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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

IT was in the early years of the twentieth century that Rudolf Steiner began to present the results of his spiritual-scientific research in his writings and lectures. He emphasized from the start that these results should not only satisfy people’s need for knowledge but that they are also well-suited to bring new impulses for practical life, and moreover in areas of the most diverse kind.

Between 1905 and 1907 Rudolf Steiner spoke about social problems and educational questions in numerous lectures, which were given mainly in Germany. He also presented their content in written form in two articles published in the journal Lucifer-Gnosis, namely: ‘Spiritual Science and the Social Question’ and ‘The Education of the Child in the Light of Spiritual Science’ (published in GA 34 and also separately). However, there was still too little interest in these questions at that time. The thoughts that he presented did not yield any practical results.

Through the deeply unsettling experiences of the First World War, large numbers of people came to live intensely with the question: What in our lives must be changed in order that such a catastrophe cannot be repeated? It was felt that in both social life and educational work new ways must be found to bring about a better future. Rudolf Steiner gave indications of such paths in numerous lectures.

The particular quality of the present volume is that considerations of both these areas, the social and the pedagogical, are here closely intertwined. One senses from the lectures that they were fashioned wholly out of an experience of what was happening at the time. Actual events are often cited, but they are also placed within a wider human context.

Because of this, the lectures transcend the time in which they were given. They offer the modern reader a richness of stimulating ideas and additionally demand that he apply the insights that were shared in a renewed way to present-day questions and bring them to life in his thinking.

Rudolf Steiner gave the lectures to members of the Stuttgart Branch of the Anthroposophical Society. He had come to Stuttgart on 20 April 1919 primarily in order to acquaint a broader section of the public with the thoughts concerning the reforming of the social organism, and relating in particular to the economic and cultural life, which he had set forth in his book Die Kernpunkte der sozialen Frage (GA 23, currently available in English under the title Towards Social Renewal) that was to be published on 28 April. In the ensuing weeks and months he participated in numerous meetings with workers’ committees of various industrial enterprises based in Stuttgart with the object of founding works committees (cf. Betriebsräte und Sozialisierung, GA 331) and gave lectures to creative artists and intellectuals with the aim of founding a cultural council (cf. Arbeiterräte im Sinne der Dreigliederung des sozialen Organismus, GA 331a). At the same time he was preparing for the founding of a school independent of state control which opened in Stuttgart in the autumn of 1919 under the patronage of the director of the Waldorf Astoria cigarette factory, Emil Molt.

At the end of his lectures, he often formulated in very forceful words what was leading him to speak again and again to the members of the Anthroposophical Society in those turbulent weeks, thus for example on 1 May, when he said:

Mankind is crossing a threshold, it must make the transition to supersensible knowledge… What has been indicated here today must be so explored through studying its spiritual foundations that it does not become abstract knowledge but that it can become the inner impulse for our will.

And on 28 September he appeals as follows to the membership:

More important than everything that I can share with you, my dear friends, is the arousing of a clear awareness with respect to the present time; this awareness of how enormously necessary it is for us to perceive the degree of depth that prevails in what is streaming down to us… Only through a spiritual deepening can our modern age be restored to health.



INTRODUCTION

AS indicated in the Publisher’s Note, Rudolf Steiner gave these lectures to a group of members of the Anthroposophical Society, the Stuttgart Zweig or Branch, in 1919. This was a group of members with whom he must have been on particularly intimate terms. He was therefore able to speak in a very direct way about matters and concerns that lived within him between the drafting and early circulation of his Appeal to the German People and to the Civilised World and publicly outlining the threefold conception of the social order on the one hand, and the founding of the first Waldorf School in Stuttgart on the other.

There was probably no year in Steiner’s life when so much must have seemed to be at stake in connection with achieving some kind of a breakthrough in terms of the cultural and social transformation of Central European life and, with it, the renewal of the cultural and social life of humanity as a whole. He had been bitterly disappointed at the failure of those negotiating on Germany’s behalf at the end of the First World War to do anything to affect the political, international outcome; but there still seemed much to play for as regards promoting a future of a very different kind from that envisaged by those dictating the terms of peace. He could see that if the two issues of education and social life were viewed together, the social basis could be established for an education imbued with a deep spiritual-scientific understanding of man as a being with a body, soul and spirit which, as he saw it, could alone bring about the kind of evolution of consciousness that was urgently needed in our time.

