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PUBLISHER’S NOTE



STARTING from such diverse modes of thought as those of classical Greece and medieval mysticism, Rudolf Steiner increasingly approaches the present and differentiates with utmost precision the development of the human relationship to the self in Eastern, Central and Western cultures. Similar to the lectures on ‘Historical Symptomatology’ (CW 185, From Symptom to Reality in Modern History) given two years earlier in Dornach, he connects each lecture to significant historical events in order to characterize, in a subsequent step, the underlying driving and restraining forces. The different developments regarding consciousness in the East, the Centre and the West are always at the heart of his presentations, which he takes up again two years later in his major public lecture-cycle The Tension Between East and West (CW 83) on the occasion of the second international congress of the anthroposophical movement in Vienna. His essays published in the journal Das Goetheanum in June and July 1922, under the title ‘West-East Aphorisms’ also point in a similar direction.


That Steiner’s idea of a ‘threefold social order’ is not one concept among many, but rather the result of a precise perception of what is fundamentally taking place in spiritual, psychological and external life, becomes impressively tangible in the lectures presented here. For the creation of a human and humane social future, Steiner argues, it will be important that humanity no longer perceives or defines itself as a ‘dwarfish earthly being’, but recognizes that it is connected to the entire cosmos. Such an attitude will make it possible for the Christ essence, i.e., the cosmic substance of our earthly evolutionary process, to become effective within humanity itself. Social solutions, Rudolf Steiner emphasizes repeatedly, will only emerge to the same extent that people are capable of experiencing the Christ impulse in their souls.








INTRODUCTION



IT is difficult to overstate the urgency and the relevance of this series of lectures. As what was called for within them was not heeded, they have perhaps become even more relevant than when Steiner gave them over 100 years ago. The world situation is, of course, different now, necessitating that we transpose what Steiner was saying into the context of today, but this is not that hard to do as civilization has, in fact, only travelled further in the same downward direction depicted here so starkly.


In Lecture 5, for example, Steiner discusses technology and machines. Although this was long before the age of computers, he states what few people, even now, are willing to take seriously regarding Artificial Intelligence. This term is sometimes described as inappropriate, in that it suggests that A.I. has intelligence and therefore some kind of being, which is proudly asserted to be nonsense. Steiner, speaking in 1920, demands that we think otherwise. Just as in former times people experienced spirits in nature, it will be necessary in future, he says, for people to recognize that such beings have now incarnated into technology:


In his technical machines […] the human being will perceive that, although he constructed and made them, they nevertheless gradually take on a life of their own. […] But he will notice more and more in what he himself creates that it gains a life of its own and that, despite the fact that he brought it forth from the intellect, the intellect itself can no longer comprehend it. Perhaps people today can barely form a clear idea of this, but it will be so nevertheless. People will discover, in fact, how the objects of their industry become the bearers of demons.


Steiner’s view is not at all that we should therefore avoid such technology, but it certainly is that we develop a true understanding of it, enabling us not only to become able to work with it responsibly, but also, in time, to transform how we do so.


Context


This cycle of lectures was given in October 1920, two years after the end of the First World War. Europe was ravaged, Germany had been defeated and the Treaty of Versailles had, as is now widely recognized, created many of the causes for the Second World War two decades later. This was the world-historical context of these lectures, given by Steiner in neutral Switzerland, in the nearly completed building of the Goetheanum that he, with others, had worked on throughout the war.


It had been almost exactly seven years since the laying of the Goetheanum’s Foundation Stone on 20 September 1913. On the seventh anniversary (20/09/1920) Steiner spoke of the catastrophic consequences that lay ahead for Europe unless there could be a radical transformation of all areas of life, and announced that in six days’ time, at the Goetheanum, the School of Spiritual Science was putting on a comprehensive programme of lectures and courses, lasting for three weeks. The purpose of this event was to show: ‘how the forces to build up our languishing civilization should be sought from the spirit. […] [T]hrough action we want to create that which can be set against the forces of decline.’*


There took place therefore, between 26 September and 16 October 1920, this far-reaching ‘university course’.† Speaking on the first day, Steiner depicted the full range of what it would include:


Thirty-five lecturers will carry what is to be given here as a spiritual impulse […] into seventeen different branches of human knowledge and feeling and work. We will hear lectures on particular aspects of spiritual science, we will hear lectures on philosophy, theology, history, linguistics, physics, mathematics, chemistry, medicine […], jurisprudence and pedagogy. We shall hear what artistic natures have to say about the spiritual foundations and the spiritual forces of their art. […] Eminent personalities from the field of technology will speak and, particularly welcome, we shall hear from practitioners of economics and business.


