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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


Happiness has been a human concern throughout history, inviting firstly many definitions, and then also all kinds of theories and proposals for securing it. True happiness is often coupled with its opposite. Back in the sixth century BC, Lao Tzu wrote: ‘Happiness depends upon unhappiness; and unhappiness lies in wait to ambush happiness.’1


Good fortune and suffering, happiness and unhappiness, luck and bad luck: happiness appears to be only the ‘better part’ (superficially seen) of an inextricably entwined pair. If we seek happiness we must inevitably first deal with its absence. If we are blessed by good fortune we are likely to feel continually at risk from the wheel of fortune turning once again. The inconstancy of happiness cannot be relied on; and it only acquires meaning, and its due place in the flux of life, when we admit and acknowledge unhappiness as well.


In fact, we seem to have a closer connection with misfortune. Good fortune depends on either chance or effort and is only rarely unquestionably available. Our soul is by nature a Cinderella, and only comes to happiness through self-conquest—unless we are born a darling of fortune, blessed and favoured by the gods. For centuries, our ideas about fortune and misfortune have swung back and forth between endeavour and fate. How we can achieve happiness is one side of the question, but equally why some are lucky without any effort is the other. We may invite fortune to smile on us through hard work, asceticism, self-sacrifice or piety—or it may just fall into our lap. The gods smile on us. We’re ‘lucky’. Happiness may be logically comprehensible, or it may also be an expression of the whims of heaven, somewhat like the weather.


What constitutes happiness is also a polarizing subject of debate: is it (re)discovering a moral core in our being, or material fortune? Happiness can mean attaining what we desire, or mastering the state of being without desires. Where happiness is concerned, idealism and materialism often come to blows. The ancient and medieval period saw happiness in terms of virtue. But since the Enlightenment, when the utilitarian ‘pursuit of happiness’ first became a philosophically established tenet, it was then included in the preamble to the American Declaration of Independence, and ultimately came to be seen as the hallmark of consumer culture.


In a post-religious era, our relationship with happiness alters. The Protestant-cum-capitalist God no longer rewards and blesses business acumen. And the Communist experiment to attain happiness through the spirit of the Collective has also come to naught. The cannabis road to Shangri-La in the 60s and 70s foundered in the blare of pop concerts. In the early twenty-first century, happiness is being sought instead in biology: the body is consecrated and happiness becomes the physiological property of each and every one of us. Hormones, G-spots, dopamine and the brain's pleasure systems: all of us can be little islands of happiness if we know how they function. A welcome message, no doubt, at a time of increasing insecurity and confusion.


A culture has developed that focuses on activating our resources of happiness. Not to be happy means a lack of skill in the self-management department. Self-help books have for many years now been offering a huge range of methods for attaining happiness. If we master the art of reactivating joyful moments at will, if we can map our hectic lives in flow charts, if we continually practise positive thinking, we cannot, apparently, fail to be happy. In the destabilizing conditions in which we live, we only survive by spicing life with the happiness factor. Happiness is even taught in schools. We can eat our way to happiness through an Ayurvedic diet. We can make sure our children remain happy when we divorce. Walking properly can make us happy, as can eating cutlets from happily raised pigs.


There's a pandemic of happiness breaking out. Research into happiness and positive psychology have certainly helped people cope better with difficult events—think of the progress in trauma treatment, or useful strategies to empower the disadvantaged. But though this is welcome, on the other hand the pursuit of happiness in society is creating a type of consumer who withdraws into his own endorphin sanctuary instead of really tackling social ills at their root, instead of engaging with society, nature and climate, for instance, in active and committed ways. How to increase happiness is not the key question today, at least in prosperous countries, but whether and how happiness and spirit can combine and cooperate. Rudolf Steiner's views of happiness and unhappiness can help us further here.


If you read the two lectures printed here, you will see that happiness is not Rudolf Steiner's prime concern. He is not particularly interested in how we attain happiness as such but in how we can govern the rocking vessel of our life from within. In this endeavour, happiness and unhappiness are both of equal value, helping us to work upon our outlook, to form our character and to hone our awareness of the organism of the ‘I’ which emerges from plural biographies.


This is a remarkable neutralization of the concept of happiness. Whether we are happy or not becomes secondary to the far more essential matter of how these both contribute to an inner stability and outlook. If we also include the idea of reincarnation, our discussion of the cause and meaning of happiness and unhappiness can unfold within a comprehensible context that illumines the sovereign importance of inner life. It becomes clear, as an overriding principle, that consciousness is not dependent on the random occurrences of life since its task is not to repulse everything negative or seek only what satisfies us, but rather to develop. This asks much of us. Only if we realize that consciousness means unceasing work upon ourselves can we properly see happiness and unhappiness as stages on a developmental path. If we think our consciousness is just a static given, we will be borne hither and thither on the changing flux of fortune and misfortune rather than embracing the evolutionary task implicit in being human.


If we seek this mission in our happiness-addicted yet frenetic age, the question still remains as to where we may find the impulse to make consciousness itself into a project of spiritual elevation and progress. We are often overtaxed, and it may seem a more urgent matter to cope with our daily lives than to use the available energy to perfect ourselves inwardly. Here lies a chasm, also apparent in the fact that Rudolf Steiner's copious, wide-ranging ideas and suggestions have scarcely been pursued or realized. The nature of this lack is particularly apparent in relation to this theme of happiness and unhappiness: our culture either does not know or has forgotten that consciousness still has ‘miles to go’ in Robert Frost's phrase—a path stretching away into the far distance—and that the world really will only progress if humankind develops and enhances its consciousness. In future we will not need ever more ideas and methods of a narrowly inventive kind to solve our problems, but expansive inner experiences. It is therefore all the more important, in this respect, to hearken to Steiner's voice as he points us towards happiness of a higher kind.


In his Autobiography, Rudolf Steiner describes his first experience of happiness. The passage is often quoted, but it is so unusual that I would like to offer it here once more. Steiner describes his discovery of a book about geometry in his assistant schoolmaster's room:


Soon after I joined the school at Neudoerfl, I discovered a geometry book in his room. I got on so well with this teacher that he didn’t at all mind my borrowing and using it for a while. I delved into it enthusiastically. For weeks on end my soul was filled entirely by congruence, and the relationships between triangles, rectangles, polygons and so on. My thoughts kept returning to the question of where parallels actually meet; and I found the Theorem of Pythagoras spellbinding.
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