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EDITOR'S PREFACE


‘This cycle of lectures over the past winter has dealt with anthropology in the broadest sense, with a study of humankind, and this subject will be one that continues to preoccupy us in the most varied fields.’


Rudolf Steiner, 3 May 1909


After the German section of the Theosophical Society was founded in October 1902 with Rudolf Steiner as its general secretary, the latter began to give a series of ‘ongoing lectures covering the whole field of theosophy’ as a continually deepening introduction to theosophy for members of the Berlin branch—at that time also known as a lodge’. The 18 members’ lectures comprising this volume, given during the so-called ‘winter semester’ of 1908/1909, follow on organically from lecture series for the Berlin branch (dissolved in 1906) and the ‘Besant branch’ which Rudolf Steiner and Marie Steiner founded in 1905.


Since Rudolf Steiner could assume that his audience was familiar with the works he had so far published—Theosophy, Knowledge of the Higher Worlds and The Stages of Higher Knowledge — this now gave him a basis for developing more differentiated esoteric studies of the human being, the earth and the cosmos. The title of the original German edition of this volume—'spiritual-Scientific Enquiries into the Nature of the Human Being’—was very probably chosen for this series of lectures with Rudolf Steiner's endorsement, and is very apposite for their unifying theme.


Two further aspects to which Rudolf Steiner drew attention are also important for understanding these lectures. He reminds his audience of the public lectures he was giving during the same period at the Architects’ House, Wo und wie findet man den Geist? (GA 57, ‘Where and How Do We Find the Spirit?’, not translated): ‘We can only ascend to ever higher domains in these meetings here by arranging the courses running parallel to these branch lectures in the way that we have. I would therefore ask you to take note of these courses as far as you can.’ For readers today, likewise, it is very illuminating to study these two lecture series alongside each other, and to note the difference in mode of presentation between those for a public audience and those for members. At the same time it was very important to Rudolf Steiner that previously published lecture transcripts should be read—if at all—in the sequence in which they were given, since he had placed them in an intrinsically coherent sequence (see also the lecture of 10 November 1908).




INTRODUCTION


Today illness is almost universally regarded as a nuisance at best, and at worst a grave misfortune. It is not therefore largely seen as intrinsic to our human state but as a troubling anomaly, a deviation from the norm of health, which must if possible be fiercely combated. Modern medicine seeks to do this with all the weapons and knowledge in its armoury. No one could possibly argue with the medical profession's ethical, laudable efforts to provide remedies and alleviate suffering. But, as becomes clear in many places in this volume, illness and suffering can also be seen in a much larger context. Steiner states that ‘What has been gained from one angle needs enlarging and extending through insight from another’ (lecture 4). While he is referring here to his own efforts to approach reality from many diverse, complementary perspectives, this statement can also readily apply to the way we normally view disease. Our view of it can be enlarged and extended by understanding—as Steiner seeks to show—that disease and illness also offer us a ‘path of knowledge’, confronting us with hindrances, weaknesses and obstacles that we need to engage with to progress. This very word ‘progress’ at the same time begs further questions of our development as human beings, both in this life on earth and beyond death into future stages of our evolution. While ‘suffering’ an illness we may of course die. But, according to Steiner, it will still have given us the strength to realize and more fully embody our karma in a subsequent life. In this view, illness is a misfortune only from a narrower and more immediate perspective. From a larger, complementary one, it offers us the opportunity for deeper healing. It is itself a ‘remedy’ to balance our otherwise deep immersion in sensory delights of the material world, reminding us, also, of the pain and curtailments of merely physical existence. William Blake famously wrote:


Joy and woe are woven fine,


A clothing for the soul divine,


Under every grief and pine,


Runs a joy with silken twine.


It is right it should be so,


We were made for joy and woe,


And when this we rightly know,


Through the world we safely go.


Joy and pain both belong to our lives as embodied spiritual beings. And illness can be a salutary reminder in the truest sense, without which we might so easily lose sight of the distinctive nature of our humanity, which is our conscious connection with worlds of spirit. Today's prevailing paradigm of materialism is at present mostly only a belief, though one very strongly held in many quarters. While many think, for instance, that ‘our loftiest ethical ideas are just highly developed animal drives’ (lecture 16), they do not on the whole live according to this belief but still hold to a sense of their humanity and their capacity to act in free and moral ways. We do however gradually create our own reality, and Steiner warns that the materialistic outlook urgently needs enlarging with insight into the workings of spirit within matter; with, for instance, the idea and experience of karma and of the non-material realities that inform our physical lives. Problems come to expression in the physical body but mostly do not originate in it. In Steiner's own metaphor, considering the physical body alone in efforts to cure illness is rather like tinkering with a train engine when the problem actually lies with the train driver. Part of a physician's work, in fact, involves gaining insight into the whole nature of an individual, his core being. Ultimately, says Steiner, the health of individual human beings and of humanity as a whole will depend on a redemptive knowledge of the whole compass of our nature, including spiritual aspects that—like the larger part of the iceberg hidden beneath the surface—are no less real for being, at present, hard to discern.


