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RUDOLF STEINER (1861–1925) called his spiritual philosophy ‘anthroposophy’, meaning ‘wisdom of the human being’. As a highly developed seer, he based his work on direct knowledge and perception of spiritual dimensions. He initiated a modern and universal ‘science of spirit’, accessible to anyone willing to exercise clear and unprejudiced thinking.


From his spiritual investigations Steiner provided suggestions for the renewal of many activities, including education (both general and special), agriculture, medicine, economics, architecture, science, philosophy, religion and the arts. Today there are thousands of schools, clinics, farms and other organizations involved in practical work based on his principles. His many published works feature his research into the spiritual nature of the human being, the evolution of the world and humanity, and methods of personal development. Steiner wrote some 30 books and delivered over 6000 lectures across Europe. In 1924 he founded the General Anthroposophical Society, which today has branches throughout the world.
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Introduction


The concept of Intuition is fundamental to Anthroposophy. We meet it in Rudolf Steiner’s early writings on Goethe’s works, in his philosophical thinking and in his later writings. He also frequently spoke about Intuition in lectures and addresses, sometimes briefly and on other occasions in detail and very instructively.


Over the course of time, the concept of Intuition underwent an interesting and significant transformation in Rudolf Steiner’s work. Initially he chiefly spoke of it in connection with the sciences of organic nature, but subsequently it came to have a more profound and broader meaning as an essential source of supersensible knowledge. In combination with Imagination and Inspiration, Intuition furnishes the gateway through which supersensible knowledge is able to bring light into human knowledge.


Even the simplest thought is intuitive and possesses spiritual aspects. When thinking is schooled systematically it develops into an intuitive organ through which what is spiritual can be consciously comprehended and penetrated. Intuition links us to what is spiritually real and thus has an existential significance for our process of knowing.


When we consider the gradual evolution of Intuition through Anthroposophy we notice a conceptual development that shows us how alive and flexible anthroposophical concepts are in the way they develop and mature.


Rudolf Steiner clearly distinguishes between the spiritual significance of the word Intuition and its everyday application. In general use it refers to a somewhat unclear or unfocussed impulse of feeling, whereas in Anthroposophy it denotes a clear, pure comprehension akin to a mathematical concept.


Intuition is the first supersensible form of knowledge to which Rudolf Steiner refers, namely in his introductory considerations regarding Goethe’s scientific writings (in GA 1). Goethe’s concept of Intuition takes us back to two thinkers: Kant and Spinoza.


Rudolf Steiner explains1 how Goethe—as opposed to Kant—develops an intuitive science ‘by means of observing ever-creative nature’. In the essay ‘The Intuitive Power of Judgement’, Goethe’s starting point is Kant. According to Kant—and also according to Goethe—this is an understanding that is intuitive. Kant is thinking of an understanding which moves from an intellectus archetypus, ‘from a synthetic generality, from a view of what is a wholeness as such’, towards its separate parts, considering these and integrating them. Goethe develops this intuitive concept further both methodically and practically.


Steiner explains2 how relevant Spinoza’s conception of Intuition was for Goethe, and this enables him to describe his own way of thinking and method. For Spinoza, Intuition was the highest form of knowledge that exists. For Goethe, Intuition was the form of knowledge through which one can grasp what is alive, what is fundamental in organic nature. The spiritual archetype of the plant, the archetypal plant as such, is not visible as a wholeness; it develops over time in a living process of becoming. Intuition is what makes it possible to recognize the whole, the supra-temporal spiritual archetype, by means of the separate, sequential phenomena developed over time. In his later works Rudolf Steiner also describes the idea of the archetypal plant as an Intuition belonging to Goethe.


In his Philosophy of Freedom (GA 4), Steiner then links Intuition with the experience, through thinking, of essential being. The experience of thinking, the conscious perception and understanding of thinking, becomes an Intuitive thought process. Here, Intuition is a purely spiritual experience linking the human individual with the essence of reality through thinking.


