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Lecture 1


Spiritual Science and Language


20 January 1910


It is fascinating to look at the various expressions of man's being from the point of view of the kind of spiritual science we represent here.1 For as we so to speak work our way around human life, as we have done in these lectures, and look at it from its different sides, we can get an impression of human life as a whole. Today we shall speak about that universal expression of the human spirit which is manifest in language, and next time our title will be ‘Laughing and Weeping’, when we shall look at a kind of related means of expression which, although it is connected with language, is entirely different.


Whenever we discuss language we never fail to feel that the whole subject of language touches on the essence of man's being, his very dignity and significance. The innermost part of our being, all our thoughts, feelings and impulses of will find their way to our fellow human beings and unite us with them by means of language. It is language that gives us the feeling of being able to extend our being infinitely, of having the ability to ray out into the environment. Yet on the other hand anyone who can enter into the inner life of a significant personality will be able to feel how language can also become a tyrant, a force that can exert power over our inner life. We ourselves can notice, if we care to, how inadequately and weakly we are able to express our own understanding of the special and tender feelings and thoughts we cherish within our souls. And we feel, too, how even the language we have grown up with forces us into specific modes of thought. Everyone must be aware how dependent we are on language where our thinking is concerned. Our concepts frequently cling to words, and when not yet fully mature a person will easily confuse a word, or what the word has instilled into him, with the concept. Hence the inability of some people to construct for themselves a conceptual framework that reaches beyond what is contained in the words commonly used in their environment. And we know, too, that the character of a whole people who speak a common language is in a certain way dependent on this language. At least, the person who observes national character and the character of languages in their context, must realize that the way in which individuals are able to express through sounds what is in their souls works back in its turn on the strength and weakness of their character, on the way their temperament expresses itself, even on their whole attitude to life. The configuration of a language can tell quite a lot about the character of a people. And since a people share a common language, the individual is dependent on a common element, an average quantity as it were, of which is prevalent among the people, he is thus subject to a certain tyranny, the rule of communality. If you get the feeling, however, that our individual spiritual life on the one hand and the spiritual life of the communalities on the other is laid down so to speak in the language, then what one could call the mystery of language could seem to have a special significance. Something could certainly be learnt about human soul life if one were to observe how this expresses itself in the particular vehicle of language.


The mystery of a language, its origin and its development through the various ages, has always been a puzzling question for certain special branches of science. But it cannot be said that these disciplines have been particularly successful in our age in uncovering the secret of language. This is why we shall be having a little look today, in outline—aphoristically so to speak—at language, its development and its connection with the human being from a spiritual-scientific point of view, in the way we have been doing with regard to human beings and their evolution.


What seems so mysterious to start with is that we make use of a word to describe an object, an idea or a procedure. In what way is that particular combination of sounds which form a word or sentence connected with that which comes from us and signifies the object? External science has tried to put together all kinds of experiences with a great number of combinations. But this method has proved unsatisfactory. The question, which is so simple and yet so difficult to answer, is this: On encountering some object or activity in the outer world, what made human beings produce one particular sound from out of themselves as an echo to it?


From a certain point of view the matter was thought to be quite simple. They imagined, for example, that speech would have been formed by imitating, with an ability in our speech organs, sounds heard outside such as the sounds made by animals, or something knocking against something else, rather like when children hear a dog barking and making the sounds ‘bow-wow’, and they imitate it and call the dog a ‘bow-wow’. This kind of word formation could be called onomatopoeic, an imitation of the sound. This was held by certain directions of thought to be the original foundation of sound and word formation. Of course the question of how human beings came to name creatures which did not emit a sound remains unanswered. The great linguistic researcher Max Mueller,2 realizing the unsatisfactory nature of such a theory, ridiculed it by calling it the ‘bow-wow’ theory. He set up another theory in its place, which his opponents in turn called ‘mystical’ (giving the word a sense in which it should not be used). For what Max Mueller meant by it was that each object possesses something like a tone; everything in a certain sense has a tone, not only glass when it is dropped, or the bell when it is struck, but everything. And the ability of human beings to establish a relationship between their soul and this tone, which is as it were the inner being of the object, calls forth the possibility in the soul of expressing this inner sound-nature of the object. Thus the essence of a bell can be experienced in imitating the sound as ‘bim-bum’. And Max Mueller's opponents returned his ridicule by calling his theory the ‘bim-bum’ theory. A more detailed examination would show that something unsatisfactory always remains when trying to characterize outwardly in this way the things human beings experience as an echo in themselves responding to the nature of things outside. We shall have to penetrate more deeply into the inner nature of the human being.


