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HANDBOOK OF RESEARCH ON WALDORF EDUCATION

Waldorf Education: An all-round, balanced approach to education that is equally concerned with intellectual-cognitive and artistic-creative learning. A practice- and experience-based pedagogy. Non-selective and open to all children and young people; offering a stress-free, secure learning environment across 12 grades; embedded in a community of students, teachers, and parents. An alternative education that has been successfully practiced for over a century.

The first Waldorf School was founded in Stuttgart, Germany, in 1919. Today, Waldorf Education is practiced in all countries and cultures around the world: in over 1,000 schools, more than 2,000 kindergartens, and numerous centers for special needs education. This makes Waldorf Education the most prevalent alternative approach to teaching. And yet, despite the success and (now empirically validated) recognition that Waldorf schools enjoy, the theory underlying them remains controversial. Within the academic debate, Waldorf Education is seen as ideologic and unscientific.

This publication sets out to bring clarity to this debate: Renowned researchers explain and discuss Waldorf Education's foundations in relation to the current discourse on education and core disciplines such as theory of knowledge, anthropology, developmental psychology, learning theory, and the theory of professions. This scientific inquiry into Waldorf Education is breaking new ground, casting light on its fascinating humanistic ideal and holistic potential.

Jost Schieren is the Dean and Director of the Institute for School Pedagogy and Teacher Training, Department of Education, Head of the Master of Arts in Pedagogy with a focus on Waldorf Pedagogy/School and Teaching, and Head of the Graduate School in Waldorf Pedagogy, at Alanus University, Germany.
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INTRODUCTION

Jost Schieren

DOI: 10.4324/9781003187431-1


At present, Waldorf schools number among the best-known and most widespread institutions that emerged from a background of Reform pedagogy. In Germany alone, there are currently about 236 Waldorf schools and more than 500 Waldorf kindergartens; worldwide more than a thousand schools operate in more than 27 countries. In particular, China has been considered the boom country of Waldorf education in the last years. There is no school movement founded during the times of Reform pedagogy that comes even close to such a wide distribution other than Montessori facilities, which are even more numerous.1

Waldorf schools profit especially from the growing interest in private schools, ever since the first alarming PISA [Programme for International Student Assessment] results were available. In Germany, the educational policy measures in response to these findings included continuous achievement level surveys and shortening the middle school years. Such measures further raised the interest in private schools. Parents who send their children to Waldorf schools hold Waldorf education to be less focused on one-sided academic achievement and therefore a less stressful type of school. These parents perceive Waldorf schools to offer the students greater freedom for individual development, while encouraging them to make versatile use of such developmental opportunities. Further well-known characteristics of Waldorf education are as follows: emphasis on crafts and artistic-musical activities, geared to balance out a one-sided cognitive education; non-graded report cards; commitment to a constant person of reference during the so-called classroom-teacher period of the first eight years; learning in groups with different achievement levels; absence of school year repetition; learning epochs and early instruction in a foreign language.

As a matter of course, Waldorf schools have become a part of German and international (private) school systems. In spite of this overall successful and positive development, it must be noted that educational science has either barely acknowledged the educational concept of Waldorf education or harshly passed judgment on its theoretical foundations. The position of educational science toward Waldorf education ranges from ignorance to sharp criticism, with the former being most often the unspoken basis for the latter.


1 Critique [academic criticism] from the perspective of educational science

The 1970s saw a surge of newly founded Waldorf schools; it was only thereafter, in the 1980s, that educational scientists issued extensive, basic critiques of Waldorf education, which remain relevant to this day. In 1985, Klaus Prange issued a book with the punchy title Education in Anthroposophy (Prange 2000). From the viewpoint of educational science, Prange described [Waldorf education] as an ideologically biased, dogmatic pedagogy, aiming at indoctrination, which he saw as its fundamental flaw. In his dissertation “The occult worldview of Waldorf education,” (Ullrich 1986) Heiner Ullrich provides a detailed assessment of anthroposophy as the underlying teaching of Waldorf education. He concluded that anthroposophy was a pre-modern, i.e., pre-enlightenment mystical worldview that fails to measure up to the standards of current scientific thought. In another part of his book, he states: “In contrast to conscious, methodical self-discipline, to the plurality and openness of modern scientific thinking, Steiner and his disciples purport to dogmatically know or behold a well-ordered cosmos as an eternally unchangeable truth […]. Their form of thinking equals a degenerated philosophy, an ideology […]. In the development of his occult science of Anthroposophy, Steiner entirely succumbed to the perils of such thinking. Here, Neo-Platonism with its pre-modern, dogmatic-speculative bent merges seamlessly into Theosophy's consciously re-mythologizing cosmic view” (Ullrich 2011, p. 109).

The position outlined by both authors today remains authoritative in educational science. Academia's ideology critique still governs the current discussion about Waldorf education. Anthroposophy is deemed to be the problem of Waldorf education. In his latest publication “Waldorf Education. A Critical Introduction,” Heiner Ullrich again emphatically repeats his criticism (Ullrich 2015).

On one hand, he acknowledges the practical success of Waldorf education: “Waldorf schools can definitively be deemed successful” (Ibid., p. 172). On the other hand, this testimony to the acknowledged success of Waldorf education is counterweighted, based on a diagnosis of the ideological imprint characterizing Waldorf education: “Its encompassing foundation lies in Rudolf Steiner's anthroposophy, in its concept of the human being and its worldview. These determine not only educational and teaching methods but impact in manifold, interconnected ways including lesson plan contents and teaching topics. There is no other school culture stemming from the time of classic Reform pedagogy that bears such a deep ideological stamp as does Waldorf education” (Ullrich 2015, p. 173). In his critical introduction, Ullrich again and again reiterates this core criticism. He repeatedly states that anthroposophy constitutes not only the background of an overall positive pedagogical movement, but that it is also a dominant factor in all aspects of Waldorf education.

According to Ullrich, Waldorf education is through and through shaped by anthroposophical ideology. Here it should be noted that academia appears to accord considerably more weight to the ideological ballast of Waldorf education than the scientifically no less incommensurable “cosmic education” of Maria Montessori. Montessori's “child-centered” pedagogy is taught in many of its public schools, relatively unburdened by theoretical criticism. Also, in educational science seminars, the Montessori concept is dealt with in neutral, cognition-based, and overall benign terms. However, the theoretical impositions of anthroposophy have so far generally barred educational science from academic access to Waldorf education. It is alone due to the broad esteem in which parents hold Waldorf schools that they have been granted an existence in the legally protected enclaves of international private school systems.

The [anthroposophical] theory behind Waldorf education is portrayed as grossly unscientific and irrational even in fact-oriented academic presentations that aim for neutrality. Andreas Lischewski in his “Milestones in pedagogy” (Lischewski 2014), for example deals with Waldorf education only in a few paragraphs in which he cites in rapid sequence the concept of “the four bodies,” which unfold in a fixed “seven-year rhythm” and the developmental principle of the “I” as being “Reincarnation and Karma.” This treatment may be attributable to the brevity of the section, yet it is apparent that such fragments of thought and conceptual notions can hardly suffice for a valid theoretical position, even as many Waldorf schools employ the same descriptions in their promotional brochures and on their websites.

Further examples of educational science's views on Waldorf education include the “Lexikon der Pädagogik” [Dictionary of pedagogy] by Heinz-Elmar Tenorth and Rudolf Tippelt. They write: “Waldorf education is acknowledged for its child-centered work and its autonomous forms in the organization of time and topics; yet at the same time it has been criticized for its anthroposophical indoctrination” (Tenorth, Tippelt 2007, p. 762). As their only bibliographical reference here, they mention Prange's “Education in anthroposophy.” In Ehrenhard Skiera's authoritative monograph “Reformpädagogik in Geschichte und Gegenwart” [Reform pedagogy in historic and present times], we read—after a quote from Rudolf Steiner—the following sentence: “That is totalitarian ideology in purest form. It tends to pull everything under its spell and to reject all critics. As long as its mission remains unfulfilled, such totalitarianism only displays open-mindedness so it can integrate and adapt other ideas to serve its own ends as a strategy of a gradual takeover” (Skiera 2009, p. 264). Such statements draw a sharp and definitive line between the position of educational science and any theoretical claims of Waldorf education. In fact, a debate on the subject is impossible, because the freighted term totalitarianism touches upon the sensitive, untouchable canon of post-war German values.

However, apart from his criticism of anthroposophical theory, Skiera describes the practice of Waldorf education neutrally and in great detail, in many passages, even according to its distinction. Moreover, the first edition of his book on Reform pedagogy clearly displays on its cover a Waldorf picture that is used for introducing the alphabet. In this vein, he concludes: “The critical view set forth here may appear to suggest a negative judgment on the practice of Waldorf education. But that does is not necessarily so. For example, one can acknowledge various achievements of Alchemy (e.g., the invention of porcelain) without being convinced of its theoretical premises or of the expediency of its overall approach. Waldorf education consistently translates its concept of the human being into educational practice and thus definitely evidences desirable factors [desiderata] of modern pedagogy in its approaches and results” (Skiera 2009, p. 265). Skiera then lists a few central aspects of Waldorf educational practices that fall under these “desiderata”: the significance of authority in schools, building of values, aesthetic and wholistic development, aspects of inclusiveness, and others.

Overall, the attitude of academia entails that in the framework of liberal educational politics Waldorf education can claim a place in the private school landscape and occasionally also may inspire the field of public education. But the greater part of its success rests on reliable approval from the side of privileged middle-class parents, who are far removed from average societal standards. Meanwhile, the theoretical foundations of Waldorf education remain completely excluded from academic discussion.



2 Empirical turnaround

On one hand, academia largely rejects or ignores the theoretical foundations of Waldorf education, yet on the other hand, in the last 15 years, the educational practice in Waldorf schools has become subject to extensive empirical research. By now, more than 223 empirical studies on Waldorf education have been conducted nationally and internationally (Peters 2013, p. 3). Thus, Waldorf schools count among the best-researched schools within the larger context of Reform pedagogy. The distinct increase in empirical studies over the last 25 years is illustrated by the graphic below, taken from the thesis of Jürgen Peters (Böhle, Peters 2011; Peters 2013, p. 6):

Number of empiric studies in Waldorf schools 1980–2010

[image: ]
Figure 0.1 Frequency of empiric research on Waldorf education



The empiric studies of Heiner Ullrich deserve notice, as he pursues an ongoing interest in Waldorf education research, notwithstanding his theoretical criticism. In cooperation with Werner Helsper, he provided a comprehensive study on the so-called classroom-teacher time period (Helsper, Ullrich, et al. 2007). Numerous scientific works of his students offer further contributions: Till-Sebastian Idel researched biographies of Waldorf students (Idel 2007), Gunter Graßhoff (Graßhoff 2008), Katharina Kunze (Kunze 2011), and Davina Höblich (Höblich, Graßhoff 2006) have published research pertaining to the above-cited classroom- teacher study. Heiner Ullrich and his circle pursued mainly qualitative research, which is complemented by numerous quantitative studies by Dirk Randoll, as well as further qualitative works by Heiner Barz. These two authors conducted comprehensive research on Waldorf graduates (Barz, Randoll 2007) and studies on the Waldorf teacher profession (Randoll 2013; Barz 2013), as well as a joint study with Sylvia Liebenwein on school quality in Waldorf schools (Liebenwein, Barz, Randoll 2012). Moreover, by now, a number of international empirical studies are available: Great Britain (Woods, Ashley, Woods 2005), Sweden (Dahlin 2007), USA (Gerwin, Mitchell 2007), and Switzerland (Randoll, Barz 2007).

All in all, most of these studies are giving Waldorf schools a relatively positive evaluation. Among other findings, there appeared no evidence for the indoctrination motive postulated by Klaus Prange. Rather, the graduate study conducted by Barz and Randoll finds no evidence among the surveyed graduates that they did in fact experience any indoctrination (Randoll, Barz 2007, p. 133).

Measured by the gauge of empirical educational research, Waldorf schools are internationally competitive and Waldorf students show a high degree of identification with their school (Liebenwein, Barz, Randoll 2012, p. 50). Waldorf teachers evidence apparently a high identification with their profession as well, even though they are earning less than a public-school teacher, nor do they enjoy public-servant benefits [status]. Waldorf teachers are highly motivated and at the same time experience less danger of burnout (Randoll 2013).

Are Waldorf schools then the “Blissful Isles” in a more-or-less stressful educational landscape that is governed by economic constraints? Certainly not. The joyous liveliness and colorful radiance of Waldorf schools is, rather, indebted to an economic selection mechanism among other factors. This is not intentionally initiated by the schools themselves, but results from state legislated private-school sector laws, which stipulate that private schools can only partially rely on public funding. Accordingly, Waldorf parents have to come up with a school fee, the amount of which is tied to their income level and averages about 160 euros per child and month (Koolmann 2014, p. 5). Waldorf schools therefore have become a type of “client-school” that offers a protected educational space for children of college-educated parents, who pursue comprehensive educational aspirations and individualistic blueprints for the life of their children. These parents see Waldorf education as protecting their child from the dissociative tendencies of modern-day society and its vacillating values.2

A first exception of this bourgeois “island-world” of Waldorf education is the Intercultural School in Mannheim (www.fiw-mannheim.de), which operates as a Waldorf school in a hot-spot neighborhood of the city.

It is encouraging to note that more school projects of this kind are being founded. Moreover, it deserves attention that the bourgeois imprint on Waldorf education is largely a German, i.e., European phenomenon (as a result of states’ educational politics). Internationally, many Waldorf school projects are demonstrating that Waldorf education can work very successfully in areas where circumstances are marked by poverty and distress; such projects providing social therapeutic and basic educational services are operating in African townships, in the Favelas of Brazil, in Palestine, Haiti, and Eastern Europe.



3 Waldorf education in academic context

The strong increase in empirical research on Waldorf education brought with it a marked change in Waldorf teacher education. Waldorf education is likely the only type of private school in the world that maintains its own teacher training, which in Germany is currently funded with over ten million euros annually, funded by Waldorf schools’ contributions. Until 2006, Waldorf teacher education was nearly exclusively provided in Waldorf teacher seminars, which offered fundamental full-time study courses for classroom teachers, who then were issued specific types of teaching certificates that were only valid for teaching at Waldorf schools and varied depending on the policies in each state of the German Federal Republic. In addition, university graduates in specific academic subjects could earn supplementary Waldorf qualifications and then teach at the Waldorf high school level. The largest German Waldorf teacher seminars are located in Stuttgart, Mannheim, and Witten-Annen. Of these, the Freie Hochschule Stuttgart [Independent (Waldorf) University Stuttgart] has been accredited by the state of Baden-Württemberg. Altogether there are ten independent locations for full-time Waldorf teacher education in Germany, and more than 25 seminar facilities offering part-time and on-the-job training courses.

Waldorf teacher training has undergone distinct changes since 2007. Since that time, the Alanus Hochschule für Kunst und Gesellschaft [Alanus University of Arts and Social Sciences] in Alfter, close to Bonn, offers a teacher training program in art, leading to the German First State Exam for Teachers with Waldorf teacher credentials. At the same time, its part-time study program leading to a master's degree in pedagogy received accreditation, offering teacher qualifications for graduates from other disciplines. This master's program includes a focus area on Research on Pedagogic Practice, addressing educators who are already teaching. Furthermore, a part-time study program for master's degree in special education was accredited in Alfter, as well as a bachelor's study program in childhood pedagogy in 2011. Further degree programs—offering bachelor of arts and master of fine arts in education for teachers at high- and integrated schools—received accreditation in 2011. All these study programs share profile traits that are characteristic of Waldorf education while engaging in a dialog among Waldorf education, various types of Reform pedagogy, and general educational science.

With its educational science degree programs, Alanus University aims at liberating Waldorf education from its narrow ideological frame and monolithic image and at providing its students with a broad forum for discourse. Within the larger context of successful institutional accreditation, the German Council of Science and Humanities in 2010 conferred the right to award doctorates to the Alanus department of educational studies. As part of this academically oriented development based on the Bologna Process, the teacher seminars in Stuttgart and Mannheim also developed and accredited BA and MA programs for Waldorf education with various areas of focus. Since 2015, the Stuttgart Waldorf College has offered an international, English-language MA program in Waldorf education. First professorships for Waldorf education were established in 2008.

This development within Waldorf education led also to a new culture in the fields of science and research. Already in the 1980s, Stuttgart college initiated a colloquium with Waldorf educators and educational scientists, making Waldorf education more visible to the public through regular publications and by contributing to discussions (Bohnsack, Kranich 1990; Bohnsack, Leber 1996). This colloquium circle included from the academic educational sciences side the following professor emeriti: Fritz Bohnsack (University of Essen), Horst Rumpf (Goethe University, Frankfurt), Harm Paschen (University of Bielefeld), Karl Garnitschnig (University of Vienna), Bo Dahlin (University of Karlstad), and lately also professors Wolfgang Nieke (University of Rostock), Jochen Krautz (Bergische University Wuppertal), and Guido Pollack (University of Passau).

Further contributors to the discourse between academia and Waldorf education are Peter Schneider and his professorial thesis describing Rudolf Steiner's epistemology as a theoretical foundation of Waldorf education (Schneider 1982), Heiner Barz, who, in his study, also explores the epistemic foundations of Waldorf education (Barz 1994), and further the works of Christian Rittelmeyer on school architecture (Rittelmeyer 1996), on aesthetic perception (Rittelmeyer 2005), and a body-oriented pedagogic anthropology (Rittelmeyer 2002) based on empiric psychology and hermeneutics. Horst Philipp Bauer and Peter Schneider published a two-volume anthology giving insight into the perspective of educational science on Waldorf education titled “Waldorf Education, Perspectives of a Scientific Dialog” (Bauer, Schneider 2006), and in 2010, Harm Paschen issued his “Educational Science Approaches to Waldorf Education” (Paschen 2010).

