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Preface


This piece of writing is a study guide for readers of Rudolf Steiner’s Philosophy of Freedom. It was originally intended for my own personal use, but, encouraged by positive reactions to it, I decided to publish it in 2007. Sustained demand and my own changing needs then motivated me to revise and hopefully improve the text as an outline of the original and an aid to understanding it.


The philosophical issues of the day have not featured in the text in any particular way. At the end, as an aid to reflection, the main ideas of each chapter have been individually formulated.


Since this resumée is really only a sketch, it is not a suitable basis upon which to form a judgement of the original. Those for whom doing this is too much trouble can at least get a broad outline here. I would hope, however, that they would still, at some time, give this sublime and beautiful work of Rudolf Steiner’s the attention it deserves.


U. Frey





I Conscious human action


Can human beings do, or not do, whatever they want? In other words, are they completely self-determined in their actions, or externally determined perhaps without noticing. In 1674 the philosopher Spinoza gave this example to illustrate this question: if a stone receives an impact such that it moves forwards, it could mistakenly think that it is moving under its own impetus. Exactly the same is true of a child craving milk, or a boy swearing revenge. Both assume they are self-motivated, but fail to notice that they are being led by other causes, namely hunger or anger. The objection may be raised here that action based upon consciously recognised motives cannot be regarded as equivalent to that of a hungry or an angry child.


According to Eduard von Hartmann human action is determined by a person’s character. It is only through character that an idea becomes an impulse to action. Certain ideas compel a person to act, because they fit with his character. Here also the fact that the impulse to action can be permeated with consciousness is not taken into account. If there is a difference between a consciously recognised motive for my action and an unconscious impulse, such as hunger, anger etc., then in each case the resultant action should be evaluated differently. Thus action motivated by knowledge should be granted the special significance it deserves. For if reason, or a decision based on insight, exert the same compulsion upon us as do animal drives like hunger and anger, then we cannot speak of freedom. If some motivational impulse arising from my character is urging me to do something, even though I can see that it is irrational, then I should be glad that I can refrain from putting this willed, if undesired, impulse into practice. The point is not whether we can carry out a decision we have made, but how the decision takes shape in us. If we do not know why we are doing something, then this action cannot be regarded as free.





II The fundamental desire to know


The human being is never content with what he finds before him, but always strives for something beyond it. This goes for the act of knowing as well. It is not enough for us to simply perceive with the senses, we also want to be able to explain the phenomena we have experienced. Our experience is dual – of things, on the one hand, and of ourselves on the other. In this way we distinguish ourselves as independent beings from the world of things, thus creating the antithesis of Self and world. We nonetheless feel connected to the world, that we are beings in the world. Our intellectual and spiritual aspirations arise through our wishing to overcome these opposite feelings of simultaneous separation from and connection to the world. This can be accomplished in various ways. The religious person seeks unity by means of divine revelation, the artist through creative action, by which she imbues matter with her ideas thus reconciling her inner life with the outer world. The philosopher too does not stop at the phenomenon, but tries to penetrate what has been observed with thinking.


To restore the connection to the world from which our awareness of our separate identity has detached us, the content of the world has to become the content of thought.


Two worldviews have tried to bridge this gulf in different ways: dualism, as a two-world theory, has not been able to find the bridge between mind and matter; monism, as a unitary view of the world, refuses to recognise the contraries involved – either, as materialism, it denies mind, or as idealism / spiritualism, matter.
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