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ugo Drochon begins his concise study of Friedrich Nietzsche’s Great Politics with the statement that that 
philosopher’s “contribution to political thought remains mired in controversy” (1).  At first sight, this does not 
seem like a particularly unsettling statement.  After all, is there a thinker in the canon of Western philosophy 
whose fate has been decided conclusively?  Yet the problem with Nietzsche, Drochon highlights, goes deeper: we 

must begin to reacquaint ourselves with the great philosopher on his own terms.  For too long, he argues, scholarship and 
popular perception have relied on a version of Nietzsche unfettered by the contextual parameters of his life and time.  
Drochon’s book sets out to change this, “offer[ing] an account of Nietzsche’s politics that restores him to his time – namely 
late nineteenth-century Germany and Europe” (2). 

The book, which is offers a conclusive analysis of how Nietzsche  arrived at his own understanding of ‘great politics,’ rather 
than an intellectual biography of the entirety of Nietzsche’s active life, will give readers a comprehensive introduction to 
some of the philosopher’s main theses. Although Drochon does not aim to turn Nietzsche into primarily a political thinker, 
he does show the importance of political thought to the overall aim of cultural renewal that drove much of the published 
works.  Each chapter traces a step in this intellectual evolution, from his interest in the Greeks and especially Plato’s Republic 
to his final intellectual maturation shortly before his descent into insanity.  

Chapter 1 establishes the foundations of Nietzsche’s revaluation project in Greek philosophy.  Drochon argues for a basic 
continuation of Nietzsche’s thought from his early work on the decay of Greek culture to his thoughts on cultural renewal 
in his late Antichrist, all of which revolved around the hierarchical organization of society, and was oriented towards the 
production of culture and the philosopher who was to “create values” rather than “perpetuate herd morality” (41). This led 
to a clash with the German composer and theorist Richard Wagner, against whom he insisted on the necessity of a slave-
class, whilst rejecting the latter’s antisemitism, pan-German nationalism, and return to Christianity.  As Drochon 
emphasizes in his second chapter on “The State,” Nietzsche’s relationship with Wagner is vital for our understanding of his 
own theory of the birth and decay of the state – its advancement through a number of transformations from the ancient 
state of the Greeks to the modern nation state. Nietzsche’s eventual goal was a decentralized, minimalist, post-national state, 
which he defined as deregulated, decentralized and European-wide state where private companies had much more sway and 
a few select institutions pursued their cultural goals. Drochon terms this state “postmodern” (51).  Whilst this terminology 
certainly makes sense with regard to Nietzsche’s sequence of state-forms, the term itself seems too loaded with meaning to 
not create some confusion. Some words on its relation to what is commonly referred to as postmodernism might have been 
helpful here.  

As discussed in chapter 3, Nietzsche saw democracy as the main culprit in the decay of the state, robbing modern man of 
meaningful existence.  The strength of this chapter lies in Drochon’s contextualizing approach, showing that Nietzsche’s 
critique of democracy was born out of his acute observation of its birth pangs and the persisting hypocrisies of the political 
system in the German empire under Chancellor Otto von Bismarck.  Against this, Nietzsche envisioned a caste society, 
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preserved by internal and external agonistic struggle, in which a European nobility coexisted with a slave caste.  Chapter 4 
further elucidates Nietzsche’s usage of an agonistic system as a check on the ‘will to power’ preventing it from a descent into 
a war of all against all.  One’s place within either caste would be determined through Nietzsche’s doctrine of the ‘eternal 
return’– would an individual choose to be eternally reborn or not, placing them either in the “ascending” or “descending” 
camp.  (110-115).  Finally, chapter 5 and 6 close in on Nietzsche’s revaluation project and his “great politics,” with Drochon, 
as in the previous chapters, not only outlining Nietzsche’s philosophy in great detail, but also managing to connect the 
development of his thought to the historical context, especially his rallying against the Prussian state and the imperialism of 
his day. Central to Nietzsche’s political project were the creation of a trans-European aristocracy fueling cultural renewal, led 
by a “party of life” (167ff) that would be engaged in a spiritual warfare with slave morality.  