The scientific online magazine RoSE (Research on Steiner Education) has been published semi-annually since 2010 by Alanus University and the Rudolf Steiner University/College in Oslo (www.rose-journ.com). Its contributions are selected in a peer-reviewed process according to strict criteria and are generally published in bilingual (German and English) form. The Network of European Academic Steiner Teacher Education (ENASTE) deserves mention here, whose members are academically oriented Waldorf Teacher Training Institutions in Norway, Sweden, France, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Austria, and Germany. In 2015, a third International Congress for Education took place at ENASTE's Vienna headquarters, where educational scientists with or without Waldorf qualifications gathered to address issues regarding teacher education (Congress 2011: The Future of Teacher Education), pedagogic anthropology (Congress 2013: The Educator's View of the Human Being. Consequences for Schools and Teacher Education), and finally present-day challenges facing educational processes (Congress 2015: Transformations. Education in a Rapidly Changing World).

All these publications, initiatives, research projects, and institutional developments show that Waldorf education has been undergoing fundamental changes in the 21st century. During its history, spanning nearly one century, it was mainly focused on expansion through founding new schools and on establishing its educational practice. In this process, the self-definition of Waldorf education was largely affirmative, relatively uncritical, and marked by a reliance on Rudolf Steiner's educational writings under avoidance of academic science in its pedagogic source material. But now, since the beginning of the 21st century, a profound shift has occurred toward an increased scientific orientation and a research-based, open dialog with representatives of general educational science. A reflex-like rejection of critical voices from that direction no longer prevails, but now such critique has become open to debate and is being included in professional discourse. Volker Frielingsdorf's work “Waldorf Education in Educational Science” (Frielingsdorf 2012) affords us a well-founded and thoroughly researched review of the scientific literature published since the founding of Waldorf education. Interestingly, of the approximately 800 listed scientific titles on Waldorf education, 350 have been published in the first decade of this century alone (Frielingsdorf 2012, p. 69). This tendency toward a growing number of scientific publications on Waldorf education has continued and even increased in the last few years.



4 Issues of reception

Notwithstanding these newer developments, Waldorf education has dwelled over decades in a sort of grubby esoteric corner. Even to this day, educational science does not accord academic validity to the theoretical underpinnings of Waldorf education. In the context of an (eventually rejected) institutional accreditation process for the Mannheim Free University, the German Council for Sciences and Humanities concluded in 2011 that there was danger “in establishing an institution of higher learning on the foundation of a specific, ideologically freighted pedagogy, i.e., an unscientific theory of education.”3 The scientific deficit of Waldorf education exists not only in the perception of the established academic system, nor is it caused merely by a narrow concept of science, as Waldorf defenders like to assert, but it is in fact also self-generated.

Many followers of anthroposophy are deeply engaged in their work in the fields of medicine, agriculture, Waldorf education, special education, and art therapy. The successful development and distribution of Waldorf education rested on the enthusiasm and commitment of many people who felt the pedagogical impulse of Rudolf Steiner to be humanistic and particularly well suited to foster the development of children and adolescents. But an evaluation of Waldorf education cannot happen on even grounds with the academic sciences if it relies on educational practice alone (as the assessment of the Council for Science and Humanities suggests).

In the past, a lack of basic institutional capability and infrastructure prohibited the development of a theoretically valid account of Waldorf education and of a corresponding culture of research. Moreover, a somewhat unfortunate culture of apodictic apologetics has sprung up as a result of teachers experiencing the deep meaning and fertile effectivity of Waldorf education in their daily work, while this pedagogical approach was subjected to fundamental scientific criticism. On the level of scientific theory, this kind of approach hardly produced any convincing lines of reasoning. But it did generate a highly self-affirmative, prolific secondary literature on anthroposophical Waldorf education, which, however, was of only limited use in attracting educational scientists of renown and engaging them in a discourse on the topic. A spiral of futile arguments and counterarguments ensued, which inhibited any discourse.

The one-sided recourse to the work of Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Waldorf education, also proved to be unproductive. Until his death in 1925, Rudolf Steiner developed Waldorf education as a sort of “work in progress.” He developed the teacher trainings and the fundamentals of Waldorf education unsystematically and only verbally in many public lectures, often in answer to special situations and conditions of his time. He did not leave any systematic writings on Waldorf education, but he rather lectured and talked about Waldorf education, directing special focus toward a pedagogic motivation and inspiration of Waldorf teachers. In his eyes, the pedagogic excellence of Waldorf schools is less substantiated by scientific theories and cognition or by institutional systemic aspects, but rather it is contingent upon the quality of real-life teaching practice and the competence of Waldorf teachers, who are encouraged to bring a wealth of innovative impulses to their work and, first of all, to meet their students in a spirit of loving attention. Without any doubt, Steiner succeeded in sparking high enthusiasm for the pedagogic impulse of Waldorf education in the first staff of teachers and in many generations of Waldorf teachers after that. Rudolf Steiner's main concern was that Waldorf schools should not be allowed to become ideological schools. Again and again, he firmly pointed out that anthroposophy should not be permitted to influence the curriculum content of the schools. (See Schieren's contribution in Chapter 8.)



5 Research colloquium “Waldorf Education and Educational Science”

A valid scientific base for the theory of Waldorf education has notably not yet been sufficiently established, in spite of dynamic and pro-scientific developments that occurred particularly in the 21st century. The 2011 verdict of the Council for Science and Humanities, namely that Waldorf education is a non-scientific educational system, has weighty consequences—not only academically, but also politically and legally. It impacts access to accreditation, teaching- and school permits, and to public funds. These factors strike at the core of Waldorf education (at least in Germany).

The work of this research colloquium, which started in 2011, resulted in the book presented here. This round table was initiated and sponsored by Walter Riethmüller (Pedagogic Research Unit at the Federation of Independent Waldorf Schools) and Jost Schieren (Alanus University). The colloquium's core group includes—other than the two initiators—Christian Boettger (Research Unit for Pedagogy at the Federation of Independent Waldorf Schools), Wenzel Götte (Free University Stuttgart), Peter Loebell (Free University Stuttgart), Albert Schmelzer (Alanus University), and Wilfried Sommer (Alanus University). Christian Rittelmeyer (em. University Göttingen) participated in the sessions of this colloquium as a guest and advisor. Sophie Pannitschka as a research associate of Alanus University supported the work organizationally.

This research colloquium set itself the goal of proactively fostering the dialog between Waldorf education and educational science. The discourse did not primarily address the fundamental questions of whether Waldorf education or anthroposophy are scientifically sound, nor did it center around the issue whether or not the current scientific community favors an overly narrow concept of science that results in a wholesale disregard for Waldorf education and anthroposophy, based on a time-specific, reductionistic scientific paradigm. While such debates on principles may be rewarding in regard to content, they often tend to polarize the positions and rarely lead to mutual understanding or rapprochement. In single scientific disciplines such as educational science, fundamental reflections on scientific paradigms are generally of minor importance. It is in the sub-disciplines of each science that the concrete field of scientific practice unfolds. Therefore, the research colloquium primarily focused on these sub-disciplines of educational science. They first clarified central themes and directions of discourse for specific areas of educational science. In the next step, they compared them with themes and positions adopted by Waldorf education so as to then discuss them.

Their work attended more closely to the following sub-disciplines of general educational science: epistemology, anthropology, developmental psychology, learning theory, methodology, professions theory, and Waldorf education in the historic context of Reform pedagogy and educational science. The field of tension between anthroposophy and Waldorf education furnished a separate topic of discussion. Each of the core members prepared and moderated one of these topics as well as a few chosen singular topics such as intercultural pedagogy, media education, religious studies pedagogy, and school autonomy. In addition to the core group, specially invited guests attended the sessions of the research colloquium. Their respective contributions are included in this book.

The core group chose focal topics for discourse according to specific viewpoints as previewed in the following paragraphs:


	Epistemology (Coordinator: Jost Schieren): While Rudolf Steiner presented his esoteric teachings mainly in lecture form, he developed his own epistemology referencing Goethe's concept of scientific cognition (Steiner 1979) in his early philosophical work after 1886, which moreover encompasses his philosophy of freedom (Steiner 2005). Steiner saw in his early works the seed of his later anthroposophy; however, this aspect of his writing has rarely received due recognition. Steiner's epistemology is well suited as a basis for scientific discourse, since it offers an explicitly philosophical and thus rational framework.


	Anthropology (Coordinator: Jost Schieren): A firm concept of the human being is a key characteristic of Waldorf education. The introductory lectures that Steiner gave in Stuttgart in 1911 marked the founding of Waldorf education. In these lectures, he presented his anthroposophical anthropology (Steiner 1980), his understanding of the human being, and his concept of child and youth development as the essential educational foundations of Waldorf education. So far, there have been only sketchy attempts at reconciliation between anthropological positions of Waldorf education on one hand and scientifically propounded pedagogic anthropology on the other.


	Developmental Psychology (Coordinator: Albert Schmelzer): Based on its anthropological understanding, Waldorf education purports to align its pedagogic practice—in both curriculum and didactic methodology—along the development of the child and youth. Steiner introduced a much-discussed concept with his seven-year development cycle. The full understanding of this concept—and how it carries over to research findings in modern developmental psychology—awaits discussion.


	Learning Theory (Coordinator: Peter Loebell): Waldorf education does not have an explicit learning theory. Nevertheless, its teaching-and-learning practice can be matched to key tenets of learning theory.


	General Methodology (Coordinator: Wilfried Sommer): On the level of everyday educational practice in the Waldorf school, the impression may arise that Waldorf education follows a type of recipe approach that implements certain forms of methodology and didactics (main lesson blocks, non-graded report cards, etc.) without much theoretical understructure. This chapter discusses the differentiated theoretical foundation of Waldorf education from the level of general methodology and establishes that Waldorf education is fit to enter into discourse with representatives of current didactic theory.


	Professions Theory (Coordinator: Walter Riethmüller): Waldorf teachers are known for their professional understanding that is both categorical and very deep. Waldorf classroom teachers in particular evidence high professional ethics, which guides their teaching practice. This topic is now open for discussion based on recently available valid scientific research presented in empiric studies (Helsper, Ullrich, et al. 2007; Peters 2013; Randoll 2013).


	Waldorf Education in the historic context of reform pedagogy and educational science (Coordinator: Peter Loebell): This chapter deals with the historic research dimension of educational science demonstrating the position of Waldorf education in the historical context of Reform pedagogy and general educational science.


	Waldorf Education and Anthroposophy (Coordinator: Wenzel M. Götte): Since its inception, Waldorf education has been haunted by the general suspicion and accusation that it is governed by ideology and dogmatism. This topic is therefore given its own chapter, resolutely posing the question in what way and to what degree anthroposophy shapes and influences Waldorf education.


	Singular Topics: Since there is already a vivid exchange on specific curriculum subjects between regular school pedagogy and Waldorf education, the chosen topics in this section (intercultural education, media pedagogy, the pedagogy of religion, and school autonomy) do not include such subject-specific methodology. The selection covers a representative range of fields where Waldorf education implements new developmental impulses and focal points that may prove of interest to educational science.




This publication does not claim to furnish a scientific basis for Waldorf education, nor does it discuss whether or not Waldorf education is scientifically valid. Rather, this book aims at a comprehensive scientific approach to Waldorf education. This process reveals congruences as well as differences with central tenets of general educational science. This is true for every scientific discussion on equal footing. The central goal of this publication is to contribute to an approach to Waldorf education that does not merely dismiss it with the rather chauvinistic sounding verdicts of pre- or non-scientific but gives serious consideration also to its theoretic foundations in scientific research. Ultimately, even an established academic discipline like educational science cannot afford to remain disinterested and overlook an internationally successful pedagogic concept that has been established for decades and continues to spread. In the long run, academia will not be able to keep disregarding Waldorf education with its explicit theoretical foundations nor hold it in contempt. This publication wishes to help start a broad, open, scientific dialog around Waldorf education within the context of general educational science.

A cordial thank you to all those involved in the work of the research colloquium and to all authors for their congenial and productive cooperation. Thank you also for the general financial support of the Pädagogische Forschungsstelle beim Bund der Freien Waldorfschulen [Pedagogic Research Unit at the Federation of Independent Waldorf Schools] and of the Software AG Foundation, which made this project possible. Further thanks go to Sophie Pannitschka, who has been with the projects since its inception and thoughtfully facilitated communication in between the colloquium's sessions. Volker Frielingsdorf and Angelika Wiehl are thanked for their thorough and intensive proofreading, especially Angelika Wiehl, who shepherded the book through the last phases of editing with great dedication and care. A grateful acknowledgment to Beltz Publishing and Frank Engelhardt for their spontaneous willingness to support such an extensive publishing venture. The final and particular thank you goes to Christian Boettger, the manager of the Pedagogic Research Unit at the BdFWS; from the beginning, he gave attention and support to this project with his deep personal engagement, fine sense of tact, extraordinary communication skills, and great enthusiasm.



Notes


	In this regard, it is however important to note that Montessori schools in Germany are mostly part of the public school system, while Waldorf schools are organized exclusively as private schools.

	See Heiner Ullrich: “Evaluating the studies on parent professions shows that former Waldorf students continue to come mostly from the academically educated higher middle class” (Ullrich, Strunk 2012, p. 72). Ullrich bases his assessment on the graduate study of Barz and Randoll (2007). However, this study relies on cohorts from the 1990s at most. The Association of Independent Waldorf Schools has commissioned a study conducted by Steffen Koolmann and Lars Petersen that is currently underway at Alanus University.

	Position in regard to accreditation of the founding process of the Free University Mannheim. Accessible online at www.wissenschaftsrat.de/download/archiv/pm_0511.pdf (last accessed January 2016).





References


	Barz, Heiner (1994): Anthroposophie im Spiegel von Wissenschaftstheorie und Lebensweltforschung. Zwischen lebendigem Goetheanismus und latenter Militanz. [Anthroposophy as reflected in Science Theory and life environment research. Between contemporary Goethean thought and latent militarism.] Weinheim: Deutscher-Studien verlag.

	Barz, Heiner (2013): Unterrichten an Waldorfschulen: Berufsbild Waldorflehrer: Neue Perspektiven zu Praxis, Forschung, Ausbildung. [Teaching at Waldorf schools: Professional profile of Waldorf teachers: New perspectives on practice, research and training.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Barz, Heiner/Randoll, Dirk (2007): Absolventen von Waldorfschulen. Eine empirische Studie zu Bildung und Lebensgestaltung ehemaliger Waldorfschüler. [Waldorf school graduates. A study on their culture and way of life.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Bauer, Horst Philipp/Schneider, Peter (Eds.) (2006): Waldorfpädagogik. Perspektiven eines wissenschaftlichen Dialoges. [Waldorf education: Perspectives of a scientific dialog.] Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

	Böhle, Petra/Peters, Jürgen (2011): Empirische Forschungen an Waldorfschulen im deutschsprachigen Raum, Teil 2. [Empiric research on Waldorf schools in German speaking areas, part 2]. In: RoSE, Research on Steiner Education, Online Journal Vol. 2, No. 1 (2011). www.rosejourn.com.

	Bohnsack, Fritz/Kranich, Ernst-Michael (Eds.) (1990): Erziehungswissenschaft und Waldorfpädagogik. Der Beginn eines notwendigen Dialogs. [Educational science and Waldorf education. Opening a necessary dialog.] Weinheim, Basel: Beltz.

	Bohnsack, Fritz/Leber, Stefan (Eds.) (1996): Sozial-Erziehung im Sozial-Verfall: Grundlagen, Kontroversen, Wege. [Social education in the midst of social decay: Basic factors, controversies, pathways.] Published by F. Bohnsack und St. Leber. Weinheim, Basel: Beltz.

	Dahlin, Bo (2007): The Waldorf School – Cultivating Humanity? A report from an evaluation of Waldorf schools in Sweden. Karlstad: University Press.

	Frielingsdorf, Volker (2012): Waldorfpädagogik in der Erziehungswissenschaft. Ein Überblick. [Waldorf education in educational science. An overview.] Weinheim, Basel: Beltz.

	Gerwin, Douglas/Mitchell, David (2007):Survey of Waldorf Graduates – Phase II. New Hampshire: The Research Institute for Waldorf Education.

	Graßhoff, Gunter (2008): Zwischen Familie und Klassenlehrer. Pädagogische Generationsbeziehungen jugendlicher Waldorfschüler. [Between family and classroom teacher. Generational relations in the education of young Waldorf students.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Helsper, Werner/Ullrich, Heiner, u.a. (Eds.) (2007): Autorität und Schule. Die empirische Rekonstruktion der Klassenlehrer-Schüler-Beziehung an Waldorfschulen. [Authority and school. An empiric reconstruction of the relationship between classroom teachers and students at Waldorf schools.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Höblich, Davina/Graßhoff, Gunter (2006): Lehrer-Schüler-Beziehungen an Waldorfschulen. Chancen und Risiken einer auf Vertrauen und Nähe basierenden Beziehung. [Teacher-student relations in Waldorf schools. Opportunities and risks of relationships based on trust and closeness.] In: Schweer, Martin K. W. (Publ.) (2006): Bildung und Vertrauen. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

	Idel, Till-Sebastian (2007): Waldorfschule und Schülerbiographie. Fallrekonstruktionen zur lebensgeschichtlichen Relevanz anthroposophischer Schulkultur. [Waldorf schools and student biography: Case reconstruction on the relevance of anthroposophical school culture for students’ life-history.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Koolmann, Steffen (2014): Sozialökonomische Analyse im freien Bildungswesen. [Socio-economic analysis within the private school sector.] In: Kullak-Ublik, Henning (2014): BdFW Jahresbericht 2014. In: www.waldorfschule.de/fileadmin/downloads/jahresberichte/Jahresbericht_2014.pdf.

