Essey by Igor Polsky

   "Incidentally, I despise everything which merely instructs me without increasing or immediately enlivening my activity." - these Goethe's words open Friedrich Nietzsche's work "On the Use and Abuse of History for Life". Nietzsche explains that knowledge of history is not always good for life, but it can even weaken or destroy life, as it happens in western culture. Animals and naturally living cultures have no historian books, but they are very healthy. In contrast, a person, who knows history and who lives in history, but not in this moment, could be captured by historical knowledge: "Anyone who cannot set himself down on the crest of the moment, forgetting everything from the past, who is not capable of standing on a single point, like a goddess of victory, without dizziness and fear, will never know what happiness is"1. Thereby, the ability to forget is even more necessary for life of a person, a nation, a culture, than ability to remember.

Nietzsche does not imply that history always makes harm to life, he names three functions and three methods of history that serve culture: "monumental", "antiquarian" and "critical". Monumental history is the history of greatness and beauty that "once was possible and therefore really will be possible once again". Learning this kind of history helps person to go "along his path more bravely, for now the doubt which falls over him in weaker hours that he might perhaps be wishing for the impossible, is beaten back from the field"2. The function of antiquarian history is to save. Through learning this kind of history person "gives thanks for his existence. While he nurtures with a gentle hand what has stood from time immemorial, he wants to preserve the conditions under which he came into existence for those who are to come after him”3. And the third kind of history is critical history, which serves life through "dragging the past before the court of justice, investigating it meticulously, and finally condemning it"4. This dangerous kind of history is useful in order to change society, to break old customs, habits and rules and to make new rules and ways of life, when it is necessary. 

These three kinds of history could serve a person or a culture. Since history became "science" and part of education, historical knowledge began not to serve life, but to fill minds with useless and empty knowledge, so people look like walking encyclopedias, they may know history, but they can no more make history. Historical knowledge are learned now not to became greater like greatest ancestors, not to save current useful habits and rules, not to change and to criticize, but just to know, without any application. This empty historical knowledge is not only useless, but it is also harmful, because we have history instead of life, and knowledge instead of will, feelings or experience. This education and historiorisation of western culture causes degradation of a person. We are not history makers; we are only indifferent keepers of historical museums. Therefore, "educated man" is weak and indifferent man, who may know about great people but can not act as great people do.

Modern education is the main target of Nietzsche’s criticism. He considers that modern people have "historical sickness": "The excess of history has seized the plastic force of life"5. In order to heal this "sickness" Nietzsche suggests us to use "poisons": "The antidotes against the historical are called the unhistorical and the super-historical"6. With these "poisons" young people should return themselves ability to forget, to believe and to be alive. That is how these "antidotes" described by Nietzsche: 

"With the phrase “the unhistorical” I designate the art and the power of being able to forget and to enclose oneself in a horizon with borders; “super-historical” I call the powers which divert the gaze from what is developing back to what gives existence an eternal and unchanging character, to art and religion"7. 

Nietzsche suggests young people to use these "poisons" in order to break chains of modern education and historical knowledge. Nietzsche considers that young people should make choice: either they can be educated "human-like aggregates"8, or they can be alive with “lack of education”9.

Michel Foucault followed Nietzsche in his critique of modern society, and he also wrote much about history. Particularly, Foucault described evolution of European historical discourses in his lectures "Il faut defendre la societe"10. The word “discourse” has special meaning in works of Foucault . It is "an entity of sequences of signs in that they are enouncements (enoncés)" (Foucault 1969: 141). A discursive formation is defined as the regularities that produce such discourses. Foucault used the concept of discursive formation in relation to his analysis of large bodies of knowledge, such as political economy and natural history. Official historical discourse was the first; its function is to legitimize current authority. Other historical discourses were born later (in the times of social changes, revolutions et cetera) by other social groups in order to legitimize their rights and privileges (like rights and privileges of noble men, of third estate (bourgeoisie), of work class, of race et cetera).

History is a weapon, used by different races, classes and groups in their fighting each other. Each nation and social group has its own historical discourse: authority, nationalists, liberals, socialists and communists, conservatives, esoteric and religious people have different, often competitive, conceptions of the past. History is not something cold, that we should investigate, but it is a hot battlefield, where winners make society accept their interpretation of the past. We may frequently see people representing different groups and ideals that are engaged into hot discussions about distant historical events. Why is that so? There are two possible kinds of reasons, connected with each other.

