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Friedrich Nietzsche signed off his autobiographical work, Ecce Homo, with a triumphant, yet slightly 

hopeful question: “Have you understood me?” If he were alive today, he would probably agree that 

‘yes!’ he had, in fact, been understood... but then also, happily ignored.  

At the age of 24, a young Nietzsche – still yet to receive the PhD that he had been studying towards – 

was awarded a Professorship at the University of Basel. Nietzsche, not yet debilitated by the syphilis that 

would sap most of the joy out of his later life, burst into song and dance. This good mood continued 

throughout the day as the young man sang melody-after-melody from his favourite operas.  

Yet, just as he had out-grown, and abandoned, theology as an area of study after a single year of 

university, three years after his appointment to the Philology Department (the study of language and 

the Classics) at Basel, Nietzsche was once again beginning to feel disenchanted. Perhaps it was a 

response to this crisis of personality, perhaps it was an early spring of his later claim to be “dynamite” to 

bad ideas, but in the early months of 1872, Nietzsche delivered a five part lecture series at the public 

museum in the centre of Basel, entitled ‘On the Future of Educational Institutions’.  

Taking aim at the decline of German culture, and what he saw as its reciprocal poisoning of the 

‘university’, Nietzsche picked a fight that he was never going to win – but also a fight that he would 

never give up on. 

A few years earlier, Nietzsche had met, and become infatuated with, the composer Richard Wagner.  

Wagner was born in the same year as Nietzsche’s long-deceased father, and by all accounts was 

remarkably similar in appearance. But Wagner did more than just fill the role of father figure for the 

young academic. In Wagner, Nietzsche saw the embodiment of a ‘higher’ human being, one of the few 

great geniuses of history that would light the way forward so that the masses may follow.  

Nietzsche was convinced that all positive change and progress comes about in this manner – by the 

striving and success of a few great individuals. And if this is how civilizations move forward, then the role 

of universities ought to be that of facilitating the process – in short, education must be reserved only for 



the elite, and must be as broad and unrestricted as possible in what they teach, so as to allow those few 

geniuses to truly flourish. 

When Nietzsche took the stage in Basel, he was all too aware that the exact opposite trend was 

beginning to take grip across Germany. Pushed-on by government policy, universities were multiplying 

rapidly and were becoming increasingly focussed upon narrow specialisations in order to sustain the 

country’s economic boom. Institutions that once produced the great, and defining minds of German 

culture – people whose achievements would then extend beyond that culture, elevating it to ever 

greater heights – were suddenly limiting themselves in what they taught, while extending themselves in 

who they admitted.  

In this sense, Nietzsche’s attack on his country’s educational institutions was principally an attack on the 

changing face of his country’s culture. A culture that – hostile and stifling to the development of ‘genius’ 

– was being pushed forward by universities and schools that were increasingly looking upon education 

as a purely economic concern. 

By working towards the wealth of the nation, the wealth of the respective institutions, and the future 

wealth of graduating students, education had taken on a trivialised, fragmented image of its former-self. 

Nietzsche was downtrodden! He knew that as long as this focus continued, Germany was only ever 

going to give birth to unexceptional, mediocre individuals, cut solely to fit the material needs of society. 

And inundated by these useful idiots, Nietzsche saw little hope for the surrounding culture.  

Worse still, the impact of such an educational direction would prove so “dangerous for culture” that it 

would almost certainly smother and suffocate even the greatest of minds. So in his loosely associated 

preface to the Basel Lectures, Nietzsche carefully instructs the reader not to let his “culture intrude into 

his reading”. 

Nietzsche believed he had good reason for voicing this caution: at various times in Nietzsche’s life he 

expressed a hatred for Plato (someone who he ordinarily admired) for what he saw as the Greek 

philosopher’s hatred for life. A hatred that Nietzsche psychoanalysed to be symptomatic of the decline 

of Greek culture. If a sick culture could degrade a mind of the calibre of Plato’s, then what chance do the 

rest of us stand? 

Finding room to hate the people that he loved was a dexterity that Nietzsche applied to almost 

everyone who touched his life. Nietzsche eventually saw through the gimmickry and self-congratulation 

of Richard Wagner and broke away from him intellectually, comparing his admiring audiences to ‘drug 

addicts’; he characterised Socrates as an ‘ugly ramble’ and ‘wrong about everything’; Immanuel Kant 

was dismissed as a “ruminator” rather than a philosopher; and Arthur Schopenhauer, once adored by 

Nietzsche as a “gloomy genius” and an “Educator”, is later dethroned when Nietzsche corrects the 

record, saying it was always just “Nietzsche as Educator”. Truly to read Friedrich Nietzsche, is to realise 

that you don’t meet his high standards. 

