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ForEword

The Waldorf Journal Project, sponsored by the Waldorf Curriculum Fund, brings 
translations of essays, magazine articles, and specialized studies from around the 
world to English-speaking audiences. This tenth edition of translations from Waldorf 
journals in Norway, Germany, and Switzerland, is comprised of articles intended 
for personal and faculty study. 

The central theme for this edition, as well as for Waldorf Journal Project #11, 
is morality and ethics in education. At a conference at Harvard University exploring 
the needs of education in the 21st  century, a group of experts called for a return 
of morality and ethics to curricula of the American schools. It was mentioned that 
Waldorf education has successfully incorporated these themes and a question arose: 
Why don’t they share their ideas? Waldorf Journals #10 and #11 are an attempt to 
do just that. There is much written on these topics and this is merely a sampling.

The first article is by Rudolf Steiner in which he sets the moral and ethical 
aims of Waldorf education. This is followed by an article by Dr. Michaela Glöckler 
on educating the will as the font of awakened morality. Ernst-Michael Kranich 
follows with a scholarly treatise. Then comes Norwegian Waldorf teacher Karl 
Brodersen with a short but poignant article on conscience and morality and how early 
philosophers viewed them. His former colleague JØrgen Smit speaks next, directly 
to the teacher on self-development and illustrates specific qualities of Eastern and 
Western thinking and morality. Valentin Wember explores reincarnation, and Oscar 
Hansen examines moral imagination, motives for social action, moral technique, 
and the role of art in education. The concept of evil is developed between Hermann 
Poppelbaum and Oscar Hansen. The Journal concludes with a magnificent piece by 
Dr. Thomas Weihs on crafts and morality.

We hope that you will be both informed and inspired by these writings.

All the articles are available on-line at 

   http://www.waldorflibrary.org 

For those not interested in downloading the material, inexpensive spiral 
bound copies are available from: 

AWSNA Publications
458 Harold Meyers Road
Earlton, NY 12058
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by phone at:
518/ 634-2222

or by e-mail at:
publications@awsna.org

The editor is interested in receiving your comments on the articles selected. We 
would also be interested in hearing what areas you would like to see represented 
in future Waldorf Journal Projects. If you know of specific articles that you would 
like to see translated, please contact the editor.

— David Mitchell, editor
     Waldorf Journal Projects
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 Education and thE Moral liFE 

by 

Rudolf Steiner 

The tasks of the teacher and educator culminate in what he is able to 
achieve for the moral strength and bearing of the young folk entrusted to 
him. In elementary school education, he will find himself confronted with 
great difficulties in this matter. One difficulty is that the moral teaching must 
permeate all he does for his pupils. The orientation of all the teaching and 
educational work in a moral sense can attain far more than special or separate 
instruction in morals. This however is paramountly a matter of educational 
tact. For indeed, crude “moralizings” in every conceivable connection—
impressive though they may be, made in the moment when they are brought 
forward—do not in the long run bring about the result that is intended. Another 
difficulty is this: The child, when entering the “elementary” school, has the 
basic moral tendencies of life already developed. 

Until the period at about the seventh year when he undergoes the change 
of teeth, the child lives fully given up to his surroundings. The child is, as one 
might say, altogether “sense.” As the eye lives in colors, so does the whole 
child live in the expressions of the life of his environment. Every gesture, 
every movement of the father or the mother is accompanied by an answering 
experience throughout the inner organism of the child. Until this time the 
brain, the whole of human nature, is being formed and molded. And from the 
brain there goes out, in this first epoch of life, all which gives the organism 
its inner stamp and character. All that takes place in the environment—all 
manifestation of life—is imitated in the finest manner in the brain. The young 
child’s learning to speak depends entirely on this. 

But it is not only the external features in the behavior of the environment 
which are echoed in the nature of the child and which set their stamp upon 
its inner character. It is the content of soul, the moral content, too. A father 
who reveals himself before the child in expressions of life that arise from a 
quick, hot-tempered nature will cause the child to take on—even to the most 
delicate organic structures of the tissues—the tendency to the gesture-like 
expression of quick temper. A mother behaving in a timid, frightened way 
implants in the child organic structures and tendencies of movement, such 
that the body becomes an instrument which the soul will then want to use in 
the sense of fear and of timidity. 

In the period of the change of teeth, the child possesses a bodily organism 
which will react in a very definite way, spiritually and morally, to all that 
is of the soul. In this condition—with an organism of definite tendency and 
inclination as regards the moral things—the elementary school teacher and 
educator receives the child. If the teacher does not clearly see this fact, he 
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will be in danger of approaching the child with moral impulses which the 
child will unconsciously reject because he has, in the constitution of his own 
body, the hindrances to their acceptance. 

The essential thing, however, is this. It is true that the child, when entering 
the elementary school, already has the fundamental inclinations acquired 
by imitation of his environment. But by a right treatment these can be 
transformed. A child who has grown up in a hot-tempered environment has 
received from it his organic stamp and form. This must not be left unnoticed; 
it requires to be reckoned with and it can be changed. In the second period of 
life—from the change of teeth to puberty—we can, if we really reckon with 
it, so change and form it that it gives the soul the foundation for a quick and 
ready presence of mind, bold and courageous action in cases in life when this 
is necessary. In like manner a child-organization resulting from an anxious, 
timid environment can provide the basis for the development of a fine sense 
of modesty and chastity. Thus, a true knowledge of the nature of man is the 
basic need in moral education. 

But the teacher and educator must have a clear perception of what it is 
that child nature in general requires for its development between the change 
of teeth and puberty. (These requirements have been described by me in 
the Education Course, reproduced by Albert Steffen in the Goetheanum 
Weekly, and now available in book form.) In effect we can bring about the 
transformation of the basic moral tendencies, and also the further development 
of those which we must regard as right and good, only by directing our efforts 
to the life of feeling, the moral sympathies and antipathies. Nor is it abstract 
maxims and ideas, but pictures which work upon the life of feeling. In our 
teaching work we have everywhere the opportunity to place before the soul 
of the child pictures of human (and, in parable, of supra-human) life and 
conduct, pictures by which the moral sympathies and antipathies may be 
awakened. It is the feeling judgment upon moral matters which should be 
developed in the time between the change of teeth and puberty. 

As the child before the change of teeth gives himself up, imitatively, to 
the immediate expressions of the life of his environment, so in the time from 
the change of teeth until puberty he is devoted to the authority of what the 
teacher and educator says. The human being cannot awaken in later life to the 
right use of his moral freedom if in this second period of life he was unable 
to unfold himself with full devotion to the natural and accepted authority of 
those who educated him. True as this is for all education and all teaching, it 
is true most especially for what is moral. By and through the educator whom 
he respects and honors, the child sees feelingly what is good and what is 
evil. The educator represents the Order of the Universe. It is through the 
grown-up human being that the evolving human being first must learn to 
know the World. 

We can observe what an important educational impulse this involves when, 
with a true knowledge of the human being, we have to find our right relation 
to the child after the first third of the second period of life, say between the 
ninth and tenth birthday. Here a most important point in life is reached. We 
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note how half-unconsciously, with a more or less dim feeling, the child is 
going through something that means very much to him. On our meeting the 
child in the right way at this juncture, untold things will depend for the whole 
of his later life. To express consciously what the child now experiences in 
dream-like feeling, we should have to say: There comes before the child’s 
soul the question, “Whence has the teacher the power which I, believing in 
him with such reverence, accept?” To the unconscious depths of the child’s 
soul, the educator must prove that he has this authority rightly, in that he 
is firmly grounded in the Order of the World. By a true knowledge of the 
human being we shall find, at this point of time, how one child will require 
but a few words rightly spoken and another many. But something decisive 
must happen at this point, and only the nature of the child himself can teach 
us what it has to be. Things of untold importance may be achieved by the 
educator just at this point in life for the moral power, the moral certainty, 
and moral bearing of the child. 

If the moral feeling-judgment is well developed when puberty arrives, it 
can then in the next period of life be taken into the free will. The adolescent 
leaving elementary school will take with him into life, from the aftereffects 
of the school years, in his soul the feeling that the moral impulses are 
unfolding in him in social life and in intercourse with his fellow men out of 
the inner power of his human nature. And the result after puberty will be a 
moral strength of the will, which until then was germinating in the rightly 
cultivated moral feeling-judgment. 
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Education oF thE will as thE

wEllspring oF Morality 

by 

Michaela Glöckler 

translated by Jan-Kees Saltet 

This article is a written adaptation of a lecture by Michaela Glöckler of 
July 6, 1993, which was printed in the Erziehungskunst #10 of October 1993. 
The preface is part of the introduction which was written by the editors of 
Erziehungskunst. 

In the face of increasing violence and aggression, the question 
becomes more and more pressing: How can education contribute 
to the moral development of children and adolescents? The usual 
approach to the problem often assumes that one has only to explain 
the rules of social behavior to children and that better insight will 
automatically lead to an improvement of behavior. Experience shows, 
however, that one doesn’t reach the source of behavior in this way. 
Intellectual moralizing or giving reprimands does not deeply affect the 
way children act. The sources of moral or “immoral” action reside in 
that unconscious layer of the soul in which the will impulses originate. 
Therefore, Michaela Glöckler asks: What really reaches this sphere at 
the different stages of child development? How does the education of 
the will create the conditions from which morality proper can develop 
when the child comes of age? 

When we talk about education of the will, the question immediately arises 
if the will can be educated at all, because we look upon the will as something 
that belongs uniquely to ourselves. We feel it is our private domain in which 
we want to be sovereign, increasingly so the more we become able to assess 
our own position in life. Our hackles go up as soon as we feel interference 
in this personal realm, or, as it was called in the 1960s at the time of the 
student revolutions, we feel “manipulated.” Manipulation of the will was the 
catchword that kindled the emancipation movement for spiritual liberation 
of the students. 

One can ask the question posed above at an even more fundamental level: 
does education always have to be interference? Or could one think of an 
education in which one takes over the responsibility until the child comes 
of age, taking the place of the child, as it were, until the reins can be passed 
on? After all, full maturity and responsibility are goals that we reach only, 
“if we’re honest about it,” between age twenty and thirty. 
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In the deliberations below, we shall connect the question regarding an 
education without manipulation to another question: How do we reach the 
will of the child at all and motivate the child or adolescent, taking into account 
the different stages of development? I would like to understand the will here 
not as vacillating deliberations and vague feelings with regard to possible 
courses of action, but as the impulse to carry out what we are actually able to 
achieve. Will results in activity; and when we do nothing, our will is actually 
not functioning at that moment. 

Willed action, however, comprises not only physical actions such as moving 
tables, setting up house, pursuing a professional craft, handling machines, 
and so forth. It also means being engaged, body and soul, in thoughts and 
feelings. Of course we can also think without conscious engagement of the 
will and give ourselves over to associations as in daydreaming, where we do 
not employ our will power and surrender to whatever wells up from within. 
In our feeling life this corresponds to abandoning ourselves to our emotions 
and reacting spontaneously to any stimulus. We do, however, have the option 
to engage our will consciously and, for example, digest the feeling, replace 
it with another one, or even choose not to react. Whoever has tried knows 
that it isn’t always easy to exercise influence on feelings and thoughts by 
dint of the will. We meet this phenomenon also in the sphere of our actions. 
Even when we are under the impression that we exert conscious control over 
our actions, we are capable of doing things which in retrospect we have to 
judge differently and come to the realization: I didn’t really want to do that, 
that wasn’t I; I have acted without proper involvement of my ego. In other 
words, we can think, feel, and also act in such a way that our waking ego 
doesn’t actually take part. I would like to go on now to explore the stages 
of the education of the will and the way children and adolescents can be 
motivated. This will be based on the premise that the aim is not to promote 
the exercise of the will without ego or to live out impulsive actions arising 
out of the body. Instead, the education of children and adolescents should 
require that I be responsible to the personality at every step of the educational 
process, always bearing in mind what is age appropriate for the student in 
my care. Thereby I would like “education of the will” to be understood as 
something which one could designate as the willingness of the human being 
to act spiritually, emotionally, and physically in proper relationship to the 
ego, to the person. 

Education of the Will in the Early Years 
When we observe the developmental phases of the child, we discover 

characteristic learning dispositions and corresponding ways for education 
to work on the will. At preschool age, in the so-called phase of sensory-
motor intelligence, the child’s motor system is closely linked to the visual 
impressions and to all other sensory stimuli. One reaches the will of the child 
(i.e., her movement organism) and mobilizes her willingness to act by way of 
the surrounding sense impressions, by giving her examples to imitate which 
causes her to exercise her will. Even though the child orients herself so readily 
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to examples and spontaneously engages her will in that way, everything still 
has to be learned, so there is always a certain threshold to be conquered. It 
is most impressive to witness this conquering of a threshold when children 
learn to walk, which, all in all, takes about a year until the first small steps 
really succeed and become more certain. Learning from examples even goes 
so far that children imitate all kinds of peculiar characteristics of the gaits of 
adults around them. It shouldn’t be underestimated how much exertion of the 
will and effort is needed to achieve all this early in life. This goes to show 
that the education of the will is identical with learning, with building up the 
ability to learn, and we see the same principle at work when we proceed to 
other levels. Education of the will on a physical level has to do with dexterity 
and coordination; it means developing integrated, well-adapted motor skills. 
Correspondingly, moving to the level of soul and spirit, education of the 
will means building up a maximum ability to handle emotional and mental 
processes. Thus one can say that there is no learning process resulting in 
a skill we can use later on which is not the result of an effort of will. All 
capacities we have at our disposal as adults have been gained by exerting 
ourselves earlier on. 

We can add a further experience when we ask the question: What prompts 
children to imitate most readily? For example, when a child talks back and 
doesn’t want to follow, what induces her immediately to change her mind 
and comply, even though she just protested? When this child notices that 
the adult has something really important in mind and is deeply interested in 
pursuing that, all protest will vanish into the background. When the adult 
fully identifies with whatever she is engaged, she creates the best conditions 
for the child to enter into her intention. The child absorbs that through her 
senses and will attempt to imitate it. That way she makes it into her own 
movement, her own activity and her own dexterity. 

Motivation of the Will during the Elementary School Years 
The phase characterized above, during which it is enough for the adult to 

be involved in order to motivate and enthuse the child, lasts until the eighth 
or ninth year at most. If the mode of learning described above would remain 
the same, we wouldn’t encounter the many educational challenges that occur 
from here on until puberty. At the beginning of elementary school, children 
can no longer be motivated directly by just giving an example. The demands 
of the motor system begin to take second-place and it becomes possible for 
children to sit still for longer periods of time. Then begins a phase when 
the will can be mobilized only when children like something. That occurs 
because during this developmental phase, the will is no longer directed by 
the sense impressions but by the feelings. The best incentive now comes from 
the teacher who is fully engaged in what she says or deems right to such a 
degree that her own enthusiasm and deeply-felt conviction set the feelings of 
the child in motion. For example, the teacher will have succeeded in speaking 
about Caesar if a pupil comes home every day and feels inspired to recount 
to his mother the latest about Caesar, because he’s so completely engaged 



��

by the subject. A few days later, he comes home, throws his backpack in a 
corner, and runs up to his room past the open kitchen door where his mother 
is waiting for the next installment about Caesar. All he can utter is, “Mom, 
Caesar is dead!” Deeply moved, he throws himself onto the bed and can 
hardly deal with Caesar’s assassination. It doesn’t matter if a sixth grader 
knows exactly when Caesar was born and died, or when the battles were. 
What has an educational effect at this age is what moves the will through the 
feelings, such as the digestion of strong feelings of sadness and indignation 
illustrated by this example. 

Insight as a Motivator of the Will of the Adolescent 
At the end of the elementary school years, or at the latest the beginning 

of high school, the teacher notices that biographies don’t reach the pupils in 
the same way. At the onset of puberty, teenagers can no longer be motivated 
primarily through their feelings. Youngsters are much more likely to become 
motivated when they are able to act out of understanding. Without thought 
or insight adolescents don’t feel motivated. They will sometimes even opt 
not to do things they actually like when they don’t see the sense of doing 
them. A toddler overcomes her dislike of learning when she has an example 
she loves. A grade-school child overcomes a lack of engagement when she 
experiences strong interest and understanding in an adult, which have the 
effect of enthusing her and mobilizing her will. An adolescent needs a grown-
up who is full of questions, who is striving for understanding and teaches 
the pupils out of this quest. 

When the students sense this search in a teacher, they can relate. Teachers 
who embody this ideal tend to be most beloved. When the high school teacher 
brings the material in such a way that she gives the facts but leaves the act of 
will, which is necessary to gain insight, to the pupils themselves, the capacities 
of will are being awakened on a spiritual level. To illustrate this, I would like 
to describe an example from a physiology block in tenth grade, in which we 
had just discussed the circulation of the blood in the human being. 

I had told the students about the discovery of the closed circulatory system 
by William Harvey. In Harvey’s day, people thought that the blood was built 
up by the nutritional processes in the center of the body and was used up in 
the periphery. It wasn’t yet known that the blood returns to the heart, but it 
was known through dissection that the heart is astonishingly small and can 
hold only about 70 ml of blood. By feeling the pulse, it had been observed 
that the heart typically beats about 80 times per minute. Having learned this, 
the class began to make up the craziest theories about how Harvey had come 
to see that the blood must circulate in a closed system. Finally one pupil 
reasoned as follows: When the heart passes on 70 ml of blood with every 
pulse, 80 times per minute, the total volume of blood of 5.6 liters has to pass 
through the heart every minute. If one calculates the volume per hour and 
then multiplies that by 24, the total amount of blood circulating in a day is 
thousands of liters. Since no human being can eat or drink as much as would 
be necessary to produce such a huge quantity of blood, the student concluded 
that the blood must return to the center. 
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The pupil who was able to develop this logical train of thought was not one 
of the most capable students and had not actively involved himself in class 
up to that point. It was an archetypal pedagogical situation when I witnessed 
how the whole class participated in the boy’s happiness at having found the 
right solution, and everyone shared his triumph because it had been prepared 
by all of them, each pupil having wrestled with this problem. Coming to such 
an individual insight can make an adolescent into a different person because 
he feels a direct connection to his will, having mastered the problem by his 
own efforts. This results in increased self-confidence and a feeling of being 
able to think independently. This triumphal feeling can last for weeks, and 
the teacher can use it by keeping this confidence alive. 

How Education of the Will Builds Self-confidence 
and Becomes a Wellspring of Morality 

We now come to the essence of what it means to educate the will. We 
must offer the children age-appropriate materials in such a way that they 
are induced to become active themselves. All that happens in school, be it 
examples, stories, or other pedagogical stimuli, should, in the last analysis, 
serve to bring out independent activity. Learning to walk is something you 
have to do yourself, digesting feelings is something you have to learn yourself, 
and grasping things intellectually is something you have to accomplish 
yourself, no matter if others have understood the same things before you. 
It would mean nothing for your own development if things were taken in 
purely as information. Seen this way, education of the will means always 
awakening the pupil’s own activity and therefore is the most important process 
for building self-confidence. 

When you’re clumsy, you feel uncertain inside your body. When you 
have no self control, you will lack confidence in your interactions with other 
people. Inasmuch as the will has been addressed and exercised at different 
levels during education, self-confidence will be anchored in corresponding 
levels of body, soul, and spirit. Thus the education of the will in children and 
teenagers should have as its main aim the strengthening of self-confidence. 

Many people today are extremely self-conscious; they tend to be highly 
awake, sensitive, and vulnerable. At the same time they suffer from an 
enormous lack of inner conviction and self-confidence, which can often be 
traced back to a development of the intellectual capacities which has taken 
place without a corresponding development of the will. This raises the 
question: How can the education of the will become a source of morality? 
For it is so that a human being who is out of touch with herself and therefore 
has no self-confidence will have no access to the sources of her own morality. 
When we say morality “in whatever way we would like to define the term” 
we mean in the last analysis: dependability, reliability and the capacity to 
become interested, without which it is impossible to relate to anything or 
anyone. Connecting in a moral way essentially means connecting inwardly, 
and without involvement of the ego a moral bond is impossible among 
people. When a healthy relationship to our own inner being has not been 
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established by building up a healthy self-confidence, we have no access to 
the wellspring of morality. 

