solidifies; rather, it is an unstable assemblage of faults, fissures, 
and heterogeneous layers that threaten the fragile inheritor from 
within or from underneath : "injustice or instability in the minds 
of certain men, their disorder and lack of decorum, are the final 
consequences of their ancestors' numberless logical inaccuracies, 
hasty conclusions, and superficiality . "  24 The search for descent 
is not the erecting of foundations: on the contrary, it disturbs 
what was previously considered immobile; it fragments what 
was thought unified; it shows the heterogeneity of what was 
imagined consistent with itself. What convictions and, far more 
decisively, what knowledge can resist it? If a genealogical anal­
ysis of a scholar were made-of one who collects facts and care­
fully accounts for them-his Herkunft would quickly divulge the 
official papers of the scribe and the pleadings of the lawyer­
their father25-in their apparently disinterested attention, in the 
"pure" devotion to objectivity . 

Finally, descent attaches itself to the body . 26 It inscribes 
itself in the nervous system, in temperament, in the digestive 
apparatus; it appears in faulty respiration, in improper diets, in 
the debilitated and prostrate bodies of those whose ancestors 
committed errors . Fathers have only to mistake effects for causes, 
believe in the reality of an "afterlife, " or maintain the value of 
eternal truths, and the bodies of their children will suffer. Cow­
ardice and hypocrisy, for their part, are the simple offshoots of 
error: not in a Socratic sense, not that evil is the result of a 
mistake, not because of a turning away from an original truth, 
but because the body maintains, in life as in death, through its 
strength or weakness, the sanction of every truth and error, as 
it sustains, in an inverse manner, the origin-descent .  Why did 
men invent the contemplative life? Why give a supreme value 
to this form of existence? Why maintain the absolute truth of 
those fictions which sustain it? "During barbarous ages . . .  if 
the strength of an individual declined, if he felt himself tired or 
sick, melancholy or satiated and, as a consequence, without 
desire or appetite for a short time, he became relatively a better 
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man, that is, less dangerous.  His pessimistic ideas only take 
form as words or reflections. In this frame of mind,  he either 
became a thinker and prophet or used his imagination to feed 
his superstitions ."  2 7  The body-and everything that touches it: 
diet, climate, and, soil-is the domain of the Herkunft . The body 
manifests the stigmata of past experience and also gives rise to 
desires, failings, and errors . These elements may j oin in a body 
where they achieve a sudden expression, but as often, their 
encounter is an engagement in which they efface each other, 
where the body becomes the pretext of their insurmountable 
conflict. 

The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced by lan­
guage and dissolved by ideas), the locus of a dis sociated self 
(adopting the illusion of a substantial unity), and a volume in 
perpetual disintegration.  Genealogy, as an analysis  of descent, 
is thus situated within the articulation of the body and history . 
Its task is to expose a body totally imprinted by history and the 
process of history's destruction of the body . 

4 .  Entstehung designates emergence, the moment o f  arising. It 
stands as the principle and the singular law of an apparition .  
A s  it is wrong to search for descent in an uninterrupted conti­
nuity, we should avoid thinking of emergence as the final term 
of a historical development; the eye was not always  intended 
for contemplation, and punishment has had other purposes than 
setting an example . These developments may appear as a cul­
mination, but they are merely the current episodes in a series 
of subjugations : the eye initially responded to the requirements 
of hunting and warfare; and punishment has been subjected, 
throughout its history, to a variety of needs-revenge, excluding 
an aggressor, compensating a victim, creating fear. In placing 
present needs at the origin, the metaphysician would convince 
us of an obscure purpose that seeks its realization at the moment 
it arises. Genealogy, however,

' 
seeks to reestablish the various 

systems of subjection: not the anticipatory power of meaning, 
but the hazardous play of dominations . 

