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Study 1

INTRODUCTION

In the future, under the heading Language of the Consciousness Soul, 
we will find contributions in this periodical (Das Goetheanum). They 

will deal with anthroposophic activities as practiced in groups of the 
Anthroposophical Society in order to make the wealth of Rudolf Steiner’s 
spiritual investigations increasingly accessible to individual experience. 
Steiner’s work is available to the public, while transcripts of his lec tures to 
Society members are gradually being published. It is becoming appropri-
ate to look for broader circles in which to expose more indi viduals to this 
immense, far-reaching spiritual treasure. This exposure is not to convey a 
specialized explanation or apology but the impressions that can be gained by 
thinking, meditating, and vision.

In the final year of his life on Earth, Rudolf Steiner presented the entire 
body of Anthroposophy in a new language, as evidenced in his lectures to 
Society members at the Goetheanum in Dornach. The restriction of his activ-
ities to Society members had been provisional, and, since there is nothing 
essentially secret in his investigations, it seems obvious that, had there been 
more time—had his earthly life not ended prematurely—he would have given 
the substance of these lectures to the general public in an appropriate form 
(which, to a certain extent, he did). 

The whole of Anthroposophy is also contained in the records of earlier 
lecture cycles; they are the imperishable gift of living spirit. In chapter 67 of 
Steiner’s Autobiography, we read, “Aside from the demand of building up 
Anthroposophy and devoting myself solely to the results of imparting truths 
directly from the spiritual world to today’s general culture, the demand also 
arose to meet fully the soul need and spiritual longing of the members.” 
Further, “The written work for the public is the result of my own inner 
struggles and labors, whereas the privately printed material is the result of a 
joint struggle and labor with the society. I listened to what reverberated in 
the soul life of the members, and the perspective of each lecture arose in my 
living experience of what I heard.”1 

These earlier lecture cycles were given from time to time at par ticular 
places and dates and to a specific audiences. They exist in the various areas 
of the soul, as it were, within the spiritual life of our time. Anyone who stud-
ies those lecture cycles will search for these regions of the soul and unite 

1 Autobiography: Chapters in the Course of My Life, 1861–1907, pp. 228–229.
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with those soul needs, with the longing for the spirit struggling and working 
within; and knowledge of these soul regions will open before us.

We find, however, an epoch-making difference in Steiner’s lec tures at the 
Goetheanum in the final year of his life, after having united directly with and 
inaugurated the Anthroposophical Society. He no longer spoke there in the 
same sense out of the soul needs of his listeners. His words rang out of every 
soul region to all of human ity. New spiritual realities stood vividly before us 
at the threshold. If this is properly understood, Steiner’s words presented an 
obligation to everyone with the capacity to awaken. Those present had been 
led there in freedom through spiritual longing, now able to listen to this new 
language.

Steiner emphasized this deep obligation in the Anthroposophical Leading 
Thoughts. They must be acted upon through an inner free dom that demon-
strates the spiritual task of modern humanity. Steiner emphasized this for 
the Society in the leading thoughts, which he issued from the Goetheanum 
between February 17, 1924, and the last day of his earthly life, March 30, 
1925. I am indebted to Mrs. Marie Steiner for permission to use the leading 
thoughts in these pub lications. The leading thoughts are the words of a new 
spiritual lan guage. If they resound in human souls, the sounds of the language 
of the consciousness soul may take shape in inner experience. The lead ing 
thoughts can open worlds. The experience of the sounds indicates the inner 
renewal of the spiritual truths of these worlds. Because of this, work on the 
consciousness soul is needed. These sounds then become meditations of the 
consciousness soul.
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Study 2

THE CONSCIOUSNESS SOUL

Within the entire body of Anthroposophy, we come to recognize the con-
sciousness soul because of three important relationships. Rudolf Steiner 

presented in detail the essence of Anthroposophy in his book Theosophy.1 
By applying natural scientific methods, he begins by describing the human 
physical body, which connects us with the entire mineral kingdom. He char-
acterizes the etheric and astral bod ies and their relationship to the plant and 
animal kingdoms. These bodies are suprasensory organizations of forces and 
may be under stood through natural scientific study, since they involve natural 
rela tionships between human beings and the world.