In present-day social circumstances, the will threatens to derail more and 
more in the form of aggression and violence. Violence and extremism are the 
results of a failed development of the will, for a successful education of the 
will leads to a strong, dependable relationship to the world. On a physical 
level the child learns dexterity by handling and mastering the things of the 
world, and in so doing learns to relate to the earth. Later children learn to get 
involved on a soul level by feeling empathy and compassion, they establish 
a relationship to the world with their hearts, and finally, as their powers of 
comprehension ripen, with their heads. Inhuman actions can arise only in 
situations where the human being cannot establish a relationship. 

Obstacles to the Education of the Will 
An education of the will is being thwarted because we unwittingly do 

things which prevent children from developing the right things at the right 
time, for instance, by furthering the motor system in the early years and the 
capacity to feel and think later on. Young children are deprived of movement. 
We drive them everywhere, we give them few opportunities to exercise their 
limbs, and we set them in front of the television, where they sit still. Maybe 
it is not our intention, but in doing so we practice an education in which the 
ego is constantly being forced to detach from the will. By forcing the ego 
thus to detach from the will in the motor system, the processes of growth and 
development at this age are taking place for hours on end without participation 
of the ego. As a result there will be an increased tendency to act without 
participation of the ego, and this tendency arises directly out of the physical 
constitution, it is body-bound. 

During the elementary school phase we likewise encounter obstacles 
which stand in the way of entering into things with the feelings. This will 
especially be the case when the education is inartistic, one-sidedly intellectual, 
or oriented too much toward passing on information. All too often the pupils 
experience how teachers will be almost apologetic, explaining to them that 
they also find the material boring and uninteresting but are forced to pass 
it on to the students. Therefore everything the teacher brings to the young 
pupils must be something in which she is deeply interested. Nothing lames 
the development of the will in the second phase more than critical aloofness, 
intellectualism, and the abstract passing on of information, which breeds in 
the pupils a mocking, distant attitude towards the world. 

The third type of obstacle, which we see especially in high school, is 
a certain type of uncertainty on a spiritual level. In that type of thinking 
everything is possible, nothing seems binding anymore, and there is no real 
responsibility to the truth. Pragmatism prevails; the question is no longer 
whether a thing is true, but whether it is doable. This touches on a central 
problem facing scientists today. 

Present-day culture directly forces our children and youth to bail out 
“in body, soul, and spirit.” The ego is no longer given a chance to become 
interested and is in essence barred from establishing a meaningful relationship 
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to the world; therefore we have to resign ourselves to existing circumstances 
which are no longer accessible to our will. 

A few years ago an article appeared in the German magazine Spiegel about 
a new kindergarten in Hamburg which specialized in children of drug addicts. 
There it was found that three things can counteract possible addiction in the 
children. The first requirement is to free the mind of any prejudice when 
talking to the child and to show absolute interest in everything she brings. 
With this should go openness and acceptance. In our hearts, we should carry 
an attitude which gives a child the feeling, “You are just right; I like you 
just the way you are.” Thirdly, it is important to give the child, once a day at 
least, a clear sense of achievement: “You did it!” It was found that children 
thrive in these circumstances, regardless of educational content they receive 
besides, and, Spiegel reports optimistically, the children won’t be tempted 
to grab the needles lying around at home. Thus one may actually trust that 
these dangers can largely be avoided when an interest in the world has been 
awakened and a can-do attitude has been fostered. 

From Education to Self-education 
Even with a successful education of the will, things can go wrong, either 

in youth or later in life. Something can throw a wrench in the works and 
everything will be brought into question. Even with the fruits of a good 
education and all the necessary prerequisites, the human being repeatedly 
comes to stand in front of an abyss and must ask: Do I have the will or not? 
Thus we come to realize that the best education of the world doesn’t release 
us from a constant daily effort to transform education into self-education; it 
is part of being human. 

This brings us to a large problem for present-day society, because our 
culture provides little incentive to take our own inner development in hand. 
Recently, I have met many people who told me with regard to the atrocities 
perpetrated in Yugoslavia: “I have come to the limits of my comprehension. 
I cannot stand this any longer. It is impossible for me to come to terms 
with this.” This shows how hard it is today, especially for young people, 
to be exposed to the inhumanity in the world without sliding into a state of 
despair about existence as a whole. This challenge often deprives people of 
their vitality. We can thus see a trend in modern historical development that 
challenges us to come to a real inner decision: Do I have the will to devote 
myself wholeheartedly to bringing more true humanity into the world? 
Morality is always a question of decision and commitment. Even with a 
very good education I can still behave very badly at times when I have made 
wrong decisions. 

The source of morality becomes a living experience only when we begin 
to make decisions without the involvement of parents or teachers. Even when 
students willingly accept things that have been decided for them, sooner or 
later in life they will notice that certain decisions have to be made anew at 
some point, this time independently. This shows that education of the will 
alone, while giving access to the source of morality, isn’t enough to unlock 
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this source. Only the free human ego can do this by a conscious decision to 
live and work in a way that is a worthy of true humanity. Therefore morality 
can mean no less than an ongoing, lifelong struggle to participate honestly 
and lovingly in the evolution of humanity and the individual, both at home 
and at work. 

Acting Out of Love and Freedom 
We now come to the most delicate point of this theme—to the point where 

we as individuals must confront ourselves, where we discover our limits and 
realize the extent of our powers of will, compassion, and insight. Here we 
must face the questions: With the possibilities at my disposal, how do I find 
the strength to do something constructive for the progress of those around 
me and for the world as a whole? Where are the ideas and the ideals that 
give me moral orientation? If, at that point, I cannot wholeheartedly say yes 
to the course of action I decide for myself, it won’t be a true moral action. 
It may be something good which serves others, a useful action at best, but 
it will be a moral action only when I do it with the full involvement of my 
ego, when it is an expression of my being. That means when I love what I 
do and act out of free choice. 

As far as the source of morality is concerned, freedom and love are 
identical concepts. Thus we can feel truly motivated for our actions only when 
we can retain our individual integrity, when we know why we do something. 
We are moral in our feelings when we can meet others and ourselves with 
interest and know where we stand. We come to a moral relationship to the 
world in our thinking when our quest for knowledge is directed towards 
truths and honesty. 

We can grasp the ego as source of our personality in a threefold way. We 
can experience it as ego consciousness, which gives us the sense of a unified 
being. On the one hand, we experience it as the strength of self-confidence, 
on the other as consciousness or center, as I. As soon as we employ the ego, 
we do so on the level of thinking, feeling, and willing. Therefore this ego 
manifests in a threefold way: as love for truth, as love for our fellow human 
beings and the world, and as the striving for autonomy and freedom. These 
qualities are constantly being threatened by the fact that we are tempted to 
be dishonest and loveless. 

We see that the ego lives between the ideal and a counter-ideal. The ego 
holds the middle between the longing for truth and mendacity, between the 
capacities of love and hatred, between the striving for freedom and the lust 
for power. This source of morality is constantly endangered from within by 
our lower ego, which always threatens the higher ego. It is only possible for 
us to conceptualize this higher ego in the form of ideals and we can only, so to 
speak, pull it down into ourselves. If, however, we didn’t have the lower ego, 
which always wants to hinder us from rising above ourselves and conquering 
our egotism, we would not be able to be moral beings. Animals have no choice 
but to act according to the behavioral patterns of their species; only human 
beings can act immorally. We are not complete at birth, and our physical, 
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psychological and spiritual constitution doesn’t keep itself in balance. As 
we grow older we become aware of the necessity of self-education. This 
involves acceptance of the way we are and a free resolve to act in the world 
according to our gifts and capacities. In contrast to the animals, we are always 
evolving, working to realize our potential. Because of this, human beings 
are capable of immoral deeds; we can make mistakes and stray from the 
path. A successful education of the will is therefore a good preparation for 
a second birth later in life, when we take our education into our own hands. 
Such a step is a sign of healthy self-confidence and self-knowledge. What a 
feat to break through to the source of morality, to become truly self-reliant, 
to become one’s self! When we succeed, it is indeed a most infectious thing 
for those around to witness. Schools today must therefore be places where 
people can experience how infectious health is! 

–––––––––––––––––––
Michaela Glöckler, M.D., has been active as a pediatrician and school 

doctor for many years. She is the author of numerous articles and several 
books on children’s health and Waldorf education, including A Guide to 
Child Health, published by Floris Books. Since 1988 she has directed the 
Medical Section at the Goetheanum in Dornach, Switzerland. She lectures 
widely throughout the world on behalf of the Waldorf movement and is an 
active partner in the Alliance for Childhood.
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huMan dEvElopMEnt and thE ForcEs oF Morality

an anthropology oF Moral Education

by 

Ernst-Michael Kranich

translated by Jon McAlice

Among the notes and fragments of the German poet Novalis we find the 
following remark: “Rightly understood, morality is the actual realm of life 
for a human being.”1 What we call morality begins when we look beyond 
our narrow personal wishes and interests; when we free ourselves of the 
bias of egotism; and when other people, other beings become important to 
us and we feel the urge to share their experiences. When empathy and caring 
move us to dedicate our lives to others, to place ourselves at the service of 
our fellow human beings and our surroundings, then the realm in which we 
live can be called moral. It is easy to imagine that life in this realm can grow 
ever stronger and more powerful. As this happens, we move from having 
a childlike dependency on our environment to taking on a co-creative role. 
We can experience how our actions flow from a living center, our own “I” or 
ego.2 Through this living center we are able to gain insight into the nature of 
things, to see the spiritual in outer manifestations. In this living center, this 
ego, we experience the inspirations of our artistic creativity. We can sense 
that human nature reaches its highest form of expression when we connect 
ourselves with our surroundings through moral forces and impulses. When 
this occurs, the illusion of separation disappears. The moral realm is clearly 
related to the element of warmth, as well, which, with its invigorating force, 
penetrates the surface and reaches deep within.

Morality is the realm of human perfection. It can be attained only 
gradually. Here lies the future of humanity, an endangered future. If we want 
to follow up on these introductory remarks and work toward a more concrete 
understanding, we must begin by posing a series of questions:

•  What is the origin of moral impulses?
•  What are the stages of soul development that enable it to bring   

 moral impulses to life?
•  What are the outer conditions—the configurations of the human   

 body—that make possible the realization of moral impulses?
•  In what ways is a developing individual connected to the various   

 forces of morality?
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Anatomical Basis of Morality
If the human body were a structure that was completely determined by 

the laws of heredity, it would be impossible to understand how it could 
become an instrument through which a self is able to realize moral impulses 
in action. The impersonal nature of genetic determination would lead to a 
body that was complete unto itself. How could it possibly become the tool 
of ethical or moral action? This is only possible in that the ego plays a role 
in the formation of the body.

In early childhood and, especially, in the first year of life, the individual, 
through her own effort, gradually takes hold of the body from within, 
working to permeate it from top to bottom with the forces of her will. When 
a child stands, we can recognize in the vertical posture an inner being, who 
through an act of will overcomes gravity and holds herself in balance. Self-
balanced uprightness is a sign of centeredness. A self arises in a being that 
acts intentionally and experiences itself as centered.

As a child’s self grasps its body and raises it up against the forces of 
gravity, it works to re-form the body. I have presented this in depth in other 
writings and wish only to call certain details to mind.3 The legs of a small 
child tend to bow outward. The weight of the body presses down on them. 
By the time a child has reached age seven, a characteristic human posture 
has been attained: feet and ankles are close together, and thighs slant outward 
above the knees and carry the weight of the body in the hip joints. This new 
structural configuration, with its narrow base and sovereign support of the 
body, brings a quality of centeredness and inner activity to expression. The 
form of the legs takes on the signature of active selfhood. Feet elongate. 
An arch is formed through the activity of walking, a powerful impulse of 
movement in the foot. The weight of the body is overcome through an inner 
concentration of forces. This is why we can find a point of balance between 
the ball and the heel of the foot. Thanks to the formation of the arch, the foot 
receives the signature of the activity of the ego and becomes the foundation 
for the free posture of the human body. 4

The skeletal-muscular system within our trunk also goes through a process 
of transformation. In striving to raise the head in order to look at the world 
around it, a child forms the upward curvature of the neck, the cervical lordosis. 
In striving to stand upright and to carry the body freely, a child forms the 
downward curve toward the base of the spine, the lumbar lordosis.

When we follow these transformations physiologically, we discover 
something significant: The ego of a child is at work in the unconscious 
depths of the body, where the bones are formed and the muscles develop. 
Through this work the ego impresses its signature on the child’s body. The 
ego forms the body to fit, in that it brings itself to expression. In the course 
of the process, the form of the knee joint and the arrangement of the tendons 
develop in such a way that when the leg is completely extended, the thigh and 
the lower leg are pressed together in what is functionally a single structure. 
Similarly, in a fully upright posture, the head of the femur is pressed so 
firmly into the cuplike acetabulum of the hipbone that a functional unity 
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of the two is ensured. A human becomes a being who, when standing, rests 
completely in the body’s static equilibrium. In standing, he enters a state of 
will-permeated rest. All the tendencies to movement and states of tension 
that vibrate in an animal’s body even when at rest are eradicated. Thus, in 
early childhood, a human becomes a being that, even in the form of the body, 
brings to expression a tendency to move not simply impulsively, but rather 
out of peaceful centeredness to form inner goals and then to realize them 
in action. Thanks to a body’s restfulness, the will organization of a human 
being is open to intentions which the individual forms within, in the thinking 
selfhood.

As this transformative process takes place in a child’s bodily structure, a 
similar process takes place in the brain. Those sections of the brain, thanks 
to which an individual is able to grasp conceptually what he perceives, are 
more finely developed. This occurs primarily in the period up to age three. 
The formally highest areas are developed in the frontal part of the brain, 
just behind the forehead. By the time a child is six, the structures here will 
have developed that allow him to grasp complicated relationships, the basis 
for intentional action. The frontal cortex is also the basis for the recognition 
of creativity, which gives action its meaning. It enables us to work through 
our experience and practice self-reflection. Clinical observations show that 
the development of the frontal cortex allows us to grasp ideas that raise 
us above fleeting impressions and desires to a recognition of the tasks and 
necessities of life. When such ideas become the basis for action, human life 
begins to become the expression of morality. Both the will-organization of 
the skeletal-muscular system and the physical basis for thinking take on a 
configuration in which the self can bring itself to expression. The thinking 
through which a person conceives intentional actions is permeated with the 
power and prudence of selfhood. This configuration forms bodily conditions 
for the realization of moral impulses in our outer life.

This configuration is also the basis for the development of certain moral 
traits. By the time she is seven, a child is able to recall in inner pictures what 
she experiences in her surroundings. These pictures are not rigid, as are most 
objects, but flexible. Thus the child can let the pictures flow into one another 
and, in passing from one to the other, recognize relationships. In doing so 
she exercises her thinking in the medium of pictorial images.

Virtues
What happens in a human being when thoughts immerse themselves in 

will? A person decides to speak the truth in a given situation although he 
knows that, from an opportunistic point of view, it would be better to say 
nothing or to say something else. When he raises this decision to the level of 
a will impulse and stands for the truth, then we say he is upright or honorable. 
If a person resolves not to take more than he needs to sustain his existence, 
and then lives up to his resolution, we say he is modest. And when he fulfills 
an agreement, we call his behavior reliable.

Such thoughts affect the will not only case-by-case; they may become 
such an integral part of the will that they form a character trait. Thought 
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and will reach a state of harmony in which, as in the resonance of two notes 
sounded together, something new is created. In this case, a person is not 
simply upright in this or that situation, uprightness becomes something that 
grows in him. He is not just now and again modest; rather modesty comes 
to life within him. The same is true for reliability. When selfless goals of 
action connect themselves so deeply with the will that this takes on a stable 
orientation, virtues such as justice, loyalty, carefulness, responsibility, 
helpfulness, courage, deliberation, uprightness, honesty, modesty, gratitude, 
and reliability begin to evolve. Virtues are will that has been worked through 
with thought, will that is spirit-permeated.

Virtues are of great significance for an individual. Are a person’s actions 
determined by outer conditions, waves of emotion, habits, or momentary 
irritation? If the impulses of justice, loyalty, or honesty are at work in his 
deeds, he acts completely out of himself. Human will receives inner form 
through virtue; our actions gain an inner certainty. The French psychologist 
Le Senne once characterized virtues as “the inner skeleton of the soul.”

This inner skeleton is formed—as is the final configuration of the physical 
skeleton—through certain transformative processes.5 Virtues are developed 
through the transformation of other soul traits. Modesty is developed 
by overcoming inordinate desire. Reliability is developed if a person no 
longer allows his actions to be determined by ever-changing experiences 
of sympathy and antipathy. And the virtue of diligence is attained when a 
person transforms indolence and sluggishness through the power of intention. 
When we understand the human soul, we see that every virtue corresponds 
to a weakness and that often an inner struggle takes place between the 
weakness and its corresponding virtue. Desire, sympathies and antipathies, 
indolence, the tendency to react emotionally, all are elementary driving 
forces of the astral body. They are transformed into human virtues through 
a slow metamorphosis, deep in the human soul. The individual acts out of 
the dynamic core of selfhood in this process of transformation, a process 
of overcoming. As the force of selfhood grows, the ego slowly permeates 
the astral body. Thus a person who acts with deliberation, carefulness, or 
uprightness acts completely out of himself. He has freed himself from the 
chains of stupefying urges.

Just as the ego permeates the body by transforming inherited forms, it 
now permeates the astral body. This brings about inner harmony between 
selfless thoughts and will, which, as virtue, forms an inner moral realm. The 
inner life of the individual takes on a moral character.6

Moral Education in the Second Seven Years
How can we support these processes through education? How can the 

development of moral character traits be nurtured in schools? This facet of 
education affects the individuality more strongly than other educational tasks 
and confronts educators with a challenge that must, for the most part, be met 
before the child reaches puberty. There are specific axioms of life that govern 
moral education. Rudolf Steiner characterized one of them as follows: 
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When we want to educate a child, whenever we believe that she 
should acquire this or that character attribute, we must approach 
the child indirectly, so to say. We should not try to graft this or that 
attribute upon the child, but we first should awaken the yearning 
for this trait; we should first get the child to yearn for acquiring this 
characteristic later on. 

And a little later he added: “If we are able to guide a child’s desires, 
we affect the core of a child’s life.”7

A desire or a longing can be awakened in a child’s soul only through 
intense encounters. The strongest possible feeling for the significance 
of virtue must be awakened in children. Plutarch, for instance, was 
convinced of this. He begins his description of Pericles’ life with the 
following comment: 

Virtuous action affects us in such a way that we do not merely 
marvel at the deeds, but wish to imitate those who have done them…. 
For the good attracts us powerfully… it forms the character of those 
who observe it not only when they imitate it, the observation alone 
awakens a quality of resolve. This has moved me to continue my 
biographies of famous men.8

The predisposition for and the seeds of morality are present in a child’s 
soul. When children experience morality in their encounters with the 
world around them, these seeds are awakened and brought to life. Initially 
this takes place in their encounters with adults, including their teachers. 
As Steiner wrote, “We should praise that human being and call him 
fortunate, who is able to look up to his teachers and educators as natural 
authorities—not only in the special moments of life, but always.”9

In a time in which children are exposed through the media to images 
of untransformed forces of the soul, to licentious action and brutality, a 
teacher needs a strong inner preparation to be able to counter the effects 
of this mis-education. In striving toward a moral education, he may 
immerse himself intensely in the images of fairy tales and legends and 
in the figures of mythology and history. He first learns to experience 
deeply within himself what lives in them as virtue, transformed soul 
forces, and moral strength. Then his storytelling will be permeated with 
the experience of this majesty and strength. It is only thus that a teacher’s 
words can find their way into the deeper soul regions of a child in which 
the seeds of morality lie. By living into the experience of the these images, 
children find themselves moved to look up to figures in the stories and 
discover an inner sympathy, an inclination for what lives in them as moral 
strength. The emotional nature of this inclination can cover the entire 
spectrum from gentle sympathy to a feeling of being thunderstruck. In 
these encounters of the soul, the seeds of morality sprout in each child 
differently and with a different intensity. 
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The soul opens itself through emotions to the manifold world of moral 
forces. In this emotional opening, longing to develop these forces awakens 
in our own souls.

