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PUBLISHER’S NOTE



IN In addition to the self-contained lecture cycle—held by Rudolf Steiner between 3 and 12 February 1919 in the main hall of the Hirschengraben School in Zurich on the subject of ‘The Social Challenge’—the present volume contains two further lectures. In the first of these, also on a stand-alone topic, Steiner was speaking to Zurich students, while in the second lecture—that of 8 March, in the great hall of the Zurich Volkshaus—he was largely addressing workers.


The first of these lecture cycles formed the basis for Rudolf Steiner’s essay ‘Key Points of the Social Challenge—Present and Future Life Needs’ (CW 23, Towards Social Renewal). Roman Bos, who was in the audience of these lectures and a leading light in the movement for Social Threefolding, wrote in this connection in Sozialwissenschaftlichen Texten (‘Social Science Texts’), (Dornach 1935, 2nd edition Freiburg 1961):


The lecture of 3 February basically appears as the first chapter of ‘Key Points’. Yet what was offered was a slightly different train of thought comprising a sequence of reflections around the idea of class consciousness. (2nd edition, p.64). While the second lecture, that of 5 February, largely encompasses the contents of Chapter 2 of ‘Key Points’, Chapter 3, the third Zurich lecture of 10 February, is ‘almost totally conceived afresh’. This treats largely of the governance and circulation of capital within a threefold social organism, whereas the lecture responding to the topic set by the audience was that of addressing threefolding once again, now from a new perspective, as the central impetus of social evolution (p.67). The content of the fourth Zurich lecture of 12 February 1919 is, in almost every detail, worked into the 3rd and 4th chapters of ‘Key Points’ (p.73).


These notebook entries, as well as the conceptual outline for the lecture of 8 March, provide additional insights into Rudolf Steiner’s working methods. They had already appeared in part in Nachrichten der Rudolf Steiner-Nachlaßverwaltung (‘News from Rudolf Steiner’s Estate’). See in this regard the special edition 50 Jahre ‘Die Kernpunkte der sozialen Frage’, April 1919–April 1969 (‘50 Years of Key Points of the Social Question: April 1919–April 1969’), Nos. 24/25, Dornach, Easter 1969, pp. 47–54 and No. 11, Dornach, Christmas 1963, pp. 16 and 17.


Translator’s note:


Throughout this volume the terms spiritual, intellectual, academic and cultural have been used interchangeably and in varied combination depending on context. Throughout Rudolf Steiner uses the terms proletarian and proletariat and this has largely been replicated for reasons of historical accuracy. ‘Workers’ and ‘blue collar’ have occasionally been substituted.






INTRODUCTION



THERE are books that arrive like messengers—quiet, unassuming, yet bearing truths that stir something deep within us. The Social Challenge, newly translated, and published for the first time in English, is one such volume. It gathers six lectures Rudolf Steiner delivered in Zurich between February and March of 1919, a time when Europe stood at the threshold of profound transformation. The war had ended, but the soul of society remained fractured. Steiner did not speak into this void with slogans or systems. He spoke with the voice of someone who has been listening to those who ‘cherish the hope among themselves and in others that opportunities might present themselves to counteract the anguish being so terribly visited upon humanity’.


To read these lectures is to encounter a thinker who understood that the social question is not merely economic or political—it is spiritual. Steiner’s voice is not that of a reformer in the conventional sense. He does not offer a programme to be implemented, but a perception to be cultivated. He invites us to see the social organism as a living whole, composed of three distinct yet interdependent spheres: spiritual-cultural life, rights life, and economic life. Each, he insists, must be governed by its own principle—freedom, equality, and brotherhood—not as ideals, but as functional realities.


The Zurich lectures unfold like a conversation with the future. Steiner begins by diagnosing the spiritual emptiness at the heart of modern social unrest. He sees the workers’ struggle not only in terms of wages and conditions, but as a cry for meaning—a longing to reconnect with the cultural and spiritual life from which they have been excluded. This insight alone sets Steiner apart from the ideologues of his time. He does not dismiss the proletarian movement; he listens to it, and hears in its depths a call for renewal. ‘Unlike perhaps any other movement in the world, the contemporary workers’ movement is one that has sprung from thinking. … For years I worked in a workers’ college, giving classes to working people from the most varied branches of industry. I became familiar with what animates workers’ psyches and motivates them. From this vantage point I learnt much about live issues among trades unions of various occupations and professions. In other words, what I say are not just theoretical musings or apercus but the result of real life experience.’


As the lectures progress, Steiner introduces the architecture of the threefold social organism. He is careful not to impose a rigid structure. Instead, he speaks of organic differentiation—of allowing each sphere to evolve according to its own nature. Spiritual life must be free from state control. Legal life must be grounded in equality before the law. Economic life must be shaped by cooperation and mutual responsibility. These are not abstractions. They are principles that arise from a deep understanding of human nature and social reality.


