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RUDOLF STEINER (1861–1925) called his spiritual philosophy ‘anthroposophy’, meaning ‘wisdom of the human being’. As a highly developed seer, he based his work on direct knowledge and perception of spiritual dimensions. He initiated a modern and universal ‘science of spirit’, accessible to anyone willing to exercise clear and unprejudiced thinking.


From his spiritual investigations Steiner provided suggestions for the renewal of many activities, including education (both general and special), agriculture, medicine, economics, architecture, science, philosophy, religion and the arts. Today there are thousands of schools, clinics, farms and other organizations involved in practical work based on his principles. His many published works feature his research into the spiritual nature of the human being, the evolution of the world and humanity, and methods of personal development. Steiner wrote some 30 books and delivered over 6000 lectures across Europe. In 1924 he founded the General Anthroposophical Society, which today has branches throughout the world.
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Introduction


This anthology explores the nature of the soul as Rudolf Steiner elaborated it in his writings and lectures. However, it comprises more than an account of the psyche alone, and of soul life, and deals equally with the methodology for comprehending it, the scientific and above all spiritual-scientific means of doing so. The latter, according to Steiner, lead through the enhancement of active thinking to our own developing stages in meditation. This relates to modern mindfulness-based and usually Buddhist-oriented psychology and psychotherapy. Widely acknowledged disciplines in this field are the mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) developed by Kabat-Zinn1 as group therapy; and the acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT)2 used in one-to-one work, which in recent years has been incorporated into both out-patient and in-patient psychotherapy practice. The passages that follow aim to pick up on these schools and supplement them with spiritual science’s key findings about the psyche as Steiner formulated them at the beginning of the twentieth century. They are fundamental for developing a method of enquiry based on meditation and the imaginative capacity, which can serve and support contemporary psychology and psychotherapy.


In 1904 already, in the first edition of Steiner’s ‘Introduction to the Spiritual Processes in Human Life and the Cosmos’—the subtitle of his book Theosophy—he describes the soul as mediating between the body and spirit.3 In this picture, the body enables the soul to engage with the present moment, with temporal, transient things, by connecting it with sensory perceptions and thoughts, as well as with memory. In its activity, the soul is related at the same time also to the spirit and thus to futurity and the eternal.


Thus the soul lives midway between body and spirit. The impressions it receives through the body are transient and exist only for as long as the body opens its sense organs to the outer world. My eye experiences the colour of the rose only as long as it is open and perceives it. The presence both of the external thing and of a bodily organ is necessary for an impression, a sensation or perception to arise. But what I have apprehended in the mind or spirit as the truth of the rose, does not fade. Nor is this truth in any way dependent on myself—for it would remain true even if I had never encountered the rose. What I apprehend in the spirit is nontemporal or eternal. The soul is placed between the present moment and eternity and balances between body and spirit; and yet it also mediates the present and eternity to each other. It retains the present moment in memory. And by doing so it releases itself from transience and approaches the eternal realm of the spirit, at the same time also imprinting what is eternal into the transient course of time by giving itself up not only to fleeting sensations but itself shaping things, incorporating its own nature into them in the actions it initiates. Through memory, the soul retains its yesterday; through its actions it prepares its tomorrow.


In several public lectures he gave between 1918 and 1920, Rudolf Steiner addresses how the soul is harnessed to time and how it mediates between past, present and future. We have included two of these lectures here (Bern, 9 December 1918, and Basel, 2 December 1920). But the volume begins with extracts from his written works that outline his method of enquiry. The first of these passages is taken from his book The Riddle of Man (1916). Here, engaging with German and Austrian Idealism, Steiner elaborates why, to be truly consistent, the scientific mode of thinking should actually deny the human being all capacity for sense perception. And yet, he says, we cannot regard the soul merely as a product of the body: in ordinary awareness it manifests only as a picture that originates in a supersensible world. Thus it is seen as an independent entity connected with the spirit, which we can experience by undertaking exercises at the imaginative level.


The second chapter turns to forms of ‘physical and spiritual dependency’ to which we are subject, as Steiner outlined this in his book Riddles of the Soul, published in 1917. Based on previous research over thirty years, he connects here our tripartite soul capacities of thinking, feeling and will with the threefold nature of the body in, respectively, the neurosensory system, the rhythmic system, and the system of metabolism and limbs. In addition, Steiner assigns to soul activity three supersensible levels of cognition, those of Imagination, Inspiration and Intuition.* These comments by Steiner are fundamental for our understanding of both bodily and spiritual aspects of all soul life.


