


The Science of Knowing

Outline of an Epistemology 

Implicit in the Goethean 

World View

With Particular Reference to 
Schiller

By Rudolf Steiner 

GA 2 

This edition of The Science of Knowing is a new translation of 

Grundlinien einer Erkenntnistheorie der Goetheschen Weltanschauung 
mit besonderer Rücksicht auf Schiller 

(Bibliographie No. 2), 7th edition GAS 1979, published by the Rudolf 
Steiner Nachlassverwaltung, Dornach, Switzerland. Translation from 

the original German by William Lindeman. Another translation is 
available under the title A Theory of Knowledge, published by the 

Anthroposophic Press. 

Cover design and lettering by Peter 
Stebbing. Cover form by Rudolf 

Steiner.

Copyright © 1988 
This e.Text edition is provided through the wonderful work 

of: 

The Mercury Press 



 

CONTENTS 

Cover Sheet

Contents

Preface to the New Edition of 1924

Foreword to the First Edition

A. PRELIMINARY QUESTIONS 
The Point of Departure 
The Science of Goethe According to the Method of Schiller 
3. The Task of Science 
B. EXPERIENCE 
Determining the Concept of Experience 
An Indication as to the Content of Experience 
Correcting an Erroneous Conception of Experience as a 
Whole

7. Calling upon the Experience of Every Single Reader 
C. THINKING 
Thinking as a Higher Experience within Experience 
Thinking and Consciousness 
10. The Inner Nature of Thinking 
D. SCIENCE 
Thinking and Perception 
Intellect and Reason 
The Activity of Knowing 
14. The Ground of Things and the Activity of Knowing 
E. THE ACTIVITY OF KNOWING NATURE 
Inorganic Nature 
16. Organic Nature 
F. THE HUMANITIES 
Introduction: Spirit and Nature 
Psychological Knowing Activity 
Human Spiritual Activity (Freiheit) 
20. Optimism and Pessimism 
G. CONCLUSION 
The Activity of Knowing and Artistic Creativity 

Notes to the New Edition, 1924 



Rudolf Steiner 

The Science of Knowing 

Outline of an Epistemology 
Implicit in the Goethean World View 

With Particular Reference to Schiller 

MERCURY PRESS 
Spring Valley, New York 

This edition of The Science of Knowing is a new translation of Grundlinien 
einer Erkenntnistheorie der Goetheschen Weltanschauung mit besonderer 

Rücksicht auf Schiller (Bibliographie No. 2), 7th edition GAS 1979, 
published by the Rudolf Steiner Nachlassverwaltung, Dornach, Switzerland. 

Translation from the original German by William Lindeman. A prior 
translation is available under the title A Theory of Knowledge, published by 

the Anthroposophic Press. 

Cover design and lettering by Peter Stebbing. 
Cover form by Rudolf Steiner. 

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 88-092669 
ISBN 0-936132-97-3 

Copyright © 1988 by William Lindeman 

Printed and published in the USA by 
MERCURY PRESS 
241 Hungry Hollow Road 
Spring Valley, NY 10977 



Preface to the New Edition of 1924 

This epistemology of the Goethean world view was written by me in the 
middle of the 1880's. Two thought-activities were living in my soul at that 
time. One of these was directed toward Goethe's creative work and was 
striving to give shape to the view of the world and of life that emerges as the 
moving power in this creative work. It seemed to me that something fully 
and purely human held sway in everything that Goethe gave the world as he 
created, contemplated, and lived. It seemed to me that nowhere in recent 
times were inner certainty, harmonious completeness, and a sense for reality 
with respect to the world as fully represented as in Goethe. From this 
thought arose the recognition that the way Goethe conducted himself in the 
activity of knowing is also the one that emerges from the essential being of 
man and of the world. 

On the other hand, my thoughts were living within the philosophical views 
prevalent at that time regarding the essential being of knowledge. In these 
views the activity of knowing was threatening to encapsulate itself within the 
being of man himself. Otto Liebmann, the gifted philosopher, had made the 
statement that human consciousness cannot reach beyond itself. It must 
remain within itself. Whatever, as true reality, lies beyond the world that 
consciousness shapes within itself, of this it can know nothing. In brilliant 
writings Otto Liebmann elaborated this thought in relation to the most 
varied areas of man's world of experience. Johannes Volkelt had written his 
thoughtful books Kant's Epistemology and Experience and Thinking. In 
the world given to man he saw only a complex of mental pictures that arise 
through man's relationship to a world which in itself is unknown. He did, in 
fact, concede that within the experience of thinking necessity manifests itself 
when thinking reaches into the world of mental pictures. In a certain way 
one feels as if one were bursting through the world of mental pictures into 
reality when thinking becomes active. But what has been gained by this? One 
could thereby feel justified in forming judgments in thinking that say 
something about the real world; but with such judgments one still stands 
entirely within the inner life of man; nothing of the essential being of the 
world penetrates into him. 

In epistemological questions, Eduard von Hartmann, whose philosophy was 
of real use to me even though I could not accept its basic premises or 
conclusions, took exactly the same standpoint that Volkelt then presented in 
detail. 

It was everywhere acknowledged that the human being, in his activity of 
knowing, strikes up against certain limits through which he cannot penetrate 
into the realm of true reality. 

Confronting all this there stood for me the fact — inwardly experienced, and 



known in the experiencing — that man with his thinking, if he deepens it 
sufficiently, does live in the midst of world reality as within a spiritual 
reality. I believed I possessed this knowledge as one that can stand in human 
consciousness with the same inner clarity as that which manifests in 
mathematical knowledge. 

In the face of this knowledge the opinion cannot persist that there are limits 
of knowledge such as those believed to have been established by the trend of 
thought just described. 

Into all this there played the fact that my thoughts were drawn to the theory 
of evolution, which was then in full bloom. In Haeckel it had assumed a 
form that did not allow the self-sustained being and working of the spiritual 
to be taken into account. The later, the more perfect, was supposed to have 
emerged in the course of time out of the earlier, the less developed. I could 
see that this was so insofar as outer, sense-perceptible reality was concerned. 
Nevertheless, I was too familiar with the self-sustaining spirituality that is 
not dependent upon the sense-perceptible and is established within itself to 
admit that the outer, sense-perceptible world of phenomena was right in this 
regard. Rather, it was a matter of building a bridge from this world of the 
senses to that of the spirit. In the course of time, as thought of in terms of 
sense perceptions, the human spiritual seems to evolve out of the preceding 
unspiritual. 

Yet the sense-perceptible, rightly known, shows everywhere that it is a 
manifestation of the spiritual. In the face of this correct knowledge of the 
sense-perceptible, it was clear to me that “limits of knowledge,” as they were 
then set, could be acknowledged only by someone who encounters this 
sense-perceptible realm and then treats it in the way a person would treat a 
printed page if he simply looked at the forms of the letters, and, knowing 
nothing about reading, then declared that one cannot know what lies behind 
these forms. 

In this way my attention was drawn to the path from sense observation to the 
spiritual, which for me was a fact established through inner, knowing 
experience. I was not seeking unspiritual atomic worlds behind sense-
perceptible phenomena; I sought the spiritual, which seemingly manifests 
within the inner life of the human being but which in actuality belongs to 
the things and processes of the sense world themselves. Because of the way 
man carries out his knowing activity, it might seem as though the thoughts 
of things were within man, whereas in actuality they hold sway within the 
things. It is necessary for Man, in this experiencing of what seems to be the 
case, to separate the thoughts of things from the things; in the true 
experience of knowledge, he gives them back again to the things. 

The evolution of the world is then to be understood in such a way that the 
preceding unspiritual, out of which the spirituality of man later unfolds 
itself, contains something spiritual above and beyond itself. The later, 



spiritualized sense-perceptibility in which man appears thus arises through 
the fact that the spirit ancestor of man unites himself with the imperfect, 
unspiritual forms, and, transforming these, then appears in sense-
perceptible form. 

These trains of thought led me beyond the epistemologists of that time, 
whose acumen and scientific sense of responsibility I fully acknowledged. 
They led me to Goethe. 

I can well recall today my inner struggles back then. I did not make it easy 
for myself to break away from the philosophical trains of thought prevalent 
at that time. But my guiding star was always the recognition, brought about 
entirely through itself, of the fact that the human being can behold himself 
inwardly as a spirit independent of the body, standing in a purely spiritual 
world. 

Before my works on Goethe's natural-scientific writings and before this 
epistemology, I wrote a little essay on atomism that has never been 
published. It took the direction I just indicated. I must recall the happiness 
it gave me when Friedrich Theodor Vischer, to whom I sent the essay, 
responded with a few favorable comments. 

But now, from my studies of Goethe, it became clear to me how my thoughts 
led me to behold the essential being of knowledge that emerges everywhere 
in Goethe's creative activity and in his stance toward the world. I found that 
my viewpoints provided me with an epistemology that is the epistemology 
of the Goethean world view. 