Steiner’s critique of ideology is especially poignant. He warns against fanaticism—against the temptation to reduce complex human realities to simplistic formulas. He sees Marxist materialism not as evil, but as incomplete. It lacks the spiritual dimension without which no true social renewal is possible. Steiner’s call is for real social thinking—thinking that arises from life itself, from people engaging with each other in any given situation—not from dogma.


Throughout the lectures, Steiner returns again and again to the theme of inner development. He insists that outer reform must be grounded in inner transformation. The social will, he says, must be nourished by spiritual insight. Only a threefold social order can free labour from commodification. This is perhaps the most challenging aspect of Steiner’s vision. It asks us not only to change society, but to change ourselves, and it is realistic enough to see that this will not happen quickly—although step changes in human development, he insists, are possible.


The final lecture, delivered on 8 March, 1919, is a quiet crescendo. Taking us through each of the constituent parts of the social order in turn, he outlines the steps toward renewal—not as a blueprint, but as a living impulse. He speaks of civic courage, of spiritual education, of economic brotherhood. He does not promise utopia. He offers a path ‘which really has to escalate into becoming a vast world-historic transformation which will progress from present proletarian consciousness, advancing to become universal human consciousness. What others have hitherto been unable to establish will then, founded in the dignity of contemporary proletarians, be established as true human dignity for all humankind’.


This volume is not light reading. Nor should it be. It is a companion for those who sense that the social question is, at heart, a spiritual question.


In our own time, when society once again trembles at the edge of transformation, Steiner’s voice speaks with renewed relevance. He does not tell us what to do. He asks us to listen—to the world, to one another, and to the quiet stirrings of conscience. The Social Challenge is not a solution. It is a seed. And those who read it with care may find themselves called to cultivate something new.


William Forward


September 2025








LECTURE 1


ZURICH, 3 FEBRUARY 1919


The true dimensions of the social challenge, based on spiritual-scientific research into human needs


WHAT is entailed in the social challenge has been of intense concern to thoughtful humanity over recent decades. Concern because not only can this challenge be said to be crucial for humanity’s onward evolution but because it has become something of a burning issue. The horrific catastrophe of war, in particular, has broken over humanity in recent years and has thrown a bleak spotlight onto these societal issues and their associated pan-human movements.


Because I need to place the historic conundrum of society at the centre of recent times, I will over the course of coming lectures have to address various issues connected with the cause and course of that hideously disastrous war. In these introductory remarks I would just like to mention how—right from the outset of war—social questions were jostling among feelings of fear clearly discernible among those at the source of hostilities. Much would undoubtedly have gone differently in 1914 had decision makers not been operating under such fear as to what might transpire were social movements increasingly to assert themselves. Much of what has resulted from this so-called war came about due, on the one hand, to fear and, on the other, to a number of leading figures totally misconstruing social imperatives. Much would have turned out differently had fear and misunderstanding not been so prevalent. And yet we see how, over the course of the war, people active within the social movement cherish the hope among themselves and in others that opportunities might present themselves to counteract the anguish being so terribly visited upon humanity. Now that these tragic events have reached a certain crisis point, we see that, especially in defeated countries, these residual upshots persist: the most desperate need to take a stand on social issues and to intercede on behalf of present social needs.


On this basis alone, anyone surveying and reflecting on the present—anyone with the slightest inclination to inform themselves about present conditions—will see that what is emerging amid social life will concern every member of society for a very, very long time. At this moment when, as I said, subjugated countries need every effort to solve their social woes, something akin to tragedy has settled over vast swathes of the developed world.


If you survey spiritual-intellectual achievements, literature and related areas that have arisen from discussion, colloquia and efforts devoted to social issues, an immeasurable amount of work and thinking are involved. Yet never have we faced social problems of such urgency as now. Today, life itself shows us the scale of social challenges. Despite every endeavour, every effort of thinking and the best will in the world, it appears as though anything of consequence, any capabilities developed over past decades, have turned out to be totally inadequate in dealing with social issues when presented in their true form, that is, as wrought by life itself. This bears down oppressively onto present efforts as an immense tragedy. Something so long in preparation and involving precisely those people whom one would have liked to believe were crucial are seemingly quite unprepared.


Anyone genuinely grappling with social questions over these past decades—not just those acting from a perspective of theoretical science, dry abstraction or unilateral partiality—will have found that powerfully paradoxical inconsistencies have always cropped up in this area. Perhaps the following is one of the most striking of these social disparities to emerge. Much could be heard of discussions, much could be gleaned from written material by people placed by life in the contemporary social movement. Particularly from those at the centre of discussions, from those attuned to the will of a modern workforce, you could sense that, yes indeed, all sorts of issues were being mooted, all sorts of topics raised, including questions asked about life’s vital dynamics while attempts are being made to give direction to various initiatives. But within what we can call social will or willing lies something quite, quite different from what is being articulated. Faced with hardly any other phenomenon in life can the feeling be so clearly sensed that largely subconscious, unspoken elements are playing a greater part than what is being expressed in seemingly clear concepts and finding its way into sober discussion. This is the point at which you can find cause not to despair of attempts being made to tackle social problems, albeit from a specific perspective.