Hard but not impossible. Throughout this volume Steiner seeks to draw our attention to the greater scope of the smallest phenomena—even a seemingly insignificant headache for instance. He casts vivid light on things we usually take for granted, such as the human capacity—not shared with animals—to laugh or cry; and in the process he enormously broadens our vision of human existence. Similarly he shows how the apparently mundane human experiences of forgetting and remembering are intrinsic to our humanity and have unsuspected moral and spiritual dimensions. Thus Steiner's insights are never merely ‘lofty’ or nebulously ‘spiritual’ but time and again connect with the minutest realities of everyday life and the particularities of the human condition. He himself demonstrates what he continually urges upon us: that the spirit is everywhere the primum mobile giving rise to all phenomena in the world. At the same time it becomes clear that we are distinguished from the animal kingdom by the core identity of the ‘I’ we bear within us, which embodies our capacity to learn, change and progress by our own intrinsic, developing powers so that we can become free, and freely creative, in ways that animals are not. This, for Steiner, is the very essence of the two necessarily connected phenomena of human health and illness: a view in which physical and spiritual health become identical, and cannot be sundered from a far-reaching vista of human evolution. Ultimately we are not just the product of this evolution, of the blind working of natural forces, but can gradually become the free creators of our own nature and destiny.


Matthew Barton, September 2013




LECTURE 1


BERLIN, 19 OCTOBER 1908


We have gathered here for several previous winter courses to consider spiritual-scientific themes. A few of you have already taken part in quite a number of these winter gatherings of ours. For reasons we will perhaps come to speak of during the forthcoming annual general meeting,1 this moment is an apt one for casting our minds back a little to the anthroposophical endeavours we have so far engaged in together. In a sense, several of you still form a kind of core of this gathering and have brought your fundamental spiritual conviction with you from earlier studies. Six or seven years ago you joined us to form the core around which, if one can put it like this, all our other questing friends have gradually crystallized.2 And it is telling that these gatherings have not only grown in numerical terms over this period but that, with the aid of the spiritual powers always present when spiritual-scientific work is accomplished in the right way, we have also succeeded in remaining inwardly systematic in our work to some degree.


Those especially who have taken part in our branch meetings from the very beginning may reflect on how we started as a small group six or seven years ago, and how very slowly and gradually, and also inwardly, in terms of inner content we have created the ground upon which we stand today. We started with the simplest spiritual-scientific concepts, trying to create a foundation for ourselves; and gradually we arrived at the point when, last winter—at least in our branch meetings—it became possible to speak of various aspects of the higher worlds in the same way as one speaks of events and experiences in the mundane physical world. We were able to learn about diverse spiritual entities and the worlds which are supersensible by contrast to our sensory world. Besides cultivating an inwardly consistent and systematic approach in our branch work, it also proved possible to give two courses last winter3 during which those who had gradually assembled around the core group could as it were pick up the thread of our ongoing studies.


Those of our members who can recall the beginnings of our present branch group will also remember various difficulties and obstacles in this work. Throughout all such difficulties, some among you kept faith with what we call spiritual-scientific work. Those who know how to endure faithfully, patiently and energetically will, sooner or later, come to see that faithfulness and energy bring certain results.


As mentioned, and often emphasized here, we have ultimately succeeded in speaking of higher worlds as something self-evident, and have stressed that those who inwardly participated in our branch gatherings over a longer period have acquired a certain anthroposophical maturity in consequence. Such maturity does not lie in a theoretical domain, in some kind of conceptual understanding, but rather in an inner mood one can acquire over time. Anyone who for a while really inwardly absorbs what spiritual science can offer will gradually come to feel that he can listen to things as realities, real facts, as something self-evident, which he would previously have experienced in a quite different way.


Today, then, in this introductory lecture, let us immediately start to speak in an unconstrained and even uninhibited way of a certain aspect of the higher worlds which can bring us to deeper understanding of human character and personality. Basically, what is served by all the considerations we give here to higher worlds? When we speak about the astral world, or the world of devachan, in what sense, as inhabitants of the physical world, are we initially speaking? In speaking of these higher worlds, we have no sense whatever that they are something wholly alien to us, and have no connection with the physical world. No, we are aware that what we refer to as ‘higher worlds’ surround us, that we live within them, that these higher worlds permeate our physical world and that these higher worlds contain the active causes and originating foundations of realities which unfold here before our physical eyes and physical senses. Thus we only come to know the life which surrounds us, in its relationship to us and natural phenomena, if we regard this invisible life—manifesting, though, in the visible realm—as part of other worlds, and can therefore assess how it plays into our physical world. Both normal and abnormal phenomena of ordinary physical life only become clear to us when we familiarize ourselves with the spiritual life underlying the physical—this spiritual life far richer and more encompassing than physical life, which represents only a small part of it.


The human being is the focus of all our considerations—and must be so. To understand the human being really means understanding a great part of the world itself. But it is hard to understand him. However, we will acquire a little insight into the human being if we speak today of just a few—among the enormous number—of facts relating to what we call the astral world. As you know, the content of the human soul is very rich and diverse. Today let us bring to mind a portion of this soul content: let us consider certain qualities of soul.


In our soul life we live within the fullest range of feelings and emotions, and in thoughts, images, ideas and will impulses. From morning to evening all this unfolds in our life of soul. If we observe the human being in a superficial way, this soul life rightly appears to us as self-contained, as inwardly consistent. Just consider how your life flows by: how in the morning you entertain the first thought of the day, and the first emotion flickers through your soul, your first will impulse emerges. And consider how, until consciousness sinks into sleep again at night, idea after idea, feeling after feeling, will impulse after will impulse continually succeed one another. All this appears like a steady flow. From a deeper perspective, though, this is not such a continuous flow for we are always connected with higher worlds—though most people are unaware of this—through our thoughts, feelings and sentience. Today let us consider this relationship of ours with the astral world.


