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Abbreviations

I make reference to my primary texts and authors in the
body of the thesis.

After the first reference I use the

abbreviations listed here.

This page includes the abbreviated

title as well as the full title and original date of
publication.

Complete bibliographical details are provided in

the Bibliography.

References to other texts are in the notes.

Owen Barfield

Coleridge;

What Coleridge Thought (1972)

"Conversation": "A Conversation with Owen Barfield." The
Evolution of Consciousness (1976)
Diction:

Poetic Diction (1928)

"Either : Or":

"Either : Or." Imagination and the Spirit

(1971)
History:

History. Guilt and Habit (1979)

"Meaning, Revelation":

"Meaning, Revelation and Tradition

in Language and Religion." The Missouri Review (1982)
"Nature":

"The Nature of Meaning." VII 2 (1981)
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"Origin":

Owen Barfield and the Origin of Language (1976)

Rediscovery:

The Rediscovery of Meaning (1977)

Romanticism:

Romanticism Comes of Age (1966)

Saving:

Saving the Appearances (1956)

Speaker's: Speaker's Meaning (1967)

S. T. Coleridge

Biographia:

Biographia Literaria (1817)

Herman Dooveweerd

New Critigue: A New Critigue of Theoretical Thought
(1935)
Roots:

Roots of Western Culture (1979; original

articles, 1945-1948)
Twilight:

In the Twilight of Western Thought (1960)

Rudolf Steiner

Freedom:

The Philosophy of Freedom (1894)

Knowledge:

A Theory of Knowledge (1886)

Introduction

This thesis is an exploration of Owen Barfield's thought
concerning poetic language. The study of poetic language or
diction can mean, in some instances, a

detailed examination of

metaphors, similes, and other tropes; it can also mean the study
of larger poetic structures such as allegory.

Nevertheless, to

confine "poetic language" to those areas is simply to accept
formalist assumptions regarding poetic autonomy —

ideas which

are themselves embedded in assumptions about the basic structure
and function of language

(the "literalist" assumption, for

instance, that language facilitates a transparent correspondence
between an objective, external reality, and a subjective
intellectual reality). In other words, traditionally there has
been an assumed, unproblematic relation between speakers and
listeners and between the totality of language users and the
commonly shared world containing that totality.

Barfield's work

in poetic language has challenged those linguistic and
ultimately metaphysical assumptions, raising questions, as a
result, about the nature of reference, of signification, of
meaning.

To question the relations of these things is also to

question the relators: what is the ontological status of the
1

speaker, the listener, and the subject of discourse?
discourse itself subject to —
enabling discourse to occur?

What is

that is, what are the conditions
And, also,

what is the

epistemological result or status of the play of language among
these coordinates?
Barfield makes an important contribution to contemporary
investigations of poetic language by asking these kinds of
questions and posing distinctive and provocative answers. Much
of his achievment has been to relativize (or historicize) our
assumptions concerning the whole fabric of relations within
which language is situated. This fabric I will call a
"worldview."

Barfield convincingly establishes that the concept

of "literal" language is itself inextricably linked to the
literalistic worldview which is predominant today.

He shows

that it is both historically and philosophically naive to accept
that worldview uncritically.

The epistemological consequence of

so doing is making the human subject the universal law-giver for
all structures of reality.
of object and subject.

The ontological result is a dualism

The historical result is ignoring the

sociological and cultural conditions determinative for human
experience. The religious result is idolatry.
My interest is to show how Barfield's work is itself
situated within a philosophical and historical framework; thus
the thesis is not so much on poetic language as such but rather
on the sort of world within which Barfield thinks and writes
about poetry.

Barfield urges the use of "historical

imagination" as a way of entering into the mode of thought and
2

consciousness peculiar to a particular person or period, rather
than projecting one's own thought forms onto one's subject of
study. I have attempted as much as possible to enter into
Barfield's world in just such a sympathetic way, endeavoring to
see things as he sees them.

Nevertheless there are limitations

to historical imagination and it can never be a transcendent
function; we are always situated in our own historical,
societal, and, ultimately, religiously committed conditions. This
means that my analysis has been an attempt— from within my own
perspective— to lay bare the determinative presuppositions
underlying Barfield's perspective. At certain crucial junctures
I find myself unable to participate fully in Barfield's thinking
—

a function of my own worldview

as much as his.

What this

indicates to me is that Barfield's own analysis of history and
consciousness is not only limited by his categorial framework
and presuppositions but that it is also, as a result, hindered
from the kind of radical insight into the meaning of the cosmos
which would be truly helpful in bringing about the very
condition of "final participation" for which he argues so
eloquently.

My thesis then, is an appreciative and sympathetic,

yet critical, appraisal of Barfield's work.
The organization of the thesis is meant to achieve the sort
of analysis which I have described.

I have attempted to situate

Barfield's work on poetic language within five different
contexts: his personal aesthetic experiences (chapter one), his
categorial framework (chapter two), Steiner's epistemology
(chapt. three), Barfield's theory of
3

cognition (chapter four),

and, finally, Barfield's theory of history (chapter five).
Chapter six shows the application of and the continuity with
that network in Barfield's study of poetic language. The
postscript contains a critical appraisal of a more personal kind
than the other chapters, though even in them the analysis is
shaped by my own sense of what is important in the world, of
what needs to be accounted for.

Owen Barfield's contribution to the whole range of
philosophical and cultural questions surrounding language has
had a slow but growing reception over the years.

Though his

first, seminal work in poetic theory, Poetic Diction, was
published in 1928, it has had no major impact yet on the work of
successive generations of literary or linguistic theorists.
Susanne Langer says that Poetic Diction "does not seem to have
made any profound impression on his generation of literary
critics.

Perhaps its transcendence of the accepted

epistemological concepts was too radical to recommend itself
without much more deliberate and thorough reorientation than the
author gave his readers; perhaps, on the exact contrary, none of
these readers realized how radical or how important its
implications

were." 1

been hampered by the
assumptions.

Certainly

Barfield's reception has

heterodoxy of most of his basic

His views— religious and philosophic, as well as

literary— have put him deliberately at odds with much of
twentieth century thought.

2

In the words of M.H.

Abrams,

"For the half century and more of his life as a writer Owen
4

Barfield has been a man who thinks otherwise, working against
the grain of our prepossessions about man and nature and the
relation between them.”3 It has only been m the last ten
or twenty years that Barfield, still productive at the age of
eighty-eight, has been honored with critical attention.

This

attention ranges from "New Consciousness" groups such as The
Lindisfarne Association (devoted to the "transformation and
resacralization of culture"), to the followers of the "Inklings"
group of C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, and Charles Williams, who
grant to Barfield at least a respect by association (he was
Lewis' schoolmate at Oxford and a life long friend), to academic
theoreticians who draw on his work in their efforts to find some
other framework of thought and personal reorientation within
which to think about language, meaning, and consciousness.4
It is probable that interest in Barfield’s work will
continue and even broaden as the impasse of post-structuralism
continues to occupy theoretical attention.

In many ways

Barfield's work offers a parallel linguistic model to that given
by Structuralism; his explorations into the linguistic
determination of reality as well as into historical
determinations of scientific thought not only

proceed

independently of Saussurean linguistics but they predate Kuhnian
5
hxstoncism by several years.
Barfield's work is an
important alternative to those who

feel that post-structuralist

thought, as represented by Derrida, is intellectually barren and
ethically and politically impotent.

As G.B. Tennyson says in

his Forward to History. Guilt, and Habit. "__ it is meaning

that Barfield gives back to us in the face of all the
contemporary assertions that meaning has fled forever, was
indeed never there but as a projection of those also meaningless
nerve ganglia we call minds." (p. xviii.)
which Tennyson speaks is, of course,

The "meaning" of

grounded in religious and

philosophical assumptions that have long been condemned and
dismissed by the rationalistic assumptions of the Western
tradition— they have been "proven" false— but Derridian
deconstruction has thrown that tradition itself and its verities
into profound doubt; Barfield's ideas may well prove a haven
from not only the

aridity of positivism, which has been over-

long a-dying, but also from the deconstructive skepticism which
is now hammering the final nail into its coffin.

However, if

they are merely a haven, little will be achieved other than a
retreat from intellectual engagement; if Barfield's ideas are to
be instrumental in bringing about fruitful change they must be
carefully and critically examined for both strengths and
weaknesses.

This thesis is offered in that spirit of

constructive reformation.

6

Notes

1

Suzanne Langer, Feeling and Form, pp. 237-241.

Since

Langer's point is to establish the similarity of Barfield's
literary study with Ernst Cassirer's work in the logic of
science, she may be suggesting that Die Philosophie der
Symbolischen Formen by Cassirer would provide that "more
deliberate and thorough reorientation."
2

See "The Defiant Lyricism of Owen Barfield" by Thomas

Kranidas (VII: An Anglo-American Literary Review 6 [1985] 2333.) for a study of Barfield's enduring literary sensibilities.
3
M.H.Abrams, m a book review of Barfield's History.
Guilt, and Habit, in Towards 1, n.5, p.27.
4
See, for instance, the catalogue of The Lindisfarne Book
Service, (West Stockbridge, Mass.: Lindisfarne Press, 1984),
which lists books and taped lectures by Barfield; the journal,
Towards. founded in 1977, is devoted to the study of Barfield,
Coleridge, Goethe, and Rudolf Steiner; VII: An Anglo-American
Literary Review.

founded in 1980 and published by Wheaton

College, includes Barfield among its seven illustrious Britons,
all of whom are in some way associated with C.S. Lewis. For
Barfield's relationship to the "Oxford Christians" surrounding
7

Lewis see Humphrey Carpenter's The Inklings (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1979). Barfield's academic involvement can be seen by
consulting

various publications of symposia at which Barfield

has been a prominant participant.

These include the twelfth

Symposium of the Colston Research Society, on "Metaphor and
Symbol" (1960), which resulted in Metaphor and Symbol, L.C.
Knights and Basil Cottle, eds., (London: Butterworth's
Scientific Publications, 1960); the 1980 symposium on
"Knowledge, Education, and Human Values: Toward the Recovery of
Wholeness," organized by the Charles F. Kettering Foundation in
cooperation with Teacher's College, Columbia University and
published in Teachers College Record (Spring), 1981; and the
Drew University Hermeneutics Conference out of which came the
1967 book, Interpretation: the Poetry of Meaning. Stanley
Romaine Hopper and David L. Miller, eds., (New York: Harcourt
Brace and World, 1967).

One example of a scholar's use of

Barfield's ideas is Heinrick Henel's essay, "Metaphor and
Meaning" in The Disciplines of Criticism. P.

Demetz, Th.

Greene, and Lowry Nelson, eds. (New Haven: Yale, 1968).
5
For Barfield's "linguistic world," in which words and
things are equivalent, see Saving the Appearances. 81-82.

This

book, which also anticipates many of Kuhn's highly influential
ideas, appeared in 1956, six years before the publication of
Kuhn's The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962).
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Chapter One: Barfield's

Early Aesthetic Experience

Owen Barfield attributes his interest in language and
poetry to certain aesthetic experiences he had early in life.
These occured in the context of an inherited worldview which
could only judge them as unreal, subjective, or emotional. His
early writings are an attempt to explore and justify those
experiences in the face of that judgment.

This opposition

between Barfield’s individual experience and an unaccomodating
Weltanschauung is crucial in Barfield's development as a
thinker.

He displays an almost phenomenological insistence on

paying attention to observed phenomena, mental or otherwise, and
in the process of attending to aesthetic phenomena has
appropriated and developed a worldview which, he claims, can
satisfactorily account for his experiences.

His thinking

carries with it a serious critique of the opposed worldview, a
critique in which, not surprisingly, aesthetic experience plays
a central part.

Thus those early experiences lie at the heart

of much of Barfield's work and deserve careful attention.

I

wish to examine them to determine more explicitly what Barfield
means by "aesthetic experience" and what is important to him in
9

that experience.

I also wish to clarify how, in Barfield's own

view, those experiences set him at odds with the prevailing
worldview of his youth and led to his appropriation of
Coleridge's philosophical Romanticism and Steiner's
epistemology.

The first experience in Barfield's life which he records as
having given him an "initial interest in, and feeling for, the
nature of language", occurred when he was eleven or twelve years
old.

(Barfield, Origin of Language. 2.)

Barfield was in Latin

class and the sentence on the board was "Cato, octaginta annos
natus, excessit e vita. " The boy sitting next to Barfield
commented, "Cato at the age of 80 walked out of life—
rather nice!"

that's

Barfield notes that what was important for him

was not the mere awareness of metaphors — that you can

say

"Cato died" or "Cato walked out of life", but "that it was
possible to eniov them, to relish them, for their own sake."

It

is one thing to be familiar with what figures of speech are, but
quite another thing to be in some way actually affected by them.
Barfield is noting here that metaphorical language works a
special kind of change upon a reader.
The second reported experience ("the first serious thing
that happened to my mind"), when Barfield was approximately
twenty-one, was "a sudden and rapid increase in the intensity
with which I experienced lyric poetry."
Comes of Age. 9.)

(Barfield, Romanticism

This involved not only the pure enjoyment of

metaphor but also two distinct results of that enjoyment.
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First, he became much more conscious of the power of poetic
language to alter the meaning of individual words in a
particular context.

Poetry seemed to expand the meanings of

words in an almost magical way.

Second, Barfield felt "a vivid

awareness of the way in which one's experience in poetry reacted
on one's experience of the world outside, especially the world
of nature." (Barfield, "A Conversation..." in Evolution of
Consciousness, 7.)

His example is Wordsworth's nature poetry:

when one has read such poems responsively— i. e., so that the
words in the poem are made more meaningful— then the mountains
themselves become different than they were before.

The change

in the meaning of one's words brings about a corresponding
change in one's world.
Barfield summarizes these two aspects of his experience
with lyric, poetry:

"I had had two things strongly impressed on

me, first that the poetic or imaginative use of words enhances
their meanings and secondly that those enhanced meanings may
reveal hitherto unapprehended parts or aspects of reality."
(Romanticism, 10.) Here, in embryo, is what emerges in Poetic
Diction as "not merely a theory of poetic diction, but a theory
of poetry: and not merely a theory of poetry, but a theory of
knowledge. " (Barfield, Poetic

Diction 14.)

Barfield develops

his poetics through the study of the change of meaning in
language effected through such devices as metaphor; he develops
his epistemology through the study of the relation of words to
perception, thought, and reality.

It is fair too to say that a

theory of history— Barfield's evolution of consciousness— is
11

latent in these two observations and can be derived by
correlating meaning changes in words with changes in the
perception of reality.

The crux of Barfield's claim is that

aesthetic experience reveals aspects of reality not previously
accessible to one's consciousness.

In other words, poetry

becomes a way of knowledge.

In Poetic Diction Barfield analyzes the different aspects
of aesthetic experience in the act of reading poetry.

When I

read a given group of words in such a way that its meaning
produces "aesthetic imagination" in me, I have experienced it as
poetry.

Barfield defines "aesthetic imagination" as "a felt

change of consciousness, where 'consciousness' embraces all my
awareness of my surroundings at any given moment, and
'surroundings' includes my own feelings.

By 'felt' I mean to

signify that the change itself is noticed, or attended
to." (Diction, 48. Subsequent page numbers are to this book.)
The imagination is described here as "aesthetic" because it
"produces pleasure merely by its proper activity." (p. 41.)
Aesthetic imagination thus involves a self-conscious awareness
of and appreciation for a change of consciousness brought about
by a metaphorical use of words by a poet.

The change of

consciousness has certain epistemological implications or
results, as has been noted, but Barfield is interested primarily
in the fact that change itself actually occurs and that we can
be aware of it.

The result of a metaphorical use of language

is a new meaning, but before that new meaning can be experienced
12

something must occur in the reader's consciousness which allows
him to make the shift from the old meaning to the new.
Barfield is making a fundamental distinction here between
what he calls two moods of consciousness.

There is a poetic

mood, the mood of creation, and there is a mood of appreciation.
The poetic mood is the mood of living, though unconscious,
creativity —

the activity by which new meaning is made.

The

mood of appreciation is the fully self-conscious but passive
contemplation of the result of the previous activity. The poetic
mood "is kindled by the passage from one plane of consciousness
to another.

It lives during that moment of transition and then

dies... " (p. 52.) The mood of appreciation is the mode of
consciousness by which we can compare or judge the results of
that passage.

These two moods can be, roughly speaking,

assigned to poet and reader respectively as correlative
functions of producing and receiving an art work:
a man speaking to men.

"The poet is

In order that poetry, strictly so

called, should exist, an appreciating imagination, in which
aesthetic experience can light up, is of course as necessary as
the creative activity of the poet." (p. 105.) However, these are
but dominant moods, and if the poet is going to be at all
conscious of his own poem he will be so in the mood of
appreciation.

And, if the reader of the poem is to appreciate

it as poetry, he must experience it initially in the poetic
mood; he must somehow participate in the creative mood and
actively live through the change of consciousness.

Barfield

asks that the reader imaginatively enter into the poetic process
13

and argues that criticism, to perform its proper function, ’’must
try to alter the state of mind of the artist’s audience, from
mere wondering contemplation of an inexplicable result, towards
something more like sympathetic participation in a process." (p.
132.)
If we picture the primary meaning of a metaphor as one
plane of consciousness and the secondary meaning as another
plane we can follow Barfield's argument more closely.

If we

remain purely in the mood of appreciation we are only conscious
of the primary meaning of the word.

The poetic expansion giving

new life and meaning to the word is inaccessible to our
consciousness.

If we enter the poetic mood and participate with

the poet in the making of the new meaning, and yet are unaware
of that process (except as it brings pleasure) we will be
conscious of the secondary meaning as well as the primary and
will be able to appreciate the change, though its provenance
will be inexplicable to us.

Against either of these options

Barfield argues for a conscious understanding of the poetic
process, for an awareness of how meanings change and develop
and for a deliberate participation in that process.
The poetic process for which Barfield argues is life itself
and his entire work displays a spirited striving for a vital,
living response to poetry and language and an ongoing
involvement in the living processes of the world.

Aesthetic

pleasure is an important indication of that involvement, for "if
we are to feel pleasure, we must have change, " (p. 53.) and
"the experience of aesthetic pleasure betrays the real presence
14

of movement." (p. 180.)

Pleasure is the response to the vital

change and living movement wrought by poetry as it continually
replenishes the store of new meaning in language and new life in
consciousness,

(p. 181.)

When there has been aesthetic pleasure there has been a
movement of the imagination and a change of consciousness.
Barfield makes an important distinction between poetry as the
cause of immediate pleasure and "poetry as a possession."

In

addition to the moments of aesthetic pleasure, he writes,

I gain from them a more permanent boon.

It is as

though my own consciousness had actually been
expanded. . .

. Now my normal everyday experience, as

human being, of the world around me depends entirely
on what I bring to the sense-datum from within; and
the absorption of this metaphor into my imagination
has enabled me to bring more than I could before.

It

has created something in me, a faculty or a part of a
faculty, enabling me to observe what I could not
hitherto observe.

This ability to recognize

significant resemblances and analogies, considered as
in action, I shall call knowledge; considered as a
state. and apart from the effort by which it is
imparted and acquired, I shall call it wisdom, (p.
55.)

Barfield believes then that the "expansion" of consciousness is
15

knowledge and the permanent possession of that knowledge is
wisdom.

When I have intuited the new meaning contained in a

metaphor that meaning shapes and enriches my consciousness to
some slight degree; I am more equipped than before to see the
world in the light of that meaning, to see resemblances and
relationships which had not previously occurred to me.
Barfield thus finds a significant relationship between the
meanings of words and one's consciousness of reality.

The

"poetic or imaginative use of words" is a fundamental factor
contributing to aesthetic experience (which, it will be
remembered, is a change of consciousness,) and so the question
of the nature of metaphor and other figurative language occupies
a prominent place in his thinking.