In the 1880's I was recommended by Karl Julius Schroer, my teacher and 
fatherly friend to whom I owe a great deal, to write the introductions [These 
introductions are now published in book form under the title Goethean 
Science, Mercury Press, 1988. –Ed.] to Goethe's natural-scientific writings 
for Kürschner's National Literatur and to tend to the publishing of these 
writings. In the course of this work I pursued Goethe's cognitive life in all 
the areas in which he was active. It became increasingly clear to me, right 
down into the details, that my own view brought me into the epistemology 
implicit in the Goethean world view. And so I wrote this present 
epistemology during my work on Goethe's natural-scientific writings. 

As I look at it again today, it also appears to me to be the epistemological 
foundation and justification for every thing I said and published later. It 
speaks of the essential being of knowing activity that opens the way from the 
sense perceptible world into the spiritual one. 

It might seem strange that this work of my youth, almost forty years old 
now, should appear today unchanged and expanded only by some notes. In 
its manner of presentation it bears the earmarks of a thinking that lived in 
the philosophy of forty years ago. If I were writing it today, I would state 
many things differently. But I would not be able to present anything 



different as the essential being of knowledge. Yet what I would write today 
would not be able to bear within itself so faithfully the germ of the world 
view for which I have stood and which is in accordance with the spirit. One 
can write in such a germinal way only at the beginning of a life of 
knowledge. This perhaps justifies a new publication of a youthful work in 
this unchanged form. The epistemologies that existed at the time of its 
writing have found their continuation in later ones. I said what I have to say 
about them in my book Riddles of Philosophy. This book is appearing 
now in a new edition from the same publisher. 

What I sketched years ago in this little book as the epistemology implicit in 
the Goethean world view seems to me just as necessary to say today as it was 
forty years ago. 

Goetheanum in Dornach November, 1923 

Rudolf Steiner



Foreword to the First Edition 
When Professor Kürschner honored me with the task of publishing Goethe's 
natural-scientific works for German National Literature, I was well aware 
of the difficulties confronting me in such an undertaking. I had to work 
against a view that had become almost universally established. 
While the conviction is becoming more and more widespread that Goethe's 
literary works are the foundation of our entire cultural life, his scientific 
efforts are regarded — even by those who go the farthest in their 
appreciation of them — as nothing more than inklings he had of truths that 
then became fully validated in the course of scientific investigation. The eye 
of his genius, they say, attained inklings of natural lawfulnesses which then, 
independently of him, were rediscovered by the strict methods of science. 
What one fully grants to the rest of Goethe's activity — namely, that every 
educated person must come to terms with it — is denied him with respect to 
his scientific view. It is not acknowledged at all that the poet's scientific 
works afford anything that science, even without him, would not offer today. 
By the time I was introduced to Goethe's world view by K.J. Schroer, my 
beloved teacher, my thinking had already taken a direction that enabled me 
to look beyond the poet's individual discoveries to the essential point: to the 
way Goethe fit each individual discovery into the totality of his conception 
of nature, to the way he evaluated it in order to gain insight into the 
relationship of nature beings, or, as he so aptly expressed it himself (in the 
essay Power to Judge in Beholding [Anschauende Urteilskraft] ), in order 
to participate spiritually in nature's productions. I soon recognized that the 
achievements which modern science does grant Goethe are the inessential 
ones, whereas precisely what is significant is overlooked. The individual 
discoveries would really have been made even without Goethe's-research; 
but science will be deprived of his marvelous conception of nature as long 
as it does not draw this directly from him. This realization gave the 
direction that had to be taken by the introductions to my edition of Goethe's 
scientific works. They had to show that every single view expressed by 
Goethe is to be traced back to the totality of his genius. 
The principles by which this is to be done are the subject of this little book. 
It undertakes to show that what we set forth as Goethe's scientific views is 
also capable of being established on its own independent foundation. 
This seems to me to be sufficient introduction to the following study. There 
remains only the pleasant duty of expressing my most deeply-felt thanks to 
Professor Kürschner, who has lent me his friendly assistance with this little 
book with the same extraordinary kindness he has always shown my 
scientific endeavours. 
End of April, 1886 
Rudolf Steiner













D. SCIENCE 

11. Thinking and Perception 

Science permeates perceived reality with the concepts grasped and worked 
through by our thinking. Through what our spirit, by its activity, has raised 
out of the darkness of mere potentiality into the light of reality, science 
complements and deepens what has been taken up passively. This 
presupposes that perception needs to be complemented by the spirit, that it 
is not at all something definitive, ultimate, complete. 

The fundamental error of modern science is that it regards sense 
perceptions as something already complete and finished. It therefore sets 
itself the task of simply photographing this existence complete in itself. To 
be sure, only positivism, which simply rejects any possibility of going 
beyond perception, is consistent in this regard. Still, one sees in nearly all 
sciences today the striving to regard this as the correct standpoint. In the 
true sense of the word this requirement would be satisfied only by a science 
that simply enumerates and describes things as they exist side by side in 
space, and events as they succeed each other in time. The old style of natural 
history still comes closest to meeting this requirement. Modern natural 
science really demands the same thing, setting up a complete theory of 
experience in order then to violate it right away when taking the first step in 
real science. 

We would have to renounce our thinking entirely if we wanted to keep to 
pure experience. One disparages thinking if one takes away from it the 
possibility of perceiving in itself entities inaccessible to the senses. In 
addition to sense qualities there must be yet another factor within reality 
that is grasped by thinking. Thinking is an organ of the human being that is 
called upon to observe something higher than what the senses offer. 

The side of reality accessible to thinking is one about which a mere sense 
being would never experience anything. Thinking is not there to rehash the 
sense-perceptible but rather to penetrate what is hidden to the senses. Sense 
perception provides only one side of reality. The other side is a thinking 
apprehension of the world. Now thinking confronts us at first as something 
altogether foreign to perception. The perception forces itself in upon us 
from outside; thinking works itself up out of our inner being. The content of 
this thinking appears to us as an organism inwardly complete in itself; 
everything is in strictest interconnection. The individual parts of the 
thought-system determine each other; every single concept ultimately has 
its roots in the wholeness of our edifice of thoughts. 



At first glance it seems as though the inner consistency of thinking, its self-
sufficiency, would make any transition to perception impossible. If the 
statements of thinking were such that one could fulfill them in only one way, 
then thinking would really be isolated in itself; we would not be able to 
escape from it. But this is not the case. The statements of thinking are such 
that they can be fulfilled in manifold ways. It is just that the element causing 
this manifoldness cannot itself then be sought within thinking. If we take 
one of the statements made by thought, namely that the earth attracts all 
bodies, we notice at once that the thought leaves open the possibility of 
being fulfilled in the most varied ways. But these are variations that can no 
longer be reached by thinking. This is the place for another element. This 
element is sense perception. Perception affords a kind of specialization of 
the statements made by thoughts, a possibility left open by these statements 
themselves. 

It is in this specialization that the world confronts us when we merely make 
use of experience. Psychologically that element comes first which in point 
of fact is derivative. 

In all cognitive treatment of reality the process is as follows. We approach 
the concrete perception. It stands before us as a riddle. Within us the urge 
makes itself felt to investigate the actual what, the essential being, of the 
perception, which this perception itself does not express. This urge is 
nothing else than a concept working its way up out of the darkness of our 
consciousness. We then hold fast to this concept while sense perception goes 
along parallel with this thought-process. The mute perception suddenly 
speaks a language comprehensible to us; we recognize that the concept we 
have grasped is what we sought as the essential being of the perception. 

What has taken place here is a judgment (Urteil). It is different from the 
form of judgment that joins two concepts without taking perception into 
account at all. When I say that inner freedom is the self-determination of a 
being, from out of itself, I have also made a judgment. The parts of this 
judgment are concepts, which have not been given to me in perception. The 
inner unity of our thinking, which we dealt with in the previous chapter, 
rests upon judgments such as these. 

The judgment under consideration here has a perception as its subject and a 
concept as its predicate. The particular animal in front of me is a dog. In this 
kind of judgment, a perception is inserted into my thought-system at a 
particular place. Let us call such a judgment a perception-judgment. 

Through a perception-judgment, one recognizes that a particular sense-
perceptible object, in accordance with its being, coincides with a 
particular concept. 

If we therefore wish to grasp what we perceive, the perception must be 
prefigured in us as a definite concept. We would go right by an object for 



which this is not the case without its being comprehensible to us. 