This method of observation, however, may be reversed when one’s study 
moves from animal to human being. The organization of suprasensory forces 
that distinguishes human beings from animals is present in the one who is 
viewing, through an “I”-like experience. One may reexperience inwardly what 
was previously observed in the outer world, the other side of which is revealed 
to spiritual vision through suprasensory investigation. This experience may be 
compared with an awakening, and anyone who practices it gains an “I”-like 
connection between one’s own astral, etheric, and physical bodies and the 
sur rounding world.

The “I”-being’s total experience of the astral body forms the sentient soul. 
It comprises the experience of the outer world in perception, sensing, and 
observation, but also one’s reaction to it through imme diate impulse, reflexive 
movements, and so on. As the “I” experiences the etheric body, the intellec
tual soul is formed; this shapes and pre serves the otherwise transitory, more 
chaotic experiences of the exter nal world through memories, representations, 
and thoughts; their counterparts are habits, passions, and temperaments. The 
most wide-awake “I”-experience arises as consciousness soul in relation to 
the physi cal body. Here the essential nature of being can be experienced, the 
substantially spiritual, as well as the impulse toward morality and free will, 
may be comprehended.

This is how contemporary human consciousness arises, and it leads us to 
the second important relationship through which Anthroposophy familiarizes 
us to the consciousness soul. From the fifteenth century on, humankind has 

1 Theosophy: An Introduction to the Spiritual Processes in Human Life and in the 
Cosmos. For this and all following refer ences to the works of Rudolf Steiner, see the 
bibliography.
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lived in the Age of the Consciousness Soul. This time was preceded by the 
Age of the Intellectual Soul, reaching back into the eighth century bce, which 
in turn was preceded by the Age of the Sentient Soul. In those times, which 
lasted until the third millennium bc, what today is the consciousness soul still 
hovered at two levels above ordinary consciousness. Anyone who could expe-
rience this could also rise two levels into the spiritual realm to become a great 
initiate and leader.

In ancient Eastern Mysteries, what is now available to general con sciousness 
was cultivated with appropriate modifications. The power of human leader-
ship still existed only in relationship to divine worlds and now began to pass 
through two stages of evolution to reach the human individual. That means 
that today individuals may learn to guide themselves—that is, freely work on 
the consciousness soul. In our time, therefore, it has become necessary that 
Anthroposophy make public the secrets of the ancient mysteries. Only to the 
degree that this evolution advances are human beings freed from direct spir-
itual guidance. Today, such leadership works only through fully self-aware 
individuals. This is the basis of the responsibility and obliga tion of the new 
language.

From the fifteenth century until our time, the consciousness soul has devel-
oped only on the side of nature. Consciousness reached down into the mineral 
kingdom, and led in our time to abstract knowledge and technology in the 
lifeless realm. A clamor reverberates there, not the sounds of a language. It 
rattles and clashes, gurgles and rumbles, whistles and hisses. This soulless 
world begins to master human beings themselves. The soul is in danger of los-
ing itself unless it tries to save itself on the other side of nature. Yet something 
immensely important has been gained through this descent; human kind can 
now think and observe selflessly. This must also be preserved in the experi-
ences of the soul and spirit so that we begin to hear the sounds of the language 
of the consciousness soul.

The third important relationship that, through the body of Anthroposophy, 
helps us to recognize the consciousness soul has to do with individual evolu-
tion in successive periods of life. These are abbreviated recapitulations of his-
torical cultural epoches. In relation to education, Steiner repeatedly described 
the etheric body’s libera tion at approximately the seventh year and that of 
the astral body around the fourteenth year. These periods continue, though 
not as obvious in the physical body. Thus, the sentient soul is freed around 
the twenty-first year, the intellectual soul around the twenty-eighth year, and 
the consciousness soul, or bearer of consciousness, around thirty-five. This 
could be interpreted incorrectly to mean that one could assume the tasks of 
the age of the consciousness soul only after one’s thirty-fifth year. One may 
observe, rather, that younger people also act, feel, and will as complete human 
beings. The principles of their being, however, are not yet fully impressed into 
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the physical body. This takes place only in the thirty-fifth year and leads to 
a hard ening of soul elements, unless Anthroposophy has actively helped to 
loosen and release them.1