Then follows the public lecture given in Bern, entitled ‘Vindication of Anthroposophic Psychology’, given on 9 December 1918. There he outlines the need for a ‘new psychology’ in our era, and for a capacity of enquiry developed on scientific foundations. Steiner here summarizes what he first elaborated in two lectures in Zurich on 8 and 10 October 1918, and again shortly afterwards in Basel, on 30 and 31 October 1918. In an article on ‘Healing Disciplines’, Wolf-Ulrich Klünker recently published a detailed evaluation of the importance of these Zurich lectures for contemporary psychology, and for enquiries into the nature of the soul.4 The Bern lecture, similarly, focuses on the limits faced by mainstream science in its study of human nature, both in an outward direction, in its capacity to comprehend the world, and inwards, in soul experience—gestures which Steiner sees as foundational also for love and memory. Soul life is differentiated further into capacities of thinking, feeling and will, and correlated with the temporal dimensions of past, present and future. His observations here acquire great scope, addressing what happens when we fall asleep and wake up, and leading beyond earthly life into both pre-birth and post-mortem human existence.





These accounts are followed in this volume by extracts from the public lecture on ‘Anthroposophic Spiritual Science, its Findings and Scientific Validity’, given on 2 December 1920 in Basel. Here Steiner takes up the theme of the Bern lecture and expands on it in relation to supersensible methods of enquiry, which, above all through the faculty of Imagination, can support anthroposophic psychology.


This selection of texts concludes with the essay ‘On Soul Life’, which was first published in 1923 in the journal Das Goetheanum. This highlights the problems surrounding a purely scientifically-based form of psychology, as was clearly apparent at the time and is still experienced today. In contrast, Steiner proposes a path of wholesome soul development founded on anthroposophic schooling, with the development of Imagination, Inspiration and Intuition. Here he describes four stages in a sequence of development passing from the ‘twilight of dream’ to the ‘brightness of spirit vision’ and leading ultimately, ‘on the path toward self-observation’, to both ‘soul courage and soul anxiety’.


The book ends with a prospect of the field of psychotherapy, and its wider importance in relation to the life of society.


Thus the volume traces key developments in Steiner’s view of the soul as he sought to present this to a wider public in his books, lectures and essays. As he stressed in the Basel lecture, he greatly regretted that his public lectures met with so little interest from professionals in the field of psychology. This is partly also a reason for this new publication—in the hope that professionals in the field will by now be ready to include these ideas in their discourse.


With his fundamental thoughts and discoveries on the nature of the psyche, Rudolf Steiner pointed us toward a path that is still relevant today. Beyond this though, the development of Imagination, Inspiration and Intuition facilitates practical engagement with both social and therapeutic issues, and can offer much help and support in the field. Interested readers are referred to other related anthologies in this series.5


Harold Haas, 2018













* Translator’s note: to distinguish these supersensible capacities from the use of the same words in ordinary parlance, they are each given a capital throughout.




Methods of Anthroposophic Study of the Soul and Spirit


Extracts from The Riddle of Man (1916) and Theosophy (1904)


In science every subject requires a method of enquiry that is appropriate for it. But in studying the soul or psyche, in psychology, two possible modes of enquiry overlap, or even clash: science and spiritual science. Each may claim to be best fitted for the purpose, at least if, like Rudolf Steiner in the above-mentioned book Theosophy, we start from the premise that the soul stands in a mediating position between body and spirit, and exists within an autonomous phenomenal world. The approaches of these two kinds of knowledge and enquiry are usually regarded as mutually exclusive.


One example of contemporary philosophical enquiry into the relationship between science and spiritual science can be found in Peter Bieri’s Analytic Philosophy of the Mind in the form of what he calls the ‘Trilemma’.6 Bieri’s three theses, leading to the Trilemma are as follows: 1. Phenomena of the psyche or mind are non-physical phenomena; 2. Phenomena of the psyche (such as acts of will) can cause physical phenomena (bodily actions); and 3. The field of physical phenomena is causally complete and self-contained. Each of these three premises appears plausible at first glance.


According to Bieri, the Trilemma involves the fact that every pair of the premises can be true but they cannot all be true at the same time. If mental phenomena can affect the physical world (premises 1 and 2), the latter cannot be self-contained (contradiction with premise 3). If on the other hand, the mental world is dependent on the physical world, and the physical world is causally complete (premises 1 and 3), then mental phenomena cannot act upon the physical world (contradiction with premise 2). If mental phenomena cause physical processes, and the physical world is causally complete and self-contained (premises 2 and 3), the mental must be reducible to the physical world (reductionism, contradiction with premise 1).