The important thing to note

in this respect is Barfield's sense of poetic words as
substantially significant, meaningful, and referential; such
words seem

intimately woven into the fabric of living reality

in a way that "prosaic" words are not.

Words that had

previously conveyed little or no meaning, words that were
essentially dead, are given new life and force through poetry.

In summation of this brief analysis of the important
features of Barfield's early aesthetic experience, I want to
point to those aspects which Barfield most wanted to preserve
and validate, those which have clear implications for the
development of his poetic theory.

First, it is important that

Barfield experienced words as intrinsically meaningful.

He says

that the atmosphere in his family was "predominantly critical
16

and skeptical," and that his "skepticism on all subjects
pertaining to the origin and spiritual nature of man" created an
"intellectual vacuum" in him. ("Conversation", 5., Romanticism,
9.)

The intensity of experienced meaning through poetry

challenged that climate of opinion: "the world became a
profounder and a more meaningful place when seen through eyes
that had been reading poetry. "

(Origin, 3.)

Second, the fact

that meanings can change and that one's consciousness can also
change is crucial.

What emerges from this is the recognition of

an active, participatory role played by human consciousness in
our experience of the world.

The ordinary, assumed world of

everyday common-sense is itself a thoroughly historical
phenomenon; common-sense can only refer to a collective
consciousness.

And if metaphors can upset the common-sense

meanings of words in a revealing, significant way, then commonsense assumptions about the world and reality can be similarly
upset.

Finally, Barfield's recognition of a mood of creation

and a mood of appreciation as distinct yet integral aspects of
aesthetic experience gives him a simple, coherent way to order
the

flow of that experience meaningfully, and by extension, the

flow of history itself.

Barfield was well aware that his profound experience of
poetry could be considered only a "subjective illusion"
according to the intellectual climate of the day.

He was

thoroughly conditioned to believe that his experience was merely
emotional.

However, he went ahead with his investigations and
17

"tried to state exactly what was happening and what could be
deduced from it."

This he did independently of current theories

of psychology and cognition; he decided he had to ignore them or
ignore his experience, and he "was determined to remain
1
empirical."
Barfield generally characterizes the dominant intellectual
climate of that period of his life, and indeed the worldview of
the whole modern, post-Scientific Revolution West, as
positivism.

Positivism, says Barfield, is "the philosophical

statement of the position that there is an unbridgable gulf
between mental experience or the mental world on the one hand
and the objective world, the outside world of nature on the
other.

("Conversation", 13.)

Barfield also calls this view

"Cartesianism," "not because it was invented by Descartes, but
because he was the thinker, fairly near its beginning, who most
competently formulated the felt alienation of matter from mind,
and thus of nature from humanity, of which it consists. "
(Barfield, Rediscovery of Meaning. 189.)

Yet another label for

this "Western mindscape" is materialism.

Materialism assumes

that "the human psyche is intrinsically 'alienated' from
nature."

(Rediscovery. 190.); that a person is "one object

placed among other objects in a void," and that the world of
independently existing external objects are real, and our world
of thoughts and feelings is an illusion.

(Rediscovery, 159.)

The emphasis on the "real," material side of the Cartesian split
as a realm that could be studied objectively, apart from human
consciousness, led to the postulate of "Uniformitarianism" —
18

causality is now, and always has been, purely physical: natural
processes go on in an unchanging way according to their own
objective laws. (’Rediscovery, 190-191.)

Associated with

Uniformitarianism is also the assumption that "the relation
between subjective man and an objective world, which he
experiences and with which he has to deal, has always remained
fundamentally the same." (Barfield, Speaker's Meaning. 116.)
It is obvious that Barfield is not attempting to identify
philosophical positions rigorously and precisely; rather, he is
indicating broadly held presuppositions that have become such
"habits of mind" that they are now considered common sense.
Nevertheless, it is precisely this common sense which Barfield's
investigations question.

It is commonly accepted, since Hume,

that "man, as knower, is above all a passive recipient of
impressions." (Diction. 17.) Barfield's experience suggests, on
the contrary, an active human role in knowledge.

It is also

commonly accepted that mankind has always perceived the same
world and in the same way, and primitive man, for instance, is
distinguished from modern man only in having wrong ideas about
that world.

Barfield's study of poetic experience indicates

that one's consciousness of the world can be altered perceptibly
through that very experience.

Common sense holds that there is

no intrinsic meaning to what we see —

that things are simply

there with no significance beyond their mere physical existence.
But, again, this is challenged by Barfield's attention to the
way new meaning can be given to us in the aesthetic experience
of both words and nature.
19

As Barfield began to pursue his investigations more
systematically he naturally turned to the Romantic poets.

This

included not only literature but also Romantic philosophy.
Barfield shared a special interest with Coleridge in the area
where philosophy and psychology come together, and his life long
study of Coleridge, which culminated in What Coleridge Thought,
in 1971, began at this time

(c. 1922).

A few years later,

having continued to read widely, Barfield was introduced to the
writings of Rudolf Steiner, a German philosopher.

He began to

study Steiner's Anthroposophy seriously and eventually concluded
that it "included and transcended" not only his own "poor
stammering theory of poetry as knowledge, but the whole Romantic
philosophy.

It was nothing less than Romanticism grown up."

(Romanticism. 14.)
Coleridge (1772-1834) and Steiner (1861-1925) are thus the
two major figures lying behind Barfield: Coleridge is the
brilliant theoretician of early Romanticism; Steiner is the
savior of the Romantic impulse, consolidating and establishing
its ideas upon the sound epistemological base which Coleridge
struggled toward but was never able to realize.

Barfield's

identification with Coleridge and Steiner stems from rather
remarkable parallels in their experiences and in their common
stand against positivism and provides Barfield with an important
community of "friends," past and present, who share a similar
worldview.

I want to draw special attention to Coleridge's and

Steiner's early experiences because I believe that, like
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Barfield's, they were the primary impetus and material for
subsequent philosophical reflection.

A.

Antecedents: Coleridge

Coleridge's sense of the wholeness in immediate experience
was an early and formative characteristic of his thinking, as he
expressed in a letter written when he was twenty-two:

For from my earlier readings of faery Tales, and Genii
etc etc— my mind had been habituated to the Vast— and I
never regarded my
my belief.

senses in any way as the criteria of

I regulated all my creeds by my conceptions

not by my sight— even at that age. . . . Those who have
been led to the same truths step by step thro' the
constant testimony of their senses, seem to me to want
a sense which I possess— they contemplate nothing but
parts— and all parts are necessarily little— and the
Universe to them is but a mass of little things. . . .
I have known some who have been rationally educated, as
it is styled.

They were marked by a microscopic

acuteness; but when they looked at great things, all
became a blank and they saw nothing...

2

Coleridge is calling attention here to two fundamentally
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different modes of consciousness: the consciousness of the
rationally educated, who can only see parts, and his own
experience of apprehending vastness as an immediate insight —
an experience founded upon the imaginative readings of "faery
Tales, and Genii."

That is, his experience of literature and

imaginative writing opened up a world of wholeness and unity
which was a "blank" and "nothing" to those whose thoughts could
only proceed step by step from their senses. The similarity to
Barfield's observations should be obvious: the universe looks
different to those who have had their minds opened through
imaginative reading.

It should also be noticed that the world

looks different— smaller, fragmented— to those who have been
"rationally educated."
Though this intuitive sense of unity was strong in
Coleridge from early childhood, the experience in his twentyfourth year of hearing Wordsworth recite a new poem broke upon
him with a forcefulness which had profound philosophical
implications.

For, as he experienced Wordsworth's poetry, what

created

so unusual an impression on my feelings immediately,
and subsequently on my judgement. . .was the union of
deep feeling with profound thought; the fine balance of
truth in observing, with the imaginative faculty in
modifying the objects observed; and above all the
original gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere, and
with it the depth and height of the ideal world around
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forms, incidents, and situations, of which, for the
common view, custom had bedimmed all the lustre, had
dried all the sparkle and the dew drops. ...To find no
contradiction in the union of old and new; to
contemplate the ANCIENT of days and all his works with
feelings as fresh, as if all had then sprang forth at
the first creative fiat. (Coleridge, Bioaraphia
Literaria I, 59.)

Here we have the same essential experience of poetry and its
results as that described by Barfield: feeling and thought are
fused, observation and imagination are combined in such a way
within the poet and hence, the listener, that a change of
consciousness occurs; the perception of the world becomes direct
and focused, immediately apprehended.

We may note too that this

text points to two aspects of poetic experience that will become
important elements within Barfield's thinking.

Coleridge

describes things and events "bedimmed" through custom; poetry
renews those things, imparting a freshness and lustre analagous
to the experience of seeing the world new-born.

Barfield finds

a similar progression in the history of words: a word with a
meaning given to it by poetic metaphor will eventually fade in
meaning as the metaphor is used.

It then requires fresh poetic

activity to give new life to the word.

This progression— which

is, roughly speaking, one of contraction followed by expansion—
develops into a full scale theory about the evolution of the
consciousness of humanity as a whole. The second point is
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related to the first: in the text there is a clear sense that
poetic creativity is re-creative, that it does not so much make
new as re-new something already given.

The "original gift" of

which Coleridge speaks is not the novelty of modern originality
but the ability to penetrate to the origins of the world, to
return to a vision of the world as it was "at the first creative
fiat. " So also for Barfield the poetic consciousness primarily
reveals to us the world as it has always been, but we were not
able to see.

B.

Antecedents: Steiner

If we turn now to the experience that was so formative in
Steiner's life and thought we find something rather different
from the poetic experiences of Coleridge and Barfield.

This is

described by Steiner as a direct experience of a non-material
world: by the age of eight

. .the reality of the spiritual
3
world was as certain to me as that of the physical."
He was
"conscious of realities that differed from those of the material
world, inasmuch as they were not available to touch or physical
contact, but which were clear to his vision in a constant and
consistently objective way, that left no doubt in him that they
were real, and not illusions." 4
This world of spirit was
"the world that lay behind and beyond the fields of senseexperience. "5
It apparently made itself known in mental
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experience and in Steiner's later investigations he concluded
that thinking is itself a spiritual activity.

He based his

resultant theory of knowledge upon the direct experience of the
spiritual nature of thinking.
Though Steiner's experience, unlike Coleridge's and
Barfield's, was not specifically aesthetic in nature, we can
appreciate the connection if we recognize that Steiner was
confronting the problem of the relationship between inner and
outer experience, formulating it in terms of two different
states of consciousness, and finding that thought, which "is
unique in manifesting immediately its essential nature and its
relationships", "becomes the only key to disclose the hidden
C.

nature of all other experience."

Aesthetic imagination as

pictured by Coleridge and Barfield is precisely a fusion of
feeling and thought, of outer and inner experience; it is one
way that inner experience impinges on, and alters, outer
experience.

Barfield finds in Coleridge a similarity of

experience and in Steiner the theoretical explanation of that
experience.

Since Steiner describes his experience as that of

pure spirit (with thinking being one manifestation) he is able
to attempt a more rigorous analysis of the distinctive qualities
of that experience as well as to move on to explore the
relationship of thought to other experience, including aesthetic
experience.

What had been a priority of experience for Barfield

("the poetic or imaginative use of words enhances their
meanings") leading to an experiential result ("enhanced meanings
may reveal hitherto unapprehended parts or aspects of reality")
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is presented in Steiner as an epistemological priority (thinking
is "the only key") leading to knowledge of every other human
activity (it will "disclose the hidden nature of all other
experience.")

Barfield, Coleridge, and Steiner all divide their
experience into two basic modes of consciousness.

Barfield

describes an active, creative, poetic mode and a passive,
receptive, appreciative mode; Coleridge contrasts empiricistic,
inductive, rational thought to his own intuitive, immediate
grasp of reality, which through an "imaginative faculty" plumbs
the depths and heights of the "ideal world;"

Steiner refers to

a sensory consciousness in touch with physical and material
realities and a spiritual consciousness alert to mental
realities. What unites these descriptions (other than the
superficially dualistic formulation) is their common assertion,
essentially monistic, that the one mode of consciousness—
(Barfield's "poetic," Coleridge's "imaginative," Steiner's
"spiritual,")— is in some way determinative for our experience
of reality.

The opposed mode of consciousness, while not

denigrated by any of these writers— they are not irrationalists-is nevertheless pictured as the mode basic to a reductionistic
positivism which would level all experience to a purely sensory
and physical plane.

A further aspect of this assertion amounts

to a critique of rationalism:

one who thinks in a logical way,

solely in response to sense impressions, is unconscious of the
very nature of the tool he is using and hence is unconscious of
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its essential activity.

Rationalism is built upon dogmatic

assumptions concerning the fixed relationship between thought
and reality, a relationship which is only valid for part of
reality and accessible only to aspects of our consciousness.
The common tendency of these three thinkers is against
reductionism and towards an expanded sense of what is real and
an expanded field of activity for human thought.
Barfield bases his relationship to Coleridge and Steiner
squarely upon this commonality: he says that "what Coleridge was
concerned to do for his generation, if he could, was to refute
positivism intellectually and logically, " and that Steiner, in
his philosophy, was "concerned with justifying the possibility
of another form of knowledge than the positivist one."
("Conversation", 16-17.) If we picture Barfield's theory of
poetic language as simultaneously leaning on and buttressing the
structure begun by Coleridge's Romanticism and completed by
Steiner's epistemology we will have an accurate portrayal of
their relationship.

Barfield claims to have come to his

conclusions independently, upon essentially philological and
etymological grounds, but it is also crucial for him to have his
views historically situated and to be aligned with a tradition.
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Chapter Two: Barfield’s Philosophical Categories

In the context of growing appreciation for Barfield's lifework there has been surprisingly little focused analysis of his
philosophical roots or of the sources and persons with whom he
identifies.

Barfield has been particularly disappointed by the

continual critical ignorance and rejection of Steiner.1

Even

among "friends," he reports, few go on "to encounter Steiner for
themselves."

And this, despite Barfield's forthright

acknowledgment of his debt to Steiner and numerous other figures
and currents of thought.

One explanation for such critical

reticence by sympathetic readers is this : though Barfield may
be modest about his person, he is not modest about his ideas,
and while he may deflect attention from himself by referring
readers to various authorities, he speaks in an incisive and
authoritative voice concerning them.

A sympathetic reader may

well rest content to admire Barfield’s skill in pulling
classical philosophers, medieval theologians, Romantic poets,
German metaphysicians, French anthropologists, and American
physicists and psychologists into his elegant, forceful, and
illuminating essays. 2
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I suspect that for anyone who appreciates Barfield enough
to also want to understand him, it is essential that his
recommendations concerning Steiner, Coleridge, and other
philosophical sources be pursued. It is then, I believe, that we
can begin to understand why Barfield continually places his own
considerable achievements in Steiner's shadow.

For, Barfield's

relationship to authority and tradition can best be understood
philosophically by recognizing that his framework gives him an
inherent trust in his own thinking— hence, the lack of
hesitancy, the "objective" quality of his assertions— and at the
same time a need to relate his individual thoughts to a more
universal body of thought.

Coleridge and Steiner are major

parts of that body.
In mentioning Barfield's framework I mean to suggest that
his worldview can be mapped out to some extent by using
fundamental categorial coordinates.

Barfield can then be

related to such thinkers as Steiner, not only on the basis of
specific ideas but also according to the typical configuration
of their presuppositions.

Presuppositions are essentially pre-

theoretical, existential responses to basic human conditions;
they shape— and are shaped by— one's way of life, experience,
and thought, and become determinative in the theoretical work a
thinker undertakes.

That is to say, analysis uncovers a world

substantially ordered by pre-theoretical human activity.

This

is no more than Barfield himself says about consciousness
affecting our experience, and it is, of course, as true for him
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as it is for those positivists who fall under his critique.
But, as I have said, Barfield’s strongly authoritative style may
easily deflect critical attention away from what would otherwise
be a completely logical move: the investigation of his own
presuppositions.
Such an investigation reveals a radical attempt to break
out of the major traditional ontological and epistemological
options.

In this respect he ends up standing not only against

modern positivism, but also against the whole dominant tradition
of Western analytical thought.

He finds this tradition rooted

in the principle of logical contradiction which insists that,
given two contradictory propositions, either one or the other
must be true.

Barfield writes, "This sharp apprehension of

either : or as the terminus ad cruem of the human mind began with
Greek philosophy and culminated in the seventeenth century in
the great Cartesian either : or between matter and mind— res
extensa and res coaitans— on which the whole of modern science
is implicitly based."
and the Spirit, 35.)

(Barfield, "Either : Or" in Imagination
Barfield indicates here the existence of a

philosophical continuity between classical Greek philosophy and
modern positivism.

He characterizes it as the increasing

application of analytic thought to all of existence.

His

rejection of positivism constitutes a rejection of this entire
tradition and at the heart of his move is the rejection of
"logic" as the exclusive principle of the mind.
is but one activity of the mind and
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Logical thought

cannot itself be used to

arbitrate between it and other activities.

Barfield relates

that in an early conversation with his friend and intellectual
opponent, C. S. Lewis, Barfield argued that

"the fundamental

'law of thought' (contradictories cannot both be true), . .
thinking to sterility and ultimately to tautology or nonsense,
the no less fundamental imagination of the polarity of
contraries (Coleridge's

'polar logic').

Without the one

[Lewis] pointed out no communication...' we might as well give
up talking altogether 'i

Without the other, I strugglingly

groped towards replying, no expression, no meaning to
communicate, no life."
S. Lewis, xix.)

(Barfield, "Introduction." Light on C.

Barfield turns, then, toward sources other than

logical thought for expression, meaning, and life, and to other
forms of thought for their justification.

It is important to

remember that Barfield is not rejecting philosophy as such, nor
its use of logic, but rather its claim of exclusivity and
precedence.

Therefore, though he maintains a strong interest in

the major tradition and its philosophers, Barfield is equally
committed to the study of the pre-philosophical, "mythic"
thought of Greece, the non-Greek Biblical tradition, and minor
philosophical streams in the Greek tradition.
Coleridge had turned to Plato, Plotinus, the Cambridge
Platonists, Boehme, and others, he said, to prevent his mind
"from being imprisoned within the outline of any single dogmatic
system.

They contributed to keep alive the heart in the head;

gave me an indistinct, yet stirring and working presentiment,
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that all the products of the mere reflective faculty partook of
DEATH." (Biocrraphia I, 59.)

Barfield too finds in the neo-

platonic stream the affirmation of "the doctrine of living
spirit rather than inanimate matter or energy as the ultimate
source of human consciousness." (Diction. 219.)

Thus,

"Plotinus, Plutarch, Iamblichus, Synesius, Augustine, Ficino,
Bruno, Boehme, Henry More, Shaftesbury, Blake, Goethe,
Coleridge, Emerson and Yeats were no doubt very unlike each
other in many respects; but they were all aware, in a way that
Pythagoras and Plato were not yet aware, of the active role of
individual human spirit." (Diction. 221.)
Neo-platonism is an "underground stream, and
philosophically no longer quite respectable," claims Barfield,
because "the common experience today is of world and mind as
things totally heterogeneous to one another." (Diction. 223.)
That is, logical thinking, applied to ordinary experience, has
forced reality into a dialectical, dualistic opposition.
"Theoretical reconciliations," Barfield writes, "take the form
of making one swallow the other.

Either you are a materialist,

and all is really matter; or you are an idealist, and all is
really mind." (Diction. 223.)

These options are themselves the

very inheritance of a logicistic mode of thought which Barfield
challenges.
What Barfield describes here is made more understandable, I
believe, in the light of Herman Dooyeweerd's distinction between
3
a theoretical and a religious antithesis.
A theoretical
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antithesis "means no more than the logical opposition of what
belongs together in reality. . . .
stand together in a mutual relation.

mutually opposed concepts
In this relation they are

each other's correlates? that is, in it one concept cannot exist
without the other."

(Dooyeweerd, Roots of Western Culture. 8.)