Here in Zurich, as in other Swiss cities, I have often been invited to speak about aspects of spiritual science. From a perspective of spiritual-scientific research, I have for decades sought to focus on the social conundrum. Today, hearing those deeming themselves to be practical people, you might well despair of anything constructive being contributed from a perspective of academic research. Yet the very contradictory nature of social life—this needs to be emphasized—will again dispel any such despair. You see how leading figures in the social movement smile when talk turns to some spiritually-aligned attempt or other aimed at resolving social problems. They deride this as ideology and questionable theory. They don’t think that something based purely in thinking or spiritual sources will be capable of contributing usefully to today’s burning issues. But if you look more closely, the thought occurs forcibly that the root nerve, the very underlying impetus of the modern working-class movement, lies not in what its members are talking about but rather in thinking.


Unlike perhaps any other movement in the world, the contemporary workers’ movement is one that has sprung from thinking, and on closer inspection this is patently apparent. I say this not just as a clever aside or aperçu. If I may be permitted a personal remark here. For years I worked in a workers’ college, giving classes to working people from the most varied branches of industry. I became familiar with what animates workers’ psyches and motivates them. From this vantage point I learnt much about live issues among trades unions of various occupations and professions. In other words, what I say are not just theoretical musings or aperçus but the result of real-life experience.1


Those who are familiar with the contemporary workers’ movement on the ground—and this is unfortunately rarely the case among leading intellectuals—where it is actually set up by working people themselves, will know what a wonderful phenomenon this is. How a particular direction in thinking—a remarkable stream of thought—has gripped and inspired these people in the most intensive ways. This is what makes it so difficult nowadays to take a position on societal enigmas and means that such meagre prospects for mutual understanding exist between classes. The middle classes find it very difficult to put themselves into the shoes of blue-collar workers and have such a problem understanding what I would like to call their uncorrupted intelligence, in which an elemental force, an intellectual challenge such as that found in the thought system of Karl Marx2 can take hold—regardless of how you may relate to its contents.


Undoubtedly, Karl Marx’s thought system is acceptable to some, rejected by others, for reasons perhaps as sound for one group as for the other. It could be highly regarded by those who continued to view societal life in the manner of Marx and his friend Engels3 after their deaths. I do not wish to comment on the content of this system, of this scheme of thought—it is of minimal interest, it seems to me. What strikes me as significant is this fact: within workforces, within proletarianism, the most powerful force at work is a system of thought. This can be expressed as follows. No other practical movement, no solely life-based movement espousing the most everyday of human demands has ever existed in such near-total isolation on a purely scientific, ideological basis as this workers’ movement. It is even in some respects the first such movement in the world to be founded on purely scientific bases. And yet—as I hinted earlier—if, on closer observation of life itself, you take all that the contemporary worker has to say about their own opinions, will and feelings, this turns out not to be the crucial factor.


Many have demonstrated most astutely how this working-class social movement arose from the evolution of the last centuries. It has been cleverly elaborated how proletarianism—particularly on account of developments in technology and mechanical advances—came about in its present form in the first place; how, due to the enormously fluctuating economic tides of recent times, any social query at all arose. I will not repeat here what others have so ingeniously expounded about the rise of societal issues. But it seems to me necessary to point in particular to what characterizes the inequities—the real-life inconsistencies—in this workers’ movement. It is true that this movement could not have come about without the recent gigantic upheavals and turmoil of the technical revolution and the form in which it has evolved. However heatedly it is claimed that what is now manifesting in social life is solely a result of commercial pressures or economic forces, class differences and class warfare, when you observe working life in more detail and at deeper levels, the claim that only economic disparities and forces play a role here does not stack up. It is precisely to those in the habit of looking more closely, spiritual-scientifically, at the subtleties and nature of human soul life—something about which even the bearer of that soul may not be conscious—that it is most obvious that the advances in technology and commerce are not the determining factors in today’s social challenges. Instead, the pivotal fact is that some people have been removed from quite different circumstances and consigned to the service of machinery due to the way in which big business is run; and that, through this trans- or dislocation, an element has been activated in them that is not directly connected with their economic environment but which entails them being economically ensnared. What has been activated is linked with recent humanity’s deepest habits.


Those who regard history exclusively in the way socialist science likes to do—continually reiterating the obstinately dry link between cause and effect—take no account of forces for change and transformation present in lived reality, which can at given points have revolutionary effects on that history.


Let’s look at the development of an individual human being. We can follow this in successive stages from birth to around age seven and the change of dentition. Here the developing human organism undergoes a mighty revolution4. You have to focus on what actually takes place: it is not a simple linear progression of cause and effect. From seven to approaching fourteen or fifteen, however, a linear sequence of cause and effect is indeed apparent. Then another revolutionary moment occurs in the body when sexual maturity is reached. Later such transformative points are less obvious, but do nevertheless exist. Just as in individual lives radical moments occur, giving the lie to the endlessly repeated but false refrain that nature never makes leaps, so likewise in the historical evolution of humanity. Colossal transformations have been playing out since around the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries into the present—and will continue to do so in the future—involving processes of change in consciousness itself.