The chapters in their entirety piece together a philosophical journey that has not been told before, one which is rich in detail 
and with a closely attuned eye for the importance of historical context.  Scholars from different (sub-)disciplines will find 
themselves drawn to separate sections.  This is testimony to the book’s strength in opening up Nietzsche to a new readership 
– amongst many others, historians of democracy, and of international and European relations, will find new inspiration 
here. In light of this, Drochon’s decision to begin the book in close dialogue with Bernard Williams’s work appears 
disorienting at first, but this narrow focus is quickly transcended.1 Drochon’s work presents an important rejoinder to the 
assessment by Williams (and others) that Nietzsche offered readers no coherent politics which would have assessed modern 
society and related his psychological insights to more palpable modern politics.2 Whilst Drochon’s books thus makes a great 
contribution that reacquaints readers with Williams’ work, provides an intellectual history in miniature of Williams himself, 
and even introduces some unpublished material, his book is also a work that can easily stand for itself.3  

Drochon’s challenge to the existing scholarship comes with a number of implications for our overall understanding, as well 
as (political) usage, of Nietzsche. His methodological approach, which is broadly located within the contextualizing 
paradigm of the Cambridge School, presents a double-challenge to two different avenues of interpretation. Firstly, Drochon 
takes issue with the reading of Nietzsche as apolitical – an interpretation that was popularized in the wake of Nietzsche’s 
appropriation by the Nazis.4 Whilst it initially served as a way of salvaging Nietzsche’s thought from the ideological 
distortions of the Third Reich, this approach ultimately took away too much from the political aspects of Nietzsche’s work.  
Much of Drochon’s book is therefore written in response to Williams’s Nietzsche-interpretation that represents the 
philosopher as having lacked a coherent politics.  Against this, Drochon argues that Nietzsche indeed presented a political 
programme as well as a coherent analysis of modern society.  It is important to note that Drochon tends to cast this as a 
“political project,” implying a more active stance concerned with the politics of the day, not just political thought interested 
in abstract structures and terms.  Thus Drochon emphasizes not merely Nietzsche’s position as “privileged witness” (76). He 
also demonstrates that his agonistic model of a new society, whilst deviating from democratic principles through its strict 
hierarchies, does mirror the emphasis in some of the leading studies of nineteenth-century (German) democracy that 
democratic behaviour was learned and adopted through active practicing, rather than accepted by decree.5  

 
1 Drochon draws on the broad canon of Williams’ work, but his work with an unpublished manuscript. 

2 See for example, Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008). 

3 Drochon was able to obtain from Williams’ family the unpublished manuscript for ‘Can There Be a Nietzschean Politics?’ 

4 Walter Kaufmann, Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (1950) (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013); R.J. 
Hollingdale’s Nietzsche: The Man and His Philosophy (1965) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019) also helped to reacquaint 
post-war British audiences with the philosopher..  n Germany in the 1980s, Ernst Nolte’s interpretation of Nietzsche as a philosopher of 
the counter-enlightenment somewhat re-politicised discussion.  

5 Jonathan Sperber, The Kaiser’s Voters: Electors and Elections in Imperial Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008).  And see footnote 6.  
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This inevitably leads to further questions pertaining to Nietzsche’s concept of the new European state and its “party of life.” 
Whilst Drochon draws parallels to the work of Margaret Anderson on the Practice of Democracy, other scholars have also 
shown the influence of the experience of colonial rule as a decisive factor in “rehearsing” the often violent establishment of 
hierarchies.6  Though Drochon reflects thoroughly on the racial and eugenic thought of Nietzsche and its place within a 
wider European complex of thought, a further classification of his position towards colonialism would have been helpful, 
considering that his European project was also developed in response to the increasingly skewed balance of imperial powers. 
Similarly, the history of gender and specifically female suffrage have recently received greater attention in scholarship, posing 
the question as to how gendered Nietzsche’s caste-system would have been – did his agonistic system include the emerging 
women’s movement?7 Nietzsche’s concept of the superman easily leads us to believe that his was a man’s world, yet we also 
know of his frequent correspondence with Cosima Wagner and the intellectual ménage-à-trois including Lou Andreas-
Salomé.  

Secondly, Drochon’s work is also a rejoinder to more recent, postmodernist attempts to make use of Nietzsche by 
appropriating his agonistic ideas in an effort to rethink modern democracy.8 (1)  Nietzsche’s political thought, Drochon 
asserts, must be understood through the hierarchical lens foundational in its conception. The idea of the agon, he argues, was 
not limited to the democratic sphere as such but always also meant external conflict.  Against both of these strands, Drochon 
invokes a Nietzsche rooted in the political conflicts and innovations of his day – the rise of mass politics and democratic 
regimes, the struggle for power amongst the increasingly precarious alliance-system of European empires, nationalism, 
racism, and antisemitism, and the perceived deterioration of culture as a consequence of all of these developments.  