After the first six lectures, which together present a masterly picture of the threefold nature of the human soul and its social ramifications in the three spheres of culture, rights and economics founded on the respective principles of freedom, equality and brotherhood, Rudolf Steiner launches with his fiery Whitsun lecture of 8 May into the evolution-of-consciousness theme that runs through the remaining lectures (and, in a certain sense, culminates in the extraordinary lecture given in Dornach on 15 December 1919, published in GA 194*). Essentially he is saying that we first need to be aware that our European culture is still fundamentally a culture originating from Greece (and ultimately from the Orient), our legal system is derived from Rome and our economic affairs—which still await a new impulse from the Earth mysteries that are their particular province—are governed by a combination of what has been inherited from centuries of domination by the Church and the State. We must then come to realize that it is not enough to celebrate some kind of renewal or ‘renaissance’ of these inherited impulses but something entirely new needs to arise, and that this step in the evolution of consciousness is on no less a scale that the one ushered in at the beginning of the fifteenth century by the age of modern natural science. In the fifteenth lecture he outlines this line of thought that he has been pursuing in a few brief words: ‘The task of the modern age is indeed to know that the economic life must be transformed [he has just been discussing the serious problems inherent in Bolshevism and, indeed, in a Marxist view of economic and social life], it must acquire the configuration that is demanded by human aspirations; but we can no longer manage on a life of rights that is no longer appropriate for our economic life; we can no longer manage on a cultural life that is based only on a renaissance. In our time we need a total renewal of the spiritual or cultural life. That is to say, we need not only a cultural renaissance but a new spiritual creation.’

In the course of the present lectures, this theme is summarized in the last two. Thus in the sixteenth lecture he says: ‘The sole salvation is the courage to begin spiritual work with the same conviction that a beginning was made with natural science from the fifteenth century against the background of the old religious faiths’. This is, moreover, in the context of ‘the knowledge that humanity now manifests quite different developmental impulses from those that it had a relatively short time ago, that leading spirits of the supersensible world had until a short time ago an interest in bringing man to a certain point of development. But the work on the picture of man has been completed, and man must out of his inner being seek the connection with the spirit in order that what he engenders beyond his bodily nature, his bodily disposition, makes him interesting to the spirits of a higher hierarchy than himself. Otherwise our culture will dry up, peter out and stagnate. Nothing that in some way looks back to the old can save us from this.’

Finally, in the seventeenth lecture he offers a kind of meditative exploration of how it is possible to envisage transforming our present wholly mathematical conception of cosmic, extraterrestrial reality into something more meaningful: ‘What is thus conceived of mathematically and mechanistically does not give us any real human content, it merely tells us something in abstract terms that does not approach the fullness of content that we are asking for. Ultimately, everything that mathematical physics and astrophysics have to say to us today about the extraterrestrial universe is cold, prosaic and without any real content…’ And he goes on to give some indications of how this cosmic consciousness can be acquired through the introduction of an experiential element.

Looking back from the vantage-point of over a century, it is clear that the immediate aims that Steiner was passionately proclaiming were not implemented in any broad sense (although they have been in limited circles). Modern natural science continues to be accepted as the general way of understanding human and earthly reality, and the State has seemingly more and more control over cultural and economic affairs. And yet what has changed is not the relevance of what comes to expression in these lectures but the way in which they need (now) to be read and experienced in the context of the early twenty-first century (as opposed to listening to them in Stuttgart in 1919). Thus few would question that the cultural, social and economic structures of the present world order are in need of a thorough overhaul (see, for example, the three streams described in the thirteenth lecture, namely the aspirations of Anglo-Americanism for world domination, the abstract demand for a League of Nations in a world rife with nationalism, and the tendency towards a socialism devoid of thought). However, what we read again and again in these lectures is that this transformation will not emerge from the ‘powers that be’ but that it is dependent on individual initiative; and that spiritual science is meaningless unless it can find expression in deeds enacted in reality.

In this sense, the publication in English of these lectures at this time has far more than a mere historical or ‘archival’ significance. By the same token, the impending centenary of what must surely be seen as hitherto the major outreach project of this kind in the English-speaking world, the World Conference on Spiritual Science organized by Daniel Dunlop and Eleanor Merry in July–August 1928 at a public venue in London, cannot be viewed as a repetition or imitation of what took place at this conference extending over twelve days and attended by over two thousand people from all walks of life. Not only is the relevance of Steiner’s thoughts a continuing factor but the hunger and longing of many, many people in the world for the kind of transformation of which he spoke has surely grown and intensified; and yet the means whereby the change in consciousness that he saw as essential can be disseminated have in some respects (although not all) become very different. Lectures and books are no longer sufficient (although they remain a vital and indispensible source of inspiration and historical understanding), nor is it enough to adopt a kind of ‘evangelizing’ approach. The word that comes to mind is ‘infusion’, but an infusion that operates through the twofold instruments of listening and, out of the listening, the kindling of a spiritual fire of enthusiasm and insight within the large numbers of souls who now seek the spirit.