Despite seeing Plato as a “bore”, and still then far “too noble for Socrates", Nietzsche was clearly 

influenced by the educational delivery of both men. The Basel Lectures rumble forward in a winding, 

fictitious, back-and-forth dialogue between an aging philosopher and two young disciples. (The 

Philosopher, both in feel and in thought, appears eerily familiar to Schopenhauer). Truth is not simply 

announced or revealed, but is slowly crept-up upon through questioning, mistakes and error-correction.  



And then in the loosely attributed preface, Nietzsche unmistakably echoes Socrates when he 

pronounces: “Let him be educated enough to think little of his own education, to think scornfully even; 

then he can confidently follow the lead of an author who ventures to address him only from a place of 

ignorance, a perspective of knowing that he does not know”. 

When Nietzsche chastised the people of Basel for aspiring to be nothing more than “servants” of the 

state bureaucracy, and for reducing Nietzsche’s own profession, Philology, to mere “journalism”, he 

took a strangely conciliatory tone. Basel was a parochial back-water at the time, often looked down 

upon by the German elite, yet Nietzsche fawned over his audience, who by all accounts formed in 

impressive numbers to hear him speak: “I am certainly well aware that I am giving these lectures in a 

city-republic that promotes the culture and education of its citizens with uncommon generosity”. 

This concern for the potential hurt feelings of his audience would soon disappear from Nietzsche’s 

temperament. An older, angrier, and increasingly frustrated, Nietzsche wouldn’t have the patience, nor 

the desire, to spare the time for such niceties, declaring unequivocally the “German intellect is my foul 

air” and “I carried my melancholy and my contempt of Germans about with me like an illness”. 

This style of delivery, this bombast and lofty self-regard, gave many people an easy excuse to dismiss 

both Nietzsche, and his philosophy, out of hand. But regardless of how impressive he thought himself to 

be, it clearly wasn’t a self-revelatory sentiment. Nietzsche always maintained that he, above all else, was 

an educator, and an educator in the widest possible sense.  

At a time when philosophy was becoming increasingly insular, Nietzsche in his self-described, ‘most 

important work’ – the novelistic, semi-autobiographical, ‘Thus Spoke Zarathustra’ – consciously tries to 

reach beyond the walls of academia, and find a larger audience – still only ‘the genius few’, but ‘the 

genius few’ for whom the university environment had proved just too stifling for them to tolerate; 

people capable of “guessing at once what can only be hinted... in short, who need only be reminded, not 

taught”. 

So if Nietzsche were alive today, and reading this article, he would be angry. He would see this as a 

dumbing-down of his message by an inadequate author, for an unintended, and incapable audience. He 

would hate me for writing it, he would hate you for reading it, and he would hate our culture for not 

heeding his warning. Well over a 100 years since his death, our universities are still expanding in 

number, becoming increasingly specialised in the courses they offer, are focussed more than ever on 

commercial success, and are still pumping-out student-after-student of average intelligence, unable of, 

and uninterested in, overcoming their education, or indeed themselves...  

Nietzsche wanted us to strive toward becoming the Ubermensch, the Overman, the Superman – people 

of such genius that they not only extend themselves beyond the masses of graduating students, but do 

so to such an extent that they look back upon their former classmates in the same way as those 

classmates might look back upon apes.  

Indeed, almost all that Nietzsche did throughout his life, and through his philosophy, can be seen as the 

lighting of a signal fire – a hopeful call in the dark for kindred souls. He believed that he had found such 

people in the pages of history – asserting that Voltaire “was above all a grandee of the intellect: 

precisely what I am also” – but Nietzsche’s eyes were firmly on the future. And his Basel Lectures were a 

call to arms for this “renewal of the German spirit”. 



Nietzsche did for philosophy what few before, and even fewer since, have managed to achieve: he woke 

people up! For what is often a peripheral, and generally obscure field of study, Nietzsche – though be it 

only after his death – attracted an audience that stretched well beyond the halls of academia. However, 

as more-and-more people tuned into his work, it became clear that they were doing so in piecemeal 

fashion. Nietzsche was being stripped-down, and consumed as pop culture – it is hard to overstate just 

how angry this would have made him, for he almost certainly would have seen it as representing the 

ironic pinnacle of his failure. 

Despite his best efforts, today we increasingly live in a culture that selectively fragments the great works 

of the past, and reveres its geniuses only by what can be boiled-down into catchphrases and quotations. 

For all that Nietzsche hoped for, our educational institutions have done the opposite – embracing an 

ever deepening spiral of “inflation and weakening... equally ruinous in effect”. Confessing to a ‘friend’ – 

a rarity in what proved to be a fairly hermitic life – that he was struggling to produce his final instalment, 

Nietzsche eventually abandoned the Basel Lectures whilst still unfinished.  

If this was indicative of an internal doubt, or feeling of despair at the task before him, it didn’t show – 

Nietzsche set an optimistic tone with the Lectures that he would cling to throughout his life, and his 

work. He was ever hopeful that someone, somewhere, might catch sight of the fire he was burning: 

“Show yourselves, you singular individuals – I still believe you exist!” 