Strengthening the Seed of Morality in Sleep
Longings, unlike momentary waves of feeling, do not dissipate quickly; 

they live on in the soul, giving its striving an inner direction, even when it 
is no longer stimulated from without. When addressing questions of moral 
education and the development of a moral disposition, we must take into 
account a recurring phase of daily life that poses a riddle to our normal 
consciousness: sleep.

When a human being falls asleep, his inner being releases itself from its 
connection to the physical body. This being can be recognized in the waking 
individual in many ways: in posture, expression, gesture, voice, action, and so 
on. In sleep, the body is like an empty container. The ego and the astral body 
are in some degree freed from it. For a time, they exist beyond the influences 
that affect them in waking; they exist within a lawfulness that is innate to 
them. Through this shift in the modality of existence, much is clarified that 
was still confused as we passed into sleep. Thoughts and judgments take on 
breadth and depth. Emotions, which may have held the soul captive, recede; 
their insignificance becomes apparent. At times, one arises from sleep with 
new goals and resolutions. Sleep provides a deeper awakening and a space 
for inner work.

Where does this take place? Who participates in these vital processes? 
The ego and the astral body enter an environment that is fundamentally 
different from the natural world. Spirit manifests itself in the natural world 
through the earthly media of matter and force. A human being cannot become 
conscious of the earthly world without his body. In the world that the human 
being enters in sleep, beings live who do not need a body to apply their gifts 
or to develop their capacities. These are beings with stronger inner forces. 
The concept of evolution can aid in understanding these beings.

In the future, according to Steiner, human beings will evolve to higher 
stages. The next stage is that of the spirit-self.10 The beings higher than 
humans, the beings of the so-called third hierarchy, have already developed 
the spirit-self and, in part, still higher spiritual forces. Steiner wrote about 
the spirit-self in Theosophy: The fact that the spirit-self is developed 
“becomes apparent in so far as instincts, drives, and passions become 
translucent, illuminated by that which the ‘I’ has received from spirit.” As 
with development of character virtues, we look to transformation of the 
astral body: Urges, desires, and passions are the forces of impulse that live 
in the astral body. They are dark and of glowing intensity. The darkness is 
illuminated by the spiritual light, which the “I” has taken up into itself and 
transformed in a process of transubstantiation.

In moments of passion, one gives oneself completely to an experience of 
enjoyment; the astral body flares up in the licentious enjoyment of sensual 
experience. This flaring up can be illuminated by the spiritual light of truth 
and moral ideals. The more comprehensive the truth and the higher the ideal, 
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the more able they are to permeate the heat of passion. In this process the 
warmth of passion unites itself with the truth, with the moral ideal. The soul 
begins to glow with the warmth of its devotion to the spirit. The hot coals of 
passion become the selfless flame of enthusiasm.

A dull impetus, without form or direction, works in the realm of the urges. 
These too can be illuminated by the spiritual light with which the “I” fills 
itself. Unarticulated will then frees itself from the body. It unites its strength 
with the light of truth and of ideals. The undirected impetus becomes inner 
striving, striving to realize the spirit within our own will. Thus urges become 
transformed into a form of spiritual service.

Desire also becomes a significant capacity in the realm of the spirit-self. 
In contrast to urges, desire flares up in relation to surroundings. It draws those 
things toward itself that it seeks to turn into itself in search of satisfaction. The 
consuming energy of desire can be satisfied only momentarily. Transformed, 
however, desire becomes the kind of devotion through which one takes the 
spirit into oneself in such a way that one experiences bliss. Desire becomes 
the soul’s inner force of devotion to the spirit.

These three traits—selfless enthusiasm, inner spiritual devotion, and 
striving to reveal the spirit-self in action—characterize the beings of the third 
hierarchy. Because they have transformed the astral body into the spirit-self, 
their being is living morality.

Children enter the realm of these beings when they sleep. They bring 
with them the qualities of sympathy and will-directed inclination for the 
morals that have been awakened in them through their lessons. This gives 
them a certain openness to the beings of the third hierarchy. In that children 
have been touched by virtues, that is, by the forces of morality, an inner 
relationship lives in children’s astral bodies to these beings, beings who 
are no longer at the stage of striving for morality but rather have enabled 
morality to ripen within them. This allows the beings of the third hierarchy 
to bring their forces to bear on the seeds of morality, to enliven them, and to 
strengthen them. Significant processes of moral development unfold in the 
course of this nightly communication between the inner beings of children 
and higher beings.

What is enlivened and strengthened in sleep by the moral forces of higher 
beings flows into the waking life of a child. It is possible to recognize the 
slow maturing of a child’s moral forces. A child’s behavior changes slowly. 
Bad habits or character traits recede or disappear altogether, positive activity 
appears. For instance, a child begins to share the feelings of others more than 
before, another begins to enjoy being able to help. Another appears to be 
more focused and undertakes more seriously to do what she says she will. 
In such instances we see the budding of the seeds of moral forces in a child. 
We can also see, at times, that a child’s inclination toward what is good or 
noble becomes a basic mood of soul.

These outer changes are connected to changes in life processes, in the 
etheric body. Feelings always modify the rhythm of breathing. What come 
to expression are qualities of serenity or stimulation inherent in various 
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feeling states. Breathing rhythm becomes increasingly peaceful or excited, 
its amplitude increases or decreases. Feelings immerse themselves in the 
living rhythm of the breathing process. Their effects disappear with the 
same rapidity as do the feelings themselves. If, however, in sleep, the child’s 
relationship to what is good and noble is deepened through the beings of 
the third hierarchy, a child’s astral body immerses itself with strengthened 
sympathy in the child’s breathing life. Soul forces can become so strong 
that they do not merely modify the rhythm momentarily, but rather immerse 
themselves fully in this life of rhythm. They then live on in the form of a fine 
modification of a child’s breathing. Sympathy for the moral is now present 
in a medium whose rhythm continues unbroken. It no longer dies away, but 
lives on in the flowing rhythm of the stream of breathing; it becomes a basic 
mood of soul. 

Human Conscience
As educators, we must also keep in mind that an inner source of moral 

impulses exists in each human being: the human conscience. When a person 
whose heart has not grown entirely cold notices another person in need, 
what speaks within him at that moment is the voice of his conscience. If we 
pass by without reaching out to help, conscience speaks again, with similar 
incisiveness. Conscience is a source of moral impulses and of moral judgment. 
It speaks with the certainty of inspiration. It points us with irresistible force 
in the direction of moral action. The German philosopher J.G. Fichte wrote 
of conscience: “To listen to my conscience, to obey it honestly, without fear 
or cleverness, this is my only goal, my raison d’etre. My life has thus ceased 
to be an empty game devoid of truth or meaning.” 11

Many philosophers and psychologists have explored the nature of 
this inner moral voice, often asking where it is located within the human 
constitution. Some hold to the view that it is to be found within the realm 
of feeling. The voice of conscience is perceived in the emotional sphere. 
Conscience does not, however, belong to the circle of other emotions. It is 
different from emotions such as joy, sorrow, hope, reverence, and love. We 
experience in these emotions our own being. Conscience speaks in human 
souls with an objectivity that supersedes the merely personal. Other thinkers 
have placed conscience in the will, not in the sphere of will as it is manifested 
in daily activity, but in a higher form of will, for conscience commands the 
will. It is the origin of the deepest moral impulses. It appears to be rooted 
in the depths of the will. From there, it rises to the surface of consciousness 
in the emotional realm, where we experience it as a source of direction for 
our personal life.

The development of human conscience presents a burning question 
today. The voice of conscience can fall silent. The consequent lack of moral 
orientation creates a vacuum that can give rise to destructive forces of 
behavior. How does conscience develop? What can education do to help its 
development? Take, for example, the situation in which the inner disposition 
for what is good comes to life in the soul of a child and moves the child to 
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help or protect another child. The impulses of helping and protecting penetrate 
the child’s will like rays of light. When this child falls asleep, she bears with 
her, in her astral body and in her ego, will that has been permeated by moral 
action. This enters the world of the third hierarchy. There the beings of the 
third hierarchy can work with the strength of their spiritually permeated 
morality on the goodness living in the child’s being. Into the child’s will 
flow the strength and certitude of the moral. The child bears the effects of 
this encounter into her world when she awakes. What has been impressed 
upon the child from out of the realm of sublime moral will expresses itself 
within her as the voice of conscience.12 Fichte characterized this dimension 
of the human conscience as “an oracle from the eternal world that reveals to 
me how to take my place within the order of the spiritual world.”13

In Steiner’s view, cultivating and nurturing the forces of human conscience 
belong to the challenge of moral education. This significantly widens the 
spectrum of what we have described. If conscience is to be developed further, 
a child must gain not only an emotional disposition that inclines toward what 
is good, but this disposition must also find its way into the will in the form of 
moral impulses. A child receives the strongest stimulation toward moral action 
from adults whom he learns to acknowledge as moral authorities based on the 
selfless nature of their actions. A child carries moral will impulses, sparked 
by meeting such individuals, into her sleep life, where these impulses are 
permeated with the moral strength of the third hierarchy. Thus, much depends 
on the adults and teachers in a child’s life. The formation of conscience lies 
in the hands of educators.

The moral certitude that a child develops through the development of 
her conscience is brought to her consciousness by a specific organ. This 
organ is a metamorphosis of the will organization; conscience develops 
through acts of will born of the warmth of moral ideals. Formative activity 
of the will manifests itself directly in the contractile properties of muscles. 
Muscles are permeated by moral force when a person acts without thought 
for himself. The organ of conscience is a muscular organ. It must, however, 
be free from all activity that reaches into the outer world. It must have a 
relationship to feeling, for conscience speaks to us in the realm of emotion. 
Feelings express themselves inwardly through rhythm. Thus, the organ in 
which impulses of will—which originate in the spiritual—are perceived as 
the voice of conscience is a rhythmically pulsating muscle: the heart. When 
a child awakens in the morning and carries enlivened forces of conscience 
into the world, she becomes conscious of these impulses in her heart. Just as 
the enduring inclination of the soul toward what is good lives on in a child’s 
breathing, the voice of conscience speaks in the rhythm of a child’s heart. 
Moral education brings about a significant development within the rhythmic 
organization, in the etheric body. “We must attain morality through an inner 
development of rhythm in the years between ages seven and fourteen.”14
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Dangers in Adolescence
The challenges of moral education described here lie between the ages of 

seven and fourteen. Until the second dentition, the formation of the physical 
body predominates. From then until puberty, development of etheric life 
processes and rhythms in the organs of the torso hold sway. In the early years 
of childhood, the physical body takes on a configuration that allows it to be 
the basis of moral action. In the middle years, we work through education 
to ensure that a strong connection to what is moral is created in rhythmic 
processes of the etheric. This is important for our path through life. 

In the transition from childhood to youth, forces awaken within human 
beings that endanger the possibility of a sound ethical existence. What has 
to be achieved by this point Steiner characterized in this way:

 
…The focus of education must be such that when an individual 

passes through puberty he has a strong feeling: I am not a whole 
human being, I don’t have the right to call myself a human being, if 
I am not good.

Young persons need a strongly conscious, deeply felt awareness that being 
human and acting morally are inseparable. This orients them so that they do 
not to fall prey to dangers threatening their moral capabilities.

During puberty, elemental forces of the astral body burst into the soul 
life of the youth—sensuality, passions, desires. Other soul qualities also 
arise: ideals, the capacity for enthusiasm, an inner search for meaning. 
These latter are forces of the astral body that have already been transformed 
and spiritualized. Thus, young adults experience a strong inner tension and 
disharmony. If they find nothing within to serve as their inner compass, they 
can easily find themselves in danger.

In order to describe these dangers adequately, we must summon a 
seemingly antiquated concept that has virtually disappeared from our 
vocabulary. It is common today to use the word “evil” to describe the horrible 
events of the last century; the term “sin,” however, is seldom used. Ambrosius, 
one of the Catholic patriarchs in the fourth century, listed the seven mortal 
sins as lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy, and pride. In lust, a person 
loses himself in the desires and passions of sexuality. Gluttony is unbridled 
enjoyment of the desires of eating and drinking. In greed, a person is trapped 
by the urge to possess. Sloth is passive surrender to bodily pleasure. When a 
person surrenders himself to the untransformed forces of his astral body, to 
those drives which he shares with the animals, he falls into sin. He forgets 
the actual task of being human: the gradual transformation of these forces 
into moral capacities.

 In a comprehensive study of changes in adolescent behavior we find the 
following: 

... [A] monopoly that is toppled: access to the pleasures and 
privileges of adults. To be an adult once meant having access to 
sexual relationships….With the end of patronized youth, the lusts 
and pleasures are moved more closely into the vicinity of childhood. 
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Sexuality and erotic relationships are only one example. Even 
adult forms of oral gratification have become available to younger 
children. Ever more young people are smoking and drinking, visiting 
bars and night-clubs, and finding access to the drug culture and 
addictions….15

One of the most worrisome tendencies of modern culture is described 
here in the dry style of contemporary sociological studies: the propagation 
of temptation and the opportunity to surrender oneself without orientation 
to that world of temptation. The path into what we should actually term the 
realm of sin is being trodden, unheeded, as though it were the most natural 
way in the world. MacIntyre characterized this trend quite accurately when 
he remarked that today thinking and speaking about morality have been 
“abandoned.”16

Commandments cannot help in the battle against temptation. Human 
beings no longer allow themselves be directed from without. They need a 
direction, an orientation that comes from within.

The second danger comes from the realm of destructive instincts. What 
we speak of as evil can work demonically, to the degree it has in the last 
century, only when it arises within human beings. Individuals find themselves 
confronted by forces from which they previously felt protected. These, too, 
emerge in the transition from childhood to youth. Many examples point 
clearly to this, especially the tendency toward brutality apparent at this age. 
We may also include the peculiar interest in horror films, with their terrifying 
images of torture, injury, and destruction. No young persons would have an 
inclination to watch such images if there were not within them, somewhere, 
a lust for evil. This demonic lust is drawn out by films. Psychologists speak 
of an enjoyment of fear, because the experience of fear is connected to this 
feeling of enjoyment. None would experience such a feeling of lust for evil, 
did they not bear within themselves an inner power of destruction. Individuals 
need this power, but it should not become a basis for action. In one of the most 
important works of Jewish mysticism, the Sohar, stands the statement: 

Evil is necessary, because God wanted to give humans freedom of 
choice. For this reason alone he had to want the existence of evil, in 
order that in resisting evil man could save and strengthen his moral 
forces.17

Humans beings bear evil within themselves not in order to act destructively, 
but, by resisting it, to develop forces of good in inner independence and 
freedom. The instincts and drives of evil work in the depths of human souls. 
It is a tragedy, however, when they rise up in the soul and the lust for evil or 
destructive instincts become the basis for action. Adolescents are not mature 
enough to face them alone. In watching horror films, for example, they may 
come to the point articulated by one adolescent: “Everything in me is erased 
by these films.”18 What are erased are human emotions of compassion and 
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the ability to have sympathy for others. A moral vacuum appears within the 
individual.

Where does evil originate within a human being? In the processes of 
change which take place during puberty, youth comes into an unmediated 
relationship with the forces of gravity. Adolescent growth spurts begin with 
the bones of the limbs, that is, with those parts of the body which, due to 
their tendency toward crystallization, separate themselves most strongly 
from the inner life of the individual. Because of their density, limb bones 
are more strongly affected by gravity. Gravity concentrates matter toward 
the center of the earth. It leads through concentration to solidification and 
separation from the rest of the cosmos. As bones grow, this force exercises a 
greater influence on the individual, and the will becomes focused, through the 
muscles, ever more strongly on overcoming weight and inertia. Adolescents 
unite their wills with those forces that would draw them out of a connection 
with the cosmos. As they permeate their will with forces of gravity, they 
gain a stronger feeling for themselves. In unconscious depths of the will, a 
form of egotism emerges which is drawn only to itself. If this finds its way 
into consciousness, it becomes an urge to destroy everything that is not in 
harmony with our own egotism. A destructive hate rises from unconscious 
depths. This power of destruction should remain in depths of soul, coming to 
consciousness only as an enhanced sense of self that supports the development 
of an independent personality. 

Today, as these forces find their way to the surface and endanger humanity, 
education finds itself facing new challenges. Two things are important in 
striving toward a form of education that can help adolescents stand up to 
the threats of this inner source of evil: Adolescents must learn to understand 
the world so deeply that they find an inner connection to it, and they must 
learn to grow beyond themselves in order to place themselves in the larger 
context of life and the cosmos.19
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consciEncE and Morality

by 

Karl Brodersen

translated by Ted Warren

What is conscience? What is morality? We need go no further than an 
unanswered letter, a postponed visit to an elderly relative, or a regretful word. 
In truth every minute of our lives is full of undone deeds. We always have good 
excuses: I had too much to do, my back hurt, I was in shock, I was bothered 
by my concerns for others, or in our childhood we were spoiled, abandoned 
or abused. This all affects our moral life. Does this affect our conscience, 
does our conscience even care what other people do or do not do? Maybe 
not, but we are very concerned with it. We are hiding something from our 
spouses, cheating on our taxes if we have the chance. We lie here, act mean 
there, put a little water in the wine, and it is all so human. We continuously 
forgive ourselves and put our conscience at ease.

Does everyone have a conscience? There are huge differences between 
people. Interestingly, the nicest, gentlest among us have the most tender 
conscience. They experience guilt when no one else would even think 
about it. Are guilty feelings primarily created in childhood? With the word 
conscience we usually mean a guilty conscience, but does it not also have 
a totally different side? Does it not stimulate us to do good deeds, to love 
others? As children we are not only disciplined but we are loved, we are cared 
for by loving mothers and by others. We can argue whether mother love is an 
instinct or a moral power. Instead let us hear what great spirits have thought 
and spoken on the subject.

Two Danish theologians, Lars Bo Bojesen and Jan Lindhardt, wrote an 
excellent book on how great thinkers have understood conscience.1 It appeared 
in Copenhagen in 1979 under the title Conscience. They begin with the time 
from just before year 1 ad until the middle of the nineteenth century, during 
which time pagans and Christians alike considered conscience to be an 
almighty, admonishing sun that shone upon all mankind, enlightening hearts 
as to what is right and what is wrong. Conscience was God’s voice in our 
hearts reflected in individual human souls. Passing over the Ancient Greek 
thinkers, they quote the stoic Seneca, at the time of Jesus. In the forty-first 
letter to his old friend Lucilius, he wrote:

We do not need to raise our hands to heaven, nor ask the temple 
servant for a place to lie before the picture of God in order to be more 
readily heard. God is near you, He is with you, and He is inside of 
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you. Lucilius, I think that within us sits the Holy Spirit, who observes 
our bad and good deeds and watches over us; as it is treated by us so 
does it treat us in return. I am certain that no one can be a good man 
without the help of God. Do you believe anyone can rise above fate 
without His help? In every good man a good God lives, but what type 
of God we do not know.

In Romans, Chapter 2, St Paul discussed the difference between Jews 
and Gentiles:

For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by nature the 
things contained in the law, these, having not the law, are a law unto 
themselves. Which shows the work of the law written in their hearts, 
their conscience also bearing witness, and their thoughts the means 
for accusing or else excusing one another. 

St Paul used the Greek word synderesis [the principle in moral 
consciousness which directs an agent to good] twelve times in his letters, but 
he does not attach any perfection to conscience. Rather he speaks a number 
of places about conscience’s uncertainty. The Church Father Origines (who 
died in 254) spoke of St Paul: “I think that conscience is the spirit in the soul 
that discovers, accompanies and guides us. Its task is to provide us with the 
best course of action and to correct us when we have sinned.”

Two hundred years later Hieronymus of Rhodes, an Aristotelian 
philosopher, wrote a comment on the prophets:

These authors interpret visions in agreement with Plato’s theory on 
the three elements of the soul: reason, spirit [will] and desire. These 
represent respectfully the human being, the lion and the bull. Above 
them is the eagle. Just as there is an element above all three elements, 
there is also a fourth element that the Greeks called synderesis. It is the 
spark of conscience that was never put out, not even in Cain’s heart 
as he was driven out of the fields. It is makes us feel our sinfulness 
when we are overcome by evil desires or unrestricted spirit or are 
fooled by seductive reason. It is natural to identify synderesis with 
the eagle since it is different than all other elements and connects 
them when they make mistakes.