The best proof that this is so is provided by the fact that people who lead a 
richer spiritual life also penetrate more deeply into the world of experience 
than do others for whom this is not the case. Much that passes over the latter 
kind of person without leaving a trace makes a deep impression upon the 
former. (“Were not the eye of sun-like nature, the sun it never could 
behold.” Goethe) Yes, someone will say, but don't we meet infinitely many 
things in life about which previously we had not had the slightest concept, 
and do we not then, right on the spot, at once form concepts of them? 
Certainly. But is the sum total of all possible concepts identical with the sum 
total of those I have formed in my life up to now? Is my system of concepts 
not capable of development? Can I not, in the face of a reality that is 
incomprehensible to me, at once bring my thinking into action so that in 
fact it also develops, right on the spot, the concept I need to hold up to an 
object? The only ability useful to me is one that allows a definite concept to 
emerge from the thought-world's supply. The point is not that a particular 
thought has already become conscious for me in the course of my life, but 
rather that this thought allows itself to be drawn from the world of thoughts 
accessible to me. It is indeed of no consequence to its content where and 
when I grasp it. In fact, I draw all the characterizations of thoughts out of the 
world of thoughts. Nothing whatsoever in fact, flows into this content from 
the sense object. I only recognize again, within the sense object, the thought 
I drew up from within my inner being. This object does in fact move me at a 
particular moment to bring forth precisely this thought-content out of the 
unity of all possible thoughts, but it does not in any way provide me with the 
building stones for these thoughts. These I must draw out of myself. 

Only when we allow our thinking to work does reality first acquire true 
characterization. Reality, which before was mute, now speaks a clear 
language. 

Our thinking is the translator that interprets for us the gestures of 
experience. 

We are so used to seeing the world of concepts as empty and without 
content, and so used to contrasting perception with it as something full of 
content and altogether definite, that it will be difficult to establish for the 
world of concepts the position it deserves in the true scheme of things. We 
miss the fact entirely that mere looking is the emptiest thing imaginable, 
and that only from thinking does it first receive any content at all. The only 
thing true about the above view is that looking does hold the ever-fluid 
thought in one particular form, without our having to work along actively 
with this holding. The fact that a person with a rich soul life sees a thousand 
things that are a blank to someone spiritually poor proves, clear as day, that 
the content of reality is only the mirror-image of the content of our spirit 
and that we receive only the empty form from outside. We must, to be sure, 
have the strength in us to recognize ourselves as the begetters (Erzeuger) of 



this content; otherwise we see only the mirror image and never our spirit, 
that is mirrored. Even a person who sees himself in a real mirror must in 
fact know himself as a personality in order to know himself again in this 
image. 

All sense perception dissolves ultimately, as far as its essential being is 
concerned, into ideal content. Only then does it appear to us as transparent 
and clear. The sciences for the most part have not even been touched by any 
awareness of this truth. One considers the characterizations given by thought 
to be attributes of objects, like color, odor, etc. One therefore believes the 
following characterization to be a feature of all bodies: that they remain in 
the state of motion or rest in which they find themselves until an external 
influence alters this state. It is in this form that the law of inertia figures in 
physics. But the true state of affairs is completely different. The thought, 
“body,” exists in my system of concepts in many modifications. One of these 
is the thought of a thing which, out of itself, can bring itself to rest or into 
motion; another is the concept of a body that alters its state only as a result 
of an external influence. I designate the latter kind as inorganic. If, then, a 
particular body confronts me that reflects back to me in the perception this 
second conceptual characterization, then I designate it as inorganic and 
connect with it all the characterizations that follow from the concept of an 
inorganic body. 

The conviction should permeate all the sciences that their content is purely 
thought-content and that they stand in no other connection to perception 
than that they see, in the object of perception, a particular form of the 
concept. 



12. Intellect and Reason 

Our thinking has a twofold task: firstly, to create concepts with sharply 
delineated contours; secondly, to bring together the individual concepts 
thus created into a unified whole. In the first case we are dealing with the 
activity that makes distinctions; in the second, with the activity that joins. 
These two spiritual tendencies by no means enjoy the same cultivation in 
the sciences. The keen intellect that enters into the smallest details in 
making its distinctions is given to a significantly larger number of people 
than the uniting power of thinking that penetrates into the depths of beings. 

For a long time one saw the only task of science to be the making of exact 
distinctions between things. We need only recall the state of affairs in which 
Goethe found natural history. Through Linnaeus it had become the ideal to 
seek the exact differences between individual plants in order in this way to 
be able to use the most insignificant characteristics to set up new species 
and subspecies. Two kinds of animals or plants that differed in only the 
most inessential things were assigned right away to different species. If an 
unexpected deviation from the arbitrarily established character of the 
species was found in one or another creature that until then had been 
assigned to one or another species, one did not then reflect how such a 
deviation could be explained from this character itself; one simply set up a 
new species. 

Making distinctions like this is the task of the intellect (Verstand). It has 
only to separate concepts and maintain them in this separation. This is a 
necessary preliminary stage of any higher scientific work. Above all, in fact, 
we need firmly established, clearly delineated concepts before we can seek 
their harmony. But we must not remain in this separation. For the intellect, 
things are separated that humanity has an essential need to see in a 
harmonious unity. Remaining separate for the intellect are: cause and effect, 
mechanism and organism, freedom and necessity, idea and reality, spirit and 
nature, and so on. All these distinctions are introduced by the intellect. They 
must be introduced, because otherwise the world would appear to us as a 
blurred, obscure chaos that would form a unity only because it would be 
totally undefined for us. 

The intellect itself is in no position to go beyond this separation. It holds 
firmly to the separated parts. 

To go beyond this is the task of reason (Vernunft). It has to allow the 
concepts created by the intellect to pass over into one another. It has to 
show that what the intellect keeps strictly separated is actually an inner 
unity. The separation is something brought about artificially, a necessary 
intermediary stage for our activity of knowing, not its conclusion. A person 
who grasps reality in a merely intellectual way distances himself from it. He 



sets in reality's place — since it is in truth a unity — an artificial 
multiplicity, a manifoldness that has nothing to do with the essential being 
of reality. 

The conflict that has arisen between an intellectually motivated science and 
the human heart stems from this. Many people whose thinking is not yet 
developed enough for them to arrive at a unified world view grasped in full 
conceptual clarity are, nevertheless, very well able to penetrate into the 
inner harmony of the universe with their feeling. Their hearts give them 
what reason offers the scientifically developed person. 

When such people meet the intellectual view of the world, they reject with 
scorn the infinite multiplicity and cling to the unity that they do not know, 
indeed, but that they feel more or less intensely. They see very well that the 
intellect withdraws from nature, that it loses sight of the spiritual bond 
joining the parts of reality. 

Reason leads back to reality again. The unity of all existence, which before 
was felt or of which one even had only dim inklings, is clearly penetrated 
and seen by reason. The intellectual view must be deepened by the view of 
reason. If the former is regarded as an end in itself instead of as a necessary 
intermediary stage, then it does not yield reality but rather a distorted image 
of it. 

There are sometimes difficulties in connecting the thoughts that the intellect 
has created. The history of science provides us with many proofs of this. We 
often see the human spirit struggle to bridge the differences created by the 
intellect. 

In reason's view of the world the human being merges with the world in 
undivided unity. 

Kant pointed already to the difference between intellect and reason. He 
designated reason as the ability to perceive ideas; the intellect, on the other 
hand, is limited merely to beholding the world in its dividedness, in its 
separateness. 

Now reason is, in fact, the ability to perceive ideas. Here we must determine 
the difference between concept and idea, to which we have hitherto paid no 
attention. For our purposes until now it has only been a matter of finding 
those qualities of the element of thought that present themselves in concept 
and idea. The concept is the single thought as it is grasped and held by the 
intellect. If I bring a number of such single thoughts into living flux in such 
a way that they pass over into one another, connect with one another, then 
thought-configurations arise that are present only for reason, that the 
intellect cannot attain. For reason, the creations of the intellect give up their 
separate existences and live on only as part of a totality. These 
configurations that reason has created shall be called ideas. 



The fact that the idea leads a multiplicity of the concepts created by the 
intellect back to a unity was also expressed by Kant. But he presented the 
configurations that come to manifestation through reason as mere deceptive 
images, as illusions that the human spirit eternally conjures up because it is 
eternally striving to find some unity to experience that is never to be found. 
According to Kant, the unities created in ideas do not rest upon objective 
circumstances; they do not flow from the things themselves; rather they are 
merely subjective norms by which we bring order into our knowing. Kant 
therefore does not characterize ideas as constitutive principles, which would 
have to be essential to the things, but rather as regulative principles, which 
have meaning and significance only for the systematics of our knowing. 

If one looks at the way in which ideas come about, however, this view 
immediately proves erroneous. It is indeed correct that subjective reason 
has the need for unity. But this need is without any content; it is an empty 
striving for unity. If something confronts it that is absolutely lacking in any 
unified nature, it cannot itself produce this unity out of itself. If, on the other 
hand, a multiplicity confronts it that allows itself to be led back into an 
inner harmony, it then brings about this harmony. The world of concepts 
created by the intellect is just such a multiplicity. 