When we have some feeling or other, when joy or alarm flare in our soul, initially this is an occurrence within our soul. But it is not merely that. If one is able to examine this clairvoyantly, it becomes apparent that something like a luminous stream emanates from a person at the moment of alarm or joy, and that this enters the astral world. It does not enter it haphazardly or arbitrarily, though, but makes its way to a being within the astral world. In other words, when a feeling shimmers up in us, we enter into a connection with a being of the astral world. Let us assume that some thought occupies a place in our soul. Let's say that we reflect on the nature of a table. As this thought quivers through our soul, the clairvoyant can demonstrate how a current issues from this thought and seeks out a being of the astral world. And the same is true of every thought, every mental picture, every emotion. From the whole current of life that issues from the soul, streams continually flow towards the most diverse beings of the astral world. It would be quite wrong to think that these outflowing streams all went to a single being in the astral world. This is not so. Instead, the most varied currents stream from all these separate thoughts, emotions and feelings, and connect with the most diverse beings of the astral world. This is the remarkable thing here: that as individuals we are not connected with just a single such being, but that we spin the most diverse threads connecting us to the most diverse beings of the astral world. The astral world is populated by a large number of entities just as the physical world is; and these beings are connected with us in the most varied and diverse ways.


But if we wish to gain insight into the full complexity of this, we also have to consider something else. Let us assume that two people see a flash of lightning and both have a very similar feeling in response to it. From each of the two a current emanates, but both these now flow to one and the same being in the astral world. We can say therefore that there is a being, an inhabitant of the astral world, with whom the two beings of the physical world establish a connection. It may be that not just one but 50, 100 or 1000 human beings have similar sentiments or perceptions and emit currents which stream towards a single being of the astral world. In uniting in this one point, these thousand human beings establish a connection with the same being of the astral world. But now picture the other different emotions, feelings and thoughts which these people—who share the same emotion in this one instance—carry within them! Through these other currents they are connected with other entities in the astral world, and in consequence the most diverse connecting threads pass from the astral world into the physical world.


Now it is possible to distinguish certain categories of beings in the astral world. We gain an idea of these different classes most easily if we consider the following example. Take a large number of Europeans and examine for a moment the concept or idea of justice contained in their souls. People may otherwise have the most varied experiences and therefore connect with the most diverse beings of the astral world in the most intricate and complex ways. But when these people think about the concept of justice in the same way, appropriate it in the same way, they all connect with one being of the astral world; and we can regard this being of the astral world really as a centre, a focal point, from which issue rays towards all those who share this idea. Whenever such people call to mind their concept of justice, they are connected with this single being. Just as we have flesh and blood, and are composed of it, so this being is constituted of the concept of justice: it lives within it. Likewise there are astral beings for the concepts of courage, benevolence, fortitude, revenge and so forth. So you see that qualities we can have as human beings, the contents of our soul, correspond to beings in the astral world. This means that something like an astral net spreads out over a larger number of people. All of us who share the same concepts of justice are embedded in the body of an astral entity whom we could really call the being of justice. All of us who share the same concepts of courage, fortitude and so forth, are connected with one and the same astral being, constituted of, and embodying, justice, courage or fortitude. Thus each one of us is a kind of conglomeration of streams—for we can regard each person as receiving from all directions streams sent out by astral beings. All of us are a confluence of streams entering us from the astral world.


During the winter lectures we will increasingly be able to show how the human being is basically a confluence of streams as I have described, and focuses these streams within him, around the central point of his I. You see, the most important thing for human soul life is that we concentrate all these streams around a focal point which lies within our self-awareness. This self-awareness is so important in us since it must hold sway like a ruler in our inner human entelechy, encompassing and connecting the diverse streams that flow into us from all sides. Were self-awareness to lapse, the human being might immediately cease to feel himself a unity, and all the diverse concepts of courage, fortitude and so forth might then fall asunder. A person would then cease to have the sense of being a unity but would instead feel himself sundered into all the different streams. A person can in a sense lose directing mastery over what streams into him—and here we see how we can gain understanding of the spiritual world through insight into the real state of affairs. Consider that as a single individual you have lived a particular kind of life, experiencing various things, and from youth onwards nurturing a number of ideals which gradually developed in you. Every such ideal can be different from another. You have had the ideal of courage, fortitude, benevolence and so forth, thereby entering into streams from the most diverse astral beings. There is also another way in which we can engage with a diverse succession of streams from astral beings. Assume we have had a number of friendships during our life. Very particular feelings and emotions will have developed under the influence of these friendships, especially during our youth. In this way, streams went out to a quite specific being in the astral world. Then a new friendship entered our life, connecting us therefore with a different being of the astral world—and so on, throughout life. Now let us assume that the psyche suffered disturbance so that the I lost mastery over the various different streams and was no longer able to hold them together. We would arrive at a state when we ceased to feel ourselves as an I, as an intact entity, as a unity within our self-awareness. If we were to lose our I through a process of mental illness, we would no longer experience these streams as something through which we perceive ourselves but as if we were flowing out and dissolving into them. Certain cases of mental illness only become comprehensible when we consider them from this perspective, that of the astral world. One such case is Friedrich Nietzsche.4