 First, it is inner psychological reasons, which we can understand looking at psychoanalysis. It is frequent psychoanalytic practice to ask client to tell his or her life story. Usually people do not just tell objective detached facts of their life, but they tell their life as a whole story, which is always interpretation, and sometimes it is quite far from reality. However, this interpretation is the only reality for a person, and if somebody tries to pinpoint mistakes of this interpretation and to suggest another version, a person defends his or her conception of personal past. Sometimes such defense may be very emotional. Then, we should ask, when social, ideological, nation, religious group of people tells story about its past, is it also always subjective interpretation? And if the answer is yes, it is quite clear why the meeting of different conceptions of the past frequently ignite emotions and conflicts: different groups defend their identity by defending and proving their concepts of the past.

Second, it is external political reasons, which we can understand with the help of quotation from Orwell's “1984”: "Who controls the past, controls the future: who controls the present controls the past"11. This quotation split light on the fact that history has highest ideological and political value. History acts as a judge: it decides who is right and who is wrong, who is “good” and who is “bad”. Foucault demonstrated how powerful historical discourse was born by French nobles in order to defend and to expand their rights and privileges. Nobles made deep historical investigation in order to prove their present rights and to improve their political position in future12. This tactic was applied later by third estate, and by revolutionary. In XX century such “histories” were written by fascists and other modern ideologies, including capitalism and neoliberal ideology of free market. We should say “tactic” because all this reminds us rather of a war, but not of a science.
After reading Foucault and Nietzsche one may see contradictions between their conceptions: we see “cold” history, that turns people into “walking encyclopedias” 13, which is described by Nietzsche; and we have “hot” history, that is a battlefield of different political and ideological discourses, described by Foucault. Still, we can unite these conceptions without serious problems by describing history in terms of war and peace. When one side prevails on the battlefield, it assumes the right to write historical school books. There are no more hot discussions in historical school books because only one side is left, thus, winners just give their conception of the past as objective thing. Schoolchildren become captured by this history; they trust it and interpret reality in the terms of history, written by winners. On this stage pupils have to learn many facts and their interpretation without deep thinking and feeling, they need just to agree with history and, through this, to agree with present reality as the objective result of this history. If we accept Nietzsche’s point that modern historical education produces "human-like aggregates", school historical education may be seen as the first stage of programming these “aggregates”.

Still, political and ideological war is not waged beyond school books. When people talk about actual political, civil, social, national issues, history inevitably becomes “hot” because different discourses, different historical “programs” fight each other for power to control the past (and, through this, as Orwell wrote, to control future). Each side, each program uses best arguments to prove their rights and privileges, to prove the lack of rights and privileges on the opponents’ side.

As it said, each side uses its best arguments in this war of historical (and political, ideological) discourses. Arguments are weapons in this war, and good weapons grant victory. Here sides need “cold” academic history that investigates past and helps to create these good arguments on the basis of careful historical investigation, as physicists were necessary to create nuclear bombs and other weapons. Scholars collect historical facts and do all precise scientific work to create the most objective knowledge. Then this objective historical knowledge could be used as arguments in proving some statements on political and ideological field the same way as weapons are used in battles. Academic historians should not be engaged in these battles as they should be truly detached in order to make their scientific work, but they should not also to interfere with process of using their knowledge in battles. If a scholar would be engaged in morality and ethics, such historian would care about using his research in the interests of humanity. However, it is not useful for the “winners” because they need ideological weapon, but not universal morality. The same way it is not useful for them if physicists would care about mankind during their work on nuclear weapon. The “winners” of political and ideological battles need historians to be out of politics, ideology, morality, religion and spirituality, so scholars should not care about these issues, they need only to know history, but they should not use this knowledge (what is close to “walking encyclopedias”, described by Nietzsche). This is the way how detached “cold” academic history serves not in order to remember great beauty, to keep actual traditions or to criticize what is useless and wrong, as Nietzsche wanted in the interests of culture and humanity development, but to serve ideological and political forces in their battles for people, for power and resources.

Concluding, we must say, that to stop this endless war of ideologies, which manipulate people with the help of academic history, historians should take responsibility for what they are doing and to work with history in "monumental", "antiquarian" and "critical" ways, as it is described by Nietzsche; while other people should get free from history-based manipulation, to make their life free from history, “unhistorical” (which means to forget history and not to accept present moment as historically objective, but to fight any history and to change it with our own will, knowledge and intuition) and “super-historical” (which is connected not with rights or privileges, not with what is “right” or what is “wrong”, but with eternal beauty and universal values). These are Nietzsche’s ill-timed “poisons”, which he suggests to cure madness of western civilization.
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