Just as the human organism differs in some respects from its earlier condition once it is sexually mature, the social organism is similarly transformed once the basic underlying impetus—not merely linear in the sense of cause and effect—has made manifest its effects. Those able to observe history accurately are aware that, before the advent of the present age, much of an instinctive nature was at work which is emerging into awareness and which must now be grasped in full consciousness. That is why the social movement is now—at a time rather typical of it—assuming a form and emerging under a much-used label, a descriptor not as intensely descriptive as it ought to be: proletarian class consciousness. As regards the term ‘proletarian class consciousness’: you should take less notice of it being essentially indicative of warfare—something in which proletarians mire themselves, believing themselves to be at war with the other classes—than noticing that an element has come into proletarian awareness just when the social instincts of times gone by are being transformed into social consciousness. Once there were social instincts. Now what underlies the social movement is class consciousness.


This class consciousness, I should say, only applies superficially, if one is to take the idea of class consciousness seriously. What lies concealed behind this concept of class consciousness is something quite different. To briefly characterize a salient fact: within old professional groupings, as manifest for instance in associations or guilds of craftspeople or other trades, certain social instincts were active, radiating into human souls and fortifying them. These instincts were able to work in such a way that they created a certain personal bond between what people thought, felt and willed, what they felt essential to their honour, for their delight and aesthetic needs. Work itself provided for some of these needs.


Once human beings had been installed amongst machinery, once they had been inserted into the thoroughly impersonal business of modern capitalism, where the process through to remuneration for a manually-finished product was no longer clearly transparent, but where the main aim has become to increase capital through capital itself; in other words, once people had been installed, on the one hand, in mechanized industry, on the other, into capitalism and its economic system, they were torn from their previous working lives and contexts, which had rewarded them with something of personal value for their honour, for their joy, for their own willed initiatives. People at the zenith of their personal abilities were set alongside machinery and within the solely objective and impersonal circulation of goods and capital, things of no real personal concern to them. Yet people always long to be fully engaged, to unfold their full potential. This is how a working person, plucked out of their life’s context, as described, could be transposed into a context where, detached from the full vitality of their humanness, they could be directed to ponder their human dignity and to feel in retrospect that dignity.


This is how, concealed behind what is termed proletarian class consciousness, an ascendant gleam has dawned in modern historical evolution: the advent of a consciousness created from out of the human soul itself. By diverting consciousness towards the question: What am I as a human being? and: What do I signify as a person in the world? Workers, placed among humanity-negating machinery and capitalism, had occasion to ponder questions of this kind.


Yet I believe that the entire study of societal issues is put onto a different footing if you consider that, although other people, largely as a result of life circumstances that did not produce such revolutionary ferment, have been removed from their old instinctual parameters and driven towards modern consciousness, today’s workers have been radically propelled into conscious self-perception away from what was formerly an instinctive understanding of human dignity and the place of the individual in society.


Now, this consciousness of humanity dawned among proletarians together with much else taking place in human progress. It coincided with a specific phase in evolution and thinking. Today, humanity’s historical evolution is very poorly understood because various factions portray it in biased, partisan ways. If you look at human evolution impartially, quite different features often emerge from those traditionally discussed. It can also be said that anyone seeing what enjoys the most powerful authority these days—that is, science—knows that even what is now broadly endowed with absolute objectivity clearly bears the hallmarks of having evolved out of something preceding it and will again take on different forms in future. If you look at science with its shiny methods, its endlessly conscientious research techniques, at the science so well suited to penetrating nature’s manifest phenomena, you notice that the most perceptive thing it can express is that, basically, it is ill-equipped to grasp the deepest inward human feeling and intuiting, that it has precious little to say about what people want to know when turning their attention to self-knowledge and conceptions of themselves. Science has also in some respects severed itself from the human being. It no longer bears personal features nor does it speak of any spiritual, supra-sensible or eternal element in the human being. If it mentions any of these at all, it makes fashionably clear that it possesses no corresponding methodology nor compatible research tools.


You can look back from this form of science to times in human evolution when life was fully embedded in a religious conception of the world, in religious sentience and scientific observing. These moved apart. What had been unified diverged at around the same time as the revolution in objectivity that found expression in the machine age when the emergence of capitalism was taking place. While this economic cataclysm was in process, it was as if religious growth largely wished to stand still, did not want to participate in, nor accompany, all that stemmed from scientific development. Then, at a time when such as Galileo and Giordano Bruno were being condemned5, those most inward human feelings and sensitivities remained, in one sense, behind in the face of what people would voluntarily say about nature and the world. People lost their belief that they could still suffuse their knowledge with a religious glow, with any religious warmth. Nowadays people are immensely proud that science can be maintained free of elements they wish to ascribe to religion alone. It is into this timeframe, when science is increasingly aiming to be totally religion- and spirit-free, that proletarians’ evolving consciousness and dawning pan-human awareness falls.