Many of you will probably have heard that Friedrich Nietzsche suffered an outbreak of madness during the winter of 1888/1889. Readers of his last letters will find it interesting to observe how Friedrich Nietzsche fragmented into diverse streams at the moment when he lost his I. For instance, he writes to this or that friend, or also notes to himself: ‘A god lives in Turin who was once a professor of philosophy in Basel, but he was not egotistical enough to remain so.’5 In other words, he had lost his I, and he clothed this fact in words such as these. ‘And the god Dionysus walks by the Po.’6 And he looks down on all his ideals and friendships, which wander below him. Sometimes he thinks he is King Carlo Alberto,7 at other times someone else, sometimes even one of the criminals he was reading about during the last days of his life. At this time there were two murder cases which had attracted much attention, and at moments in his illness he identified with those lady-killers. He no longer experienced his I but instead a stream flowing into the astral world. In abnormal cases, therefore, separate currents otherwise made to cohere by our centre of self-awareness rise to the surface of life.


It will become ever more necessary for people to know what lies in the depths of the soul. You see, we would be endlessly impoverished if we were unable to produce many such streams that enter the astral world; and our nature would be very restricted if we were unable, by deepening our lives spiritually, to gain mastery over all these streams. We really must say therefore that we are not confined within our skin but extend beyond it on all sides into other worlds, which in turn penetrate into our world. A whole network of entities is spun out over the astral world.


Now let us examine in a little more detail a few of these entities that are connected with us in this way. These are beings that present themselves to us roughly as follows. The astral world surrounds us. Let us conceive of such a being, say the one relating to the concept and feeling of courage. It stretches its tentacles out in all directions, and these tentacles enter human souls. As people develop courage a connection is created between this being of courage and the human soul. Other people are different. All, for instance, who develop a certain kind of feeling of love or anxiety are connected with a being of the astral world. When we engage with these beings we enter into what we can say constitutes life in the astral world, its social coherence. As people live here on the physical plane they are not merely separate beings. Here on the physical plane, too, we are involved in hundredfold and thousandfold interconnections. We have legal arrangements with one another, and are involved in friendships and suchlike. Our connections on the physical plane are governed by our ideas, concepts, mental pictures and so on. In a certain sense, the social connections of the beings we have been considering on the astral plane must likewise be governed in some way. So how do these beings coexist with each other? They do not have a dense, physical body of flesh and blood as we do; instead they have astral bodies, are composed at most of etheric substance. They stretch out their feelers into our world. But how do they live together? If these beings did not collaborate, our human life would also be quite different. Basically, our physical world is only the external expression of what occurs on the astral plane. Picture a being in the astral world, the being of justice, to whom stream all thoughts relating to justice; then picture another, to whom flow all thoughts relating to giving. If the idea forms in our soul that giving is justice, then a stream issues from both these beings and enters our soul. We are connected with both. But how do these two beings bear with one another?


One might be tempted to think that social or communal coexistence on the astral plane is the same as on the physical plane, yet it is different in very important respects. It is wrong merely to place the different planes one above the other and characterize what happens in the higher worlds as closely resembling occurrences in the physical world. There is a huge difference between the physical world and the higher worlds, one which becomes ever greater the higher we ascend. Above all, the astral world is distinguished by a singular quality that cannot be found on the physical plane at all. This is the permeability, the penetrability of the matter of the astral plane. In the physical world it is impossible for you to stand at exactly the same place as another person—and thus impenetrability is a law of the physical world. This is not true in the astral world, and there the law of permeability prevails. There it is certainly possible, and even the usual thing, for beings to interpenetrate, for one being to enter the space already occupied by another. Two, four, a hundred beings can be at one and the same place simultaneously in the astral world. What this means though, in turn, is that the logic of communal coexistence is quite different on the astral plane from the physical plane. You can best grasp the nature of this different logic— not the logic of thinking but that of action—if you consider the following example.


Imagine that a city council decided to build a church at a certain location. The council would inevitably first have to discuss how to build it, how to organize this and so on. Now let's assume there are two groups on the council, and that the two have different ideas about architecture and the choice of building company. On the physical plane the two parties will be at loggerheads and unable to carry out their plans until one of them gets the upper hand and carries the day, securing agreement as to the design of the church. You are aware of course that the great majority of human social interactions involve such discussion and negotiation before anything is realized, so that people can first agree about what should actually be done. Nothing at all would get done unless, in most cases, one party prevailed and secured a majority. The minority party will not easily concede that it was in the wrong, but instead will go on believing it was right. In the physical world, we are involved therefore in discussion about ideas that must be decided purely within this physical world, since it is impossible for two different plans to be realized at one and the same location.


In the astral world things are completely different. There it would be perfectly possible to build, say, two churches at one and the same place. In fact such things continually occur in the astral world, and this alone is the right and proper thing there. Disputes do not occur there as they do in the physical world. Meetings are not held where a majority opinion is sought for this or that venture, nor is there any need at all for this. When a council meeting takes place and 40 out of 45 councillors have one view while the others have another, it is not so dire if the two parties feel like murdering each other because of their differences of opinion, since these things come to immediate outward expression, are voiced. One party will not try to build its church without regard to the other, since on the physical plane a thought can remain a content of the soul: it can remain within us. Things are not so straightforward on the astral plane. There, when an idea is formed, in a certain sense it already exists. Thus if an astral being such as those I have been speaking of has a thought, it immediately extends the corresponding feelers which have the form of this thought, while another extends its own feelers; and both interpenetrate and now exist in the same space as a newly formed entity.