Reason does not presuppose any particular unity but rather the empty form 
of unification; reason is the ability to bring harmony to light when harmony 
lies within the object itself. Within reason, the concepts themselves combine 
into ideas. Reason brings into view the higher unity of the intellect's 
concepts, a unity that the intellect certainly has in its configurations but is 
unable to see. The fact that this is overlooked is the basis of many 
misunderstandings about the application of reason in the sciences. 

To a small degree every science, even at its starting point — yes, even our 
everyday thinking — needs reason. If, in the judgment that every body has 
weight, we join the subject-concept with the predicate-concept, there 
already lies in this a uniting of two concepts and therefore the simplest 
activity of reason. 

The unity that reason takes as its object is certain before all thinking, before 
any use of reason; but it is hidden, is present only as potential, does not 
manifest as a fact in its own right. Then the human spirit brings about 
separation, in order, by uniting the separate parts through reason, to see 
fully into reality. 

Whoever does not presuppose this must either regard all connecting of 
thoughts as an arbitrary activity of the subjective spirit, or he must assume 
that the unity stands behind the world experienced by us and compels us in 
some way unknown to us to lead the manifoldness back to a unity. In that 
case we join thoughts without insight into the true basis of the connection 
that we bring about; then the truth is not known by us, but rather is forced 
upon us from outside. Let us call all science taking its start from this 



presupposition dogmatic. We will still have to come back to this. 

Every scientific view of this kind will run into difficulty when it has to give 
reasons for why we make one or another connection between thoughts. It 
has to look around for a subjective basis for drawing objects together whose 
objective connection remains hidden to us. Why do I make a judgment, if 
the thing which demands that subject-concept and predicate-concept belong 
together has nothing to do with the making of this judgment? 

Kant made this question the starting point of his critical work. At the 
beginning of his Critique of Pure Reason we find the question: How are 
synthetical judgments possible a priori? — this means, how is it possible for 
me to join two concepts (subject, predicate), if the content of the one is not 
already contained in the other, and if the judgment is not merely a 
perception judgment, i.e., the establishing of an individual fact? Kant 
believes that such judgments are possible only if experience can exist only 
under the presumption of their validity. The possibility of experience is 
therefore the determining factor for us if we are to make a judgment of this 
kind. If I can say to myself that experience is possible only if one or another 
synthetical judgment is true a priori, only then is the judgment valid. But 
this does not apply to ideas themselves. For Kant these do not have even this 
degree of objectivity. 

Kant finds that the principles of mathematics and of pure natural science are 
such valid synthetical principles a priori. He takes, for example, the 
principle that 7 + 5 = 12. In 7 and 5 the sum 12 is in no way contained, 
concludes Kant. I must go beyond 7 and 5 and call upon my intuition; 
[ Anschauung — “Intuition” is the conventional translation of Kant's Anschauang. — 
Ed. ] then I find the concept 12. My intuition makes it necessary for me to 
picture that 7 + 5 = 12. But the objects of my experience must approach me 
through the medium of my intuition, must submit to the laws of my 
intuition. If experience is to be possible, such principles must be correct. 

This entire artificial thought-edifice of Kant does not stand up to objective 
examination. It is impossible that I have absolutely no point of reference in 
the subject-concept which leads me to the predicate-concept. For, both 
concepts were won by my intellect, and won from something that in itself is 
unified. Let us not deceive ourselves here. The mathematical unit that 
underlies the number is not primary. What is primary is the magnitude, 
which is so and so many repetitions of the unit. I must presuppose a 
magnitude when I speak of a unit. The unit is an entity of our intellect 
separated by the intellect out of a totality, in the same way that it 
distinguishes effect from cause, substance from its attributes, etc. Now, 
when I think 7 + 5, I am in fact grasping 12 mathematical units in thought, 
only not all at once, but rather in two parts. If I think the total of these 
mathematical units at one time, then that is exactly the same thing. And I 
express this identity in the judgment 7 + 5 = 12. It is exactly the same with 
the geometrical example Kant presents. A limited straight line with end 



points A and B is an indivisible unit. My intellect can form two concepts of 
it. On the one hand it can regard the straight line as direction, on the other 
as the distance between two points A and B. From this results the judgment 
that a straight line is the shortest distance between two points. 

All judging, insofar as the parts entering into the judgment are concepts, is 
nothing more than a reuniting of what the intellect has separated. The 
connection reveals itself at once when one goes into the content of the 
concepts provided by the intellect. 



13. The Activity of Knowing 

Reality has separated itself for us into two realms: into experience and 
thinking. Experience comes into consideration in a twofold way. Firstly, 
insofar as all reality except thinking has a form of manifestation that must 
appear in the form of experience; and secondly, insofar as it lies in the 
nature of our spirit — whose being after all consists in contemplation, i.e., in 
an activity directed outward — that the objects to be observed must enter its 
field of vision, which is to say that they be given to it as experience. Now it 
could be the case that this form of the “given” does not contain the essential 
being (Wesen) of the thing, in which case the thing itself demands that it 
first manifest to perception (experience) in order later to reveal its essential 
being to an activity of our spirit that goes beyond perception. Another 
possibility is that the essential being is already present within the directly 
“given,” and that it is only due to the second fact — that for our spirit 
everything must come before its gaze as experience — that we do not 
immediately become aware of this essential being. The latter is the case with 
thinking; the former is the case with the rest of reality. With thinking it is 
only necessary for us to overcome our own subjective limitations in order to 
grasp its core. What, with the rest of reality, is factually based in the 
objective perception — namely, that its immediate form of appearance must 
be overcome in order to explain it — this, with thinking, lies only in a 
peculiarity of our spirit. With the rest of reality, it is the thing itself that 
gives itself the form of experience; with thinking, it is the organization of 
our spirit. With the rest of reality, we do not have the whole thing when we 
grasp experience; with thinking we do. 

Therein lies the basis of the dualism that science — the thinking activity of 
knowing — has to overcome. The human being finds himself confronted by 
two worlds whose connection he must establish. One of them is experience, 
about which he knows that it contains only half of reality; the other is 
thinking, which is complete in itself, and into which that outer perceptual 
reality must flow if a satisfying world view is to result. If the world were 
inhabited merely by sense beings, its essential being (its ideal content) 
would remain forever hidden; laws would indeed govern the processes of 
the world, but these laws would not come to manifestation. For these laws to 
come to manifestation, a being would have to insert itself between the 
phenomenal form and the law, a being to whom is given — in addition to the 
organs through which it perceives the sense-perceptible form of reality that 
is dependent upon the laws — also the ability to perceive the lawfulness 
itself. The sense world must approach such a being from one side, and the 
ideal essential being of the sense world from the other, and such a being 
must, in its own activity, unite these two factors of reality. 

Here one sees perfectly well and clearly that our spirit is not to be regarded 



as a receptacle for the world of ideas, containing the thoughts within itself, 
but rather as an organ that perceives these thoughts. 

It is an organ of apprehension in exactly the same way as eyes and ears are. A 
thought relates itself to our spirit in no other way than light does to the eye 
and sound to the ear. It certainly would not occur to anyone to regard color 
as something that imprints itself in a lasting way upon the eye, and, as it 
were, remains sticking to the eye. But with respect to the spirit this view is in 
fact the predominant one. A thought about each thing supposedly takes 
shape in consciousness, and this thought then remains in one's 
consciousness, in order to be taken out again when needed. One has based a 
whole theory on this, claiming that thoughts of which we are not for the 
moment conscious are in fact stored up within our spirit, but lying below 
the threshold of consciousness. 

These fantastic views dissolve at once into nothing when one reflects that the 
world of ideas is after all determined out of itself. What does this self-
determined content have to do with the multiplicity of consciousnesses? 
One will surely not assume that this content determines itself in 
indeterminate multiplicity in such a way that each partial content is always 
independent of the other! The matter is indeed utterly clear. The thought-
content is such that absolutely all that is needed for it to manifest is a 
spiritual organ, but the number of beings endowed with this organ is of no 
significance. Any number of spirit-endowed individuals can therefore 
confront the one content of thoughts. The human spirit, therefore, perceives 
the thought-content of the world as an organ of apprehension. There is only 
one thought-content of the world. Our consciousness is not the ability to 
produce and store up thoughts, as so many people believe, but rather the 
ability to perceive thoughts (ideas). Goethe expressed this aptly with the 
words: “The idea is eternal and single; that we also use the plural is not 
appropriate. All things of which we become aware and about which we are 
able to speak are only manifestations of the idea; concepts are what we 
express, and to this extent the idea itself is a concept.” 