Thus, "a theoretical dialectic is concerned with relative
opposites.

Insofar as these opposites are bound together in a

higher unity, they resist any effort on the part of theoretical
thought to absolutize them." (Roots, 12.)

When a part of

created reality is absolutized, a religious dialectic arises:
"This absolutization calls forth, with inner necessity, the
correlates of what has been absolutized? that is, the
absolutization of something relative simultaneously absolutizes
the opposite or counterpart of what is relative, since one
relative part of creation is necessarily related to the other.
The result is a religious dialectic: a polarity or tension
between two extremes within a single ground motive."4
Dooyeweerd's analysis, when applied to Barfield's
discussion, reveals this:

by making theoretical thought itself

the "higher unity," rationalism absolutizes relative opposites
into mutually exclusive contradictories.
are seen as ontologically opposed.

Thus, matter and mind

The only "theoretical

reconciliation" possible is to claim absolute reality for one
side or the other: both are therefore absolutized, and
regardless of whether one claims to be a materialist or an
idealist, one is still thinking within the spiritual dynamics of
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a religious dialectic.

Barfield's view is an attempt to

maintain a theoretical dialectic as a positive polarity between
relative opposites.

He avoids the absolutization of some one

part of reality by insisting that no part of our world is
autonomously independent of our consciousness, but that we
participate in the processes by which the world is realized.

He

seeks a higher unity, outside of theoretical thought and the
relative oppositions it uncovers, in the concept of the Logos,
"the common origin of human language and consciousness, as well
as of the world which contains them."

(Rediscovery. 19.)

Polarity, participation, and Logos are thus fundamental
categories for Barfield. They provide the basic structural
coordinates for Barfield's theoretical work and they are the
categorial description of the contours of his world-view.

A. Logos as World Origin

Barfield finds the ultimate source of all human reality in
the Logos.

The Logos is both a philological concept and a

religious concept: it is the "link or the oneness between
whatever language is and whatever Christianity or religion is."
("Conversation", 10.) Barfield's conception of the Logos gives
him a law-normed view of the cosmos in which human language,
consciousness, and the external world are all participants in an
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evolutionary process governed by polarity.

Since the Logos is

the creative principle within the world, it is the polarity of
subject and object, not either one or the other, which is
finally determinative for reality.

Thus, polarity is the

fundamental law by which the cosmos coheres and the Logos is the
fundamental law-giver.

Barfield finds much in Coleridge's view of the Logos upon
which to draw.

Coleridge was vitally concerned with a

philosophy which would preserve what were for him basic givens
of experience:

".. .the contribution of the mind to thought

processes... [and] the reality of external existents and their
5
independent influence on the perceiving mind."
For a man
strongly influenced by both empiricism and idealism, he was
careful to avoid the excessive theoretical claims of either.
Therefore, to preserve the distinct difference between man and
nature, thought and thing, an essential relationship between the
two was absolutely necessary.

"What," asks Coleridge, "is the

ground of the coincidence between reason and experience?

Or

between the laws of matter and the ideas of pure intellect?"6
His answer constitutes one of his major differences with Kant,
for whom knowledge is always only of the phenomenal world as
constructed by human subjective consciousness: "Coleridge wants
to take these 'facts of the mind' as clues to the character of a
really existent nature, not just of nature as a phenomenal
construct.

And he tries to do this by seeing the same powers at
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work m

the mind and m

nature beyond the mind." 7

His

interpretation of the Christian Logos and the doctrine of
creation provides a means to accomplish this. Coleridge
conceives the mind of God as a Communicative Intelligence which
is revealed through three modes: divine, human, and natural:
"one might describe the relationship of man to God as a triangle
of which God is the apex, with a base extending between two of
his creations, Man (or the subject) and Nature (or the object).
The mind of God is inherent in both the Subject and the
8
. . .
Object..."
Christianity thus provides the assurance of an
ontological unity to the world —
Creator Himself.

a unity which extends to the

Coleridge's basic assumption is that the

universe is ordered according to a divine power which also works
in the mind of man.

Therefore, to reach the true beginning

initiative of philosophical inquiry man "must look into the
living soul which God has made His image, in order to learn,
even in fragments, what that power is by which we are to execute
9
the delegated power entrusted to us by Him."
This
initiative, Coleridge says, requires a "philosophic imagination,
the sacred power of self-intuition", and he speaks at the same
time of his philosophy being "A system, the first principle of
which it is to render the mind intuitive of the spiritual in man
(i.e.of that which lies on the other side of our natural
consciousness). " fBioaraphia I 167-168.)

What Coleridge is

doing here is becoming conscious of a natural and unconscious
principle, one which is not a mere logical abstraction of
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thought but a manifestation of the fundamental power which also
upholds the phenomenal world: that is, of the Logos itself.
Creation is thus seen by Coleridge as the ongoing
expression of God's power through the Logos, a power which finds
its culmination in the consciousness of man. For Coleridge
"reason" is the organ of insight by which we become aware of the
spiritual unity underlying the material and visible
manifestations of that power.

Therefore the ideas of reason are

the subjective correlate of the laws of objective nature.

Kant

had seen ideas of reason as useful, regulative principles, to be
distinguished from the concepts of the understanding.

But

Kant's ideas of reason were not objects of real knowledge; they
did not penetrate to the reality lying behind the phenomenal
world.

Coleridge believed, instead, that ideas are realities,

that they are constitutive, not just regulative, and that
therefore reason reveals within its own activity— thinking— and
its product— thought— the same forces that underlie the
phenomena of the visible world.

Reason is able "...to touch

directly a reality to which it is itself the mental analogue or
counterpart."

10

Coleridge's positioning of the Logos as

the cosmic law-giver is an attempt to avoid the subjectivism
typical of Kant as well as an objectivism which would nullify
the existence of an active subject.

The law is, in effect,

distributed between the two as a pre-phenomenal, internal power
governing the phenomenal appearances of both of them.
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Steiner's basic philosophical works are fundamentally
concerned with the problem of subjectivity, with knowledge being
"sealed up within the being of man himself."
of Knowledge, xiii.)

(Steiner, A Theory

Though he does not resolve the problem

explicitly in terms of the Logos, as Coleridge does, his
solution is sufficiently similar to allow Barfield to claim a
basic kinship between them.
overarching concept.

For Steiner, "thinking" is the

Thinking is a subjective activity which

nevertheless is objective: "Our contemplation, as an organ of
perception, only brings to manifestation in consciousness
objectively real elements of the one thought content of the
world." (Knowledge, x-xi.)

Steiner says that the objectivity of

thought (my subjective product, but existent according to its
own laws) rests upon this: "that there is one sole thoughtcontent, and that our individual thinking is nothing more than
the act of working ourselves, our individual personalities, into
the thought center of the world."

(Knowledge. 39.)

The idea of

"one sole thought-content" of the world, determinative for
reality and accessible to humans through the act of thinking, is
much like Coleridge's idea of the Logos as the creative and
unitary principle lying behind phenomenal reality and yet
accessible to reason.

Steiner writes, "The World-Fundament has

poured itself out completely into the world; it has not drawn
back from the world in order to control it from without, but
impels it from within; it has not withheld itself from the
world.

The highest form in which it emerges within the reality
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of ordinary life is that of thought and, with this, human
personality."

(Knowledge. 110.)

Therefore the laws governing

the universe are contained within the universe itself, but they
are revealed within human thought.
One difficulty in understanding Steiner's position lies in
accepting his idea of thinking as trans-personal.

He means this

in a fundamentally religious way when he says that "every man,
in his thinking, lays hold of the universal primordial Being
which pervades all men.

To live in reality, filled with the

content of thought, is at the same time to live in God."
(Freedom. 211.) The practical effect for his philosophy is this:
he equates thoughts with laws and claims that the activity of
our thinking is a process of reality which not only "reveals
ideal conformity to law" in itself but also reveals that both
subjectivity and objectivity are dual aspects of a reality
normed by law.

Thus he says:

Thinking must never be regarded as a merely subjective
activity.
It

Thinking lies beyond subject and object.

produces those two concepts just as it produces all

other.

When, therefore, I, as thinking subject, refer

a concept to an object, we must not regard this
reference as something purely subjective.

It is not

the subject that makes the reference, but thinking.
The subject does not think because it is a subject;
rather it appears to itself as subject because it can
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think.

(Freedom. 42.)

Steiner's point is that it is not our subjective organization
that determines interrelationships, but the content of thoughts.
That content is not derived from the subject, but from that part
of reality inaccesible to sensation.

The essential aspect of

the thought world is not the "subjective aspect of its mode of
emergence" but "the objective aspect of its content."

He

disagrees here with Kant, Schopenhauer, and Fichte: laws are not
an effect of our own mental organization and individuality.
(Knowledge. 36-37.)
We may summarize Steiner's position in this way: thinking
is the human subjective activity which, because it participates
in the one universal thought-content of the world (the source of
all laws for objective reality), is able to achieve objectivity.
What it discovers as "thought" is not something floating in the
air but an idea which inheres in the object— "an idea inborn in
it and consituting the law of its being."

(Freedom 155.)

Barfield embraces Coleridge's Logos and Steiner's "thoughtworld" while giving them his own language oriented flavor.

We

can note a chracteristic instance of this in a discussion of
figurative language and symbolism.

Barfield says that the

figurative use of language reflects a human ability to "conceive
the manifest being in some manner the image of the unmanifest;"
the frame of mind appropriate to this problem is the one which
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recognizes in "the Christian mystery of the son proceeding from
the Father, and yet remaining with the Father" "the primary
mystery of the unmanifest being made manifest."

(Barfield,

"Meaning, Revelation and Tradition in Language and Religion," in
The Missouri Review 5 [1982], 122.)

Though Barfield's point is

more obvious in the Incarnation— that God is revealed in Christ
— I think Barfield also means that all of Creation is the
expression of the Logos, the Son, the speech of God:

We may think of the cosmic wisdom as related to the
appearances rather as, in men, the inner, unspoken
word...

is related to the word...that is actually

vocalized. . . .

just as, when a word is formed or

spoken, the original unity of the "inner" word is
polarized, into a duality of outer and inner, that is,
of sound and meaning; so, when man himself was
"uttered", that is, created, the cosmic wisdom became
polarized, in and through him, into the duality of
appearance and intelligence, representation and
consciousness.

(Appearances. 154-155.)

The actual outer words we speak or write are related to our
inner thoughts in the same way that the original creation is
related to the creator and, if that is so, the creation can be
"read" and interpreted in the same way that words can: as
symbols of consciousness. The unity of creation rests then in
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the primeval speech of God in which the visible, natural world
is but the material expression of the Creator's intention, or
meaning.

Man's place in that world is central— the cosmic

wisdom (the Logos) becomes polarized in and through him— because
man is a conscious being who can "intend" and "mean" as well.
We see here the familiar Coleridgean formulation of intelligence
and appearance as correlative realities arising out of a prior
and more fundamental unity. We also see Steiner's sense of the
priority of thought (which is determinative for both subject and
object): it appears not only in the divine mode, as the Logos,
but also, in its created counterpart, as human thinking —
temporal locus of unity.

the

Barfield's own contribution here is

not in the ideas but in their application

to the study of

language (which is but to revive an old tradition, as he himself
makes quite clear); it is also , vice versa, to argue toward
such ideas, as we have seen, from basic givens in the experience
of figurative language.
Barfield describes his Logos-oriented philosophy as
"objective idealism."1

He contrasts this to both Platonic

idealism (traditionally known as "realism"), where "the Ideas
are conceived as having a kind of independent, separate
existence of their own," and subjective idealism
("subjectivism") which "treats ideas as a subjective process in
individual human minds but nevertheless. . .more real than the
objective world."

We see in

Barfield's terminology the

attempt— against positivism— to assert the reality of ideas
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while maintaining that subject and object are not in logical
contradiction but in integral relation.

"Reality," says

Barfield,

consists in the polarity between the subjectivity of
the individual mind and the objective world which it
perceives.

They are not two things, but they are one

and the same thing and what you call the objective
world is merely one pole of what is a unitary process
and what we call subjective is the other pole, but
they are not really divided from each other."
("Conversation", 18.)

We have seen the basis for this position in the explicit
understanding— via, in part, Coleridge and Steiner— that the
Logos is the spiritual source and being of the material world,
that the material world is the manifestation of an inner, lawnormed process, and, finally, that that law-side (the inside) of
reality is revealed in human subjective thought.

B. Polarity as World Structure

As we have seen in the discussion concerning the Logos, the
fundamental law governing the world is polarity.
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Polarity, as

the universal law, is not only derived from the Logos but is
solidly rooted in the divine nature itself.

This means that

Barfield uses trinitarian doctrine as the basis for not only
natural law but also for laws of thought.

This is, of course,

consistent with the belief in the Logos manifesting itself in
both nature and consciousness.

What is important for Barfield

is the actual ontological status of that manifestation and his
argument from the divine nature to created nature makes polarity
a fundamental principle of coherence permeating the whole
cosmos, assuring it of an ontological unity. Since that unity
extends to the thought processes of man, polarity also becomes
the basis for an epistemological unity, displacing and subsuming
the less elemental principle of logical contradiction.
Barfield's concept of polarity

challenges the "either : or"

dilemma of traditional philosophic options— either dualism or
materialistic monism— on two scores: first, it proposes that the
unified diversity of the world can be accounted for by primary
laws originating in a transcendent source which is itself
diverse yet unified; second, it proposes a different logic, or
mode of thinking, than that assumed by the rationalist
tradition.
Barfield says he is primarily indebted to Coleridge for the
doctrine of polarity and to Steiner for the experience of
polarity: Coleridge articulates polarity and makes it the basis
for his philosophical system; Steiner interprets the world on
the basis of polarity.

("Conversation" 17.) Barfield is
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probably understating the case with Steiner by saying "when
Steiner philosophizes, which he did in his earlier books, he
doesn't in a sense get as far as polarity." ("Conversation",
17.) Though polarity is not one of the terms Steiner uses, his
philosophy explicitly rejects a reductionistic monism as well as
any kind of dualism.

Steiner writes, "Dualism pays attention

only to the separation between I and the world. . . . Monism
pays attention only to the unity and tries either to deny or to
slur over the opposites, present though they are. Neither of
these two points of view can satisfy us, for they do not do
justice to the facts." (Freedom. 15.)
for Steiner, means either

A reductionistic monism,

one pole or the other of a dualism:

philosophical spiritualism or philosophical materialism.

His

own "monism of thought" (Freedom. 226.), on the other hand,
means that "thinking embraces both the subjective and objective
in one grasp; and...

through the union of percept with concept

the full reality is conveyed." (Freedom. 209.)

The sense here

of things held in unified opposition is essentially what
Barfield refers to as polarity.

And when Steiner writes, in a

different context, that "our life is a continual oscillation
between living with the universal world process and being our
own individual selves," (Freedom.

85-86.) he is stating a

belief about the relation of man to the cosmos which Barfield
describes as polar, because the universal and individual poles
are held in tension: distinct yet unified.
19.)
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("Conversation",

In Coleridge's writings, polarity has its ultimate origin
in the trinitarian God.

The nature of God as Trinity is

important because it not only provides an ultimate grounding for
the physical universe but is also a guide to a more fundamental
and cohering process of thought than that of discursive
reasoning.
polarity.

The Trinity, it could be said, is the archetype for
This identification should make it clear that

polarity involves three terms; in Barfield's words, "another
name for the principle of polarity is triunity: the two poles,
with their originating unity as the relation between them."
(Barfield, What Coleridge Thought. 145.)

The relation between

opposing poles is critical to Barfield, for it is that which
holds the two together: relation prevents polarity from becoming
a dualism.

And, conversely, the poles prevent the unity from

collapsing into a simple monism.

In Barfield's explanation,

trinitarianism reveals polarity, for "the Father, from his
unity, projects the Son, the Logos, and then ultimately there's
a unity on another plane, another level, the Holy Spirit."
("Conversation", 20.)

However, Barfield says, "if God were only

God the Father," (the Unitarian position), the polarity between,
for instance, universal being and individual being would be lost
—

individual being must either be "isolated" from universal

being, or "engulfed" in it.

("Either : Or", 38.)

That is,

Coleridge and Barfield argue that a unitary God would create a
world with a single nature; a triune God, whose own being is
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characterized as polarity, is the creator of a universe also so
characterized.
We may continue an investigation of what such a
characterization means to Barfield by quoting Coleridge's
crucial opening passage from Chapter XIII, "On the Imagination,"
from Bioaraphia Literaria, in which Coleridge contrasts his
own spiritual, dynamic philosophy with the "materialism" of
Descartes:

Descartes, speaking as a naturalist, and in imitation
of Archimedes, said, give me matter and motion and I
will construct you the Universe.

We must of course,

understand him to have meant: I will render the
construction of the universe intelligible.

In the

same sense the transcendental philosopher says; grant
me a nature having two contrary forces, the one of
which tends to expand infinitely, while the other
strives to apprehend or find itself in this infinity,
and I will cause the world of intelligences with the
whole system of their representation to rise up before
you."

Bioqraphia I, 195-196.)

Commenting on this difference with Descartes, Barfield says,

These two "forces" differ sharply from the Cartesian
matter and motion in this: that they are operative
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both "in the living principle and in the process of
our self-consciousness."
phenomena.

Matter and motion... are

They are exclusive to the world of res

extensa (extended substance)— whereas the "two forces
of one power" are prephenomenal. . . . although they
underlie the phenomenal world and constitute its
ultimate being, they are also to be found "in the
process of our own self-consciousness." ("Either :
Or", 27.)12

When Coleridge writes, "grant me a nature having two contrary
forces," it is important to Barfield that we understand "nature"
as both natura naturans and natura naturata. that is, both the
pre-phenomenal world of the laws of nature and the phenomenal
world which those laws produce.

Both parts of nature— laws and

the resultant things— are equally real.

The two forces in

natura naturans are not physical forces but neither are they
merely logical, abstract opposites; they are real forces located
in prephenomenal nature. They are, one may say, the inner nature
of anything that has an outer, material existence.
Polarity as two forces of one power is called "productive
unity" by Coleridge.
of one power.

All existence flows from and is the result

This one power finds its genesis in God but the

one power is also manifest in diversity through all creation.
For Coleridge this did not imply a creation partaking of one
substance or essence; according to Barfield, "the underlying
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reality (sub-stance) of things is thus not matter, nor any
equivalent inanimate base, but immaterial relationship."
(Coleridge, 76.)

Thus, the particular things in creation only

have their being when they "come into existence as 'moments' of
13
the dynamic equilibrium of interpenetrating polar forces."
Things are only phases of forces and can only be understood as
meaningful in relation to these polar forces.
Polarity is also expressed as "separative projection" by
Coleridge.

Indeed, we may say that the function of productive

unity is separative projection.

Where productive unity is a

description of the structure of polarity, separative projection
refers to its process dimension.

Coleridge means this when, in

his "Theory of Life", he speaks of "polarity, or the essential
dualism of Nature... [as] the tendency at once to individuate
and to connect, to detach, but so as either to retain or to
reproduce attachment."

(Coleridge, from "Theory of Life",

quoted in Coleridge. 52.)

Barfield comments:

Unity which is productive must strive to do two
things.

It must strive to reproduce itself , that is

it must strive to detach from itself another being
like itself and in the same act and moment it must
strive to overcome that detachment, to overcome that
individuation, thus maintaining the unity.

This is

the first polarity, the polarity which underlies all
life. (Romanticism. 154.)
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For Coleridge then, and hence for Barfield, reality is a process
of two interpenetrating forces —

one which tends toward

differentiation and diversity, and the other which tends toward
integration and unity.

That process moves from an original

totality to a final unity which is "unity in multeity."
Coleridge calls this entire process "Life" —

from its pre

phenomenal status, through the inorganic and organic realms, the
post-organic manifestations in sentient life, to the final
stages of complexity in human consciousness.
Since polarity is "the source of man's individual
consciousness" we may expect to find polar relationships in
Coleridge's view of human consciousness.