Thus the most diverse opinions, thoughts and feelings continually interpenetrate. The most contrary things can interpenetrate in the astral world. While disagreement occurs in the physical world about such things as we have mentioned, in the astral world actual conflict immediately arises. You see, as beings in the astral world you cannot restrain a thought within yourself since thoughts immediately become deeds, and objects immediately materialize. Now it is true that churches are not built there as they are on the physical plane; but let us assume that a being of the astral world wished to realize something, while another sought to prevent it. These things cannot be discussed, but here the principle applies that things must prove their worth! If the two sets of feelers are now present in the same space, they start battling; and then the more fruitful and thus more justified idea—the one that can therefore persist—will destroy the other and be realized. Here, therefore, we have a continual conflict of the most diverse views, thoughts and emotions. On the astral plane, every opinion inevitably becomes deed. Instead of dispute, opinions are left to battle it out themselves, and the more fruitful one will knock the other out of the ring. You can say that the astral world is a much more dangerous one; and some of what is said about such dangers is connected with what I have now described. Everything becomes deed there, and views have to battle with one another rather than discuss and argue.


I will now touch on something that is shocking to hear in our materialistic age but is nevertheless true. We have often stressed that in our era people are increasingly immersing themselves in consciousness of a world that is merely physical, thus also in characteristically physical qualities, distinctive characteristics of the physical world—for instance a world where, in discussion and dispute, each person feels like murdering another who does not share his view or regards him as an idiot. Things are not like that in the astral world. There a being will say: ‘Other opinions do not bother me!’ The greatest tolerance exists there. If one view proves more fruitful it will knock the others out of the ring. Other opinions can happily exist alongside one's own, since battle will sort it all out. If you gradually come to be at home in the world of spirit you have to learn to judge things according to what is customary there. The first domain of the spiritual world is the astral, where what I have described is customary. Someone who comes to be at home in the spiritual world must, in a sense, make space in himself for the customs of the beings who live there. And this is the right thing to do. Our physical world should increasingly become a reflection of the spiritual world, and we will introduce ever more harmony into our world through accomplishing the following: life in the physical world ought to unfold as it does in the astral world. Although we cannot build two churches in one spot, where views differ we can allow their fruitfulness to interpenetrate in the world. The most fruitful or productive views will be victorious, as is the case in the astral world.


Thus, within a universal spiritual stream, the distinctive qualities of the astral world can really reach down into the physical world. The spiritual-scientific movement has a broad field to cultivate here: to create, increasingly, a reflection of the astral world on the physical plane. However shocking it may sound to people today who only acknowledge the physical plane—and can therefore only conceive of propounding one opinion and seeing anyone who has a different view as a fool—adherents of a spiritual world-view will find it increasingly self-evident for absolute inner tolerance of different views to prevail. This is not the sort of tolerance that arises in us like heeding a sermon, but something instead that will take up its natural place in our soul as we increasingly acquire the customs of the higher worlds.


What has been described here, this interpenetrability, is a very important and key quality of the astral world. No being of the astral world will develop a concept of truth such as those we know here in the physical world. The beings of the astral world find debate, argument and so forth to be entirely unproductive. They agree with Goethe that ‘Fruitful things alone are true!’8 We should not come to know truth through theoretical reflections but through their productiveness, through the way in which they prove their value. One being of the astral world will therefore never dispute with another as people do, but will say: Fine, you do your thing, I’ll do mine. We will see which is the more productive idea, and which will knock the other out of the ring.


If we engage with this way of thinking, we have already acquired some practical insight. We should not think that our development into the spiritual world is accomplished in a tumultuous way, for actually it occurs subtly. And if we can attend carefully and acquire a quality such as the distinctive characteristic of the astral world I just described, we will increasingly come to regard feelings such as those possessed by astral beings as models for our own. If we allow ourselves to be guided by the character of the astral world, we can be hopeful of living our way upwards towards the spiritual beings whose life, in this way, will become increasingly apparent to us. It is this that will prove fruitful for human beings.


What has been aired today aims in many respects to be a kind of preparation for the subject matter of the next few lectures. We have been speaking of the nature of the astral world and its distinctive characteristics, but we should be aware already that this astral world is far more distinct from higher worlds—say the world of devachan—than people might tend to think. Truly, the astral world is also present wherever our physical world exists. It permeates our physical world, and everything we have spoken of on past occasions always surrounds us, is present in the same space as physical realities and physical beings. But then there is also the world of devachan, which is distinct from the astral world inasmuch as we experience it in a different state of consciousness.