 

Besides Wagner, on whose relationship with Nietzsche Drochon places renewed emphasis, von Bismarck stars as the main 
nemesis of the philosopher.  Much of his active life, Drochon explicates, overlapped with that of Bismarck, who had coined 
the concept of ‘blood and iron’ – warfare and technology – as programmatic for the Prussian course in the second half of the 
nineteenth century.  Against this understanding of ‘great politics,’ Drochon argues, Nietzsche developed his own version of 
‘grosse Politik,’ his political project which developed from the rejection of contemporary ‘great politics’ as petty and 
permeated by slave morality into his own alternative ‘great politics.’ Drochon shows us that Nietzsche was a political thinker 
on multiple levels; especially later in life, he set out to write works in response to political problems, but he also thought 
about other aspects of life in political terms, seeing the implications that other spheres could have on politics.  This cross-
fertilisation might have made earlier scholars wary of Nietzsche’s place within a canon of political thought, preferring to 
associate him with the sphere of culture more directly.  Yet whilst Drochon never denies that culture usually constituted the 
main focus of Nietzsche’s writing, we simply cannot reduce the complexity of his philosophy to a system that was devoid of 
political ideas. Instead, Drochon shows that it is worthwhile to think beyond the confines of too rigid definitions of what it 
means to write a work of politics.  

 
6 Margaret Anderson, Practicing Democracy: Elections and Political Culture in Imperial Germany (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2000); Isabell V. Hull, Absolute Destruction: Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial Germany (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2006); also see Hannah Arendt’s classic argument in The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harvest, 1976). 

7 See the comprehensive overview by Hedwig Richter, “Geschlecht und Moderne. Analytische Zugänge zu Kontinuitäten und 
Umbrüchen in der Geschlechterordnung im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert,“ Archiv für Sozialgeschichte 57 (2017), pp.111-130; the field is 
rapidly growing, see e.g. Hedwig Richter, Kerstin Wolff (eds.), Die Demokratisierung der Demokratie in Deutschland und Europa 
(Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 2017). 

8 See, for example, Bonnie Honig, Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993); 
Dana Villa, Arendt and Heidegger: The Fate of the Political (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996); Mark Warren, Nietzsche and 
Political Thought (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988).  
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Drochon’s resurrection of Nietzsche’s political thought is thus not only built on a more thorough contextualization of it, 
but also on a reassessment of the way that Nietzsche has been read, the way he has been approached through the source-
material.  The usefulness and reliability of Nietzsche’s unpublished notes have long been contested, but the analytical work 
done by Drochon here actually goes to the heart of the matter by showing the consistencies between the published and 
unpublished material, which is further backed up by the letters.  This is especially true for the concept of ‘great politics’ and 
how it is reflected in the corpus of Nietzsche’s writing.  Drochon thus conclusively dispels the confusion surrounding 
Nietzsche’s final work on the ‘will to power.’ Whilst the distortion of the Nietzsche-legacy by his sister Elisabeth Förster-
Nietzsche is no longer secret, the actual textual history is less well-known but addressed in full here.  Drochon’s careful 
assessment of the editing histories also benefits his argument that Nietzsche was more political than is often assumed.  Thus, 
Drochon reveals, in 1888 Nietzsche began to draft a “Tractatus Philosophicus,” a source that might help us understand his 
political project further.  This interest in the role of the archives and the interrelation between published and unpublished 
material corresponds well with the wider interests of scholarship at the moment.  Thus the 2020-yearbook of the “Klassik 
Stiftung Weimar,” which also administers the Nietzsche-Archiv in Weimar, dedicates itself to the development of the 
archive in modernity.9 

Together with a contextualization of Nietzsche’s life under the influence of the German Empire, the bibliography of his 
work, and the timeline of ideas reflected in it, Drochon achieves a definite account of the way Nietzsche’s own version of 
‘great politics’ emerged. The history of the concept as employed by Nietzsche is a complex one, as Drochon illustrates by 
contrasting the textual evidence.  Whilst the term itself appears relatively early, by 1879 in Human, All too Human, its initial 
usage was negatively inflected. ‘Grosse Politik’ was understood by Nietzsche as a phenomenon linked to democracy and the 
decline of contemporary society.  Nietzsche was highly critical of the way modern democracies developed, as well as the 
obsession with military and commercial power that drew energies away from a possible striving for cultural superiority.  
Thus Germany, when it defeated France in 1870/1, might have ascertained its rank among European great powers and 
demonstrated its military might, but it simultaneously lost its cultural superiority.  Interestingly, Nietzsche condemned in 
particular the nationalism that was on the rise everywhere in Europe, together with an overall “narrowness of mind, racism, 
anti-Semitism, and anti-intellectualism” (158).  