In the light of spiritual science the human being is after all a very complicated being. To start with we can see that human beings have a physical body within which are the same laws and substances that we can also find in the mineral world. Then spiritual science tells us of a second, higher member of the human being, the etheric or life body, and further of the member that we call the bearer of pleasure and pain, instinct, desire and passion—the astral body—which for spiritual science is just as real if not more real a member of human nature than what we see with our eyes and touch with our hands. And the fourth member of the human being we called the bearer of the ego. We realized that at the present stage human development consists of the ego working on the transformation of the other three members of the human being, and we pointed to the fact that in the far future the ego will have transformed these three members to such an extent that there will be nothing left of what nature, or the spiritual forces in nature, have made of these three members.


The astral body, the bearer of pleasure and pain, joy and sorrow, of all the surging life of inner pictures, sensations and perceptions, arose initially without our participation, that is, without the work of our ego. But now the ego has become active there, purifying cleansing and mastering all the qualities and activities of the astral body. If the ego has still not done much work on the astral body human beings are slaves to their instincts and desires; but when they purify these and transform them into virtues, when they have brought logical order into their will-o’-the-wisp thinking, then a part of the astral body has been transformed, and has changed from a product in which the ego takes no part into a product of the ego. When the ego will have consciously achieved this work, of which today, at this stage in evolution, only a start has been made, it will have the name of Spirit Self or, to use a term from oriental philosophy, Manas. When the ego works not only in the astral body but in a different and more intensive way in the etheric body, the name given to this part of the etheric body transformed by the ego is Life Spirit or, with a term from oriental philosophy, Buddhi. And when the ego has at last become so strong—and this will happen only in the far distant future—that it transforms the physical body and regulates its laws, so that the ego thoroughly permeates it and masters its whole life, this part of the physical body is called Spirit Man or also, because this task starts with controlling the breathing process, with a term from oriental philosophy, Atman, which is connected with breathing (German, to breathe = atmen).


Initially then, we see the human being as a four-membered being consisting of physical body, etheric body, astral body and ego. And just as we have three members of our being deriving from the past, we are also able to speak of three members of the human being developing in the future, created by the work of the ego. We can therefore speak of a seven-membered human being by adding to the physical body the etheric body, the astral body and the ego, the Spirit Self, Life Spirit and Spirit Man. But when we regard these last three members as something distant, belonging to the future evolution of humankind, we have to add that the human being is to a certain extent already at present preparing for such a development. Consciously the human being will work with his ego on the physical, etheric and astral body only in the far distant future. But in the subconscious, that is, out of a dimly conscious activity, the ego has already transformed these three members of its being. The results are already in existence. The inner members of the human being that we described in previous lectures were only able to come about because of the work the ego did on them. From the astral body it fashioned the sentient soul as a kind of inner mirror image of the sentient body. While the sentient body transmits what we call gratification (as far as man is concerned sentient body and astral body are synonymous, and without the sentient body we would have no gratification), this is mirrored internally in the soul as desire, so we ascribe desire to the soul. So the two things, that is, the astral body and the transformed astral body or sentient body, belong together, just as gratification and desire belong together. In the past the ego worked similarly on the etheric body. This led to human beings acquiring within them, in their souls, the rational and perceptive soul, so that the rational soul, which is at the same time the bearer of memory, is connected with a subconscious transformation performed by the ego in the etheric body. And finally, the ego also already worked in the past on the transformation of the physical body, so as to enable human beings to have their present form. And what resulted from this transformation is what we call the consciousness soul, by means of which human beings can acquire knowledge of the outer world. In this way too we can speak of a seven-membered being, for through the preparatory, subconscious work of the ego there arose the three soul members: the sentient soul, rational soul and consciousness soul. But all this was done by an unconscious or subconscious activity of the ego on its sheaths.


These three sheaths, the physical body, the etheric body and the astral body—what complicated entities they are! What a miracle of construction is the human physical body! And if we examine it in greater detail we would find that it is much more complex than just the part which the ego has transformed into the consciousness soul, and which can be called the physical bearer of the consciousness soul. Similarly the etheric body is much more complicated than what we call the bearer of the rational or perceptive soul. And the astral body too is more complicated than what we call the bearer of the sentient soul. These parts are certainly in a poor state compared with what existed before the human being had an ego. This is why, in spiritual science, we speak of the human being as having come into existence way back in the past, the first beginnings of the physical body being a gift from spiritual beings. This was followed by the etheric body, later on by the astral body and finally by the ego. Therefore the human physical body has passed through four stages of evolution. First, the physical body interrelated directly with the spiritual world, then it was worked on and interwoven with the etheric body, becoming thereby more complicated. Then it became interwoven with the astral body, which made it more complicated again. Then the ego was added. And only the work of the latter on the physical body transformed part of the physical body and made it into the bearer of human consciousness, the capacity with which we can acquire knowledge of the outer world. But this physical body has much more to do than bring us knowledge of the outer world by means of our senses and our brain. It has to carry out a number of activities which form the basis of our consciousness but which take place completely outside the sphere of the brain. The same applies to the etheric body and to the astral body.