With the addition of each new principle, the others are changed. For exam-
ple, the plant has a physical body as does the mineral, but an etheric body is 
added to the plant, which in turn changes the phys ical body of the plant. In 
the same way, because the astral body is added to the animal, the etheric and 
physical bodies change. The sit uation becomes much more complicated in the 
human being. And this is also true of successive civilizations and stages of 
life. Thus, although the intellectual soul is the vehicle of consciousness from 
twenty-eight to thirty-five, it is different than it was during the time of the 
intellectual civilization, or so-called Greco-Roman period. It is changed by 
the force of the consciousness soul active in the impulses of our time. It is 
irradiated by the consciousness soul, which still hovers, so to speak, just above 
ordinary consciousness, reaching into and enclosed by the next higher world. 
This is the elemental realm that Steiner investigated suprasensorily. 

Similarly, during early life, the consciousness soul extends into even higher 
realms. The consciousness soul is active in the impulses for knowledge and 
activity, but for younger persons it is still influ enced by corresponding higher 
worlds, and its activities (imagination, inspiration, and intuition) are colored 
unconsciously by the quality of these realms.2 By working on the conscious-
ness soul, Anthroposophy opens the way to such higher forms of knowledge 
and thus to an experience of higher worlds.

1 For a detailed study of the stages of human development, see The Child’s Changing 
Consciousness: As the Basis for Pedagogi cal Practice.

2 Imagination, inspiration, and intuition are terms that Steiner uses in a particular 
way. To denote this fact, they appear in italics throughout this volume. Their 
meaning should become clear through these studies; see also The Stages of Higher 
Knowledge.
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FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES

The impulses of the consciousness soul tend toward isolation and sep-
aration if not practiced anthroposophically. This can be seen as a trag edy 

for humanity. Nevertheless, it is exactly this inner solitude of contemporary 
human beings that awakens a great longing for com munity. Anthroposophy 
needs to be experienced in the stillness of the soul, but it gives rise to com-
munity most significantly when, through the cooperation and unified efforts 
of many, something higher can take shape. 

The Leading Thoughts presented to the members of the Anthropo-
sophical Society by Rudolf Steiner from the Goetheanum in the last year of 
his life on earth are intended to serve such a purpose. They were intended for 
groups working together, and this is evident from his own advice concerning 
their use. 

Those who apply themselves week after week to these Leading Thoughts 
will find that they show how to penetrate more deeply the material in 
the lecture cycles, which they are meant to bring be fore the group meet-
ings in a certain order. . . . The important thing, after all, is not that 
anthroposophic content is merely heard or read externally, but that the 
whole life of the soul absorbs it. It is essential to continue thinking and 
feeling what the mind has al ready understood. This is what the Leading 
Thoughts are especially intended to encourage regarding the material 
given in the printed cycles. . . . To continue with the anthroposophic con-
tent through thinking and feeling is also an exercise for training the 
soul. We find our way through seeing into the spiritual world when we 
treat this content as described.1

The leading thoughts appeared weekly in the Nachrichten, mostly in 
groups of three or four.2 This arrangement is retained in the pub lished work. 
The first group of leading thoughts follows: 

1. Anthroposophy is a path of knowledge, intended to guide the human 
spirit to the cosmic spirit. It arises in humankind as a need of the heart, 
from the life of feeling. It is justified only to the degree that it can satisfy 
this inner need. Anthroposophy will be acknowl edged only by those who 

1 Anthroposophical Leading Thoughts, “How the Leading Thoughts Are to Be 
Used,” p. 47.

2 Not to be confused with a Communist daily of the same name and era, Nachrichten 
was a supplement of Das Goetheanum, published by the Anthropo sophical Society.
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find in it what they feel impelled in their own inner Life to seek. Thus, in 
the same way that one feels hunger and thirst, only those who experience, 
as a basic life necessity, cer tain questions about human and cosmic mat-
ters can be anthropos ophists.

2. Anthroposophy conveys knowledge gained spiritually. Yet, this is so only 
because everyday life and sense-based, intellectual science create a barrier 
along the path of life—a limitation where human soul life would die if it 
could go no farther. Ordinary life and science do not lead to this limit in a 
way that requires human kind to stop short there. At the very frontier where 
the knowledge based on sense perception ends, a further perspective into 
the spir itual world is opened through the human soul itself.