	Kunze, Katharina (2011): Professionalisierung als biographisches Projekt: Professionelle Deutungsmuster und biographische Ressourcen von Waldorflehrerinnen und Waldorflehrern. [Professional development as a biographic project: Professional interpretation patterns and biographical resources of Waldorf teachers.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Liebenwein, Sylva/Barz, Heiner/Randoll, Dirk (2012): Bildungserfahrungen an Waldorfschulen. Empirische Studie zu Schulqualität und Lernerfahrungen. [Educational Experiences at Waldorf schools. Empirical study on school quality and learning experiences.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Lischewski, Andreas (2014): Meilensteine der Pädagogik. [Milestones in pedagogy.] Stuttgart: Kröner.

	Paschen, Harm (Ed.) (2010): Erziehungswissenschaftliche Zugänge zur Waldorfpädagogik. Diskussion paradigmatischer Beispiele zu epistemischen Grundlagen, empirischen und methodischen Zugängen und Unterrichtsinhalten. [Access to Waldorf education for pedagogic science. A discussion of paradigmatic examples for epistemic foundations, methodological approaches, and lesson content.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Peters, Jürgen (2013): Arbeitsbezogene Verhaltens- und Erlebensmuster von Waldorflehrern im Zusammenhang mit Arbeitsbelastung und Berufszufriedenheit – Eine empirische Untersuchung. [Work-related patterns in experience and behavior of Waldorf teachers in connection with workload and professional contentment – An empirical study.] Inaugural Dissertation an der Alanus Hochschule in Alfter bei Bonn.

	Prange, Klaus (2000): Erziehung zur Anthroposophie. Darstellung und Kritik der Waldorfpädagogik. [Education in anthroposophy. Portrayal and critique of Waldorf education.] Bad Heilbrunn: Klinkhardt.

	Randoll, Dirk/Barz, Heiner (2007): Bildung und Lebensgestaltung ehemaliger Schüler von Rudolf Steiner Schulen in der Schweiz. Eine Absolventenbefragung. [Education and way of life of former students of Rudolf Steiner schools in Switzerland. A survey of graduates.] Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

	Randoll, Dirk (2013): Ich bin Waldorflehrer: Einstellungen, Erfahrungen, Diskussionspunkte – Eine Befragungsstudie. [I am a Waldorf teacher: Attitudes, experiences and points for discussion.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Rittelmeyer, Christian (1996): Der Schulbau als Sozialpartner des Kindes. Ein Bericht über den Zusammenhang von Baugestaltung und Schülerverhalten. [School architecture as a social factor in the life of a child. A report on the connection between building design and student behavior.] Hannover: Wilhelm-Ernst Barkhoff Institut.

	Rittelmeyer, Christian (2002): Pädagogische Anthropologie des Leibes. Biologische Voraussetzungen der Erziehung und Bildung. [Pedagogic anthropology of the body. Biological preconditions for education and inculturation.] Weinheim, Munich: Juventa.

	Rittelmeyer, Christian (2005): Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen. Eine Einführung in Friedrich Schillers pädagogische Anthropologie. [On the aesthetic education of the human being. An introduction to Friedrich Schiller's pedagogic anthropology.] Weinheim, Munich: Juventa.

	Schneider, Peter (1982): Einführung in die Waldorfpädagogik. Konzepte der Humanwissenschaften. [Introduction to Waldorf education. Concepts of the humanities.] Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta.

	Skiera, Ehrenhard (2009): Reformpädagogik in Geschichte und Gegenwart. Eine kritische Einführung. [Reform pedagogy in history and present times. A critical introduction.] Munich: Oldenbourg.

	Steiner, Rudolf (1979): Grundlinien einer Erkenntnistheorie der Goetheschen Weltanschauung. Mit besonderer Rücksicht auf Schiller (1886). [A Theory of Knowledge Based on Goethe's World Conception with special consideration of Schiller.] Rudolf Steiner Gesamtausgabe 2. Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag.

	Steiner, Rudolf (1980): Allgemeine Menschenkunde als Grundlage der Pädagogik. [The general study of man as a foundation of pedagogy.] GA 293. Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag.

	Steiner, Rudolf (2005): Die Philosophie der Freiheit. Grundzüge einer modernen Weltanschauung (1918). [The Philosophy of Freedom. Outline of a modern world concept.] GA 4. Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag.

	Tenorth, Heinz-Elmar/Tippelt, Rudolf (Eds.) (2007): Lexikon der Pädagogik. [Dictionary of pedagogy.] Weinheim, Basel: Beltz.

	Ullrich, Heiner (1986): Waldorfpädagogik und okkulte Weltanschauung. Eine bildungsphilosophische und geistesgeschichtliche Auseinandersetzung mit der Anthropologie Rudolf Steiners. [Waldorf education and occult worldview. A critical analysis of Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy in historic and cultural perspective.] Weinheim, Basel: Juventa.

	Ullrich, Heiner (2011): Rudolf Steiner. Leben und Lehre. [Rudolf Steiner. Life and teaching.] Munich: Beck.

	Ullrich, Heiner (2015): Waldorfpädagogik. Eine kritische Einführung. [Waldorf education. A critical introduction.] Weinheim, Basel: Beltz.

	Ullrich, Heiner/Strunk, Susanne (2012): Private Schulen in Deutschland: Entwicklungen – Profile – Kontroversen. [Private schools in Germany: Developments – profiles – controversies.] Wiesbaden: VS.

	Woods, Philip/Ashley, Martin/Woods, Glenys (2005): Steiner Schools in England. Bristol: University of West of England.







CHAPTER 1Epistemology





INTRODUCTION

Jost Schieren

DOI: 10.4324/9781003187431-3


Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Waldorf education, is known in public discourse as an esotericist and life reformer. This attribution is understandable, as the largest part of his entire works, which is extant in more than 350 volumes, consists of transcripts and notes based on his lectures on esoteric topics. His actual writings fill only 30 of these volumes, mostly a few early publications of a philosophical nature. In 1882, Karl Julius Schröer, academic instructor of the young Rudolf Steiner, invited him to prepare for publication Goethe's writings on natural science within the framework of “Kürschner's Deutsche National-Literatur” editions (Kürschner's German National Literature). Steiner complied this invitation in the years between 1884 and 1897, publishing four volumes with his Introductions to Goethe's Writings on Natural Science (Steiner 1987). Steiner's first independent philosophical work Goethe's Theory of Knowledge: An Outline of the Epistemology of His Worldview (Steiner 2003) was published in 1886. It contains Steiner's acknowledgment of Goethe's epistemological approach in empirical natural science and his efforts to generate an appropriate form of epistemology for each type of natural phenomenon. In 1892 followed Truth and Science (Steiner 2010), an expanded version of his dissertation submitted at the University of Rostock, in which Steiner discusses the philosophy of Kant and post-Kant developments and presents his own epistemology.

The year 1894 marks the publication of his main work, The Philosophy of Freedom, which was reissued in revised and expanded form in 1918; this is the version still in print today (Steiner 1995). In this work, Steiner outlines an ethical-oriented concept of freedom based on his epistemology. Other than a few more philosophical writings (Steiner 1983, 1985, 2000), his later publications and lectures all focus on esoteric aspects of his approach, which he named Anthroposophy and he conceived to be a spiritual science. In public perception and in the presentation of many of Steiner's followers, this esoteric aspect of his work is dominant. Therefore, Steiner is viewed essentially as an esoteric author, and anthroposophy is considered a teaching on metaphysical consciousness. As a result, educational science has pigeonholed the theoretical understructure of Waldorf education as an esoteric, metaphysical, and dogmatic system that lacks scientific validity (Prange 1985, 2000; Skiera 2003, 2010; Ullrich 2015).

In contrast, this publication aims at making the theory of Waldorf education accessible to scientific investigation. The philosophical work of Steiner offers a useful foundation for such endeavors. Steiner himself considered his epistemology to provide a valid basis for anthroposophy, which he developed later. However, this view is critically examined in Hartmut Traub's comprehensive study Philosophy and Anthroposophy (Traub 2011). On one hand, Traub acknowledges anthroposophy is rooted in the philosophical approaches of Spinoza, Goethe, and especially Fichte and thus stands on a philosophical basis of its own. But in Traub's view, Steiner's own derivation of anthroposophy from his early philosophical thought is unconvincing and also constitutes a constrictive anthropological reinterpretation. This chapter on epistemology deals with the question of whether Steiner's philosophical work indeed offers a suitable basis for anthroposophy and Waldorf education.
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1 Introduction

One of the special characteristics of Waldorf education is that it is based on an explicitly formulated epistemological concept, namely Rudolf Steiner's epistemology and anthroposophy (Frielingsdorf 2012). This cannot be taken for granted, since pedagogical approaches often rely directly on religious or ethical worldviews and political or scientific paradigms without critical review or philosophical substantiation. Independent of any apparent practical success, which may be evidenced qualitatively or quantitatively, the validity of any educational concept is essentially gauged by insight and acceptance of its pedagogic-philosophical structure of meaning. Any pedagogy runs the danger of being accused of tying itself to an irrational worldview and thus furthers the polarization of adherents and skeptics, if it lacks a comprehensible philosophical foundation. In particular, alternative forms of education are confronted with such accusations, since the public perceives them to diverge from the norm. But this should not obfuscate the fact that even educational approaches that are socially accepted as “normal” are trying to take a stance against “confessional pedagogy” (Fatke, Oelkers 2014, p. 8). However, they are themselves neither unbiased nor neutral in their worldview (Kiersch 2011, p. 430) and thus are under the same obligation of philosophical substantiation. The question, whether a pedagogical system or approach is meaningful or not and worthy of implementation, can only be decided by way of a conscious investigation of its foundational philosophic understructure.

Pedagogic practice does in fact always—even if only implicitly—rely on a specific epistemic attitude or epistemology (Brezinka 1978) and its corresponding concept of the human being (Meinberg 1988). Indeed, all educational attitudes, methods, and concrete measures can in the final analysis also be interpreted as specific assessments of the human capacities for insight and learning and of suitable steps toward their development. The only question here is, how this assessment in each case comes about, what it entails, and how it can be substantiated or justified. Waldorf education has frequently been attacked, particularly in regard to its justification matrix (Prange 2000; Ullrich 2012).1 Therefore, it appears necessary to deal with these questions as thoroughly as possible and to come up with corresponding answers. To this end, this article first offers a background outline of the history of science and cognition, as relevant to an understanding of this topic. This is a necessary step for the later clarification of Steiner's epistemology and its relation to both philosophy and science from a historic perspective. Against this backdrop, the development of Steiner's epistemology will be reconstructed, starting with the transformation of Johann Wolfgang Goethe's scientific methodology and Johann Gottlieb Fichte's philosophy. On this basis, we go on to demonstrate how Steiner's epistemology transcends these concepts and how it relates to present-day philosophy and scientific understanding. The following key themes of educational philosophy are brought into focus:


	The cognoscibility of the world (relation between epistemology and ontology)


	The process character of cognition (developmental character of knowing and consciousness)


	The cognoscibility of knowing (reflexivity, autology, and freedom as perspectives of development)




This structure aims at conveying an understanding of the epistemic basis of anthroposophy in a systematic historic analysis and at scrutinizing how far this basis is relevant to Waldorf education in terms of its educational philosophy.



2 Background in the history of cognition and science

The explicit epistemic foundations of Waldorf education are—as stated—on hand; however, that does not mean that they are easily understood and that their acceptance is a given. Rather the opposite appears to be true, and Steiner's epistemology and anthroposophy seem to require explanation and substantiation in turn. In particular, academic circles feel easily irritated by the mere term Erkenntniswissenschaft (the science of knowing) and find it presumptuous in view of the methods and results of academic philosophy and science.2 On one hand, the methodological status of Steiner's epistemology in relation to the present-day concept of science remains to be clarified. On the other hand, pedagogic debates favor the use of scientific findings as “secular” and “anti-dogmatic” means of justification (Fatke, Oelkers 2014; Ullrich 2015, p. 14). Therefore, it seems appropriate to take a wide approach and to focus first on the topic of science: What is science and how did it develop into the prototype of arriving at modern epistemic insight? But his question cannot be duly considered without looking at the topic of science in the larger historic context of human consciousness. This first, more general, section is designed to facilitate an evaluation of Steiner's epistemology in the larger context of the history of consciousness and cognition, enabling the reader to contextualize Steiner's epistemology within its closer historic matrix of society and philosophy, as Zander (2007) and Traub (2011) have attempted to do. Only against such a backdrop can we arrive at a cogent assessment of the charge that Steiner supposedly cobbled together anthroposophy from sundry parts of other esoteric traditions and intellectual approaches.3

Science as we know it today is a relatively recent phenomenon in the history of human consciousness. It is barely 500 years old, if we consider Copernicus and Galileo as the first representatives of modern natural science. Generally speaking, the striving for knowledge and insight has a way older tradition that loses itself in the illiterate darkness of prehistoric times and can therefore even be considered “a basic anthropological constant” (Nühlen 2010, p. 7).4 Max Scheler considers the striving for knowledge as the driving force behind all education and characterizes it as Love: “ever insatiably thirsting for any closer union and resonance with the world soul” (Scheler 1925, p. 12). While this sentence may sound somewhat flowery and idealistic today, it does implicitly contain a fundamental premise of all—also scientific—cognition: It is only meaningful to strive for “union and resonance with the world soul” if one is separated from the world soul/essence and experiences it at least temporarily and partially as an “adverse reality” (Widerfahrnis) (Kamlah 1972) or something “alien” (Waldenfels 2006) or a “crisis” (Oevermann 2008). Indeed, without this premise, all striving for knowledge—in the sense of an integrating acquisition—appears unnecessary. Many thinkers considered that which is alien, problematic, or unrecognized as the necessary point of departure for all processes of cognition: from Plato and Aristotle, who saw the origin of philosophy in astonishment and wonder in the face of the “inexplicable” over Descartes, who tried to eliminate prejudice through radical doubt down to C.S. Peirce, John Dewey, and also Rudolf Steiner.5

This fact has twofold consequences for a conceptual determination of science.

If science is understood as an overcoming of ignorance, its definition will rest mainly on the path or method for acquiring knowledge, not only on the contents of the respective fields of knowledge. The key question here is not whether knowledge is sought, but how knowledge is pursued. Science defines itself primarily by its methodology, not by the area of cognition. We can even state: Only the method of the approach defines, whether something is an object of science. Depending on interest, angle of inquiry, and the respective method used, very different facets of any phenomenon can be accessed. For example, regarding a piano performance of a sonata by Brahms, we can investigate its physical-acoustic effects, its music-theory-related aspects, and finally the performance's artistic expression. Depending on the researchers’ angle of inquiry, they arrive at different findings, and portals of insight open up toward completely different phenomena.

Thus, science presents itself as a special path in the methodic quest for knowledge; the continuous refinement of its methodology leads also to an ever more finely differentiated field of scientific disciplines.

The cultural history of humanity so far consisted mainly of pre-scientific phases, so it is reasonable to assume that the conscious distance to the world, which is, as stated, a pre-condition for science, was in those early epochs not present, or only in first traces. Therefore “the innate, primordial striving for a wholistic understanding of life within and without” must have been satisfied in different ways (Witzenmann 1987, p. 47). When the human being experiences confrontation with the world in whatever form or intensity, he tries to overcome these challenges within the range of his possibilities and to thus establish new relationships with the world. These confrontations may consist of the necessity to survive in wild nature, of navigating the oceans to make new discoveries, and, finally, they may also lead to questions about the relation between mind and matter. These various forms of conquests and relationships always also imply a drive toward the development of consciousness and cognition beyond that of securing one's mere survival. In that vein, we can also understand not only modern science but also magical hunting rituals, alchemical practice, mystical contemplation, and religious cultus as epoch-specific methods for attaining “union and resonance with the world soul” (Scheler 1925). Stepping back from the science-centrism of our era and examining its historic matrix, the apodictic chasm between pre-scientific forms of consciousness and modern science begins to narrow; the following statements reflect this fact: “The belief in science is the dominant religion of our time” (Weizsäcker 1990, p. 3). “And most educated people publicly submit to the power of scientific opinion and profess their faith in [scientific] orthodoxy” (Sheldrake 2012, p. 39).

These assessments, pronounced by two modern natural scientists, throw into relief a strange mixture of religious and scientific states of mind. Consequently, more ancient forms of thinking should no longer simply be dismissed as “flawed modes of thinking that precede later, i.e., modern thought processes” (Barz 1994; Steenblock 2000). Rather, research should focus more on the relationship between pre-scientific attitudes and practices of cognition and those of contemporary science. Even though they differ in form and concrete expression, yes, appear even incompatible, both these approaches can be understood as “cultural forms of expression” (Witzenmann 1987, p. 46) of the same basic human striving to overcome the mental separation of self and world. The following text shall investigate this ambivalent relationship in more depth.


2.1 On the relationship between more ancient and modern forms of consciousness

Jean Gebser (2010) describes how humankind first emerged from the embracing matrix of nature by developing structures of magical consciousness. The human being becomes painfully aware of being helpless, when faced with the powers of nature and finding himself under their spell. His answer lies in magical rituals and counter-spells. He gains power over the animal through hunting magic, which he first symbolically depicts and then symbolically enacts, using the image he created. At that time, as in principle in all following epochs, he developed a concentration of psychic energy on the inner mental level and externalized it in ritual painting and action to gain power over nature; Gebser calls this process the “externalization of inner powers” (Gebser 2010, p. 89). The collective anticipation of hunting success lends it objective character, thereby facilitating conscious union with the world and control over the hunt's outcome. After the successful hunt, there is a second part of the ritual in which the drawings are erased step-by-step; this reveals that the purpose of the ritual is not only viewed as an instrument for success, but that its meaning lies rather in a mental rebalancing, an appeasement of nature, atoning for the sacrilegious act of killing. The balance in the natural order that was disturbed by human action is being restored and the act of killing is integrated into the web of life.