Emergence is always produced through a particular stage 
of forces. The analysis of the Entstehung must delineate this 
interaction, the struggle these forces wage against each other or 
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against adverse circumstances, and the attempt to avoid degen­
eration and regain strength by dividing these forces against 
themselves .  It is  in this sense that the emergence of a species 
(animal or human) and its solidification are secured "in an ex­
tended battle against conditions which are essentially and con­
stantly unfavorable . "  In fact, "the species must realize itself as 
a species, as something---characterized by the durability, uni­
formity, and simplicity of its form-which can prevail in the 
perpetual struggle against outsiders or the uprising of those it 
oppresses from within . "  On the other hand, individual differ­
ences emerge at another stage of the relationship of forces, when 
the species has become victorious and when it is no longer 
threatened from outside . In this condition, we find a struggle 
"of ego isms turned against each other, each bursting forth in a 
splintering of forces and a general striving for the sun and for 
the light . "  28 There are also times when force contends against 
itself, and not only in the intoxication of an abundance, which 
allows it to divide itself, but at the moment when it weakens .  
Force reacts against its growing lassitude and gains strength; it 
imposes limits, inflicts torments and mortifications; it masks 
these actions as a higher morality and, in exchange, regains its 
strength . In this manner, the ascetic ideal was born, "in the 
instinct of a decadent life which . . .  struggles for its own ex­
istence . "  29 This also describes the movement in which the Ref­
ormation arose, precisely where the church was least corrupt;30 
German Catholicism, in the sixteenth century, retained enough 
strength to turn against itself, to mortify its own body and his­
tory, and to spiritualize itself into a pure religion of conscience.  

Emergence is thus the entry of forces; it  is their eruption, 
the leap from the wings to center stage, each in its youthful 
strength . What Nietzsche calls the Entstehungsherd 31 of the con­
cept of goodness is not specifically the energy of the strong or 
the reaction of the weak, but precisely this scene where they are 
displayed superimposed or face-to-face . It is t\othing but the 
space that divides them, the void through which they exchange 
their threatening gestures and speeches .  As descent qualifies 
the strength or weakness of an instinct and its inscription on a 
body, emergence designates a place of confrontation, but not as 
a closed field offering the spectacle of a struggle among equals .  
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Rather, as Nietzsche demonstrates in his analysis of good and 
evil, it is a "non-place," a pure distance, which indicates that 
the adversaries do not belong to a common space . Conse­
quently, no one is responsible for an emergence; no one can 
glory in it, since it always occurs in the interstice . 

In a sense, only a single drama is ever staged in this "non­
place, "  the endlessly repeated play of dominations .  The dom­
ination of certain men over others leads to the differentiation 
of values;32 class domination generates the idea of liberty;33 and 
the forceful appropriation of things neces sary to survival and the 
imposition of a duration not intrinsic to them account for the 
origin of logic . 34 This relationship of domination is no more a 
"relationship" than the place where it occurs is a place; and, 
precisely for this reason, it is fixed, throughout its history, in 
rituals, in meticulous procedures that impose rights and obli­
gations . It establishes marks of its power and engraves mem­
ories on things and even within bodies . It makes itself accountable 
for debts and gives rise to the universe of rules, which is by no 
means designed to temper violence, but rather to satisfy it. Fol­
lowing traditional beliefs, it would be false to think that total 
war exhausts itself in its own contradictions and ends by re­
nouncing violence and submitting to civil laws . On the contrary, 
the law is a calculated and relentless pleasure, delight in the 
promised blood, which permits the perpetual instigation of new 
dominations and the staging of meticulously repeated scenes of 
violence . The desire for peace, the serenity of compromise, and 
the tacit acceptance of the law, far from representing a maj or 
moral conversion or a utilitarian calculation that gave rise to the 
law, are but its result and, in point of fact, its perversion: "guilt, 
conscience, and duty had their threshold of emergence in the 
right to secure obligations; and their inception, like that of any 
major event on earth, was saturated in blood. "  35 Humanity 
does not gradually progress from combat to combat until it ar­
rives at universal reciprocity, where the rule of law finally re­
places warfare; humanity installs each of its violences in a system 
of rules and thus proceeds from domination to domination .  