You might easily think that this physical world here is permeated by the astral world, the world of devachan and so on. But things aren’t quite so simple as that. If we wish to describe the higher worlds in more detail than we did before, we must be clear that another difference exists between the astral world and the world of devachan. You see, our astral world, in which we live and which penetrates our physical space, is in a sense a dual world, whereas the world of devachan is, in a way, a single world. This is something we needed to mention today as preparation. In a sense there are two astral worlds, and these two differ inasmuch as the first is, as it were, the astral world of goodness while the other is the astral world of evil. It would be incorrect to make such a blunt distinction in the case of the world of devachan. If we consider the worlds in descending sequence we have to see them as follows: first higher devachan, then the lower world of devachan, then the astral world and then the physical world. This does not yet give us the totality of our worlds, for we also have to consider those lower than the physical. Below our physical world there is another, lower astral world. The good astral world lies above the physical plane while the astral world of evil lies below it, and likewise, for all practical purposes, penetrates it. Now the most diverse streams flow into the beings of the astral world. Here we must distinguish between streams of good and bad qualities issuing from human beings. The good streams pass to a good being and the bad streams, correspondingly, connect with a bad being of the astral world. If we take the sum of all good and bad beings of the astral world, in a sense we have two astral worlds. When we observe the world of devachan we will see that this is not true to the same degree. The astral world therefore contains two worlds which interpenetrate and both equally connect with the human being. These two worlds must be distinguished from each other, chiefly in regard to the way they originated.


Looking back to the past evolution of the earth, we come to a time when the earth was still united with sun and moon. At a later period, the earth itself was a moon, a planetary body outside the sun during the old Moon era. At that time an astral world already existed, before our earth became the planet it now is. If this astral world had been able to evolve further without hindrance, it would have become the good astral world. Due to the fact that the moon separated from the earth, however, the evil astral world was incorporated into the general astral world. In our current state on earth we have now reached the point of incorporation of an evil astral world. In future, an evil world will likewise be incorporated into the world of devachan. For the time being let us keep in mind that there are two astral worlds rather than one: into the first enter all the streams that are productive for human progress and evolution; and into the other astral world, to which kamaloka likewise belongs, enter all the streams that inhibit human evolution. In both astral worlds there are entities whose influence on us, and whose mode of coexistence with each other, we have heard about today in a more abstract way. The next time we meet we will consider in more detail the condition and constitution of these beings who populate higher worlds.




LECTURE 2


BERLIN, 21 OCTOBER 1908


In this lecture, which should be regarded as part of the lead-up to our ‘annual general meeting campaign’,9 our aim will be to show that spiritual science, or rather the spiritual outlook on the world which underlies it, is in complete harmony and accord with some findings in specific scientific disciplines. As we can see particularly in popular and public lectures, it is not so easy for anthroposophists to meet with full understanding from an entirely unprepared audience. Whenever spiritual science collides with an entirely unprepared audience, the anthroposophist must be somewhat aware that in many respects he speaks a different language from those who have heard nothing at all or only very superficial, external things about insights that underpin the spiritual-scientific movement. It is necessary to delve a little deeper to find harmony and accord between what can so easily be presented in modern science—that is, experiences gained from research into the sensory world—and what is given us through insight gained by means of spiritual, higher, supersensible consciousness. One has to go more deeply into these things before being very gradually able to gain a real overview of this harmony. Then, however, we will see the beautiful harmony existing between what the spiritual researcher asserts and the assertions—that is, the cataloguing of facts—gained through research into physical realities. We should not be too unjust, therefore, towards those who do not understand anthroposophists, since they lack all preparations essential for grasping the findings of spiritual research. In most cases, therefore, they will inevitably conceive both the words and the concepts presented to them in quite different ways than intended. Greater understanding of spiritual science can only be achieved in a broader context, therefore, by speaking from a spiritual perspective, even to an unprepared audience, in an entirely and unashamedly direct way. Then, amongst these unprepared people, there will be a large number who say: ‘This is all nonsense, fantasy, gobbledygook!’ There will always also be a few, however, whose inmost thirst of soul gives them an intimation that there is, in fact, something behind it; and these people will pursue it further and gradually find their way into it. Such patient delving is the important thing, and this is also what we can aim for. It will therefore be perfectly natural for a large number of those who attend a lecture on spiritual science out of mere curiosity to go away afterwards and spread it about that this is a sect which disseminates its own special brand of codswallop! Knowing these difficulties, though, we can find the necessary calm and patience to countenance the natural process of selection. Members of the audience will find their own path and some will form a core enabling spiritual science gradually to flow into our entire life.


Today I wish to use a particular example to show that well-prepared students of spiritual science, accustomed to thinking and living with the notions which spiritual cognition awakens, can easily relate to the most apparently difficult findings of positive physical and sensory research. The student can gradually acquire a sense that the further he progresses, the more he will see how good a foundation spiritual research provides for all enquiry and insight. This will give the seeker the peace of mind he needs in the face of the tempests which are unleashed against spiritual science because, for many, it speaks an entirely foreign language. And if we have the patience to find our way into this harmony, we will also gain ever greater certainty. When people say, ‘What you tell us does not accord with the most elementary scientific research,’ then the anthroposophist will reply, ‘I know that perfect harmony in relation to all these facts can be established by everything spiritual science can offer, even if at present it may not yet be possible for us to agree.’ We will now consider the following, as a special discourse for strengthening awareness in this regard.


When the pupil of spiritual science has lived with a spiritual world-view for a while, he becomes accustomed to speaking of physical body, etheric body and astral body in a way that allows him to make increasing use of these terms, so that they guide and lead him when seeking insight into external things. He must gradually grow accustomed to seeing the physical corporeality surrounding him as differentiated, rather than all of a piece. He looks at a stone but does not say that it is composed of one or another substance like the human body, and that he can therefore treat this body in the same way as a stone. Even the plant, though consisting of the same substances, is something quite different from the stone: it contains both an etheric and a physical body, and would fall apart if it were not entirely pervaded by the ether body. The spiritual scientist therefore says that the plant's physical body would decay if the etheric body did not preserve it from decomposition while it lives, combating this process of decay. If we consider the plant in this way, we find it to be an interweaving of the principle of the physical body and the ether body.