This gesture of cultural expression is embedded in a state of mind that is still un-individualized and pre-rational, but it nevertheless corresponds to a basic structure of separating and conjoining, which can be shown to factor into the further development of consciousness and finally also into the emergence of modern science. This process can be broken down into several steps: The starting point is a differentiating experience (e.g., hunger), which, however, is not immediately translated into action along a stimulus-response scheme. Rather, first a mental connection is established in a ritual that “permits abstract planning,” before it is practically “experimentally” implemented. If success ensues, the experience of separation (sacrilege) necessitates a re-connection with nature as a “theoretical integration,” analogous to the process of arriving at an “individual scientific finding.” This background of fundamental structures offers an understanding of several authors, who pointed out that more ancient and primordial forms of consciousness do not merely disappear and give way to newer ones, but that they—at first subconsciously—continue to exert influence (Gebser 2010; Habermas 1985; Jung 1957; Weizsäcker 1990; Witzenmann 1987).

According to the analogy indicated above, nowadays the influence of magical thinking can be demonstrated in contemporary power politics, in science-credos, and in the modern enthrallment with technology.6 This shows that the specific forms and levels of consciousness development can give birth to the culture of an entire epoch, while they also, in their subconscious continuance, can further lead to the downfall of a culture. Gebser calls them efficient or deficient effects of various forms of consciousness (Gebser 2010).

Alchemy, a discipline historically closely associated with modern natural science, presents a similarly ambivalent relationship between rational, scientifically trained consciousness and its more ancient forms (Wagemann 2015b). While the procedural and material aspects of alchemistic practice can certainly be seen as precursors of today's chemistry and pharmacology, their pre-rational entanglement with the researcher's consciousness meets categorical repudiation (Tetens 2013; Ullrich 2015). However, the true alchemists directed their efforts not toward the material transmutation of lead into gold or to inventions like porcelain (Skiera 2010, p. 265), but, rather, their labors centered on the mystical and spiritual goal of raising their own consciousness (Hitchcock 1857; Silberer 1914). In analogy to magical hunting spells, the material activities in the context of a pantheistic mindset served the alchemists as true symbolic expressions of inner, mental processes, here aiming at a mystical communion with God. Once again, we meet here the same motif of historic consciousness: the theme of reunion with a world that had been experienced as separated. The object-oriented material symbology of alchemy expresses the targeted mental processes as follows: “(after purification, smelting, etc.), the bad metal assumes the nature of gold, i.e., of divine nature, if it is tinged with the philosopher's stone.”

“The volatile essence that rises up when it is warmed in the ‘vessel,’ i.e., in the human being, is the soul that rises into higher strata; distilled down in a rain-like process, […] it each time carries with it a divine gift for the thirsty material aspect of man” (Silberer 1914, p. 213). If we follow along the structure of a hunting ritual, we see here a reversal: The first step consists of the volatilization and ascent of the human soul, reintegrating the “bad metal” (that corresponds to the result of killing), which fell out of the divine order. The second step then deals with man's ability to in turn bring something to the material world: a condensing “distillation” of the “divine gift” in an individual process of cognition or action (analog to ritual painting). However, this individual act again sets the human being apart from “divine nature,” externalizes and descends to the “bad” plane, so a continuous repetition of this cyclical operation is necessary.

This alchemical example leads beyond the processes of volatilization and distillation and establishes a structural correspondence to today's science. The above reference to hunting magic hints at a structural analogy to the processes of ascent and descent that compares to the dynamics of science as it is practiced today, which means with the relationship between theories and empiric data. The “God” or “gold” of today's science corresponds to its store of theoretical knowledge, which it seeks to increase and to secure; the “impure adept” or “bad metal” resembles raw data before their interpretation (Wagemann 2015b). From a perspective of science theory, the acquisition process of knowledge can be understood as an interplay of induction (general embedding of specific data sets, conjoining) and deduction (hypothetic cases deduced from general laws, separation). It is thus directed at outer, objective things but is in fact impossible without or outside of the consciousness of the researcher (Hayward 2007). Structurally speaking, the modern researcher follows the same pattern of (inductive) ascent and (deductive) descent that corresponds to the above-outlined practices and expressions of pre-rational levels of consciousness.



2.2 Efficiency of modern scientific mindsets

The examples from magic and alchemy, with their implicit structural references to modern consciousness, served to support the hypothesis of a continuous pattern in the development of human consciousness.

Now it is warranted to take closer look at the characteristics that distinguish modern scientific consciousness from its predecessors. As already mentioned above, science defines itself mainly through its methodology, in relative independence of its topics. Important here is the reflexive formulation, which indicates that the act of definition proceeds not implicitly and factually but is consciously carried out as an explicit and expressive achievement. On the developmental path of science, it is important to know what to do, in order to arrive at new, as yet unfamiliar knowledge. Already in the 13th century, Roger Bacon distinguished between different ways of arriving at knowledge: knowledge transference from authorities, justification in debate, or experimental, scrutinizing experience. He favored the certainty and autonomy achieved through one's own experience (Lay 1981). For Newton, this approach did not seem to oppose his religious beliefs and his practice of alchemy—it is a phenomenon indicating a free-flowing transition in consciousness as has been documented for a number of researchers down to Isaac Newton (Steenblock 2000); it illustrates the hypothesis of a continuous developmental motif that takes on varying forms of expression. Already the medieval mystics and alchemists defined their work as methodological, but the history of science points to an additional element, namely the ever-increasing distance and thus complete disenchantment of the world in respect to its metaphysical connections (Horkheimer, Adorno 2006). With increasing awareness of what precisely a scientist has to do to arrive at valid results, he also understands ever more clearly what he must not do, for example, drawing on explanatory patterns that rely on unobservable (according to the methodological paradigm) metaphysical entities such as the “philosopher's stone” or “God.”7 The interplay of polar methodological aspects, the scientists’ systematic tightening of methodological control, and also the systematic weakening of metaphysical, non-objective, subjective influences—all these factors elucidate the success story of modern science, which started with the natural sciences but soon spread to all other fields of knowledge.

Helmut Kiene (2001) traced this process over four centuries, starting with Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), illustrated in the form of the four paradigmatic pillars of empirical research that developed over that time span.

This development starts with Francis Bacon's (1561–1626) call for abandoning sporadic observation and making it the questionable source of speculative-dogmatic theories; instead, he demanded, scientists should set up intentional, controlled experiments in order to investigate phenomena systematically. The experimenting scientist consciously operates in opposition to natural phenomena and isolates through his interventions effects that he can control and whose patterns are at best presented in mathematical form. For Bacon, this form of methodical scientific research represented a so-to-say internalized use of tools: “Neither the naked hand nor the understanding left to itself can effect much. It is by instruments and helps that the work is done, which are as much wanted for the understanding as for the hand. And as the instruments of the hand either give motion or guide it, so the instruments of the mind supply either suggestions for the understanding or cautions” (Bacon 2013, p. 31). His approach provided a universal cornerstone in the self-definition of natural science; the question about causal connections between phenomena guided the next steps.

A first answer to this question was furnished by David Hume (1711–1776), who proposed that for scientific purposes a phenomenon should not only occur once but must be repeatable, so that it can be observed as often as needed (Hume 1904). This approach was supposed to eliminate the danger of attributing importance to subjective, metaphysically oriented interpretations of single, concomitant incidents, which could be confused with the actual causal factors. Indeed, the simultaneous occurrence of two phenomena cannot be taken to indicate a causal connection. The simple replicability of a phenomenon alone did not suffice but needed to be complemented by another methodological element, developed by John Stuart Mill (1806–1873): that of “Comparative Control.” If a researcher introduces into the second of two identical experiments a third factor, which then generates a certain effect that was not observable in the first experiment, there is a great probability that this third factor alone caused that effect (Mill 2002). Here the control of the scientist is again heightened in the artificial setup of a random number of “identical experiments” and the arbitrary addition or withholding of experimental causal factors. A final step, particularly when dealing with data related to human beings, consists of randomizing the match-up between human research subjects and specific experimental conditions, which is supposed to eliminate the influence of hidden factors (e.g., age, gender). Ronald Fisher (1890–1962) introduced the paradigm of randomization that permits a previously unattainable identification and elimination of erroneous correlation of data and cause-effect connections (Fisher 1935).

Randomization thus became a standard criterion for empiric research—both under laboratory and field conditions—for widely different disciplines (biology, psychology, social sciences, economics), which also function as reference points for modern educational science.

Three aspects of this developmental outline of today's empirical science are of interest here. The first two of those will be covered in the following pages, and the third aspect in the next subchapter.

First, each of these steps, embedded in their historic development phase, separates (or distances) the human being and the world—a dynamic that has been shown to also be true for more ancient forms of consciousness. Second, we can discover a new tendency in the specific mode of awakening scientific cognition as compared to older forms of consciousness. This innovative tendency is connected, as already indicated, to the faculty of performing the processes of conjoining and separating—no longer in a ritual dream state, but in a state of increasing waking consciousness—and to the ability of implementing them ever more stringently and consistently. The first pioneers of natural science had no recourse to authorities or traditions that could have pointed to specific procedures. Their unanswered questions led them onto their own original path that would lead them to reliable answers, which means that they were neither adopted nor invented.8 Hence, conscious man's own goal-oriented activity is strengthened in respect to the world that he seeks to understand. Yet at the same time, his self-involvement in regard to content and experience is systematically eliminated. It is no coincidence that at the origin of modern science's success story stood physics and its subdiscipline of mechanics, because methodological distance and control could be most easily established by using material objects that could be fixed in time and space, quantified, and abstracted from daily use. While the researcher becomes increasingly active and autonomous in this process, he paradoxically creates ever more distance to his own self. As he grows in self-assurance, the scientist acts within an ever more rigid, mechanistic world, while gradually erasing the pre-rational consciousness of an unbreakable bond with a wholistic life world.9

Indeed, the ideal of methodological objectivity entails eliminating all inappropriate involvement, particularly the researcher's subjectivity.

While consciousness still continues to develop through separating and reconnecting the human being and the world, this dynamic has shifted toward separation, i.e., distancing.10 On one hand, this approach implicates a growing awareness in the process of scientific cognition, but on the other hand, this approach isolates the human being from all traditional ways of generating meaning. He scores gains in objectivity and certainty of cognition but pays for it with the loss of his primordial connection with nature. Gebser (2010) describes this change in consciousness as a transition from the magical unity and entanglement with nature, through mythical polarity, whose poles complement each other in a dynamic relationship, to rational duality, whose sides (subject/object, true/false) always directly oppose one another.



2.3 Deficiency of the modern scientific mindset

Along with the stark duality of object and subject and its concomitant loss of an innate embedment in nature and of spiritual sense-perceptiveness, characteristic flaws have begun to take shape in the approaches of modern consciousness. The consistent leitmotif of man's connection with the world now must find different forms of expression. So, the third aspect of the development as described above consists of the transference of scientific methodology from material objects—that it was originally targeting—to phenomena like life, consciousness, and society. The success of the leading disciplines in research and technology, i.e., chemistry and physics, has caused not only its methodology to become the chosen standard for the life- and social sciences as well as for the humanities, but these also adopted their materialistic ontology (Rey 1908).11 Actually, in the framework of their program for enlightenment, the natural sciences had intended to secure the reliability of cognition only through its methodology, independent of metaphysical references.

Yet while the focus on the material realm offered methodological certainty and technical success, a different metaphysical dependence sprung up: the belief that in the final analysis everything is material and subject to identical mathematical and methodological approaches (Hayward 2007). The old joke comes to mind, where a drunkard searches for something at night, crawling around in the circle of light shed by a lantern. A helpful policeman asks him what he was looking for, and he answers that he lost his keys. The policeman asks whether he was sure to have lost the keys right there in the cone of light, and the drunkard answers: “No, it was over there where it is dark, but here I at least can see something” (Weizenbaum 1978). Drunk on the certainty of success, the wish to look for answers exclusively in the light of standard methods of the natural sciences appears understandable, especially in view of the developments presented above. But such limitation does not guarantee that the key that was lost in the dark—the original connection to nature—will be found that way. The results generated by the methodology of physics or chemistry are on the material level, according to their “aspect character” (Wagenschein 1995, p. 12), their “bias of perspective” (Gebser 2010). The nonmaterial realm related to either the world (God, cosmos) and the human being (soul, spirit) eludes this approach and therefore excluded from scientific investigation.12

The connection with the immaterial, spiritual realms is now relegated to private opinion, while for millennia it moved the experience and thinking of humanity and has brought forth many cultures. At best, science deals with nonrational, incomprehensible spheres of experience as distant, exotic research objects; the scientist tries to approach them in the same methodological style of intellectual subjugation as any other topic of interest.13 Today's science seeks to keep such topics as far away as possible from its own narrow methodological and theoretical domain. Ever since Kant's criticism of introspection and mysticism (Kant 1974) and his “casting out of the irrational” (Böhme, Böhme 1985, p. 187), rational consciousness has tried to secure its own ground. But that which has been cast out continues to exert influence from the underground, be it in the form of an unknowable thing in itself (Kant) or in the form of the subconscious (Freud) that is not directly accessible, but governs the psyche and hence muddles up science's claim on absolute sovereignty.

At the latest with Emil du Bois-Reymond's “Ignorabimus,” it has become apparent that the security attained by drawing up insurmountable barriers to cognition leads only to a dead end. He asserted that consciousness must have purely material causes, yet he considered it impossible to ever find out how consciousness arises from physical processes in the brain (Bois-Reymond 1927). Today's attempts to answer this question according to materialistic identity theory have again set off a relapse into older mindsets, even though they are now clad in the glittering new garment of a complex scientific theory. Hans Flohr for example makes the following assumptions: “1. That states of consciousness are identical with representational conditions of a higher order; 2. that representations of a higher order are instantiated by a special class of assemblies; 3. that the formation of such assemblies requires a binding mechanism, that facilitates large and relatively stable assemblies; 4. that this binding brings about a special type of synapsis, the NMDA synapsis” (Flohr 2002, p. 55). Or very simply stated by Wolf Singer “You are your brain, what else?” (Singer 2009). Yet, assuming an identity of material (neurological processes) and mental aspects of consciousness (phenomenon-oriented cognition) is irreconcilable with the scientific approach, which is characterized by incorruptible analysis and precise differentiation of phenomena in its methodology, as the natural sciences had claimed originally (Wagemann 2010). As demonstrated in the example of the hunting ritual, assumptions like that indicate a magical mindset, in which mental occurrence (anticipation of successful hunt), representation (drawing and symbolic kill of the prey), and that which is being represented (actual process of the hunt), are inextricably interwoven (Chalmers 1995; Horkheimer, Adorno 2006, p. 16).14 If we follow identity theory, the semiotic triangle (of meaning—symbol—object) would conflate in at least two aspects, i.e., the mental occurrence (meaning) and its neural representation (symbol). Moreover, if the identity-theoretical approach is coupled with skeptical constructivism, as in the case of prominent brain researchers and neuro-philosophers (Roth 2013; Singer 2009), the question arises in how far we can even speak of real things and processes in a real world15: “Our life resembles the life in a prison cell. The windows to the outer world are our sense organs. We only perceive what they transmit to us. In this process, the inflowing reality is falsified by the translation tricks of the sense organs and the nervous system. […] For the organism, the sense organs are the only sources of information about his environment” (Lathe 2009, p. 45). This quote is taken from a current textbook; it illustrates what kind of knowledge is deemed today to be scientifically reliable and therefore pedagogically legitimate. The methodological self-confidence of natural science is unaware of overstepping its self-imposed boundaries and turns into an illusory sense of certainty, which in final consequence leads to a fundamental uncertainty in the human faculty of cognition. The scientist either resigns himself to shy away from the boundaries of the methodologic cone of light, or he transgresses this boundary without safety nets and falls back into patterns that are more ancient in respect to the history of cognition. It is doubtful that this approach offers a suitable frame of reference for educational science or pedagogical practice. The third part of this chapter deals with the question whether in this situation today there is a third path for human cognition.



2.4 Separating and conjoining as a fundamental pattern in the development of human consciousness

In summary, this investigation has so far resulted in an incomplete and ambivalent sketch of the faculty of contemporary human cognition. Modern natural science profoundly imprints all people of our times in their view of the world and of self, and even those who do not work in the field of science are impacted. Thus, it has become (so to speak): “The absolute organ of culture, and the history of natural science is actually the history of humanity” (Bois-Reymond in Steenblock 2000, p. 162). On one hand, following the reasoning demonstrated above, the development of human consciousness is seen to logically result in scientific cognition that in its own assessment is alone the epitome of true knowledge. On the other hand, the supremacy of the natural sciences’ theory of knowledge is cast into doubt by the fact that a rigorous pursuit of its approach to cognition ends at its own boundaries and thus becomes a reactionary approach in regard to its programmatic claim to enlightenment.16 If it ignores these boundaries, it involuntarily reproduces thought and behavior patterns from older, irrational strata of consciousness that were thought to be surmounted long ago and do not serve the striving for knowledge either.

No matter, if the scientific mainstream approach presents itself as resigned and abstemious or sure of its success and productive, we can detect epistemological structures in its applied methodology that are also fundamental for more ancient types of consciousness in era-specific forms. The approach in this chapter differs from the “Dialectics of Enlightenment,” identified within the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School as a flawed “back-flip of enlightenment into mythology” (Horkheimer, Adorno 2006, p. 33). Rather, our approach here is characterized by the attempt to trace a basic pattern of consciousness development as it oscillates between efficiency and deficiency. Horkheimer and Adorno regarded the motive of social dominance as immanent in all forms of enlightenment; such motive in its isolation leads by necessity to alienation and destructiveness. This view remains phenomenologically incomplete without the basic intention of “union and resonance” (Scheler 1925, p. 12). The main focus here is not on a critical attitude, turning “against naturalism or the ‘scientific worldview’” (Windelband 1957, p. 583), but rather on understanding this worldview as a stringent—though not final—historic phenomenon of realization and consciousness.