As a citizen of two worlds — of the sense world and of the thought-world, 
the one pressing toward him from below, the other one shining from above 
— the human being takes possession of science, by which he joins the two 
into an undivided unity. From one side the outer form beckons to us, from 
the other side the inner essential being; we must unite the two. With this, 
our epistemology has lifted itself above the standpoint that similar 
investigations usually take and that does not get beyond formalism. One says 
that “the activity of knowing is to work upon experience,” without specifying 
what it is that is worked into experience; the definition is set up that “in the 
activity of knowing, the perception flows into thinking, or that thinking, by 
virtue of an inner compulsion from experience, penetrates to the essential 
being behind experience.” But this is mere formalism. A science of 
knowledge that wishes to grasp the activity of knowing in its universally 



significant role must first of all indicate its ideal purpose. This purpose 
consists of bringing incomplete experience to completion by revealing its 
core. Second, it must determine what this core is, with respect to content. 
This core is thought, idea. Third and last, it must show how this revealing 
takes place. Our chapter on “Thinking and Perception” demonstrates this. 
Our epistemology leads to the positive conclusion that thinking is the 
essential being of the world and that individual (individuelle) human 
thinking is the individual (einzelne) form of manifestation of this essential 
being. A merely formalistic science of knowledge cannot do this; it remains 
forever unfruitful. It has no view about the nature of the relationship 
existing between what science gains and the essential being and processes of 
the world. And yet it is precisely within epistemology that this relationship 
must be found. This science must show us, after all, where we arrive through 
our knowing activity and where every other science leads us. 

By no other path than epistemology does one come to the view that thinking 
is the core of the world. For, it shows us thinking's connection with the rest 
of reality. But out of what should we become aware of thinking's 
relationship to experience if not out of the science whose immediate aim is 
to investigate this relationship? And furthermore, how would we know that 
any spiritual or sense-perceptible being is the primal force of the world if 
we have not investigated its relationship to reality? If, therefore, we are ever 
concerned with discovering the essential being of something, this 
discovering always consists of going back to the ideal content of the world. 
One may not step outside the realm of this content if one wishes to remain 
within clear determinants and not grope about indeterminately. Thinking is 
a totality in itself, sufficient unto itself, that cannot overstep itself without 
entering a void. In other words, in order to explain something, thinking may 
not take refuge in things it does not find within itself. A thing not 
encompassed by thinking would be a non-thing. Everything ultimately 
merges with thinking; everything finds its place within thinking. 

Expressed in terms of our individual consciousness, this means that, for the 
purpose of establishing anything scientifically, we must remain strictly 
within what is given us in consciousness; we cannot step outside of this. 
Now, if one recognizes fully that we cannot skip over our consciousness 
without landing in non-being, but does not recognize at the same time that 
the essential being of things is to be encountered in our consciousness in the 
perception of ideas, erroneous views then arise that speak of a limit to our 
knowledge. But if we cannot get outside our consciousness, and if the 
essential being of reality is not within it, then we cannot press forward to 
essential being at all. 

Our thinking is bound to what is here and knows nothing of any beyond. 

In our view, the opinion that there is a limit to knowledge is nothing but a 
thinking that misunderstands itself. A limit to knowledge would be possible 
only if outer experience in itself forced us to investigate its essential being, if 



it determined the questions that are to be raised in its presence. But this is 
not the case. For thinking the need arises to hold out, toward the experience 
of which it becomes aware, the essential being of this experience. After all, 
thinking can have only the quite definite tendency to see its own inherent 
lawfulness in the rest of the world, but not something or other about which 
it itself has not the least information. 

Another error must still be rectified here. It is to the effect that thinking is 
not adequate to constitute the world, that some other factor (force, will, etc.) 
must still join with this thought-content in order to make the world 
possible. 

Upon closer examination, however, one sees at once that all such factors 
turn out to be nothing more than abstractions from the perceptual world 
that are themselves awaiting explanation by thinking. Every other 
component part of the being of the world except thinking would also require 
at once a kind of apprehension, a way of being known, different from that of 
thinking. We would have to reach that other component part in another way 
than through thinking. For, thinking yields only thoughts after all. But one is 
already contradicting oneself in wanting to explain the part played by that 
second component in world processes, and by making use of concepts in 
order to do so. Furthermore, however, there is no third element given us in 
addition to sense perception and thinking. And we cannot accept any part of 
sense perception as the core of the world, because, to closer scrutiny, all its 
components show that as such they do not contain their essential being. The 
essential being can therefore be sought simply and solely in thinking. 



14. The Ground of Things and the Activity of Knowing 

Kant, insofar as he directed the human being back upon himself, achieved a 
great step in philosophy. The human being should seek the grounds of 
certainty for his beliefs in what is given to him in his spiritual abilities and 
not in truths forced upon him from outside. Scientific conviction through 
oneself alone, that is the slogan of Kantian philosophy. He therefore called it 
above all a critical philosophy in contrast to a dogmatic one that receives 
fixed beliefs from tradition and afterward seeks proofs for them. With this, 
an antithesis of two scientific directions is given; but this antithesis was not 
thought through by Kant as keenly as it could have been. 

Let us look more exactly at the way a scientific postulate can arise. A 
postulate joins two things: either a concept with a perception, or two 
concepts. A postulate of the latter kind is, for example: there is no effect 
without a cause. Now, the factual reasons for two concepts flowing together 
can lie beyond what they themselves contain and therefore beyond what 
alone is given me. I may then also have some formal reasons (logical 
consistency, particular axioms) for arriving at a particular combination of 
thoughts. But these have no influence upon the thing itself. The postulate 
rests upon something that I can never reach factually. A real insight into the 
thing is therefore not possible for me; I know about it only as an outsider. 
Here, what the postulate speaks of is in a world not known to me; the 
postulate alone is in my world. This is the nature of dogma. There are two 
kinds of dogma: the dogma of revelation and that of experience. The first 
kind passes down to man in one way or another truths about things that are 
withheld from his view. He has no insight into the world from which the 
postulates spring. He must believe in their truth; he has no access to their 
basis. The situation with the dogma of experience is quite similar. Someone 
who believes he should stick to bare, pure experience and can observe only 
its changes, without penetrating to its causal forces, is also setting up 
postulates about a world whose basis is inaccessible to him. Here too the 
truth is not attained through insight into the inner workings of the things, 
but rather is imposed by something external to the thing itself. Whereas the 
dogma of revelation ruled earlier science, present-day science suffers from 
the dogma of experience. 

Our view has shown that any assumption about some ground of being that 
lies outside of the idea is nonsense. The entire ground of being has poured 
itself into the world and has merged with it. In thinking, the ground of being 
shows itself in its most perfect form, as it is in and for itself. If thinking 
therefore makes a connection, forms a judgment, it is the very content of the 
ground of the world itself, having flowed into thinking, that is connected. In 
thinking, postulates are not given to us about some ground of the world in 
the beyond; rather the ground of the world, in its very substance, has flowed 



into thinking. We have direct insight into the factual grounds, not merely the 
formal grounds, for why a judgment takes place. The judgment does not 
determine anything about something foreign to it but only about its own 
content. Our view, therefore, establishes a true knowing. Our epistemology 
is really critical. According to our view, not only must nothing be allowed 
in, with respect to revelation, for which there are no factual grounds within 
thinking; but also experience must be recognized not only from the aspect 
of its manifestation, but also within thinking, as something causative. 
Through our thinking we lift ourselves from the view of reality as a product 
to a view of reality as something that produces. 

Thus the essential being of a thing comes to light only when the thing is 
brought into relationship with the human being. For only within the human 
being does there manifest for each thing its essential being. This establishes 
relativism as a world view, that is, the direction in thought that assumes we 
see all things in the light bestowed upon them by human beings themselves. 
This view also bears the name anthropomorphism. It has many adherents. 
The majority of them, however, believe that this characteristic of our 
activity of knowing takes us away from objectivity as it is in and for itself. 
We perceive everything, so they believe, through the glasses of subjectivity. 
Our view shows us the exact opposite of this. We must look at things through 
these glasses if we want to come to their essential being. The world is not 
known to us only in the way it manifests to us, but rather it manifests as it is, 
although only to thinking contemplation. The form of reality that the 
human being produces in science is the ultimate, true form of reality. 

Now it is still our task to extend into the individual realms of reality the way 
of knowing we have recognized as the correct one, i.e., the one that leads to 
the essential being of reality. We will now show how, in individual forms of 
experience, their essential being is to be sought. 



E. THE ACTIVITY OF KNOWING NATURE 

15. Inorganic Nature 

Nature's simplest way of working seems to us to be that in which a process 
results entirely from factors that confront each other externally. Here, an 
event or relationship between two objects is not determined by an entity 
expressing itself in outer forms of manifestation, by an individuality that 
makes its inner abilities and character known by working outward. The 
event or relationship is called forth solely by the fact that one thing, in its 
workings, exercises a certain influence upon another, transferring its own 
conditions onto others. The conditions of the one thing then manifest as the 
consequence of those of the other. The system of processes occurring in this 
way — where one fact is always the result of other ones like it — is called 
inorganic nature. 

Here, the course of a process, or that which is characteristic of a 
relationship, depends upon outer determinants; the facts bear attributes 
resulting from those determinants. If the way these outer factors interact 
changes, then of course the result of their interaction also changes; the 
phenomenon brought about in this way thus changes. 