Such a spiritual fire is in every respect a direct contrast to the physical conflagrations that are a real and imminent fear-prompting danger in a heatwave (and indeed to environmental, climate-related concerns as a whole). Equally, it can be kindled by a relatively small number of people who share a commitment to devoted, undivided work within the structures that Rudolf Steiner bequeathed to the Anthroposophical Society before his untimely death in 1925; and once kindled, it will spread no less readily than a physical fire.

Simon Blaxland-de Lange
July 2026

 

* See Michael’s Mission, Rudolf Steiner Press, 2015.



FIRST LECTURE

STUTTGART, 21 APRIL 1919

IT is now almost exactly a year ago1 that I was able to speak to you here, and since then you have probably all felt addressed by a teacher* who speaks very impressively, a teacher whose ultimate statement comes to expression in the clear language of the facts inherent in what has taken place since we were previously gathered here. Indeed, the language with which these facts have been expressed is all the clearer in that for all of you it expresses something different from what has long stood as a foundation of faith extending into the future. Even though it is seemingly a short time ago it has truly been a long journey from the first days of August 1914, when amidst many hopes and even more illusions Germany set forth with an army that was not even on a war footing and had not received an order to mobilize and yet carried out the so-called ‘Lüttich surprise attack’,2 when amidst many illusions one had become used to repeating what one had from certain sources been recommended to think. It is a long way from there to those days during last autumn when the danger threatened that the army beyond the German frontier would in a few days be cut off from domestic supplies, which was the main factor in leading to the facts that are familiar to you. So much has happened, even though only a few years were involved. And for those who think more deeply, there can be added the disappointment that not only was there the outer military capitulation but also the spiritual capitulation of Germany that was brought about by the man3 whom many people in the autumn of 1918 had looked upon as embodying their last hopes. In that autumn of 1918, events took place which were highly suitable for exerting a corrective balance to everything that could in recent years be hinted at between the lines but could not possibly be spoken of openly within the former bounds of the German Reich, as you all know.

Now, my dear friends—and I need especially today to speak directly to you of these things as I have often done so here—we are faced with a challenge with respect to what has been built up among us and which I might refer to by means of the somewhat strange expression ‘our anthroposophical conviction’. As I have again and again emphasized in recent years, our anthroposophical conviction should not be limited to receiving something in order merely to have an inner mystical feeling of well-being; and it is this that the graphic events of the present are telling us in no uncertain terms. Many of us have confined themselves to take something from anthroposophy that can answer certain inner questions (and this is perfectly justified); but it is truly not without good reason that it has frequently been emphasized in recent years that an anthroposophical conviction must lead to a better understanding of real, practical life—which anyone with any insight knows is pervaded with the spirit—than can be understood without the foundations of this anthroposophical conviction. It is not for nothing that those who are imbued with anthroposophical conviction have been called upon to bring their thoughts to bear upon the great problems of humanity. We are now confronted by a test, by the challenge as to whether what we have been able to receive, what we have often received only in order to satisfy a higher soul-egotism, can so impregnate our intellectual faculties, our minds and our hearts, that we can be equal to the tasks that are now facing human beings to an ever heightened degree; for much that is now emerging is but a beginning of what is to come. And it is necessary that we learn from the facts that surround us. Indeed, the whole of life comes to a focus within these events.

Just consider that those who often imagined themselves to be the most practical of people and looked upon spiritual science as utterly fanciful have shown themselves to be incapable of dealing with what has begun to engulf mankind with an elemental and immeasurably great power. It is good to call to mind today the way in which those individuals who were entrusted with the earthly destiny of humanity spoke immediately before the onset of the great world-catastrophe of the war. I have probably drawn attention also here some years ago to the manner in which they spoke. I shall today merely remind you of the way that the minister for foreign affairs4 could speak in the spring of 1914 in decisive meetings of the German Reichstag: ‘The overall policy of détente has recently made gratifying progress’, he said in as many words. He went on to say in the same speech: ‘Our friendly relations with Russia are prospering well; the St Petersburg cabinet pays no attention to the Press campaigns, and we shall be able to continue our friendly relationship into the immediate future.’ In the same speech he was able to say: ‘Far-reaching negotiations have been conducted with England which will shortly conclude in establishing world peace; both governments [he meant the British and the German] are in general inclined towards ever greater intimacy in their relationships.’