3. There are those who believe that the limits of knowledge de rived from 
sense perception define the limits of all insight. Never theless, if they would 
carefully observe how they become conscious of these limits, they would 
discover in that very consciousness of the limits the faculties needed to 
transcend them. The fish swims up to the limits of the water, but must 
return since it lacks the physical organs to live beyond this element. 
Similarly, human be ings reach the limits of knowledge attainable by sense 
perception. But they can recognize that, on the way to this point, soul 
powers have arisen in them, powers through which the soul can live in an 
element beyond the horizon of the senses.

Expressed here are grand, fundamental truths about all of Anthroposophy. 
Anyone who has thus far thought of Anthroposophy as a system or essence of 
a sect—or even as the dogma of some faith or a mere worldview in the ordi-
nary sense—will do well to reconsider. In the preface to his book Theosophy, 
Steiner writes: “In certain respects, every page, even many sentences will have 
to be worked out by the reader. This has been an intentional goal.” With these 
Leading Thoughts one feels that it would be good to continue this “working 
out” into the very word itself. The object of this book is simply to offer sug-
gestions about how this may be done in the work of a group.

“Anthroposophy is a path of knowledge.” This can be viewed as a key state-
ment, a preface to the Leading Thoughts that serves to the very end. If this 
word resounds throughout this work, something has already happened that 
has an inner ability to decide; for “path of knowledge” means inner transfor-
mation. All knowledge transforms the one who knows. Indeed, this is true with 
every perception, expe rience, and observation, since they become a part of our 
being and enrich it. All knowledge signifies a conscious enrichment. Whatever 
the content of our minds may be at any given moment, we can ask ques-
tions that conform to that inner content. All knowledge changes this content, 
and then new questions may arise because we have changed. Contemporary 
human beings, out of ordinary, habitual viewpoints, have absolutely no desire 
for such change, but fear it. 
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Steiner spoke often of this fear in Nachrichten. It is the fear “of actually 
touching suprasensory worlds. . . . It disguises itself as a special kind of sense 
for truth, as a materialistic sense for truth.”1 This fear leads to passive think-
ing. “It is noticeable that, when people today speak of the spirit, they become 
defensive. What lives in their consciousness at those times does not mean 
much; but what lives in the subconscious, in the unconscious, is very impor-
tant—that is an unconscious bad conscience. Fear keeps people today from 
rising from mere reflective to creative thinking.”2 

Someone like this who knows would like to understand the world, but 
remains a mere onlooker. Steiner observed that it has become more and more 
customary to disregard entirely the activity of think ing—the necessity of being 
present internally, inwardly active in thinking—only to surrender to succes-
sive events and then simply allow thinking to run on, but without activity in 
thinking.3 Such pas sivity, however, paralyzes what is to be known; it limits, 
tabulates and labels what would be known. This makes corpses of knowledge 
and thoughts, which concretely form the boundaries of knowledge for this 
kind of knower.4

The question becomes very different when those striving for knowledge 
transform themselves in the act of knowing. When they experience knowl-
edge in the course of their own developments, with each acquisition of knowl-
edge, their boundary is extended. Steiner writes about how one overcomes 
the limits of knowledge in the cor responding chapter of Intuitive Thinking as 
a Spiritual Path.5 But, even in fairly simple occurrences, decisive experiences 
can be gained. In what direction can we extend these limits? This cannot be 
a direc tion in the world, but only in human beings themselves. We ourselves 
ask the questions and limit knowledge through our own being. The very fact 
of making the effort for knowledge proves we cannot remain the same. If we 
were united with the world there would be no desire of the heart and feelings 
for knowledge. We feel cast out of this world. What we have in common with 
the world and what unites us with it can only be our own developing spiri-
tual aspect. Thus, by saying “Anthroposophy is a path of knowledge,” our 
experience continues in a way “that can lead the human spirit to the cosmic 
spirit.” This expression in the first leading thought can, from its very first 
word, become the reality of our inner experience.

1 Initiation, Eternity, and the Passing Moment.

2 The Karma of Materialism, lecture 1.

3 A Modern Art of Education.

4 The Forming of Destiny and Life after Death, lecture 6.

5 “Are there Limits to Human Cognition?” pp. 104ff.