The nature o f  these rules allows violence t o  b e  inflicted on 
violence and the resurgence of new forces that are sufficiently 
strong to dominate those in power. Rules are empty in them-
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selves, violent and unfinalized; they are impersonal and can be 
bent to any purpose . The successes of history belong to those 
who are capable of seizing these rules, to replace those who had 
used them, to di,Sguise themselves so as to pervert them, invert 
their meaning, and redirect them against those who had initially 
imposed them; controlling this complex mechanism, they will 
make it function so as to overcome the rulers through their own 
rules . 

The isolation of different points of emergence does not con­
form to the successive configurations of an identical meaning; 
rather, they result from substitutions, displacements, disguised 
conquests, and systematic reversals . If interpretation were the 
slow exposure of the meaning hidden in an origin, then only 
metaphysics could interpret the development of humanity . But 
if interpretation is the violent or surreptitious appropriation of 
a system of rules, which in itself has no essential meaning, in 
order to impose a direction, to bend it to a new will, to force its 
participation in a different game, and to subject it to secondary 
rules, then the development of humanity is a series of interpre­
tations . The role of genealogy is to record its history: the history 
of morals, ideals,  and metaphysical concepts, the history of the 
concept of liberty or of the ascetic life; as they stand for the 
emergence of different interpretations, they must be made to 
appear as events on the stage of historical process . 

5 .  How can we define the relationship between genealogy, 
seen as the examination of Herkunft and Entstehung, and history 
in the traditional sense? We could, of course, examine Nietzsche's 
celebrated apostrophes against history, but we will put these 
aside for the moment and consider those instances when he 
conceives of genealogy as wirkliche Historie, or its more frequent 
characterization as historical "spirit" or "sense . "  36 In fact, 
Nietzsche's criticism, beginning with the second of the Untimely 
Meditations, always questioned the form of history that rein­
troduces (and always assumes) a suprahistorical perspective : a 
history whose function is to compose the finally reduced diver­
sity of time into a totality fully closed upon itself; a history that 
always encourages subjective recognitions and attributes a form 
of reconciliation to all the displacements of the past; a history 
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whose perspective on all that precedes it implies the end of time, 
a completed development. The historian's history finds its sup­
port outside of time and pretends to base its judgments on an 
apocalyptic objectivity . This is only possible,  however, because 
of its belief in eternal truth, the immortality of the soul, and the 
nature of consciousness as always identical to itself. Once the 
historical sense is mastered by a suprahistorical perspective, 
metaphysics can bend it to its own purpose, and, by aligning it 
to the demands of objective science, it can impose its own "Egyp­
tianism . "  On the other hand, the historical sense can evade 
metaphysics and become a privileged instrument of genealogy 
if it refuses the certainty of absolutes .  Given this, it corresponds 
to the acuity of a glance that distinguishes, separates, and dis­
perses; that is capable of liberating divergence and marginal 
elements-the kind of dissociating view that is capable of de­
compos!ng itself, capable of shattering the unity of man's being 
through which it was thought that he could extend his sover-

, eignty to the events of his past .  
Historical meaning becomes a dimension of wirkliche Historie 