In Theosophy (GA 9), Intuition is seen as having a central significance within the human individual. It links him with the world of spirit, just as the sensual organs reveal sense-perceptible reality for him. Intuitive thinking is a spiritual perceiving and as such it builds the bridge to the supersensible world.


In Stages of Higher Knowledge (GA 12) and in An Outline of Esoteric Science (GA 13), Intuition appears together with the other two stages of supersensible knowledge: Imagination and Inspiration. Here we read of how, on the path of spiritual schooling, the human being ascends step by step from physical perception to Imagination, Inspiration and Intuition. Rudolf Steiner applies these three concepts in a specific and precise way. Imagination is supersensible seeing. Here supersensible knowledge appears in picture-form. Inspiration denotes the capacity to comprehend supersensible perceptions in meaningful connections with one another, just as, in reading, the individual letters of the alphabet are brought together to form words and sentences. That is why Inspiration is also described as ‘reading the hidden script’. Intuition is the third and most elevated way of knowing, linking the human being with the very essence of reality. Intuition shows us the essence of the spirit, of the events in our life after death, and the spiritual process through which human beings and the world come into existence. Intuition enables us to investigate thoroughly the spiritual facts. There is no need necessarily to go through these three stages of spiritual knowledge in sequence, but it is one possible way of proceeding.


In Rudolf Steiner’s later works, more is said about the three stages of supersensible consciousness, and here they are seen in the context of a variety of practical aspects. Especially in his spoken explanations about medicine, education, the natural sciences, the arts and social life, Intuition is depicted as one of the supersensible forms of knowledge in Anthroposophy which provide direct insight into practical life.


Occasionally in the earlier lectures the word Intuition is used in its everyday sense. For example ‘intuitive’ as an alternative to ‘instinctual’, ‘unconscious’ or ‘of the feelings’; but these examples are infrequent. Steiner also occasionally uses adjectives such as ‘instinctive Intuition’, ‘spiritual Intuition’, ‘obscure Intuition’. In such cases, ‘Intuition’ stands for ‘higher seeing’—in other words, conscious spiritual perception. Only after 1909 is Intuition used frequently, and then very often in connection with Imagination and Inspiration.


In the present volume, Rudolf Steiner’s written references to Intuition are the point of departure. Within each chapter these are arranged chronologically. Thereafter, important passages from the lectures are quoted with reference to different themes, and these, too, are arranged chronologically. The concept of Intuition is central to these quotations. Although these passages are not necessarily connected, they provide a representative and comprehensive overview regarding the genesis and development of the concept of Intuition within Anthroposophy.


One specific quotation calls for special explanation. In 1909, Rudolf Steiner depicted Intuition as a spiritual being. This is the only passage where Intuition speaks as a being of high rank, linked here with landscape painting, with Leonardo da Vinci’s ‘Last Supper’, and with portrait painting.


In the final chapter, further aspects of Intuition are briefly presented in various practical contexts, for example in geometry, architecture, economics, education and medicine. This is of course merely a small selection that may serve as an encouragement toward further research.


This volume is intended as a contribution toward explaining the concept of Intuition as seen in Anthroposophy. By following a specific concept in its gradual transformation and amplification throughout the work of Rudolf Steiner, it also offers insights into how Anthroposophy evolved. The choice of the texts is intended to provide a stimulus for further research into the development of the term. It is hoped that awareness of how the concept of Intuition developed will help to encourage a living, meaningful link with the spiritual world.





Edward de Boer




1. The Perceptive Power of Judgement—Goethe’s Intuition


So Goethe—in contrast to Kant—recognized that the human being has intuitive knowledge, which for him provided an explanation for what is organic. Goethe’s organic ‘type’ is, I consider, very different from what today’s Darwinism means by ‘type’. It is the unconscious in the form in which it governs the organic world.