All epoch-specific types of cognition and consciousness are based on a characteristically weighted proportion of separation and conjoining processes in the relationship between the human being and the world (Wagemann 2018). Apparently, historic development starts with an instinctual, passive bond with which the human being wrestles in order to emancipate himself and to grow beyond it. In this process, he moves toward a waking, active detachment, in which he is looking—though increasingly unsuccessfully—for the lost connection with the world. Science, in particular natural science, can be understood as the current phenotype of this motive in the development of human consciousness. As such, it is a work in progress that shows traits of a flawed, excessive rationality that no longer—or probably not yet—understands itself and thus reverts to older forms of consciousness. On the other hand, various alternative approaches indicate that science is not fixed in its current form and may still carry in it the seeds of unrealized paradigmatic potentials (Lommel 2009; Sheldrake 2012; Witzenmann 1983). The fundamental change in consciousness, brought about by the development of the new era's science, does not preclude its appropriate continuation and the development of new scientific forms of cognition. Maybe we can even state: Hopefully people in coming centuries will experience a similar, fundamental turning point in consciousness as we have in regard to pre-Copernican times.




3 Rudolf Steiner's epistemology


3.1 Goethe and Fichte—separation and conjunction becoming explicit

So far we investigated the motifs of separating and conjoining in the context of the history of consciousness; Johann Wolfgang Goethe made this motif the foundation of his nature research: “If the whole of existence is an eternal separating and conjoining, it follows that the human being in his contemplation of awesome states [of nature] will at times separate and at other times conjoin” (Goethe 1977, p. 35). Goethe's conclusion offers two possible interpretations: On one hand, the human being is part of the whole of existence that comprises separation and conjunction and thus acts correspondingly. On the other hand, he realizes (contemplates) existence precisely in his activities of separating and conjoining, expressing himself through these two processes. The first of these perspectives leads from being to man, corresponding to a realistic viewpoint (being determines consciousness), while the second perspective leads from man to being, which corresponds to an idealistic viewpoint (consciousness determines being). In his ambiguous conclusion, Goethe implicates an interpenetration, a union of being and knowing, that obviously posits him in opposition to the idea of a strict separation of being and knowing of subject and object, which was prevalent at his time, as it is still today (Heisenberg 1968; Weizsäcker 1990). Here is another illustration of Goethe's perspective of a reciprocal relationship between man and world: “If the eye were not sun-like, how could it ever perceive the sun; if God's own power dwelled not in us, how could the divine blissfully delight us?” (Goethe 1982, vol. 3, p. 88)

A key principle emerges here and in the aphorism cited above: the one favored by Empedocles (495–435 BCE) and later by Neoplatonism: it is the idea of “realizing like with like,” be it through similar forms of process (separating, conjoining) or likeness in respect to particular aspects of the human being (“eye,” “the indwelling power of the Divine”) in relation to the world (“Sun,” “the Divine”). Anaxagoras (499–428 BCE) claims in contradiction that a premise for realization lies in precisely the otherness of an object from its subject in respect to that which is to be realized or known. According to him, it is the very difference between, e.g., a cold hand and warm liquid that enables knowing in the form of sense perception. However, the seeming contradiction between the standpoint of Empedocles and the Anaxagorean principle in Goethe's concept can be resolved: In regard to being, the human being not only conjoins but also separates; the latter process is characterized precisely by differences, divergences, and disparities.

Furthermore, we can recognize the Anaxagorean principle of differentiation also in semantic differences between the verbs perceive (distance) and delight (confluence).17 From Goethe's perspective both principles could summarily be described as follows: That of Empedocles appears as separation within conjunction; the two elements (object and subject) are alike in certain respects yet remain different (otherwise no knowledge could be attained). The principle of Anaxagoras appears as “conjunction within separation” insofar as subject and object stand in relationship to each other (conjoining), which is caused precisely by their difference.

All those, who are fixated on the intellectual routines of today's scientific institutions and are convinced that these are superior to any other forms of cognition, will accord little value to such “mind games” (Prange 2005, p. 91), which seems to rely just on the speculations of pre-Socratic philosophers, alchemists, and mystics and their traditional principles (Kutschera 2008; Skiera 2010; Ullrich 2015). However, the deliberations outlined in Section 2 of this chapter may have shed light on the fact that a study of the development, history, and types of scientific approaches to knowledge may after all lead to a clarification of the genesis and peculiarities of natural science cognition, if seen in the historic perspective of separating and conjoining principles. The equivalency principle of Empedocles (to know like through like) illustrates here that in all epochs, the light of consciousness determines how the human being perceives the world—just as the “sun” is perceived with the “eyes”—and how he can arrive within this framework at an epoch-specific consciousness of himself. This is in particular valid for science, which has been affirmed over the last centuries by various sociologists and philosophers of science, for example, Thomas P. Kuhn (1997) and his concepts of normal science and paradigm shift as well as Ludwig Fleck (1980) in terms of his style of thought and of the thought collective. Karl Popper's critical insight that “all observation is theory-laden” also belongs within this context, an idea that indeed had been already discovered by Goethe.18 On the other hand, the Anaxagorean principle of differentiation in the form of increasing separation of subject and object gains ever more importance as the condition for seeking any new knowledge at all.

The first section of this chapter already dealt with the view that a confrontation between man and world forms the point of departure for all striving for knowledge, and various philosophers were already discussed in this context.

Furthermore, a concrete methodological aspect of modern natural science, namely that of gauging tool and measuring activity, can also illustrate the relevance of Goethe's principle (Empedoclean/Anaxogorean) for the philosophy of science. When we measure the length of a table, for example, two kinds of activities can be distinguished, that is, a process of aligning and one of counting. Aligning an instrument to the task presupposes, that there just is such a measuring instrument that can be distinguished from the table, e.g., a measuring stick (separation). This tool is then held with its zero point to an edge of the table so that they are directionally aligned in the same way toward the distance to be measured (conjoining). The count starts by departing from the zero point in specific steps, determined by a unit of measurement such as inches or centimeters (separation). The counting steps end, where the measuring stick meets the opposite edge of the table (conjoining) and the length of the table is now determined by reading off the unit mark on the stick. Any however complicated measuring process and each collection of quantitative data can, in the last analysis, be reduced to this same logical procedural structure (Wagemann 2010). At the same time, Goethe's approach offers a synthetic-analytical, separating and conjoining methodology that can be recovered for the humanities. For example, hermeneutic circles approach a text with more or less conscious preconceptions and try to understand each of its parts. They will succeed in some parts more than in others, resulting in a more differentiated perspective and a need for modifying the preconceptions (separation, analysis). Based on inconsistencies and the attempt to overcome contradictions, the horizon for understanding widens (conjoining, synthesis) and allows for a new approach to the text, which in turn will be—again temporarily—improved. Altogether, this results in an endless, but optimistically assessable, cognitive process in respect to the art of text interpretation.

Even more than the content of Goethe's natural science research or his aesthetic production, it was the universality and the potential of his method that inspired the young Rudolf Steiner to develop his own methodology for the field of consciousness research. Defying all critical speculation, Goethe's method does not represent a regression into older forms of consciousness, because it can be consciously controlled and it contains the basic structural pattern of cognition—of separating and conjoining—in explicit form, corresponding to the new era's consciousness (Witzenmann 1987).19

Goethe strove for immanence in the sense of an experimental integration of consciousness and being, while he did not aim at magical unity nor a mythic state that enmeshes and binds the subject into dependency, more or less annihilating his individuality. The immanence he seeks is rather a methodically guided process—along the lines of Bacon's activity criterion—toward a state of awareness that perceives the essential nature within an empirical phenomenon (Schieren 1998; Steiner 1987). Hence, Goethe's approach reaches even beyond the logical duality of subject and object, which ever since Aristotle has been elevated to a fundamental tenet of rational cognition, while it simultaneously demarcates its limitations. Goethe does not connect subject and object in abstract terms, like in a syllogism of formal logic, but from the vantage point of an intuitive power of judgment which he understands as a differentiation and integration of two juxtaposed forms of cognition. Steiner reconstructs this methodological principle using some correspondence between Goethe and Schiller, in which Goethe refers to a lost continuation of his essay titled “The experiment as mediator between subject and object” (Steiner 1987, p. 187): Initially the scientist faces the raw, empiric phenomenon that appears still unordered and void of relationships. If he would adhere rigidly to his empiric perspective, he would have to contend himself with the mere collection of data and their archiving. Every activity, however minimal, toward ordering raw data already signals an anti-empirical intervention of the scientist in regard to the raw data—albeit an unavoidable one, because without it there would be no science to speak of, but only random data collection. The viewpoint, under which the data are arranged and then analyzed, cannot be determined by the data themselves but only by scientific reason. The researcher attempts to rationally apply explanatory patterns to the data and to detect the causes of phenomena—mostly in the form of abstract principles and quantifiable laws. While it is of note that pure empiricism can only arrive at separate, unconnected phenomena, which is unsatisfying to the cognitive interest, there is also an issue with one-sided rationalism, which inserts invalid explanatory patterns into the phenomenal realm. In opposition to both the empiric stasis in facing a world that we can experience as relational and to the rationalistic transgression beyond it, the methodology of Goethe takes form as a balancing approach that lingers in the realm of accessible phenomena and develops further there.

This power of intuitive judgment does indeed differentiate between the two basic epistemic approaches within the respective epistemic paradigms and between two basic epistemic states: the raw phenomenon, void of relations, and the archetypal phenomenon that is brought to light through human involvement and intuition. In the first approach, the scientist experiences himself in differentiating opposition (Anaxagorean), and the latter (Empedoclean approach) connects him with the world. According to Goethe, experimental success does not derive from simply counting and abstract alignment of phenomena in the sense of a merely regulative, non-experiential principle (Kant 1974, p. 472, B 537); rather, success depends on a transformation of the scientist's mode of perception so that in his mind he looks for lawful connections and finds them as constitutive forces in the world that appears to his senses. Goethe's approach to cognition does not set a research goal of finding “a basic tenet […] but a basic phenomenon” (Heisenberg 1968, p. 244). A rational principle (e.g., the law of gravity) can be viewed apart from a concrete percept (e.g., a falling apple), which may seem to suggest a transcendental ontology (e.g., belief in the existence of imperceptible fields or particles); yet this type of suggestion cannot arise in respect to an archetypal phenomenon (Weizsäcker 1990, p. 459). For this, it not only appears within human cognition, but then at the same time also as a valid lawful pattern of the world.

In differentiating two epistemic, immanent, observable process types on the object side of the subject/object polarity, Goethe achieves integration between empiricism and rationalism (in regard to epistemology) or between realism and idealism (in regard to ontology). In its explicit consideration of man's active cognition and faculty of experience, which implies a connection between being and thinking that can be systematically developed, Goethe's methodology can be characterized as a logically threefold approach: In the experiment, the subject mediates between the isolated phenomenon and the archetypal phenomenon (Urphänomen) by adopting suitable perspectives of cognition (Goethe 1982). We today owe to Gotthard Günther's transclassical logic the knowledge that a trivalent view for the first time allows the complete formal description of mental processes and developments, because it transcends the inner bivalent structure of everyday rational consciousness that is organized in dualities (true-false, object-subject) (Günther 1978). Goethe's insights were guiding lights for Steiner, precisely because of this process-quality, even though Steiner did not choose the path of formal logic but oriented his work along Goethe's immanent-phenomenological approach, which he expanded. Indeed, such an expansion was needed, because Goethe's blind spot lay in the object of thought itself.

In contemplation, his mind distanced and juxtaposed itself in regard to specific phenomena, as he worked toward a unitive, luminous recognition of archetypal phenomena in his research on outer nature, but he avoided applying this methodological thought to itself in a reflexive way.

It was in the work of the philosophers of idealism, particularly those of Johann Gottlieb Fichte, that Steiner found philosophical ideas that could inspire him in his endeavor of formulating a self-referencing theory of knowledge. Philosophers like Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel developed holistic approaches, based on recognizing a teleological purpose of humanity and the spiritual aspect of the world. They pitched these approaches against the increasing influence of technology and of industrialization, which set in toward the end of the 18th century, and against the concomitant alienation of life from its natural origins. It is interesting that Fichte fully grasps the very aspect central to the transformation toward scientific and technological consciousness: an unshakeable self-assurance and self-confidence in one's own dynamic mental powers, which we already identified above as Bacon's initial spark for success in natural science research. That marks Fichte as a child of his time. Only, Fichte does not direct these dynamic mental forces into external, physical-empirical experimentation but turns them entirely and reflexively toward thought itself, in order to derive everything else therefrom. This is the “fact-act […] which does not—and cannot—occur within the constraints of an empirical view of our consciousness, but that actually forms the basis of all cognition and that alone makes it possible” (Fichte 1794, pp. 3–4). While the non-empirical, absolute subject—in positioning itself as the origin of all consciousness—identifies itself as complete and free, the everyday “I” emerges from that self only through self-limitation of its action. Compared to self-positing, the process of self-limitation appears as an act of opposing something and only through this act can the “I” differentiate itself from “not-I,” the empirical subject from the object. The example of the magical-ritualized drawing in hunting spells comes to mind as well as the natural-science experiment both being incremental manifestations of this principle. Because the origin for such differentiation is found alone in the (absolute) “I,” this “I” includes also its object as its one and only result. Fichte talks in this regard about the “creative power of imagination” (Fichte 1794, p. 321) that is imbued with a potency that renders it downright world-generative. The empiric subject that defines itself in opposition to the (unconsciously self-generated) world of objects overcomes this obstacle in steps by reflecting on his own opposing and originally self-positing action. With every step toward overcoming a barrier through self-reflection, a new and higher obstacle takes form, which in turn must be penetrated and thus conquered through self-reflectively heightened consciousness. According to Fichte, cognition occurs as a “process of self-knowledge of the mind, that arises from the ground of sensory perception” (Windelband 1957, p. 510).

Steiner expressed many critical reservations in respect to Fichte's philosophy (Steiner 1987); however, he honored above all the impulse, in Fichte's conscious, self-guided thought process to understand himself in his mental activity, and to grasp that this was a secure source of scientific cognition: “Fichte here discovered something where he perceived himself as entirely independent of any other field of existence. A God could create me, but he would have to rely on me to recognize myself as ‘I.’ I bestow upon myself the consciousness of self. In this I realize a knowing, a recognition that I did not receive, but one that I created. Thus, Fichte established a fixed point of absolutely certainty for his world concept” (Steiner 1985, p. 181). True, this “certainty” is not entirely missing in Goethe's conceptual approach either, insofar as Goethe always made sure of his own acts of separation and conjoining as aspects of his methodological processes. However, as we have stated, Goethe was not prone to explicitly think about his own cognition, i.e., making it, rather than natural phenomena, the object of his deliberations. But it was precisely Fichte's “power to awaken oneself into being” that interested Steiner (Steiner, 1984, p. 32). Nevertheless, he had to distance himself from Fichte in regard to methodology, because the latter's method was dialectic, deductive, and therefore ultimately abstracting; this was not a suitable approach for his phenomenological cognitive findings (Traub 2011; Veiga 1989; Wagemann 2012). Fichte conceded that the (absolute) “I” cannot be logically deduced—which is “why philosophy is compelled to make the ‘I’ the point of departure” (Fichte 1794, p. 297); yet he developed his theory of science along strictly logical-transcendental principles, not phenomenological-observational ones. Nonetheless, Fichte's approach also shows some resonance with Goethe's pheno-practical processes of separating and conjoining: The self-limitation in juxtapositioning the self corresponds to separation, while the self-positing of the “I” and its reflexive ascendancy to self-contemplation resonates with the principle of conjoining. Just as Goethe did not arrive at a clear awareness in regard to a heightening of the subject pole, Fichte lacked a clear differentiation in regard to the object pole, which he wholesale considered a figment of creative imagination.20 Both Goethe and Fichte conceptually transcended Kant's idea of “the thing in and of itself” but they took different paths: Goethe phenomenologically verifies the essence (archetypal phenomenon) through sense-perception, while Fichte binds all being back to an absolute “essential ‘I’” that is now only determined by action.

Goethe's and Fichte's concepts are portrayed here in somewhat overstated form for purposes of reconstructing Steiner's epistemology in a context of the historic development of consciousness and philosophy; this review leads to the following conclusion: Both in their methodology and their object range, the two approaches complement each other. They both emphasize aspects that had grown apart in the history of cognition and they offer first attempts to reintegrate them. In the early phases of consciousness evolution, the human being did not differentiate between perception and thought, experience and reflection, yet in the course of further development these processes increasingly differentiate and grow ever more apart from each other. However, they cannot be fully separated. In his immanent methodology, Goethe emphasizes the reflective (content-oriented) aspect of perception and thus he arrives via the isolated phenomenon and then its transformation by the archetypal phenomenon, which for him is the only real being. Fichte's philosophy centers in the fact-act, the perceptible (act-) aspect of thinking, and develops a concept of thought as an actively self-referencing, self-creating being. But in approaching what can ultimately only be perceived through introspection and meditation, Fichte persists in an abstract-deductive methodology. Overcoming their deficiencies, an integration of these two approaches—heightened opening to the world (Goethe) and heightened consciousness in action (Fichte)—could result in a new synthesis of thought and perception on a higher level of consciousness (Wagemann 2018).