The Scholastic’s treatment of this question is presented and material on 
the realism of St Thomas Aquinas (via antiqua) and William of Occam’s 
nominalistic picture of conscience (via moderna). On St Thomas:

In the end you would ask how Christian theology influenced his     
concept of conscience that we have so far described as a purely human 
endeavor. Roughly stated it can be said that revelations do not follow 
something new to natural law, and therefore do not increase ethical 
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knowledge. Everything written so far is true to the same degree for 
Gentiles as for Christians. But something new appears with Christ. 
The Christian receives the Holy Spirit, whose mercy is embodied in 
us (art habitus) and makes us want to act correctly. It makes us feel 
free to act in a way that pleases mercy and avoids that which acts 
against mercy.

The will becomes supported and guided by this new entity that is 
identical with God’s love. People no longer observe their conscience’s 
messages as a necessity they must follow, but as something they 
freely act upon, happily and willingly. Now it is more evident than 
ever before that conscience is free and sovereign. Under the ancient 
law to which Jewish people were bound, people were subjected to 
many outer restrictions and commandments. All that is gone now, and 
only conscience remains, with love as its companion and helpmate 
to realize its free insights.

Occam is sumarized as follows: “It appears to me that Occam prematurely 
grasps the way future thinkers defined conscience as the unbeatable power 
in the human mind and yet learned and determined by experiences. Shall 
we not look to Freud to find the parallel?” The section on Scholasticism is 
concluded: “According to both via antiqua and via moderna, Hieronymus’ 
eagle has landed and created a home in the human being.” 

A major force of change at the end of the Middle Ages, Occam died in 
1348. Then the whole question of the being of conscience and its role was 
reviewed on new premises. People began to view themselves and the world 
with a new form of self-conscience. Martin Luther appeared as the herald of 
this new age. When asked to retract his thesis during a session of parliament 
in Worms in 1521, he spoke: “Retract them I cannot nor do I want to, as it is 
dangerous and inadvisable to act against one’s conscience.” 

But one thing is an attitude that is expressed with words and another is 
Luther’s theology and its interpretation of the role conscience plays. Here he 
does not speak of conscience as a God-inspired ability to discern between right 
and wrong as did St Thomas, but rather as an eternal reminder of our status 
as fallen, guilty and sinful beings. We find that interpretation of Lutheran 
thought in all Protestant theology; something that easily transitions into a 
religion of laws that searches for support in the moral life, not as St Thomas 
did in the heart of man enlightened by the Holy Ghost, but rather in the 
scriptures and the church’s authority, much like Occam’s divine command 
interpretation. In reality the distinction and division between both opinions is 
not as sharp as indicated. Life provides its own corrections regardless of the 
theology. Eventually life becomes the center of our attention. All speculative 
and dogmatic thinking recedes, making room for objective thinking as natural 
science fills our spiritual horizon. The human being and his soul life become 
the objects of the same kind of thinking that takes on gravity, magnetism 
and microbes. 

In this new way of thinking, we find a new way to think of conscience. 
An important example is given from Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s statements 
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on the rights of individuals and children from Emile, or On Education, first 
published in �76�. In the fourth book we find Rousseau’s confrontation 
with theology in the form of a Savoyard priest’s lecture on knowledge and 
conscience. Here we find the following praise of conscience:

Conscience! Conscience! Godly instinct, eternal and heavenly voice, 
you secure the path for an ignorant and limited but thoughtful and free 
being, perfect judge of good and evil that makes mankind godlike, 
it is you who places the godliness in his nature and morality in his 
deeds; without you I would feel nothing within me that raises me 
above animals—nothing more than the advantage of flapping around 
from craziness to craziness, equipped as I am with a rational mind 
with no direction and rationality without principles. 

With this belief in human perfection, St Thomas’ via antiqua reappears, 
but now without the appearance of mercy. Conscience has become an attribute 
among people, their own property.

In multiple variations we find this opinion again amongst idealistic 
thinkers and the Romantic poets in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
From a colder perspective of the human soul and its deeds in history, new 
voices appear. Bojesen has collected them in the chapter “Conscience as 
a Product” and includes the most famous voices of this conviction: Karl 
Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche and Sigmund Freud. Citing Arthur Schopenhauer, 
Bojesen describes the leading opinions regarding conscience: “Many people 
will wonder if they realized that their conscience, so stately it appears to him, 
actually is a combination of approximately one-fifth human fear, one-fifth 
superstition, one-fifth prejudice, one-fifth conceit, and one-fifth habit, so 
that he is no better than the Englishman who said: I cannot afford to keep a 
conscience.” 

Marx did not pay much attention to conscience in his writings, but one 
quote says a lot: “A republican has a different conscience than a royalist, 
an owner has a different conscience than one who owns nothing, a thinking 
person a different one than someone who does not think.” But Marx 
considered conscience to be a significant political factor. “If an entire nation 
was seriously ashamed of itself, it would be like a lion that contracts its body 
before it pounces.” 

Through education and propaganda one creates a political experience 
of shame. The background for this is old methods used by the Christian 
Evangelists. In his later works Nietzsche goes so far as to declare morality 
as a source of power that uses the conscience to hold weak people in an iron 
grip. The strong ones, however, free themselves from this dishonesty and 
on behalf of their will for power, declare themselves free of guilt: “Atheism 
and a certain reborn innocence belong together.” 

Bojesen dives into Freud’s interpretation of conscience: guilt and morality, 
summarizing:
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Freud asked himself the same question as Nietzsche: How can 
conscience be strongest among the most cultivated and morally 
educated people? He then answered in the direction of some of 
Nietzsche’s thoughts. The beginning of conscience, according to 
Nietzsche, is the violent repression of human instincts that occurs 
suddenly when they should be positioned to peaceful and regulated 
social norms. Instincts are repressed in their outward expression but 
turned inward where they rage with conscience rigidity against the 
human being, torturing him with powerful feelings of guilt. As they 
say Nietzsche thinks extremely psychologically. The only difference 
is in the technical terminology when Freud determines that the strict 
conscience is a result of repressed aggression within the Super-
Ego. 

And finally: “Conscience appeared in that context as something extremely 
relevant, and the removal of its demand for absolute trust that had been 
previously prepared guided Freud through his argument that human conscience 
is a product of the psychological milieu it finds itself living within.” 

Bojesen and Lindhardt end their history with a chapter devoted mostly to 
Søren Kierkegaard, which opens with the following citation from his diary 
in 1849:

People say that everyone has conscience and consider it a prerequisite, 
yet there is no attribute (neither a physical such as dancing or singing, 
nor a spiritual such as thinking and similar activities) that demands 
such a long and difficult schooling before a human can say he has 
conscience. Just as pure gold is mixed with all kinds of impure 
and uncommon materials, so it is with conscience in its immediate 
condition, where it consists of elements that are the opposite of 
conscience. Therein lies what Hegel considers conscience as a form of 
evil. On the other hand, this is irresponsibly labeled. He should have 
rather said: What many call conscience is absolutely not conscience, 
but warm vapors from the stomach—bailiff’s conscience.

We must admit that eternity, in which each person will be judged, 
will demand that every human being has created a conscience. That 
will be the main judgment: have you had a conscience or not: but take 
note that if you did not, definitely you are judged. 

With such words Kierkegaard neutralized the scientific reductionism that 
held sway in the second half of the nineteenth century and dominated our 
spiritual horizon. Kierkegaard approved all those who in the name of genetic 
biology, sociology and psychology define the human being as a more or less 
well-outfitted animal and consider conscience to be an inbuilt reflection 
of that outfit. This is what he points to with his “bailiff’s conscience.” But 
what did Kierkegaard think are the distinctions of true conscience and how 
do we obtain it? To answer that question one needs to work with his entire 
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lifework, which builds upon his key concept of choice. What Kierkegaard 
placed in that word is very hard to capture, but let us make an attempt, as 
presented by Lindhardt:

Kierkegaard solves this problem rather simply. Only that which the 
individual himself has chosen can be called his own. Therefore you 
must choose in order to have a conscience. You must choose to be 
talented, to be in love, to have parents, etc. But one may protest that 
we have received all of these things—we cannot do anything for 
being equipped in one way or another, nor for finding ourselves in 
one situation or the other. No, that is it, answers Kierkegaard. It is 
absolutely correct that you are something previously, something very 
specific, but all that you can only make your own if you choose to do 
so. It is not the prerequisites but the adoption of such that makes a 
human being ruler over things and thus his own ruler. As a product he 
is stuck between the forms of reality. In the choice he makes himself 
elastic, transforms his entire outer world to his inner world. 

 
The voice of conscience is therefore merely vapor or “arisen from the 

stomach” until the person decides that he will have a conscience and that he 
will obey his voice. Kierkegaard became even more radical than Rousseau. 
For him it was the human being that not only has a conscience but—correctly 
understood—also brings it forth:

The choice immediately makes two dialectical movements, one that 
chooses or else it was not a choice. If that which I chose was not 
there, then I did not choose, I created but I did not create myself, I 
chose myself. Just as nature is created out of nothingness (by God’s 
creation), just as I, as an immediate personality, am created out of 
nothingness, so am I as a free spirit born of contradictory elements, 
or born because I chose myself.

Of what I have written it sounds as if we choose to have a 
conscience, in other words there is no element of content in conscience. 
Now Kierkegaard’s pattern of thought is much more complicated 
and varied than I can express properly. But I believe that it is correct 
to propose that one of his points is that there is not such a great 
difference between knowing and choosing. In the second part of his 
essay “Either This or That,” he lets his ethical spokesman, accountant 
William, repeat the challenge from the Temple of Delphi: Know 
Thyself. The ethical individual knows himself, but the knowledge is 
merely contemplation (speculative observations). Thus the individual 
is determined according to its necessity, it is a recollection of himself, 
where the Self is an action, and therefore I have used the expression 
to choose yourself, rather than knowing yourself. 

It is not easy to get hold of what lies in these words in Kierkegaard’s 
typical formulations. A gifted man in Norway said that thinking is born when 
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you fall down the steps, so in order to pick up the thread we should return 
to the starting point of our observations that were our own, immediate, and 
daily experiences. Let us begin by compare the Danish formulation: “It is 
not the prerequisites but the adoption of such that makes a human being ruler 
over things and thus his own ruler,” to Goethe’s German formulation: “What 
you have from your fathers, obtain it, in order to own it.”

And from our “fathers,” our forefathers, we have received via inheritance 
and the environment most of what is our Self. But are we merely a product 
of the past, do we not add something new to our lives? No matter what our 
theories may be, we do believe we are responsible for our actions. If we 
follow a child’s upbringing, we see how he or she takes responsibility for his 
or her life. A good education enables him to take over this responsibility, an 
education to freedom. Of course children must relate to their past. We cannot 
be our own creators, as Kierkegaard says, even though we must be creative 
with what we do inherit. From the child’s first moment on earth, we observe 
it tirelessly working on the body and soul it has received. That activity is 
controlled. But by whom? Many believe it is controlled from the past, that 
a more or less effective program programs the child. But who programs our 
children? We shall let that question go unanswered for now in hope of adding 
more insight with further observations. 

Nineteenth century idealism reached its height on German ground 
with [Georg Wilhelm Friedrich] Hegel’s theory that the subjective 
freedom was the highest possible expression of thought for freedom in 
our world, and therefore must be the absolute basis for a governmental 
and religious life. According to Hegel, it belongs to the “state of the 
modern world” that human beings are conscious, “that conscience is 
no longer related to a specific goal.”

The previously more sensory ages have something on the surface, 
something given before it, it may be religion or law but conscience in 
itself, as a thought, and my thought alone is my duty. In other words the 
human being has become his own lawgiver and brings from himself 
the highest ethical norm. 

Bojesen’s conclusion is somewhat misleading unless the reader is 
aware that for Hegel thinking is everything other than the fruit of subjective 
coincidences, but just the opposite, the human being’s relationship to the 
highest God-like entity. With his thinking the individual represents his laws 
on earth. What that entailed for Hegel we cannot go into now, but take the 
citation as the expression for a life attitude that reached many people in the 
nineteenth century. How elementary that appears is illustrated in what Ellen 
Key expressed in her essays of 1898 in her account of a decisive experience 
from her youth:

If I experienced thousands of years on the earth, I would never forget 
the time in my youth when the thought hit me that life could be art. 
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The revelation did not occur during a mystical experience but just as 
I left a choir practice! But it appeared with the entire dimension of 
a vision: to create a personality according to your ideals—that stand 
sculptured like an artist’s prototype—and everything within the artistic 
area is aesthetic: I am the theme, the art is me, the broad public for 
which I create is me. 

Other declarations by leading thinkers of the nineteenth century testify 
to how widely spread that attitude was. Kierkegaard is a good example and 
within the German cultural life we find Max Stirner and Nietzsche who 
demonstrate extreme individualism. In this milieu Rudolf Steiner appeared 
in 1894 with his Philosophy of Freedom, wherein he tried to explain and 
deepen philosophically what lived among the leading thinkers and spread as a 
wave of emancipation with no comparison in the history of mankind. Before 
we observe his writings on conscience, we can listen to his description of 
his book in the context of his times and his own life. In a letter to the author 
Rosa Mayreder (November 1894), he wrote: “I know exactly where my book 
belongs within the present streams of culture. I can put my finger on where 
it unites with Nietzsche’s direction of thought. I can also say that I have 
expressed thoughts that are missing for Nietzsche. I can admit to my friends, 
but only to them—that it is painful for me that Nietzsche could not read my 
book. He could have taken it as it is: in every line a personal experience.”

What is there to read on conscience in Steiner’s book? Not much—the 
word is used only three times, first in the chapter called “The Idea of 
Freedom”: 

There is a special kind of moral principle when the commandment 
is made known to us not through an external authority but through 
our own inner life (moral autonomy). In this case we hear the voice 
to which we have to submit ourselves, in our own souls. This voice 
expresses itself as conscience. 

It is a moral advance when a man no longer simply accepts the 
commands of an outer or inner authority as the motive of his action, 
but tries to understand the reason why a particular maxim of behavior 
should act as a motive in him. This is the advance from morality based 
on authority to action out of moral insight. 2

Here we find in Steiner the same reservation that caused Kierkegaard 
to speak of a “bailiff’s conscience.” This contrasts what one would obtain 
by choosing, which would according to Kierkegaard demand knowledge or 
insight. By way of one’s own insight an individual can change the given norms 
and messages to an individually proven attitude. There is much agreement 
between Kierkegaard’s and Steiner’s views of conscience and to the higher 
need for obtaining a conscience in modern times. Their language differs, but 
in common they share insight not as an empirical or rationally proven facility. 
Kierkegaard defined this as choice and Steiner as moral intuition. 
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Steiner included the idealistic philosopher Immanuel Kant in his cultural 
dialogues. His book is in answer to Kant’s leading works, The Criticism 
of Pure Reason (1781) and Criticism of Practical Reason (1788). Steiner 
described the role of thinking in our understanding of the world and our selves. 
He then showed how thinking can become an organ for a moral insight through 
intuition. Because our thinking is mostly habitual and passively dependent on 
the use of fixed concepts within the language, we are not always clear about 
what role intuition plays in a true understanding, a personal acquirement of 
a concept. The basis for thinking can suddenly appear or it can be the fruits 
of observing one’s own thinking in action.

In this respect Philosophy of Freedom was written to not only inform us 
of the problem but to give the reader an experience of the role of thinking 
which he needs to unite the right content with intuition. To demonstrate:

In contrast to the content of the percept which is given to us 
from without, the content of thinking appears inwardly. The form in 
which this first makes its appearance we will call intuition. Intuition 
is for thinking what observation is for the percept. Intuition and 
observation are the sources of our knowledge. An observed object of 
the world remains unintelligible to us until we have within ourselves 
the corresponding intuition which adds that part of reality which is 
lacking in the percept. To anyone who is incapable of finding intuitions 
corresponding to the things, the full reality remains inaccessible. 3

What appears to us in observation as separate parts becomes 
combined, bit by bit, through the coherent, unified world of our 
intuitions. By thinking we fit together again into one piece all that 
we have taken apart through perceiving. 4

Intuition receives the following meaning in our moral lives: 

Men vary greatly in their capacity for intuition. In one, ideas just 
bubble up; another acquires them with much labor. The situations 
in which men live and which provide the scenes of their actions are 
no less varied. The conduct of a man will therefore depend on the 
manner in which his faculty of intuition works in a given situation. 
The sum of ideas which are effective in us, the concrete content of our 
intuitions, constitutes what is individual in each of us, notwithstanding 
the universality of the world of ideas. Insofar as this intuitive content 
applies to action, it constitutes the moral content of the individual. To 
let this content express itself in life is both the highest moral driving 
force and the highest motive a man can have, who sees that in this 
content all other moral principles are in the end united. We may call 
this point of view ethical individualism. 5

If a man acts only because he accepts certain moral standards, 
his action is the outcome of the principles which compose his moral 
code. He merely carries out orders. He is a superior automaton. Inject 
some stimulus to action into his mind, and at once the clockwork of his 
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moral principles will set itself in motion and run its prescribed course, 
so as to result in an action which is Christian, or humane, or seemingly 
unselfish, or calculated to promote the progress of civilization. Only 
when I follow my love for my objective is it I myself who acts. I act, 
at this level of morality, not because I acknowledge a lord over me, 
or an external authority, or a so-called inner voice; I acknowledge 
no external principle for my action, because I have found in myself 
the ground for my action, namely, my love of the action. 

I do not work out mentally whether my action is good or bad; 
I carry it out because I love it. My action will be “good” if my 
intuition, steeped in love, finds its right place within the intuitively 
experienceable world continuum; it will be “bad” if this is not the 
case. Again, I do not ask myself, “How would another man act in my 
position?”—but I act as I, this particular individuality, find I have 
occasion to do. No general usage, no common custom, no maxim 
applying to all men, no moral standard is my immediate guide but 
my love for the deed. I feel no compulsion, neither the compulsion 
of nature which guides me by my instincts, nor the compulsion of 
the moral commandments, but I want simply to carry out what lies 
within me. 6

Under the impressions of Steiner’s world of thought, some readers may 
be reminded of the following citation from St Thomas Aquinas that deserves 
to be repeated:

The Christian receives the Holy Spirit, whose mercy is embodied in 
us (art habitus) and makes us want to act correctly. It makes us feel 
free to act in a way that pleases mercy and avoids that which acts 
against mercy.

The will becomes supported and guided by this new entity that is 
identical with God’s love. People no longer observe their conscience’s 
messages as a necessity they must follow, but as something they 
freely act upon, happily and willingly. Now it is more evident than 
ever before that conscience is free and sovereign. Under the ancient 
law to which Jewish people were bound, people were subjected to 
many outer restrictions and commandments. All that is gone now, and 
only conscience remains, with love as its companion and helpmate 
to realize its free insights. 

This is a motif that in demystified form has moved not only many thinkers 
but also the masses. For Rudolf Steiner it was the main motif for his life.

Did this quick passage though the history of the concept of conscience 
help us understand our own situation a little better, maybe not so much our 
private situation but rather one that all humanity now faces? Life has changed 
dramatically both within the material and social realms in such a way that 
wisdom from the past is problematical, if not useless. We cannot consider 
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a future on earth if a moral source does not open our souls to what Steiner 
calls moral imagination in order to deal with the challenges. And this can 
happen only if individuals discover and assume their responsibility for the 
earth and mankind’s well being. Or, to express it as Kierkegaard did, “obtain 
a conscience.”

Endnotes
1. All material quoted, unless otherwise noted, is from Samvittigheden 
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Berlingske Leksikon Bibliotek, 1979.