I think that with Goethe we have reached the turning point when what is organic is uplifted from being something unscientific to being a scientific method.3





Spinoza distinguishes between three forms of knowledge. The first is the way in which specific words we hear or read remind us of things in that we have specific conceptions of them resembling the way we represent them pictorially. The second type of knowledge is the way in which we form general concepts from our ideas of things. The third type of knowledge is the one through which we move forward from a perception of the true essence of some of God’s attributes in order to arrive at an adequate knowledge of the true essence of things as such. This is the type of knowledge which Spinoza terms scientia intuitiva, knowledge through perception. This latter, the highest form of knowledge, is the one to which Goethe was aspiring. One must endeavour to understand what Spinoza meant by this: We must recognize things in a way that enables us to recognize in them some of God’s attributes. Spinoza’s God constitutes the world’s content of ideas, that principle which sets everything in motion, which supports everything and which sustains all things. One may picture this either as an independent entity separate from all finite beings and existing side by side with them while controlling them and causing them to interact with one another. Or one may imagine this being as having become absorbed in the finite things so that it no longer exists above or beside them but is now solely within them. This view in no way denies the original principle; it recognizes it fully while regarding it as having flowed out into the world. The first view regards the finite world as a revelation of the infinite in such a way that this infinity remains within its own existence, without giving anything of itself away. It does not depart from itself, but rather remains as it was before becoming a revelation. The second view also regards the finite world as a revelation of the infinite, but it assumes that in becoming revealed it has departed entirely from itself and placed its own being and life into its creation, so that it now exists solely within that. However, since recognizing things involves becoming aware of the being of things, then, if the being can only exist as a part of the infinite, knowledge must be ‘a becoming aware’ of what is infinite in all things.*4





However, if we wish to recognize organic nature we must not regard the idea, the concept, as something that is an expression of something different, from which it borrows its content. We must rather recognize the idea as such. It is necessary for it to possess its own content from within itself and not from the sense-perceptible world of space and time. This unit, which we conceive as something abstract, would have to be built upon itself, it would have to be constructed out of itself, out of its own being and not in accordance with influences from other objects. It would be impossible for the human being to understand such an entity that is formed out of itself and is revealed out of itself. What, then, is necessary for such a concept? A power of discernment that is able to confer upon a thought something which is taken in through something other than merely the external senses, something which is a pure idea independent of the sense-perceptible world. Such a concept, which is not derived from the sense-perceptible world but which has a content derived solely from itself and from the content that emanates from itself, may be described as an intuitive concept, and the knowledge derived from it is then intuitive knowledge. What follows from this is clear: An organism can only be grasped by means of intuitive thinking. Goethe showed through what he did that it is possible for the human being to have knowledge in this way.5





Once our mind has grasped the general idea, the type, it has comprehended the entire realm of the organisms in all its homogeneity. When it thus observes the formation of a type in each of its variations, the final one then becomes comprehensible as one of the stages, of the metamorphoses through which that type realizes itself. And demonstrating these stages would be the essence of the taxonomic system confirmed by Goethe. Both in the animal and in the plant kingdom there exists an ascending sequence of developments; organisms are classified as being either complete or incomplete. How can this be possible? The ideal form, the type of an organism, is characterized by elements belonging to both space and time. Goethe, too, saw this as a form which is both sense-perceptible and supersensible. It contains spatial and temporal forms as intuitive ideals. But when it appears in reality, that truly (no longer intuitively) sense-perceptible form either conforms entirely or does not conform entirely with the ideal. Lower organisms are what they are because the form in which they manifest does not entirely conform with their organic type. The more the external appearance and the organic type of a specific creature conform with one another, the more is that creature perfect. This is the objective foundation for an ascending developmental sequence. The analysis of this interrelationship within every organism has to be systematically depicted. But this cannot be included in listing the type and the primeval organisms; all that is possible is to find a form which would be the most perfect expression of that type. This is what Goethe’s archetypal plant is intended to show.6





A way of thinking which shows a direct connection between content and form has always been described as intuitive.