This was what was said by those who were entrusted to guide human destinies. It was, moreover, said at the same time when it was necessary for me to summarize what I have frequently emphasized in the following words in the lecture that I gave in Vienna in the spring of 1914:5

The life-tendencies prevailing in the present will become ever stronger until they eventually destroy themselves from within. Anyone who views social life spiritually sees the extent to which the potential for social malaise is being everywhere aggravated. This is the great concern for culture that arises for everyone with insight into existence. It is the terrible fear that works so oppressively and which, even if one might otherwise suppress all enthusiasm for understanding the processes of life through the means of a science that gains knowledge of the spirit, must necessarily lead one so to speak of remedies that can be used against it that the words with which one counteracts it cry out their message to the world. If the social order continues to develop as it has done hitherto, harm will be inflicted upon civilized life which will be of the same nature as cancerous tumours in the bodily organism of human beings.


This is what I said when I was viewed by the so-called practical people as a fantasist. The general easing of tension of which Herr von Jagow spoke before the enlightened assembly of the German Reichstag, before those who ought to have been able to judge for themselves but quietly listened to everything and believed it, actually developed in such a way that in the next few years at least between ten and twelve million people were killed and three times as many became cripples. I say this for the reason that it must today be said that what matters is to have a right appreciation of the present situation of humanity, to develop insights into this situation through a totally different thinking from what has become the accepted norm amongst the governing circles and to gain a better and more penetrating understanding of what has flowed from the old way of looking at the world. Such an old thinking is of no use, also not for practical life, because practical life has increasingly given rise to the most impossible thoughts which must inevitably lead to catastrophes. It is not a case of forming thoughts about institutions but of the need for humanity to learn to think differently about the deepest issues.

This was the sole reason why I spoke with such urgency of the necessity of renewing the whole way we think about the world, of humanity as a whole turning to the sources of reality, which lie solely in the life of the spirit; for everything ultimately depends on our ability to see that we do not only need institutions that have been changed in some way in this or that area but that we above all need something quite different for the future, also for the immediate future: we need heads in which something altogether different pulsates than in those heads that have been formed under the influence of the old thoughts that are no longer valid. Above all else we need a new organization, a new development of thoughts in human heads. This is what we have been working on in the last two decades, because this work was necessary. We need heads that are differently organized from those that have plunged mankind into misfortune. So long as this is not seen in all its aspects, so long as it is not seen that the light which can alone come from spiritual science must illumine heads that have become dark, nothing will get any better (and it makes no difference whether one thinks conservatively or radically or in some other way). No salvation will be granted to humanity by tinkering away at problems with methods deriving from old thoughts. New thoughts are a primal necessity, new thoughts which can only arise on the foundation of what has for years been spoken of here in these rooms as the greatest challenges for the present and the immediate future.

You will be aware of the so-called ‘Appeal to the German People and to the Civilized World’6 that arose out of the necessities of the time, in which I spoke publicly for the first time of what I have endeavoured to express in the last few years to smaller circles of people where it found no echo, where there was a wish to hear only the thunder of cannons rather than the voices of the spirit. You know that in this Appeal a demand was made in a positive manner for what resides in the impulses of human evolution for our time; for anyone who has an insight into the forces guiding humanity considers the abstract, so-called eternal ideals that emanate not from actual spiritual life but merely from the mirror-images of human concepts and ideas, ideals which lack all reality and have only a reflection of it, as portents of disasters of the greatest magnitude. Especially now one needs to be aware of this. There will also be many people at present who believe they are saying something significant when they speak of how humanity can be blessed for eternal ages and of the ideal states of human existence that will inevitably be brought about. But those who derive their knowledge from real spiritual life do not share such notions of eternity and such ideal states of humanity. As I have explained here on several occasions, it has always been the case in evolution that a certain epoch has followed another one and that all the main epochs of the post-Atlantean age have had their own particular ideal, as also in our time and in the immediate future. The point is not that an empire lasting a thousand years may come about in chiliastic fashion but, rather, what the spiritual world seeks to accomplish over a short time span, which one can, however, survey only if one really engages in a spiritual science. Thus our time urgently demands what was made apparent as the basic essence of this Appeal: the threefolding of the social organism. The social organism can become healthy only if it embraces this idea of threefolding that you have read about in the Appeal and as you will find it in my booklet The Core Elements of the Social Order in the Pressing Needs of the Present and Future.7 The present cycle of human existence demands this idea of threefolding.

You see, things would have been very different if in the middle or even in the autumn of 1917 this idea of threefolding had been applied to a significant degree either by Germany or Austria as an expression of the impulses of Central Europe in contrast to the Fourteen Points of Woodrow Wilson8 formulated from the American standpoint. It was a historical necessity that this should have happened. I said to Kühlmann9 at the time: ‘You have the choice either to see reason and listen to what human evolution is proclaiming as something that should happen (for what is contained in these deliberations10 is not some sort of programme, of which there are so many today, but something that can be discerned from the evolution of humanity and which will certainly be realized in the next fifteen, twenty or twenty-five years and above all in Central Europe) or else you will pave the way to revolutions and cataclysms.’ Instead of seeing reason, what we ended up with was the so-called Peace of Brest Litovsk.