to the extent that it places within a process of development 
everything considered immortal in man. We believe that feel­
ings are immutable, but every sentiment, particularly the noblest 
and most disinterested, has a history. We believe in the dull 
constancy of instinctual life and imagine that it  continues to exert 
its force indiscriminately in the present as it did in the past. But 
a knowledge of history easily disintegrates this unity, depicts 
its wavering course, locates its moments of strength and weak­
ness, and defines its oscillating reign. It easily seizes the slow 
elaboration of instincts and those movements where, in turn­
ing upon themselves, they relentlessly set about their self­
destruction .37 We believe, in any event, that the body obeys the 
exclusive laws of physiology and that it escapes the influence 
of history, but this too is false . The body is molded by a great 
many distinct regimes; it is broken down by the rhythms of 
work, rest, and holidays; it is poisoned by food or values, through 
eating habits or moral laws; it constructs resistances . 38 "Effec­
tive" history differs from traditional history in being without 
constants . Nothing in man-not even his body-is sufficiently 
stable to serve as the basis for self-recognition or for understand-
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ing other men . The traditional devices for constructing a com­
prehensive view of history and for retracing the past as a patient 
and continuous development must be systematically disman­
tled . Necessarily, we must dismiss those tendencies that en­
courage the consoling play of recognitions .  Knowledge, even 
under the banner of history, does not depend on "rediscovery," 
and it emphatically excludes the "rediscovery of ourselves . "  
History becomes "effective" t o  the degree that i t  introduces dis­
continuity into our very being-as it divides our emotions, dram­
atizes our instincts, multiplies our body and sets it against itself. 
"Effective" history deprives the self of the reassuring stability 
of life and nature, and it will not permit itself to be transported 
by a voiceless obstinacy toward a millennial ending . It will up­
root its traditional foundations and relentlessly disrupt its pre­
tended continuity . This is because knowledge is not made for 
understanding; it is made for cutting .  

From these observations, we can grasp the particular traits 
of historical meaning as Nietzsche understood it-the sense which 
opposes wirkliche Historie to traditional history. The former 
transposes the relationship ordinarily established between the 
eruption of an event and necessary continuity . An entire his­
torical tradition (theological or rationalistic) aims at dissolving 
the singular event into an ideal continuity-as a teleological 
movement or a natural process . "Effective" history, however, 
deals with events in terms of their most unique characteristics, 
their most acute manifestations . An event, consequently, is not 
a decision, a treaty, a reign, or a battle, but the reversal of a 
relationship of forces, the usurpation of power, the appropria­
tion of a vocabulary turned against those who had once used it, 
a feeble domination that poisons itself as it grows lax, the entry 
of a masked "other . "  The forces operating in history are not 
controlled by destiny or regulative mechanisms, but respond to 
haphazard conflicts . 39 They do not manifest the successive forms 
of a primordial intention and their attraction is not that of a 
conclusion, for they always appear through the singular ran­
domness  of events . The inverse of the Christian world, spun 
entirely by a divine spider, and different from the world of the 
Greeks, divided between the realm of will and the great cosmic 
folly, the world of effective history knows only one kingdom, 
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without providence or final cause, where there is only l i the iron 
hand of necessity shaking the dice-box of chance . "  4() Chance is 
not simply the drawing of lots, but raising the stakes in every 
attempt to master chance through the will to power, and giving 
rise to the risk of an even greater chance . 41 The world we know 
is not this ultimately simple configuration where events are re­
duced to accentuate their essential traits, their final meaning, or 
their initial and final value . On the contrary, it is a profusion 
of entangled events . If it appears as a "marvelous motley, pro­
found and totally meaningful, " this is because it began and 
continues its secret existence through a "host of errors and phan­
tasms . "  42 We want historians to confirm our belief that the 
present rests upon profound intentions and immutable necessi­
tie s .  But the true historical sense confirms our existence among 
countless lost events, without a landmark or a point of reference . 