Indeed at this level,

Barfield says, polarity

reappears as a psychological polarity, and the two
forces are now recognizable as, on the one hand, the
either : or way of thinking, to which we owe our
separate existence (though not our being) as
individuals— and, on the other hand, the
undifferentiated and undifferentiating (and therefore
unconscious) mental activity that stems from 'Reason'.
Because they are inseparable, the two are not
therefore indistinguishable; indeed to be
distinguishable without being separable is the very
hallmark of the relation of polarity.
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("Either : Or",

39. )

In Barfield's reading of Coleridge, non-contradictory thinking
is the manifestation of one of the polar forces.

It has been

dethroned from its position of emminence? within a system of
polar relationships it is but one function of thought.

And, in

the same way that "the apprehension of identity is the fundament
of discursive thought", so the apprehension of polarity is "the
fundament of imaginative thinking." ("Either : Or", 29.)

Though

Barfield goes on in the next sentence to say that the two ways
of thinking are parallel, not serial, and that they cannot be
reduced to each other, it nevertheless must be said that
discursive thinking takes a second place to polar, imaginative
thinking.

The two cannot be reduced to one another precisely

because polar thinking is dominant instead of discursive.

The

difference, for Barfield, is that polar thinking is inherently
non-reductive:

"where logical contradictories, like solid

objects in space, exclude one another, polar opposites contain.
and, in doing so, enhance, one another. ("Either : Or", 29.)
Polar thinking, itself one of the poles of human consciousness,
is the only pole which is able to recognize the structure of
consciousness within which the individual person is embedded.
The principle of logical contradiction is valid, of course,
for analysis, but it alone is an insufficient instrument for
knowing a world which is itself the manifestation of
interpenetrating polar forces. Nor is it able to accept the
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trinitarian nature of God, for to the understanding Trinity, or
"tri-unity," is a self-contradictory concept.

"Polar" logic,

however, is able to apprehend real opposites which are not
contradictory and hold them in integral relation: distinct yet
unified.

As I have indicated earlier, this achievment is

crucial in Barfield's efforts to subvert the Western
philosophical tradition.

In Barfield's view this tradition uses

rational thought as the primary instrument of philosophical
idolatry; it is an instrument which forces one's consciousness
to apprehend the world in terms of its own limited categories.
From the standpoint of traditional logic the principle of
polarity is

"quite brazenly, an excluded middle between

contradictories;" in terms of "any mechanically determined
notion of causality" in nature, it is "beautiful nonsense."
(Coleridge, 140.)

But for both Coleridge and Barfield it is the

major way to overturn the stranglehold that rationality has upon
the Western mind-set, freeing the mind from a static and
essentially reductionistic view of its own, and nature's,
functions.

C.

Participation as World Meaning

If, for Barfield, the Logos is the primal law-giver and
polarity is the fundamental law through which the diverse things
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in the cosmos cohere, then man's relation with the cosmos is
best characterized as one of participation.

In fact, by

"participation" Barfield means to encompass not only man's
relation with nature but also his relation with the source of
both himself and nature— that is, with the Logos.
Participation refers to a structurally normative principle
holding for human relationships; participation is the term
Barfield uses to describe the way that individuals are
meaningfully situated within the world.

Barfield wants to honor

respective claims of particularity and universality without
having to choose between the contradictory positions of
universalism and individualism.

Man does not find a meaningful

place in the world either by asserting his individuality and
independence from it, as in a Cartesian or even an
Existentialist dualism, or by allowing himself to be swallowed
up and engulfed in a mystical or oriental type of self-negation.
We can first get an understanding of what Barfield means by
participation by considering it in its simple perceptual form.
"Participation," says Barfield, is "a predominantly perceptual
relation between observer and observed, between man and nature,
and one which is nearer to unity than to dichotomy." (Barfield,
History. Guilt, and Habit. 26.)

Participation means "that the

human mind is not an onlooker on, but a participant in the socalled outside world. . . .
passively observe what

in perceiving the world we do not

is already there, but participate

actively in its process." (Rediscovery. 203.)
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Further,

"participation is a wav of experiencing the world in immediacy,
and not a system of ideas about experience, or about the
world..." (Appearances. 75.)

Participation, then, refers to the

immediate, concrete experience of being in the ordinary,
everyday world.

But that means that the world of phenomena— of

things and events— is not independent of man's consciousness.
Rather the world, which appears to us to be so solidly external
and self-existent, is in fact the result of a fairly complex and
variable interpenetration of percept and thought, object and
subject:

an "external reality," therefore, which is not

detached and separate, but in an indissoluble polar correlation
with the "internal reality" of our consciousness.
Participation, in its most general use, is simply another way of
expressing the relation of polar opposites: they participate, or
interpenetrate, one another.

But participation is also a

special way of characterizing the relationship of consciousness
with that which is present to consciousness and the result of
that active participation is the real world of our ordinary
experience.
Barfield's claim of participation is a direct and obvious
attack on the Cartesian dualism between mind and matter which he
believes lies at the heart of modern man's sense of isolation
and estrangement from each other, from nature, and from any
ultimate source of meaning.

We have lost the ability to

perceive the world, or any part of it, as meaning because our
attention is fixed on the surface of life; existence is
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experienced as opaque and flat.

Barfield's doctrine of

participation is an attempt to show that it is possible to
penetrate beneath the surface of life to an inner meaning and so
to participate with the living world in its fundamental
processes and relationships; the opaque world of the passive
observer can become translucent for those willing to be active
participants in the processes by which meaning is actualized.
"The meaning of a process is the inner being which the process
expresses," writes Barfield, and, he further explains,

penetration to the meaning of a thing or process, as
distinct from the ability to describe it exactly,
involves a participation by the knower in the known.
The meaning of what I am writing is not the physical
pressure of thumb and forefinger, or the size of the
ink lines with which I form the letters; it is the
concepts expressed in the words I am writing.

But the

only way of penetrating to these is to participate in
them— to bring them to life in your own mind by
thinking them. (Rediscovery. 18.)

We see here what should be

by now a familiar contrast between

two distinct ways of experiencing the world.

The "poetic" way

is able to penetrate beneath "forms" to an inner meaning, to
imaginatively grasp what it is the function of poetry to reveal:
"relations between separate external objects, and between
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objects and feelings or ideas."

(Diction, 86.)

The poetic way

of knowing reenacts in one's own consciousness the unity
between, for example, a word and its meaning.

The second way of

experience is "the ability to describe exactly," to measure such
things as pressure and size, to be onlookers and observers
rather than participants.
calls the "logistic."

This approach to knowing Barfield

He insists that an approach to the world

which is primarily logical and does not recognize the function,
validity, or importance of the poetic, will have no access to
the meaning of the world which it analyzes.

It will not attain

to true knowledge.
The distinction between a poetic and a logical way of
knowledge is, of course, directly related to the two moods of
consciousness which Barfield identifies in aesthetic experience.
In fact, he deliberately extends the field of application of
these terms to include not only specific aesthetic experience
but also any perceptual experience (as in Baumgarten and the
early Kant): in writing of "aesthetic participation," he notes,
"I use 'aesthetic' of course in its widest sense of having to do
with perception in general, and not having to do with the fine
arts only."

(Rediscovery. 206.)

We saw earlier that Barfield

had argued for the necessity for the reader of a poem to
participate in the poetic mood and actively live through the
change of consciousness, to enter imaginatively into the poetic
process.

Now, in advocating a participant consciousness in

general, he is arguing analogously from art work and script to
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nature:

as art works and words are bearers of meanings which

can only be grasped by aesthetically or conceptually
participating in them, so too the phenomenal world of nature
bears its own meaning beyond its mere physical manifestation —
a meaning which can only be discovered by learning to "read", as
well as observe and describe, its appearance.

To read nature is

to "apprehend it as a series of images symbolizing concepts,"
for it is the "felt union with the inner origin of outward forms
which constitutes perception of their meaning."

(Rediscovery.

18-21.)
This analogy can be developed in various ways but what is
significant in the present context is this:

participation is

fundamentally not just a perceptual relation between man and
nature but a spiritual relation between creature and Creator.
Just as there is an artist behind a painting and an author
behind a book, so too there is a Creator who has given meaning
and significance to his creation.

In Barfield's conception,

since creation is living and on-going, the giving and disclosing
of meaning is a temporal process within which man participates.
Barfield quotes Emerson— "Man is placed in the center of beings
and a ray of relation passes from every other being to him"— and
comments in this way: "It is precisely in this 'ray of
relation'...that the secret of meaning resides." (Rediscovery.
15-16.)

Man participates in nature because he is part of the

creaturely "text," he is part of the meaning.

But our part is

not passive or determined, it is responsibly active.
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We

interpret nature, we give it our meanings, we form, shape, and
direct the world according to our intentions and desires.

In

this sense, Barfield says, we participate creatively— as
creators— in the renewing and revitalizing forces by which the
living creation is sustained.

These forces are the "two forces

of one power" but it is precisely the one "poetic" force for
which Barfield is pleading here as the necessary correlate of
the "logistic."

For,

man can only live meaningfully in the

dynamic interpenetration of both forces.

It is through the

logistic force, says Barfield, that the primal, undifferentiated
unity of Nature becomes differentiated.

But at the same time

the poetic force works (increasingly in differentiated— i.e.,
individual— consciousnesses) to maintain the necessary
experiential unity upon which meaning depends.

The logistic

principle within man can account for the diversity in creation,
whether it is the diversity of individual consciousnesses or the
resultant perception of separate things in the world apart from
each other and apart from consciousness itself.

But it is the

poetic principle working within us which restores us to unity —
not only a perceptual or aesthetic unity but, finally, that
prior created unity of subject and object, knower and known.

By

positing the poetic force as the unifying principle, rooted in
the primal unity of the Logos, Barfield argues not only for a
trans-personal, supra-individual unity as an original given but
also argues that it is only through individual union with that
source of unity now, in the present, that we come to true
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knowledge of reality.
The history of the idea of participation is at least as old
as Plato's notion of human participation in the eternal ideas or
forms.

Barfield certainly acknowledges the source of the idea

in Greek thought, while maintaining that participation was not
just a Platonic theory but a general experience out of which
Greek philosophic thinking grew.
Chapt. XV.)

(Appearances, 45-47, and

Man as microcosm is an apt description of

Barfield's conception of man's participatory relation with the
larger world, the macrocosm.

Barfield describes approvingly the

background picture of man before the Scientific Revolution as "a
microcosm within the macrocosm. . . .

In his relationship to his

environment, the man of the middle ages was rather less like an
island, rather more like an embryo, than we are.” (Appearances.
78.)

The relation of microcosm to macrocosm has itself been

strongly influenced by the Greek tradition, where man's
individual mind, soul, and body have been seen to correspond to
Nature's universal mind, soul, and body.

Barfield is an heir to

this tradition, as are Coleridge and Steiner before him, though
he modifies it in significant ways.

If we look at Coleridge briefly, we find he identifies the
life force operative in nature with the activity of the human
intelligence:

The productive power, or vis naturans. which in the
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sensible world, or natura naturata, is what we mean by
the word, nature, when we speak of the same as an
agent, is essentially one (that is, of one kind) with
the intelligence, which is in the human mind above
nature.” (Coleridge, The Friend, quoted in Coleridge.
60-61.)
The unity between man and nature without which there could be no
basis for participation is identified by Coleridge as residing
in natura naturans. which is present in both phenomena and in
consciousness.

As a result, Barfield notes, Coleridge

identified ideas (subjective) with natural laws (objective): an
idea is not only the law of a natural process, it is the act of
an individual thinker.
individual

And the purer the thinking, the more the

functions as anthropos, as universal man: "that is

really the heart of the matter; that the less personal a man is
— the less merely and egotistically personal— the more truly
individual he is.
universal he is.

And the more individual he is, the more
That is...the mystery at the heart of

creation." (Rediscovery. 180.) True individuality and true
universality are unified as the individual's thoughts
increasingly participate in universal thought.

At this point it becomes difficult to separate Barfield's
debt to Coleridge from that to Steiner.

For Steiner also works

with a microcosm-macrocosm pattern, and identifies thinking as
the basis for participation.
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He writes,

I am enclosed within the sphere which I perceive as
that of my personality, but I am also the bearer of an
activity which, from a higher sphere, defines my
limited existence.

Our thinking is not individual

like our sensing and feeling; it is universal. . . .in
thinking we have that element given us which welds our
separate individuality into one whole with the cosmos.
In so far as we sense and feel (and also perceive), we
are single being; in so far as we think, we are the
all-one being that pervades everything.

(Freedom. 68-

69.)

We see here that for Steiner individuals participate in
universality through thinking.

This participation then becomes

the basis for a restored participation with nature:

However true it may be that we have estranged
ourselves from Nature, it is none the less true that
we feel we are in her and belong to her. . . .
find the way back to her again. . . .

We must

We have, it is

true, torn ourselves away from Nature, but we must
none the less have taken something of her with us into
our own being.

This element of Nature in us we must

seek out, and then we shall find the connection with
her once more." (Freedom. 18-19.)
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The connection is given, claims Steiner, in the experience of
"intuitive thinking" (Freedom. 208.), not only because it is
there that we discover the content of percepts— a conceptual
content which inheres in the object— but also because in
thinking we are restored to "the totality of the cosmos."
(Freedom, 207.)

The idea of participation which Barfield finds in Coleridge
and Steiner should not be construed in a Platonic or purely
idealist sense

as primarily a static, intellectual union in a

realm of pure thought.

Coleridge is interested in a "productive

power" and Steiner in an activity— "thinking"'— , not in the
concepts which are its result.

Barfield himself wants to extend

the realm of thinking beyond a merely sense-bound, logical
nature, and certainly within the context of participation,
"imaginative thinking" is crucial: "Participation is graspable
not in terms of abstract thought alone, but only by the use of
imagination in conjunction with it." (Rediscovery, 215.)

For

Barfield participation is a much more primal and immediate
experience than is conveyed by "thinking" or "intellectual
union."

We have seen that Barfield wants to recognize man's
individuality as well as his corporate identity.

He does this

by describing man's place in the world in terms of participation
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in polar forces rooted in the Logos.

As such, there is a polar

tension in man, as in all creation, which consists of a
straining toward individuality (the logistic force) and toward
universality (the poetic force.)

But, as I have sought to show,

there is also a deeper polarity, for man's participation is both
as creature and as creator.

As creature, man is separate from

God but unified with creation; as creator, man is separate from
creation but in unity with the Creator God.

Man thus has a kind

of dual nature— creaturely and divine— both poles of which are
themselves polarized.

As creatures we are neither engulfed in

the world-process nor are we isolated points of consciousness;
as creators we neither merge with the infinite nor become pure
self-consciousness.

The dynamics of this arrangement imply that

the fundamental polarity in human nature is between the
universality we have as divinity and the individuality we face
as creatures.

This further suggests a typically Gnostic

assertion that creation was a fall from an original spiritual
unity into a material world of diversity.

The "spiritual

presence" within us then becomes our saving possession —

the

key to returning to the universal spirit.
We have to ask at this point whether, despite Barfield's
best efforts, his polar forces are in fact entirely equal or
whether, in the end, he is driven, unwillingly perhaps, toward
granting pride of place to the pole of universality and (poetic)
unity.

We also have to ask whether a polarity which encompasses

both creator and creature is an adequate way of accounting for
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creaturely reality.

Perhaps underlying this difficulty is an

assumption that unity must be ontologically continuous in the
world.

For participation to be a coherent description of human

relations it need only state the way relations are lawfully
constituted; no ontological continuum between creator and
creature, nor for that matter between creature and creature,
need be asserted.

Ontologically different creatures can surely

participate in a relationship normed by laws.

We need only have

a concept of law as determinative for phenomena and a concept of
creatures who are subject to law and who are phenomenally
realized in their common participatory response to it. The unity
of creature and creator also need not be ontologically
determined but can rest in a relation of obedient response by
creatures to creator.

Meaning would then depend not upon

ontological participation but upon lawful relation.
These ideas are certainly not alien to Barfield's thinking,
nor are they missing from his writings, but their clear
development is hampered, I believe, by a commitment to an
ontological tradition— neo-platonism— which obscures and
diffuses their full and articulate expression.

Notes

1

See "Introduction", Romanticism 16-19 for a discussion of
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Also Origin 17.

For explications and appreciations of Barfield see Robert

James Reilly's Romantic Religion: A Study of Barfield, Lewis,
Williams, and Tolkein (Athens, Georgia: Univ. of Georgia Press,
1971); G. B. Tennyson's

"Owen Barfield and the Rebirth of

Meaning" in The Southern Review 5 (Jan., 1969); Tennyson's
Forward to Barfield's History, Guilt and Habit (Middletown,
Conn.: Wesleyan Univ. Press, 1979); John Ulreich's Afterward to
Barfield's Orpheus: a Poetic Drama (West Stockbridge, Mass.: The
Lindisfarne Press, 1983); Clark James Fulton's dissertation The
Sacred Word: An Introduction to Owen Barfield's Linguistic
Epistemology (Denver: Univ. of Denver, Ph.D., 1977); Lionel
Adey's C.S. Lewis's "Great War" with Owen Barfield (Victoria:
Univ. of Victoria English Literary Studies, 1978); and the
Festschrift dedicated to Barfield, The Evolution of
Consciousness: Studies in Polarity, edited by Shirley Sugerman
(Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan Univ. Press, 1976). For a more
critical analysis see Patrick Grant's Six Modern Authors and
Problems of Belief (London: Macmillan, 1979), and "The Quality
of Thinking: Owen Barfield as Literary Man and Anthroposophist"
in VII: An Anglo-American Literary Review 3 (1982) 113-125.
3
See his Roots of Western Culture: Pagan, Secular, and
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Dooyeweerd might well have analyzed Barfield as caught in

the grip of a religious dialectic; my point is that Barfield is
attempting to make the same kind of distinction.
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A "ground motive" for Dooyeweerd is a

spiritual force which is determinative for the collective
worldview of a community. See p. 9.
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See "Conversation", 18.

The term is Dilthey's, and used

in Reference to Hegel, but it has been employed by others,
including Steiner and Barfield.

Jameson, in The Prison-House of

Language (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1972), discusses the
structuralist "replay of the Kantian dilemma of the
unknowablility of the thing-in-itself', saying that the
structuralist position "merely displaces the problem from Kant
to his successors in German objective idealism without solving
it." (p. 109.)

This accurately pinpoints a key philosophical
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continuity between Steiner/Barfield and the French
structuralists.

Barfield's affirmation of objective idealism

further establishes an important continuity with Hegel, a link
which becomes more obvious in Barfield's historicism. All these
thinkers remain, in one way or another, within the Kantian
problematics.
12

Coleridge and Barfield have not forgotten Descartes' res

cogitans; they are merely objecting to its exclusion from any
participating role in the natural world.
13 Bate, 215.
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Chapter Three:

Steiner's Epistemology

The force of Barfield's aesthetic experience was such that
it necessitated a radical revolution in his worldview. Chapter
two shows the basic move from aesthetic experience to the
expression of that worldview.

For Barfield aesthetic experience

is a window open to a view of reality free from the deadly and
narrow confines of a positivist mentality.

I have characterized

that worldview in terms of three fundamental concepts, Logos,
polarity, and participation, which are Barfield's answers to
questions concerning, respectively, the origin, structure, and
meaning of reality.

Barfield's categories provide him with a

set of coordinates by which he is able to develop his poetic
experience into an actual theory of poetic diction and poetic
knowledge. They are the decisive categories shaping his view of
poetic consciousness and human history. Epistemology, a crucial
component in that view, now must be considered in some depth,
for the crux of Barfield's claim concerning poetry is that it is
a way of knowledge.

Barfield's complex monistic categorial

framework precludes any simple strategem of "elevating" poetic
knowledge to a safe and untouchable plane, parallel to but
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separate from, "scientific" knowledge; rather we should expect
knowledge to be conceived as a whole, with the poetic as an
intrinsic, essential element.
world be known."