Now what is this interaction like in the case of inorganic nature as it directly 
enters our field of observation? It altogether bears the character we 
described above as that of immediate experience. Here we simply have to 
do with a particular case of that “experience in general.” It is a matter here 
of connecting sense-perceptible facts. These connections, however, are 
precisely what manifest themselves to us so unclearly, so untransparently, in 
experience. One fact a confronts us, but at the same time numerous other 
ones do also. As we let our gaze sweep over the manifoldness presented here, 
we are totally in the dark as to which of the other facts have a closer 
relationship to this fact a and which have a more remote relationship. Some 
facts may be present without which the event cannot occur at all, and others 
are present that only modify it; without these the event could indeed occur, 
but would then, under different circumstances, assume a different form. 

This also indicates the path that the activity of knowing has to take in this 
field. If the combination of facts in immediate experience does not suffice 
for us, then we must move on to a different combination that will satisfy our 
need for explanation. We have to create conditions such that a process will 
appear to us with transparent clarity as the necessary result of these 
conditions. 

Let us recall why it is in fact that thinking, to direct experience, already 



contains its essential being. This is because we stand inside, not outside, the 
process that creates thought-connections between the individual thought-
elements. Through this we are given not only the completed process, what 
has been effected, but also what is at work. And this is the point: in any 
occurrence of the outer world that confronts us, to see first of all the driving 
forces that bring this occurrence from the center of the world-all out into 
the periphery. The opaqueness and unclarity of a phenomenon or 
relationship in the sense world can be overcome only if we see, with total 
exactness, that it is the result of a definite constellation of facts. We must 
know that the process we see now arises through the working together of this 
and that element of the sense world. Then the way these elements interact 
must be completely penetrable by our intellect. The relationship into which 
the facts are brought must be an ideal one, one in accordance with our spirit. 
Naturally, within the relationships into which they are brought by the 
intellect, the things will behave in accordance with their nature. 

We see at once what is gained by this. If I look at random into the sense 
world, I see processes brought about by the interaction of so many factors 
that it is impossible for me to see directly what actually stands as the 
effecting element behind these effects. I see a process and at the same time 
the facts a, b, c, and d. How am I to know immediately which of these facts 
participate more in this process and which less? The matter becomes 
transparent if I first investigate which of the four facts are absolutely 
necessary for the process to occur at all. I find, for example that a and c are 
absolutely necessary. I subsequently find that without d the process does 
indeed still occur, but significantly changed, whereas I see that b is of no 
essential significance and could be replaced by something else. In the above 
diagram, I is meant to represent symbolically the grouping of the elements 
for mere sense perception and II represents this grouping for the spirit. Our 
spirit, therefore, groups the facts of the inorganic world in such a way that it 
sees an event or a connection as the consequence of the facts' 
interrelationships. Thus our spirit brings necessity into what is of a chance 
nature. Let us make this clear through several examples. If I have a triangle 
a b c before me, I definitely do not see at first glance that the sum of the 
three angles is always equal to a straight angle. This becomes clear 
immediately when I group the facts in the following way. From the two 
figures below it follows that angle a' equals angle a; angle b' equals angle b. 
(AB is parallel to CD; A'B' is parallel to C'D'). If I now have a triangle before 
me and draw a straight line parallel to AB through point C, I find, by using 
the above two figures, that angle a' equals angle a; angle b' equals angle b. 
Since c is equal to itself, the sum of the three angles of the triangle must 
equal a straight angle. Here I have explained a complicated combination of 
facts by leading it back to simple facts through which, from the relationship 
given to the human spirit, the corresponding connection follows necessarily 
from the nature of the given things. 

Here is another example. I throw a stone in a horizontal direction. It follows 



a path we have represented by the line ll'. When I consider the driving forces 
that come into consideration here, I find: 1) the propelling force that I exert; 
2) the force with which the earth draws the stone; 3) the force of air 
resistance. 

Upon further reflection I find that the first two forces are the essential ones, 
which determine the particular nature of the path, whereas the third force is 
secondary. If only the first two were at work, the stone would follow the path 
LL'. I find that path when I totally disregard the third force and bring only 
the first two into connection with each other. Actually performing this is 
neither possible nor necessary. I cannot eliminate all resistance. But I need 
only grasp in thought the nature of the first two forces, and then bring them 
into the necessary connection likewise only in thought, and the path LL' 
then results as the one that would necessarily have to result if only the two 
forces were working together. 

In this way man's spirit reduces all the phenomena of in organic nature 
into the kind of phenomena in which the effect appears to his spirit to 
emerge necessarily out of what is bringing about the effect. 

If, after determining the stone's law of motion resulting from the first two 
forces one then brings in the third force also, the path ll' then results. Other 
determinants could complicate the matter still further. Every composite 
process of the sense world manifests as a web of such elementary facts 
interpenetrated by man's spirit and can be reduced to these. 

Such a phenomenon, now, in which the character of the process follows 
directly and in a transparently clear way out of the nature of the pertinent 
factors, is called an archetypal phenomenon (Urphänomen) or a basic fact 
(Grundtatsache). 

This archetypal phenomenon is identical with objective natural law. For 
in it is expressed not only that a process has occurred under certain 
conditions but also that it had to occur. Given the nature of what was under 
consideration there, one realises that the process had to occur. One 
demands outer empiricism so generally today because one believes that, 
with every assumption going beyond the empirically given, one is groping 
about in uncertainty. We see that we can remain completely within the 
phenomena and still arrive at what is necessary. The inductive method 
adhered to so much today can never do this. Basically, it proceeds in the 
following way. It sees a phenomenon that occurs in a particular way under 
the given conditions. A second time it sees the same phenomenon come 
about under similar conditions. From this it infers that a general law exists 
according to which this event must come about, and it expresses this law as 
such. Such a method remains totally outside the phenomena. It does not 
penetrate into the depths. Its laws are the generalizations of individual facts. 
It must always wait for confirmation of the rule by the individual facts. Our 
method knows that its laws are simply facts that have been wrested from the 



confusion of chance happening and made into necessary facts. We know that 
if the factors a and b are there, a particular effect must necessarily take 
place. We do not go outside the phenomenal world. The content of science, 
as we think of it, is nothing more than objective happening. Only the form 
according to which the facts are placed together is changed. But through this 
one has actually penetrated a step deeper into objectivity than experience 
makes possible. We place facts together in such a way that they work in 
accordance with their own nature, and only in accordance with it, and this 
working is not modified by one circumstance or another. 

We attach the greatest importance to the fact that these statements can be 
verified no matter where one looks in the real conduct of science. They are 
contradicted only by erroneous views held about the scope and nature of 
scientific principles. Whereas many of our contemporaries contradict their 
own theories when they enter the field of practical investigation, the 
harmony of all true investigation with our considerations could easily be 
shown in each individual case. 

Our theory demands a definite form for every law of nature. It presupposes 
a complex of facts and determines that when this complex occurs anywhere 
in reality, a definite process must take place. 

Every law of nature therefore has the form: When this fact interacts with that 
one, then this phenomenon arises. It would be easy to show that all laws of 
nature really have this form. When two bodies of differing temperature are 
touching each other, then warmth flows from the warmer one into the 
colder one until the temperature is the same in both. When there is a fluid in 
two containers connected to each other, the water level will be the same in 
both. When one object is standing between a source of light and another 
object, it will cast a shadow upon this other object. Whatever is not mere 
description in mathematics, physics, and mechanics must be archetypal 
phenomenon. 

All progress in science depends upon becoming aware of archetypal 
phenomena. When one succeeds in lifting a process out of its connections 
with other ones and explaining it purely as the result of definite elements of 
experience, then one has penetrated a step deeper into the working of the 
world. 

We have seen that the archetypal phenomenon presents itself purely in 
thoughts, when in thinking one relates the pertinent factors in accordance 
with their essential being. But one can also set up the necessary conditions 
artificially. This happens in scientific experiments. Here we have the 
occurrence of certain facts under our control. Of course we cannot disregard 
all circumstantial elements. But there is a means of getting around them. 
One produces a phenomenon with different modifications. One allows first 
these and then those circumstantial elements to work. A constant is then 
found to run through all these modifications. One must in fact retain what is 



essential in all the different combinations. One finds that in all these 
individual experiences one component part remains the same. This part is 
higher experience within experience. It is a basic fact or archetypal 
phenomenon. 

Experimentation is meant to assure us that nothing influences a particular 
process except what we have taken into account. We bring together certain 
determining factors whose nature we know and wait to see what results. We 
have here an objective phenomenon on the basis of a subjective creation. 
We have something objective which at the same time is subjective through 
and through. The experiment is therefore the true mediator between 
subject and object in inorganic science. 