Effective history can also invert the relationship that tradi­
tional history, in its dependence on metaphysics, establishes 
between proximity and distance . The latter is given to a con­
templation of distances and heights : the noblest periods, the 
highest forms, the most abstract ideas, the purest individualities . 
It accomplishes this by getting as near as possible, placing itself 
at the foot of its mountain peaks, at the risk of adopting the 
famous perspective of frogs. Effective history, on the other hand, 
shortens its vision to those things nearest to it-the body, the 
nervous system, nutrition, digestion, and energies; it unearths 
the periods of decadence, and if it chances upon lofty epochs, 
it is with the suspicion-not vindictive but joyous-of finding a 
barbarous and shameful confusion. It has no fear of looking 
down, so long as it is understood that it looks from above and 
descends to seize the various perspectives,  to disclose disper­
sions and differences, to leave things undisturbed in their own 
dimension and intensity. It reverses the surreptitious practice 
of historians, their pretension to examine things furthest from 
themselves, the groveling manner in which they approach this 
promising distance (like the metaphysicians who proclaim the 
existence of an afterlife, situated at a distance from this world, 
as a promise of their reward) . Effective history studies what is 
closest, but in an abrupt dispossession, so as to seize it at a 
distance (an approach similar to that of a doctor who looks closely, 
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who plunges to make a diagnosis and to state its difference) .  
Historical sense has more in common with medicine than phi­
losophy; and it should not surprise us that Nietzsche occasion­
ally employs the phrase "historically and physiologically," 43 since 
among the philosopher's idiosyncracies is a complete denial of 
the body. This includes, as well, "the absence of historical sense, 
a hatred for the idea of development, Egyptianism," the obsti­
nate "placing of conclusions at the beginning, " of "making last 
things first . "  44 History has a more important task than to be a 
handmaiden to philosophy, to recount the necessary birth of 
truth and values; it should become a differential knowledge of 
energies and failings, heights and degenerations, poisons and 
antidotes .  Its task is to become a curative science . 45 

The final trait of effective history is its affirmation of knowl­
edge as perspective . Historians take unusual pains to erase the 
elements in their work which reveal their grounding in a par­
ticular time and place, their preferences in a controversy-the 
unavoidable obstacles of their passion . Nietzsche's version of 
historical sense is explicit in its perspective and acknowledges 
its system of injustice . Its perception is slanted, being a delib­
erate appraisal, affirmation, or negation; it reaches the lingering 
and poisonous traces in order to prescribe the best antidote . It 
is not given to a discreet effacement before the objects it observes 
and does not submit itself to their processes; nor does it seek 
laws, since it gives equal weight to its own sight and to its 
objects .  Through this historical sense, knowledge is allowed to 
create its own genealogy in the act of cognition; and wirkliche 
Historie composes a genealogy of history as the vertical projection 
of its position . 

6. In this context, Nietzsche links historical sense to the his­
torian's history. They share a beginning that is similarly impure 
and confused, share the same sign in which the symptoms of 
sickness can be recognized as well as the seed of an exquisite 
flower . 46 They arose simultaneously to follow their separate 
ways, but our task is to trace their common genealogy. 

The descent (Herkunft) of the historian is unequivocal: he is 
of humble birth . A characteristic of history is to be without 
choice : it encourages thorough understanding and excludes 
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qualitative judgments---a sensitivity to all things without dis­
tinction, a comprehensive view excluding differences . Nothing 
must escape it and, more importantly, nothing must be ex­
cluded . Historians argue that this proves their tact and discre­
tion . After all, what right have they to impose their tastes and 
preferences when they seek to determine what actually occurred 
in the past? Their mistake is to exhibit a total lack of taste, the 
kind of crudeness that becomes smug in the presence of the 
loftiest elements and finds satisfaction in reducing them to size . 
The historian is insensitive to the most disgusting things; or 
rather, he especially enjoys those things that should be repug­
nant to him. His apparent serenity follows from his concerted 
avoidance of the exceptional and his reduction of all things to 
the lowest common denominator. Nothing is allowed to stand 
above him; and underlying his desire for total knowledge is his 
search for the secrets that belittle everything: "base curiosity. "  
What i s  the source o f  history? I t  comes from the plebs.  To 
whom is it addressed? To the plebs .  And its discourse strongly 
resembles the demagogue's refrain: "No one is greater than you 
and anyone who presumes to get the better of you-you who 
are good-is evil . "  The historian, who functions as his double, 
can be heard to echo: "No past is greater than your present, 
and, through my meticulous erudition, I will rid you of your 
infatuations and transform the grandeur of history into petti­
ness, evil, and misfortune. "  The historian's ancestry goes back 
to Socrates.  