2.  Steiner, Rudolf. The Philosophy of Freedom, translated by Michael Wilson, 
London: Rudolf Steiner Press, 1970, p. 131.
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5.  Ibid., p. 134.
6.  Ibid., p. 136. 
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thE wEst and East in us

by

 JØrgen Smit

translated by Ted Warren

 Our modern civilization is the civilization of the West. It was created in 
Western Europe and North America. With irrepressible power, it has spread 
to the rest of the world. The extent to which Africa and Asia’s folk enter the 
political and economic arena is determined by the extent to which they use 
the results and methods created by Western civilization. In the timeline of 
human development, there has been no alternative that has moved beside or 
past Western civilization. It is the most complicated civilization ever, and 
the complexity increases year to year.  
 These are the times of educated specialists in all areas and of the huge 
unspecialized, uneducated masses. All of our resources are directed toward 
one goal—to control outer reality and to reach to a position of comfort and 
security, maximum prestige and well-being. But how much is enough? How 
good is good enough? If we do not continually increase production every 
year, secure new heights in the world market, create ever-better products 
and improvements, we would quickly notice signs of a coming recession. 
The consistent, forward-moving will to control the outer world is the driving 
force behind the West.  
 Western civilization’s domination over the East has been unstoppable. 
Just what happened in the twentieth century meeting of the West and East? 
Was the West’s one-sided victory at the expense of an ancient culture that no 
longer had a future? Can the East’s deepest, most authentic quality be united 
with the progressive line of the West? Will the East’s valuable facets and 
worldview be shut down and replaced by the West’s single-minded, world-
dominating civilization?  
 The encounters between these two ways of life were especially 
confrontational and brutal at the end of the nineteenth century. For example, 
when the first telegraph line, a gift from the West, was set up between Fu-
Tschou and Amoy, signs were posted all over Tschuan-Tschin: 

People of the villages, you are hereby called upon to resist the building 
of the “lightning threads.” Everyone should know that barbarians have 
come here from an island beyond the four oceans to hurt us and ruin 
us by removing the peace and order that has sustained us for many 
generations.  
 The line begins at the eastern gate of the capital of the province 
Fu-Tschou and is now set up in Hok Tschin. Where it is raised we find 
not a single piece of ground the size of an egg that is not damaged 
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forever. It throws shadows over our fathers’ graves, damages our 
ownership rights, destroys Feng-tschui and brings sickness and death 
to our wives and children.  
 Our entire folk are enraged. Let the drums sound, strike the gongs, 
and let us awaken the whole nation to resistance. If anyone works 
with the barbarians, sells them land or rice or works for them, they 
shall be arrested immediately and mercilessly killed. Let us unite to 
resist the arrival of the barbarians. If they appear, attack them and 
murder them. This is a very important because our property and our 
lives are at stake and we should not be afraid of resisting and holding 
together.

Much the same could be read in the newspaper Sin-pao, when the drainage 
project in the Vusung River at the port of Shanghai was announced: 

Mountains can be changed to valleys and deep valleys to mountains. 
The blue ocean can become fertile fields and fertile fields can become 
blue oceans. We know that the most beautiful harbors under the Ming-
dynasty in the province of Kiangsu were along the Liu River. Huge 
ships swarmed in and merchants arrived in the thousands. The ships 
that transported the corn to the sea to Tientsin were loaded in the very 
same Liu River. At that time no one knew of Vusung. When the Liu 
River filled up with sand, they used the Vusung River. Thirty years 
ago the ships collected at Vusung (a village with the same name as 
the river), and the early life in the villages along the Liu River was 
removed from our memory. Thirty years is a man’s age and here we 
may have seen the will of Heaven. According to Western concepts 
human accomplishment and willpower can overcome Heaven. But 
China is ruled in line with the commands from Heaven. Devoted 
obedience to Heaven determines everything we do. As Heaven 
decides, so it must be. If Heaven wants the Vusung River to fill with 
sand for thirty more years then it is unnecessary to dredge it. Heaven 
is not so weak that human beings can fight it.

This was all naturally a hopeless battle. Western civilization entered and 
China forced “the great leap forward.” Now China’s leaders consider atomic 
bombs important and do not ask whether or not they disturb nature’s holy 
breath, Feng-tschui. 

The spirit of the East will not disappear, even though it is gradually 
removed from the economic-social-political fields. Removal does not 
mean domination or destruction. It is suppression and sidetracking into the 
underconscious. 

From the most surprising sources the spiritual life of the East appears 
in masked figures. Let us take one example: C.G. Jung, the Swiss doctor 
(�875–��6�). With psychiatry as his specialty, he fulfilled his university 
training and considered consequent natural scientific methods and attitudes 
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to be of critical value. In 1944 he broke his foot and suffered a heart attack. 
For a time he was very sick and his family thought he would die. What he 
experienced at the threshold of death he considered the most important 
experience of his lifetime, and he wrote about it in his book, Memories, 
Dreams, Thoughts, released in 1962 after his death. 

It was as if I found myself high up in space. Far below I saw the 
ball of Earth enwrapped in a wonderful, blue light. I saw the deep 
blue oceans and the continents. On many parts of the globe the Earth 
had dark green stains like oxidized silver. I knew I was about to move 
away from the Earth. Then something appeared in my vision. Close to 
me I saw a very dark clump of stones flying through the universe as I 
also flew through the universe. An entrance led to a little hall. To the 
right sat a dark Indian in the lotus position on a stone bench. He had 
on a white suit and rested completely still. He waited for me, silently. 
Two steps led into the hall and on the left side within the door stood 
the temple. There were numerous bowls filled with coconut oil and 
burning wicks that surrounded a door in the shape of a reef of burning 
flames. As I approached the steps to the entrance towards the cliffs, 
something uncommon occurred: I had the feeling that everything 
that had been in my life glanced off me. Everything I meant, wished 
for or thought about, the whole Earth’s fantasticalness fell away or 
was stolen from me, an extremely painful experience. But something 
remained. It was as if everything I had ever experienced, everything 
that had happened around me was now with me. I could say: That 
was with me, and that was I. I consisted of that. I consisted of my 
history, and I had the feeling that it was I. “I am now that bundle of 
everything that was.” This feeling gave me a feeling of complete 
emptiness but also great satisfaction. 

As I approached the temple, I was sure I would enter an 
enlightened room and meet everyone I truly belonged to. I was also 
sure I would understand the historical situation to which my life and 
I belonged. I would learn what was before me, how I was created, 
and where my life would continue to flow. My life appeared to me as 
a historical page upon which the text before and after was missing. 
My life seemed to be cut out of a long, continuous chain with many 
questions unanswered. Why did that happen? Why did I bring these 
prerequisites with me? What have I done with them? What will the 
consequences be? I wanted answers to all of these questions as soon 
as I entered the temple. I wanted to know why everything turned out 
the way it did and not differently. I wanted to find the people who 
could answer my questions about what had happened before and what 
will happen in the future. 

As I thought about these questions, something happened that 
caught my attention; below, from Europe rose an image. It was my 
doctor, or more correctly, a picture of him with a laurel wreath. I 
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knew immediately it was the archetype of my doctor, Basilius from 
Kos [basilius means king, and Kos was the birthplace of the doctor 
Hippocrates and was famous for its Asclepiads temple]. A telepathic 
experience took place between us. He was sent to protest that I 
went away. I was very disappointed because everything seemed for 
nothing. I was not allowed to enter the temple and find the people 
who belonged to me. I must enter the “coffin system again.” It was as 
if I built up an artificial three-dimensional world where every single 
person sat alone in a coffin. And now I tried to convince myself that 
this is meaningful. Life and the whole world seemed to be a prison, 
and I was irritated by the fact that I would soon learn that all of this 
was in beautiful order. I had been weightless and now it should once 
again end. 

Just as Jung saw the doctor, it became clear that the doctor would soon die. 
Indeed, that did happen a few weeks later. Subsequently, one huge experience 
after another followed for Jung, much like the ones referred to above. The 
“experiences were absolutely real. Nothing was forced, everything had total 
objectivity.” Here we see the spirit of the East, the Eastern experience of the 
world, appearing strongly in a Western person at the threshold of death. 

Jung experienced everything within his under-conscious. It appeared 
non-stop from childhood and followed him through his whole life until the 
climatic moment on the threshold of death. He struggled constantly: How can 
I find security? How can I obtain a clear understanding of my experiences? 
How can I find my own individual existence within this enormous threshold 
that appears in full objectivity? Time after time he knew something would 
happen and it did. Something penetrated into Jung’s three-dimensional field, 
bringing experiences of time in the past, present and future as a unified, 
objective totality. 

Especially strong experiences of objectivity appeared when his wife 
died:

There I saw her in a dream. She stood at a little distance and 
looked at me. Her expression did not show happiness or sorrow, but 
objective understanding and knowledge without the slightest reaction 
of feelings. I knew it was not her real self but an image that was 
presented by her for me. It contained the beginning of our relationship 
and everything that had happened in our marriage of thirty-five years, 
as well as the end of her life. In relation to such a totality we remained 
silent for we could barely understand it.

The objectivity that I experienced in that dream and in the visions 
belongs to my completed individuation process.  It entailed liberation 
from all value judgments and from all relationships in feelings. The 
pure feeling relationships normally include a lot to people but they 
always contain subjective projections, and this must be held back 
in order to arrive at yourself and to objectivity. The relationships of 
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feelings are relationships of desire and are loaded with force and lack 
of freedom. Objective knowledge remains behind the relationships 
of feeling. That seems to be a central secret. Once we go through it 
a genuine unification (conjunctio) is possible. 

What does Jung mean by individuation? It is a process that brings forth 
individuality, an undividable unity, and a totality. It entails becoming a single 
being. With individuality we mean our innermost, ultimate and true Self. 
“Individuation does not lock out the world but embraces it.” Everything we 
sense and experience, everything that happens during our life, all of the people 
we meet belong to our Self. If we want to lock out something in our life, 
or if we pretend it does not belong to us, we remain in a limited, subjective 
consciousness. This includes everything we experience in the “outer” world 
as well as everything that appears in our “inner” world. When we discuss 
our Self, both our outer and inner lives melt together in one entity.The 
following words from Jung reflect not merely theory but the result of a mature, 
individualized experience: “First after my illness I understood how important 
it is to say yes to my own fate. For then it is a self, that does not disappoint 
when something unexplainable happens. It is a self that endures, that tolerates 
the truth and is mature to meet the world and individual destiny.” 

Jung was a man who struggled. There is such an overwhelming richness 
of pictures that streamed through him, they often threatened to take him away. 
Many times he considered the human being’s existence to be but a temporary 
illusion, like waves of foam on top of powerful waves that fall forward from 
the depth of the archetypal under-conscious. Many times he seems about 
to disappear into an ancient Chinese cloud of bliss. Many times he seemed 
resigned from the possibility of breaking through to true knowledge of the 
comprehensive, objective spiritual world where there is no difference between 
outer and inner, between Self and the world, between the powers of nature 
and morality. And once again something new would shake up his life. Time 
after time he was confronted with a spiritual reality that he did not understand 
but wanted to understand and his struggles would begin anew. 

Does not the Western approach provide more security? Is it not more 
secure to lock out the entire world that appears in the inner life, to lock out 
the ocean of pictures where anything can happen and everything seems 
uncertain? Should we not consequently refer to our outer senses and combine 
the impressions using our reason? Is not that a certain and secure existence? 
I have to ask: Secure for what? Secure for the individual’s existence? Will 
the individual’s existence be more secure with one-sided and consequent 
interest for the outer world, for material conquest? Nothing could be more less 
the case. Wherever this rules, we find a one-sided anti-individual tendency. 
Wherever technical-commercialization rules, human beings are reduced to 
part of the masses, to standardized types, and their thoughts are colored by the 
tyranny of public opinion. The individual is then described as a coincidental 
product of inheritance and environment. 
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In their unique one-sidedness, Both the West and the East’s idiosyncrasies 
act indirectly anti-individual. In different ways, both remove to the same 
degree the individual human’s existence when they affect people and are 
not integrated for separate tasks. In our struggle, our search for knowledge 
within our situation in life, whether it is within a Western or an Eastern path, 
we find the human potential to grow as an individuality. And in this battle 
a transformation takes place. The degree to which we find the Western and 
Eastern forces in our own Self and can say yes to both is the degree to which 
these forces no longer overpower us, but become our own forces. 

When one discovers these forces, a new world opens up. New experiences 
are available for the human Self. It does not matter what education one has, 
where one stands in life or where one works. Here there are no dogmas and 
no authorities. It is the pure, spiritual activity of the individual, human Self 
that contains eternity and unlimited potential and also what seems to be 
unimportant. This is where an individual can find his path in life.
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rEincarnation and pEdagogy

by

Valentin Wember

Translated by Karin Di Giacomo

Reincarnation and karma are central concepts within Spiritual Scientific 
pedagogy. This observation holds true—individual teachers find the questions 
regarding reincarnation and karma to be of preeminent importance for their 
work. They do inquire into the past, present and future fate of their children. 
For them, this inquiry is part of their life and forcefully inspires their work. 
However, this is not true in all Colleges of Waldorf teachers. 

In general, there are no direct contextual references to reincarnation and 
karma in the publicly known so-called Waldorf essentials: Block lessons, class 
teachers, no letter grade requirements, no class repetition, eurythmy lessons, 
foreign language instruction starting in first grade, and strong emphasis on 
artistic subjects and methods. These so-called essentials can be and are indeed 
manifested without any background reference to reincarnation and karma. 
This is also due to the fact that more and more teachers at Waldorf schools no 
longer see themselves as anthroposophists or hold rather hesitant and skeptical 
views of anthroposophy. That does not prevent them from considering as 
meaningful and desirable the essential principles listed above or from using 
them as guidelines for their work.

The International Waldorf Teachers’ Conference offered “Reincarnation” 
as the lead topic for the first time in ���6. During the preparation and follow-
up phases of this convention, many schools worldwide dealt with this theme 
in pedagogical conferences. In this context I witnessed a colleague posing 
a question that contributed much to awakening an awareness of this issue: 
“What would change for us if we didn’t have in the background these ideas of 
reincarnation and karma?” The answer was quite unequivocal: Not much! The 
developments outlined above shed light on the cause: If every teacher would 
evaluate and inquire personally how big a role the issues of reincarnation and 
karma played in his daily pedagogic work over the last five, ten or twenty 
years, a large majority of teachers would answer: This role was relatively 
small. Nearly everything we do in our daily work with the children not only 
could occur without any direct reference to these ideas, but it did and does 
indeed manifest without them. 

And yet, this view is one-sided and distorting; it inadequately reflects 
the actual educational practices. This has to do with the fact that the entire 
system of Waldorf pedagogy is in essence based on a view of the human 
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being in which reincarnation and karma are central facts. More precisely: 
Waldorf education is at its core based on an understanding of the human 
being, and this understanding developed experientially through “spiritual 
science” research, takes reincarnation and karma as empirical facts and not 
as faith-based concepts or results of visionary insights. 

Consciousness-Based, Experiential Facts, Not Faith-Based Concepts
In the anthroposophical path of spiritual, consciousness-based, science 

intensified thinking, Rudolf Steiner described this path frequently. It is 
extraordinarily complex and has to be illumined from varying angles time 
and again. In this article I will limit myself to one aspect as described by 
Steiner.

The meditative concentration of thinking aims first at becoming self-
aware of being engaged in this process. Normally we have thoughts. They 
occur to us. However this occurring is not the result of our own conscious 
efforts. We can create conditions conducive to thoughts occurring to us. But 
the occurring is not our own conscious doing. Therefore, when we observe 
the process with precision, we cannot say “I think” but in the moment of 
occurring, “it” thinks. The same is true for the stream of associations and 
imaginations that—as we say—go through our mind all day long. They go 
through our mind; that means we do not think them consciously.

When concentrating our thinking through meditation, it is important that 
we actually start to think on our own. We concentrate our thoughts on one 
object and keep focusing them on this point, so that the process of thinking 
indeed always originates in us. 

Originating from independent inner activity we must center our 
soul life on a topic (e.g. construct a symbol in front of our inner eye) 
and then limit our awareness entirely to this topic. We need to spend 
only few minutes on the topic of each practice session, because 
generally the length of time spent is irrelevant. More important is our 
ability to concentrate the soul’s power toward one single point, which 
empowers and strengthens it from within. Then the inner faculty of 
thinking does not stay unnoticed, but is accompanied by such force that 
we sense it within and can experience it in our inner life. If we engage 
in such a soul experiment again and again with patience, perseverance 
and energy, we will finally experience how that otherwise elusive 
process of inner thinking truly arises in front of our soul.1

 We can also describe this same process with other words: “It is essential 
that the soul be compelled to bring forth much stronger forces from its own 
depth through concentration on a pertinent topic or image, forces that it is 
not required to draw on in ordinary life or in common understanding. The 
soul’s inner agility is heightened by this process. The soul thus experiences 
itself in its true inner and independent essence.”2 This process of meditation 
contains additional steps which also can only be reached through persevering 
practice.3 
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Next we must acquire the faculty of completely releasing these images 
from consciousness and if we remain in naked (empty) awareness after the 
created images disappear, new and spontaneous “images arise, inspired by 
a realm beyond the world of the senses. We then enter that world which lies 
beyond the realm of the senses.” We then first experience a tableau of our 
earthly life hitherto, back to approximately the moment of our birth. That 
emerges in front of our soul, not as a simple memory but as an immediate 
presence, all at once, so-to-say, as a time-organism which is mobile within 
itself. 4 

The soul reaches the next stage of cognition, if we manage to likewise 
suppress this living memory tableau by increasing the very forces that we 
previously used to suppress the self-created images. This is the stage when 
the world of spirit and soul forces is revealed which we traversed before birth 
or, let us say, before conception, the spiritual world of the soul in which we 
were immersed before descending into earthly existence, this world we carry 
within throughout our life on earth. This world lives in us, but in a manner 
like hydrogen is intermingled with oxygen in water.5  Just as we cannot simply 
explore the hydrogen bound in water, we also cannot examine the inner realm 
of spiritual soul forces in our ordinary earthly existence. Only when we are 
transported into pre-life existence by the means described above, can we 
embark on such exploration. We have to “bring something into this world of 
spirit and soul forces that does not originate in the abstract world of thinking. 
We have to bring into it the devotion to the object. In the world of soul and 
spirit, we cannot truly and fully come to know a being or a force unless we 
fully extend our own being in love, unless we let ourselves surrender and 
fully enter into that which the inspiration presents. As we thus experience 
the reality of the spirit and soul forces in a living, exalted way, we are fully 
immersed in the intuitive realm.”6

After returning from the experience of the world of soul and spirit forces, 
we now immerse ourselves in contemplating the collaboration between the 
corporeal-physical human being and the human being-ness (essence), which 
can only be experienced transcendentally. Such contemplation will allow 
us to understand the entire, complete human being. Pouring our awareness 
into that which transcendental cognition reveals, we also come to know the 
child, the human “becoming,” in such a way that we can deal with him/her 
appropriately through the art of education and pedagogy.

Yet this path to realization as described above leads us further. The soul’s 
life before earthly existence is not a uniform state, but a path traversing vast 
spaces and time spans.7 The “spiritual scientist” can step-by-step pursue this 
path backwards—up to the threshold of physical death which was the gate to 
life on the plane of the spiritual and soul forces. Beyond that threshold the 
previous (last) earthly life becomes accessible and open to exploration. Only 
if we can trace the path of the soul to its previous incarnation can we be sure 
that we are dealing with one and the same soul in this life and the previous 
one—be it one’s own or the soul of another human being. The opportunities 
for realization can, in the course of extended studies, include other souls 
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and their pre-history. “The concept of reincarnation, meaning repeated lives 
on earth, now becomes a real observation. Experience gained regarding the 
inner core of the human life shows, so-to-say, the mutual imbedded-ness of 
human personalities, which stand in correspondence to each other. We can 
perceive these personalities only in a sequential time relationship—before 
and after. One incarnation always proves to be the result of a previous one.” 
And the earthly lives that follow one after the other are “divided by interim 
periods of purely spiritual existence.” This results in “the spiritual vision of 
existential forms that extend sequentially into the past.”8

The method of realization outlined above describes the research method 
of Spiritual Science according to Steiner. All other images that arise in the 
soul and may be interpreted as memories of previous incarnations are unclear 
in their origin. They certainly can also arise from the physical organization of 
the human being, but these images are precisely not reflective of a person’s 
permanent Self which exists beyond the body. The educational methods of 
Waldorf pedagogy are based on an understanding of the human being rooted in 
the research methods of Spiritual Science. They are based on an understanding 
of the human being as an individual spiritual entity who passes through 
repeated earthly lives. This matter is a fact only for the Spiritual Scientist and 
those students of Spiritual Science who have gone through such an experience 
independently and personally. There is no [conventional] proof for this 
hypothesis, but the steps on this path of realization can be rationally retraced 
and the manifold results of  Spiritual Scientific research can be examined in 
regard to their inner coherence and congruence and compared with facts won 
through sensory experience. The educational methods of Waldorf schools 
are based on these results, and if applied wisely they can become heuristic 
working hypotheses which prove fruitful in practical education. 