The germ of the view we have developed here is to be found in Goethe's 
correspondence with Schiller. The letters between Goethe and Schiller from 
the beginning of 1798 concern themselves with this. They call this method 
rational empiricism, because it takes nothing other than objective 
processes as content for science; these objective processes, however, are 
held together by a web of concepts (laws) that our spirit discovers in them. 
Sense-perceptible processes in a connection with each other that can be 
grasped only by thinking — this is rational empiricism. If one compares 
those letters to Goethe's essay, “The Experiment as Mediator Between 
Subject and Object,” (see Note 7) one will see that the above theory follows 
consistently from them. 

The general relationship we have established between experience and 
science therefore applies altogether to inorganic nature. Ordinary 
experience is only half of reality. For the senses, only this half is there. The 
other half is present only for our spiritual powers of apprehension. Our 
spirit lifts experience from being a “manifestation for the senses” to being a 
manifestation for the spirit itself. We have shown how it is possible in this 
field to lift oneself from what is caused to what is causing. Man's spirit finds 
the latter when his spirit approaches the former. 

Scientific satisfaction from a view comes to us only when this view leads us 
into a totality complete in itself. Now the sense world in its inorganic aspect, 
however, does not show itself at any one point to be complete in itself; 
nowhere does there appear an individual wholeness. One process always 
directs us to another, upon which it depends; this one directs us to a third, 
and so on. Where is there any completion? In its inorganic aspect the sense 
world does not attain individuality. Only in its totality is it complete in 
itself. In order to have a wholeness, therefore, we must strive to grasp the 
entirety of the inorganic as one system. The cosmos is just such a system. 

A penetrating understanding of the cosmos is the goal and ideal of inorganic 
science. Any scientific striving that does not push this far is mere 
preparation; it is a part of the whole, not the whole itself. 



16. Organic Nature 

For a long time science stopped short of entering the organic realm. It 
considered its methods to be insufficient for understanding life and its 
manifestations. It believed altogether, in fact, that all lawfulness such as that 
at work in inorganic nature ceased here. What was acknowledged to be the 
case in the inorganic world — that a phenomenon becomes comprehensible 
to us when we know its natural preconditions — was simply denied here. 
One thought of the organism as having been purposefully constructed 
according to a particular design of the creator. Every organ's use was 
supposedly predetermined; all questioning here could relate only to what 
the purpose of this or that organ might be, to why this or that is present. 
Whereas in the inorganic world one turned to the prerequisites of a thing, 
one considered these to be of no consequence at all for facts about life, and 
set the primary value on the purpose of a thing. With respect to the 
processes accompanying life one also did not ask, as in the case of physical 
phenomena, about the natural causes, but rather believed one had to ascribe 
these processes to a particular life force. One thought that what takes form 
there in the organism was the product of this force that simply disregards 
the other natural laws. Right up to the beginning of the nineteenth century 
science did not know how to deal with organisms. It was limited solely to 
the domain of the inorganic world. 

Insofar as one sought the lawfulness of the organic, not in the nature of the 
objects but rather in the thought the creator follows in forming them, one 
also cut off any possibility of an explanation. How is that thought to become 
known to me? I am, after all, limited to what I have before me. If this itself 
does not reveal its laws to me within my thinking, then my scientific activity 
in fact comes to an end. There can be no question, in a scientific sense, of 
guessing the plans of a being standing outside. 

At the end of the eighteenth century the universally prevailing view was that 
there was no science to explain living phenomena in the sense in which 
physics, for example, is a science that explains things. Kant, in fact, tried to 
establish a philosophical basis for this view. He considered our intellect to 
be such that it could go only from the particular to the general. The 
particular, the individual, things are given to him, and from them he 
abstracts his general laws. Kant calls this kind of thinking “discursive,” and 
considers it to be the only kind granted to the human being. Thus, in his 
view there is a science only for the kinds of things where the particular, 
taken in and for itself, is entirely without concept and is only summed up 
under an abstract concept. In the case of organisms Kant did not find this 
condition fulfilled. Here the single phenomenon betrays a purposeful, i. e., a 
conceptual arrangement. The particular bears traces of the concept. But, 
according to the Königsberg philosopher, we lack any ability to understand 



such beings. Understanding is possible for us only in the case where concept 
and individual thing are separated, where the concept represents something 
general, and the individual thing represents something particular. Thus 
there is nothing left us but to base our observations about organisms upon 
the idea of purposefulness: to treat living beings as though a system of 
intentions underlay their manifestation. Thus Kant has here established 
non-science scientifically, as it were. 

Now Goethe protested vigorously against such unscientific conduct. He 
could never see why our thinking should not also be adequate to ask where 
an organ of a living being originates instead of what purpose it serves. 
Something in his nature always moved him to see every being in its inner 
completeness. It seemed to him an unscientific way of looking at things to 
bother only about the outer purposefulness of an organ, i.e., about its use for 
something other than it self What should that have to do with the inner 
being of a thing? The point for him is never what purpose something serves 
but always how it develops. He does not want to consider an object as a 
thing complete in itself but rather in its becoming, so that he might know its 
origins. He was particularly drawn to Spinoza through the fact that Spinoza 
did not credit organs and organisms with outer purposefullness. For the 
activity of knowing the organic world, Goethe demanded a method that was 
scientific in exactly the same sense as the method we apply to the inorganic 
world. 

Although not with as much genius as in Goethe, yet no less urgently, the 
need for such a method has arisen again and again in natural science. Today 
only a very small fraction of scientists doubt any longer the possibility of 
this method. Whether the attempts made here and there to introduce such a 
method have succeeded is, to be sure, another question. 

Above all, one has committed a serious error in this. One believed that the 
method of inorganic science should simply be taken over into the realm of 
organisms. One considered the method employed here to be altogether the 
only scientific one, and thought that for “organics” to be scientifically 
possible, it would have to be so in exactly the same sense in which physics 
is, for example. The possibility was forgotten, however, that perhaps the 
concept of what is scientific is much broader than “the explanation of the 
world according to the laws of the physical world.” Even today one has not 
yet penetrated through to this knowledge. Instead of investigating what it is 
that makes the approach of the inorganic sciences scientific, and of then 
seeing a method that can be applied to the world of living things while 
adhering to the requirements that result from this investigation, one simply 
declared that the laws gained upon this lower stage of existence are 
universal. 

Above all, however, one should investigate what the basis is for any scientific 
thinking. 



We have done this in our study. In the preceding chapter we have also 
recognized that inorganic lawfulness is not the only one in existence but is 
only a special case of all possible lawfulness in general. The method of 
physics is simply one particular case of a general scientific way of 
investigation in which the nature of the pertinent objects and the region this 
science serves are taken into consideration. If this method is extended into 
the organic, one obliterates the specific nature of the organic. Instead of 
investigating the organic in accordance with its nature, one forces upon it a 
lawfulness alien to it. In this way, however, by denying the organic, one will 
never come to know it. Such scientific conduct simply repeats, upon a 
higher level, what it has gained upon a lower one; and although it believes 
that it is bringing the higher form of existence under laws established 
elsewhere, this form slips away from it in its efforts, because such scientific 
conduct does not know how to grasp and deal with this form in its particular 
nature. 

All this comes from the erroneous view that the method of a science is 
extraneous to its objects of study, that it is not determined by these objects 
but rather by our own nature. It is believed that one must think in a 
particular way about objects, that one must indeed think about all objects — 
throughout the entire universe — in the same way. Investigations are 
undertaken that are supposed to show that, due to the nature of our spirit, 
we can think only inductively or deductively, etc. 

In doing so, however, one overlooks the fact that the objects perhaps will 
not tolerate the way of looking at them that we want to apply to them. 

A look at the views of Haeckel, who is certainly the most significant of the 
natural-scientific theoreticians of the present day, shows us that the 
objection we are making to the organic natural science of our day is entirely 
justified: namely, that it does not carry over into organic nature the 
principle of scientific contemplation in the absolute sense, but only the 
principle of inorganic nature. 

When he demands of all scientific striving that “the causal interconnections 
of phenomena become recognized everywhere,” when he says that “if 
psychic mechanics were not so infinitely complex, if we were also able to 
have a complete overview of the historical development of psychic 
functions, we would then be able to bring them all into a mathematical soul 
formula,” then one can see clearly from this what he wants: to treat the 
whole world according to the stereotype of the method of the physical 
sciences. 

This demand, however, does not underlie Darwinism in its original form but 
only in its present-day interpretation. We have seen that to explain a process 
in inorganic nature means to show its lawful emergence out of other sense-
perceptible realities, to trace it back to objects that, like itself, belong to the 
sense world. But how does modern organic science employ the principles of 



adaptation and the struggle for existence (both of which we certainly do 
not doubt are the expression of facts)? It is believed that one can trace the 
character of a particular species directly back to the outer conditions in 
which it lived, in somewhat the same way as the heating of an object is 
traced back to the rays of the sun falling upon it. One forgets completely that 
one can never show a species' character, with all its qualities that are full of 
content, to be the result of these conditions. The conditions may have a 
determining influence, but they are not a creating cause. We can definitely 
say that under the influence of certain circumstances a species had to evolve 
in such a way that one or another organ became particularly developed; 
what is there as content, however, the specifically organic, cannot be derived 
from outer conditions. Let us say that an organic entity has the essential 
characteristics a b c; then, under the influence of certain outer conditions, it 
has evolved. Through this, its characteristics have taken on the particular 
form a'b'c'. When we take these influences into account we will then 
understand that a has evolved into the form of a', b into b', c into c'. But the 
specific nature of a, b, and c can never arise as the outcome of external 
conditions. 