"Only by imagination...can the

(Diction. 28.)

This is an unequivocal,

sweeping statement, which remains audacious only for those
unwilling to follow Barfield toward a legitimate epistemological
context for such claims.
Several years lie between the first drafts of Poetic
Diction and its eventual conclusion in 1927.

During that time

Barfield discovered Rudolf Steiner's works.

In the Preface to

the first edition Barfield acknowledges an immense debt to
Steiner while maintaining that the views on poetry expressed
therein are his own.

(Diction. 12.)

I suspect that what was

involved, at least initially, was not explicit influence or a
transfer of ideas from Steiner to Barfield but rather the
intellectual support and encouragement afforded by someone
working within the same frame of reference.

In Barfield's own

terms, the relation was one not simply involving the history of
ideas, but the evolution of consciousness.
one.)

(See History. Chapt.

Therefore it is the common consciousness with which I am

concerned here and the epistemological expression of that
consciousness given us by Steiner.

The notion of a "borrowing"

of ideas assumes that they are the unique products and
possessions of individual consciousnesses —

an idea which

Barfield no doubt would find manifestly false.

Suffice it to

say that Steiner puts into the most developed form ideas that
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Barfield assumes and elaborates on, according to his own
interests and concerns, in Poetic Diction and subsequent works.
I want to focus my attention on just two of Steiner's early
and seminal philosophic works.

A Theory of Knowledge Implicit

in Goethe's World Conception, published in 1886 when Steiner was
just twenty-five years old, was spoken of by Steiner in 1923 as
"the foundation and justification...for all that I have since
asserted orally or in print."

(Knowledge, xvii.)

In the same

way, Steiner, in 1918, wrote of his The Philosophy of Freedom
(1894) as being "absolutely necessary for anyone who seeks a
secure foundation for such knowledge" as described in his later
writings.

(Freedom, xxv.)

Such

a secure foundation was also

necessary for Barfield's very different research into "poetic
knowledge" and he has consistently claimed to have found it in
Steiner.

A.

The Structure of Thought

In earlier references to Steiner we have already seen that
the problems posed involve the relation of inner and outer
experience in the subject and the question of whether those
experiences are purely subjective or not. Steiner resolves these
problems by positing "thinking," or "thought," as the key,
because it "is unique in manifesting immediately its essential
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nature and its relationships." (Translator's Preface, Knowledge »
x. See also above, pp. 23-24.) Thought is revealed as the
universal world-constituting activity, within which individuals
participate through their own thinking.

Since thought is

determinative for, and productive of, all categories of reality,
it also has produced the subjective-objective opposition.

What

this means is that my thinking, by participating in "thought,"
transcends mere subjectivity.

In one sense thinking achieves

objectivity, for it is "thought" (within which I participate)
which determines the object; in another sense thinking
transcends objectivity as well, for it produces both concepts:
subject and object are the results of thinking.
To understand Steiner's epistemology then, as well as
Barfield's uses of it, it is necessary to discover what is the
essential nature of thought.

What is the structure of thought

and how does it constitute the world?

In answering these

questions we will be able to see the general structure of
Steiner's epistemology and how Barfield is able to incorporate
it into his own focus on poetic cognition.
For Steiner, "thinking" is the peculiarly human activity
which distinguishes us from the rest of the world.

What divides

human activity from all other is that "as soon as our conduct
rises above the sphere of the satisfaction of purely animal
desires, our motives are always permeated by thoughts."
(Freedom. 11.)

The question about the nature of thinking is

prior to that of human action because thinking is what qualifies
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such action as human.

Inasmuch as thinking is the activity

qualifying all specifically human activities— activities unique
to humans— it would be a mistake to reduce it to a narrow
logical or analytical function.

Steiner sees thinking as

fundamentally formative and intentional, present in all human
activities from perception through scientific knowing and on to
moral action.

Steiner’s analysis of this whole range of human

functions in terms of their commonality in thinking leads him to
posit an apparently simple binary opposition in human
consciousness between sensory observation and mental thinking.
This tends to prevent recognition of more fully diverse kinds of
human functioning, since thinking remains as a general and
undifferentiated concept. (Steiner's introduction of
Vorstellunaen and feelings obscure the simplicity of this
opposition.)

Its virtue lies in its generality, however, for

Steiner is really interested in identifying the entire cultural
realm within which man is situated, and thinking is a term that
allows him to do just that.
Steiner's cultural realm is, indeed, the realm of thought,
a realm uniquely accessible to humans because of our thinking
ability.

In his analysis of that realm, he distinguishes two

different elements of perception which are always present in
immediate experience.

The first element, observation, is the

hypothetical way that perception functions if devoid of thoughtrelationships:

"merely juxtaposition in space and succession in

time; an aggregate of nothing but unrelated single entities."
73

fKnowledge. 17.)

What we are given in pure observation is,

initially, a series of unrelated percepts.

But among those

percepts are the unique percepts which are present to our minds
as thoughts.

Thinking, as an activity of consciousness, is

directed toward thought and therefore thought is one of the
facts of experience: "Thought is related to our minds just as
light is related to the eye, tone to the ear. . . . Thinking as
an organ of apprehension, perceives the thought content of the
world. . . .

Our consciousness is not the capacity to produce

thoughts and store them up, as is so generally supposed, but the
capacity to perceive thoughts (ideas)."

(Knowledge. 64-65.)

In

actuality, it is the fact that thoughts are both produced and
perceived by the mind that singles them out from the chaos of
unrelated percepts and gives them a special prominence.

We will

return to those features of thought momentarily, but we must now
note the other element in Steiner's analysis of immediate
experience: thinking itself.

Thinking in this sense is

contrasted with sensory observation and is the ideal or mental
counterpart to it.

Steiner writes, "an event or an object which

is merely observed, does not of itself reveal anything about its
connection with other events or objects."

This connection

"becomes evident only when observation is combined with
thinking." (Freedom. 23.)

Thinking supplements observation by

providing a conceptual determination of the percept; that is,
just as in observation we perceive the percept of a thing, so in
thinking we perceive— in and by conceiving— the concept of a
74

thing.

"The act of knowing," Steiner says, "consists in

combining the concept with the percept by means of thinking."
(Freedom. 202.)

It is important that this division not be

understood as an ontological dualism but rather as a division
occuring solely because of our mental organization, in which our
perceptual faculties are split, as it were, into sensing and
thinking. The concepts grasped by thinking are actually
constitutive elements of the world present to our ordinary
experience, but manifested "inwardly in man," not externally.
(Knowledge. 122, n.)

We see here Steiner's objective idealism—

the insistence that concepts are objectively derived and
determined, regardless of their "location" in the subject.
Steiner sees the relationship of percept and concept in
ordinary experience as an essentially natural, integral
relationship which only becomes problematic when we start
thinking about our experience.

(Freedom. 63-65.)

Then we

quickly move from theories of naive realism— the world is
independent of my thought— to the dilemma represented by
critical idealism: the world (of experience) is only a mental
picture, with the world-in-itself inaccessible to my
consciousness.

Steiner rightly points out that the only

difference between these two points of view, both of which
assume the essential otherness of the real world, is that in the
former case that world is knowable and in the latter it is not.
(Freedom. 79.)

In any case, since it is thinking that

intervenes between our experience and any theoretical assertion
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about it, Steiner suggests that the way out of this confusion is
to think about thinking itself.

(Freedom. 64.)

Thinking about thinking, Steiner notes, is an exceptional
state fFreedom. 24.), for thinking is, typically, the
"unobserved element" in our ordinary life.

When I simply

observe a table, for instance, I am aware only of it, not of the
thinking that occurs as an integral part of my perception —

the

thinking that supplies the concept "table" and allows the object
to be phenomenally recognized.

In the same way, when I think

about the table, "I am reflecting upon the object, I am occupied
with it, my attention is focused upon it.
is precisely to contemplate bv thinking.

To be thus occupied
I attend, not to my

activity, but to the object of this activity." (Freedom. 26-27.)
The process that enables either perception or thoughtful
contemplation to occur is something that I cannot observe
precisely because it is my own activity.

Steiner says I must

"first take up a standpoint outside my own activity if, in
addition to observing the table, I want also to observe my
thinking about the table." (Freedom. 24.)

The standpoint in

which I observe thinking — that "exceptional state"— grants to
thoughts the same kind of objectivity that thinking gives to its
object.

Moreover, it demands of the thinking subject the

ability to move back and forth in two modes of consciousness,
the productive and the contemplative, for "there are two things
which are incompatible with one another: productive activity and
the simultaneous contemplation of it.
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(Freedom. 27.)

We can

never observe our present thinking; present thought can only
become the object of "fresh thinking" after it has been
produced.
Steiner portrays a human subject moving between two poles
of consciousness —

one of productive thinking and the other of

contemplative observation.

Thinking produces thoughts, but

thoughts, as we have already seen, are objective, they belong
with and are part of the phenomenal object.

Yet this cannot be

known through sensual observation, but only through the mental
observation of thought.

For Steiner, it is in the observation

of thought that a "firm point" is achieved for an understanding
of the rest of the phenomenal world.

This is because thought

can be experienced directly and, when one observes ones own
thinking, "he observes something of which he himself is the
creator; he finds himself confronted, not by an apparently
foreign object, but by his own activity.
he is observing comes into being.
and relationships." (Freedom. 29.)

He knows how the thing

He sees into its connections
Such a person gains insight

into the structure of the world and his role in it.

He

understands that he has an active, productive role in bringing
the phenomenal world into existence, but that nevertheless that
world is ordered according to the content of its conceptual
elements.

The relationships discovered by thinking are lawfully

established, not the result of arbitrary chance or necessity.
The role of man is simply to bring these relationships into
manifestation:
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If man were a mere sense-being without mental
conception, inorganic Nature would be, none the less,
dependent upon natural laws; but these would never
come as such into manifest existence.

Beings would

certainly exist who would perceive the product (the
sense-world) but they would never perceive the
producing (the inner conformity to law). ...for a mere
sense-being only Nature's external aspect would exist.
Knowledge plays here a role of world significance.

It

is the conclusion of the work of creation. (Knowledge,
100 .)

Steiner pictures here the sense world in process of conforming
to law —

a process revealed only through thought.

That is,

thinking perceives the world as a law-ordered reality; the
senses perceive it simply as formed matter, without perceiving
what shapes it.
If the phenomenal world is conceptually determined then we
must inquire which concepts are in fact determining it.

The

structure of knowledge is a binary union of percept and concept,
but does that indicate that the same percept and the same
concept are always together?

Certainly Steiner wants to insist

that it is only in thinking that we perceive objectively —
i.e., our percepts and concepts in their integral unity.

But

there are also "individualized concepts", or mental pictures
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fVorstellunaerO which play a crucial role in cognition.
"Whoever tries to work out for himself a view of the relation of
man to the world," says Steiner, "becomes aware of the fact that
he creates this relation, at least in part, by forming mental
pictures about the things and events in the world." (Freedom,
77.)

The structural position of the mental picture in cognition

is between the percept and concept: "By means of a percept, the
concept acquires an individualized form, a relation to this
particular percept. ...Thus the mental picture stands between
percept and concept.

It is the particularized concept which

points to the percept. " (Freedom. 83-84.)

When a table is

immediately present for perception, Steiner says, it is an
objective percept which we see; yet the "memory-picture" which
we retain of the table, the mental picture, is a subjective
percept.

The mental picture is both individualized concept and

subjective percept.

It is distinct from both the pure percept

and the pure concept in being the "subjective representation" of
a reality which is their union.
The intermediate position of the mental picture, between
percept and concept, has important philosophical implications
for Steiner, implications which affect both knowledge and the
knowing subject.

Steiner wants to establish an epistemology

which goes beyond the limitations of both naive realism and
critical idealism.

Naive realism assumes that perception is of

the real and independent world, that percepts are immediately
apprehended and that therefore the world is knowable.
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But,

"Reflection prevents [one] from turning his gaze towards a real
world such as naive consciousness believes it has before it? it
allows him to gaze only upon his mental pictures —

these

interpose themselves between his own being and a supposedly real
world..."

(Freedom, 78.)

This is the position of critical

idealism: "So long as we consider only the relationship to the
world, into which man appears to enter through the life of his
mental pictures, we cannot escape from this form of thought."
Steiner criticizes this position for being forced to assume
inconsistently that the human organism which has mental pictures
is "real" in a way that mental pictures are not.

Otherwise

there would be only mental pictures having other mental
pictures.

Steiner also criticizes critical idealism for

assuming that there is such an independent reality (albeit
unknowable) as naive realism believes it has before it.

His

solution is that there is "something which cannot suffer the
fate of having a mental picture interpose itself between the
process and the person observing it.
thinking.

This something is

With regard to thinking we can maintain the point of

view of naive realism." (Freedom. 79.)
Thus thinking attains that objectivity of knowledge which
cannot be maintained by naive realism and is doubted by critical
idealism.

But it also attains an awareness of the fundamentally

imaginative, productive mode of thinking which shapes ordinary
perception: "perception needs to be supplemented by the
mind; ...perception is not in itself something definitive,
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final, conclusive. . . . The fundamental fallacy of modern
science consists in the fact that it looks upon sense-perception
as something conclusive, complete." (Knowledge. 50.)

Steiner

calls for the active and conscious participation of thought in
our perception: "When we cause our thinking to become active,
only then does reality attain to true characterizations.
Previously mute, it now speaks a clear language.

Our thinking

is the interpreter that explains the dumb show of experience."
(Knowledge, 54.)

In fact, says Steiner in a more general way,

and consonant with his view that in man creation is completed,
"what takes place in human consciousness is the interpretation
of Nature to itself." (Knowledge. 100-101.)
We have still not completely settled the question of the
conceptual determination of the world. The question at this
point could be formulated in the words of the last quotation:
can the world be more or less accurately interpreted?
act of interpretation actually determine the world?
interpretation constitutive of reality?

Does the
Is

In Steiner's answer to

this it is important to remember that, just as there is no
independent obi ect so there is no independent and autonomous
human subi ect.

Interpretation cannot be the activity of a

self-determined individual.

Interpretation is much more the

completion, the final activity of a process which is itself
constitutive of subject and object together. That process (for
the individual) is the interplay of observation, imagination,
and intuition.

In Steiner's view of man's cognitive
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activities, they ascend from observation of percepts, through
the imaginative creation of mental pictures, to the intuitive
apprehension of concepts.

These cognitive activities provide a

rough guide to the process at work here.

Observation is

important because it puts us into contact with percepts —

thus

the importance of a sustained contemplation of nature for
Steiner.

But observation also is important because it is

constitutive for us. Something happens to me in observation: a
mental picture "has become associated with my self during my
observation. My self has become enriched; ...with each percept
the content of my self, too, is changed."

(Freedom. 48.)

In

other words, the perceiving subject is not a fixed point of
consciousness but rather a being that is constantly being
modified by his perceptual experience.

That modification takes

the form of mental images. Those mental images then provide the
conceptual framework— an individualized, subjective framework—
through which future percepts are experienced.

The imaginative

activity which thus shapes both the individual person and his
world is unconscious in ordinary experience because such
experience is always of the union of percept and concept; also,
as we have seen, we cannot be both mentally active and aware of
that activity.

Again, it is only when we think about those

processes that we become conscious of them and are able to
distinguish cognitively

between mental images (the content of

my self) and pure concepts (the content of the world). Then we
can begin to find our place in the world process as it is
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envisioned by Steiner —

"In thinking we have that element given

us which welds our separate individuality into one whole with
the cosmos. ...we must explore the region which lies outside our
own being with the help of thinking which projects into us from
the universal world existence." (Freedom. 69.)

B. Cognition as a Process

If the first half of The Philosophy of Freedom ("Knowledge
of Freedom") is concerned with cognition as a structure, then
the second half ("The Reality of Freedom") treats cognition as a
process in time, an activity which can be consciously directed
in participation with the world process. One who attains to the
intuitive awareness of concepts and is able to determine freely
the content of a concept is called a "free spirit" by Steiner.
(Freedom. 125, 158.)

This is important because the motive for

any purposeful action by an individual is always a concept,
either a general or an individual one, i.e., a mental picture.
And, for any "particular case the concrete mental picture of the
action (the relation of the concept to a content of perception)
must first be found." (Freedom. 159.)

The unfree spirit's

thinking is always conditioned by past experiences; the mental
picture as the link between concept and percept is given from
the beginning.

(Freedom. 158.)

The free spirit, on the other

hand, finds his imagination free to "translate" the concept into
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a mental picture without reference to prior conditions,

without

reference to already given mental pictures. The source of the
free spirit's action in the world is what Steiner calls moral
imagination, and consists in the ability to realize a particular
mental picture as the basis of action.

Such action, Steiner

says, "does not create percepts, but transforms already existing
percepts and gives them a new form." (Freedom. 160.)

This

transformation is dependent upon knowing the "principle at work
within the percept picture" —

that is, upon knowing the

"natural laws by which these are connected." (Freedom. 160.)
Presumably, moral action and imagination mean conformity to
these natural laws and immoral action would violate them.

In

any case, what Steiner is urging is that men would begin "to
evolve productively, out of their imagination, the not-yetexisting actions of the future." (Freedom.

161.)

There is one further aspect of Steiner's thought in The
Philosophy of Freedom which I want to draw special attention to.
This is the place of feeling in the process of knowledge.
Steiner says:

If our personality expressed itself only in cognition,
the totality of all that is objective would be given
in percept, concept and mental picture.

However, we

are not satisfied merely to refer the percept, by
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means of thinking, to the concept, but we relate them
also to our particular subjectivity, our individual
Ego.

The expression of this individual relationship

is feeling, which manifests itself as pleasure or
displeasure." (Freedom, 85.)

This provides an important key to the nature of aesthetic
experience as conceived by Barfield.

Feeling is an individual1s

response to the thinking which participates in the "universal
cosmic process." Feeling is the subjective, individual awareness
of and appreciation for the imaginative and productive activity
by which our knowledge of our selves and of our world is
continually being transformed. "Our life," Steiner says, "is a
continual oscillation between living with the universal world
process and being our own individual selves." (Freedom. 85-86.)
The feeling of pleasure is a guide to this "two-fold nature of
our being," contemplative and productive, individual and
universal, for it is the expression of the relationship itself.
It is the way that thinking becomes individualized and concrete
—

in Steiner's words, "Feeling is the means whereby... concepts

gain concrete life." (Freedom. 87.)

Aesthetic pleasure (which

is, after all, perceptual pleasure for Barfield), is

a crucial

indicator of not only a developed self-consciousness but also of
"the progressive incarnation of life in consciousness."
(Diction. 181.) It leads the individual person out of his merely
contemplative stance toward the world of things, and into an
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active and participatory engagement with a world of becomings.
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Chapter Four: The Structure of Human Consciousness

Rudolf Steiner's Objective Idealism provides the formal
philosophical foundation for Barfield's own theoretical writings
on poetic cognition.

It sets forth a general epistemological

structure which Barfield

employs in his writings and for which

his writings are an extensive defense.

Saving the Appearances,

for instance, was written with the hope of removing possible
objections to Steiner's work and thought. (Appearances. 141.)
Yet, though Barfield embraces an epistemology which matured
before the turn of the last century, he nevertheless is intent
on demonstrating the viability of its claims for a participatory
consciousness in the context of modern scientific and
philosophic thought:

Physical science has for a long time stressed the
enormous difference between what it investigates as
the actual structure of the universe, including the
earth, and the phenomena, or appearances, which are
presented by that structure to normal human
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consciousness. . . . most philosophy— at all events
since Kant— has heavily emphasized the participation
of man's own mind in the creation, or
evocation, of these phenomena. (Appearances. 12.)