Intuition as a scientific principle appears again and again. The English philosopher Reid said that Intuition is involved when the perception of external phenomena (sense impressions) leads to our conviction that they exist. Jacobi considered that our feeling for God represented the guarantee that God does exist. A judgement of this kind is also termed intuitive.7





Our power of judgement must reflect in thinking and think in reflecting. This, as Goethe was the first to point out, is the perceptive power of judgement. Herewith, Goethe indicated that this is what is necessary for understanding to come about in the human mind, whereas Kant wanted to have shown that this did not belong to the predisposition of the human being.


Whereas in organic nature the type represents the natural law (the archetypal phenomenon) of what is inorganic, so does Intuition (the perceptive power of judgement) provide proof through reflection.8





Frequently little value has been attached to Intuition in connection with science. Goethe’s thinking was regarded as being defective owing to the fact that he wanted to reach scientific truths through Intuition. Many, however, consider Intuition to be very important in matters of scientific discovery. In this connection they say that a brainwave can frequently lead further than methodical thinking. People frequently speak of Intuition when someone arrives at a correct conclusion by chance and only subsequently realizes it to be true. But that Intuition in itself can be regarded as a scientific principle is always denied. When something has been discovered through Intuition, it must—so people think—be subsequently proven if it is to have any scientific value.9





The derogatory view of Intuition has more than a little to do with the way in which it is thought to be less credible than sciences that provide proof. Frequently, only what it has been possible to prove is described as being knowledge, whereas everything else is seen as being belief.


We must take into consideration that Intuition has an entirely different meaning within our scientific way of thinking, which gives us the conviction that through thinking we grasp the core of the world’s being in its reality, whereas others regard this as taking it into a realm of the beyond which cannot be researched.10





For organic science, however, Intuition is the correct method. We regard our explanations as making it quite clear that Goethe’s way of thinking, for the very reason that it was based on Intuition, had found the correct method with regard to the organic. The very method of the organic coincided with the constitution of his spirit.11





Our view of the world is not subject to the danger of having to consider that the limitations of a method of proof have to be regarded as the limitations of scientific conviction. It has shown us that the core of the world flows into our thinking, that we think not only about the nature of the world but that our thinking accompanies the essence of its reality. Intuition does not impose a truth upon us from outside because from our point of view there is no such thing as externality and internality of the kind supposed by the type of scientific thinking just described as being the opposite of our own. For us, Intuition is a direct way of being within, of penetrating into the truth which yields all that is there to be considered. It enters entirely into that which is given to us by our intuitive judgement. Utterly lacking here is the characteristic called for by believing that only the complete truth but not its reasons are given to us, so that we lack the penetrating view. The insight gained through Intuition is just as scientific as whatever it has proven.12





If one wishes to arrive at the type, one is obliged to proceed from the individual form to the archetypal form; if one wishes to arrive at the spirit, one is obliged to disregard the expressions through which it makes itself known or the specific actions it accomplishes, and then to look at it on its own account. One has to listen to it and observe its actions, rather than how it behaves or has behaved in one situation or another… .


It is no longer, as was the case with organic things, that we observe the general form of something as its archetypal form; rather it is a matter of perceiving the specific as the archetype itself. The human spiritual being is not one manifestation of its idea but rather the actual manifestation of it. When Jacobi observes that through perceiving our own inwardness we are also gaining the conviction that it is founded on a uniform being (intuitive self-perception) then that is an error, because what we are perceiving is the individual being as such. What, otherwise, is Intuition is here observation of one’s self. And this is objectively necessary with regard to the highest form of existence. What the spirit can gather from the manifestation, this is the highest form of the content obtainable. If it then reflects upon itself, it cannot help but recognize itself directly as the manifestation of that highest form, as the bearer of that same self. What the spirit discovers as a oneness within manifold reality, that is what it must find as the immediate existence of its own individuality. The generality as something specific is what it must present as its own individual being.13
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