In considering phenomena of consciousness as Bieri does, it becomes apparent that he does not refer explicitly to the spirit—which lies hidden, as it usually does nowadays, behind the concept of ‘mental phenomena’. Yet some of Bieri’s ideas reveal that modern philosophy has not succeeded in logically interrelating the various phenomena of consciousness: physical and emotional experience, including mental (spiritual) phenomena. Rudolf Steiner highlighted an inter-phenomenal approach to knowledge, which we can describe as ‘epistemological monism’. In his book The Riddle of Man, subtitled ‘Explicit and Unarticulated Factors in the Thinking, Vision and Reflections of a Series of German and Austrian Figures’, he summarizes the ways in which various philosophers, thinkers and poets thought in the context of the philosophical idealism of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


He describes each of their positions, and its distinctive relationship to aspects of history and methodology. Thus he speaks of the Idealism of Johann Gottlieb Fichte as ‘soul awakening’, and that of Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, respectively, as outlooks founded on ‘nature and spirit’ and ‘thought’. He follows this with accounts of the epistemological striving of less well-known figures: Immanuel Hermann Fichte, Johann Heinrich Deinhardt, Ignaz Paul Vitalis Troxler, Karl Christian Planck, Henri Bergson, and Wilhelm Heinrich Preuss, whom he says represent a ‘forgotten stream in German culture’; and of ‘figures influential in Austrian thought’, Karl Julius Schröer, Tobias Gottfried Schröer, Fercher von Steinwand, Bartholomäus von Carneri, Joseph Mission and Robert Hamerling.


In listing these thinkers, Rudolf Steiner is less concerned with the content of each one’s specific thoughts than with the method of enquiry they employ. All those named start—in a fundamental way at least—from the idea of an autonomous soul life and its independence from the body, though each also justifies and develops their respective view in a different way.


In his concluding chapter ‘Prospects’, large parts of which are reproduced in what follows, Steiner develops and enlarges these positions with considerations of epistemological methodology. Initially augmenting them with scientific outlooks based on Galileo and still seen as valid today, he considers the inauguration speech by the rector of Vienna University, Laurenz Müllner, given in 1894, the scientific researcher Emil Heinrich Du Bois-Reymond, and well-known physicists Ernst Mach and Max Planck. Finally Steiner also refers in this context to the argument between Goethe and Newton about colour theory, which still remains a topic of scientific debate today.7


It may perhaps initially surprise us to find that Steiner regards the scientific method as fully justified, despite insisting that its principles, if rigorously applied, would mean that all sense perceptions were impossible. This paradox can be explained if we understand that Steiner is concerned only with methodology as such, and its possible cognitive results. The mistake of science is only that it assumes the world to be purely material in nature, a ‘dark and mute world’, and therefore proceeds in a reductionist manner. If, on the other hand, we recognize that even light, say, is not material but spiritual in nature, we can see that it is something that manifests visibly only through materiality. In the same way, ordinary soul life can be seen as dependent on corporeality, at the same time appearing in our consciousness only as something spiritual, in the form of a ‘picture’. This ‘picture nature of the soul’ can be apprehended by developing our thinking. At this point Steiner returns to Goethe, who called this capacity to apprehend the soul’s pictorial nature, ‘beholding judgement’ or ‘intuitive perception’. As such, Goethe stood in contrast to Kant, who believed that we do not have such a capacity.


Development of this kind of perceiving, awakening consciousness is the foundation for free actions that are independent of physical and thus causal laws.


This book seeks to examine the developmental seeds implicit in the worldviews of a range of thinkers from Fichte to Hamerling.8 In studying these seeds we can feel that these thinkers are drawing on a source of spiritual experience which still contains great reservoirs that as yet remain untapped. It seems less important to assent to, or dismiss, what they have said, than to understand their mode of enquiry, what underlay their quest for knowledge. We can then come to the view that in each tendency or mode of enquiry there lies something that is as yet more a promise than fulfilment, albeit one whose inherent power testifies to the possibility of its eventual fulfilment. In approaching them in this way we can gain a relationship to their ideas that does not require some profession of dogmatic faith but leads us, rather, to the insight that the paths they pursued contain living powers of a quest for knowledge that were not exhausted in what they discovered but can lead beyond their formulations. But this should not lead us to think that we have to return to Fichte, Hegel and the rest in the hope that, by starting again from their point of departure we may take better paths than they did and by this means come to better outcomes. No, it is not a matter of directly gaining inspiration from these writers but of gaining access to the sources from which they drew, and of acknowledging the living powers still hidden there despite their endeavours.