These conclusions of modern science and philosophy, with which
Barfield concurs, leave unchallenged a central premise of
science which Barfield does reject: "it is still assumed by
science (as it is by the man in the street) that the real world
is a 'somewhat', in the construction of which the mind of man
does not participate; of which it is purely a detached observer.
(Diction. 18.)

This assumption, the residue of the "naive

realism" attacked by Steiner, coupled with the knowledge we have
now of a "gulf which yawns between the atomic physical structure
of nature and the appearances of the familiar world"
(Appearances. 12.)

means that the "real world" has retreated

beyond the grasp of human knowledge:

In the nineteenth century the real world was assumed
to consist, in the last resort, of things.

The things

got smaller and smaller— molecules, atoms, electrons—
but they were at least there... Twentieth-century
science has abolished the 'thing' altogether...
(Diction. 18-19.)

In other words, Barfield's analysis of the modern mind follows
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Steiner's discussion of naive realism and critical idealism: the
real world of things has slowly retreated beyond our reach and
we are left believing in the existence of an independent world
while we simultaneously
it.

deny our ability to know and experience

Barfield sees these conclusions as the final result of the

Scientific Revolutions's bifurcation of mind and matter, subject
and object.

In opposition to this he affirms the world of

phenomena, of appearances, to be the real world; if we are to
save the world from being abolished, it will involve, as his
book by the same title indicates, "saving the appearances."
Savina the Appearances approaches the question of phenomena
and consciousness by first examining the familiar phenomenon of
a rainbow.

The appearance of a rainbow is the result of the

sun, raindrops, and my vision.

Without my vision a rainbow is

not independently there. Barfield uses this example as a picture
of the general relation of the unrepresented background of our
perceptions to the representations themselves.

The raindrops

are analogous to what Barfield calls "the unrepresented", for
they are not perceived as such; the rainbow is analogous to any
representation, involving as it does my consciousness.

The

unrepresented is independent of my perception, while any
appearance, or representation, depends upon my perception for
its existence. Does that mean that my vision, my perception,
determines the reality of a rainbow?

No, for,

as far as being really there or not is concerned, the
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practical difference between a dream or hallucination
of a rainbow and an actual rainbow is that, although
each is a representation or appearance (that is,
something I perceive to be there), the second is a
shared or collective representation.

(Appearances.

16.)

Barfield is indicating here an important social determination in
our experience of what is real: our vision is a learned,
habitual activity which always occurs in an historical and
cultural context.

Our individual perception, while essential

for the construction of, for instance, a rainbow, is
nevertheless a social instrument; a personal vision, if it is to
become real, must become a collective representation.
Barfield's conclusion is that "the familiar world which we see
and know around us...is a system of collective representations."
(Appearances. 18.)

A. Figuration

Barfield says that representations are related to the mind
in three ways.

The first and most basic way is the mental

activity involved in constructing the representations: "This
immediate impression of experience of a familiar world...is
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plainly the result of an activity of some sort in me, however
little I may recollect any such activity.

[This is] the

percipient's own contribution to the representation. It is all
that in the representation which is not sensation."
(Appearances. 23-24.)

This activity Barfield calls figuration.

What sort of mental activity is figuration?
thinking about the representations.

It is clearly not

Instead, it is an activity

of participation, "a way of experiencing the world in immediacy,
and not a system of ideas about experience, or about the world."
(Appearances. 75.)

Figuration, in fact, is a "predominantly

perceptual relation between observer and observed, between man
and nature, and one which is nearer to unity than to dichotomy."
(History. 26.)

In other words, figuration is not a theoretical

"setting apart," an analyzing of differences, but a combining of
different elements into one unified representation.
Those different elements are the familiar elements of
perception— percept and concept— which we found in Steiner,
based on the same distinction between perceiving and thinking:
"Thoughts are something that comes from within; perceptions
something that comes form without. . . . what we perceive is
structurally inseparable from what we think." (History. 11, 14.)
In other words, a representation is the result of the union of
percept and concept:

the manner in which I immediately experience my
surrounding, the meanings which they have for me, is
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determined by the various concepts which I have
learned since my childhood, to unite with the percept,
or complex of percepts, underlying the phenomenon in
question.

By 'percept' I mean that element in my

experience, which in no way depends on my own mental
activity, present or past— the pure sense-datum.

The

concepts... are summed up and, as it were, fused in my
own peculiar and habitual idea...

It is this idea

which determines for me the quality, or meaning, of my
immediate experience in observation. (Diction, 48.)

The concepts which Barfield has in mind here are obviously not
the concepts of theoretical thinking and the fusion he refers to
is not the synthesis of abstract ideas into a new unity. It is,
rather, a special kind, or quality of thinking, which, in
Barfield's usage, acquires a distinctly poetic or aesthetic
sense compared to Steiner: figuration— Steiner's "conceptual
determination of the percept"— is an imaginative activity based
on the poetic principle (Steiner's productive, universal side to
human nature): it is "always a direct conceptual linking of
percept to percept, of image to image, from the bottom of the
scale upwards, and is therefore justly labelled aesthetic..."
(Diction, 189.)

While Steiner generally uses imagination

in a

fairly particular sense, in refering to the creation of mentalimages fVorstellungen. or representations, as it is commonly
translated) and makes a strong distinction between those
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representations and the concept/percept entities present to
immediate observation, Barfield tends to elide the distinction,
using "imagination" for the thinking element in perception and
using "representation" for any product of such activity. This
"poetization" of Steiner is possible precisely because of their
similar categories; it allows Barfield to establish the crucial
epistemological role for poetic activity which he wants, and it
justifies his claim that "the individual imagination is the
medium of all knowledge from perception upward."

(Diction, 22.)

In criticizing Locke's treatment of ideas as bare percepts,
Barfield writes,

the mind is never aware of an idea until the
imagination has been at work on the bare material
given by the sense, perceiving resemblance, that is,
demanding unity, because it is itself a unity. . . .
the mind can never even perceive an object, as an
object, till the imagination has been at work
combining the disjecta membra of unrelated percepts
into that experienced unity which the word "object"
denotes. (Diction, 26-27.)

It is important here to stress what Barfield means by "object"
or "things."

He is not refering to any merely physical entity

but to the full-bodied, many-faceted representation which we
know and experience as human beings.
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"For the conversion of the

unrepresented into representations even remotely resembling our
everyday world, at least one nervous system organized about a
spinal cord culminating in a brain, is...indispensable."
(Appearances, 22.)

The existence of things is not purely

physical or sensual:

Perception takes place by means of senseorgans. .. [but] we must not confuse the percept with
its cause. . . .

I do not perceive any thing with my

sense-organs alone, but with a great part of my whole
human being. . . . all that I ever hear simply by
virtue of having ears— is sound.

When I 'hear a

thrush singing', I am hearing, not with my ears alone,
but with all sorts of other things like mental habits,
memory, imagination, feeling and (to the extent at
least that the act of attention involves it) will.
{Appearances. 20.)

Again, while insisting on a participatory role in human
perception, Barfield does not mean by that that the real world
is other than the world of our perceptions.

What we perceive is

the real world but, he maintains, that involves accepting
meaning and qualities as real aspects of the world (Steiner's
concepts which inhere in the object):

All quality is subjective as well as objective, and
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the macroscopic world is compounded of qualities, as
well as quantities.

It is therefore what we perceive

and, accordingly, is inseparable from what we think. .
. . what we perceive is the actual world, and not a
kind of shadow-show pretending to be the actual world
(with, of course, an actual world, consisting of
particles, mathematical equations or something of the
sort, hiding behind it)." (History. 17-18.)

Here

Barfield emphasizes his distance from the Kantian idealist

position as well as from positivism: physical science has
bypassed the world of appearances in search of a more real world
of physical matter because it assumes that the real world is
isolated from human consciousness.

But by studying nature apart

from man the scientist cannot account for the perceptual unity
and integrity of the everyday world of human experience and so
rejects that world as less real than the world of his
investigations.

As we have seen, Barfield believes that the

notion of a world of independent objects is false to begin with
and that it is only necessary to reflect upon the activity of
figuration to realize that human consciousness participates with
the independent, unrepresented base of our percepts in bringing
the familiar world of things and objects to our experience.
This participation, as we have also seen, is an activity of the
imagination —

the poetic principle at work in human

consciousness.
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B. Alpha-thinking

We have noted that figuration is one way the mind relates
to the representations.

Another is simply to think about them.

In this mode of experience, Barfield says,

our very attitude is, to treat them as independent of
ourselves; to accept their 'outness' as self-evidently
given; and to speculate about or to investigate their
relations with each other.

One could perhaps name

this process 'theorizing' or 'theoretical thinking'...
I propose to call this particular kind of thinking
alpha-thinking. (Appearances, 24-25.)

Alpha-thinking is, then, a very different attitude of mind than
that experienced in figuration:

alpha-thinking...is a thinking about collective
representations. . . .

It follows that alpha-thinking

involves pro tanto absence of participation.

It is in

fact the very nature and aim of pure alpha-thinking to
exclude participation. . . . The history of alphathinking accordingly includes the history of
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science...and reaches its culmination in a system of
thought which only interests itself in phenomena to
the extent that they can be grasped as independent of
consciousness.

(Appearances. 43.)

In analyzing the structural relationship which alpha-thinking
has with the phenomena it investigates, Barfield points out that
theoretical thought distorts, even contradicts, the ordinary
experience of reality.

The scientist, in investigating

phenomena, is investigating a reality which has been changed by
his very attitude of thought.

The integrality of experience

afforded by figuration is thus divided by alpha-thinking.

The

most crucial division created by alpha-thinking is between the
subject and the object; in fact, according to Barfield, the
primary function of alpha-thinking has been to bring about the
separation of the perceiver from his world: "... a subjective—
or self-consciousness is inseparable...from rational or
discursive thought operating in abstract ideas."
204.)

(Diction.

Alpha-thinking is thus revealed to be the activity of the

mind at the opposite pole from the poetic (in Steiner's terms,
the contemplative mode, not the productive and active mode);
alpha-thinking is another name for

the rational principle, ...which produces selfconsciousness.

It shuts off the human ego from the

living meaning in the outer world...and encloses that
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same ego in the network pf its own, now abstract,
thoughts. . . . such a separation, a separation of
consciousness from the real world, is today only too
conspicuous alike in philosophy, science, literature,
and normal experience...

(Diction, 143-144.)

Barfield cautions against building a theory of knowledge on
the subjective-objective dichotomy which is the result of alphathinking: "...it is not justifiable, in constructing a theory of
knowledge, to take subjectivity as 'given'.

Why? ...in the act

of thinking, or knowing, no such distinction of consciousness
exists.

We are not conscious of ourselves thinking about

something, but simply of something." (Diction. 208.)

Barfield

is describing here the concrete experience of figuration, in
which no explicit separation of subject and object is made.
Knowledge is always the result of figuration; alpha-thinking can
only anlyze and clarify that which has already been given in
consciousness.

To assume that the information gained by alpha-

thinking corresponds to the real world in a way that ordinary
experience does not is to be uncritical about one's own thinking
processes.

It is to assume the validity and sufficiency of

rational thought as the privileged means to knowledge.
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C. Beta-thinking

Barfield makes an important distinction between alphathinking and another kind of theoretical thinking, one which is
based purely on a distinction of subject matter:

We can think about the nature of collective
representations as such, and therefore about their
relation to our own minds.

We can think about

perceiving and we can think about thinking.

It has

been called reflection or reflective thinking. . . .
shall...call it beta-thinking.

(Appearances. 25.)

Beta-thinking, like alpha-thinking, is a "thinking-about," and
so both have the structure of theoretical thought.

But, while

alpha-thinking accepts the theoretical mode of consciousness as
a given— along with the independent objects and isolated
subjects which it imposes upon experience— beta-thinking
subjects thought to a self-reflective examination.

Beta-

thinking is a critical stance toward theoretical thought as
such.

As we have seen in Steiner, that distinction of subject

matter is all-important:

in alpha-thinking we have no firm

ground for knowledge, for there is no way to bridge the
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I

ontological gap between subject and object —
too total.

the separation is

But for both Steiner and Barfield beta-thinking

discovers that thought— universal and particular— is
constitutive of both subject and object.

In other words, it is

through beta-thinking that the participatory nature of
figuration is realized: "...a very large part of the collective
representations is found by beta-thinking to have been
contributed by the percipient's own activity." (Appearances.
41.)

Barfield pictures beta-thinking as an essential extension

of alpha-thinking, a thinking which

had temporarily set up the appearances of the familiar
world (which the same thinking pursued a little
farther— pursued to the point which I have called
'beta'— discovers to be so inextricably involved with
man himself) as things wholly independent of man.
(Appearances. 62.)

Beta-thinking, by extending theoretical thought to an analysis
of perception and thought itself, is able to arrive at a
theoretical understanding of participation which alpha-thinking
implicitly denies.

Barfield's structure of thought— his "tri-unity" of
figuration, alpha-thinking, and beta-thinking— plays a crucial
role in his efforts to establish an epistemological basis for
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the change of consciousness which he believes lies at the core
of aesthetic experience.

While he (and Steiner before him)

remain solidly within the Kantian tradition, he does want to
give imagination a cognitive value and a dynamic function in
human knowing.

This is a key part of his fight against

reductionism; his terms are, in part, ways of accounting for
ordinary experience, scientific analysis, and philosophical
thought as three distinct ways we function in the world. In the
next chapter we shall

look at the transformation of those terms

into historical categories.
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Chapter Five: The Evolution of Human Consciousness

In the last chapter I concentrated on Barfield's view of
the basic structure of human consciousness: the activities of
perception and thought and the way their interpenetration with
one another and with the unrepresented perceptual base brings
about the world as we know it in both ordinary experience and in
theoretical analysis.

But since these are precisely activities

they must also be investigated as historical occurrences. And,
just as in the structure of consciousness there is a process of
cognition, so too, in the history of consciousness there is a
structure.

Barfield calls

that historical structure within

which changes of consciousness occur an "evolution of
consciousness."

Structure and development are alike generated

by the two polar forces or principles, the poetic and logistic:
their interpenetration can be seen synchronically, as a
structure of consciousness, and diachronically, as a
developmental process by which consciousness changes and
evolves.

Not surprisingly, we can see a correlation

between

the three modes of mental activity— figuration, alpha-thinking,
and beta-thinking— and the three stages of evolution which
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Barfield charts for us: original participation, isolation, and
final participation.

We can see here how his view of

participation, with its micro-macrocosm relationship, determines
his view of history; just as there is a progression in the
individual consciousness toward greater maturity and awareness,
so also there is a correlative progression in the macrocosmic
world. This is not simply a parallel motion; since the
macrocosmic world is a world, for us, of collective
representations brought about through the participation of our
consciousness with the unrepresented, changes of consciousness
bring about a change in the phenomena themselves; the world
appears differently.
Barfield's concept of an evolution of consciousness brings
a definite diachronic perspective to the other categories

we

have examined. The term welds together the concept of a purely
natural evolution with that of a purely human history.
Evolution is too often conceived, Barfield claims, as a totally
materialistic process, completely separate from consciousness.
In fact, it is generally assumed to be a process preceeding and
leading to consciousness.

Human history, on the other hand,

since it involves conscious thought, can be refined to a study
of just the history of concepts —
"history of ideas."

as, for instance, in the

Both of these approaches are inadequate;

the first is clearly wrong if consciousness is an integral
component of reality, correlative to the external world of
nature; the second too easily assumes, in the historical
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dialectic of ideas, that

all these philosophers were asking themselves the same
questions and then finding different answers to them,*
that they were talking about the same things, and
merely reasoning differently about them. That means
that the history of philosophy is treated, in effect,
as though it were a dialogue between contemporaries.
(History. 7-8.)

In other words, a history of ideas which accepts the
evolutionary premise regarding the independence of phenomena
from human thought will also presuppose that phenomena have
always remained the same; it is only men's ideas about them that
have changed historically.
antihistoricism.

This, Barfield says, is

(Speaker*s. 116.)

The charge of

antihistoricism is leveled against the general modern tendency
(exemplified by positivism and materialism) to accept
uncritically our scientific consciousness as universally valid
for all time.

Our experience of reality is assumed to be

"objectively true," and our common sense becomes "commom" for
all history and indeed all time.

We assume that we have

uniquely risen above the historical context within which we
live.

In Barfield's words,

Common sense today assumes that it is the outer world
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that is real and permanent, while the inner experience
we call consciousness, or subjectivity, or our own
self, is a fleeting unreality to which it somehow
gives birth from time to time. . . . Reality is
assumed to consist of things. not images.

(History.

47-48.)

Barfield's investigations into the evolution of consciousness
are not only intended to account for such a present reality of
material things but also to recapture the sense of a world of
images, of representations.

Barfield describes

the basic

pattern of change as follows:

the evolution of consciousness hitherto can best be
understood as a more or less continuous progress from
a vague but immediate awareness of the 'meaning' of
phenomena towards an increasing preoccupation with the
phenomena themselves.

The earlier awareness involved

experiencing the phenomena as representations; the
latter preoccupation involves experiencing them, nonrepresentationally, as objects in their own right,
existing independently of human consciousness.
(Appearances. 142.)

Barfield

sees history hitherto as a movement from a

participatory to a non-participatory consciousness.
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We are

therefore in a period of history which is, in a sense, between
alpha-thinking and beta-thinking, poised on the edge of the
intuitive and imaginative rediscovery of our figurative,
participatory role in the cosmos.

Participation is always the

truth of the relation of man and nature but in this period it is
an unconscious experience:

To say that what we perceive is inseparable from what
we think is not the same as saying that what we
perceive is dependent on any philosophy. What it is
dependent on is a collectively and historically
hardened habit of thought, of which we are no longer
conscious. . . . It is these passive habits of
thought, not any ideas we are actively entertaining at
the moment, that are inseparable from our perceptions;
and it is the changes in these with which a history of
consciousness must deal.

(History, 19-20.)

A. Original Participation

The participatory consciousness to which Barfield refers
above is substantially different from our unconscious
participation in the activity called figuration:
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Participation is the extra-sensory relation between
man and the phenomena. . . . the existence of
phenomena depends on it. . . . w e are unaware, whereas
the primitive mind is aware of it.

This primitive

awareness, however, is obviously not the theoretical
kind which we can still arrive at by beta-thinking. .
. . the primitive kind of participation...is given in
immediate experience.

Let us distinguish it from ours

by calling it 'original1 participation.

(Appearances.

40. )

Barfield further defines original participation as "the sense
that there stands behind the phenomena, and on the other side of
them from man, a represented, which is of the same nature as
man." (Appearances. 111.)

This not only involves a different

way of thinking but also means that the phenomena (the
collective representations) are different from ours.

The

representations of original participation are perceived as
spiritual manifestations, as appearances of divinity through
which we experience and know God.

That is, the "meaning" of

phenomena to which Barfield refers is a quite explicit religious
meaning.
For such a consciousness there is no distinction between
symbolic and literal, "for a representation experienced as such
is neither literal nor symbolical; or, alternatively, it is both
at the same time."

(Appearances. 75.)
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For us, symbolism is

essentially words, things, or events experienced with a
representational quality? but in original participation that is
the normal way of perception:

"Our 'symbolical' therefore is an

approximation to, or a varient of, their 'literal.'"
(Appearances. 87.)

There is a close relationship then between

not only the experience of sacred images in religion but also
between the

aesthetic experience of artistic images and the

"picture-thinking" of a "figurative, or imaginative,
consciousness."

Original participation is a kind of

thinking/perceiving which "we can only grasp today by true
analogy with the imagery of our poets, and, to some extent, with
our own dreams."

(Diction. 206-207.)

B. Isolation

Our representations, on the other hand, are the results of
generations of alpha-thinking, culminating in the scientific
revolution, which "scoured the appearances clean of the last
traces of spirit." (Appearances. 185.)