The proletariat forged ahead to modern thinking, to modern intelligence, to a grasp of what can be understood through force of spiritual intellect. It encountered a science which no longer contained the momentum to encompass and fulfil human beings in their entirety. And it is this that has given the modern proletarian psyche its distinctive configuration. Humanity’s spiritual consciousness, spiritual awareness among leading classes, as it had been in times gone by, had also lost its momentum, had delivered a science that was largely remote and abstracted from human conditions. This is what proletarians experienced at a soul level when faced with a science that could inspire no trust that it could provide the most truthful, inward spirit reality amid external sense- and economic activity. This is the science they saw they faced and for which they had to settle. This is how something entered their psyches from purely spiritual-evolutionary substrata, something which today manifests as a sort of irrefutable certainty, accepted as absolute truth, whose true nature is only identifiable in terms of soul processes. What moves the closer observer most is the way in which workers will speak about actual issues of spirit, convention, morality, art, religion, evolution, even of science, incorporating all this under a heading of ideology. This is very moving, and never more so than when you see how sure they believe themselves to be that everything humans think, all that they create artistically, all religious feeling, is just a soul-generated simulacrum, is just ideology. However, it is economic struggle and commercial processes that constitute real actuality for them. Humankind’s spiritual evolution is pitched into their soul mix as a sort of reflected gleam. It is ideology. At best it deflects a few impulses back into the purely material reality of economic proceedings. Rebounding into economic practices, this view is itself a product of those self-same economic processes.


This position on spirituality exists in proletarianism as something far more fundamental than one might think. Why, oh why, have art, tradition, morality, religion and sundry other intangible spiritual attributes become ideology for modern working people? Because they have inherited from previously leading echelons a science that no longer wants to support a living connection with the genuine world of spirit, a science that shows not the slightest impetus towards real spirituality. Science of this sort is at best capable of leading to abstract concepts in the form of natural laws. It can lead nowhere else than to a view of spirituality as an ideology. It yields methodologies suited, on the one hand, to purely objective, non-human nature and, within human life on the other, to economic proceedings. When proletarians were obliged to take on this scientific bias, their outlook became focused as if by a powerfully suggestive force on the sole area science of this sort is capable of focusing: on economic life. And they started to believe this economic existence to be their only reality, whereas in truth the science bequeathed them by bourgeois echelons could lead only to economic life.


Yet this was enormously pivotal because it gave the working-class movement its actual, characteristic impetus. You can see how old instinctual elements still lingered in this movement right into the last decades of the nineteenth century. You can still find in some old programmes and courses6 points at which the concept of human dignity and the exercise of rights that result in true dignity were discussed. Since the 1890s we have been seeing—under influences just described—how proletarians’ focus and that of their learned champions has been bent as if by a powerful force of suggestion solely towards the economy. Now they no longer believe that anywhere other than in an economy can a spiritual or soulful incentive exist of the kind that is so fundamental to any social movement. They believed that only via the un-spiritual, un-soulful economy could conditions they deemed worthy of humankind be achieved. So they turned their attention to transforming economic life itself so as to rid it of all the harm caused by individual employers’ egotism in private enterprise, and to be shielded from the failure of those employers to honour employees’ demands relating to human dignity. This is how workers started to enact the only possible means they could see of transferring private property and the means of production into communal control or even communal ownership. Underlying this—and its only outcome—is what happens when attention is diverted away from anything of a soul-spiritual nature, when spirit becomes ideology; when everything is based on quasi-scientific methodology only capable of resulting in economic considerations.


A remarkable fact now emerged, one that demonstrates just how many inconsistencies exist in the proletarian movement. The modern worker believes that the economy and all economic life ought to evolve in such a way that it ultimately embodies all their human rights. As they see it, they are fighting for full human rights. Even within this aspiration, a fact emerges which cannot possibly arise as a result of economics alone. This important fact is tellingly insistent and lies at the core of all aspects of the societal challenge, proceeding as it does from vital human imperatives. It is something they believe to have arisen from the economy itself—something it could never have been—but which is a result, rather, of the direct linear evolution from ancient slavery, via feudal times, to present-day working proletarians. In whichever form the circulation of goods and money, the essentials of capitalism, ownership, the nature of land and property ownership and so on may have developed, within modern life an element has emerged that is not clearly articulated by proletarians, yet which is all too unmistakably felt to be the actual, underlying impetus of their social will. It is like this. Basically, the modern capitalist economic system only recognizes goods, products, commodities, within its sphere of circulation. It knows how these create value within the economy. And it is within the capitalist edifice of recent times that one component has become a commodity and workers feel that it cannot be allowed to be commodified. Yet, scientifically speaking, it cannot be expressed in any other way because their focus has been directed solely towards an economy where everything is commodifiable: their own labour has become a commodity.