Now I have often stressed that the most fundamental principle of the ether body is that of repetition. An entity solely under the sway of the principle of the ether body and the physical body would manifest the principle of repetition within itself. We can see this in the highest degree in the plant. We can see how it develops leaf after leaf. This is because the physical body of the plant is permeated by an ether body, characterized by the repetition principle: it develops a leaf, then a second, third and so on, adding leaf to leaf in continual repetition. But even when plant growth comes to a stop above, repetition still prevails. At the top of the plant you find again something like a crown of leaves which form the calyx of the flower. These sepals have a different form from other leaves, but you can still become aware that this is only a somewhat altered form of repetition of the same leaves, which ascend in repetition along the whole length of the stalk. Thus we can say that at the top of the plant, too, where it comes to completion, the green sepals are a kind of repetition. And even the petals are a repetition, though naturally they have a different colour. They are still leaves really, though greatly transformed. It was Goethe's great achievement in this field of botany10 to show that not only are the sepals and petals transformed leaves, but that we should also regard the pistil and stamens as a transformed repetition of the leaves.


But we find more than mere repetition in the plant. If this primary principle of the ether body were the only one at work, the ether body would penetrate the whole plant from below upwards: leaf would follow leaf without end, and the process would never come to completion.


What causes this completion of the plant in the blossom, so that the plant can be fertilized and bring forth a new plant in turn? To the same degree that the plant grows upwards, its astral body comes down to meet it from above, completing and concluding it from without. It brings to completion what the ether body would otherwise continue through eternal repetitions: it brings about the transformation of green leaves into sepals, petals, pistils and stamens. We can therefore say that esoteric insight shows us the plant growing to meet its soul aspect, its astral aspect, and this causes the transformation we observe. The fact that the plant does remain a plant, and does not extend beyond this into voluntary movement or sensation, is because this astral body that comes to meet the plant above does not take inward possession of its organs but only encompasses it from without, working in from above. In so far as the astral body grasps hold of organs within, the plant passes over into the animal. That is the whole difference.


If you think of a flower petal you can say that ether body and astral body work together in it but that the ether body has as it were the upper hand. The astral body is not capable of extending its feeler threads into the plant's interior, but instead only works from without. If we wish to express this spiritually, we can say that what is inward in the animal, what it inwardly experiences as pleasure and sorrow, joy and pain, drive, craving and instinct, is not internal in the plant but continually descends upon it from without. This is certainly a soul-like quality. The animal turns its gaze outwards, takes pleasure in its surroundings, directs its taste perceptions outwards and laps up any enjoyment approaching it from without—thus experiencing pleasure inwardly. Someone who can really observe things spiritually can see that while this astral entity of the plant also has joy and pain, pleasure and suffering, it does so by gazing down upon what it brings about. It takes pleasure in the red colour of the rose and in everything that comes towards it. And when plants develop leaves and flowers, the plant soul looking down on this permeates and tastes it. At that point an exchange occurs between the descending soul part of the flower and the plant itself. In its soul nature, the plant world exists for joy and sometimes also for suffering. Thus we really see a sense of communion between our earth's plant cover and the earth's plant-enveloping astrality, which embodies the plants’ soul nature. What works from without as astrality upon plants, engages the animal's soul nature inwardly, thus making it an animal. But there is an important difference between the soul nature active in the astrality of the plant world and in the astrality of animal life.


If you clairvoyantly examine the astrality acting on the earth's plant cover, you find in the soul nature of plants a certain sum of forces; and all these forces working in the plant souls have a certain peculiarity. In speaking of the soul nature of plants, of the astrality which permeates the earth and in which the soul quality of plants unfolds, you must realize that these plant souls in their astrality do not live as do, for example, physical creatures on our earth. Plant souls can interpenetrate so that they flow together as in a fluid element. But one thing is peculiar to them: they develop certain forces, and all of these have the property of streaming towards the centre of the planet. In all plants a force is active that passes from above downwards, seeking the centre of the earth. It is this, specifically, which governs the direction of plant growth. If you extend the axis of plants, you arrive at the earth's centre. This is the direction given by the soul nature descending from above. If we study the soul nature of plants, we find therefore that their most distinctive characteristic is of being penetrated by the rays of forces which all strive towards the earth's centre.


It is different when we consider in general terms the astrality around the earth which belongs to and calls forth animals. Plant soul nature would not as such be able to call forth animal life. To generate animal life, other forces must permeate the astrality. The esoteric researcher who focuses merely on the astral plane can therefore distinguish whether a particular astral substantiality will give rise to plant growth or animal growth. We can distinguish this in the astral sphere. Everything that only manifests forces striving towards the centre of the earth or another planet will generate plant growth. By contrast, forces that stand vertically upon the planet yet also completely and continually circle around it in all directions with exceeding dynamic mobility reveal a different substantiality that gives rise to animal life. Wherever you undertake observations you will find that the earth is wreathed in streams at every location, direction and altitude, and that these form circles around the earth if one extends their direction. This astrality complements the plant astrality extremely well. Both interpenetrate and yet are inwardly distinct. Their inner qualities distinguish them. In other words, at one and the same location on the earth's surface the streams of both types of astrality can interweave. When the clairvoyant examines a particular geographical region, he finds forces that strive solely towards the centre of the earth permeated by others that only circle round it; and then he knows that the latter contain what generates animal life.


