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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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Lecture summaries


Lecture 1


On valuing rightly the human element in the world, and how a deeper understanding of its relation to nature and the cosmos may be kindled in the soul; how the true strength of the spirit is to be sought for.


Lecture 2


Anthroposophists can have an esoteric understanding of the social question as distinct from an exoteric one. Human beings relate to one another in two ways: through karma, connected with previous lives on earth, and in spiritual/cultural life, connected with existence in the spiritual world before birth. The state must include nothing that reaches into the supersensible world in either direction, beyond birth or beyond death. People’s connection with the economic sphere must become more and more conscious. Entry into the subhuman realm leads to a compensating human development after death. Totems. Indulgences. A bridge from the spirit in the world to everyday life is needed. Life has to be seen in a real way.


Lecture 3


The membering of the social organism in accordance with the various ways in which human beings are related to the spiritual world. The Mystery of Golgotha as an event for all humankind. Nationalism overcome by Christianity. Spiritual pathways to the Christ: the way of thought and the way of will.


Lecture 4


True and illusory reality in social life. The distinction between a living truth and a living lie needs to be deeply engraved in human souls today. The inner connection between spiritual/cultural life and life before birth. The former should be a reflection of supersensible existence. The political state is just the opposite; its concern should be only with the things that belong to the life between birth and death. In economic life there is an unconscious unfolding of impulses which work on beyond death – seeds of sympathies which are destined to develop in the life after death. Spiritual/cultural life, on the other hand, should be a sort of healing agent for the remains of the antipathies which we bring over from our life before birth into the present. It is only in the diversity of relationships between these three members of the social organism that true reality resides.




Introduction


This volume contains four lectures given by Rudolf Steiner to members of the Anthroposophical Society during February and March of 1919. The lectures constituted a kind of esoteric parallel to the extensive public lectures Steiner was delivering throughout the German-speaking world on the burning social issues of the day. The members to whom he spoke were familiar with his basic esoteric writings, notably Theosophy and An Outline of Esoteric Science. The reader unfamiliar with these works will find this volume easier to follow if he first acquaints himself with the aforementioned books, which serve as an introduction to Steiner’s world view and vocabulary.


These four lectures constitute a small but important fraction of Steiner’s social thinking in the aftermath of the Great War, which had come to an end only four months earlier on 11 November 1918. Already in 1917 Steiner formulated his fundamental idea of the threefold social order, namely, the idea that in modern times human society has three distinct activities: the cultural, the political and the economic. He argued that social health would emerge from a proper understanding of the distinction between these three activities and a corresponding division of the social order into three separate spheres that attended to the three activities.


The effort of 1917 was formulated in the Memorandum of 1917* after a German aristocrat, Count Lerchenfeld, had asked Steiner for guidance in thinking about the war and of what might be done to bring order out of the chaos. Working with Count Lerchenfeld and Count Polzer-Hoditz, Steiner circulated the Memorandum to leading figures in the German and Austrian governments. Probably the most notable development occurred when Prince Maximillian von Baden met Steiner and discussed the contents of the Memorandum around 20 January 1918. Von Baden became convinced that middle Europe should be reconstructed on the basis of the threefold idea. As Steiner had anticipated, von Baden was appointed Chancellor of the German Reich by the Kaiser, in September 1918, and was asked to negotiate an armistice.


Von Baden journeyed to Berlin with the intention of putting the threefold social order forward as Germany’s plan for its own organization after an armistice, i.e., negotiating this as a condition of an armistice. Before this could happen however, Ludendorff, the leading German general, insisted that an armistice had to take place within 24 hours due to the rapid deterioration of the German army’s situation in the field. This left von Baden no time to bring the threefold idea forward. Instead he was forced to negotiate on the basis of Wilson’s 14 points which had already been introduced to the world. Immediately after von Baden had accepted an armistice based on the 14 points, Ludendorff noted that he had been mistaken and that the situation in the field had not really necessitated so hasty an armistice.*


By the end of 1918 Steiner recognized that nothing could be accomplished by trying to bring insight to the German leadership. So he shifted his focus to the creation of a grassroots movement for the threefold social order. On 6 March 1919, his ‘Appeal to the German People’† was circulated to enormous numbers of readers as a newspaper insert. It appeared in most of the major German-speaking cities and attracted international attention.