Think what it might have been—this can be said without any suggestion of boasting—if instead of the so-called Fourteen Points the voice of the spirit had pierced the rumblings of the cannons. As anyone who understands the forces prevailing there, the whole of Europe would have recognized the importance of releasing it from Tsarism through the threefolding of the social organism; for then what should have happened would indeed have come about. Those who had any goodwill towards this project at the time advised that it should at the most be printed as a booklet. But just think how nonsensical this was. So much remained unread at that time, and the same applied to this booklet. Times change. Today, when everything has to start from a broad perspective and when the days of October and November 1918 lie between then and now, the right path is to direct these things to a wider public. Those who believe that with anything concerned with practical life something must be done in the same way at any time are responsible for the greatest harm. No—our thinking should not become as lazy as the thinking of the people who have this view. Things need to be judged at different times from quite different perspectives.

One must look somewhat more deeply into human evolution if one wants to appreciate the whole, full and far-reaching practicality of what lies at the foundation of threefolding. I must ever and again emphasize that threefolding is not something that can simply occur to anyone. It is something that the spirit of the age and of the present unconditionally demands of human beings, that the spirit of the age wants to bring about, that the spirit of the age—and if you listen to what I have to say you will understand these words—is indeed bringing about. The chaos that we can witness arises precisely because mankind thinks and, in particular, acts differently from the way that the spirit of the age thinks and acts. Threefolding principles have actually been manifest since the 1870s, although people have been behaving otherwise and are thereby utterly at loggerheads with present realities. As you know, what is involved is above all the threefolding of the social organism into a spiritual or cultural part, a state-oriented or political part and an economic part. I would wish in the first place to state that the proof of the rightness of this basic view can arise from sheer common sense, as indeed everything that can be arrived at through spiritual science can be understood out of common sense, as I have repeatedly emphasized. But I do not believe that one can arrive at it in the right way (please do not forget that I said in the right way) out of present-day thinking. There are indeed people11 who have come to something similar, but what matters is that one arrives at it on a really practical foundation, on the basis of an awareness of what is seeking to come to fulfilment in our time and is indeed becoming a reality.

Today by way of an introduction we shall consider something that can give us some ideas about the way that a deeper study of our time addresses this threefolding impulse. You see, when what is referred to today as the capitalist economic system and the modern technological order became a dominant element in human affairs in the modern age approximately four centuries ago, the new habits of thought, the new world-outlook, also entered into the ascendant. If what is called history in schools were not such a fable convenue, it would be apparent also from history how fundamentally the habitual thinking of the whole civilized world has changed from the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to the following centuries. To a superficial study it may indeed seem that everything evolves slowly, whereas there are actually abrupt changes in historical development. Such a sudden change underlies what has developed since the last three or four centuries in the whole way that people habitually think.

I should now like to draw your attention to a phenomenon that has taken place with our full awareness but has not really been more deeply acknowledged. It has simply been allowed to happen. What I am referring to is the small part that so-called cultural figures or intellectual luminaries* have played in the life of humanity, especially of German humanity, and the little that ordinary school education even up to university level has contributed to including what has been developed in recent centuries by particular cultural figures in the general cultural heritage. Take, for example, a case that I have often mentioned here, that of Goethe. Goethe was indeed the bearer of a great, all-embracing world-conception. Something immeasurably great for the evolution of humanity occurred in the years from 1749, when Goethe was born, until 1832, when he died. Spiritual impulses of an immense dimension lived in Goethe. But when we see what impression Goethe’s conception of the world, Goetheanism, has made upon the German people, we are confronted by a very sad picture. Even those who believe they know something about Goethe know absolutely nothing about the innermost impulses of this spirit-being. The same can be said, perhaps to an even greater degree, about many others.