I have occasionally emphasized that the astral plane has quite different laws—also different spatial laws—from the physical realm. Tomorrow, when we examine some aspects of four-dimensional space,11 you will better be able to understand some of what I am now describing in the way of esoteric realities. Today, drawing only on esoteric facts, let us focus on one further peculiarity of this animal astrality.


Taking a physical body, whether plant or animal, we must regard it as something spatially complete in itself; and in a sense we have no additional right to consider something spatially distinct from it as belonging to it. Where physical separation exists, we have to speak of different entities. Only when a spatial or physical connection exists can we speak of a single body. This is not true in the astral world, especially not in the astral sphere which enables animal life to develop. There, astral configurations living separate from each other can constitute a single whole. A particular astral form can exist in a region of space, and another, again spatially complete, can be present in an entirely different part of space. But despite this, these two astral forms, unconnected even by the least spatial thread, can constitute a single entity. In fact, three, four or five such spatially separate configurations can be connected. And the following may even occur. Assume that you have an astral entity of this kind that has not physically incarnated in any way; and then you can find another form that belongs to it. Observing one form you can find something occurring within it which you can call food intake, the consumption of something, because certain substances are being absorbed while others are expelled. And while you perceive this happening in the one form, you can notice that in another, spatially separate astral form, other processes are occurring which entirely correspond to what is happening as food intake in the first. One entity is consuming while the other has a taste experience. And although there is no spatial connection between the two, the process in the one form corresponds fully to that in the other. Thus spatially separate astral forms can indeed belong together. It can even happen that a hundred astral forms, at a great distance from each other, are so dependent on each other that no process can be accomplished without this occurring correspondingly in the others. When these entities then find embodiment in the physical realm, we can discover there reverberations of this distinctive astral quality.


You will have heard, for instance, that twins often show parallel traits that correspond to a remarkable degree. This is because their astral bodies remain related although they are embodied in spatially separate forms. When something occurs in the astral body of one of them, it cannot occur alone but comes to expression also in the astral aspect of the other. Even where it manifests as plant astrality, the astral reveals this distinctive quality of interdependence between spatially entirely separate things. In relation to the plant realm you will have heard of the peculiarity that wine stored in barrels demonstrates a very remarkable process when wine-making time comes round again. The principle which causes the new grapes to ripen is noticeable even in the barrels of wine from a previous year.


I only wanted to mention that visible phenomena always testify to hidden aspects that can be brought to light by methods of esoteric research. From this you can see that it appears quite natural for our whole organism to be astrally composed of principles that are quite different from each other.


There are singular marine animal forms that you can understand if you see them in the context of what we have begun to elaborate here about the secrets of the astral world. In the astral realm, astral forces which mediate food intake do not in the least need to be connected with those which regulate movement or reproduction. When the clairvoyant researcher searches astral space for forms that give rise to animal life, he finds something remarkable: a certain astral substantiality which, when it works within an animal body, he has to see as particularly suited by the forces at work in it to transform the physical into an organ of nutrition. Now quite different astral aspects can exist somewhere which, when they implant themselves in a body, do not form organs of nutrition but instead organs of movement or perception. You can imagine that you have, on the one hand, a system for intake of food while on the other you have one for moving hands and feet. Out of the astral world forces have descended into you but these can stream together from quite different directions. One astral body of energies gives you the one while another gives you the other, and these assemble in your physical body because it has to be a coherent physical form, as dictated by the laws of the physical world. The different bodies of energy assembling from without must there form a single whole. They do not do so from the very outset. We can discover the effect on the physical world of what we have now ascertained through esoteric research in the astral realm.


Certain sea creatures, Siphonophora, lead a very remarkable existence. We find that they have something like a common stem, a sort of tube. At the top of this something develops that really has no other function than to fill with air and then empty again. And this process enables the whole structure to stand upright. If this bell-shaped form were not there, the whole thing attached to it could not remain upright. So this is a kind of balancing system that gives the whole thing equilibrium. This might not strike us as particularly unusual—but we can realize that it is when we see that the upper structure, which gives balance to the whole, cannot survive without nourishment. It is animal by nature, and animals must be fed. Yet it is unable to feed itself since it has no means to do so. In order for this life form to be nourished there are certain outgrowths—quite simply, true polyps—distributed at quite different places on its tube. These polyps would continually tumble over and be unable to retain balance if they were not growing on a common stem. But now they can take up food from without, passing it on to the whole tube that runs through them, thus also nourishing the balancing air system. On the one hand, therefore, we have a system that can only maintain balance, yet on the other also one that can nourish the whole to sustain it. But now we have a life form whose food supply can be very limited: once available food has been ingested, there is nothing left and the creature has to seek out other locations where it can find more food, and for this it requires organs of movement. This is also taken care of, for other structures also grow upon the tube and these can accomplish something different: they do not maintain balance, nor facilitate food intake, but instead have certain muscles which can contract, thus expressing water and so causing a counter-thrust. Thus, once the water has been expelled, the whole structure is impelled in the opposite direction, enabling the creature to reach a food source. Jellyfish propel themselves forwards by expressing water and causing this counter-thrust, and such creatures, which you can say are real movement forms, are also attached here.
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