Reincarnation and Karma and the Methods of Waldorf Education 
To begin with, an awareness of reincarnation and karma fosters and 

demands several basic pedagogic attitudes. Each teacher knows that the 
eternal essence of the student is inviolate. This essence can also not be 
“educated” by the teacher. Rather all education can in the final analysis 
only aim at raising the child towards a progressive unfoldment of his/her 
inner essence. Pedagogy as a whole is targeting the instrument—body 
and soul—of the incarnating being, and it has the high mandate of helping 
harmonize the two. For example, the teacher will take care not to confuse the 
temperament of a child with his/her essence. The individuality of the child 
is beyond the coloring of a temperament. In the spiritual world individuals 
are neither choleric nor phlegmatic. But individual beings embody in very 
specific constitutions in regard to the temperaments. Each temperament has 
its positive potentials and its perils. The decisive issue here is whether the 
temperament governs the human being or whether the human being can guide 
his/her temperament. Does the individual being master its instrument (the 
temperament), or is it oppressed thereby? 
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Each temperament that is ungoverned and overpowering is a special form 
of self-centeredness and egotism. All temperaments are specific forms of 
respective egocentric principles. But the ego is not the eternal being, not the 
eternal individuality. The temperaments are so-to-say a coloring hue of the 
ego. Ungoverned temperaments represent a panopticum of self-centeredness, 
none better or worse than the other. The very task of pedagogy is to take care 
that the temperament will not cover or hamper the individuality of the student, 
but that it becomes available to him/her in a healthy way. If the teacher so 
employs these methods to help the student even out his/her temperament and 
to govern it, he knows that he is rendering a service to the student’s eternal 
individual being, which passes through repeated earthly lives and wants to 
make use of the temperament like an instrument.

The connection with previous lives on earth becomes even more tangible 
if the teacher realizes, within the context of Steiner’s scientific findings, that 
the formative powers building the child’s body are rooted in former lives, 
while the musical and language-oriented powers are a sort of seedling which 
will only unfold in the future. If the teacher works in this context on the 
language faculties of the child, he is a supportive collaborator in forming the 
child’s future. Being aware of this role, the teacher can come into a heightened 
awareness of the significance and results of his efforts. 

These two sketchy examples shall suffice here. They show the connections 
between the facts of reincarnation and karma and the daily practice of Waldorf 
pedagogy. Of course, these pedagogical approaches and methods can be 
applied without the conviction that reincarnation and karma are facts, but 
they would lose their true causative interrelationship. Many people who think 
about reincarnation and karma today find the relationships outlined here way 
too general. They probe deeper: What do these general concepts have to do 
with the supposedly specific previous lives of specific students? Do these 
specific relationships hold practical significance in Waldorf pedagogy? With 
these and similar questions, we are entering precarious territory.

In recent years a number of experiential accounts have been published 
outside the sphere of anthroposophy—and lately also within that circle—about 
specific memories of previous lives. Mostly, these are reports answering the 
question: Who was I in previous incarnations? In Waldorf pedagogy such 
questions have so far played a negligible role, just as have the questions: 
Who was this or that student in a previous life? What did (s)he experience 
that resulted in his/her current behavior, or having certain difficulties or 
talents? These questions have so far been rather irrelevant, because most 
teachers have a certain moral sense of tact, which has prevented them from 
speculating about these questions. Although this attitude has sometimes been 
called spiritually passive, I believe this is an unjust label. But that requires 
a more detailed explanation.

Are we allowed to speculate about previous incarnations of a student?
It is rude to speculate about the private life of an acquaintance or a friend. 

The private sphere of a person is not the concern of other people—and that 
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is even truer for their intimate sphere. Trying to intrude into this sphere 
evidences pushiness and a lack of tact and constitutes a form of pollution of 
the human soul domain. It does not improve—and even exacerbates—the 
situation. This kind of intrusion has become “normal” behavior in these 
days, when we feed voyeuristic audiences with details from the private 
lives of numerous public figures. Compared with the intimate sphere, the 
previous incarnations of an individual are significantly more intimate than 
we can imagine. Any sense of respect for the dignity of another person 
should indeed bar us from engaging in such speculation. But those who do 
not share in such respectful sensitivities will find nothing to prevent them 
from speculating about previous fates of another human being. On the other 
hand it is remarkable that Steiner allows for an exception, precisely where 
an educator is concerned; he makes room for a gentle speculation about the 
previous fate of a child. However, this is indeed an exception and depends 
on essential and crucial conditions.

Steiner bases his exception on the assumption of karmic laws, that soul 
properties that become solidly habitual during a lifetime impact the individual 
soul and compel it to follow certain rules when building the physical body 
during its next incarnation. In other words, the properties of the soul become 
the architects of future physical bodies. If someone is for example a habitual 
liar, this characteristic will imprint itself upon the physical body of the next 
incarnation. What was a soul property in one life, e.g. a constant deformation 
of truth, will appear as a physical characteristic in the next incarnation. For 
example, now a person is no longer able to grasp the truth and becomes 
mentally retarded.9 The transformation of habitual lying first into timidity and 
then to mental retardation in the next life is a spiritual law that the spiritual 
scientist Rudolf Steiner discovered. May an educator who has not himself 
explored this spiritual law, but knows it as a result of studying spiritual 
science research, speculate that a mentally retarded child was a habitual liar 
in a previous life? 

Steiner answers this question in the affirmative, but he demands that 
at the same time moral conditions must be met. First, the educator has to 
participate speculatively in this fate of the child. He should imagine that it 
was (s)he who had been lied to in that former life. Secondly the educator has 
to derive a moral path of action from this speculation, forgive the child, and 
“meet the transgression with the best the educator has to give.” The quote 
from Steiner reads: “There [with a retarded child] we have to imagine that 
we were those people who were often lied to by such a human being, and 
we should reciprocate the ill that we received from that person with the best 
we ourselves have to give. We must try to teach such a person a lot of the 
truths of spiritual life, and then we will see him or her blossom.”10 These 
remarks clarify the only rationale for a speculative consideration of previous 
lives: To help conceive of new moral-pedagogical ideas which lead to new 
pedagogical measures. 

Mere speculation is of no use at all, and furthermore is rather destructive. 
At the same time Steiner’s explanations illustrate how the moral consideration 
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of reincarnation and fate can imbue pedagogy with new, unimagined 
resources, which would probably never have occurred to us without the 
concept of reincarnation. For this reason, Steiner’s second example of these 
interrelations shall be introduced here as well. It deals with the karmic 
relationship between envy and a weak bodily constitution. In this regard, too, 
a soul characteristic shows only soul-related effects during a present life-
time. The envious person turns grouchy in old age and, often unable to care 
for him/herself, becomes dependent on others. But in the next incarnation, 
this soul-based habit manifests in the physical body: 

The weakness of the soul, engendered by envy in a previous 
incarnation, cannot really destroy the body that was built before the 
habit arose. But after we pass through the gates of death and come 
back for the next incarnation, these forces cause an organismic 
weakness in the energies that build the physical body. We can observe 
how a weak body is being built by such a person, who was so envious 
… in a previous incarnation.… As we think about a child that was 
born with a weak body into a certain environment, we not only have 
to realize these inner dynamics of karma, but we also come to a 
recognition that we are led to encounter human beings for certain 
reasons—not coincidentally. When a weak-bodied child has been born 
into a certain environment, we should ask ourselves: How should 
we act in regard to this issue? The correct behavior is always to take 
the highest moral road—to forgive. That will yield the best results 
here as well, and it constitutes the best education for that respective 
human being. Loving forgiveness towards a weak child, born into 
our life circle, engenders tremendous developmental effects. As we 
become strong transmitters for such forgiveness, we will see, how 
the child becomes stronger and stronger. If forgiving love resonates 
deep into our thinking, it will allow the child to gather the powers 
to reshape his/her former karma and come into a correct alignment.
The child will also become physically strong.

The aim of all karmic insight points towards the future. Karmic insight 
in and of itself is useless and unproductive. The important goal is to set new, 
healing impulses through karmic insights. The poet and philosopher G.E. 
Lessing gave a very general expression to the thoughts contained in such 
considerations “The worth of a human being is not defined by the truth he or 
she owns or believes to own, but it is defined by the earnest effort expended 
to attain such truth. Because not in owning a truth but in exploring the truth, 
do expand our powers and this should be the measure of our ever-growing 
perfection. Ownership makes us dispassionate, inert and proud.”

The worth of an educator does not lie in an ownership of a karmic memory 
which he thinks he has gained. Such worth is determined rather by the earnest 
effort (s)he expended in distilling new moral-pedagogical motives from such 
memories and by the strength of heart that led him/her to transform these 
motives into concrete actions. 
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Relying on a fundamental law that Steiner published in his Knowledge 
of the Higher World and Its Attainment, we can say: If any explorations 
of reincarnation and karma should not result in expanding my faculties of 
compassion, empathy and action from a ground of deep love, it deadens 
a power within me and threatens to lead me onto a dark path. Every 
exploration of karma and reincarnation that furthers us on our path towards 
sincere compassion and active love also guides us on the path of light and 
realization (enlightenment) and towards the radiance (warmth) of the power 
of sacrifice. 
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Moral iMagination

by 

Oscar Borgman Hansen

translated by Ted Warren

What should be the dominant feeling in modern man? Living in a highly 
civilized country and reviewing one’s personal life, the immediate answer 
must be a feeling of thankfulness. We all have reason to experience an active, 
deep and lively feeling of thankfulness for living in a society where distress 
is unknown for most people, where we are helped medically and socially 
during illness, where law presides and there are no foreign restraints, and 
where there is time and money to experience art and literature, enjoy sports 
or travel abroad. And if we look beyond the accidents that our destiny may 
bring our way or the difficulties each individual faces; all dissatisfaction 
must be transformed to concern of an impersonal nature, a concern for the 
thoughtlessness with which these goods are enjoyed, a concern for the future 
of mankind. Yet we seldom experience this feeling of thankfulness, instead 
more often the feeling of dissatisfaction.

Emptiness in the midst of abundance seems more common than sustainable 
joy. The feeling of emptiness is accompanied by another feeling, the feeling 
of powerlessness in relation to the overwhelming, global political game that 
seems to demote human beings to a passive, observer mentality. There is 
no way to take action. We do not act, we are acted upon. And once we have 
accepted biology as the most fundamental aspect of human life, we become 
observers of our own willpower, we allow ourselves to float on a sea of desires 
and no longer believe we have a power in us that can calm the storm. These 
feelings, so prevalent today, were not so widespread in earlier times. Therefore 
we experience them as unnatural. It is difficult to capture in concepts the 
feelings of emptiness without using irrelevant generalizations and abstract 
thoughts. Nevertheless I will attempt to say something meaningful about this 
situation. For if the feelings of emptiness are to be overcome and transformed, 
they must first be understood.

If a person is convinced that he has the power to solve a certain issue, his 
confidence can strengthen his power to do just that. If a person is convinced he 
is helpless, he will not solve the issues, for human beings create themselves out 
of the thoughts they make about themselves. And to people’s thoughts today 
belong the ideas that (1) they are products of inheritance and environment 
and that (2) their actions are determined by natural and social needs. Such 
convictions are part of the reason why people’s inner activities are paralyzed. 
If one believes that his most important needs will be satisfied by a well-being 



��

in the physical world, that conviction will contribute to one’s emptiness, even 
when prosperity grows. For it is not the outer conditions that make people 
satisfied, but rather the ability to transcend sensory impressions, to stand 
independently in life and create the possibilities to obtain inner riches that 
become more and more independent from outer conditions. That a person can 
overcome himself is part of being human. Knowing that our biological needs 
are not most important but that we create in ourselves a purer, refined form 
of the human being can give us security in life and replace the emptiness and 
dissatisfaction with our inner life. Too many people have forgotten Solomon’s 
wise words: It is greater to steer your consciousness than take a city.

To the most important tasks we have today belong the abilities to find 
the right motives in our willpower and to put these motives into action. For 
it is not enough to have the right motives, “to want to do the right thing.” 
Just because one wants to do the right thing, it is not certain that one knows 
how. To accomplish something certain one must move beyond. Many people 
act with “good will” and create catastrophes or results that are directly the 
opposite of what they intended. Yet their motives were right. A politician 
wants peace but he is forced to create war—in the name of peace. To transcend 
that paradox it is not enough to say that one must consider concerns that 
are more important than peace, even if that can be true. Possibly his wish 
for peace was genuine. Parents who want to be more confidential with their 
children can find themselves pushing their children farther away. The well-
intended person may facilitate conflict resolution and wind up messing things 
up beyond redemption. Or the CEO who wants to lead his company for the 
company’s and the employees’ best may become bitter when he realizes he 
is not mature enough to do so. Instead, he who has achieved a good position 
in society and has everything he wants now spends his evenings in front of 
the television experiencing that life is becoming more and more empty. 

With these examples I do not want to say that this is the way life is, but 
rather, that life is also like this. I am illustrating the problem of finding the 
way from the right motive, that which the person has unconditionally made 
his own, to the realization of that motive in life! This path follows the course 
Rudolf Steiner termed moral imagination and moral technique. He understood 
moral technique to be the knowledge and know-how that is necessary to 
realize a certain moral goal, knowledge and know-how that can be learned. It 
is the technique to master the way to reach the goal in real life. The concept of 
moral imagination is of utmost importance. With it we realize that is not the 
mistakes in life that prevent us from finding the way to realizing our motives, 
but the fact that we have not found the creative forces in our being.

With imagination we can create mental images that relate to something 
other than what already exists. The process involved in imagination is 
distinguished from the process of thinking in that thinking works with 
concepts while imagination works with mental images. Concepts are always 
generalizations, generalizations that include a number of separate ones that 
are shared in common and together create a certain type. Mental images on 
the other hand are concrete, for example a memory of my grandmother’s 
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chair in contrast to the concept “chair” that contains everything in common 
with all chairs.

Another example: Given the word “triangle,” I see with my inner eye a 
black one on a white background; it can have pointed angles or right angles 
but it must have a certain size. The concept ”triangle” does not have these 
concrete characteristics. When I think of a concept I think of that which is 
in common to all triangles, i.e., the laws of triangles; for example the sum of 
three angles in a triangle is 180 degrees—for every triangle no matter what 
the shape may be.

If we think of the concept “school,” we have a building for educating 
children, whether or not it is built of bricks with large windows and broad 
steps. The mental images in our memory recall that which we saw, heard 
or experienced with other senses at an earlier time. To the contrary we 
create mental images from imagination without recreating outer reality, yet 
the images have the same concrete characteristic as mental images from 
memory. 

Steiner defined “mental image” as an individualized concept while most 
philosophers and psychologists who have worked with the relationship 
between concept and mental images consider concepts to be generalizations. 
Behind that technical/philosophical distinction lies a difference in perception 
that is of the utmost importance. If you consider concepts to be generalized 
mental images, then in our thinking we bring forth abstractions from reality 
that is of a sensory and physical nature. Thinking represents and compares 
the outer reality and brings forth that which many individuals have in 
common. If, to the contrary, a mental image is an individualized concept, 
it encompasses reality beyond our senses and thereby reaches our thinking 
through activity not with a passive representation. This is exactly what Steiner 
proved so convincingly: The content of a concept is not a representation of a 
diluted sensory experience but it appears in our consciousness as something 
independent within in our thinking, and this is a spiritual reality. This is 
not a subjective function, but a spiritual force that is common to all human 
beings.

Mankind’s moral ideals must be expressed in the form of concepts. They 
have a general character: to do the good, to work for peace, for justice, for 
progress. Such ideals can be made concrete to a certain degree, yet they 
continually retain the characteristics of a concept. For example, someone 
views the progress in a certain political party’s program to be good because it 
includes his religion and he considers the settlement of differences in wealth 
between the developed countries and the industrialized countries as the most 
important demand for justice in our times. With this concept of a political 
program with a certain religion and with justice for developing countries, we 
are led to a specific existence but so general that we have not yet understood 
anything concrete. Yet if we work for a moral ideal, we must know how to 
do it concretely: we have to find our place within the political party, within 
the congregation and in the work for developing countries. If we do not find 
the concrete relationship, our work is impossible.
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The feeling of helplessness occurs when we know what we want to do, 
when the wish or the willpower is present, but we do not find our way to the 
concrete fulfillment: How can I fulfill my good will? This question may go 
unanswered. One path to the concrete may entail allowing others to tell one 
what he should do. If an individual is in a community that he trusts, he will 
be happy to take the place others have found for him. Knowing there is a need 
for him fills him with purpose and satisfaction. If one does not have such a 
community, he does not have such help. Yet for those who have supportive 
communities and those who do not, both have the possibility to search for 
moral imagination.

With imagination we mean the ability to create mental images that do 
not relate to something other than what already exists. We find imagination 
at work in our daydreams, our private stories, pictures of the future and 
wishful thinking. In all of these instances we create pictures of something 
that contains certain aspects of reality but does not necessarily exist. And 
this occurs with no obligation to reality. 

In artistic imagination we have, to the contrary, a form of imagination 
that has laws, an imagination that leads to something, that awakens certain 
impressions of beauty. Whoever enjoys works of art shall have exact 
experiences or feelings presented: a result of the work of imagination—
telling a compelling story, finding the convincing picture in a lyrical poem, 
composing a melody, or placing motifs together in a painting in such a 
way that no one else has previously done. Every good artist must master 
his imagination so that his works are created. Artists must submit their 
imagination to the artistic discipline.

In Philosophy of Freedom Steiner put forth the concept of moral 
imagination. With this concept he demonstrated that whoever wishes to realize 
a moral goal must be able to generate the mental images through which these 
goals may be set into real life. It is not enough to have the will to work with 
an idea if there are not people who can tell you how to do it. If these people 
do not exist, one must use his imagination to create the mental images that 
individualize the ideas and mental images that pertain to them and also to 
present them in concrete examples. The general concept or ideal of working 
with justice must be individualized, into concrete mental images concerning 
relevant work for justice. And with human actions it depends on realizing that 
which has not existed previously with the help of the individualized process 
of imagination. This imagination, much as the artistic imagination, must seek 
mental images that have not already existed but that can become reality. If one 
chooses to work with justice, then one must search for the situations in life 
where such work is needed and find one’s own way to make it happen—as 
a writer, politician, lawyer or artist. There are thousands of possibilities but 
it is up to the individual or the group to find them.

The person who lacks moral imagination may have moral ideals but 
they will remain abstractions. He may preach morality but in order to create 
something new, he will have to inspire other people to bring it into the 
deed. 
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Artistic work has great importance in education, not only because it 
provides certain experiences, but also because it helps awaken the creative 
forces that strengthen the child’s imagination. Two things are necessary for 
anyone who will be a creative member of society: a strong moral will and a 
lively moral imagination that can manifest into realities in the world. 

Where do we find examples of moral imagination? Everywhere! In the 
ability to find the little, unexpected gift that spreads joy, to find the friendly or 
encouraging word, to release the resolving laughter. From all of these small 
things in life we move to the greatest matters and tasks to resolve difficult 
social, educational or political problems. To lead thousands of devastated 
prisoners from German prisons safely to Sweden during the final days of 
World War II was a deed that displays willpower and courage and moral 
imagination. This brings us back around to the issue that life does not have 
to be empty, and we do not have to feel helpless. If we use not only pure 
willpower but also moral imagination, we find possibilities everywhere. Then 
we can be truly free.
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thE christMas MystEry and 
thE KnowlEdgE oF Evil 1

 by 

Dr. Hermann Poppelbaum

Even at Christmas, the most peaceful of the year’s festivals, the contrasting 
voice of evil rumbles audibly and uncannily, seeking to assert its ancient 
connection with man. In the face of the most innocent and defenseless child, 
the powers of destruction draw together with their most relentless threats. 
Bethlehem is to become the site of the most execrable infanticide.