Now if we realize that everything we have around us in the outer world is spirit, that there is a spiritual foundation to everything material, etheric and astral, as we have emphasized so often, then we have to acknowledge that just as the ego itself works as a spiritual force from the inside outwards in the course of the development of the three sheaths, so must spiritual beings—or we could equally well call them spiritual activities—have worked on our physical body, etheric body and astral body before the ego became operative and took the work further. We are looking back at a time in which so to speak active work was being done on our astral body, etheric body and physical body of a similar kind to the work the ego does on these three sheaths. That is to say, spiritual creativity, spiritual activity worked on our sheaths, giving them form, movement and configuration, until the ego was ready to become established within them. We have to speak of there being spiritual participation in human development until the ego became active, and that there are within us spiritual activities which presuppose ego activity and which were there before the ego could take over. If we exclude for a moment all the work the ego has done to create out of the three sheaths the sentient soul, rational or perceptive soul and consciousness soul, and look at the structure, inner movement and activity of these three sheaths, we have to admit that before the ego began to be active a spiritual activity was working in us.


This is why in spiritual science we speak of human beings as they are today as having an individual soul, a soul interwoven with an ego, which makes every human being into a self-contained individuality. But before this happened human beings issued from a group soul, a soul entity such as we still refer to today in the animal world as group soul.3 What we address in each person as the individual soul we find in animals as the foundation of a whole species or kind. A whole animal species has one animal group soul in common. Whereas each human being has an individual soul, animals share one group soul. So before human beings became individual souls, another soul was working in the three sheaths of their being of which we have knowledge today only through spiritual science, a soul that was the precursor of our individual ego. And this precursor of our ego, this soul of a species, this group soul of human beings, which then passed on to the ego the three sheaths they had been working on, the physical body, etheric body and astral body, so that the ego might continue to transform them, this group soul being also transformed from within itself the physical body, etheric body and astral body and ordered them according to itself. And the final activity, fundamental to us human beings before we were endowed with an ego, forms the basis of what we call human speech. When we therefore consider what preceded the life of our consciousness soul, our rational or perceptive soul and our sentient soul, we arrive at work performed on our soul before it was interwoven with the ego, the result of which is laid down in what is expressed today in speech.


What is the outer expression of what we call the four members of the human being based on? Purely externally how is this expressed in the physical body? The physical body of a plant looks different from the physical body of a human being. Why? Because in a plant only the physical body and the etheric body are present, whereas in the human physical body the astral body and the ego are also active. What is active inwardly also refashions the physical body accordingly. What effect did it have on the physical body that an etheric body permeated it?


The glandular system is the outer physical expression in man and animal of the etheric body, meaning that the etheric body is the architect or sculptor of what we call the glandular system. The astral body is the creator of what we call the nervous system. That is why we only have the right to speak of a nervous system in those beings in which an astral body is present. What is the expression in a human being of his ego? It is the blood system, and specifically when the blood is under the influence of the warmth of inner life. All the activity the ego expends on human beings when the result is to be incorporated into the physical body is channelled via the blood. This is why blood is such a ‘special fluid’ (to quote from Goethe's Faust). When the ego elaborates the sentient soul, the rational soul and the consciousness soul, its achievements only penetrate into the physical body because the ego has the ability to affect the physical body via the blood. Our blood is the mediator for the astral body and ego and all their activities.


Who would have any doubt, even on a superficial level, that just as a person's ego works on the consciousness soul, rational soul and sentient soul it also refashions its physical body? Who would deny that a person's physiognomical expression is an elaboration of what lives and works inwardly? And who would not agree that even inner thought activity, if it takes hold of a person's whole heart, can also in the course of a person's life have a transforming effect on the brain? Our brain is a tool that adapts itself to the requirements of our thinking. But if we consider the transforming effect, done in an artistic kind of way, that a person's ego can have on his own external being, it is very small. There is very little we can achieve through our blood by setting it in motion through our inner warmth. Those spiritual beings whose work preceded the work of our ego managed to achieve more, for they were able to make use of a more effective means, and under their influence the human form became an overall expression of what these spiritual beings made of the human being. What medium did they use for their work? They used no other medium than air. Just as we use our inner warmth to make our blood pulsate, activating it in our own form, so did the beings working on us use the air. And what proceeded from the work these beings carried out on us through the medium of the air gave us our form as human beings.