A look at the modern scientific approach to things can give us a sense of the degree to which the philosophical idealism alive in these thinkers remains a ‘promise’ awaiting fulfilment. Through its discoveries, this scientific mode of thinking has, in one direction, demonstrated the sustainability of the means of enquiry it employs. We can find this way of thinking already prefigured in a thinker who was at work as it was just developing—in Galileo. (Laurenz Müllner, the Austrian philosopher and Catholic priest, spoke most beautifully about the importance of Galileo in his inaugural speech as rector of Vienna University in 1894.) What is present in incipient form in Galileo was more fully elaborated in the research schools of modern scientific thinking. Its importance lies in an approach which seeks to allow world phenomena, in their lawful contexts, to speak purely for themselves in the realm of sensory experience, and to allow nothing that the human soul experiences in response to such phenomena to be imposed on them in our process of cognition. Whatever opinion we may hold of the modern scientific worldview that is now possible or has been achieved in fulfilment of these demands, this does not diminish its efficacy as a justified view of natural existence. Those who are today wedded to an idealistic or spiritual-scientific worldview, who in consequence reject the demands of modern science, show that they either do not understand its meaning and purpose, or that there is something mistaken in their attempts to encompass the spirit. Conversely, those who adhere to a scientific outlook usually mistakenly think that a worldview that embraces the spirit will cast doubt on the findings of mainstream science.


Anyone who properly embraces modern science will find that it does not in fact undermine a knowledge of the world of spirit but actually supports and sustains it. This view will not be arrived at by indulging in all kinds of fantastical theories about the opponents of spiritual knowledge, but by turning our gaze to what actually makes the scientific worldview both illuminating and important. In all they observe, scientists exclude what is experienced by the human soul’s inward nature. They enquire into how things and processes are interrelated. The soul’s inward experiences of things applies here only insofar as it reveals their actual nature, distinct from our inward responses to them. This gives rise to a picture of purely natural occurrences. And this picture will in fact fulfil its task all the more fully the more we succeed in excluding subjective life. The picture of a natural phenomenon we conceive in this way cannot, if it meets the ideal standards of scientific knowledge, contain within it anything that any human being, or any other soul being, could perceive. The scientific mode of thinking must supply a picture of the world explaining how natural realities are interconnected, whose content must, however, remain imperceptible. If the world was as pure science has to picture it, this world could never surface as content of thought within consciousness. Hamerling states this: ‘Certain vibrations of the air engender sound in our ears. Thus sound does not exist without an ear. Thus the gunshot would not ring out if no one heard it.’ Hamerling is wrong, because he does not understand the terms or requirements of the scientific worldview. If he did, he would say this: If a sound arises, science must conceive of something that would not even make a sound if an ear was available to hear it. And science is actually right in this respect. The scientific investigator Du Bois-Reymond commented on this as follows in his lecture ‘On the Limits of Natural Science’ (1872). For the outlook gained through scientific observation, the world is


mute and dark, that is, devoid of qualities. Instead of sound and light it knows only vibrations of a primal substance without qualitative attributes that has become materiality, in places weighable, elsewhere imponderable.


But then he continues:


The words in the Bible, ‘Let there be light’, are physiologically wrong. Light only arose when the first red optic sensor of an infusorium first distinguished between brightness and darkness. Without optic and auditory substance, this bright, colourful world around us, this world resounding in sounds, would be dark and mute.


But in fact this second sentence cannot be true for someone who knows the full scope of the first. In fact the world rightly pictured by science would still remain ‘mute and dark’ even if we met it with ‘optic or auditory substance’. People are mistaken in this respect only because the real world, from which they derived this picture of mute darkness, does not remain dark and mute when we perceive it. But my expectations that this picture created by science corresponds with reality are as unfounded as it would be for me to expect that a friend of mine would suddenly step out of a picture of him done by a painter. We just need to consider things from all angles, with an open mind. Then it will become apparent that if the world were as scientists describe it, no one, no being, would ever experience anything of it. The world as science conceives it in a sense can be found in what we draw our sense perceptions from—except that it is conceived without all that could make it perceptible for any creature or any person. What this outlook conceives as underlying light, sound or warmth, does not shine, resound, or warm. Only through actual experience do people know that the ideas of this outlook have been drawn from what shines, resounds and warms, and therefore they live in the belief that what they conceive in this way has shining, resounding and warming qualities. It is hardest to dispel this illusion in regard to the sense of touch. There the premise seems to be sufficient that substance as such exists everywhere and elicits touch sensations by virtue of its resistance. And yet, while an expanse of substance can offer resistance it can do no more than that: this resistance cannot be felt. Here appearance most greatly deceives us. We are dealing only with appearance. What underlies sensations of touch is not tangible or tactile either. I need to emphasize that I am not suggesting simply that the world underlying sense perceptions is different from what our senses make of it. What I am saying is this: the scientific outlook inevitably sees this world as one that our senses could make nothing of if it were actually as it is conceived to be. Through observation, science summons a view of the world whose intrinsic nature simply cannot be observed at all.*
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