The approaches of Goethe and Fichte are logically trivalent, but in the ontological understanding of the value positions, they remain one-sided and thus incomplete. Goethe makes precise distinctions on the object side of the subject-object polarity (empirical phenomenon—archetypal phenomenon) but does not differentiate the subject side; Fichte makes precise distinctions on the subject side (empirical I—absolute I) but does not differentiate the object part of the polarity. With this, both transcend the bivalent subject-object split, which is a mark of common sense in scientific circles to this day, but neither of them arrives at a complete, general solution. Yet, a differentiation of both poles, subject and object, their process-oriented integration and genetic observation would lead to an ontologically complete and phenomenologically expanded science of consciousness that would be both logical and anthropologically trivalent.21



3.2 Steiner's transformation of Goethe's and Fichte's concepts

Accordingly, we will first demonstrate how Steiner grasps and transforms Goethe's and Fichte's approaches and thus integrates them. Next, we will show how Steiner's concept develops its distinct original features by either building on or leaving behind aspects of their work.

From Goethe as a representative of a pantheistic-immanent philosophical worldview, Steiner takes over his experimental methodology that sees the archetypal phenomenon in any specific object.22 In the experimental process, accidental constraints are eliminated through repetition and reduced to necessary constraints for a series of experiments, in which the archetypal phenomenon can emerge in the consciousness of the scientist. Once the scientist has grasped this archetypal phenomenon, either image-like or as a form mental movement or expressed as a formula, he will be able to see it also under less favorable, natural conditions—even where unschooled eyes see nothing at all. The archetypal phenomenon thus acts as a medium that directs the attention toward lawful connections and is the key to unveiling the wholeness of being. The archetypal phenomenon can only be experienced in its connective, relational effects as it emerges in thought—yet any isolated phenomenon can only provoke that experience but cannot substantially contribute to it. But this means that the scientist must have actually envisioned the archetypal phenomenon—that is, as a primordial image (archetype) or idea—already, before he becomes aware of its effects in sensory phenomena. The archetypal phenomenon guides the attention of the researcher, leading him up to its sensory appearance. In fact, Steiner's key innovation in this regard consists of bringing the principle of gaze-direction (as a methodically positive turnaround from theory-laden approaches) into full consciousness and stringently applying it to non-sensory phenomena (Steiner 2003, p. 40; Witzenmann 1986, p. 45). As a poet, i.e., in aesthetic respects, Goethe constantly focuses on the non-sensory dimension of the human being and world—be it metaphorically (“The soul of man is like the waters”) or lyrically (“Wanderer's Nightsong”; Witzenmann 1987), but he does not extend this focus to his phenomenological research.23

From Fichte, as a radical representative of new age self- and action consciousness, Steiner seized the inspiration to place the point of departure for his epistemology in the fact-act [Tathandlung] of the “I.” In thinking and thought-reflection, the “I” understands itself as a necessary premise for all being. Because nothing but the “I” can consciously comprehend and actively create itself. But if it goes no further, it soon loses sight of the world in its becoming and ceasing. In believing that it can exteriorize everything that exists, it bloats itself in its imagination from a necessary to a supposedly sufficient premise for all (conscious) being. Steiner's crucial innovation here concerns his observation that the ego is by no means “monologizing with itself alone” (Steiner 1985, p. 182) and is not only capable of discursively distinguishing itself conceptually from the world and uniting itself with it. The action of the “I” is originally and potentially free, but this potential for freedom realizes itself precisely in contact and interchange with the releasing structural conditions of the world. It is only in the dynamic interchange between the “I” and pre-predicative structural components and in their mediation that we realize the subjects and objects of our everyday consciousness, which we then, in hindsight, can analyze intellectually.24

Here Steiner moves beyond Fichte's concepts—first by turning the absolute, pre-predicative, and pre-conscious “I” from a postulated invisible, transcendental factor into a potential object of empirical self-observation (Steiner 1958b; mental observation; Witzenmann 1989b, p. 77: “Observing our Observation”). Second, Steiner clarifies the “impulse,” which remains obscure in Fichte's conception: The impulse that the empirical “I” has to suffer—as if it were externally inflicted—is actually caused by the “I”'s activity itself (Fichte 1794, p. 173). How and why does the empirical “I” manage to produce this impulse from within itself and at the same time suffer from its impact? It appears more logical and phenomenologically verifiable to view the alien (Waldenfels 2006), crisis-like (Oevermann 2008) or purely perceptible not as a product of thought, but as a structural component that is conveyed by the sense-organs “without my active cooperation” and to trace its influence within structure formation (Steiner 1958b, pp. 22, 41; Witzenmann 1989a, p. 22).

At the same time, the unrestrained cognitive activity of the “I” is necessary for arriving at the connections that cannot be perceived sensory. Yet the insight gained—and experienced as success—in the individual thought process cannot alone account for the task of the “I” in initiating thought, its effort and exertion, and its probing motion in trying to arrive at cognitive connections.

Because what we realize is produced and realized in our thinking, but it relies on its own independent laws. These constitutive laws of reality Steiner calls concepts, albeit not in its common meaning.25 Using Goethe's terminology we could also speak of an archetypal phenomenon. Concepts can be accessed through thought, but at the same time they elude our subjective-manipulative willfulness as they determine their own coherence exclusively from within themselves and thus are able to offer the missing interrelations within the realm of the observable. They are elements of reality.26

So far, we can summarize Steiner's transformative work in his epistemology as follows: He brought Goethe's scientific methodology to a mental/spiritual level by focusing on mental, not sense-perceptible phenomena; he brings Fichte's philosophy down to a level of phenomenal concretization, differentiation, and releasing it from ego-centric one-sidedness. Before we elaborate further, the connection of this first outline to the preparatory remarks in Section 2 shall be clarified. Remembering the paradoxical structure in the history of consciousness, we call to mind that the attempts to bridge the chasm between I and world are at first efficient in their epoch-specific perspectives of consciousness and cognition; but when they are stringently applied, their effects revert to deficiencies, and thus they come up against their own boundary.

This boundary can only be crossed by a transformation in the consciousness of the epoch, which means this process in turn consists of acts of cognition, i.e., consciousness that require ever-new forms and means of expression. In view of the flawed paralysis of the scientific mindset that rigidly focuses on a narrow, rationalistic concept of the subject/object split, Goethe's and Fichte's concepts offer outlines for an increasingly differentiating shift of focus of the researcher toward the subtle structures within object and subject and their development potential, be it by way of Goethe's phenomenological differentiation of the object or Fichte's dialectic differentiation of the subject. Both their concepts point to the possibility of recognizing the paradox in the history of consciousness to be an expression of the process structure of human cognition: the realization of the world (Goethe) and the self-apprehension of the human self (Fichte). The transformation in consciousness necessary for this turn could only be accomplished by Steiner, as he released the one-sidedness of the subject-object split and integrated both approaches in his epistemology “after the methodology of natural science” (Steiner 1958b). This “after” is meant both in the temporal sense of a historic demarcation and also in the sense of a positive connection to the natural science method (“according to”). In his theory of knowledge, Steiner connects over to the core of scientific consciousness, a core that could further be developed methodologically; but at the same time—in order to do justice to his range of focus—he distances himself from the object-centric perspective and discipline-specific methodological doctrine of the natural sciences (Steiner 1989; Veiga 2011).

The object of Steiner's epistemology is however not an object in the usual sense; it can be neither apprehended through sense perception nor instrumentally measured nor defined in its boundaries through discursive-abstract thinking. Steiner deals here with cognition itself as an in-dwelling process in consciousness, not to be confused with its attendant corporeal-material epi-phenomena nor its intellectual (psychological/philosophical) modeling. This is not a matter of everyday cognition predicated on subject and object, which would only be a self-forgotten echo of its generative process. The existence of this generative process has to this day been mostly overlooked or remains hotly contested (Janich 2009); it has long been perceived merely as an implicit, transcendental process that brings forth apodictic results in cognition and consciousness, subject and object. Yet, meanwhile, transpersonal psychology (Assagioli 1992), psychological meditation research (Lutz et al. 2009), and introspection research (Petitmengin et al. 2013; Wagemann 2020; Wagemann, Weger 2015a) all point toward the possibility that human consciousness can indeed expand and differentiate itself in view of its own development. From a philosophical perspective, Charles S. Peirce's teaching on threefold categories and his continuum concept may serve as guiding ideas, which synergistically offer a picture of cognition and reality that oscillates between separating and conjoining (Peirce 1988).



3.3 Separating and conjoining as the basis for the process of cognition

Within this field, where so far little research has been done, Steiner's methodological claim elicits the question where and how a solid point of departure can be found that assures insight in a form that does not lag behind the accomplishments of empirical research. As we demonstrated above, human consciousness cannot be bracketed out of the scientific research process, which leads to the question how it still can articulate itself in the aftermath of pre-scientific and recent scientific forms of expression? It must find new forms that are more explicit and foundational in respect to earlier stances and exceed them in methodological clarity and certainty. Does Steiner's phenomenology of consciousness offer an “empirical base” that could function as a reliable gauge for gaining insight regarding cognition? Famously, Popper indicated that even the simplest observation is theory-laden and thus interpretative. The endeavor of logical empiricism, to give a solid foundation27 to the natural sciences through basic observation and measurement, crashed and burned in the face of this argument.28 Hence, theories cannot be built from generalizations of empirical statements but, to the contrary, they engender them. Popper correctly concluded that all solid research must start with a critical inventory and review of theoretical concepts that guide its observations. Even so, Popper limited himself in his concept to the context of logical justification of theoretical statements and categorically excluded from his considerations any cognitive-psychological matrix (context of discovery) within which they developed. But it is precisely the epoch-specific, sociocultural perspective of the researcher that determines what is logical and what is not (alchemistic tingeing with the philosopher's stone or a quantum-physical interpretation of reality). With this in mind, we can state that the specific mode of consciousness plays a key role in the development of science—beyond all “objectively compelling,” merely bivalent logic.

Taking into account these considerations on the theory of science, we can show that Steiner's epistemology can indeed be understood as a system of descriptive basic statements. These basic statements are post-empiricist because their development includes the causative role of concepts that guide the direction of research. They are post-rationalistic statements, because they do not stop at the logical meaning of the terms, but use them to focus on mental forms of activity and states of experience. Steiner's epistemology makes use of “theory” in order to stimulate specific forms of mental activity and their immanent observation. Yet, mental activity and its observation are pre-predicative contents of consciousness and therefore “theory-free.” This ambivalence that oscillates back and forth between thinking and observing is already contained in nominalization of theory in the original Greek verb theorein (to observe, behold, contemplate). Here Wittgenstein's ladder may come to mind, which is to be tossed after successful use, because in regard to the “achievement,” it appears now “nonsensical” but is of course methodologically necessary in the overall context (Wittgenstein 1963, p. 115). While we can thus arrive at basic statements, these are themselves non-verbal but constitute the meta- and sub-verbal realizations of “fundamental meditative experiences” (Witzenmann 1989b, p. 75). They can be verbalized in a sense of a pheno-practical experience finding gaze-directing expression, and they redirect the attention to this experience again. This process does not exhaust itself in rational, logical, or illogical verbal contents but articulates itself in the form of action-specific criteria for determining consciousness and its further development.


3.3.1 Total difference as drawing of boundaries

Steiner begins his phenomenological account of the cognitive process by describing the state of non-recognition set in the context of sense-perception—a relatively non-flamboyant philosophical approach.29 However, he is not content with mentioning this state to forthwith abandon it, but rather he describes how it develops as a relation between a receptive form of mental activity and its corresponding structural component: If we completely hold back any interpretative thought activity,30 for a short time we perceive only a disconnected mass of discrete phenomena.31 At first, these are singular rifts within otherwise structured sets of perception. Our experience of the coherence of things and contexts is interrupted by precisely such rifts, gaps, or void spots in our conscious awareness of the phenomenal world—especially, if we notice them, get interested in them, or are bothered by them. Such a situation arises, for example, when an approach that seemed plausible at first, suddenly does not work anymore, and we are irritated by what we see, or better: by what we do not see. Once, when I was out walking after a rain shower, I thought I saw a puddle in the half shade under the shrubbery. But when I looked closer, it turned out to be a broken pane of glass with irregular edges. The mental state under discussion here—or better: that, which obstructs it—emerged exactly between seeing the puddle and said glass pane; it occurs in that moment, when I actually saw nothing, while definitively encountering “something.” This state of mind began with a latent restlessness that gradually expanded into a state of feeling “cast back into isolation.” In the versatility of our routines, one could also say in our ignorance, our everyday consciousness skips over such irritations—often so quickly that they do not even register in our awareness. But, if we notice them, we find ourselves in a pre-predicative transitional state32 of our experience (and in this regard a sharp focus of attention is of help, aided by suitable “theoretical” concepts). This state that is usually only noticed at the edge of our awareness, expands, and takes over our entire frame of mind when we encounter situations like shock, fright, or when we are startled up from deep sleep. In any case, the relation to the world, which—more or less consciously—slipped away, marks a “point zero” in our cognition as a total difference between one's own mental activity and the as-yet unrecognized potential object of awareness. In such moments, neither the proximal sensory stimulus nor one's own frame of mind is in any way helpful for recognizing connections; therefore, there is not only a relation of difference, but also one of equivalency: That which is intrinsically disconnected, the relinquished self, is posited against that which—without him—is equally disconnected, i.e., the pure percept.

A reminder of the Anaxagorean and Empedoclean principles of cognition is expedient here (the difference vs. equivalency of cognition), as we encounter it now in even more exaggerated form than in Goethe's approach, occurring in pre-subjective and pre-objective modes.

While this state of experience and its juxtaposition to an unknown factor “X” is not yet involved in any activity of conceptual assessment, it can be seen negatively as a demarcation of boundaries; positively it can be regarded as a safe point of departure for cognition, since it appears unconditional, unfalsifiable, and therefore methodologically reliable (Steiner 1958a; Witzenmann 1986).33 In reference to the science-theory debate outlined above, this could be called a first pheno-practical basic statement. It is unconditional insofar as that which is perceptible enters into the field of our attention without subjective contribution, and because there is no conceptual addition braided into its beholding. We articulate this statement in a quasi-sub-verbal experiential transition through this state of mind; it would be possible to direct the gaze by saying: “All this, I am not” (Witzenmann 1989b, p. 75). This statement outweighs the one-sided empiristic as well as the rationalistic viewpoint and at the same time constitutes in its immediacy a clear theoretical conceptualization and its own suspension in pheno-practical realization, because in this state one knows without words or mediation that one experiences it.34

While rigid insistence on a subject-object relation causes one-sidedness, Steiner's approach expands the view toward the origin of their relationship, as we shall demonstrate in the following pages. In the perspective of educational philosophy, this first basic concept articulates our innate ability to distance ourselves as a condition for an individual and emancipative development that is oriented toward freedom. One can here speak of freedom from all kinds of things, also from a connection that is externally determined, but this freedom can only realize itself fully, when it is made conscious.



3.3.2 Universalization of individual cognition

Continuing further along the lines of Steiner's exposition, Fichte's “I” moment or cognition's self-defining articulation comes into play.

Indeed, the opportunity of making a new beginning depends on the total difference between one's own mental being and, better, not-being, which involves both. Within the aggregate of disconnected discrete phenomena, we can comprehend ourselves as the point from where we can leave this state. Grasping this opportunity means an inversion of mental activity from a self-limiting, receptive form to a creative and productive one. Its first effect is nothing else than a self-proclamation and self-empowerment (Steiner 1958a, 2003). In tearing itself away from the focus on disconnected phenomena and, as it were, pulling itself out of the swamp by its own bootstraps, mental activity establishes for itself a first but crucial connection.35 In its inner (self) connectivity, mental activity in principle identifies itself as a portal for any relational connection (with the world)—which, however, does not yet in any way intimate the sought-after relation to content.

The examples of picture puzzles, other ambiguous situations, and of artistic processes can systematically illustrate how a new beginning “from nothing” can emerge in the decision of changing one's perspective, transiting through the suspension state of leaving the old without already perceiving the new, which we also can practice and realize in everyday or biographical crisis situations. The important factor is ever the transition from a receptive-suffering attitude to one of initiative and action. The initially emerging individual “thinking act” aims at conjoining with a universal “thought content,” which at the same time is potential world-content (Steiner 2003; Witzenmann 1983, p. 52).36 The eventual occurrence or non-occurrence of insight, in its superficiality or depth, will determine if and how we were successful in accessing the contentual web of relationships via choosing a suitable form of mental activity. In this transitional process, we can phenomenologically distinguish among (a) transformation of receptive activity into a creative one, (b) orientation of the creative activity toward contentual connectivity, and (c) insight into the autological nature of coherence.

The aspect of individual activity in this phase of the cognitive process is here characterized first, yet Steiner's terms of imagination, inspiration, and intuition used in anthroposophical contexts imply a gradually increasing evidential validity in regard to mental activity (Steiner 1989; Wagemann 2013b).

Witzenmann refers here to “steps of reciprocal determination” (Witzenmann 1985, p. 116). Appropriate meditative practices can bring the various phases of this process into conscious awareness; subconsciously, they occur in all everyday processes of thought and cognition. Their regular occurrence in the cognitive process is not dependent on outer factors nor on conceptual interpretation but is only contingent upon the degree of formal development of individual activity; thus, these phases can summarily be described as a second pheno-practical basic statement. Indeed, one can describe them as increasing alignments or qualitative equivalences of individual and universal cognitive activities. In the perspective of science theory, this usually subconscious process can be understood as the first part of the principle of measurement within the field of natural science, which was explained above as alignment (Wagemann 2004, 2010): At the beginning of his cognitive process, the scientist in search of insight differentiates himself from that which he can perceive (“table that is to be measured”) and aligns himself with a conceptual point of reference (“zero-point of the measuring stick”).