This image in itself should suffice to shake up modern man in his quest for 
the true meaning of the Christmas event. In the light of the consciousness soul, 
Christmas cannot be thought of without the impact of the evil forces which 
venture forth as closely as possible to innocence and there reach out ruthlessly 
for their blow. It is not their fault that this plot fails; the child (on its flight to 
Egypt) passes right through the enemies lying in wait for it—even as later on 
the Redeemer escapes, by passing right through the crowd of his pursuers. 
With impressive grandeur he says to his enemies: “Where I am, ye cannot 
go.” Even as a child, Jesus is enveloped by this aura of unapproachableness, 
protecting him like a cloak.

Rudolf Steiner lifted a corner of the veil concealing the Christmas Mystery 
by assigning to the epoch of the consciousness soul the task of discovering 
the seat of evil in man. The mystery consists in the fact that evil is allotted the 
place it must have, namely as a counter-weight to the freedom of the human 
ego. Evil is a component of human nature, which is formed in such a way that 
it may attain freedom. In the wonderful structure “The Human Being” the 
gods achieved their greatest and most far-reaching deed, by assigning to the 
sworn antagonistic forces (and beings) a space wherein they can work in their 
own way without causing permanent harm. Spiritual-scientific knowledge 
should learn to describe this space. How can it be found?

In primeval times, the forces adverse to man and hostile to the gods were 
allowed to manifest themselves only in the instructive image of the myth. 
The direct relationship of the deformed shapes of evil with the image of man 
could be divined only faintly and shudderingly, but it could not be grasped 
concretely. Even the Sphinx, after she had solved the riddle, cast herself into 
the abyss still concealed to man. Only the initiate Oedipus was allowed to 
see the abyss yawning in the human being.

The modern science of initiation brings us still closer to the focus of these 
destructive forces. Man may ignore their existence for a time, to the detriment 
of his self-knowledge, whereas Steiner’s help in the search for knowledge 
casts a bright, indeed a comforting light into the abyss.
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According to Steiner’s description, evil is chiefly connected with the 
protracted activity of forces which go on working even though their time 
has run out. This is a characteristic that may be used as a real distinctive 
mark in the search for evil. For example, evil arises when hereditary forces 
go on working after they have lost their carrying power and yet refuse to 
withdraw. They must be replaced by entirely different forces, so that they 
may not disrupt the course of evolution.2

Another example is the protraction of the influences going out from the 
cultural life of nations, although the time has come in which the Christ-
impulse must replace them. These are forces which persist in their work, 
have an Old Testament character, and represent the retarded part of the 
influence going out from the Elohim, a part which has remained behind and 
is connected with the Moon.3

In Steiner’s Letters on the Michael Mystery we read that forces which 
persist in forming man in a wrong direction should be rejected and replaced 
by the forces of Michael who follows the Christ. The path of least resistance, 
the linear continuation, as it were, leads to evil. If, after being born, the 
human being continues to submit to the forces which have formed him until 
birth, he will become sinful.4 Original sin derives its name from this. It arises 
because these forces have refused to transform themselves. It is not Nature 
that is sinful, as the Archbishop wrongly asserts in Goethe’s Faust, but the 
forces which man takes over unchanged, predispose him to “sinfulness.” 
The affirmation of Nature, so frequently encouraged in the present time and 
considered as a healing element, can therefore lead to misfortune, to disaster. 
The indispensable thing which the human being needs more than anything 
else, is the novel constituent in him. This is neither hereditary nor can it be 
transmitted by heredity.

In the story of Christ, the “holy pair” (das hochheilige Paar) does not see 
in Jesus the child to whom it has given birth, but sees in him the Heavenly 
Child. The Oberufer Play dispels the illusion that Joseph is the Child’s father 
by bringing in the delightful note (Steiner draws attention to it) of a very old 
Joseph, already in a slightly doddering state. The spiritual origin of the Christ 
Child, from the womb of the Cosmic Mother, thus gains the upper hand. The 
seam of her garment is merely touched by the earthly element, which casts its 
folds. But evil remains under her feet and will draw nigh at a later stage.

The beasts at the manger indicate the path leading into the animal realm, 
beginning outside the sphere of the covering cloak, leading to the animal 
which does not yet appear in the grotesque aspect filling man with horror. 
The beasts at the manger, ox and donkey, are innocent images of the not-yet 
human. They are indications pointing to the center of evil, but have not yet 
arisen from evil. Within the human being evil developed as a separate center, 
and from there it sets “the whole world afire,” as Steffen expresses in his 
poem Die Jüngerin. 

 Steiner was able to show that especially the kernel of the human being’s 
existence rests upon a predisposition to destruction working in the human 
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organism as such and giving the ego its earthly consciousness—the shadow, 
as it were, against which the ego’s contours can be set off. This description 
of a physiological-spiritual structure derived from spiritual vision should not 
be confused with a theory of evil. When the zoologist Konrad Lorenz speaks 
of the animal’s aggressive instinct as the archetype of evil latent in man, 
he does not describe a fact which he observed, but an abstractly construed 
transposition without any genuine transformations. The instinct remains 
unchanged and is merely covered up by social habits.5 In Steiner’s description 
we have a material process working destructively in the human organs, serving 
as a reflecting surface (a mirroring device) for the ego’s consciousness. When 
the destructive process breaks through into the half-conscious soul-region, 
the result will be an instinctive destructive urge. Instead of bodily substance 
which must be destroyed in order to awaken consciousness, the destructive 
element is thrown out into the environment, where it begins to spread. Evil 
arises only in the social sphere.

We should clearly grasp that evil in the social sphere is connected with 
the acquisition of the ego. Animals can therefore have no inner center of 
destruction as a force opposed to the development of the ego, but they 
consume their bodily substance as they grow old. Old animal-specimens 
begin to “fret,” and at the same time segregate themselves from the herd. 
They do not transform themselves, but give back their spiritual part to the 
Group Soul.

What is wonderful in the human structure, however, is the fact that the 
above-mentioned center of evil is built into every individual as a useful 
element for the further development of the ego. From the imaginative aspect, 
not yet from the natural-scientific one, the myth presents evil as something 
existing from remote times and “still allowed to be there” by permission of 
the divine powers, e.g. as a preceding generation of gods, such as the Titans 
of ancient Greece who formed the foundation for Zeus’ realm of light. There 
is as yet no insight into how the human ego may reach his portion of light 
through the fall of the Titans. The concept that light exists everywhere in 
darkness reveals itself only after Christ’ s descent into Hell. The journey to 
the nether world is no longer exclusively the concern of initiates, but has, 
so to speak, been forced upon every “bearer of the consciousness soul.” He 
encounters evil not only as an image, but also as a fact reaching right into 
the bodily foundations of his existence. He sees what the ancients could not 
see—the physiological supports of his ego upon the earth. The “journey to 
the nether world,” lit up by the light of Christ, becomes knowledge.

Modern man must learn to view evil as an unavoidable element of 
development, without which he could not develop himself. But only when 
the destructive tendency in man is turned, can the ego begin to ray out. The 
destructive instinct (Cain’s weapon) lurking in the astral body is covered up 
by the Guardian, by the Angel with the Sword, but it is there nevertheless. 
This destructive instinct still seeks to call up the fight of all against all. It 
must be rerouted towards the sheaths of the human being, where it is no 
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longer destructive but is blunted and produces images. Wherever man unfolds 
thoughts he has interrupted a Cain-deed.6

This is what man may know today, or what he may at least, divine. In 
this striving for knowledge, he is working at the dark background—hidden 
by the light of the Christmas event—which must nevertheless be there and 
be recognized.

Endnotes
1. Christmas Conference lecture given at the Goetheanum on the 

December 25, 1964.
2. From the cycle In geänderter Zeitlage, 5th lecture dated July 12, 1918.
3. Ibid., p. 97.
4. Lecture dated May 15, 1921. 
5. Konrad Lorenz, Das sogenannte Böse. Zur Naturgeschichte der Aggression, 

1964.
6. Rudolf Steiner, “Welche Bedeutung hat die okkulte Entwicklung des 

Menchen für seine Hülen und sein Selbst?” 8th lecture, The Hague, March 
27, 1913. 
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Evil and thE wEll-intEndEd

by 

Oscar Borgman Hansen

translated by Ted Warren

The problem of evil emerges dramatically in modern times; it quickly 
becomes terrible and seems impossible to resolve in a way that will satisfy 
the soul and the intellect. The problem of evil is a natural part of the entire 
moral dilemma. The way we perceive morality affects the way we perceive 
evil. Concerning morality we generally do not move beyond consequent 
subjectivity. The most consequent exposition is probably found in the logical 
empiricist’s concept of all moral understanding as permanent, non-theoretical 
statements which are impossible to declare true or false—not because this 
lack is too difficult but because these statements lie beyond that which can be 
true or false. If someone declares that in Finmark there are human beings with 
wings, we can know whether or not that is true by sending an expedition to the 
distant forests of Northern Norway, and when the expedition returns to tell us 
there are no human beings with wings in that region, then the declaration is 
proven false. But how can one resolve a declaration such as: Women should 
have the same rights in society as men. Someone else can say: Women are 
created to be subservient to men and therefore the right to vote is absurd. Few 
will agree, but are majority and minority solid criteria for determining what 
is true or false? If that were so, the truth and the false would switch places, 
the logical empiricists solving the problem in their own way.

Moral declarations are to be understood as statements and statements are 
neither true nor false. One knows what is meant when someone says, “Coffee, 
ah!” or “Alcohol, usch!” But one cannot say that either person has made the 
right statement. Moral statements should be understood in the same way. For 
example, “Equal rights for women, fantastic!” or “Equal rights for women, 
No!”—we do not argue such statements but realize that opinions and tastes 
differ. Morality is nothing other than different peoples’ or different societal 
groups’ absolutely subjective ways of relating to human actions.

There are many people today who distance themselves from radical 
perspectives, not so much because the consequences are difficult to accept, 
but because they have nothing to replace them with. For example, in Danish 
public opinion debates, participants speak consequently about morality as 
an expression of “attitudes,” attitudes, for example, that involve values and 
behavior. Yet attitudes are totally subjective even when you consider “socially 
acceptable or desirable attitudes.” One does not move beyond the absolute 
subjectivity but is reluctant to admit it because it is so hard to live with.

And when we address the problem of evil, subjectivity must be out of 
the question. That the Nazis committed evil deeds cannot be just a matter 
of feeling equivalent to all other feelings; until the Nazis were defeated, it 
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caused the defeat of such reactions. But if morality is subjective, what is the 
error in such arguments? In our time we do not seem ready for an intellectual 
resolution to evil and therefore we are not ready for a moral resolution to 
it.

In all ages the problem of evil has been a riddle. Let us we revisit the time 
of Greek philosophy and the first years of Christianity to see how evil was 
experienced then. We find a world-historic opposition between Socrates and St 
Paul in their understanding of evil. Socrates was certain that no one commits 
an evil act except through misunderstanding. No one wants evil. Evil hurts 
the one who commits it and no one wants to hurt himself. Who would create 
pain by cutting himself with a knife? Yet he who hurts himself by consuming 
too much alcohol hurts himself, although in a way that manifests only years 
later. And it is easy to say, ”It will not go wrong!” Even more obvious are the 
amoral actions of theft and murder. Such actions cause serious injury to the 
person’s soul. According to Socrates, if one were to understand the situation 
all the way from the deed through punishment and the consequences after 
death, one would stay away from evil.

In contrast to Socrates’ convictions we have St Paul’s position: Until I 
understand my own actions, I do not what I want but hate which I hate to do. 
When I do what I do not want to do, I act according to the law and thereby 
make sure the deed is good. Then it is no longer I who acts, but the sin that 
lives in me. Until I realize that in my flesh there lives nothing good, I have 
the will to do good, but I cannot carry out the good. The good I want to do 
I do not, but the evil I do not want, I do.” (Rome. 7, 15–19) What St Paul 
expressed does not necessarily correlate to his Christian beliefs. The pagan 
Ovid expressed the same conviction with equally precise words, Video 
meliora proboque, sed deteriora sequor. “I see what is better and acknowledge 
it, but I do what is worse.”

This essay is not intended to be a discussion on the meaning of evil. In 
modern times we measure evil within ourselves. The question is whether or 
not we can overcome evil in our souls. Socrates attributes insight as having 
enough power to overcome evil. St Paul thinks human beings can overcome 
evil only through grace.

Can modern people find an answer through observing these opposing 
convictions? Many will agree that St Paul: Who has not done that which 
he does not want to do, against his better insights, driven by some form of 
egoism? Many are familiar with the sin of procrastination: “I really should 
do that today, but there is no problem if I wait until tomorrow. I will wait, 
for I would like to finish reading this exciting book right now.” The inner 
tendency to leave things undone or until later strengthens Socrates’ viewpoint, 
in a wider sense with arguments that forgive the procrastination: “There is no 
problem if I delay until tomorrow.” Perhaps the accident will occur anyway, 
but we cannot know in advance.

Characteristic of a lot of evil is that it occurs within something well-
intended. Those who commit evil deeds do so because they want something 
they consider good, in other words, the ends justify the means. This is a 
very prevalent aspect of evil in today’s world. Many consider themselves 
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controlled by an evil, they acknowledge the evil. We want what we consider 
good, and when we act on it, we commit evil.

Bent Jensen, Danish scholar and historical scientist, published a very 
interesting book, The Fascination with Stalinism, in which he cites highly 
respected and good people who admired Stalinism and Communism for the 
social progress achieved in Russia, and who closed their eyes to all the cruelty, 
considering the reports of evil as exaggerated. Similarly many good and 
rational people accepted Nazism. Idealists in one place, idealists in another 
place, all very blind and with insufficient insight.

There may be no doubt that an individual’s or a group’s concept of good 
and evil relates to that individual’s or group’s world perspective. Those 
who believe that a nuclear defense is legitimate do so because it is their 
only defense against a powerful and evil enemy, the lesser of two evils. No 
doubt there are cynical people with no conscience who are ready to destroy 
whatever they hate. Yet cynical people are in the minority compared with 
those who apologize for accepting certain negative consequences of what they 
consider for the most part good. If we believe that class struggles are the basis 
for progress, we act differently than if we believe that progress is the result 
of peaceful activities. There is a difference in our understanding of reality, 
a difference in our cognition that creates differences in our understanding 
of good and evil in each particular situation. On the other hand we are in 
agreement about ideas; for example, we all want progress. But what is 
progress? That is the question of knowledge!

In ancient times and during the Middle Ages, it was common to identify 
the true and the good; one could say that the true and the good are the same. 
Another assumption was that there are different degrees of reality. Evil was 
something found in the world of artificial experience. It was something that 
really did not exist. God is that which summarizes the truly good and the 
complete reality. Therefore goodness is always judged according to the will 
of God.

Modern people who have embraced scientific development as truth do not 
judge goodness according to the will of God. They ask their own insight for 
advice and often end up in conflict because insights differ. If we concentrate 
on the basis of the conflict, we discover common ground that is often hidden 
or misconstrued. The groups who are fighting, willing to kill each other, are 
actually striving for the same goals, “progress and justice.” 

In Philosophy of Freedom Rudolf Steiner states that a conflict between 
two free individuals is impossible. He argues that free people act upon moral 
intuitions that appear in their thinking from a world of thinking accessible to 
all. Thinking surrounds us all with a common content. If we truly act from an 
intuition or an insight, we will understand our fellow human beings. Freedom 
creates the understanding. To be free we sacrifice duty. The free person does 
not do what he should do but what he wants to do. That which he wants to do 
has been discovered through the power of love in his thinking. This is actually 
the same true state of being, but this state of being can be lifted to a higher 
level of existence, from the ideal sphere to the level of existence where the 
idea’s empirical subjectivity is overcome—by spiritual empiricism.
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When Steiner published his second version of Philosophy of Freedom, 
he summarized his goal with this book in a lecture on October 27, 1918. He 
spoke about the scientific basis for the idea of freedom and added: 

I wanted to further develop the idea of freedom as a world 
concept, to show that only he can understand freedom and follow it 
in the right direction who senses that, in the inner life of man, there 
is something that not only appears in the purely earthly but also in 
the larger cosmic world processes that streams through mankind and 
can be understood in the inner life of a human being. And only when 
the larger cosmic world processes are experienced in the inner life 
of a human being, when they are enlivened in the inner, is it possible 
to reach a philosophy of freedom by understanding the inner life of 
man as something cosmic. He cannot reach a philosophy of freedom 
who wants to guide his thoughts by the outer sensory guidelines 
that have been pointed out by modern natural scientific education. 
This is a tragedy in our times—people at our universities all over 
the world are educated to guide their thoughts primarily by outer 
sensory impressions. Therefore we have entered an epoch where we 
are more or less helpless in relation to our ethical, social and political 
challenges. The thinking that merely allows one to enter the outer 
sensory experience will never be able to free itself in the inner man, 
to raise itself to intuitions that are necessary to reach if thinking shall 
unfold in human deeds. Therefore the impulse for freedom is closed 
out by thinking that is guided by modern scientific guidelines.1

From the understanding of freedom, the good is consolidated by reality 
and in this way only experienced by individually liberated, human thinking. 
If the liberation of thinking does not take place with natural science’s tugt, 
we have unrestricted rather than liberated people.

If we understand freedom in this way, we can see that the capacity for 
evil has a mission in human development. For only through this tendency 
will we understand the task of developing ourselves as free human beings. 
Evil prevents us from being ourselves. As St Paul said: Evil is a power 
that lives in us. By overcoming it, we become free, and we become free 
by educating our thinking to be penetrated spiritually by the world cosmic 
processes. By liberating thinking, it becomes a power in us, it becomes 
willpower. “Willpower is the idea as power.”1 If we allow the idea to work 
in us as willpower, the inner liberation overcomes the tendency to evil, but 
liberation would never appear had not first the tendency for evil appeared as 
a seduction that springs from well-intended actions. This is the challenge, 
the battle to develop a greater awakening and thereby to liberate.

In this regard Socrates was right in his conviction that the relationship 
between insight and evil concerns the future goals of humanity, while St 
Paul’s description talks to relationship in the present condition of mankind. 
Although it should be evident that the topic of evil has not been fully exposed 
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in this article, the reader has now had the opportunity to review one aspect 
of evil.

Endnote
1. Steiner, Rudolf. The Philosophy of Freedom, London: Rudolf Steiner 

Press, 1964.
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craFt and Morality 

by 

Dr. Thomas Weihs 

From The Cresset, Vol. 14, No. 4 

I have always known that there is an intimate connection between craft 
and morality. Everyone knows that in craftsmanship, in its activity and aura, 
something utterly moral is centered. But just why there is this connection 
is not easy to answer because morality has become a very problematic and 
exclusive concept. 

I will try first to turn to the question of crafts and look at the problem 
from the point of view of history and of humankind. Then I would like to go 
into the question of morality and the connection between craft and morality 
and the individual. 

It is difficult to find the first beginnings of craft. We know that it was 
at its height during the Middle Ages. But if one looks back into primeval 
times, one finds that craft did not exist separately, and it is probable that 
human creativity started as art and not craft. The more that becomes now 
known of primitive human activity, the more one sees that in the beginning 
of time, humans created artifacts, things they made with their own hands, 
for magical but not practical purposes. Probably the first dwellings were not 
built for men but for the gods to inhabit. Probably the first things were made 
in an attempt to communicate with divine beings and forces rather than to 
deal with the needs of earthly existence. We know countless paintings that 
are ten, fifteen, and twenty-thousand years old. We know sculptures of these 
times as well as articles of daily use. But as far as one can assess the early 
epochs of humankind, it seems that the physical material creations were, to 
begin with, of a religious and cultic nature and only gradually of a practical 
nature. This would seem to be an indication that craft may be a further step 
from art. 

Among the very early artifacts of art or craft there are symbols, symbolic 
forms and shapes. One of the earliest and most frequent is the human hand. 
In some French and Spanish caves containing early paintings, hands are 
depicted in all kinds of positions. In some caves hundreds, thousands, of 
hands are painted: in others just one hand. Some walls are painted with 
abstract hand and finger forms. Not only in Europe but also in other countries 
of early times, one finds the symbol of the human hand. Other symbols of 
the early artistry of humankind are the female and male and the animal, 
but amongst these forms the hand seems to be the most widespread and 
possibly the oldest. 
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Some of you will know the German word for craft is Handwerk—a very 
apropos word because craft is bound to the hand. Only things made with 
the hand are objects of craft. The hand is the organ, the place, the origin, 
and even the meaning of craft. The hand is a unique organ and distinguishes 
the human being from all other kingdoms of nature. It is an organ that to 
begin with did not belong to the earth: it was originally an organ of sense 
and communication. It was not meant to work but to speak, to sense, and to 
experience the world. Thus craft might be seen as the result of a sacrifice on 
the part of the hand in giving itself to the needs of the earth. 