This demagoguery, of course, must be masked. It must 
hide its singular malice under the cloak of universals . As the 
demagogue is obliged to invoke truth, laws of essences, and 
eternal necessity, the historian must invoke objectivity, the ac­
curacy of facts, and the permanence of the past. The demagogue 
denies the body to secure the sovereignty of a timeless idea, and 
the historian effaces his proper individuality so that others may 
enter the stage and reclaim their own speech. He is divided 
against himself: forced to silence his preferences and overcome 
his distaste, to blur his own perspective and replace it with the 
fiction of a universal geometry, to mimic death in order to enter 
the kingdom of the dead, to adopt a faceless anonymity. In this 
world where he has conquered his individual will, he becomes 
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a guide to the inevitable law of a superior will . Having curbed 
the demands of his individual will in his knowledge, he will 
disclose the form of an eternal will in his object of study. The 
objectivity of historians inverts the relationships of will and 
knowledge and it is, in the same stroke, a necessary belief in 
providence, in final causes and teleology-the beliefs that place 
the historian in the family of ascetics . "I can't stand these lustful 
eunuchs of history, all the seductions of an ascetic ideal; 1 can't 
stand these blanched tombs producing life or those tired and 
indifferent beings who dress up in the part of wisdom and adopt 
an objective point of view . "  47 

The Entstehung of history is found in nineteenth-century 
Europe: the land of interminglings and bastardy, the period of 
the "man-of-mixture . "  We have become barbarians with respect 
to those rare moments of high civilization: cities in ruin and 
enigmatic monuments are spread out before us; we stop before 
gaping walls; we ask what gods inhabited these empty temples . 
Great epochs lacked this curiosity, lacked our excessive defer­
ence; they ignored their predecessors: the classical period ig­
nored Shakespeare . The decadence of Europe presents an 
immense spectacle (while stronger periods refrained from such 
exhibitions), and the nature of this scene is to represent a theater; 
lacking monuments of our own making, which properly belong 
to us, we live among crowded scenes .  But there is more . Eu­
ropeans no longer know themselves; they ignore their mixed 
ancestries and seek a proper role . They lack individuality . We 
can begin to understand the spontaneous historical bent of the 
nineteenth century: the anemia of its forces and those mixtures 
that effaced all its individual traits produced the same results as 
the mortifications of asceticism; its inability to create, its absence 
of artistic works, and its need to rely on past achievements forced 
it to adopt the base curiosity of plebs . 

If this fully represents the genealogy of history, how could 
it become, in its own right, a genealogical analysis? Why did it 
not continue as a form of demogogic or religious knowledge? 
How could it change roles on the same stage? Only by being 
seized, dominated, and turned against its birth . And it is this 
movement which properly describes the specific nature of the 
Entstehung: it is not the unavoidable conclusion of a long prep-
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aration, but a scene where forces are risked in the chance of 
confrontations, where they emerge triumphant, where they can 
also be confiscated . The locus of emergence for metaphysics 
was surely Athenian demogoguery, the vulgar spite of Socrates 
and his belief in immortality, and Plato could have seized this 
Socratic philosophy to turn it against itself. Undoubtedly, he 
was often tempted to do so, but his defeat lies in its consecration. 
The problem was similar in the nineteenth century: to avoid 
doing for the popular asceticism of historians what Plato did for 
Socrates . This historical trait should not be founded on a phi­
losophy of history, but dismantled, beginning with the things 
it produced; it is necessary to master history so as to turn it to 
genealogical uses, that is, strictly anti-Platonic purposes .  Only 
then will the historical sense free itself from the demands of a 
suprahistorical history . 

7. The historical sense gives rise to three uses that oppose and 
correspond to the three Platonic modalities of history. The first 
is parodic, directed against reality, and opposes the theme of 
history as reminiscence or recognition; the second is dissociative, 
directed against identity, and opposes history given as conti­
nuity or representative of a tradition; the third is s acrificial, di­
rected against truth, and opposes history as knowledge . They 
imply a use of history that severs its connection to memory, its 
metaphysical and anthropological model,  and constructs a 
countermemory-a transformation of history into a totally dif­
ferent form of time . 