This basic anthropological principle of separating and conjoining/aligning is, from a scientific perspective, initially projected from the outside onto an instrumental procedure. By making it explicit in the cognitive process, this principle can be expanded into scientific fields beyond the natural sciences, as we shall further demonstrate. For educational philosophy, this insight into the primordial nature of the human power to initiate and transform is relevant indeed, since the undifferentiated sensory stimulus in no way contains predetermination or reliance on alien factors yet any content relies only on one's own original efforts. The experience of a principally free initial and transitional ability that can be temporarily distracted by extrinsic motivation but cannot be manipulated at its core, along with the ability to distance oneself, constitutes the second freedom philosophical aspect of Waldorf education. While above we were talking about freedom from heteronomous determination, here we can speak of freedom to self-determination (autonomy).



3.3.3 Total coherence and evidence

Steiner describes the goal of the transition outlined above as the third phase of the cognitive process. In the framework of science theory, it appears useful to deal with transition as a distinct phase, since it also provides the basis for the fourth phase. We find here on one hand the characteristic aspects—now heightened into full actualization—of the first phase and on the other hand the enabling conditions for the latter. Beyond that, we deal here, like in the first phase, with a state of experience and activity that is both independent in phenomenological and constitutive-logical regard.

Again, we can only paradoxically point toward this state, but no longer in a sense of “neither (something) … nor (nothing)” but in a sense of “both … (individual) … and also (universal).” In said state, which Steiner terms intuition,37 there is nothing that is not determination and reciprocal determination.38 The stream of individually determining mental activities (start, creation, search) pours itself, as it were, into the ocean of universal self-determination (autology), yet it does not dissolve into it but rather perceives the backflow of the actualized cognitive content (reciprocal determination).39 This ever-moving and simultaneously restful continuity, nowhere interrupted, forms a complementary state in regard to the total difference between the emptied gaze of thought and the pure percept and can therefore be termed “total coherence.”40 The concept of total coherency corresponds to the Empedoclean equivalency principle, except that here we do not experience a confrontative juxtaposition of discrete singularities, but a unitive, living, mutual penetration of determining and redetermining activity. The different far-Eastern traditions of meditation strive for complete and formless merging of individuality into universality (Nirvana, Satori); bringing this state of mind into conscious awareness in the context of a modern path of cognition, we must always take into consideration also the aspect of separation within the conjunction. Separation here means to maintain (a certainly expanded) individual consciousness within the process of conjoining.

From the perspective of Steiner's phenomenology of consciousness, the “formless” (arupa-loka) of Buddhism (Fritsch-Oppermann 2000, p. 187) can be understood as the absence of all imagined individualized or concrete form, which, however, does not necessarily lead to a regressive absorption of individual consciousness (Wagemann 2013b). Rather, this state is characterized by the “I” and light-infused primordial experience of universal creative power, which provides connectivity to all conscious structures (things, Gestalt formations, beings, situations and events, thoughts, feelings, etc.).41 In this sense, we can recognize today's magical-mythical forms of expression—but also rationally deficient ones (e.g., identity theories)—as a reminiscing search for the experience of total coherency that, however, avoids an active, conscious access to this state.

In the perspective of science theory, total coherency can be held up as a third pheno-practical basic statement; it is pre-theoretically primordial by nature and accessible through meditative consciousness research. Like the two previous ones, we can point to it by theoretical-gaze-directing considerations (as we tried to do), but it defies every verbal-theoretical abstraction in its existential, experiential character. We articulate this basic statement in meta-verbal form, so to speak, because all verbalization is informed by its potential meaning; as we transit this primordial epistemological state, we could possibly verbalize it as “This all am I” in order to guide the attention in this direction (Witzenmann 1989b, p. 75). This statement is relevant for educational philosophy, expressing man's own, basic faculty to unite with everything. In distinction to purely natural beings, the intuitive faculty of the human being enables him to be interested in everything beyond the boundaries specific to his species (e.g., also in glass panes under bushes and how they are recognized); he can turn his attention to everything and appropriate everything. “Appropriating” here does not mean a dominating, exploitative, destructive behavior, but rather that which Scheler calls “love for essential being,” in continuance of the initial quote (Scheler 1925, p. 12).42 In Steiner's words: “In the higher regions of the meta-sensory realm the human being will gain something, which is not given to him but only something that he generates himself: the love for the world he lives in” (Steiner 1993, p. 212).

In this love lies the source of a freedom in reality and community, and thus the blueprint for harmonious relationships, for a peace that is grounded not in an elimination of differences but in an encounter in universality.

Before proceeding to the last phase of the cognitive process, a short review of the previous phases is called for.


	The initial state is characterized by an absolute deficiency of connection, which cannot be cured from within itself. This deficiency, or more precise, the total difference between the emptied gaze of thought and the pure percept, emerges in the cognitive process as a transition to a new, constitutive framework from a no-longer consistent approach that has become partially or entirely obsolete.


	The resolution of this tension initially consists of a reversal of the emptied gaze of thought (abstinent self) toward the production of a thinking act (expressive self) that in turn incrementally unfolds a thought content (internalizing self43).


	When the thinking act is in a state of full unfoldment, it corresponds qualitatively to the full potential of a thought content. The actual moment of insight (evidence) emerges in this target phase of the thought process, but the original state of deficiency is in fact not yet remedied. Indeed, the thought content (e.g., glass pane) is not only autologically inter-connected and connected to all other thought contents, but it also points beyond these connections to various fields of perception, in which, e.g., glass panes can be detected.




To counter a popular misconception, we here emphasize that the thought content “glass pane” (like all other thought contents) cannot have been formed through abstraction of previously perceived glass panes (or other similar objects), provided that means a generalizing grouping of similar characteristics (e.g., “transparent,” “smooth,” “reflecting,”) as for example done by Piaget and Inhelder (1999). In fact, the epistemically unprocessed stimulus does not evidence any such similarities, characteristics of object-related segmentations that rather can solely be cognitively apprehended as belonging to a meaning structure. The sensory-perceptual stimulus is too rich in potential interpretation (Popper 1989), viz, too poor in its own meaning content (Foerster 1998; Laurence, Margolis 2001) and therefore its ordering principles cannot be derived from within itself.

Any presumably derived meaning, any ordering principle, must have been (subconsciously) added before.44 For such an addition to be possible, an “autological level of reality with objective meaning structures” (Oevermann 2008, p. 17) is needed. In complement to the pheno-practical experience of “evidence,” this also represents a logical reason for a realism of universalia, which has been propounded by Steiner and other philosophers in various forms and intensity (Oevermann 2008; Peirce 1988; Platon 2002; Popper 1989).45



3.3.4 Conceptual individualization and experiment

The last phase of the cognitive process deals with this act of adding that which is conceptual to that which is perceptible.46 At the same time, such an addition signifies the sighting of that, which can be perceived; so—in polarity to the thinking act—we can call it an act of observation. This is possible, because the thought content, in itself logically complete and determined, can point beyond itself toward a potential determination of that which is perceptible. This is necessary to bring about a concrete observable result for the just initiated cognitive act.47

If we, e.g., are searching for a screwdriver, it is not enough merely to think of it. However, we must intentionally seek and explore a perceptual field to find it.48 If we get distracted and forget about the screwdriver, the focused search turns into bumbling about without a plan. But even when we stay focused on our search, some things may come into view that at first may seem suitable but under closer scrutiny prove to be not screwdrivers (e.g., cooking spoons, pencils). The sighting orientation toward perceptible raw stimuli must be continued by adapting the general meaning structure to these as a further condition of structure formation. This dynamic adapts itself to the conditions of perception and occurs within the variability range of the object's meaning (all possible types and forms of screwdrivers).

Whether the metamorphotic variation of lawfulness in a concrete situation actually leads to the observation of a screwdriver depends on the one hand on the extent to which the searcher is able to update its concept; if he does not know of a certain variant of this tool (for example, a cordless electric screwdriver), he cannot find it, even if one would lie right in front of him. On the other hand, the success of observation largely depends on that which is sighted and perceptible, in interaction with the conceptual search process. If the perception allows the concept to attach itself to certain points (e.g., handle, blade, blade tip, size, material), the latter will be fitted into the perceptual field: We actually see a screwdriver.49

The steps of this transition process can be summarized as follows:


	Orientation of the actualized concept toward that which is perceptible (intentionality)


	Adaptation of the concept to that which is perceptible (metamorphosis)


	Incorporation of the concept into a perceptual field (inherence) (Witzenmann 1983, p. 42)




This example of describing the act of observation shall serve to illustrate that we deal here with an observable process within human consciousness itself, just like in the previous phases. Insofar as we can reach a meditative observational awareness of this object-oriented consciousness, we also gain the ability to follow our own actions within that context and to concomitantly shape them consciously. However, this means—as variously indicated above—that the quality and reliability of our insight lies in our own hands, instead of relying on supposed physiological processes or transcendental doctrines.50 Hence, in the last analysis, the success of observation depends on how a concept can be incorporated into a field of perception. In the example above, of the supposed puddle under the bushes, the concept “puddle” served to intentionally attend to a field of perception and could be briefly adapted metamorphically, so that the short, but in fact false, impression emerged of an actual, existing puddle.

If I had walked on with this erroneous understanding in mind, this prejudice would have persisted and the assessment of the situation would have remained fixed before waiting for a complete integration of concept and percept. But pausing I noticed that the perceptual stimuli of the “puddle” could not sufficiently individualize and incorporate this concept and that it could therefore not be fixed to a consistent individual case. In other words, the cognitive experiment “puddle” failed and was repeated in all its phases again with the concept “glass pane.” Obviously, the character of our cognitive behavior is a determining factor for either true failure or inadequate success. We can either follow—with firm attention—the transition from a universal concept through to the individualized form and wait until we reach a point of sufficient certainty or we can interrupt, i.e., distort, this process arbitrarily and prematurely for subjective reasons (e.g., lack of interest, favorite or compulsive ideas, political motives). In the case of a successful experiment, which can also include an interim failure, the mutual fit of concept and percept is expressed without my intervention and might, therefore, be considered objective. Since theoretically permeated objectivity is not a premise of experimental cognitive behavior but rather is its result, we can thus formulate here the fourth pheno-practical basic statement: The “theoretical” (conceptual) tentative draft directs the experimenters’ attention to a perceptual field, is transformed according to its conditions, and adapts to fit into that framework—to the degree that the percept can at all be integrated into the conceptual contexts. The actual, process-oriented criterion for manifest reality entails the conscious (meditative) tracking of the concept's individualization in interplay with the percept and its universalization in conceptual context.

Complementing the second basic statement, which involves scientific measurement viewed as an alignment (individual to universal autology), the fourth basic concept allows us to observe the aspect of distancing.51 True, the step-by-step process of transition leads from universal to individualized conceptualization and thus to an integration of concept and percept. Yet, in this process, the vivid, active cooperation of the researcher increasingly turns into a receptively abstemious attitude of attentiveness, corresponding to the gradual paralytic narrowing of universal variability toward a discrete case.

The sober, observant ascertainment of concept and percept in actual conjunction corresponds here to the methodological ideal of experimental objectivity, which forms the anthropological basis of the second part of the measuring principle (the “counting”). Here, objectivity, i.e., the attentive distance between observer and “thing,” does not relate to the outer correspondence of things (e.g., in aligning a specific scaling mark on the measuring with the edge of the table), but it relates to the structural formation of a thing itself as an inner correspondence of concept and percept. If the cognitive process results in the subject's gain of the concrete object, it can paradoxically lead anew to its loss, if we continue to pursue the conceptually guided observation. The addition of further qualifiers (e.g., “Phillips,” “long,” “red”) enriches the structural field of the object at first. Yet with the appearance of any unexpected details, it reaches the boundaries of the generic concept's range of conceivability and dissolves in front of our eyes: The purely perceptible appears to us again in its full, non-conceptual peculiarity (Phase 1). We no longer see a screwdriver, but only an inexplicable something shimmering through its transparent grip … (Phases 2–4 are again repeated).

With this open end, the (structure-) phenomenological analysis of the cognitive process reconnects with its beginning and thus emphasizes its cyclical Gestalt, which involves at the same time a dimension of unlimited development. Cognition starts with perceptible boundaries, transcends those in the act of thinking and perceiving, and advances to new boundaries to be challenged by them in turn. The fourth phase of the cognitive process is relevant for educational philosophy insofar as the intentional development potential of human consciousness is reflected in this never-ending, continuous process of overcoming limitations. In no way can one say that this process would lead “also to an unbounded theory of knowledge” implying also “an exaggerated concept of human existence” (Ullrich 2015, p. 130). We must distinguish the functional boundaries of cognition, because they again and again can be overcome, from those absolute, (in principle) insurmountable boundaries drawn by Kant. The term boundaries is only meaningful, if we assume that something lies beyond them. It is crucial to distinguish the assumption that this something is transcendental in nature and unknowable, from the view that it is something not yet recognized at a given time. In the latter approach, the concept of boundary is phenomenologically verifiable, functional, and development-oriented, while the first approach appears in contrast speculative, dogmatic, and eventually un-pedagogical. Aside from that, the assertion of absolute boundaries of cognition contradicts the “historicity of the human self-concept,” which is developed here and that even critics of Waldorf education emphasize (Ullrich 2015, p. 129). Against this backdrop, the assumption of insurmountable cognitive boundaries is relativized as a dogma that is prejudiced by epoch-specific views.

In contrast, Steiner's phenomenological analysis of the cognitive process leads to an “optimistic assessment of the human cognitive potential” (Frielingsdorf 2012, p. 89); this is foundational for the pedagogical motif that individual development proceeds through gradually increasing emancipation from heteronomous determination and illusion: “The general interplay of separation and conjunction takes form in the human being as decomposition and recomposition of reality. This realization, however, can only be that of a free being and will in turn set that being free if its outcome is not just to be received but must be sought and found and created according to the respective type of consciousness” (Witzenmann 1987, p. 68).





4 Relevance of Steiner's epistemology in the philosophy of education

The core aspects regarding educational philosophy have already been presented in the context of its epistemological development. We shall once more summarize them briefly and add some explanatory remarks. The fundamental and authentic cognoscibility of the world and the human being forms an indispensable basis for Waldorf education. It results from the equivalence of the basic mental gestures of separating (restraining) and conjoining (producing) carried out in the cognitive process with the character of the structural components of reality (percept, concept) as well as with their relational forms of separation (decomposition) and conjunction (recomposition) co-performed by humans. Man and world can be known; they are neither illusionary constructs of a supposedly pre-formed, in itself unknowable, reality, nor are they forms of an “absolute knowledge” (Prange 2000, p. 174), which should be dogmatically pronounced and faithfully accepted;52 rather, that recognition of world and man is a process that is actively participatory and formative, and whose cognitive illumination becomes itself a constitutive part of reality. According to Steiner's epistemology, which transitions into an expanded, immanent ontology, the human being arises as a co-creator of reality by overcoming the ever-present initial limitations of cognition and thus increasingly determines his own development toward an ever more conscious conjoining with reality.

This development is sparked by a functional, radically effective process of drawing boundaries, which exempts the human being in the initial phase of the cognitive dynamics from any determining mental context and thus challenges him again to produce new, original connectivity. If he takes up this challenge, the recognizer (also acting from cognition) pronounces his freedom in self- and world-creative conjoining power, evidenced in the mental generation of universal possibilities. In the mindful and experimental devotion of the possible to the unrealized world, he cautiously examines, whether and how far new realities (material, mental, pedagogical, social, etc.) can emerge in this way. The human being makes himself fully at home in the world only in the process of this individual development toward ever more consciousness; only then can he—increasingly free—creatively shape his life in the world, in the community with other people and other creatures.

The motifs implied here of the human faculty for cognition and its potential for development can only unfold fully in the course of one's own progress in developing meditative consciousness. Yet, the phenomenology of cognition outlined here does demonstrate that a genuine cognoscibility of knowing is also contained in these developmental possibilities. In the context of Waldorf education, children and youths are of course not to be prompted toward a spiritual training path—that decision one can only make as an adult; but the pedagogic attitudes and actions of the educators are tasked with furthering the students’ innate freedom in developing their minds and to safeguard their health as best they can. This also includes fostering an optimistic mindset aiming at self-responsible attitudes toward recognizing; this requires the educators’ insight into the connection between cognitive and developmental processes—an insight that, as shown, is already attainable with an untrained mind and that does not constitute any occult knowledge. This cognitive attitude's central motif lies in the pedagogical significance of situations evidencing differentiation or coherency, which are important for development toward emancipation (Oerter, Montada 2003) and salutogenesis (Antonovsky 1997).

Moreover, the paragraphs above demonstrate that the charge of a regressive relapse into pre-scientific forms of consciousness is unjustified. Steiner's epistemology and the structure phenomenology that follows on from it appear methodologically as a stringent expression of the consciousness-genetic motif of separating and conjoining, which we developed in Section 2. A historic version of this motif appears in the science paradigm of the new age, which its proponents defend against “irrational attacks.” This dynamic often overlooks two necessary distinctions, namely what is being defended and against what this defense is mounted.

What actually must be defended is the efficient basics of a mental attitude in modern science, yet a mere defense (rather than further development) of its previous forms always holds the danger of falling back into one-sided reductionism and materialism. Yet it seems reactionary and pedagogically counterproductive to defend a flawed approach that narrows and ontologizes the goal of fostering cognition and the original emancipatory motives of scientific development. On the other hand, in this defense against the irrational, no distinction is made between pre-rational and post-rational attitudes in consciousness (Gebser 2010) and everything that is not rational is lumped together in one bin (Prange 2000, p. 62; Ullrich 2015, p. 126). Indeed, it is understandable from the viewpoint of rationalism that everything unlike itself is labeled as a potential danger; but the historic nature of all forms of consciousness demands that we recognize the relativity of our own, current position in view of further, future-oriented development. The rationalistic adherence to absolute boundaries of cognition is in that regard no better than the suspected fact of absolute knowledge, a suspicion that cannot be proven in view of the process character of cognition, its fallibility, its respective time-bound results, and considering that its forms might be outdated. This is of course also true for the representations of anthroposophy that—according to Steiner—may in the far future “only be recounted like memories, such as we today tell stories and fairy tales” (Steiner 1995, p. 96).

