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What is it to be human? What is knowledge? Philosophy tries to solve the problems of whether we can know anything for certain, and whether we are free. Clearly the concept of freedom lives amongst us. Where might it come from if freedom does not exist? In a world of moral dilemmas and increasing emancipation from old standards based on religion and authority, what matters most? Rarefied philosophical arguments about abstract ideas? Surviving from day to day? Reliance on the authority of science or some religion? Surely the richness and problems of our relationships with other people are the most pressing and ‘real’ aspects of our life! No philosophical denial of their reality can remove them; for example, to point out that we do not know what reality is or that all our supposed knowledge is illusion does nothing to alleviate the problems we have to contend with every day. The unreasonable and harsh boss, the car that won’t start just when I need it, the shame at something I have done, the trepidation at having to perform in a new situation, coping with illness and bereavement and so on are what Whitehead1 would call ‘stubborn irreducible facts’ immune to mere intellectualising.


Yet most if not all people seek for meaning in their lives. Am I really merely a speck on an undistinguished planet accidentally placed in a solar system which is part of one of millions of galaxies in a vast clockwork universe? Or does it matter that I try to realize ideals, relate to other people constructively and even lovingly fulfil my obligations, try to understand what I am in reality? Why do I suffer pangs of conscience? What makes some people risk their lives for others in deeds of courage? Why does music move me so deeply? To dismiss life as worthless, meaningless or merely the play of chance is to give up on the deeper questions of life.


The following exploration of these questions is based on Rudolf Steiner's philosophy2, but from a different starting point to suit modern times, with liberal interpretations and additions.


So where do I start in a modern setting? I will accept as fact that people seek meaning, and must reckon with what for them are pressing realities of everyday life. Then I will trace that back to the kind of answer traditional philosophy might value. Let us not start with abstract questions far from life, but from life itself! That requires above all that I start with people and their relationships, for there lie the most pressing questions. Of course that is to start with what is most difficult, but at least it starts from where we are.


My inner life of feeling approaches most closely the questions I have about life. Why am I concerned about a person? Because I feel for him or her. ‘Concern’ is an informed feeling, not merely an abstract thought. Why don’t I like being ill? Because I don’t like the discomfort that goes with it, or I feel the fear of death. To value something involves feeling. If I am insulted or praised, I respond out of feeling, but of course also with the help of thinking. No response would seem necessary if it evoked no feeling in me. To appreciate art involves an aesthetic awareness which is a more subtle aspect of feeling. This leads towards the kind of feeling that discerns meaning, for meaning as intended at this stage is more than a mere definition. Most important of course is love, but in a moment I must come to an agreement as to what I mean by that word.


It is clear that ‘feeling’ is not a simple term, and I do not intend it be anything like an axiom or self-evident starting point in a formal sense, but straightforwardly an experience known to us all at some level. It is a starting point in the sense that it starts from where we are, and for most is a stubborn, undeniable aspect of our existence. Some people are foolish enough to suppose that feeling should be suppressed or denied, thereby throwing away much of the richness of life. It happens to us just as the impressions of our senses happen to us, and it would be no more stupid to say that all sense experiences should be suppressed or denied. Sense perceptions contrast with what happens when we think about our experiences, for then we seek to understand them and arrive at ideas, categories and concepts. Feeling is a form of perception when viewed from this perspective, and suffers from all the same objections as are levelled against other sense experiences, so we must aim to deal with those objections in due course. What must be emphasized at this stage is that feeling and sense perceptions are experiences of importance to us, no matter what their philosophical status may turn out to be. Will you love your mother less, or enjoy a good meal less because someone tells you those experiences may be illusions? Yet seekers of knowledge would like to know how to assess their experiences. Are my joys and sufferings like yours? Are they part of the world or merely a subjective impression? If I see a ghost, is it an illusion to be disregarded or is it real on some level? If I have a foreboding that the aircraft I am about to board will crash, should I take it seriously? Are those thinkers correct who think that we, along with our experiences and thoughts, are merely part of a computer simulation being conducted by a higher intelligence? Was George (Bishop) Berkeley3 right in supposing we are thought by God? Are naive realists correct who regard all sense-based experiences to be real? Or are the sceptics right who think we cannot know anything for certain? Regardless of these possibilities, for that is all they are, we will proceed on the basis that for whatever reason we do have perceptions and experience feelings, along with the accompanying thought activity, and must go from there. I am not assuming that either perception or thinking is merely some kind of brain activity, for that is an unproved theory. I am accepting at the outset that they are for me facts of my existence, the status of which I seek to understand.
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