Later on Steiner expressed dissatisfaction with the course, describing how the intellectual character of many of the contributions had not been in accordance with the spirit and even the architecture of the Goetheanum, thereby creating a certain disharmony. Four years later, looking back, he described how such courses had arisen from: ‘an impulse to model the Goetheanum on the traditional universities. […] The attempt was not successful, even though it was a valid and necessary effort. We have seen enough trials now, there won’t be any more.’*


It would be a mistake, however, to ignore the earnestness with which Steiner undertook this whole event and the hallowed, serious mood with which he imbued it. For aside from the dire situation in the world that it intended to address, it was also the first event ever to be held in the unique double-domed space of the Goetheanum. Steiner began the proceedings, therefore, by saying: ‘It is in a deeply moved and earnest frame of mind that I now speak these first words in this room dedicated to spiritual science.’ In the event’s festive opening Marie Steiner spoke a passage from the Third Mystery Drama, The Guardian of the Threshold, that Steiner had specially rewritten for this moment, announcing a new beginning in the spiritual culture of humanity.† Towards the end of the programme, she then spoke the central speech from the Ancient Egyptian scene in the Fourth Mystery Drama, The Souls Awaken. Through this speech, which culminates with the words ‘Truth has Conquered’, the shackles of a rigid and decadent spiritual culture are burst open, allowing there to shine in, despite the inevitable opposition it attracts, the first rays of a new dawn. The festive opening concluded with the words:




To turn ourselves towards the light


Amidst the needs and distress of dark times –


To direct the inner gaze of our souls


To the new spirit-dawn –


May this here be the will of human beings


And may it remain so always.





Steiner’s later reservations about this university course should also not prevent us from seeing the tragic state of world affairs, towards the healing of which Steiner had hoped that the course would make a significant contribution. The evening before the course began, Steiner had given a brief history of the anthroposophical movement up until then. He described how, after the pre-war years, there had come ‘the terrible years since 1914, and with them the collapse of Central Europe, which in reality is a collapse of modern civilization as a whole.’* This had been the wider context of the course. In Steiner’s concluding lecture, on 16 October, he described how, during these three weeks, the goal that had been striven for was the re-integration of art, science and religion. In the ancient Mysteries in pre-Christian times, these three had been united and now, through spiritual science, they can mutually fructify each other once again, enabling them to re-unite in a new and conscious way. ‘For it is precisely this union of art, science and religion’, says Steiner, ‘which can intervene in an effective way in the social life of humanity, can intervene in the ways that are necessary in order to avoid the clearly perceptible descent into barbarism, so that we do not strive for a sunset, for which there are even supposed to be scientific proofs, but on the contrary may move from bitter need, misery and error towards a new dawn for humanity.’*


The present lecture-cycle (17 to 31 October 1920)


On the following day, 17 October, Steiner began the cycle of seven lectures contained in this book. They were clearly a further development of what he had hoped the ‘university course’ would achieve. The fact that many of the lectures there had been too intellectual and thus not in keeping with the true goals of anthroposophy, meant that the course had not, ultimately, provided any remedy for the ‘collapse of modern civilization as a whole’. That may well be the reason for the intensity and urgency with which Steiner now spoke in these lectures. They are a startling example of the depths to which spiritual science can go, with regard to the world-crises we face, when it refuses to be bound by the severe limitations of existing political or academic frameworks.


Thus, in the second lecture, Steiner reveals the non-human and even demonic forces at work in the power-politics and dominant cultural impulses of both the West and the East. This is not a question of loosely defined scaremongering, as one sometimes encounters. Steiner is very exact in his descriptions, which deserve people’s careful and serious attention. First of all, in relation to the West, Steiner describes three distinct types of non-human beings, who incarnate into many personalities among the leading elites, who often work behind the scenes with no democratic accountability, making decisions that can have dire consequences for millions of people. (For example, regarding wars, global health measures, social and economic directives, etc.) These three kinds of beings, who incarnate into such leading figures, accelerate agendas which are completely opposed to a healthy way forward for humanity, doing so in three quite different ways. Shocking as this might appear, Steiner describes this matter-of-factly and in detail:


[A] large number of those individuals who belong to Anglo-Saxon secret societies and who have great influence […] are actually the bearers of premature existences of this kind which […] seek out a field of action through human bodies and do not live in normal regular incarnations. […] In this way a completely different spirituality is working into present-day human beings and it will be an essential task to be able to take up a stand towards life from this point of view. […] These three different types of beings do indeed work through human beings and we understand human character only if we know what I have just related. […] Indeed the powers on which one must call when one wants to bring something new into the development of humanity are faced not only with the things that any hard-headed philistine notices but also with things that are only laid open to a spiritual knowledge. What use is it when people of today regard this as superstition and do not want to hear that such spiritual beings intrude through human beings? They are nevertheless there, these spiritual beings! And anyone who does not merely want to go through life with a sleeping soul, but with a fully awake soul, can observe the influences of these beings everywhere.