First, the parodic and farcical use . The historian offers this 
confused and anonymous European, who no longer knows him­
self or what name he should adopt, the possibility of alternative 
identities, more individualized and substantial than his own. 
But the man with historical sense will see that this substitution 
is simply a disguise . Historiaris supplied the Revolution with 
Roman prototypes, romanticism with knight' s armor, and the 
Wagnerian era was given the sword of a German hero---ephem­
eral props that point to our own unreality . No one kept them 
from venerating these religions, from going to Bayreuth to com­
memorate a new afterlife; they were free, as well, to be trans­
formed into street vendors of empty identities .  The new historian, 
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the genealogist, will know what to make of this masquerade. 
He will not be too serious to enjoy it; on the contrary, he will 
push the masquerade to its limit and prepare the great carnival 
of time where masks are constantly reappearing. No longer the 
identification of our faint individuality with the solid identities 
of the past, but our "unrealization" through the excessive choice 
of identities-Frederick of Hohenstaufen, Caesar, Jesus, Dionysus, 
and possibly Zarathustra . Taking up these masks, revitalizing 
the buffoonery of history, we adopt an identity whose unreality 
surpasses that of God, who started the charade . "Perhaps, we 
can discover a realm where originality is again possible as par­
odists of history and buffoons of God . "  48 In this, we recognize 
the parodic double of what the second of the Untimely Meditations 
called "monumental history" : a history given to reestablishing 
the high points of historical development and their maintenance 
in a perpetual presence, given to the recovery of works, actions, 
and creations through the monogram of their personal essence . 
But in 1874, Nietzsche accused this history, one totally devoted 
to veneration, of barring access to the actual intensities and 
creations of life . The parody of his last texts serves to emphasize 
that "monumental history" is itself a parody. Genealogy is his­
tory in the form of a concerted carnival . 

The second use of history is the systematic dissociation of 
identity . This is necessary because this rather weak identity, 
which we attempt to support and to unify under a mask, is in 
itself only a parody: it is plural; countless spirits dispute its 
possession; numerous systems intersect and compete . The study 
of history makes one "happy, unlike the metaphysicians, to pos­
sess in oneself not an immortal soul but many mortal ones." 49 
And in each of these souls, history will not discover a forgotten 
identity, eager to be reborn, but a complex system of distinct 
and multiple elements, unable to be mastered by the powers of 
synthesis: "it is a sign of superior culture to maintain, in a fully 
conscious way, certain phases of its evolution which lesser men 
pass through without thought . The initial result is that we can 
understand those who resemble us as completely determined 
systems and as representative of diverse cultures, that is to say, 
as necessary and capable of modification . And in return, we 
are able to separate the phases of our own evolution and consider 
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them individually. "  50 The purpose of history, guided by ge­
nealogy, is not to discover the roots of our identity, but to commit 
itself to its dissipation . It  does not seek to define our unique 
threshold of emergence, the homeland to which metaphysicians 
promise a return; it seeks to make visible all of those discontinu­
ities that cross us . 1 /  Antiquarian history," according to the Un­
timely Meditations, pursues opposite goals. It seeks the continuities 
of soil, language, and urban life in which our present is rooted, 
and, ' 'by cultivating in a delicate manner that which existed for 
all time, it tries to conserve for posterity the conditions under 
which we were born . "  51 This type of history was objected to 
in the Meditations because it tended to block creativity in support 
of the laws of fidelity. Somewhat later-and already in Human, 
All Too Human-Nietzsche reconsiders the task of the antiquar­
ian, but with an altogether different emphasis .  If genealogy in 
its own right gives rise to questions concerning our native land, 
native language, or the laws that govern us, its intention is  to 
reveal the heterogeneous systems which, masked by the self, 
inhibit the formation of any form of identity. 