Against this background stands the fact that Steiner's statements on pedagogical topics are time- and situation-specific and are issued in a conceptual framework leaning on Theosophy, which does not appear directly compatible with his epistemological work. Even so, Steiner emphasizes that he did not abandon the basic ideas of his epistemology in his later publications, but that he only applied them to the field of spiritual experience (Steiner 2003, p. 139); this suggests a distinction between the epistemological core of Waldorf education and its time-specific forms of expression. If the view remains fixated on traditional forms of expression (that need to and can be modernized and transformed), Waldorf education may indeed appear as abstruse, and its understructure of anthroposophy may seem like a confused mass of idealistic philosophy and theosophical teachings. However, we can present the basic educational philosophy of Waldorf education also in a form that connects over to present-day conventions in scientific thought and language, but only if we dig deeper into the basic structure of the cognitive process in phylo-, onto-, and actual-genetic development.

This is not a “hasty recourse to abstract and far-fetched justifications of early works on the theory of cognition” (Kiersch 2011, p. 435), but it clears a path for exposing the foundational structure of Waldorf education in order to enable new and authentic forms of expression. To be sure, this is not contrary to using traditional anthroposophical concepts such as “etheric body” and “astral body” in an experimental-heuristic approach for the purpose of developing new facets of pedagogic practice (Kiersch 2011; Rittelmeyer 2011, p. 345). This approach corresponds to the method of guiding attention to meta-sensory ranges of phenomena, which Steiner introduced in his foundational works. Yet one must keep in mind that there is a danger of speculative reification of subtle phenomena and therewith dogmatism, analogous to a materialistic ontology that relies on atoms and chemical elements.

Moreover, the “high heuristic value” (Kiersch 2011, p. 436) of Steiner's ideas and observations may be practically demonstrated in the success of Waldorf education, but, from a scientific viewpoint, this appears relatively worthless, as long this approach does not also furnish consistent strings of justification in the context of educational philosophy.

Given this situation, a key to the scientific understanding of anthroposophy and Waldorf education may well be found within Steiner's works on epistemology and anthroposophy because in his early works both these topics use the same consistent methodology albeit in modified forms: “The difference lies essentially in the emphasis of expression” (Witzenmann 1993, p. 148). We can speak of “observation of the soul” in the sense of Steiner's “Philosophy of Freedom” (Steiner 1958b), as long as the attention is primarily on mental activity and its interaction with structural components of concept and percept. When the researcher shifts his attention away from his own activity and to the “ontological” and thus “essential” contents of cognition, to their ways of appearing and affecting the world, then his transition to “intuitive observation” or “spiritual science” is complete (Steiner 1989, p. 115). Accordingly, this cognitive process—which we presented in the second part in its phenomenological aspects—can also assume anthropological accentuation, namely by interpreting its process states, or phases, as expressions of the anthropological constitutional layers which determine them (Wagemann 2010). In this way, we can connect the initial epistemic state of cognitive crisis—experienced as total difference—with the decomposing nature of the physical body's organization, particularly of the sense- and nerve-related processes (Section 3.3.1).

In confrontation with the physical aspect, the mind builds its own sphere of experience through functional distinction and the power of mental initiative and creativity; we can understand it in its subjective form as a sphere of the soul (Section 3.3.2). Meta-subjective contexts of cognition occur within consciousness in total coherency; at the same time, they also function as potential meta-objective epistemological tools and can be interpreted as man's spiritual level of existence. The individualization of a concept, which is actively accompanied and carried out by the recognizer, again emphasizes the soul level and leads to a recognizing integration of the bodily mediated raw material of sense perception (Section 3.3.4). This indicates the way in which a meditative-phenomenological analysis of the epistemological process can lead to an authentic, conceptually consistent understanding of the threefold organization of the human being into body, soul, and spirit that Steiner presents in his anthroposophical works (Weger, Wagemann 2015b). The above-outlined subtle structure of both transition phases that highlight the level of the soul lends itself also to interpretation along the lines of Steiner's spiritual anthropology. We already pointed out that cognition's unfolding developmental stages of soul and spirit (transformation—alignment—insight) are connected with those of meditative states (imagination—inspiration—intuition) (Section 3.3.2). These stages are not relegated to a “background world” (Ullrich 2015, p. 2), but they take place in consciousness and can primarily be experienced biographically as stages of a soul- and spirit-based transformation of corporeality; that is why at the same time they also reflect their functional differentiation into three levels (astral, etheric, and physical bodies: Steiner 1989). As we turn our attention toward the physically transmitted sense stimulus (act of observation), we pass through the same sequence (orientation—adaptation—integration) but now in reverse order (Section 3.3.4). An overview of these relationships is illustrated in Figure 1.1. These levels of being are no abstract categories with clear demarcation lines, but they mutually permeate each other according to function and transitional dynamics.53

[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Illustration of the structural connection among epistemological process, ontological layers, and levels of meditative consciousness



Gaining precise and comprehensive insight into the epistemological foundations of Waldorf education is a necessary condition for understanding it properly, for fair evaluation and for working with it authentically. This addresses not so much content of abstract knowledge as rather an earnest and optimistic orientation toward the developmental potentials of one's own, specific consciousness as well as human cognition in general. Such work requires a willingness to apply concepts of learning “theory” in the sense of working hypotheses that can kindle awareness.

Unless we apply these concepts to our own cognition, they remain in the realm of mere theory; in our pedagogic and social interactions, we must turn them into focal points for pheno-practical observation. This type of work results in effective pedagogical images, facilitated by conscious development and self-education in the cognitive life of the educator (Steiner 1907). Each teacher carries in his or her mind—consciously or subconsciously—an image of the human cognitive potential, and they live and express it in their actions; this image has inescapable effects. Accordingly, Bertolt Brecht recommends to never fully finish the images we make of people and their potentials, because they too are continually developing and changing (Brecht 1967). Therefore, in this sense, the most appropriate image that teachers can bestow upon children and youths is the image of their own living example, expressed in their own, open-ended consciously developing cognitive life.



Notes


	For an overview of the criticism of the foundations of Waldorf education, see Frielingsdorf (2012).

	“The anthroposophical variant of cognition [does] not […] constitute an expansion of scientific research, but in its last consequence a transgression” (Ullrich 2015, p. 138); “Anthroposophie und ihr fragwürdiger Wissenschaftscharakter” [Anthroposophy and its questionable scientific character] (Ullrich 2015, p. 144).

	“Steiner's philosophy and world concept in itself is nothing truly original, but a more or less willful re-working of pre-existent thought inventories” (Traub 2011, p. 786).

	“All human beings naturally strive for knowledge” (Aristoteles 1994, p. 37). “Basic theme of all human striving […]: the unfolding of consciousness” (Gebser 2010, p. 71).

	Aristoteles 1994, 982 b11; Descartes 2007; Dewey 1910; Peirce 1983; Platon 2002 (Theaitetos 155d); Steiner 1958b.

	“Not only our machines and our technology, but also today's power politics in the last analysis have their roots in magical thinking: nature, the environment and ‘others’ have to be dominated so that they do not overpower man; this fear of being forced to dominate the outer world in order not to be crushed by it, is particularly symptomatic for our epoch” (Gebser 2010, p. 96).
“The Ritual offers rules for right behavior toward those superhuman powers, on which we all have to depend throughout our entire lives. For the most part, the modern human being can no longer understand these rules. He can no longer – not even playfully – shuttle into a state of consciousness that is typical for a human being that believes firmly in such powers. Yet he could quite easily find an analogy in his own belief in natural laws and in his readiness to follow instruction manuals that he receives together with any piece of modern technology. […] If you do not learn to push the right lever, you will never learn to drive. If you not learn to recite the correct magic incantation at the right moment, the demons will never obey you” (Weizsäcker 1990, p. 8).

	For many modern physicists, there is also no contradiction between their mystical beliefs and science. However, they generally separate their scientific work from their concept of the world and of life (Dürr 1986).

	Johannes Kepler refers to the “thorny thicket of experiments, […] through which I wedged myself” (Kepler 1922, p. 60).

	Steenblock speaks in this context of a “desecration of the cosmos by turning it into a world-machine” and “a loss of competency of theology” (Steenblock 2000, p. 154).

	Physics is the peculiar investigation of nature by man, who at first found himself inseparably and unquestionably entangled in it. In physics, the human being sets himself constructively apart from nature in a peculiar process that separates and forms subject and object alike. This process changes nature as it appears to us and also ourselves, as we narrow our perspective—which rests on questionable premises—to that of an observer and that permits only a one-sided view of a rigid “physical image of nature, as if this were the only true, real and actually correct view of the world. Yet, this is merely a projection, an aspect, a way of seeing, yes, the result of a [research] methodology” (Wagenschein 1995, p. 12).

	“Methodology and ontological premises of the inorganic natural sciences – especially physics (of the 19th century) – are being transferred wholesale to apply to all of reality” (Windelband 1957, p. 583).

	“[Science], in its wish to escape the superstitious fear of nature, has revealed nature's objective powers and causative forces to be hiding places for chaotic materials, cursing its influence on humanity as slavery, until the subject in theory had become a single unbounded, empty authority. All the power of nature was perceived merely as undifferentiated resistance for the abstract powers of the subject” (Horkheimer, Adorno 2006, p. 9).

	For example, religious sciences, research into mysticism, esoteric subjects, and opinion research.

	“The experience of transcendence is rooted in the survival of older types of consciousness within a newer form of cognition” (Witzenmann 1987, p. 53).

	“The real world per definition is inaccessible to me. My brain does not have contact with the outer world. The totality of my experiential world a pure construct of the brain” (Roth 2013, p. 128).

	“Bringing existing dogmas into question is not unscientific, but actually is part of science's essential nature. Science is rendered creative through a spirit of open-minded research.” “I am convinced that the natural sciences, regardless of their success, are hampered by outdated belief systems” (Sheldrake 2012, pp. 41, 44).

	An earlier version of an integration of both principles of knowledge is found in the writings of Albinos, an intermediate Platonist (who lived in the 2nd century CE): “The Demiurge (world creator) plants all principles into the ground of the soul, so that she can gain knowledge of everything. In the soul, the Demiurge conjoins the indivisible and divisible aspect of being; the principles of sameness and of difference. That is how knowledge is gained of the Like through Like and the Unlike through the Unlike” (Deuse 1983, p. 87).

	“Because a mere looking at an object alone cannot further our insight. All seeing blends over into observation, all sense perception into contemplation, all contemplation into a process of connecting, and so we can say that whenever we look at the world, theorize into it” (Goethe 1982, vol. 3, p. 79).

	This finding is reinforced by Goethe's dislike of the romantic art of his time, which he characterized, e.g., as a flight from the past, subjective rhapsodizing, and a “weakly form of contemplation” (Heisenberg 1968, p. 242).

	“There is no other reality than that of intuitive perception, and none other can exist” (Fichte 1794, p. 521).

	“The transition from classic Aristotelian thought to a new and more comprehensive theoretical level of consciousness requires a metamorphosis of the soul in the whole human being. A non-Aristotelian logic must correspond to a trans-Aristotelian type of man, and the latter in turn must correspond to a new dimension of human history” (Günther 1978, p. 114).

	By the way, here lies a fundamental difference to the philosophical phenomenology in Husserl's tradition, which also focuses on “the things” but then attempts to behold the eidetic laws of their nature through a liberation “from all fetters [of being] and experiential valences,” in a process of “eidetic abstraction” (Husserl 1999, pp. 424, 314; Wagemann 2010).

	“There is only one sector that Goethe can be accused of leaving blank: He needed nature as a mediating force and did not elevate introspectively the process of thinking itself to become an object of contemplation.” Yet implicitly, in his concept of art, Goethe strives for reflexive introspective activity (Schieren 1988, pp. 219ff).

	Here too, Fichte lacks clear insight into the contents of the “I”'s activity. “He never got through to that” (Steiner 1958a, p. 81).

	“Thought engenders concepts and ideas. We cannot express in words what ‘concept’ means. Words can only call man's attention to the fact that he has concepts” (Steiner 1958b, p. 38).

	“But it remained unrecognized that thinking comprises at the same time both objective and subjective factors, and that absolute reality is conveyed by integrating perception with concept” (Steiner 1958b, p. 174).

	“Science is a system of sentences that has been constructed according to experience. Verification consists through ‘protocol sentences’, which are those sentences that contain the original protocol of, e.g., a physicist or a psychologist” (Carnap 1931–1932, p. 437).

	“Observation always is ‘observation in the light of theories’” (Popper 1989, p. 31). “We cannot express scientific statements that do not reach far beyond the ‘ground of unmediated experiences’ that we can know with certainty” (Transcendence of Statements).

	“How we determine where to begin lies beyond cognition nor is it cognitive in itself. But we must search for it right before we engage in the cognitive process, so that already the next step taken by the human being is cognitive activity” (Steiner 1958a, p. 49).

	“Complete self-deprivation of expression [Vollständige Entäußerung unseres Selbstes]” (Steiner 2003, p. 27); “Pure content of observation” (Steiner 1958b, p. 23); “Emptied gaze of thought [Denkblick]” (Witzenmann 1985, p. 10).

	“Disconnected aggregate” (Steiner 2003, p. 46); “Immediately received image of the world” (Steiner 1958a, p. 49); “Perception” (Steiner 1958b, p. 34); “Pure content of observation” (Steiner 1958b, p. 41).

	Steiner also speaks of an “exceptional state” (Steiner 1958b, p. 25).

	Without reference to Steiner or Witzenmann, Waldenfels states: “The working boundary is […] not something that can be fixed in time, it also is not ‘nothing’ because without it there would be no distinction between this and that, nor between self and other” (Waldenfels 2006, p. 26).

	“Our Theory of Knowledge […] surmounts one-sided empiricism and one-sided rationalism by integrating them both on a higher level. In this way, it does justice to both approaches. The empirical viewpoint is satisfied, because we show that all cognitive contents in regard to any phenomenon can only be obtained through the direct contact with that object itself. The rationalist view is satisfied by our approach as well, because we explain thinking as the necessary and only conveyor of knowledge” (Steiner 1958a, p. 88).

	In analogy, Waldenfels speaks of a “preference within difference” (Waldenfels 2006, p. 27).

	“We have to imagine two things: first, that we actively cause the appearance of the ideational world and secondly, that at the same time this product of our creative action is based on its own laws” (Steiner 2003, p. 51).

	“Intuition is a word that in everyday life is often incorrectly used to denote an unclear, uncertain insight into something, for a sort of hunch that at times hits upon something true, but whose validity so far cannot be proven. What is meant here, of course, has nothing to do with this kind of intuition. In this context here, Intuition signifies an insight of highest, most luminous clarity, whose validity is in the fullest sense conscious to him who has it” (Steiner 1989, p. 357).

	“Since intuition is an active process in the human spirit, it is also a spiritual perception that does not rely on any sense organ. It is a kind of perceptive awareness in which the individual himself is active; it is self-generated activity that is simultaneously perceived. With intuitive thought, the human being enters a spiritual world as the one who also perceives. What he encounters within this world as perception, like the spiritual world of his own thinking, the human being recognizes as spiritual perceptual world” (Steiner 1958b, p. 181).

	Witzenmann here also uses the term “evidences” (Witzenmann 1985, p. 13).

	“The extraordinary disposition of the human mind to think about everything in the difficult, nearly incomprehensible form of a continuum, can only be explained, if we assume that each of us in our own true nature is also a continuum” (Peirce 1988, p. 398).

	“Within the human being, the ‘wisdom of the outer world’ turns into inner wisdom” (Steiner 1989, p. 416).

	The quote goes on as follows: “a strange love – a love that is like an ardent thirst and at the same time factual, value-oriented, of highest objectivity, since this love approves in final goodness everything that unfathomably emerged from nothingness; this love suffers all that we cannot praise or admire and still blesses kindly what we must suffer. Therefore, it is part of education to learn not to despise anything fully and to know that one is held securely in the innermost center of being” (Scheler 1925, pp 12ff.).

	Plato: The remembrance of archetypal images (Plato 2002, Menon 81c–d, Phaeton 72e–77a).

	“It is precisely this basic mistake that flaws many current scientific endeavors; they believe they are reflecting pure experience, while they actually only lift those concepts into awareness that they themselves have injected beforehand” (Steiner 2003, p. 39ff.).

	Witzenmann speaks of a “reality-constituting concept of universalia” (Witzenmann 1994, p. 111).

	“This content is brought by thinking toward perception from the world of concepts and ideas of the human being” (Steiner 1958b, p. 66).

	Steiner indicates the act of observation as such in his foundational works but did not describe it with the same thoroughness as the thinking act. Therefore, the presentation of this phase relies mainly on Witzenmann's detailed findings.

	This also is the root of the method of gaze-direction.

	“The full reality of a thing reveals itself to us in the moment of observation through an integration of concept and percept. A percept gives individual form to a concept, and provides a connection to this concrete percept” (Steiner 1958b, p. 75).

	“Hardly anyone noted so far that this reality is first being created in the process of cognition and therefore cannot be found through cognition” (Steiner 2003, p. 137).

	Regarding the history of consciousness, the development of the natural science paradigm is mirrored here (Sections 2.2 and 2.3).

	Skiera speaks even of a “paradigmatic totalitarianism in purest form” (Skiera 2010, p. 264).

	Wagemann (2013a, 2015a) presents further studies on Waldorf education motifs, making them accessible through a structural-phenomenological hermeneutic approach. More general empirical-introspective studies on mental action can be found in Wagemann, Edelhäuser, and Weger (2018) and Wagemann (2020).
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