***


In the East, it is not a question of beings who wish to accelerate human evolution directly incarnating into people, but of beings who wish to keep humanity under the influence of what was rightful in the past, but is no longer so today. Such beings do not incarnate into people, but inspire them in their sleep with imaginations, which then dominate all their goals and actions.


[I]n the East […] certain beings, who had their real significance in the far distant past […] wish now to work into and to influence human lives […] not, indeed, through human beings themselves, but by appearing to them. […] In this way they bring in everything they wish to pit against the normal progress of humanity.


In the East, therefore, influenced by these beings, ‘certain leading personalities […] put into practice in present cultural development what these beings introduce.’


***


The destiny of Central Europe (and of leading personalities there) is to be ‘wedged between’ West and East, so that: ‘it was barely possible for any individual who attained to any sort of significance to save himself from the embodiment of the spirits of the West on the one side, and from the spirits of the East on the other. This always caused a kind of schism in these people.’ Steiner describes Goethe as a representative example of this. In the young Goethe, therefore, as can be experienced in the first part of Faust, ‘the attacks of the spirits of the West asserted themselves in his will’. Then in old age, in the second part of Faust, Goethe ‘turns more towards imaginations. But a cleft is nevertheless there. It is difficult to find a bridge between the style of Part One of Faust and the style of Part Two.’ (Lecture 3) Steiner then goes on to show how in the differences between Goethe and Schiller, the two great writers and friends, this ‘cleft’ can clearly be seen once again.


***


In West, East and Middle therefore, very real and even, at worst, demonic dangers exist and are at work. They each differ from one another and have arisen, historically, in these three different parts of the world, almost as a matter of course. These dangerous one-sided-nesses must now be overcome and harmonized with one another, if civilization is not to perish.


The one-sidedness in the West lends itself particularly to the economic life; in the East to the spiritual and cultural life; and in the Middle to the legal and political life. In the way these have developed, however, historically and more or less unconsciously, they are each potentially destructive and in no way ‘fit for purpose’. What is needed is that in each part of the world all three of these areas – economic, spiritual and political life – are now developed consciously, healthily and in harmonious relationship with one another.


Steiner develops this picture in a profound and thorough way during the first five lectures.


In accordance with the historical development of humanity, spiritual thinking, political thinking and economic thinking were apportioned to the East, the Centre, and the West respectively. But we have arrived at a point of humanity’s development when understanding, a common understanding, must spread equally over all humanity.’ (Lecture 1) ‘Salvation lies in clearly seeing that a new spirit must permeate humanity. This new spirit […] must put economic life, political life and spiritual life side by side, quite distinct from one another. Then the economic life of the West […] can be complemented by the political and the spiritual life. Then the Centre can take up beside its political life […] an economic and spiritual life. And then the Orient [East] can be re-fructified. (Lecture 3) Until it [humanity] makes a stand in all three spheres of life – in the spiritual, the political and the economic spheres – no cure can come out of the present-day chaos. It must sink ever deeper! (Lecture 4)


The significance of these lectures is not lessened by the fact that the world situation today is, of course, different from how it was in 1920. Firstly, it is not that different, with regard to the underlying characteristics of West, East and Middle. Secondly, old habits die hard and it is only through understanding the negative onesided forms (of economic, spiritual and social–political life) that arose historically in West, East and Middle, that we can gain a sense for how these could be rightly developed and integrated with one another today. An understanding of history is necessary, therefore, in order to understand the needs of the present. In Steiner’s words: ‘It is when one inwardly grasps the whole course of humanity’s evolution that one recognizes how this evolution requires the threefolding of the social organism.’ (Lecture 5)


***


On the basis of this understanding the catastrophic state of the world situation (in 1920, but it remains valid today) is then able to be diagnosed. For instead of the above health-bringing possibility, its almost exact counterimage manifested on the world stage. Through the events of the First World War – and of the Second World War twenty years later – Europe as a central, independent power in the world disappeared, crushed between the ‘superpowers’ of West and East, making it completely unable to fulfil its essential task of providing a balance between them. (‘What is brought into being there is only the squeezing element, the crushing together of East and West.’) At one point (in Lecture 6) Steiner expresses this counterimage in the starkest possible way as: ‘a decadent clinging to revelation in the East, the nullity of the Centre and the rationality of the West, still bogged down in economics.’