The third use of history is the sacrifice of the subject of 
knowledge . In appearance, or rather, according to the mask it 
bears, historical consciousness is neutral, devoid of passions, 
and committed solely to truth . But if it examines itself and if, 
more generally, it interrogates the various forms of scientific 
consciousness in its history, it finds that all these  forms and 
transformations are aspects of the will to knowledge: instinct, 
passion, the inquisitor' s devotion, cruel subtlety, and malice . It 
discovers the violence of a position that sides against those who 
are happy in their ignorance, against the effective illusions by 
which humanity protects itself, a position that encourages the 
dangers of :r:esearch and delights in disturbing discoveries .  52 The 
historical analysis of this rancorous will to knowledge53 reveals 
that all knowledge rests upon injustice (that there is no right, 
not even in the act of knowing, to truth or a foundation for truth) 
and that the instinct for knowledge is malicious (something mur­
derous, opposed to the happiness of mankind) .  Even in the 
greatly expanded form it assumes today, the will to knowledge 
does not achieve a universal truth; man is not given an exact 
and serene mastery of nature . On the contrary, it ceaselessly 
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multiplies the risks, creates dangers in every area; it breaks down 
illusory defenses; it dissolves the unity of the subject; it releases 
those elements of itself that are devoted to its subversion and 
destruction .  Knowledge does not slowly detach itself from its 
empirical roots, the initial needs from which it arose, to become 
pure speculation subject only to

' 
the demands of reason; its de­

velopment is not tied to the constitution and affirmation of a 
free subject; rather, it creates a progressive enslavement to its 
instinctive violence. Where religions once demanded the sac­
rifice of bodies, knowledge now calls for experimentation on 
ourselves, 54 calls us to the sacrifice of the subject of knowledge . 
"The desire for knowledge has been transformed among us into 
a passion which fears no sacrifice, which fears nothing but its 
own extinction . It may be that mankind will eventually perish 
from this passion for knowledge . If not through passion, then 
through weakness.  We must be prepared to state our choice : 
do we wish humanity to end in fire and light or to end on the 
sands?" 55 We should now replace the two great problems of 
nineteenth-century philosophy, passed on by Fichte and Hegel 
(the reciprocal basis of truth and liberty and the possibility of 
absolute knowledge), with the theme that "to perish through 
absolute knowledge may well form a part of the basis of being. "  56 
This does not mean, in terms of a critical procedure, that the 
will to truth is limited by the intrinsic finitude of cognition, but 
that it loses all sense of limitations and all claim to truth in its 
unavoidable sacrifice of the subject of. knowledge . "It may be 
that there remains one prodigious idea which might be made to 
prevail over every other aspiration, which might overcome the 
most victorious :  the idea of humanity sacrificing itself. It seems 
indisputable that if this new constellation appeared on the ho­
rizon, only the desire for truth, with its enormous prerogatives, 
could direct and sustain such a sacrifice. For to knowledge, no 
sacrifice is too great. Of course, this problem has never been 
posed . "  57 

The Untimely Meditations discussed the critical use of history: 
its just treatment of the past, its decisive cutting of the roots, its 
rejection of traditional attitudes of reverence, its liberation of 
man by presenting him with other origins than those in which 
he prefers to see himself . Nietzsche, however, reproached crit-
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ical history for detaching us from every real source and for sac­
rificing the very movement of life to the exclusive concern for 
truth . Somewhat later, as we have seen, Nietzsche reconsiders 
this line of thought he had at first refused, but directs it to 
altogether different ends .  It is no longer a question of j udging 
the past in the name of a truth that only we can possess in the 
present, but of risking the destruction of the subject who seeks 
knowledge in the endless deployment of the will to knowledge . 

In a sense, genealogy returns to the three modalities of 
history that Nietzsche recognized in 1874. It  returns to them in 
spite of the objections that Nietzsche raised in the name of the 
affirmative and creative powers of life . But they are metamor­
phosed: the veneration of monuments becomes parody; the re­
spect for ancient continuities becomes systematic dissociation; 
the critique of the injustices of the past by a truth held by men 
in the present becomes the destruction of the man who maintains 
knowledge by the injustice proper to the will to knowledge . 
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