The fact is that since technology and capitalism have become so widespread, the cultural life that with respect to the purely and universally human has come to prominence in particular individualities developed in a somewhat parasitic way (there is no other way of putting it) on the rest of the cultural organism. It existed, but it fundamentally stood for nothing. As a confirmation of the fact that cultural life—in so far as the example of Goethe is concerned—has been reduced to nothing, has been rejected, has been subjected to theatrical mockery instead of being truly embraced, we note that even the Goethe Society, which feels itself to be the official representative of Goetheanism, asked out of an impulse which has increasingly become the norm: ‘Whom should we now choose to be the best chairman of our Goethe Society?’ No thought was given to who has the greatest understanding of Goetheanism. The only consideration was who had the biggest boots for when the Goethe Society had to make a presentation at court. So a former finance minister was chosen as the Chairman of the Goethe Society in Weimar whose spiritual path had never led to an involvement with Goethe. An indication of the hollowness of the whole affair was that the name of the person concerned was Kreuzwendedich. By an irony of destiny, Kreuzwendedich von Rheinbaben12 was chosen to be the chairman of the Goethe Society. These are seemingly insignificant facts, but what is so dreadful is precisely that something that is in truth a symptom of the deepest feeling can be regarded as insignificant. Anyone who does not regard these facts as important symptoms for the revelation of the deepest thinking and sensibility declares himself to be fundamentally in agreement with everything that has led mankind into terrible unhappiness.

Compare this parasitic nature of cultural life, this lack of any connection with what was engendered at the heights of human existence with the lives of ordinary people, with former ages. It would not be thinkable in these former times. Just think, to take an example, what an impression was made on the lives of ordinary people by the Buddha in the later history of India. Compare this popularity of the Buddha with the popularity that Goethe has had. You will perhaps say that there are so many cultural heroes besides Goethe, whereas there was only one Buddha. Whoever makes this objection shows that he understands nothing of the fundamental conditions of human evolution. For it is a great misfortune that there has through natural circumstances been a terrible overproduction of such intellectual giants, such cultural figures, so that those who have to live and work in ordinary life cannot cope with it all! After all, not only is there Goethe but also Herder and Schelling; and not only these but one is also supposed to read Geibel and Wildenbruch. And then one has all manner of other spheres of knowledge to master in order to keep abreast of the general cultural level—not to think of the international situation!

Yes, there is something profoundly critical, something remarkably significant at the root of this. It is true that there is a great difference between those who figure in histories of literature. But in the course of recent centuries people have to a large extent lost respect for cultural life. This becomes evident in particular ways; but if one is able to study human evolution symptomatically, one already finds from the symptoms what pulsates at deeper levels. I once spoke at the beginning of the 1890s to a small group of people who were also members of the Board of Inspectors of grammar schools. A particularly distinguished member of this Board spoke in this small circle, and we discussed how depressing it is that so very little is done in present-day schools for the general enhancement of cultural impulses, that so very little is presented to the young people, to the boys (and there was no improvement when girls also entered the picture) who receive their intellectual development in these institutions from the ages of 10 to 18. This is what the inspector in question said: ‘Yes, indeed, when we see the way that we let these dimwits whom we have to examine loose on young people, when we see the kind of people that we send out as teachers of our young people, we cannot hope that anything promising will come from it.’ You see, this is a symptom. The people who have in recent years been responsible for the intellectual life of the potentially more able pupils had so little respect that they took it for granted that they should test the grammar school teachers and let these ‘dimwits’ loose on young people. They are convinced that those who did best in the tests are the greatest dimwits. But everything depends on people’s thinking, on their habits of thought, despite all appearance to the contrary. We ultimately see that the happiness and unhappiness of humanity depend on these habits of thought which have culminated in the world-catastrophes that we have been experiencing in these last years. It is necessary to enter into more trivial matters, for they are symptoms of what exerts sovereignty beneath the levels of consciousness and which remains unconsidered at a time when one is rightly focussed on technological development, on capitalism and so forth.

This is how the life of the spirit has been regarded, and in point of fact a self-indulgent cultural life has arisen, a cultural life that people in their various groups could actually experience only as a luxury. But they love this luxury. One could cite many different forms of this luxury that has come in place of true culture. Let us take one particular area, that of landscape painting, as it has developed during the last [nineteenth] century. Do you think that, other than the few people who have had a training for it, the broad mass of the population can really open their hearts to this landscape painting? Do you think that for example the proletariat, who through the capitalist ordering of the economy and the technological methods of business have been imprisoned in a truly comfortless tedium of life where they are thrown the crumbs of popular lectures and courses in working men’s clubs and public institutions, could really inwardly appreciate these pictures when they are shown to them? After all, someone who has not developed this particular expertise in landscape painting may well say: ‘Why do you paint this? The natural world is far more beautiful. So why should you paint it?’ When you give them popular courses as a means of healing or as a palliative, you can persuade them of its value; but subconsciously they are not taken in by this. Subconsciously they continue to say: ‘What’s the point of all this painting? One shouldn’t waste one’s energies on this rubbish.’