***


Some readers might wonder how this all relates to The New Spirituality and the Christ Experience of the Twentieth Century. The answer is given in the final, culminating lecture. What on earth can be the meaning, Steiner asks, of this crisis in world affairs? The meaning is twofold. Firstly, that we commit ourselves, more than ever, to the spiritual goals we seek to realize. Secondly, however, and ultimately more significantly: that out of the nothingness in which we find ourselves, we discover the new spirituality and learn that these very catastrophes, engulfing all that had previously sustained humanity, are the birth pangs enabling there to be born the new experience of Christ in our time.


[W]hat is the meaning of this that must come to expression in the most frightful way in coming decades? What is its meaning? On the one hand it is the challenge to stand firm […] On the other hand it is the sign in the heavens of […] the approach of the Christ in the form in which He must be seen from the twentieth century onwards. […] But before that, all that remains of the old must be driven into nullity, the clouds must gather. The human being must find his full freedom out of nullity and the new perception must be born out of this nullity. The human being must find his whole strength out of the nothingness. (Lecture 6)


Steiner thus reveals that this new experience of Christ will not simply be granted to us, like some miraculous ‘Deus ex machina’, without effort on our part. We come to understand, therefore, the radical difference between the Reappearance of Christ (in the etheric realm) and the Incarnation of Christ 2,000 years ago (on earth). For the Reappearance of Christ, and particularly the infinitely beneficial influence it can bring to humanity, depends on us.


This is the crucial link between the first six lectures, outlining the disastrous state of modern civilization, and the seventh lecture. For the new experience of Christ in our time, capable of bringing healing into all areas of life, only becomes possible on the ground prepared by our recognition of the inability of existing forms of science, culture, politics and religion to provide any satisfactory answers to our contemporary crises.


The Christ will not come in a spiritual sense if human beings are not prepared for Him […] Deep need will have to make human beings’ search for spirituality, a true one. And the Christ will appear only to those who renounce everything that spreads falsehood over earthly life.


Lest there be any misunderstanding, Steiner is in no way speaking of some return to the religious outlooks found in any of the existing Churches. Here too, Steiner’s words are radical and uncompromising. Among those who ‘prevent a true concept of the Christ from arising today are the theologians! And as long as it is not realized that this new experience of the Christ […] will have to arise in such a way that the theology of all denominations denies him, the Christ will not come.’


Similarly, it would be a grave error were anyone to think that some new political ideals (including those of the threefold social order) can simply be grafted on to existing political structures. Spiritual science is indeed able to explore in detail all aspects of contemporary culture, leading to new practical solutions in all areas of spiritual, political and economic life, but must be under no illusions whatsoever about the catastrophes confronting us on all sides. It is out of this awareness that true help from the spiritual world and true solutions to our contemporary crises may be found. This is the utterly inspiring and also utterly challenging message we receive from these lectures.


At the time they were given, in 1920, there were, unfortunately, only very few people who took heed of what Steiner was saying. Today, when millions of people have awoken to the illusions, the lies and indeed the evils that abound in our society, and when large numbers of people are striving for a new relationship to and experience of the spirit, it is to be hoped that these lectures, and others like them by Rudolf Steiner, may find their way to many new readers.


 


Richard Ramsbotham
March 2026


 


*Lecture by Rudolf Steiner in Stuttgart on 20 September 1920. (GA 335, not translated.)


†In a lecture on 20 September, Steiner referred to the unfinished Goetheanum as ‘The Free High School [or University] of Spiritual Science’ (‘Freie Hochschule für Geisteswissenschaft’.) This ‘Free High School [or University]’ could only be opened, of course, once the building was complete, but in the meantime there were offered substantial programmes of ‘university courses’ (‘Hochschulkurse’) connected with this School, during these three weeks and on a few further occasions.


*From: The First Class of the Michael School. Recapitulation lessons and Mantrams (SteinerBooks 2018), p. 170. Quoted (in a different translation) in Rudolf Steiner and the School for Spiritual Science by Peter Selg (SteinerBooks 2012), p. 133.


†For the programme of this festive opening (in German), see GA 277, p. 188. For the rewritten passage (in English) from The Guardian of the Threshold see: Working Together on Rudolf Steiner’s Mystery Dramas by Hans Pusch (Anthroposophic Press 1980) pp. 104-105. For the rewritten passage in German, see GA 268, pp. 255-256.