If only there were some measure of understanding that herein lies one of the most fundamental aspects of the entire workers’ movement and that, at an instinctive and subconscious level, working people feel that selling their labour to an employer in the same way as goods are sold in the market place under conditions of supply and demand is abhorrent. They detest the role their work plays in a labour market subject to supply and demand. If only it could be understood and viewed without bias that an abhorrence of these trading terms—terms not even examined radically and incisively in socialist theory—underpin the social movement of today, the very point of origin would have been identified from which all that is so pressingly and searingly manifest in the social movement ensues.


In times gone by, slavery existed. Human beings in their entirety—perhaps slightly less than their entirety, but not far off—were sold as tradeable objects into serfdom and bondage. Capitalism has become the power which still retains the subtext that people can be claimed to be goods in the form of their labour. The means need to be sought by which human labour can be disconnected, severed from other commodities in circulation. What lies behind this fact will only be grasped once the economy has shed all implication of slavery and is understood in terms that differentiate between trade and human being. Then it will become clear how the nature of human labour originates in—and must flow from—a completely different experience of society, one devoid of commercial correlation. It is essential to see—and spiritual science will supply the foundations so to do—that it is misguided to believe that just by observing the economy—to which only natural-scientific parameters apply—a way will be found to integrate an individual’s labour into the social organism. People will only be on the right track once they appreciate that believing labour to belong to the economic system is tantamount to believing heart-lung-and-circulation to be processes identical with those of head and nervous system. The nerve-sense system, centred as it is in the head, is an independent, self-sufficient entity, heart-lung-circulatory system likewise, metabolism similarly. This can be found in more detail in my book Riddles of the Soul.7 It is characteristic of the human organism that its systems develop and function correctly precisely in not being centralized but in coexisting freely and functioning in parallel with each other. If today it is barely possible to think of the human body with keen synthesis, even less is it possible to understand the social organism via an unreconstructed science in dire need of spiritual-scientific reform. The human body is thought today to be a single centralized unit when in fact it is threefold in structure.


The societal organism is also threefold in structure. Viewed under great power of suggestion as a single entity, the economy is in fact just one element of society. A further element is what must ensue from an understanding of the function of human labour within the overall structure of society. Both systems have to exist alongside one another. Then labour will be defined as a commodity only in the deceptive thinking of recent times.


The tight-fisted, hard-hearted thinking of recent times has made mere ideology of the third element belonging to the social organism: spiritual-intellectual culture. The theoretical view that spiritual culture is mere ideology is the least dangerous. The most critical aspect of this is when the idea takes root that spirituality is mere ideology and that no genuine impetus can exist in the spirit underlying all manifestation. People in this mould have no interest in attributing to spiritual processes their rightful role in the world.


If you observe what constitutes life’s vital needs, as played out in the arena of proletarian consciousness, you find that no insight into the three spheres of the social organism can be found. It is lost to view. There is a determination to nationalize because the belief persists that a single unitary social organism can shoulder responsibility for everything.


In these burningly intense times, spiritual science needs to open up broader horizons on the societal conundrum than those generally proffered by its appointed leaders. It needs mentioning that we ought not to want innovation for its own sake, but that we need to think innovatively, that we need not only a scientific view of social living—a view adopted by traditional science—but rather to establish anew a science that brings to human consciousness new thinking about society, thinking that is grounded in reality.


That has to lead to the source of so much recent adversity being remedied by consciousness of humanity as a whole. Those who do not work theoretically but on a basis of real-life experience—as I believe I, too, have been able to do throughout this hour—are likely to be dismissed and rendered innocuous primarily by those who consider themselves to be the really practical people: the ones who say: ‘We know nothing productive will come of their theorizing. Those “practical lifers” are the abstractionists here, those “practical-experiencers” who restrict their senses to the narrowest tram-tracks, it is those “experientialists” who have added to the woes of these awful times. If they carry on their economic meddling, our woes will never end but grow exponentially.’


Yet people genuinely grounded in practical life, those who speak of developmental potential, those embedded in spatial and temporal societal evolution must—in parallel with individuals’ evolution—maintain their due positions in public activity, as befits them. Today, genuinely practical people who speak out of a deeper reality are the very ones with whom we ought to be reckoning. They are the ones who need not despair of their experience and knowledge. They see where the trouble lies and regret that ‘practical-lifers’—whether socialist or not—believe they have to single-handedly carry out what can only lead to ruthless exploitation in real life. Anyone wanting to work truly practically from out of the spirit will work towards a reality that is compatible with—and suited to—that real life.


The day after tomorrow I aim to address the extent to which attempts can succeed in resolving the questions I have sought to raise in their true form—based as they are on research into the social realities of habitual modes of living, and how humanity’s social structures can be transformed.






LECTURE 2


ZURICH, 5 FEBRUARY 1919


Attempts at solving social issues from a spiritual-scientific perspective aligned with life and congruent with reality


A propos the themes I am developing, I would like to express the plea that you regard these four lectures as an integrated whole, so that what is presented in any one lecture is not taken in isolation and judged out of context. The subject under consideration is so extensive that it can only be tackled over the course of several lectures.