His book Towards Social Renewal was published in April and fast became a best-seller in Europe and a few years later in England when a translation appeared.‡ Writing in the London Quarterly Review in 1923 W. F. Lofthouse said of Towards Social Renewal that it was ‘perhaps the most widely read of all books on politics appearing since the war ...’ In that same year the book received a lengthy review in the New York Times Book Review (14 January 1923). It was also reviewed in the two leading American economics journals, The Journal of Political Economy (1923) and The American Economic Review (March 1924). In addition to writing the ‘Appeal to the German People’ and Towards Social Renewal, Steiner lectured continuously in public forums during 1919 and the early 20s on threefold ideas.


*


In addition to followers and supporters, a growing circle of enemies became increasingly aware of Steiner’s activity. An article of 15 March 1921, in the National Socialist newspaper Voelkischen Beobachter, is the most extraordinary attack in print. Below is an English translation:


It is a plain lie to the German people when, on the order of the German government, one maintains that Simons would have refused. The fact is that Simons had declared himself ready to accept the Treaty of Versailles for five years and, thereby, practically forever. It is straight-on monstrous impudence when this Mr Simons, who is not a reactionary man of God but, on the contrary, an employee of the German people, presumes to announce that the German people cannot correctly value their own capacity for work. It is possible that Simons can actually value it better; the man appears to have exactly valued the capacity for work of the German people. In the course of the London affair there now rises to the surface, by degree, such mysterious accompanying circumstances that it is not only appropriate but also quite necessary to inspect somewhat closer this Mr Minister – the intimate friend of the Gnostic Anthroposophist Rudolf Steiner, himself the adherent of the Threefold Social Order which is one of the many completely Jewish methods of destroying the people’s normal state of mind – to see whether his mindless face, mindless according to the opinion of Lloyd George, is really only the result of the lack of spirit or whether it is the larva behind which something else is concealed...


Poland will occupy Upper Silesia. Germany will rebel. France rumbles occupation of the Ruhr in the event of German opposition, and then Mr Simons with his mindless, stupid face, as Mr Lloyd George said, will again represent the German people. Then this friend of Germany and of Rudolf Steiner will again make us observe that, in order to keep the Ruhr, we could trade-off Upper Silesia more quickly because Upper Silesia dispatches 43 million tons of coal and the Ruhr 115 million tons. So will he persuade us, a God-and-reason-forsaken people, only yes, in God’s heavenly will no real opposition, only peace and prudence, the recognized war cry of the German newspaper Lion and the Levite. We will for the sake of peace, of quiet, and of the Ruhr region renounce Upper Silesia and six months later, due to some other cause, will lose the Ruhr region anyway to the amusement of the whole world. Mr Simons will still have his stupid gaze. As Lloyd George says, he has no mind.


And this is one of the chief reasons for the disarmament of the German people. It is the intention to make the German people defenceless and this does not apply only to the Bavarian militia. And therefore we protest against it and not from a narrow-minded, birdbrained perspective. And what is the driving force behind all this devilishness? The Jews, friends of Dr Rudolf Steiner, who is friend of the mindless Simons.


The author is none other than Adolf Hitler!


Steiner’s enemies did not stop at attacks in print. They also made an attempt on his life that was reported as a humorous incident in the New York Times on 17 May 1922. Steiner had been booked to lecture at the Four Seasons Hotel in Munich. This hotel was used, to quote from Reuveni’s book In the Name of the New World Order, by ‘“the mother of National Socialism” the Thule Society’, for its gatherings. When Steiner learned of the situation he refused to cancel his talk. H. Buechenbacher took responsibility for Steiner’s security.* His account shows the real danger that Steiner faced when the National Socialists turned out the lights and attacked the stage. The account from the New York Times follows:


Munich enjoyed a riotous demonstration when Germany’s high priest of Theosophy, Rudolf Steiner, delivered a lecture on ‘Vitalization of Thought’, before an audience more than half composed of women. Organized reactionaries, Nationalists and anti-Semitics attended the lecture in force, and toward the end the electric lights were switched off and pandemonium broke loose. Lighted firecrackers and stink bombs were thrown at the long-haired Theosophists and then Steiner’s foes stormed the stage, and a free-fight ensued until the police cleared the hall.