Drochon convincingly shows, however, that by the time Nietzsche wrote Beyond Good and Evil (published 1886), he was 
looking at ‘great politics’ from a very different angle. By the late 1880s, he reclaimed ‘great politics’ as a positively inflected 
concept that held the key to his vision of a better future.  Drochon’s argument that Nietzsche developed the plan for a 
“transnational and transracial European caste” (160) is one of his most powerful assertions, revealing how Nietzsche used his 
acquaintance with classic Greek philosophy to reassess the possibilities of contemporary geopolitics.  Drochon shows that 
overcoming the contemporary slave morality prevalent in democracy did not just mean rekindling a master-caste, but was 
closely connected to the way European politics functioned; this was not a project limited to one nationality. Instead, it was 
driven by the desire to create “good Europeans” (150) who could become meaningful opponents to both the Russian and the 
British Empire.  Unsurprisingly, the creation of a “party of life” that would pursue this goal was based on a programme of 
education and breeding, but surprisingly, besides military officers, Nietzsche saw Jewish bankers as “his most likely 
candidates for the party of life” invested with the “will to power” (168).  

For historians of political thought and nineteenth-century Germany alike, this is one of the most fascinating aspects 
presented by Drochon, who shows that the antisemitism and eugenics for which Nietzsche had a penchant presented 
themselves in more complex ways in his works.  Thus the “blond beast” (85) cannot simply be equated with the Aryan 
imagination of the Nazis but in fact included a host of ethnicities and nationalities.  His educational plans within the 
revaluation project were elitist, excluding the majority of people from humanist education at the universities, and he also 
made provisions for a new politics around procreation. Whilst many of these ideas would be considered outdated and even 
discredited by now, they chime well with the burning security-concerns of a society that was witnessing shifting gender-
relations and the dissolution of the traditional family.  Here then, Drochon is right to point out that Nietzsche’s plans were 

 
9 Ulrike Lorenz and Thorsten Valk, eds., Kult – Kunst – Kapital: Das Nietzsche-Archiv und die Moderne um 1900. Klassik 

Stiftung Weimar, Jahrbuch 2020 (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2020).  
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not always regressive, again highlighting the need to read the philosopher within his own contemporary context.  Nietzsche’s 
inclusion of the European Jews is the most interesting and challenging aspect of the reconstitution of Europe as a 
“postmodern state.” (68) Here, it would be worthwhile to further consider the implications of Nietzsche’s proposal, and 
weigh them against developments at the time.  Jewish emancipation, which entailed the granting of citizenship rights, 
occurred all over Europe over the course of the nineteenth century.  It developed in tandem with a broader assimilation of 
Jews, especially in Western European states, but this should not hide the fact that antisemitism persisted, mixed with 
evolving nationalist attitudes, and eventually developed into a kind of Weltanschauung,  or world view.10  

After all, Nietzsche’s close intellectual friendship with Wagner broke apart over their differences concerning the composer’s 
antisemitism, among other issues.  How then would Nietzsche’s plan of a “party of life,” which was to have been constituted 
in part by one of the most marginalized groups in contemporary society, come to fruition?  More broadly, how does 
Nietzsche’s own race-thinking sit with the escalating colonialism of the period?  Drochon illustrates how, in a draft letter to 
Danish critic Georg Brandes in December 1888, Nietzsche painted the picture of a coming international movement that 
would govern the world and lead to universal peace.  Yet what would this government look like?  Are we to understand 
‘universal peace’ to carry Kantian undertones, or are we looking at a world state?  Drochon has here provided the impetus for 
both Nietzsche-scholars and scholars of international thought to reconsider the philosopher’s critiques of the contemporary 
system as well as his projections for a revaluation of the international sphere.  This might also be of interest to scholars of 
European integration and global governance.  The question of course is how tenuous the references in Nietzsche’s writing 
are – or whether a comprehensive system can be pieced together.  Drochon includes unpublished material, but he still relies 
most heavily on published material.  Hence from time to time, the extent of Nietzsche’s elaborations, for example on his 
plans for an ‘international movement’ under Jewish and military leadership, remain in the dark.  This is not necessarily the 
fault of Drochon, but points to the need for a more thorough and comprehensive assessment of the archival material that 
takes these questions into account. 

Drochon achieves a rare feat in showing us a more practically, politically minded Nietzsche in opposition to the 
depoliticization and abstraction of his work we so often encounter in scholarship, without then immediately coopting him 
for a current struggle or distorting the meaning of his politics by professing they were “foreshadowing” later intellectual 
trends.  For historians and political theorists alike, Drochon’s assessment of Nietzsche’s Great Politics sets a new standard, 
introducing readers to a political reading of the philosopher, and unearthing urgent new routes to be explored.  

 

Emily A. Steinhauer is a postdoctoral researcher at the German Historical Institute London.  She is an intellectual historian 
of twentieth century Germany with a particular interest in exile-studies, the history of German-Jewish relations, and the 
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Horkheimer from the U.S. to West Germany. 

 
10 Shulamit Volkov, Germans, Jews, Antisemites: Trials in Emancipation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).  
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