*Lecture by Rudolf Steiner on 25 September 1920 (GA 250, not translated).


*Lecture by Rudolf Steiner on 16 October 1920: ‘Farewell for the Anthroposophical University Courses.’ (GA 322, The Boundaries of Natural Science.)






LECTURE 1


DORNACH, 17 OCTOBER 1920


IN the lectures given here during the course on history1 several things were mentioned which, particularly at the present time, it is especially important to consider. With regard to the historical course of humanity’s development, the much-debated question mentioned to begin with was whether the outstanding and leading individual personalities are the principal driving forces in this development or whether the most important things are brought about by the masses. In many circles this has always been a point of contention and the conclusions have been drawn more from sympathy and antipathy than from real knowledge. This is one fact which, in a certain sense, I should like to mention as being very important.


Another fact which, from a look at history, I should like to mention for its importance is the following. At the beginning of the nineteenth century Wilhelm von Humboldt2 appeared with a definite declaration, stipulating that history should be treated in such a way that one would not only consider the individual facts which can be outwardly observed in the physical world but, out of an encompassing, synthesizing force, would see what is at work in the unfolding of history—which can only be found by someone who knows how to get a total view of the facts in what in a sense is a poetic way, but in fact produces a true picture. Attention was also drawn to how in the course of the nineteenth century it was precisely the opposite historical mode of thought and approach which was then particularly developed, and that it was not the ideas in history that were pursued but only a sense that was developed for the external world of facts. Attention was also drawn to the fact that, with regard to this last question, one can only come to clarity through spiritual science, because spiritual science alone can uncover the real driving forces of the historical evolution of humanity.


A spiritual science of this kind was not yet accessible to Humboldt. He spoke of ideas, but ideas indeed have no driving force [of their own]. Ideas as such are abstractions, as I mentioned here yesterday.3 And anyone who might wish to find ideas as the driving forces of history would never be able to prove that ideas really do anything because they are nothing of real substantiality, and only something of substantiality can do something. Spiritual science points to real spiritual forces that are behind the sensible-physical facts, and it is in real spiritual forces such as these that the propelling forces of history lie, even though these spiritual forces will have to be expressed for human beings through ideas.


But we come to clarity concerning these things only when, from a spiritual-scientific standpoint, we look more deeply into the historical development of humanity and we will do so today in such a way that, through our considerations, certain facts come to us which, precisely for a discerning judgement of the situation of modern humanity, will prove to be of importance.


I have often mentioned4 that spiritual science, if it looks at history, would actually have to pursue a symptomatology; a symptomatology constituted from the fact that one is aware that behind what takes its course as the stream of physical-sensible facts lie the driving spiritual forces. But everywhere in historical development there are times when what has real being and essence (das eigentlich Wesenhafte) comes as a symptom to the surface and can be judged discerningly from the phenomena only if one has the possibility to penetrate more deeply from one’s awareness of these phenomena into the depths of historical development.


I would like to clarify this by a simple diagram. Let us suppose that this is a flow of historical facts [see diagram]. The driving forces lie, for ordinary observation, below the flow of these facts. And if the eye of the soul observes the flow in this way, then the real activity of the driving forces would lie beneath it [red]. But there are significant points in this flow of facts. And these significant points are distinguished by the fact that what is otherwisehidden comes here to the surface. Thus we can say: Here, in a particular phenomenon, which must only be properly evaluated, it was possible to become aware of something which otherwise is at work everywhere, but which does not show itself in such a significant manifestation.


[image: figure]


Let us assume that this [see diagram] took place in some year of world history, let us say around 800 AD. What was significant for Europe, let us say for Western Europe, was of course at work before this and worked on afterwards, but it did not manifest itself in such a significant way in the time before and after as it did here. If one points to a way of looking at history like this, a way which looks to significant moments, such a method would be in complete accord with Goetheanism. For Goethe wished in general that all perception of the world should be directed to significant points and then, from what could be seen from such points, the remaining content of world events be recognized. Goethe says of this5 that, within the abundance of facts, the important thing is to find a significant point from which the neighbouring areas can be viewed and from which much can be deciphered.


So let us take this year 800 AD. We can point here to a fact in the history of Western European humanity which, from the point of view of the usual approach to history, might seem insignificant—which one would perhaps not find worthy of attention for what is usually called history—but which, nevertheless, for a deeper view of humanity’s development, is indeed significant. Around this year there was a kind of learned theological argument between the man who was a sort of court philosopher of the Frankish realm, Alcuin,6 and a Greek also living at that time in the kingdom of the Franks. The Greek, who was naturally at home in the particular soul-constitution of the Greek peoples which he had inherited, had wanted to reach a discerning judgement of the principles of Christianity and had come to the concept of redemption. He put the question: To whom, in the redemption through Christ Jesus, was the ransom actually paid? He, the Greek thinker, came to the solution that the ransom had been paid to Death. Thus, in a certain sense, it was a sort of redemption theory that this Greek developed from his thoroughly Greek mode of thinking, which was now just becoming acquainted with Christianity. The ransom was paid to Death by the cosmic powers.