In today’s lecture I would initially like to speak in sketch form about such attempts at resolution as are based on genuine knowledge of the social organism’s nature, such attempts at solving social issues as do not originate unilaterally in the demands of any one societal echelon, class, rank or position, but which proceed from suitably life-congruent studies of evolutionary forces, particularly those presently evolving and affecting the near future. If seeking to offer a solution to social problems based on the aspirations and demands of one echelon or class of society—indeed of any one sector—it cannot be otherwise than what is achieved for one sector will have consequences for other social groupings that may in some way be inimical to their progress or the welfare of their living conditions.


The truth to which I refer, and which I will substantiate over the course of these lectures, applies to all modern life—you could say to the entire social organism—which has taken on a specific configuration due to what I described as a decisive recent factor, attributable to technology and everything involved in the technical operation of the economy and the capitalist practices that govern economic life. What modern technology and capitalism have introduced into life has necessarily attracted not only keen attention to society’s social structures but also largely unconscious, yet determinative, powers of instinct.


What has produced this particular social configuration can be expressed as follows. The economy, underpinned by technology and capitalism, has had an idiosyncratic effect and has conferred on modern society a definite internal configuration. In addition to the focus on what technology and capitalism have brought to humanity, attention has been deflected away from other sectors of society which need to be activated if the social organism is to become as robust as the economy.


In order to enlarge on what I believe I have identified as the central nexus of a wide-ranging, far-reaching study of the social challenge, I’d like to begin with a comparison. But I ask you to bear in mind that I intend only to make this comparison for the purpose of lending to your understanding the wherewithal to envision the healing of society. Those used to attending to the most complex of organisms—the human body—will need to focus on the fact that it is naturally dependent on three systems working alongside each other in mutual harmony. These three interdependent systems can be outlined as follows.


Firstly, a system active in the human constitution comprising nerves and senses, centralized primarily in the head.


Secondly, what I would term a rhythmic system, connected as it is with breathing, blood circulation and everything expressed in rhythmical processes.


Thirdly, a recognizable system connected with the organs and activity involved in metabolizing.


These three systems contain all that constitutes and supports health when salutogenically integrated.


In full accord with all that natural-scientific research can confirm, I aimed to outline, albeit in sketch form, this tri-partition, this threefoldness, in my book Riddles of the Soul. I am sure that everything biology, physiology—natural science as a whole—will imminently discover about human beings will lead to just such interpretations and conclusions as I outlined as head-nerve, rhythmic-circulatory- and metabolic systems in terms of what maintains the overall organism, how these elements are integrated with a degree of obviousness, that there is no discernible centralizing factor and that each of these systems has a distinct relationship with the external environment: the head system via the senses, the circulatory or rhythmic system through breathing and the metabolic system through nutrition and digestion.


As regards natural-scientific methods themselves, we are not yet sufficiently advanced as to enjoy widespread acceptance by science at large of what I am outlining here in a form originating in spiritual-scientific bedrock—something for which I have been trying to gain recognition because it is of advantage to wider natural-scientific progress. What is implied, however, is that our habits of thought and our entire approach to imagining the world are not yet wholly compatible with, for instance, what constitute the essential qualities of nature’s effects in the human body. You could in a sense say that natural science can wait; it will hurry in pursuit of its principles and will eventually arrive at a point where it claims this method of observing as its own.


But as regards examining the workings of the social organism, this cannot wait. Even a rudimentary understanding of society must not be left to specialist authorities but ought to exist in everyone; because everyone participates in society’s impacts and, at least instinctively, knows what society needs. Wholesome thinking and feeling, solid initiative of will to shape society—even if only on an instinctive level—can only develop if you are clear that for this organism to be wholesome it needs to be as threefold in structure as the human body.


I am at a point where I must guard against being misunderstood. Since Schäffle8 wrote his book on the structure of the social entity, there have been repeated attempts to establish analogies between the way in which creatures and human beings are naturally organized in terms of their social contexts. How many and varied are the ways in which it has been attempted to define what in society constitute cells, cellular structures, networks or webs and so on! Recently, Meray9 wrote a book entitled World Mutation in which he opines that certain natural-scientific facts and laws can simply be transposed onto human societies. What is intended here, today, has nothing whatsoever to do with all such fatuous talk of analogies. Anyone who, after these lectures, says: ‘Aha, here we go again, analogizing between natural organisms and societal structures’ will only be proving that they lack insight into the true spirit of what is intended here. Because this is what I do not want: that a truth passing as some natural-scientific fact or other is transposed, overlaid onto the social organism. But I do want your thinking and feeling to learn, by observing natural entities, that its methods, its means of sensing, can then be applied to the societal organism. If you simply transpose what you believe you have learnt about natural organisms—in the way that Schäffle’s book World Mutation and others do—you simply demonstrate that you have no wish to acquire faculties capable of investigating society in terms of its own inherent laws, nor even in as impartial a way as those who study nature’s creatures according to their own lights. Because the minute you start—as objectively as a natural scientist treats natural phenomena—to apply this method wholesale to a society containing its own inherent laws, all games of analogy end.