One must, above all, focus one's thinking on the question: From what do we 
then derive the content of that general “something” of which we consider the 
individual organic entity to be a specialized case? We know very well that 
the specialization comes from external influences. But we must trace the 
specialized shape itself back to an inner principle. We gain enlightenment as 
to why just this particular form has evolved when we study a being's 
environment. But this particular form is, after all, something in and of itself; 
we see that it possesses certain characteristics. We see what is essential. A 
content, configurated in itself, confronts the outer phenomenal world, and 
this content provides us with what we need in tracing those characteristics 
back to their source. In inorganic nature we perceive a fact and see, in order 
to explain it, a second, a third fact and so on; and the result is that the first 
fact appears to us to be the necessary consequence of the other ones. In the 
organic world this is not so. There, in addition to the facts, we need yet 
another factor. We must see what works in from outer circumstances as 
confronted by something that does not passively allow itself to be 
determined by them but rather determines itself, actively, out of itself, under 
the influence of the outer circumstances. 

But what is that basic factor? It can, after all, be nothing other than what 
manifests in the particular in the form of the general. In the particular, 
however, a definite organism always manifests. That basic factor is therefore 
an organism in the form of the general: a general image of the organism, 
which comprises within itself all the particular forms of organisms. 

Following Goethe's example, let us call this general organism typus. 
Whatever the word typus might mean etymologically, we are using it in this 
Goethean sense and never mean anything else by it than what we have 



indicated. This typus is not developed in all its completeness in any single 
organism. Only our thinking, in accordance with reason, is able to take 
possession of it, by drawing it forth, as a general image, from phenomena. 
The typus is therewith the idea of the organism: the animalness in the 
animal, the general plant in the specific one. 

One should not picture this typus as anything rigid. It has nothing at all to 
do with what Agassiz, Darwin's most significant opponent, called “an 
incarnate creative thought of God's.” The typus is something altogether 
fluid, from which all the particular species and genera, which one can regard 
as subtypes or specialized types, can be derived. The typus does not 
preclude the theory of evolution. It does not contradict the fact that organic 
forms evolve out of one another. It is only reason's protest against the view 
that organic development consists purely in sequential, factual (sense-
perceptible) forms. It is what underlies this whole development. It is what 
establishes the interconnection in all this endless manifoldness. It is the 
inner aspect of what we experience as the outer forms of living things. The 
Darwinian theory presupposes the typus. 

The typus is the true archetypal organism; according to how it specializes 
ideally, it is either archetypal plant or archetypal animal. It cannot be any 
one, sense-perceptibly real living being. What Haeckel or other naturalists 
regard as the archetypal form is already a particular shape; it is, in fact, the 
simplest shape of the typus. The fact that in time the typus arises in its 
simplest form first does not require the forms arising later to be the result of 
those preceding them in time. All forms result as a consequence of the 
typus; the first as well as the last are manifestations of it. We must take it as 
the basis of a true organic science and not simply undertake to derive the 
individual animal and plant species out of one another. The typus runs like 
a red thread through all the developmental stages of the organic world. We 
must hold onto it and then with it travel through this great realm of many 
forms. Then this realm will become understandable to us. Otherwise it falls 
apart for us, just as the rest of the world of experience does, into an 
unconnected mass of particulars. In fact, even when we believe that we are 
leading what is later, more complicated, more compound, back to a 
previous simpler form and that in the latter we have something original, 
even then we are deceiving ourselves, for we have only derived a specific 
form from a specific form. 

Friedrich Theodor Vischer once said of the Darwinian theory that it 
necessitates a revision of our concept of time. We have now arrived at a 
point that makes evident to us in what sense such a revision would have to 
occur. It would have to show that deriving something later out of something 
earlier is no explanation, that what is first in time is not first in principle. All 
deriving has to do with principles, and at best it could be shown which 
factors were at work such that one species of beings evolved before another 
one in time. 



The typus plays the same role in the organic world as natural law does in the 
inorganic. Just as natural law provides us with the possibility of recognizing 
each individual occurrence as a part of one great whole, so the typus puts us 
in a position to regard the individual organism as a particular form of the 
archetypal form. 

We have already indicated that the typus is not a completed frozen 
conceptual form, but that it is fluid, that it can assume the most manifold 
configurations. The number of these configurations is infinite, because that 
through which the archetypal form is a single particular form has no 
significance for the archetypal form itself It is exactly the same as the way 
one law of nature governs infinitely many individual phenomena, because 
the specific conditions that arise in an individual case have nothing to do 
with the law. 

Nevertheless, we have to do here with something essentially different than in 
inorganic nature. There it was a matter of showing that a particular sense-
perceptible fact can occur in this and in no other way, because this or that 
natural law exists. The fact and the law confront each other as two separate 
factors, and absolutely no further spiritual work is necessary except, when 
we become aware of a fact, to remember the law that applies. This is 
different in the case of a living being and its manifestations. Here it is a 
matter of developing, out of the typus that we must have grasped, the 
individual form arising in our experience. We must carry out a spiritual 
process of an essentially different kind. We may not simply set the typus, as 
something finished in the way the natural law is, over against the individual 
phenomenon. 

The fact that every object, if it is not prevented by incidental circumstances, 
falls to the earth in such a way that the distances covered in successive 
intervals of time are in the ratio 1:3:5:7, etc., is a definite law that is fixed 
once and for all. It is an archetypal phenomenon that occurs when two 
masses (the earth and an object upon it) enter into interrelationship. If now 
a specific case enters the field of our observation to which this law is 
applicable, we then need only look at the facts observable to our senses in 
the connection with which the law provides us, and we will find this law to 
be confirmed. We lead the individual case back to the law. The natural law 
expresses the connection of the facts that are separated in the sense world; 
but it continues to exist as such over against the individual phenomenon. 
With the typus we must develop the particular case confronting us out of the 
archetypal form. We may not place the typus over against the individual 
form in order to see how it governs the latter; we must allow the individual 
form to go forth out of the typus. A law governs the phenomenon as 
something standing over it; the typus flows into the individual living being; 
it identifies itself with it. 

If an organic science wants to be a science in the sense that mechanics or 
physics is, it must therefore know the typus to be the most general form and 



must then show it also in diverse, ideal, separate shapes. Mechanics is 
indeed also a compilation of diverse natural laws where the real 
determinants are altogether hypothetically assumed. It must be no different 
in organic science. Here also one would have to assume hypothetically 
determined forms in which the typus develops itself if one wanted to have a 
rational science. One would then have to show how these hypothetical 
configurations can always be brought to a definite form that exists for our 
observation. 

Just as in the inorganic we lead a phenomenon back to a law, so here we 
develop a specific form out of the archetypal form. Organic science does not 
come about by outwardly juxtaposing the general and the particular, but 
rather by developing the one form out of the other. 

Just as mechanics is a system of natural laws, so organic science is meant to 
be a series of developmental forms of the typus. It is just that in mechanics 
we must bring the individual laws together and order them into a whole, 
whereas here we must allow the individual forms to go forth from one 
another in a living way. 

It is possible to make an objection here. If the typical form is something 
altogether fluid, how is it at all possible to set up a chain of sequential, 
particular types as the content of an organic science? One can very well 
picture to oneself that, in every particular case one observes, one recognizes 
a specific form of the typus, but one cannot, after all, for the purposes of 
science merely collect such real observed cases. 

One can do something else, however. One can let the typus run through its 
series of possibilities and then always (hypothetically) hold fast to this or 
that form. In this way one gains a series of forms, derived in thought from 
the typus, as the content of a rational organic science. 

An organic science is possible which, like mechanics, is science in 
altogether the strictest sense. It is just that the method is a different one. The 
method of mechanics is to prove things. Every proof is based upon a certain 
principle. There always exists a particular presupposition (i.e., potentially 
experienceable conditions are indicated), and it is then determined what 
happens when these presuppositions occur. We then understand the 
individual phenomenon by applying the underlying law. We think about it 
like this: Under these conditions, a phenomenon occurs; the conditions are 
there, so the phenomenon must occur. This is our thought process when we 
approach an event in the inorganic world in order to explain it. This is the 
method that proves things. It is scientific because it completely permeates a 
phenomenon with a concept, because, through it, perception and thinking 
coincide. 

But we can do nothing with this proving method in organic science. The 
typus, in fact, does not bring it about that under certain conditions a 