In the earliest cultures of which we know—Sumer, Egypt, Ur—one can 
distinguish definite craftsmanship of the highest skill and achievement. We 
see in some of the magnificent Egyptian, Sumerian, and Chaldean sculptures 
and earthenware (in the British and other museums) how the hardest and 
most resistant of materials were shaped and formed to utmost perfection. 
Much was not done as works of art but as crafts. 

What do we mean today when we refer to arts and crafts? These two 
concepts have changed and developed to some extent, and when I mention 
the old art and craft I use terms as we use them today. But we mean something 
different and the essential difference is this: 

We have an object of craft when we know exactly what we wanted to 
make and proceeded to make it as exactly to our plan as possible. Therein 
lies the craft. For example, a cabinet maker may plan to make a table 
knowing exactly what it will be like, but if it turns out to be a bed, he is a bad 
craftsman. Equally if a man sets out to make an ashtray and makes it exactly 
as planned, he is not an artist but a good craftsman. The essence of art is 
that something new arises, not only materially according to a given plan or 
form, but that between the artist and a wide realm of influences something 
entirely new appears. It may be a work of art if the artist develops a new 
form. He may have it completely in his head, but if he has not developed it 
in connection with a particular material, again, he is no artist. 

The craftsman wrestles for the expression of an existing entity, and it is 
the process of incarnation into material existence with which he deals. The 
artist wrestles for new form, new content that is to come about between 
himself and the world. It is probably through artistic endeavor that crafts 
have developed. But craft is a further step and enters into a sphere different 
from that of art. 

I have already said that in ancient history craft existed in the sense of my 
attempt to separate it, somewhat artificially, from merely artistic activity. 
The task of art was the material incarnation of forces determined out of the 
human being’s spiritual and religious life. The iconoclastic aspect of art is 
the craft aspect, which has played the greatest part throughout the history 
of mankind. 

In our present day meaning, crafts reached their height and fulfillment 
in the Middle Ages. In it an interesting occupation played an astonishing 
part, and that was the work of the mason. In connection with building and a 
revival of primeval impulses of building not for the sake of shelter but for the 
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sheltering of divinity, the houses of God, quite a phase in the development 
of craft began: the fact that one man can make an object with his hands out 
of material. Not an object assembled but one made from material by one 
man with his own hands. The great cathedrals of Europe were built in this 
way. One man carved a stone wanting it to be as perfect as possible and 
put it in place. They began to acquire perfection not as artists or sculptors 
wanting to bring about something new but wanting their handmade stone 
to be a worthy part of the House of God, which they were helping to build. 
That is the origin of the magnificent sculptures of Romanesque and Gothic 
churches all over Europe. And in other fields, too, this striving of one man 
to perfect his handiwork developed. 

Schools were set up in which these skills were taught, not only physical 
skills but skills in spiritual knowledge. We will understand the development 
of craft life at that time if we think of another activity that was developing 
at the same time. Men’s professions were varied: there were always hunters, 
soldiers, traders and those who rendered services, the carters, the barbers 
who were the surgeons and doctors, and the clergy. In medieval society the 
tendency to dissipate life was very marked not only amongst soldiers and 
traders but also amongst the clergy and generally what one calls morality 
was weakened and endangered. Within this society there were two groups 
of people who developed very earnest schools of moral training: the craft 
guilds and the alchemists. 

The alchemists are remembered largely on the basis of misunder-
standing. They were the scientists of that time who tried to study processes 
of nature as examples of the development of the human soul. What has 
been described and handed down as secret knowledge of the purification 
and transformation of base metals into gold was an attempt to train the 
individual human soul, to enable its base qualities by observing chemical 
processes in nature that seemed to illustrate processes of inner development. 
This was one attempt to improve the moral nature of the human being. 

The other attempt was the craft guilds. The schools of alchemy largely 
failed whilst the schools of craft produced notable and striking success. 
Throughout Europe the craft guilds established schools and training centers 
to which young people were admitted as apprentices. After a number of years 
of training, including menial tasks necessary to the craft, they ascended to 
the second degree of fellow, mate, or journeyman. To this craft training was 
linked the fascinating wisdom that the young person in training had to leave 
home, town and country. After achieving a certain amount of learning the 
fellow or mate had to set out on a long journey spanning a number of years 
and covering a considerable area of Europe. This was done because the 
type of training given by a craft guild would unavoidably bind and limit a 
craftsman to a certain place in society. Before that sacrifice could be made, 
it was necessary for the learning craftsman to have time to wander and 
encounter as much of the world as possible. The third degree of training was 
that of master, the one who achieved the perfect incarnation of the plan into 
a given material. 
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Try to hold onto the few basic ideas, which we have encountered. First, 
craft incarnates, through the organ of the human hand, a pre-existing form 
into earthly material. One can sense here a fundamental Christian principle: 
Christ in his youth, as the Man Jesus, can be imagined as the Craftsman.
In all cultures it is the image in which he is seen, and Craft is the exercise 
that implants, through the hand, spirit into matter. We may feel that this 
has something to do with morality in the highest sense. The problem which 
arises in our time is that we have not found a new way to do what the 
crafts from the Middle Ages to the beginning of this century did for the 
moral existence of the human being. The development that started with the 
Industrial Revolution caused the physical economic justification of craft 
to disappear. What has been done as a purely spiritual exercise and at the 
same time satisfied man’s basic material need, was pushed away through 
the developments at the end of the last century. Modern production methods 
have made craft impossible and have not as yet allowed for the development 
of another form in which to realize the spiritual and moral aspect of craft. 

Britain and other countries are now looked upon as being lazy and 
incapable of competing in the labor force. Large groups of men frequently 
come out in protest knowing that this will cause serious hardship to their 
country. The reason is not simply the desire for increased monetary return 
for their labor. They earn more each year but, with the rising cost of living, 
their earnings remain more or less the same. But this is not the issue. The 
issue is that, though they may have a bit more to eat and wear and have cars, 
they must also find their moral dignity—and they cannot find it. They hope 
to find it by setting off one guild trade union against another. They try to 
introduce differentials, to work slowly and deliberately, because that instills 
the memory of craftwork in them. Craftwork is basically a differentiated, 
organized way of incarnating spirit into matter. This happens individually 
in the craftsman when he relates his work to his hands. He may not know 
it, but it happens and cannot be done in a hurry. When man is robbed of it 
he senses his deprivation and degradation. He needs what only the craft can 
do—creation of moral substance. 

At this point I would like to describe the skeletal nature of the human 
hand. We can hold our palms so that it looks upward, or so that the palm looks 
downwards—supination or pronation. We can do this because between the 
upper arm and hand there are two bones, the radius and ulna. When the two 
bones are parallel our hand looks upwards, when crossed, downwards. The 
foot is similarly built but we can no longer turn the foot; it is permanently 
turned down onto the earth. 

In the description in the Gospels of Good Friday, the Roman soldiers 
broke the bones of the two who were crucified on either side of the Christ, 
but they did not break His bones. It was said in the Scriptures: “His bones 
shall not be broken.” This does not refer only to the external but to the 
archetypal fact that our feet were unbroken before we descended to earth. 
We have retained only in our hands the freedom of turning upwards to the 
world of our origin. Craft uses this organ to descend in freedom into the 
bondage of earthly matter, thus expressing the divine essence of the human 
being. 
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II 

Let us face the very difficult issue of morality so that we can see its 
connection to craft. When we consider the beginning of morality, how it 
emerged out of primeval time and displayed itself in history, it is quite 
obvious that the issue of morality arises with that of good and evil. The 
description in Genesis is magnificent—the birth of Good and Evil in the 
consciousness of Man when, living in Paradise under the direct guidance 
of divinity, he transgressed the original command and ate of the forbidden 
fruit of knowledge. This is the moment when his eyes were opened and 
he knew Good and Evil. Morality has throughout history been variously 
linked, and especially in our time, to the question of sex. However, it is 
written that when Adam ate of the Tree of Knowledge his eyes were opened, 
the world appeared and he knew that he too could be seen by the light. Thus 
the problem of Good and Evil is presented as the problem of knowledge. 
But is the problem of morality one of knowledge? I do not think that it is. I 
think that morality is the opposite of knowledge. 

In modern times we have learned to highly value pure intelligence. 
We educate our children to the greatest possible intellectual independence. 
They learn to look up all answers in textbooks so that they can become 
as self-reliant as possible. They become ever more clever, and when they 
leave school they understand that they are now meant to be successful. 
They set out to find out how they can best provide money, they read papers, 
statistics, and they inform themselves. Obviously morality does not flow 
from that source. I describe this to show that it is not so simple to interpret 
the primeval story of eating the apple of knowledge as morality. It is a most 
puzzling and difficult problem. 

Various widely divergent moral codes exist. Probably all of us and the 
majority of the population of the Western world would agree that high-
jacking trucks filled with electronic media is not moral. Among Eskimo 
tribes they have the practice of allowing their elderly to leave their camps 
to go into the wilderness to be eaten by wild animals; the old people accept 
this as their duty. In certain African tribes when a child is born and before 
it is fed, it is shown to the father; if he considers it to be imperfect it is 
destroyed. For us these codes of behavior are shocking.

Another thing that seems to have been universal up to the time of Christ, 
and is still held as a high moral code by some small groups of modern man, is 
the principle of vengeance. The value of a man was measured by the degree 
of persistence in avenging any offense done to his family. A man who would 
take an offense unrevenged would become an outcast. It is still the case in 
some parts of Sicily, so intensely valued as a moral code that imprisonment 
for life as a result of an act of revenge is accepted. Interestingly, to many 
revenge is not only not a very important issue, but the more modern we are, 
the less we possess the power of revenge. Those who still maintain a strong 
heritage from the past have slightly greater capacity for revenge, but a truly 
modern person forgets an offense. [An exception is the modern Moslem and 
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Israeli cultures that still take revenge very seriously.] This is a mysterious 
fact. Moral values seem to arise from a far greater depth than our ideas. 

Moral codes may vary tremendously in the course of time—and equally 
in different cultures and societies. They vary even within the same society, 
in different levels and different age groups. 

Cultured Asian people are trained to say that which the other wishes to 
hear. The factual truth would be regarded as impolite. They feel morally 
obliged to tell lies for reasons of politeness and do so every day. 

We have made the problem still more confused. I should like briefly 
to describe something that Rudolf Steiner said about morality in a lecture 
course to teachers of the first Waldorf school. He spoke then not about 
morality but about will: the problem of morality is actually a problem of 
the will and not of the thinking. Steiner said that there are three aspects in 
the forces of the human soul: thinking, feeling, and willing. While thinking 
is the soul’s ability to relate images in the soul in an ordered way, will is 
the source of action but is completely hidden from consciousness. If I lift 
a glass of water, it is an action of my body. The glass of water can be in 
my consciousness and I can have the intention of lifting it—but nothing 
happens, i.e., there is a difference between intention and action. And this 
difference we call will. If I will to lift the glass, I can lift it, but if I only 
think about it I may not lift it. Obviously there is a world of difference in the 
will and yet it is a world that does not appear in my consciousness. This is 
an essential aspect of morality—we are apparently involved fundamentally 
in a realm which, to begin with, is not accessible to our consciousness. Our 
will is completely asleep and is yet the most real and consequential way in 
which we are put into this world. 

Steiner describes something very interesting about the polarity of 
thinking and willing: Our feeling is interplay between the two. Our feeling 
is will that has not yet stepped into the reality of action; if intensified 
towards reality it becomes will. Further, our feeling is a confluence in which 
a certain slight will tendency meets the image tendency in our thinking so 
that our soul experiences, though not consciously as a thought, but in a 
kind of dream consciousness. Steiner then makes the following statement: 
Our existence on earth is determined from two sides. The physical body is 
prepared from heredity in order that something of a purely spiritual nature 
can manifest. This is very much the picture of craft! There must be a plan. 
A table must exist in concept, an ideal. Once tables exist the craftsman can, 
with the help of suitable materials and tools, bring about the materialization 
of the idea of a table. Equally, if the individuality of man did not spiritually 
exist, we could not incarnate as infants and develop as persons on earth. 

Our type of thinking, feeling, and willing is not part of the eternal idea 
of the human being but is part of incarnated human being on earth. Steiner 
says that we enter from a purely spiritual existence through birth and begin 
to work in our physical hereditary body. In a given environment we work 
out our destiny on earth and unfold the three soul forces. We have been 
thrust out of a previous existence and the door shut. Hardly any man on 
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earth has any memory of what he was before he was born (though a few 
poets have had faint glimpses of this pre-birth existence). It belongs to our 
human existence on earth that the door is shut: we are really thrown out. The 
force that closes the door when we are born is the source of the force within 
us, which gradually develops in us the power of a mirror. 

Do we know why we see ourselves in a mirror? What makes a mirror 
show us ourselves? Why do not other substances reflect? It must be a mirror, 
a polished surface. As long as substance or a piece of material receives the 
light that falls upon it, it will not mirror. But once it becomes shut off from 
the light, everything is thrown back and the approaching light is straight 
away reflected. This is the nature of a mirror: this is the nature of thinking. 
It is a mistake when someone takes the grimace in the mirror as a threat 
and hits back. Many wars have arisen not because we want to hurt one 
another but because we are frightened that the other may hurt us. This is a 
most typical situation in the destiny of humankind: that he does not know 
himself, that he does not know that the fear in the other is the mirror picture 
of himself. This is the force of thinking, the mirror force arises because 
when we were born we left and were shut out from the other world. We bear 
that force with us and the further away from the other world we grow, the 
stronger the mirroring force. 

But we go towards another gate, that of death. In reality with our first 
breath we go towards death. That is will. If we think that to be born is not 
to die we delude ourselves—but the harmony, which arises between the two 
is our feeling. 

Why have I told you all this? It is basic but has little to do with morality. 
Steiner says the following: The will which leads us back to our own existence 
is the only thing in us which is individual. Thinking is universal, we share 
our thinking with all human beings. If we read today Plato or Aristotle we 
can ask whether we have really developed. Comparing any philosopher of 
the past with those of the present we have to admit that they knew it all. 
There is no real progress in thinking. But read Plato and you will see that in 
his time there were slaves. Divine authority ordained this. Read Paul, that 
most modern of men, and see that he advises slaves to do what their masters 
tell them and to be grateful because they are his masters. How we would 
revolt against such feelings. Our feelings and values are totally different. 
We have made fantastic strides feelingwise. Why? Because this is tru1y 
individual: it leads always to the future. We do not intrinsically hold moral 
codes in common with all mankind. We hold such codes in common with 
groups of men because they flow from the will and begin to dawn in our 
feeling man. How is it with the source of morality that we suspect belongs 
here? Morality is mine: that makes it morality. It is not that I conform to a 
social code: this I may do but I know that it is not my morality. My morality 
is that little wellspring, utterly individual, that I do it. The agreed norm is 
not morality but that at a special moment I do this—that is morality. 

Steiner says the following: Will works in everything that is alive—not 
only in the human being but in everything that is divine and incarnated. It 
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works in the individual through his fourfold nature: through his physical 
organization; into his living, etheric organization, into his emotional, astral 
organization as well as into human ego nature. 

What does the will do in the physical body? It creates instinct. The 
fact that beavers can fell trees so that they fall to form a dam, or that bees 
collect pollen from far distant plants, produce, and deposit the wax in such 
a way that a honeycomb—one of the most highly differentiated, mechanical 
structures—arises, this is instinct. Will working in the physical. Will working 
in the life processes creates drive, forces that govern modern life, govern 
nutrition, the excreting of substances, procreation. Will working in the 
emotional creates desires, longings, passions. Will working in our essentially 
ego nature creates something that, though it is probably the most important 
aspect of human existence, is hardly known as a word—motivation. 

In our schools we have increasing numbers of children who are very 
intelligent—often moreso than their teachers—yet they are completely 
incapable of living harmoniously with other people and fitting into society. 
They may be able to do very intricate things but they perhaps cannot eat 
at a table with other people. Sometimes one says that they are emotionally 
disturbed children but sometimes they are completely undisturbed and 
undisturbable, because if motivation rolls too far no feeling arises. They are 
not disturbed in their feeling, they are impartial. 

There are many things that one is capable of doing but would not do 
because one has a harmoniously integrated motivation, one is in one world 
with everybody else. We have a highly integrated, well-fitting common 
world out of our organized, differentiated motivation. Imagine that we 
were a group of twenty lions, five cows, three seagulls, and so forth. It 
is not the lack of intelligence in the seagull that would cause a problem 
but a completely different motivation. We are capable of living together as 
human beings only because there is an all-pervading motivation among us. 
Most crimes of today are a breakdown in motivation. They can be brilliantly 
engineered and efforts are made not to injure anyone. What they want to do 
obviously must be done in the best way possible. 

Not only does the will in the human create motivation, it does something 
else. Steiner says that though will brings about motivation, there is by 
necessity a slight discrepancy between the idea and physical execution. For 
example, I think a point and the point I think is mathematical; it has no 
size. Whether I make such a point on the blackboard or with the sharpest of 
pencils, it is unavoidably a blotch. It lies in the nature of things. Anything 
that is physically present only approaches approximate perfection. You 
cannot think a wrong 90° triangle. And that lies equally in the nature of 
the spiritual. Therefore, whatever we bring about through motivation 
practically can never express the idea. That is the link with craft. When we 
make something with our hands we are responsible for it. If I sow corn it is 
not my work but divine enactment, which makes it grow. If I teach a child 
and the child learns have I brought this about? Learning is an activity of the 
child and not of the teacher. 



��

Steiner said that because of the relationship between the physical and 
spiritual, when we have done something with our hands craftwise, there 
usually remains an unsatisfied element of wish: I could have done better. 
This is the seed for incarnation into consciousness of the next higher divine 
principle of the human being, beyond his ego. 

We are distinguished from animals because we know our own ego. 
Animals have much more majestic spiritual beings behind them, the 
wisdom of all cattle not only domesticated, is far greater than the wisdom 
of individual man. But the individual cow has not got it and is only part of 
it. She is directed by a great spiritual power. 

We have a glimpse of our spiritual nature, the lowest bit of the totality 
of man’s spirit. The totality of man’s spirit exists but it is God. In the end 
this divinity wants to live completely in the human being as it once lived 
in Jesus. This is the meaning of human existence. It is slow, there is time, 
and we must always do something about it to bring into incarnation or 
manifestation the divinity. 

Nobody can deny that if we look at the human being and the world 
from the viewpoint of natural science, there is nothing divine in the human 
being. On the contrary, the human being appears as one of the animals with 
peculiar habits. He is only part of a tremendous universe. We are endowed 
with another way of looking at all this, but it is not fashionable because the 
human being is convinced that he should be born but not die. This is at the 
root of many of our problems. Though we can survive if born prematurely 
noone wishes to be so born. Equally, no one wishes to die prematurely. But 
because he does not wish a premature birth, it does not mean he does not 
wish to be born. But it is a largely accepted fact that not only do we not wish 
for premature death, but feeling-wise we do not wish to die at all. This is a 
fallacy and not human. 

When the will works in the ego bringing about motivation, there remains 
the wish to do something better. Steiner speaks of two further steps: the 
resolution that can arise and the decision that can follow. This lived in the 
Middle Ages in the craftwork. It is the morality-creating power of craft, 
something only conceptually known embodied by the human hand into 
matter and never absolutely perfect. This is par excellence the fine wish to 
do better. 

This and nothing else is morality. Although it works out feeling-wise 
into a variety of moral codes, morality is the human being’s willingness to 
bring to greater realization his/her divine nature. This is motivation and we 
have to strive for it in our time not in physical work with our hands but in 
the encounter of one human being and another. When I greet someone in 
the morning there must arise in my soul the wish that I should be able to do 
that better—even only just that greeting, as, if we are truly honest, we know 
that we have in fact shied from giving a true greeting. We have become so 
sensitive and so much on the threshold of new motivation that we feel in 
every meeting with another person the wish to do better. If we will learn to 
listen to that wish in our soul, we shall have provided a foothold for further 
development of morality.     