Barfield is pointing not

just to a history of alpha-thinking— the "history of ideas"— but
to the "effects of an alpha-thinking which has continued long
and widely enough to pass over into figuration, and be, as it
were, smitten into the representations themselves? that is part
of the history of consciousness. and of the collective
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representations which are its correlative." (Appearances. 53.)
Modern consciousness is therefore characterized as one
which, through the effects of alpha-thinking, has had its
participatory activity reduced to an unconscious role.
come about through two fundamental causes.

This has

First, as we have

seen, it is the very nature of alpha-thinking to exclude
participation.

Second, at a specific point in history the

structure of the world which alpha-thinking creates was accepted
as the true structure; this involved "...a new theory of the
nature of theory; namely, that, if a hypothesis saves all the
appearances, it is identical with truth. . . . Our collective
representations were born when men began to take the models,
whether geometrical or mechanical, literally." (Appearances.
51.)

This "theory of theories" was the Copernican revolution,

which reached its climax in nineteenth century Darwinian
evolution:

What were the phenomena of nature...at the Darwinian
moment in the middle of the nineteenth century?
were objects.

They

They were unparticipated to a degree

which has never been surpassed before or since.

The

habit, begun by the scientific revolution, of
regarding the mechanical model constructed by alphathinking as the actual and exclusive structure of the
universe, had sunk right into them. . . . what then
had alpha-thinking achieved at precisely this point in
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the history of the West?

It had temporarily set up

the appearances of the familiar world...as things
wholly independent of man.

It had

clothed them with

the independence and extrinsicality of the
unrepresented itself. . . . And it was to these
collective representations that the evolutionists had
to apply their alpha-thinking, just as it was to the
quite different representations of their own
contemporaries that Plato and Aristotle had to apply
theirs. (Appearances. 61-62.)

The alpha-thinking of an individual is always dependent upon the
collective representations of his time; these, in turn, are
there in part as the result of prior mental activity, including
alpha-thinking.

Alpha-thinking, as a habit of mind, is

completely unconscious of this and becomes blindly selfperpetuating; when man accepts the products of his theorizing as
independent of thought (i.e., objectively real and factual) he
reinforces through belief an idea about reality which is only a
necessary structural relationship within thought.
While the non-participatory nature of alpha-thinking may
suggest its autonomy from religion, Barfield makes it clear that
that autonomy is one of consciousness only; alpha-thinking is
independent of religion only in the sense of being unaware of
its own religious character.

Barfield's view is that, in as

much as alpha-thinking has led to the belief in the independence
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and extrinsicality of the appearances of the familiar world, it
is a form of idolatry:

"...the phenomena themselves are idols,

when they are imagined as enjoying that independence of human
perception which can in fact only pertain to the unrepresented."
(Appearances. 62.)

Barfield

characterizes primitive forms of

participation as well as modern, sophisticated, non
part icipatory consciousness as idolatry.

Idolatry is defined in

this wider sense as

the valuing of images

or representations in the wrong

way and for the wrong reason; and an idol. as an image
so valued.

More particularly, idolatry is the

effective tendency to abstract the sense-content from
the whole representation and seek that for its own
sake, transmuting the admired image into a desired
obj ect.

This tendency seems always to have been

latent in original participation. . . . alpha-thinking
itself is one of the forms it takes. . . . the word
idol has long come to denote, not the image as such
(as the Greek eidolon originally did, but the image on
its way to becoming an object.

(Appearances. 110-

111 .)

It is significant that Barfield links both original
participation and alpha-thinking as forms of paganism, for it
shows that the roots of theoretical thought lie deep in the
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idolatry of original participation.

Greek philosophy, by

deifying rationality, made idols of the very objects which
rationality begat.

In our own time the idols are clung to with

a tenacity which can only be understood as an expression of
religious commitment.
The picture of the evolution of consciousness which emerges
from the preceeding discussion reveals a basic religious
continuity in the movement from a sacred to a secular world
view: meaning is immanent in nature.

When alpha-thinking is

applied to a representation in which there is immanent meaning,
that meaning is progressively drained away.

In other words,

when rational thought begins to penetrate reality to discover an
essence or substance constituting that reality, it finds
nothing:

"Science deals with the world which it perceives but,

seeking more and more to penetrate the veil of naive perception,
progresses only toward the goal of nothing." (Diction. 28.)

The

fundamental error uniting these very different forms of paganism
is the religious error of perceiving the world to be independent
and self-sufficient, either in the participatory sense— as a
manifestation of spirit (and hence pantheistic)— or in the nonparticipatory sense of a self existent world, dependent on
neither man nor God for its being:
materialism.
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the "objective" world of

C.

Final Participation

Our modern experience of participation is fundamentally
different than original participation.

Whereas "the essence of

original participation is that there stands behind the
phenomena, and on the other side of them from m e . a represented
which is of the same nature as me," for us, "a very large part
of the collective representations is found by beta-thinking to
have been contributed by the percipient's own activity.

Beta-

thinking therefore inevitably assumes that a very large part of
their correlative, the represented, is to be found 'within'
ourselves." (Appearances. 41.)

If we are to experience the

phenomena not as objects but as representations, then the
representations will not be those of original participation.
They will be representations "in the final sense of being the
mental construct of the observer." (Appearances. 62.)

Our

participation, if it is to be a conscious experience, will take
the form of conscious figuration.

It is this conscious

figuration, the explicit awareness and acceptance of a "mancentered participation," which Barfield advocates and calls
"final participation."
Final participation is a mode of immediate experience, not
one of theoretical thought.
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Beta-thinking can provide a theory

of final participation by reflecting upon perception and
thought, but the experience of final participation is dependent
upon the conscious exercise of the imagination which betathinking reveals to be so central:

Now participation, as an actual experience, is only to
be won for our islanded consciousness of today by
special exertion.

It is a matter, not of theorizing,

but of 'imagination' in the genial or creative sense
of the word, and therefore our first experience of it
is commonly an aesthetic experience of some sort,
derived from poetry or painting.

(Appearances, 89.)

Both language and art are crucial to Barfield in filling out his
ideas concerning consciousness. This is in no small part because
phenomena, words, and art objects are all similarly transparent:
our attention is fixed, not on particles of matter, nor on
phonemes, nor on pigment on canvas, but, respectively, on
representations, words, and images.

This, for Barfield,

involves a necessary act of the imagination.

Such an act is

more obvious in our experience of language and art, so the
"secondary imagination" can indicate the way the "primary
imagination" functions in perception.

Barfield devotes a large

part of his writings to a study of the union of language and art
in poetic language precisely to provide an "awareness of the
part played by the imagination in perception" and to further
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history toward final participation.

(Diction. 29.)

Because polarity is the operative law generating the
continued evolution of consciousness, at the same time that the
logistic principle is bringing about self-consciousness and a
sense of phenomena in isolation, the individual finds himself
able to use his imagination to re-create the primal unity
experienced in original participation.

This is because, in

Steiner's terms, the given unity of percept and concept
experienced in naive perception has provided a wealth of mental
images which are now available for conscious use by the
imagination in the transformation of perception.

Barfield

describes the process in this way:

as soon as unconscious or subconscious organic
processes have been sufficiently polarized to give
rise to phenomena on the one hand and consciousness on
the other, memory is made possible.

As consciousness

develops into self-consciousness, the remembered
phenomena became detached or liberated from their
originals and so, as images, are in some measure at
man's disposal.

The more thoroughly participation has

been eliminated the more they are at the disposal of
his imagination to employ as he chooses.
(Appearances, 126-127.)

As we can see, for Barfield the growth of the individual
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imagination increases with the decrease of participation.

As

participation is eliminated and the living meaning of the
phenomena as representation is no longer experienced, the
imagination is called upon to supply that meaning from within.
The imagination carries on the activity of the creative
principle:

For all meaning flows from the creative principle, the
to poiein. whether it lives on, as given and
remembered, or is re-introduced by the individualized
creative faculty, the anology-perceiving, metaphor
making imagination. (Diction. 144.)

Thus the special role of poets and painters for Barfield:
relationships among things which were once a "direct perceptual
experience" must now be expressed as metaphor:

"connections

between discrete phenomena, connections which are now
apprehended as metaphor, were once perceived as immediate
realities.

As such the poet strives, by his own efforts, to see

them, and to make others see them, again."

(Diction. 92.)

The

poet restores to things the meaning which has been drained away
by alpha-thinking.
The experience of the restoration of meaning Barfield
calls, as we have seen, the "aesthetic imagination" and defines
as a "felt change of consciousness." (Diction. 48.)

Through

such means as metaphor the inner life of consciousness is
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enriched; the naive experience of the world is thereby made more
full and complete than it normally is, especially when dulled by
the habit of mind produced by alpha-thinking.

There is an important epistemological significance in
Barfield's views about final participation.

Its importance lies

in the possibility of performing the act of figuration
consciously and thereby expanding one's perception deliberately:

We have seen that the major part of any perceived
phenomenon consists of our own figuration.

Therefore,

as imagination reaches the point of enhancing
figuration itself, hitherto unperceived parts of the
whole field of the phenomenon necessarily become
perceptible."

(Appearances. 137-138.)

This depends, however, on remaining in the attitude of naive
experience which Barfield calls final participation.

For though

the unrepresented is independent of consciousness, consciousness
is not independent of it, and,

it is in response to its stimulus that our senses and
our figuration and thinking together construct the
phenomenal world. . . . sensation and figuration are
the— at present unconscious— moment in which we
actually meet the unrepresented...in experience, as
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distinct from applying alpha-thinking to it
afterwards. ( Appearances. 153.)

Barfield suggests here the possibility of the systematic
investigation of phenomena while remaining in the attitude of
naive experience, relying on the imagination to enhance
perception rather than reducing our perceptual field through the
mode of theoretical thought.

For this he looks to Goethe (and

of course to Goethe's disciple, Steiner).

Of Goethe, Barfield

says,

The pursuit of poetry seemed less important to him
than the task of establishing the epistemological
status of a conscious control of the primary
imagination. . . . the Urphanomen of his
Metamorphosenlehre is

the primary imagination

voluntarily applied to perception (as the secondary
imagination is voluntarily applied to ideas in the
composition of poetry) and grasping the reality of
nature by participation.

(Diction. 33.)

We see here Barfield's intent to bridge the Cartesian gulf
between mind and matter, humanity and nature, as it is expressed
in the division between the natural sciences and the humanities
(the arts).

Barfield insists that "the natural world can only

be understood in depth as a series of images symbolizing
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concepts” in the same way that we understand art and language.
(Rediscovery. 16.)

The scientist, instead of creating a

Geaenstand relation with nature, "must train himself to perceive
qualities...by so sinking himself in contemplation of the
outward form that his imagination penetrates to the activity
which is producing it." (Rediscovery. 20-21.)
Barfield recognizes the difficulties of such a
reorientation toward the external world but believes that
through aesthetic experience the possibility of it can actually
be experienced. not simply speculated upon.

It is not simply a

matter of philosophy:

I can philosophize myself free from philosophical
materialism quite easily; and so, I dare say, can you.
But what we are now talking about is collective mental
habit, which is a very different matter.

For that

means that, after we have done the philosophizing and
gone back to ordinary life, the materialism is still
there in our very instruments of thought, and indeed
of perception: it signifies that it is still there in
the meanings of the words we speak and think with. . .
It is not merely a habit, but an ingrained habit.
is even what we call 'common sense.1 (History. 73.)

If materialism is indeed embodied in our thought, our
perception, and our words, the way to escape it is to draw
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It

attention to those very areas of experience and re-experience
them. Because our ordinary thought is suffused with
materialistic determination, we must have "the habit of thinking
actively; of choosing to think, instead of letting our thoughts
just happen."

(History. 76.)

In other words, "the human mind

should become increasingly aware of its own creative
activity. . . . [Yet,] outside poetry and the arts, that
activity proceeds at an unconscious level. . . . [Therefore,]
the secondary imagination can be our pointer to the primary."
('Diction. 28-29.)

Ordinary perception is endowed with an

unconscious representational quality which we no longer feel,
yet aesthetic perception is unmistakably representational.

So

too is our use of language. All words have a perceptual and
conceptual element, so "it is a good deal easier to see that
language arises from an interpenetration of thinking and
perceiving than it is to see that consciousness itself does."
(History. 23-24.)

An understanding of the evolution of

consciousness can best be arrived at, then,

through a study of

the history of words and the changing relationship of perceptual
and conceptual elements in words.

A realization of "the

essentially figurative nature of language...can take us back
into a consciousness, which was not

alienated, which was not

cut off from its immaterial source." (History. 60.) Barfield
believes that it can carry us into a future

when we will

experience things and events as well as art and language
figuratively.
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Chapter Six: Language and Poetry

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Barfield is
interested in poetic language not only for the aesthetic
pleasure that it gives, or the increased knowledge or wisdom
which

results from it, but also for the way that it opens up an

historical vista upon the evolution of consciousness and a
present view of the representational quality which all
perception can have if actively pursued.

In this sense

Barfield's work in poetic diction and in etymology is meant to
support and demonstrate his views on consciousness and history.
In this chapter I want to follow that basic argument, showing
how Barfield's view of poetic language is an integral part of
his worldview and plays a decisive part in his proposals for new
habits of thought and ways of seeing.

Barfield singles poetry out from the other arts because of
its special relationship to consciousness through the words it
employs:

Poetry differs from all her sisters in this one
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important respect, that (excluding the sound values)
consciousness is also the actual material in which she
works.

Consciousness is to her what their various

mediums (marble, pigments, etc.) are to the other
arts; for words themselves are but...symbols of
consciousness.

(Diction. 182.)

A related aspect which brings out the historical dimension is
recognized by Barfield when he notes that "words, unlike marble
or pigment or vibrations in the air, owe their very substance
(’meaning1) to the generations of human beings who have
previously used them. No poet, therefore, can be the creator of
all the meaning in his poem." (Diction. 50.)
In his language study as elsewhere, Barfield employs the
law of polarity as the basic organizing principle.

The poetic

and logistic principles appear again: on one hand they are seen
structurally, as characteristics of aesthetic and analytic human
functions.

Here he is primarily interested in preserving what

he sees as an essential figurative, symbolic quality in language
from those who want language to function in a purely logical,
conceptual way.

On the other hand, these principles are also

seen as historical forces and as such they are responsible for
the relationship between given and achieved meaning which, for
Barfield, is another aspect of that evolution from original to
final consciousness of which it is the function of language to
mediate.

(Diction. 23.)
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A. The Structure of Language: Fullness and Accuracy

If we look at the poetic and logistic principles first as
structural characteristics we come to an immediate opposition
between metaphorical and literal language.

Barfield says that

language has two primary functions : expression and
communication.

The norm or criterion for expression is

"something like fullness or sincerity;" the norm for
comunication is accuracy.
over the other.

There is always a predominance of one

They exist in a state of tension, or polarity:

they conflict, but they also co-operate.

The relation of the

two functions is a "polarity of contraries"— not a coincidentia
oppositorum, or a "paradox," Barfield insists.
contraries...

"Polar

exist by virtue of each other as well as at each

other's expense.

For that very reason the concept of polarity

cannot be subsumed under the logical principle of identity, in
fact, it is not really a logical concept at all, but one which
requires an act of imagination to grasp it."

It is "not only a

form of thought, but also the form of life."

Barfield calls it

the "principle of seminal identity—

the formal principle which

underlies meaning itself and the expansion of meaning."
(Speaker's. 35-39.)

Barfield is stressing in these passages

that language is not fundamentally a medium for logical thought.
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Language needs to be both full and accurate.

Fullness, or

sincerity, means that language has the function of conveying the
intentions of a given speaker: "a speaker's intention is his
meaning; indeed it is another word for it." (Rediscovery, 132.)
A word or sentence is able to expand to the fullness of meaning
intended by a speaker.

This is the "poetic" in language: an

inherent capacity of language to convey "surplus meaning,"
correlative to the ability in a person to use language as a
vehicle for the expression of that meaning. 1
This
structural function of language is most fully realized in art
when the poet uses words in a figurative, symbolic way, not for
the purposes of accuracy but to achieve a unique, personal
expression of meaning.
The other pole of expression is communication and, if a
poet wants to communicate, the accuracy of language is a
necessary though subordinate function.

We will see later, in

treating the problem historically, that Barfield believes
personal comunication and accuracy of language are both
characteristics that language has achieved through,
respectively, the expansion or contraction of a prior, concrete,
"given" meaning.

It is enough now to note that language, as

accurate comunication, always assumes a given meaning to words.
It is the function of logic, Barfield says, to "make us more
precisely aware of the meaning already implicit in words.

But

the meaning must first of all be there, and, if it is there, it
will always be found to have been deposited or imparted by the
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poetic activity. . . . the poetic, as such, does not handle
terms; it makes them." (Diction, 30-31.)

"Logical judgements,

by their nature, can only render more explicit some one part of
a truth already implicit in their terms." (Diction. 113,n.)
This is another way of saying that rationality makes us more
conscious of precisely what it is we already know.

But,

Barfield asserts, knowing is a prior activity, and knowledge a
necessary condition, before logic can do its work.
When logic is working on, and with, the given meaning in
language two things occur; first, logic attempts to freeze the
meaning of words: "logic presupposes first and foremost that the
same word means the same thing in one sentence as it does in
another. . . .

the logical use of laguage presupposes the

meanings of the words it employs and presupposes them constant."
(Rediscovery. 60.) Specifically, logic abhors the change or
expansion of meaning through expression : "the fact that the
meanings of words change, not only from age to age, but from
context to context, is certainly interesting, but it is
interesting solely because it is a nuisance." (Diction. 61.)
Not only does logic attempt to prevent expansion of meaning, but
second, it works toward contraction of meaning:

The use of [terms] is left to the logician, who, in
his endeavor to keep them steady and thus fit them to
his laws, is continually seeking to reduce their
meaning.

I say seeking to do so, because logic is
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essentially a compromise.

He could only evolve a

language, whose propositions would really obey the
laws of thought by eliminating meaning altogether.
But he compromises before this zero-point is reached.”
(Diction. 131n.)2

Logic is a compromise, according to Barfield, because if it
wants to be meaningful, it must not be purely accurate in the
sense of the mere repetition of the identical.

Again we see

that Barfield is indicating an essential distinction, and
necessary unity, between the two functions of language.
Literal language is the compromise that logic reaches in
its efforts toward accuracy.

"We call a sentence 'literal',"

Barfield writes, "when it means what it affims on the face of
it, and nothing else." (Rediscovery. 32.)

The fixed and

established meanings of words in literal language— univocal
terms in a series of propositions— "are results. they are things
become." (Diction. 131-132.)

While they are useful for

precision and the elimination of error and misunderstanding,
they are only useful, beyond the assertion of identity, if they
carry a residual prior meaning.
Thus Barfield is drawn toward the question of origins —
the origin of terms in the poetic psychology of an individual
and the origin of language in the prehistoric participatory
consciousness of the race.
did they become literal?

If literal words are results, how
If words do have fixed meanings, how
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can language truly express the life of the speaker and the world
around him.

How can new meanings ever be spoken?

The dilemma

is expressed by Barfield in this way,

...life is not constant.

Every man. . .has something

new to say, something new to mean.

Yet if he wants to

express that meaning. . .he must use language —

a

vehicle which presupposes that he must either mean
what was meant before or talk nonsense!
he would say anything really new,...

If therefore

he must talk

what is nonsense on the face of it, but in such a way
that the recipient may have the new meaning suggested
to him.

This is the true importance of metaphor.

(Rediscovery. 60-61.)

Barfield is saying that a living language, a language that can
"bear" the new comunication of its living speakers, does so by
the sacrifice of strict accuracy for the achievement of new
meaning, but in such a way as to allow comunication to occur.
"Strange meaning," Barfield writes,

while not expressible in definitions and the like,
...is directly expressable in metaphor and simile.
...

it is suggestible; for meaning itself can never

be conveyed from one person to another; words are not
bottles; every individual must intuit meaning for
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himself, and the function of the poetic is to mediate
( Diction.

such intuition by suitable suggestion.
133.)