Alcuin, who stood at that time in that theological stream which then became the determining one for the development of the Roman Catholic Church of the West, debated in the following way about what the Greek had argued. He said: Ransom can only be paid to a being who really exists. But death has no reality, death is only the outer limit of reality, death itself is not real and, therefore, the ransom money could not have been paid to Death.


Now criticism of Alcuin’s way of thinking is not what matters here. For to someone who, to a certain extent, can see through the interrelations of the facts, the view that death is not something real resembles the view which says: Cold is not something real, it is just a decrease in warmth; it is only a lesser warmth. Because the cold isn’t real I won’t wear a winter coat in winter because I’m not going to protect myself against something that isn’t real. But we will leave that aside. We want rather to take the argument between Alcuin and the Greek purely positively and will ask what was really happening there. For it is indeed quite noticeable that it is not the concept of redemption itself that is discussed. It is not discussed in such a way that in a certain sense both personalities, the Greek and the Roman Catholic theologian, accept the same point of view, but in such a way that the Roman Catholic theologian shifts the standpoint entirely before he takes it up at all. He does not go on speaking in the way he had just done, but moves the whole problem into a completely different direction. He asks: Is death something real or not?—and objects that, indeed, death is not real.


This directs us at the outset to the fact that two views are clashing here which arise out of completely different constitutions of soul. And, indeed, this is the case. The Greek continued, as it were, the direction which, in the Greek culture, had basically faded away between Plato and Aristotle. In Plato there was still something alive of the ancient wisdom of humanity; that wisdom which takes us across to the ancient Orient where, indeed, in ancient times a primal wisdom had lived but which had then fallen more and more into decadence. In Plato, if we are able to understand him properly, we find the last offshoots, if I can so call them, of this primal Oriental wisdom. And then, like a rapidly developing metamorphosis, Aristotelianism sets in which, fundamentally, presents a completely different constitution of soul from the Platonic one. Aristotelianism represents a completely different element in the development of humanity from Platonism. And, if we follow Aristotelianism further, it, too, takes on different forms, different metamorphoses, but all of which have a recognizable similarity. Thus we see how Platonism lives on like an ancient heritage in this Greek who has to contend against Alcuin, and how in Alcuin, on the other hand, Aristotelianism is already present. And we are directed, by looking at these two individuals, to that fluctuation which took place on European soil between two—one cannot really say world-views—but two human constitutions of soul, one of which has its origin in ancient times in the Orient, and another, which we do not find in the Orient but which, entering in later, arose in the central regions of civilization and was first grasped by Aristotle. In Aristotle, however, this only sounds a first quiet note, for much of Greek culture was still alive in him. It develops then with particular vehemence in the Roman culture within which it had been prepared long before Aristotle, and, indeed, before Plato. So that we see how, since the eighth century BC on the Italian peninsula a particular culture, or the first hints of it, was being prepared alongside that which lived on the Greek peninsula as a sort of last offshoot of the Oriental constitution of soul. And when we go into the differences between these two modes of human thought we find important historical impulses. For what is expressed in these ways of thinking went over later into the feeling life of human beings; into the configuration of human actions and so on.


Now we can ask ourselves: So what was living in that which developed in ancient times as a world-view in the Orient, and which then, like a latecomer, found its [last] offshoots in Platonism—and, indeed, still in Neoplatonism? It was a highly spiritual culture which arose from an inner perception living pre-eminently in pictures, in imaginations; but pictures not permeated by full consciousness, not yet permeated by the full I-consciousness of human beings. In the spiritual life of the ancient Orient, of which the Veda and Vedanta are the last echoes, stupendous pictures opened up of what lives in the human being as the spiritual. But it existed in a—I beg you not to misunderstand the word and not to confuse it with usual dreaming—it existed in a dreamlike, dim way, so that this soul-life was not permeated (durchwellt) and irradiated (durchstrahlt) by what lives in the human being when he becomes clearly conscious of his ‘I’ and his own being. The Oriental was well aware that his being existed before birth, that it returns through death to the spiritual world in which it existed before birth or conception. The Oriental gazed on that which passed through births and deaths. But he did not see as such that inner feeling which lives in the ‘I am’. It was as if it were dull and hazy, as though poured out in a broad perception of the soul (Gesamtseelenanschauung) which did not concentrate to such a point as that of the I-experience. Into what, then, did the Oriental actually gaze when he possessed his instinctive perception?