I will say straight away why this game of analogies has to stop. When observing what ought to be a healthy social organism—albeit we are dealing with evolving, even newly-occurring phenomena—those observations will lead to a threefold social structure. Yet each element has to be accepted on its own terms if you wish to be objective. On the one hand, the three elements of the human constitution can be identified, on the other, the three components of the social organism can similarly be seen in their objective, internally-lawful mutuality. Were you to seek analogies, you might proceed as follows. You might say that the human head- or nerve-sense system shares some commonality with a cultural-spiritual sphere of capacities; the circulatory system mediates the polarity between this spiritual element and the coarsest system, that is, the material system of metabolism. This metabolic system—emanating from subconscious levels—can be viewed as the least refined of human systems. What would follow on from one of these games of analogy? The next stage would be to claim that, of course, society can be divided into three segments. Spiritual culture unfolds within each person. That would be one element. In it, political life as such unfolds—we will speak later about this sphere—but within it economic life also takes place. If you wanted to play the game of analogy, you might believe that spiritual life and culture in society are subject to laws that might be compared with the intellectual nerve-sense system. The coarsest system, the metabolic system, seen as the most material in the human entelechy, would by analogy-game probably be aligned with what some call the grossly material nature of the economy and industry. Those able to look at all this less partially—and who reject games of analogy—know that it is precisely the opposite way round from simple analogies. For the social organism, what mirrors economic production, consumption and the circulation of goods are the laws that in the human body underlie the nerve-sense system: specifically spiritual laws. Admittedly, the sphere of public legislature and rights—politics as such, a sphere often too comprehensively imagined—can be compared with the rhythmic system, the regulating agency of heart-and-breathing, operating as it does between two naturally-occurring systems, those of metabolic and nerve-sense polarities. But it is only comparable in mediating between metabolic and nerve-sense systems. Central to the circulation-rhythmic system, as in the human being, the legislative sphere of public rights exists between economy and spiritual culture. This spiritual-intellectual cultural sphere is not subject to law and cannot be thought analogous with human talent nor the nerve-sense system but rather with that spirituality within the social organism which contains laws only comparable with laws of metabolism, that least refined area in the human body.


It is to this that objective scrutiny of the body social leads. So that no misunderstanding of these points enters the discourse, they have to be predicated upon not believing that physiological or biological comparators are simply being transposed onto social life. Social life must at all times be regarded as autonomous if it is to attract to itself all that is vital to it thriving and being restored to health.


How often is the word ‘socialization’ heard from various quarters of Eastern and Central Europe. This socialization will bring about no healing but will be a process of social quackery—of destruction, even—unless in to human hearts and minds there is at least an instinctive recognition of the need to organize society along threefold lines. If it is to function wholesomely, society does need to encompass these three constituent parts.


Starting firstly—we could, of course, start from the perspective of spiritual culture—let’s begin with the economy because this preponderates over all other aspects of life. Having imported technology and capitalism into human existence, the economic-commercial sphere can be regarded as the first of these three elements. As we will see, in part today, in part over the course of subsequent lectures, it has to be an autonomous, self-contained sector within the social organism, just as the nerve-sense system exists in relative independence in the human totality. The economy and everything to do with the production, circulation and consumption of goods constitutes mercantile life. Everything interrelating with these three functions makes up trade or commerce. We will become more familiar with its unique features over time.


Secondly, we could regard the sphere of public rights as the next element in society, politics per se and that area hitherto involving state legislation, state life per se. Whereas an economy entails all that human beings require from nature, from their own production, trading in goods, circulating commodities and consumption thereof, this second component of societal life only involves what emanates from purely human substrata and affects relationships between human beings. I ask you to take particular note of this because it is essential for correctly grasping these societal elements that you know the differences separating this system of public rights—which for profound reasons can only affect human-to-human relations—and the economy, which only involves goods or commodities, trading circulation and consumption of its products. This needs to be understood as clearly as differentiating between lung and external air in the human body—how air is processed—and the way in which nutrients taken into the third natural system are transformed for human benefit.


A third element, to be accommodated independently alongside the other two systems distinguishable in the social organism, is everything pertaining to spiritual-intellectual culture. This might be expressed more precisely because the term ‘spiritual-intellectual culture’ and everything referring to spiritual activity is itself not clearly delineated. Thus: everything relying on the natural talent of human individuals which adds to societal life, enhancing it out of natural giftedness, physical and mental. Whereas the first sphere—that of the economy—has everything to do with what human beings require to organize their material bond with the wider world, and the second sphere involves all that takes place in society between human beings, a third system—for which I have used the label spiritual, because it needed a name—is concerned with all that brims and wells forth from the human individuality and has to be integrated into society.
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