Then the demonstrators marched to Railroad Station Square with the intention of hauling down the Republican colors. But these are now taken in at dark and secreted in safe places. The chagrined demonstrators therefore contented themselves with singing the imperialistic ‘Flag Song’ around the flagless flagpoles.


*


When Steiner visited a city to address the public on the threefold theme he often took the opportunity to deliver parallel lectures on the theme with more esoteric depth to the members of the Anthroposophical Society in the area, as is the case with the lectures in this volume. A particularly striking theme found in these lectures is the connection Steiner draws between our life in the spiritual world and our cultural, economic and political activity. These ideas constitute part of what might be called the esoteric foundations of the threefold idea.


Another important theme is the overcoming of one-sidedness that has developed in modern times in consequence of the scientific mode of thinking. By its nature abstract and requiring lonely concentration of the individual consciousness, it creates on the one hand the capacity to discover the laws that govern dead nature but on the other hand it dulls our capacity to interact socially. The ‘computer nerd’ incapable of real human intercourse is a modern archetype of this problem. Steiner gives two exercises for overcoming this tendency. The first is to develop a real interest in the thoughts of others, even if they are completely wrong. The cultivation of such interest creates social awareness that can transform social life. It counteracts the modern tendency to be stuck in one’s own point of view.


The second exercise is to create mature enthusiasm for ideals. Young people have a natural capacity to be enthusiastic about ideals. But youthful enthusiasm tends to be replaced by a more cynical attitude in older people. This exercise calls for the creation of a mature enthusiasm that is not extinguished as a person ages and matures. Such enthusiasm has an intentional character and leads naturally to practical deeds towards the realization of ideals. Without such practical idealism nothing of a higher order can occur on the earth in the future.


While delivered over 80 years ago, the ideals found here remain the most far-sighted social thinking humanity has at its disposal. The cultivation of mature enthusiasm for these ideals by a sufficient number of people could still lead to revitalization of civilization in the third millennium.


Stephen E. Usher


New York, March 2001


* There were two memorandums, which have never been published in English, though this writer has made a translation. The German texts appear in Aufsätze über die Dreigliederung des sozialen Organismus und zur Zeitlage 1915-1921, Rudolf Steiner Verlag, Dornach, Switzerland, 1982.


* An interesting historic footnote is that Max von Baden held his position as Prince of Baden as a consequence of the crime against Kaspar Hauser. See further in Kaspar Hauser by Peter Tradowsky, Temple Lodge Publishing, 1997.


† Reproduced in Towards Social Renewal by Rudolf Steiner, Rudolf Steiner Press, 1999.


‡ First published in English as The Threefold Commonwealth, London, 1923.


* ‘Begegnungen mit Rudolf Steiner 1920-1924’, Mitteilungen aus der Anthroposophischen Arbeit in Deutschland, Michaelmas 1978.




1.


4 February 1919


At the present moment, when it falls to me to give public lectures on the social question here in Zurich,1 it is perhaps not inappropriate for us on this study group evening to look at the deeper aspect of the social question and work at the significant enigma it has become today.


We know of course that within the outer aspect of a human being – seen from the point of view of our bodily faculties of perception – we must recognize the real person in the inner depths. We first become aware of this inner being when we appreciate that it is fundamentally connected with everything of which we can say is the very heart and core of the world for our knowledge, for our whole life. You have to remember that it is particularly with regard to our conception of the human being that our anthroposophical world view is so different from the ordinary world view. Look at my endeavour to present an outline of the anthroposophical world conception, everything that you have in fact read in my Outline of Esoteric Science, and you will see that the evolution of our earth is regarded not only in relation to the human being but as having come from earlier incarnations of our earth planet. Our earth evolution emerged from the Old Moon evolution, this from the Old Sun evolution, and this Sun evolution from the Old Saturn evolution.
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