One can still feel how this Oriental soul-constitution was completely different from that of later humanity when, for an understanding of this and perhaps prepared through spiritual science, one sinks meditatively into those remarkable writings which are ascribed to Dionysius the Areopagite.7 I will not go into the question of the authorship now, I have already spoken about it on a number of occasions. ‘Nothingness’ (das Nichts) is still spoken of there as a reality, and the existence of the external world, in the way one views it in ordinary consciousness, is simply contrasted against this [nothingness] as a different reality. This talk of nothingness then continues. In Scotus Erigena,8 who lived at the court of Charles the Bald, one still finds echoes of it, and we find the last echo then in the fifteenth century in Nicolas of Cusa.9 But what was meant by the nothingness one finds in Dionysius the Areopagite and of that which the Oriental spoke of as something self-evident to him? This fades then completely. What was this nothingness for the Oriental? It was something real for him. He turned his gaze to the world of the senses around him, and said: This sense-world is spread out in space, flows in time, and in ordinary life one says that what is extended in space and flows in time is something.


But what the Oriental saw—that which was a reality for him, which passes through births and deaths—was not contained in the space in which the minerals are to be found, in which the plants unfold, the animals move and the human being as a physical being moves and acts. And it was also not contained in that time in which our thoughts, feelings and will-impulses occur. The Oriental was fully aware that one must go beyond this space in which physical things are extended and move, and beyond this time in which our soul-forces of ordinary life are active. One must enter a completely different world; that world which, for the external existence of time and space, is a nothing but which, nevertheless, is something real. The Oriental sensed something in contrast to the phenomena of the world which the European still senses at most in the realm of real numbers.


When a European has fifty francs he has something. If he spends twenty-five francs of this he still has twenty-five francs; if he then spends fifteen francs he still has ten; if he spends this he has nothing. If now he continues to spend he has five, ten, fifteen, twenty-five francs in debts. He still has nothing; but, indeed, he has something very real when, instead of simply an empty wallet, he has twenty-five or fifty francs in debts. In the real world it also signifies something very real if one has debts. There is a great difference in one’s whole situation in life between having nothing and having fifty francs’ worth of debts. These debts of fifty francs are forces just as influential on one’s situation in life as, on the other side and in an opposite sense, are fifty francs of credit. In this area the European will probably admit to the reality of debts for, in the real world, there always has to be something there when one has debts. The debts that one has oneself may still seem a very negative amount, but for the person to whom they are owed they are a very positive amount!


So, when it is not just a matter of the individual but of the world, the opposite side of zero from the credit side is truly something very real. The Oriental felt—not because he somehow speculated about it but because his perception necessitated it—he felt: Here, on the one side, I experience that which cannot be observed in space or in time; something which, for the things and events of space and time, is nothing but which, nevertheless, is a reality—but a different reality.


It was only through misunderstanding that there then arose what Occidental civilization gave itself up to under the leadership of Rome—the creation of the world out of nothing with ‘nothing’ seen as absolute ‘zero’. In the Orient, where these things were originally conceived, the world does not arise out of nothing but out of the reality I have just indicated. And an echo of what vibrates through all the Oriental way of thinking right down to Plato—the impulse of eternity of an ancient world-view—lived in the Greek who, at the court of Charlemagne, had to debate with Alcuin. And in this theologian Alcuin there lived a rejection of the spiritual life for which, in the Orient, this ‘nothing’ was the outer form. And thus, when the Greek spoke of death, whose causes lie in the spiritual world, as something real, Alcuin could only answer: But death is nothing and therefore cannot receive ransom.


You see, the whole polarity between the ancient Oriental way of thinking, reaching to Plato, and what followed later is expressed in this [one] significant moment when Alcuin debated at the court of Charlemagne with the Greek. For, what was it that had meanwhile entered in to European civilization since Plato, particularly through the spread of Romanism? There had entered that way of thinking which one has to comprehend through the fact that it is directed primarily to what the human being experiences between birth and death. And the constitution of soul which occupies itself primarily with the human being’s experiences between birth and death is the logical, legalistic one—the logical-dialectical-legal one. The Orient had nothing of a logical, dialectical nature and, least of all, a legalistic one. The Occident brought logical, legal thinking so strongly into the Oriental way of thinking that we ourselves find religious feeling permeated with a legalistic element. In the Sistine Chapel in Rome, painted by the master-hand of Michelangelo, we see looming towards us, Christ as judge giving judgement on the good and the evil.