It could seem strange that we are speaking here of spiritual forces working on the human being in the far distant past through the medium of air. But it will not be the first time I have said that it would be a misjudgement to think of the soul and spirit life of our inner being only as a product of our mental imaginings, and not to realize that where we get this from is the entire outer world. Anyone who claims that concepts and ideas could arise in us even if there were no ideas out there might just as well claim that they can drink from an empty glass. Our ideas would be nothing else than froth and bubble unless they were the very thing that also lives in things outside us as their inherent law. What we bring alive again in ourselves we get from our environment. That is why we can say that everything that surrounds us materially is interwoven with spiritual beings.


Strange as it may sound, what surrounds us as air is not merely the substance chemistry says it is, but within it, actively working, are spiritual beings, spiritual forces. And just as we can work a little bit at forming our physical body by means of the blood's warmth emanating from our ego—and this needs stressing—these beings that preceded the ego worked most powerfully at forming the outer physical structure of the human being by means of the air, and this is the important thing here. What makes us human is our larynx and everything that has to do with it. This wonderful, artistic organ of the larynx, together with the other organs that serve speech and voice, and which have been built into us from outside, was created out of the spiritual element in the air. Goethe said very aptly with regard to the eye: The eye is fashioned by the light for the light!4 If, in the sense of Schopenhauer,5 the emphasis is put only on the fact that without an eye sensitive to light we would have no impression of light, that is saying only a half truth. The other half of the truth would be that we would not have eyes at all if, in the far distant past, the light had not as it were built eyes into us out of organs as yet undefined. Therefore we must regard light not merely as that abstract entity that is described as light in physics today. In place of that, we have to come to realize that light is a being hidden in mystery, one that is capable of creating eyes.


Similarly, we can say that there lives and works in the air a being who was capable at a certain moment of impressing into man the intricate organ of the larynx, and everything to do with it. And the rest of the human form, down to the smallest detail, has been formed and sculpted so that human beings now, at the present stage, are as it were a further continuation of their speech organs. Our speech organs are, in our present stage, the determining factor where our human form is concerned. This is why it is precisely speech that raises human beings above the animals. For that particular being whom we call the spirit of the air also worked at fashioning the animals, but this work did not extend to giving them a speech organ such as human beings have. We realize, then, that human beings already possessed a speech organ before they arrived at the point of having their present thinking, life of feeling and their will, that is to say, everything that has to do with the ego. Now we shall find it understandable that these spiritual forces could only work on the physical body in such a manner that human beings finally became like an appendix to their speech organs, in that they continued the development of the astral body, etheric body and physical body by means of the shaping forces of the air. After human beings had become capable of possessing an organ that corresponded to what we have called the spiritual beings of the air, similarly to the way the eyes correspond to the spiritual beings of the light, they could fashion into this what their ego developed in itself in the way of reason, consciousness, feeling awareness and emotion. So let us look for a threefold activity in the subconscious, going on in the physical body, etheric body and astral body, which was taking place as it were previous to the advent of the ego. We can find clues if we can remember that this was the group soul and that the group soul worked in an incomplete way in the animals.


This has to be taken into account when we look at the work the spiritual forces performed in the astral body before the arrival of the ego. We have to exclude everything to do with the human ‘I’ and keep in mind the group ‘I’ working out of dark depths. In the astral body desire and gratification face one another on an imperfect level. Desire could as it were become ensouled, could become an inner quality, because it already had a precursor in the astral body.


Just as desire and gratification face one another in the astral body, imagery, symbolism and outer stimulus face one another in the etheric body. It is most important that we distinguish the activity of our ether body preceding the ego from the activity going on in it after the advent of the ego. When the ego is active as rational or perceptive soul then, at the present stage of human evolution, it seeks a truth which is as close as it can get to a faithful picture of things outside. What does not correspond exactly to outer things is called untrue. The spiritual forces active before the advent of the ego did not work like that; they worked more in imagery and symbols, rather like dream functions. A dream works in the following manner: someone dreams for instance of a shot being fired; and when he wakes up he sees that his bedside chair has fallen over. The outer happening, outer impression—the chair falling over—is transformed in the dream into an image, the shot. The spiritual beings preceding the ego worked in this symbolic way, and we ourselves shall again work this way when, through initiation, we work our way up to a higher spiritual activity, where we shall again be endeavouring—but now with full consciousness—to pass from the merely abstract outside world towards a symbolic, imaginative approach.
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