From opinions of this kind one can form an idea of what is underlying much that is happening today; and it is this that really matters. One hears so much in these last decades about the remarkable progress that we have made, about the lightning speed with which human thought can wing its way over immense distances, about the comfort with which we can travel, about the spread of civilized culture and so on. But all this that one could praise so extravagantly has only been possible through being based on a foundation that encompassed millions of people who have not been able to participate in these things. You would not have been able to travel by train or communicate by telephone, you would not have been able to send thoughts over great distances, if countless people had not been deprived of any opportunity of taking part in some way in this civilization, if this civilization had not brought misery and suffering to the bodies and souls of millions and millions of people.

We need to look at a particular point in time; we should look at the middle of the nineteenth century, for this is also approximately when what one often refers to as the social question actually had its beginning. The leading circles gradually arose out of that attitude which can only be characterized as parasitic in relation to the good cultural life. The good cultural life has become parasitic, because it has not accepted the others. The intention was that it should penetrate into popular culture, but nothing was done to admit it there, the turning-point had not been reached.* It is true that those belonging to the leading, ruling circles gradually succeeded in acquiring something for their own souls. How often have I emphasized here what unnatural paths this longing of many souls has followed! One could experience how people in well-heated rooms eventually became theosophists as a final goal of bourgeois aspirations, how in a very last phase they spoke of brotherhood, of love for humanity, of sublime ethical ideals and so on. In which rooms did this happen? I am speaking of the middle of the nineteenth century. Afterwards, though not through the merit of the leading circles, it did become somewhat better, although not much. In which rooms did this happen? In rooms heated with coal which the British Government’s survey had stated already in the 1840s was obtained from mines where children of the ages of nine, eleven and thirteen worked, children who apart from Sunday never saw the sunlight, simply because they were led into the mine before sunrise and emerged again after the sun had set. It was easy enough to speak of the love of one’s neighbour, of brotherliness and of universal human love when one’s house was heated with coal that was obtained through such ‘brotherliness’. It was also easy to speak of elevating the morality of human beings when one was warmed by coal that had been fetched from these mines where, as again the British survey established, men and women had to work together throughout the day, pregnant women half-naked, men completely naked, for it is very hot in the mines.

I mention these things, which could be multiplied a hundredfold, in order to show you the picture that we are dealing with, the picture of the self-indulgent civilization of the last century, a civilization that additionally bore within itself the odour of decay. Beneath the foundations without which this civilization would not have become possible, there were millions and millions of people who were unable to take part in it. It was also stated in the survey referred to how the people who set up this sixteen-hour working day in the coal mines came gradually to conceive of it. But what was the characteristic note of the last half-century? Its essential quality was primarily absence of thought. This is what one needs to focus on above all if any improvement is to be made. Instead one so easily says: dear stove, fulfil your duty as a stove by making the room warm! It would be better to heat it with wood and forgo the preaching. This is what is generally done in priestly circles and among groups of atheists—lots of preaching. And what has been omitted is thinking, thinking about reality. It is this that matters; it is above all this that people today can take to heart, that a resolution must come about in intellectual and spiritual life.

Intellectual life cannot prosper if it has to demonstrate its own reality every day anew. But it will only be able to prove itself if it is founded upon its own ground. From the lowliest school stage to the highest, from the study of an academic subject to free artistic creativity, it must exist for itself as a spiritual reality, because it cannot be founded upon anything other than what lives in its own strength. Anyone who knows the life of the mind knows what an unhealthy situation has been established in the last four centuries through the modern form of the state, through the tentacles that the state has extended over spiritual and intellectual life, so that—with the exception of a few areas which still remain and are also threatened with terminal decline—everything to do with it has gradually become controlled by the state. If things had continued in the way they have recently, even the last vestiges of free intellectual and spiritual life would also have come under the control of the state. But people’s habits of thought have not progressed to the point where they can see that there must be a retreat from the terrible enslaving of cultural life by the political state, that this life of the mind must be freed. The aims of human beings are still directed towards the undermining of the freedom of cultural life and its control by the state, when so many governments have demonstrated what such a control has brought about.

It is very difficult even today to rid people of the illusion of the state. I was recently in Bern where the so-called League of Nations conference13 was being held. People there were speaking of all sorts of things approximately in the style of that former time when Herr von Jagow had spoken of things to come. Just as what happened then was different from what had been expressed by saying that ‘the overall policy of détente is making progress’, so will what happens next differ from what was said in Bern. Our rulers never stand on the ground of reality. The people who gave speeches there and write in German newspapers spoke of everything that must happen in order to bring this League of Nations into existence, of how a parliament was to be formed which, in the manner of previous parliaments, will comprise the whole collection of states. The statesman in question could not forbear to say: ‘A super-parliament must be created, a super-state.’ In the lecture that I gave at the same time, I said that it would be more timely to consider what states should refrain from doing rather than what they should do if what has led to the world-catastrophe is not to be extended. But all that was asked was: ‘What should continue to happen through the agency of the old form of government?’ People were unable to learn from the times to ask: ‘What should states refrain from doing?’ They should above all cease to meddle with cultural and economic affairs. There should be no thought of establishing super-parliaments and super-states after the ordinary parliaments and states have had so little success. The question today cannot be: ‘What should states do?’ but: ‘What should states refrain from doing?’ This befits our present time. But in the way that one thinks one must have the courage to look unflinchingly into these things.

