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This conference paper presents a reading of Nietzsche’s untimely consideration On the Use and Disadvantage of History for Life that reevaluates the importance of animal forgetfulness in Nietzsche’s conception of history. According to my interpretation, the historicity of the human animal life form, the human animal’s memory, is not something cut off or radically distinct from the a-historicity and forgetfulness of the animal, but reveals human animal life to be an instance of the totality of life. The thesis I defend is that the novelty of Nietzsche’s essay is contained in the insight that animal forgetfulness is prior and primordial to human memory; that life is historical through and through because it is forgetful through and through. Forgetfulness precedes memory in the sense that one remembers because one can forget, rather than the other way round. Accordingly, what makes for the human animal’s historicity is not, as one may assume, its memory, but its forgetfulness. 

I seek to show that the insight into the priority of animal forgetfulness directly affects Nietzsche’s conception of historiography. Nietzsche confronts human memory with the animal’s forgetfulness so as to provoke a new self-awareness within the human being that leads it, first, to affirm itself as animal, as forgetful and as historical; and, second, to see in its memory a creative force of life. In my interpretation of the relation between animality and historicity, the transformation of history into an art of interpretation thus depends on what could be called a return to and of animal forgetfulness. The perspective of animal forgetfulness reveals that memory is an artistic force (Kunsttrieb), and, as a consequence, historiography must be understood as an artwork (Kunstwerk) rather than as a science (Wissenschaft), concerned with interpretations rather than with the factual representation of the past.