A legal, dialectical element has entered into the thoughts concerning the course of the world. This was completely alien to the Oriental way of thinking. There was nothing there like guilt and atonement or redemption. For [in this Oriental way of thinking] there was precisely that view of the metamorphosis through which the eternal element [in the human being] transforms itself through births and deaths. There was that which lives in the concept of karma. Later, however, everything was fixed into a way of looking at things which is actually only valid for, and can only encompass, life between birth and death. But this life between birth and death was just what had evaded the Oriental. He looked far more to the core of man’s being. He had little understanding for what took place between birth and death. And now, within this Occidental culture, the way of thinking which comprehends primarily what takes place within the span between birth and death increased [and did so] through those forces possessed by the human being by virtue of having clothed his soul-and-spirit nature with a physical and etheric body. In this constitution, in the inner experience of the soul-and-spirit element and in the nature of this experience, which arises through the fact that one is submersed with one’s soul-and-spirit nature in a physical body, comes the inner comprehension of the ‘I’. This is why it happens in the Occident that the human being feels an inner urge to lay hold of his ‘I’ as something divine. We see this urge, to comprehend the ‘I’ as something divine, arise in the medieval mystics; in Eckhart, in Tauler and in others. The comprehension of the ‘I’ crystallizes out with full force in the Middle (or Central) culture. Thus we can distinguish between the Eastern culture—the time in which the ‘I’ is first experienced, but dimly—and the Middle (or Central) culture—primarily that in which the ‘I’ is experienced. And we see how this ‘I’ is experienced in the most manifold metamorphoses. First of all in that dim, dawning way in which it arises in Eckhart, Tauler and other mystics, and then more and more distinctly during the development of all that can originate out of this I-culture.


We then see how, within the I-culture of the Centre, another aspect arises. At the end of the eighteenth century something comes to the fore in Kant10 which, fundamentally, cannot be explained out of the onward flow of this I-culture. For what is it that arises through Kant? Kant looks at our perception, our apprehension (Erkennen), of nature and cannot come to terms with it. Knowledge of nature, for him, breaks down into subjective views (Subjektivitäten); he does not penetrate as far as the ‘I’ despite the fact that he continually speaks of it and even, in some categories, in his perceptions of time and space, would like to encompass all nature through the ‘I’. Yet he does not push through to a true experience of the ‘I’. He also constructs a practical philosophy with the categorical imperative which is supposed to manifest itself out of unfathomable regions of the human soul. Here again the ‘I’ does not appear.


In Kant’s philosophy it is strange. The full weight of dialectics, of logical-dialectical-legal thinking is there, in which everything is tending towards the ‘I’, but he cannot reach the point of really understanding the ‘I’ philosophically. There must be something preventing him here. Then comes Fichte, a pupil of Kant’s, who with full force wishes his whole philosophy to well up out of the ‘I’ and who, through its simplicity, presents as the highest tenet of his philosophy the sentence: ‘I am’. And everything that is truly scientific must follow from this ‘I am’. One should be able, as it were, to deduce, to read from this ‘I am’ an entire picture of the world. Kant cannot reach the ‘I am’. Fichte immediately afterwards, while still a pupil of Kant’s, hurls the ‘I am’ at him. And everyone is amazed—this is a pupil of Kant’s speaking like this! And Fichte says:11 As far as he can understand it, Kant, if he could really think to the end, would have to think the same as me. It is so inexplicable to Fichte that Kant thinks differently from him, that he says: If Kant would only take things to their full conclusion, he would have to think [as I do]; he too, would have to come to the ‘I am’. And Fichte expresses this even more clearly by saying: I would rather take the whole of Kant’s critique for a random game of ideas haphazardly thrown together than to consider it the work of a human mind, if my philosophy did not logically follow from Kant’s. Kant, of course, rejects this. He wants nothing to do with the conclusions drawn by Fichte.


We now see how there follows on from Fichte what then flowered as German idealistic philosophy in Schelling and Hegel, and which provoked all the battles of which I spoke, in part, in my lectures on the limits to a knowledge of nature.12 But we find something curious. We see how Hegel lives in a crystal-clear [mental] framework of the logical-dialectical-legal element and draws from it a world-view—but a world-view that is interested only in what occurs between birth and death. You can go through the whole of Hegel’s philosophy and you will find nothing that goes beyond birth and death. It confines everything in world history, religion, art and science solely to experiences occurring between birth and death.
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