If one is to gain insight into the connection between this intellectual or spiritual life and what takes place in the other areas of the social organism, it will first be essential for one’s head to be filled with such thoughts as are contained in spiritual science. But why is spiritual science regarded with such horror by many people at present? Because it demands that one thinks differently from the way that people generally think. And yet the facts have taught us that we shall make no progress with the thinking in which humanity is embroiled. People find it so difficult to get used to the idea of having to think differently. They cannot face the facts.

People today find it difficult to understand the concept of threefolding because they do not want to have to see what has actually happened; for in the facts that elude their attention a large part of threefolding has already become manifest in the evolution of humanity, even if they have not adapted to the reality of this. I should like to give you an example. If we go back to the 1860s, we find that in Germany the condition of the iron industry was such that roughly 799,000 tons of raw material were needed for processing iron; and these 799,000 tons of raw material were produced by somewhat more than 20,000 workers. Because of the upsurge of the iron industry through the great demands placed on it by, on the one hand, the growth of railways and, on the other, the large-scale manufacture of armaments (this came subsequently to be enormously increased), by the end of the 1880s 799,000 tons of raw material were no longer sufficient and 4,500,000 tons had to be processed. Now you may ask how many workers were needed to produce this pig-iron. As I said, a little over 20,000 workers were needed to produce around 799,000 tons; and then the figure came to be 4,500,000 tons. By the end of the 1880s this needed only approximately 21,300 men. Now let these figures speak to your minds and hearts; do not interpret them purely statistically but try to understand them. A little over 20,000 men produced 799,000 tons at the beginning of the 1860s; roughly 21,000 men, thus only a few more, produced 4,500,000 tons at the end of the 1880s. How is this possible? It was only made possible through highly ingenious technical improvements, only through the introduction of substantial technological advances which made it possible for one man to produce so much pig-iron. Thus in order that progress could be made in this particular branch of industry (and one could cite something similar for some twenty-five to thirty industrial sectors of the most important and representative kind), improvements of such a nature were being made.

What is the meaning of this? What does it signify that almost the same number of people produced so much more through purely technical improvements? Do you think this has no consequences? Of course it has the result that the whole of the economic order associated with this is revolutionized. Just think what this means for the third member of the threefold organism. Nothing needs to change in the sphere of rights or the cultural sphere, only in the economic sphere has something changed; for everything that has changed comes to expression in the price of iron and all that is connected with it. This means nothing less than that, independently from spiritual or cultural development and from development in the life of rights (for you need no different legal arrangements if you do not perceive the whole), the economic life separated out and, without people becoming actively involved, was transformed. Things proceeded under their own momentum without people paying any attention. This can demonstrate to you that in the actual facts threefolding was being manifested. The economic doctrine has advanced further wholly of itself, but human beings have not kept pace with it; they used their intellectual faculties to avoid needing to do so in order to be able to remain with the old conditions. One may be greatly enthused by the considerable ingenuity that is exhibited in the innovations, and rightly so; economic life has emancipated itself. In the deciding of prices and in everything associated with establishing prices and values, the economic life has gone its own way. That is the point. The three realms of the social order have actually become emancipated from one another, and people have artificially welded them together and have been obliged to make increasing efforts in this respect. That is why we have arrived at a world-catastrophe.


Much is going on beneath the surface of what people wish to think about today. It is necessary to look more deeply into the situation if one wants to evaluate what is going on. I wanted to give you an example so that you can see how stupid it is to regard threefolding as nonsensical. Threefolding is derived from the most practical circumstances, whereas the people who have in recent decades been entrusted with human destinies have failed to adapt to these realities. Anyone with a good measure of common sense can see that this idea of threefolding offers the only way of proceeding if there is to be a healthy development of the social organism. It is of no use if someone merely thinks how necessary it is to maintain conditions as they are on the grounds that there is something or other than one cannot do without.

One meets with the strongest objections and encounters thinking of the most disjointed kind. For example, I recently spoke about threefolding in a lecture in Basel.14 In the ensuing discussion a very clever man came forward who said that, while there was much that was excellent in what I had said about threefolding
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