The making of meaning, as opposed to its explication, is the
proper function of the figurative in language.

The question

involves, as we have seen, "the relation between predication and
suggestion, between

'saying' and 'meaning'," ('Rediscovery. 64.)

and Barfield's study of metaphorical language is precisely that:
an exploration of the way we are able to "mean" more than we
"say."
In a recent essay Barfield begins an analysis of verbal
meaning by considering the most accurate, literal kind of
sentence possible: the tautology.

"A rose is a rose" is not
inaccurate, but neither does it really mean anything. 3 If I say

something clearly false, such as "a rose is a person", I have at
least said something meaningful.
false statement?

What is going on in such a

Barfield writes:

The rule, if it be a rule, that tautologies are
meaningless, involves three corollaries:

(l) that

propositions are only meaningful when they purport to
modify the meaning of one of their terms; (2) that
this happens when they are untrue; and (3) that there
is some kind of conflict between meaning and accuracy,
me inaccurate statements do in fact have on the
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meaning of their terms.... ("Nature," 32.)

This rule and resultant corollaries assume, of course, a basic
literal meaning to words.

From this perspective, any

modification of meaning is untrue and hence inaccurate.

But, he

maintains, there are certain kinds of inaccurate statements that
have different norms than literal statements have.

His example

is the "poetical proposition"— "the dawn has rosy fingers".
For this statement, "the norm, or underlying model, so to speak,
is an untrue statement which asserts or implies something other
than its own untrue content. . . .
fiction."

("Nature," 32-33.)

In other words, it is a

So an untrue statement is more

than inaccurate, it is meaningful, when it means something other
or more than the statement says "on the face of it".

Barfield

confesses that he does not know a good word for "this mode of
assertion or utterance".

Allegory and Symbolism are rejected

as too specialized, and he proposes the term, "other-saying".
("Nature," 32-33.)

This, of course, can also be referred to

(and Barfield often does) simply as metaphorical laguage, since
metaphor is the most characteristic kind of other-saying.

In

summary— and this is essential to Barfield's historical
argument— metaphor as other-saying is dependent upon a prior
literal meaning:

In order that there may be metaphor, there must be an
assertion realized as untrue or fictive on the face of
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it, and a meaning, other than the fiction, which
transpires through such assertion. . . . unless
somebody at some stage contrasted a literal meaning
with the transpiring one, there will never have been
any metaphor at all. ("Nature," 39.)

If it is remembered that a literal meaning is itself a product
of, and generally a contraction of, a prior meaning, then
Barfield might at this point be accused of circularity in his
argument.

This is not the case.

As noted earlier, literal

and metaphorical meanings are both achieved through either
logistic or poetical activity.

The question about language

prior to literal and metaphorical meaning is a historical
question.
In Barfield's studies of metaphorical laguage he makes
subtle but crucial distinctions between "comparison" and "othersaying" and also between "substituted meanings" and "concomitant
meanings."

When I say "My love is like a red red rose" I am

using a simile to compare two distinct things. This is an open
4
and stated comparison.
A concealed comparison "in the form of
a bare statement" is a metaphor: "My love is a rose."

Still

less comparison, in which the meaning is unstated, is symbol; if
I simply say "the rose" and mean by that "my love", the rose is
a symbol.

If simile maximizes comparison and symbol minimizes

it, it is just the opposite with other-saying. This is, as we
have seen, saying one thing and meaning another.
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The poet says

"B" but he means, and we are to understand, "A."

"B" is the

ordinary meaning (the literal meaning) and "A" the original, new
meaning.

Symbol maximizes other-saying; there is virtually no

comparison but simply one meaning being expressed through
another.

Simile minimizes other-saying, for it communicates in

an almost discursive way concerning the resemblance between two
things.

Metaphor is midway between simile and symbol: it is in

the form of a proposition, but it does not function logically.
( Rediscovery.

48-49.)

The differences that exist between substituted and
concomitant meanings are roughly parallel to those between
comparison and other-saying. 5
Substituted meaning at its most
extreme includes codes, the clichè, and "faded" metaphors.
Substituted meanings are actually other-sayings which, through
conventional usage and habit, no longer retain their original
meaning —

they are routinely spoken without any intention to

say one thing and mean another.

They only mean one thing.

Concomitant meanings involve an awareness of both meanings:
"sentences which convey a secondary meaning, while still in some
measure retaining the primary,
32.)

or literal, one". ( Rediscovery.

Concomitant meanings employ poetic figures which range

between the two poles of comunication and expression, with
allegory and its two parallel meanings at one end and symbolism
at the other.
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From this analysis we can derive the following diagram:

FIGURE 1

THE RANGE OF POETIC FIGURES

Logistic Principle
Norm: accuracy of communication
literal pole
comparison (likeness)

substituted meaning
code
cliché
allegory
simile
metaphor
symbol

other-saying

concomitant meaning
figurative pole
Norm: fullness of expression
Poetic Principle

This diagram is not meant to be comprehensive, but only to draw
attention to Barfield’s basic framework.
is this:

The question at hand

What is the essential nature of language?

The diagram

gives a structured look at the problem as Barfield presents it
132

and serves

as an introduction to his solution to the problem.

First, it must be remembered that these are dual norms, each
present in some degree in each kind of figure.

Even at the

expressive extreme, "A symbol's relation to what it stands for
is certainly, in some manner, a relation of likeness or a
development from that relation."

("Meaning, Revelation," 118.)

It is also important to note that a faded metaphor, which is
similar to a clichè, is no longer a figure with concomitant
meaning but one with only substituted meaning.

This shows that

concomitant meanings can be reduced to single meaning.

Barfield

describes how that happens in this way: "...if there are at
least two concomitant meanings, and these are distinguishable
from one another, we must be able to attend to either one to the
exclusion of the other; and if we attend only to the nonliteral
meaning, we are substituting it for the literal." ( Rediscovery.
33.)

The question Barfield asks about both of these

observations is whether it necessarily follows from them that
other-saying, with its concomitant meanings, can be reduced to
the form of a logical assertion using words with single
meanings.

This is a variant version of a basic question about

poetic language: is poetic language only meaningful when the
meaning can be communicated by "discursive and literal
statement"?

( Rediscovery. 34.)

Barfield believes not. The

next section will explore his reasons for that view.
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B.

The History of Language: Given and Achieved Meaning

If knowledge formerly connoted a certain awareness of
an antecedent immaterial unity, then the perception or
intuition of such unities is a historical as well as
an ontological topic. ( Rediscovery. 4.)

Barfield believes that a primarily structural approach to
poetic language is insufficient for grasping its nature.

In

fact, such an approach is closely identified with what we
earlier called the logistic —

an

analytic attempt to freeze

language into a static system. The really difficult questions
for Barfield are those regarding the origin and development of
language, and to answer them abstract analysis needs to be
penetrated with "historical imagination."

The only way to

really understand who we are is "by grasping with imagination,
where we came from and how we got here." ( Rediscovery. 214.)

If

a structural analysis of language reveals a diversity of meaning
functions in words, Barfield asks, wherein lies their unity?
What is essential to their nature?

He writes:

...the literary approach to symbol— and through that
to meaning— hardly reaches down to the problem of
meaning itself, of meaning as such; rather, it deals,
at a later stage, with the problem of two different
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levels of meaning— -the literal on the one hand and the
metaphorical or figurative meaning on the other. . . .
it hardly touches the problem itself.
word is the symbol of its meaning.

I mean that any

It is the fact

that words are primary symbols— symbols that you can't
get behind, or not in that way; it is the fact that
they are what Paul Ricoeur has called "fundamental
symbols of consciousness." .

.

. Perhaps one could

say that such fundamental symbols— words— must
therefore be based on the principle not of likeness
but of revelation. ("Meaning, Revelation," 119.)

To emphasize "likeness" is, of course, to look at symbol from
the logistic pole, and from that pole there is a tendency to
either transform symbolic language into literal language or to
insist that a statement must be either symbolical or literal,
which forces language into a predominantly logical structure.
Barfield's point of view is from the poetic pole and from there
he is interested, not just in logical structure and analogical
correspondence, but also in the historical changes that language
undergoes.

Since words are for him, following Ricoeur,

primarily symbols of consciousness, the use of "historical
imagination" to investigate the changes in human consciousness
is the proper way to "get behind" words as symbols.
"Meaning,"

Barfield claims, "as distinct from mere

information, always has an element of revelation in it."
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("Meaning, Revelation," 124.)

This has an ordinary sense but

an extra-ordinary as well. In other-saying, we are "looking
through" one sense of a word to another and Barfield suggests
that what"is most characteristic of figurative language as a
whole is precisely this translucence." (Speaker1s . 49.) "image"
and "imagery" signify "the transpiring, or translucence, of an
inner meaning through an outer."

(Speaker1s . 59.)

Useful

terminology for this feature of imagery is to say that the image
is a vehicle with a tenor.

The vehicle is the primary meaning

that carries the second, tenorial meaning.

Barfield says that

for a true symbol the tenor cannot be analytically separated
from its vehicle and translated into a discursive statement.
must be revealed through the other meaning.

It

Primary symbols are

"things which can reveal themselves only by remaining
concealed." ("Meaning, Revelation," 119.)

But this ordinary,

albeit poetic way of revelation is related to a more extra
ordinary and religious meaning of revelation:

"When we use

language metaphorically, we bring it about of our own free will
that an appearance means something other than itself, and,
usually, that a manifest 'means' an unmanifest." (Appearances.
126.)

As we saw in the discussion concerning the Logos, the

"unmanifest" means, originally, the "cosmic wisdom," and the
"manifest" the appearances.

(Appearances.

145-146.)

Further,

the relation of thoughts to words in the microcosm of man is
identical to that in the macrocosm of the universe; just as
words can be read as symbols of consciousness, so too the
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appearances can be.

The visible, natural world of phenomena is

the material expression of God's intention or meaning.
Originally creation was a visible manifestation of the
unmanifest.

Primeval man had a "felt union with the inner

origin of outward forms which constitutes perception of their
meaning," (Rediscovery. 21.)

and words really were "the

expression on the face of concrete reality."

(Diction, 61-62.)

This is what Barfield calls "given meaning."

Given meaning is

an undifferentiated meaning, a union of outer and inner, or
material and mental, and Barfield cites two words as examples.
Pneuma has an "old, concrete, undivided meaning" which must be
rendered in our language as either spirit ( as in John 3:5) or
wind (John 3:8). (Diction. 79-80.)

Spiritus is the Latin

equivalent and it also has two meanings.

It is historically

backward, Barfield maintains, to say that the psychic meaning of
spiritus arose because "someone had the abstract idea 'priciple
of life'...

and wanted a word for it. . . . the abstract idea

'principle of life' is itself a product of the old concrete
meaning 'spiritus', which contained within itself the germs of
both later significations."

(Diction. 81.)

In other words,

Barfield claims that the concrete meaning "Spiritus" is
figurative but not metaphorical.

It is figurative because it

has one meaning transpiring through another.

But it is not

metaphorical because the outer meaning— wind— is not presented
as fictitous.

There is concomitant meaning but not substituted

meaning.
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Barfield believes then that the original words were not
"born literal" —

i. e. with exclusively literal meanings

referring to material objects.
but as vehicles with tenors.

Words began life, not literally,
"Literalness is a quality which

some words have achieved in the course of their history; it is
not a quality with which the first words were born. . . . just
as our immaterial language has acquired its literal meanings by
dropping the vehicular reference, so our material language has
acquired its literalness by dropping the tenorial reference."
( Rediscovery. 40-41.)

The way that words change, as I suggested earlier, is
through the interaction of the logistic and poetic principles — •
a process "from homogeneity toward dissociation and
multiplicity."

(Diction. 81.)

Contraction of meaning is the

work of the logistic principle; this is the process by which
outer, or material, language is achieved.

Contraction is also

the process by which a diffused general consciousness becomes
focused in individual human beings.

It is only when the given,

whole meanings experienced communally by early man are split
apart that semantic expansion through metaphor can come about.
And that involves the imaginative effort of the individual.
Barfield says his historical framework is really fairly
simple: "Speaker's meaning is always preceeded by lexical
meaning." (Speaker's . 86.)

This is true whether we are looking

at the new use of a word as a metaphor or whether we are looking
at the history of a language.
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"The lexical meaning of a word is

a kind of norm," says Barfield, a norm based on the normal habit
of contemporary people when they speak or write. (Speaker1s .
29.)

It is given meaning, whether originally given or simply

the language '’given" to a native speaker at birth.
meaning is the intended meaning of an individual.

Speaker's
It is through

the contraction and expansion of lexical meaning through
speaker's meaning that norms change. (Speaker's. 32-33.)
Barfield postulates an early time when lexical meaning and
speaker's meaning were synonymous, a time prior to all
differentiation.

But now lexical meaning includes the

contractions and expansions of meaning from countless numbers of
individual speakers. Lexical meaning for Western civilization is
predominantly based on the logistic, literalistic thought
patterns of our age: "The literal and discursive use of language
is the way in which it is used by a speaker who is unaware of,
or is deliberately ignoring, that real and figurative relation
between man and his environment, out of which they could never
have been born." (Rediscovery. 43.)

It is that same poetic

principle, now operative in individual poets, which enables them

to intuit relationships which their fellows have
forgotten— relationships which they must now express
as metaphor.

Reality, once self-evident, and

therefore not conceptually experienced, but which can
now only be reached by an effort of the individual
mind —

this is what is contained in a true poetic
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metaphor; and every metaphor is "true" only in so far
as it contains such a reality, or hints at it.
(Diction. 88.)

If the original words of a language are the symbols of relations
given in creation and poetic metaphors are relations established
by individual poets, then "true metaphor" is the coincidence of
the two.

Barfield says that early language reports relations as

"direct perceptual experience... and it is the language of poets,
in so far as they create true metaphors, which must restore this
unity conceptually, after it has been lost from perception."
(Diction. 86-87.)

True metaphor occurs only when personal

meaning is subordinated to given meaning.

The poetic

imagination, in Barfield1s sense, does not allow for flights of
fancy or verbal invention:

... men do not invent those mysterious relations
between separate external objects, and between objects
and feelings or ideas, which it is the function of
poetry to reveal.

These relations exist

independently, not indeed of
individual thinker.

thought, but of any

(Diction. 86.)

The poetic imagination which is able to create a true metaphor
is thus, more accurately, re-creating a meaning which was once
given in creation, and subsequently lost. In such a way as
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metaphor that meaning is restored to us once again.

Notes

1

.

.

.

The phrase "surplus meaning" is Paul Ricoeur's; see his

Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning
(Fort Worth: The Texas Christian University Press, 1976).
2

Diction. 13In.

Barfield states m

Saving the Appearances

that logical predication is only meaningful in the context of
participation.

When predication cannot be distinguished from an

assertion of numerical identity, Barfield says, "Sooner or later
a Wittgenstein or an Ayer inevitably arises, convinced that all
predication must be either false or tautologous. . . . If I say
a horse is an animal. then (a) if by the word animal I mean
something more, or less, or other than horse. I have told a lie;
but (b) if I do not mean by the word animal something more, or
less, or other than horse. I have said almost nothing.

For I

might as well have said a horse is a horse." (pp. 98-99.)
3
Barfield, "The Nature of Meaning," m VII: An AngloAmerican Literary Review 2 (1981), 32. The rose is my example,
taken of course, from the poetic tautology of Gertrude Stein.
Barfield himself uses the proposition, "all cats are
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quadrupeds," which he says has no meaning, since it is neither
verifiable nor falsifiable. "All cats are bipeds," on the other
hand, since it is in fact false, has "at least the possibility
of meaning something."
4
.
.
. . .
Barfield, "Meaning, Revelation and Tradition m

Language

and Religion," in The Missouri Review 5, 3 (1982), 118.

This

source supplies the examples I use; the descriptions are from
"Poetic Diction and Legal Fiction," in The Rediscovery of
Meaning, 45.
5
.
.
.
See "The Meaning of Literal," m
Meaning. 32.
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Postscript: A Critical Appraisal

In the Introduction to this thesis I note that Barfield's
study of consciousness and history, despite its insight and
perceptivity, is not only limited by his categorial framework
(as indeed every analysis is) but

is also hindered by it.

I

elaborate on that point briefly, at the end of Chapter Two, when
I mention that Barfield's commitment to the neo-platonic
tradition ends up obscuring and diffusing the force of his
analysis. A more thorough-going philosophical critique of
Barfield than is possible within the scope of this thesis would
pursue those problems in a more systematic and rigorous way than
I do here; my major concern in the following pages is to point
out that Barfield's goals of wholeness and integrality are ones
which are not only, and perhaps not best, attained within his
framework.

Given the polemical force and the committed stance

of Barfield's writings a reader might believe that his or her
response must be either to embrace materialism/positivism or to
follow Barfield's solutions wholeheartedly. This postscript is
my own personal response to that choice; it proposes, in effect,
an alternative to the final either : or
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confronting Barfield's

readers.

I want first to turn my attention to the synthesis

thinking which is such a characteristic aspect of Barfield's
writings.

I shall then suggest that a philosophy

which avoids

synthesis thinking through its attempt to articulate a
specifically biblical worldview has a greater potential than
Barfield's for a radical analysis of the problems besetting our
contemporary world as well as a more fruitful philosophical
perspective on the place of man in that world.
Synthesis thinking was the dominant mode of thought during
the Middle Ages.

Its function was to reconcile the Christian

worldview with the Greek philosophical tradition.

Synthesis

thought culminated in the great achievement of Thomas Aquinas in
theology and philosophy and perhaps found its greatest literary
expression in Dante's Divine Comedy.

Its fundamental problem,

however, was that philosophical— i.e., theoretical— thought
assumed an autonomy from a religious commitment while
simultaneously demanding that those who engage in philosophy
commit themselves (religiously) to the premise of autonomy.
on the other hand, Christianity demanded

And

a clear commitment to

a God who had also placed thinking under his dominion. For
Christian thinkers it became increasingly clear that the
commitment to philosophical autonomy was itself religiously
driven and that there could be no reconciliation of the two
traditions.

As a result of this tension an anti-synthetic mode

of philosophical thought developed, of which the Renaissance and
the Reformation were the first cultural expressions.
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Anti-

synthetic thought

has been the typical mode of philosophy

since the Renaissance, and with the exception of Thomism and
some Protestant forms of scholasticism, philosophers— whether
Christian or secular— have attempted to separate Christian and
Greek thought forms from one another.
Barfield's synthesis thinking is not surprising in a man
who finds much to appreciate in both Medievalism and
Romanticism.

A Romanticist is attracted to the Middle Ages

precisely because of its vision of wholeness and the unity of
its life and thought: its grand edifices of feudalism,
cathedrals, and the mental structures of Dante and Aquinas.
While Barfield makes it perfectly clear that he advocates no
return to such a period, his synthesis thinking is in fact an
attempt to recover aspects of culture that were lost by the time
of Descartes, Galileo, and Newton (The Scientific Revolution).
The primary focus of Barfield's synthesis thinking is

his

indiscriminate usage of and appreciation for any tradition which
recognizes a spiritual dimension in the world. In this sense a
return to a culture prior to the Scientific Revolution involves
the reappropriation of forms of thought such as neo-platonism
and hermeticism (both extremely popular even into the late
Renaissance) as well as Christianity.

Barfield's evolution of

consciousness is a grand and comprehensive worldview
synthesized, in the Medieval mode, from Judeo-Christian, Greek,
modern, and to some extent, Hindu sources.
The fundamental tension in Barfield's thought is not unlike
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the Medieval tension? the synthesis of

different habits of

thought neglects and represses the different orientations and
directions that such systems have.

For Barfield no system of

thought can stand in complete antithesis to another; each must
be incorporated into the evolution of consciousness as an
integral part of the whole. All historical forces, whether
secular or divine, originate from the same Logos; all
participate in the same processes motivated and produced by the
fundamental law of polarity. But this is to deny the basic
directionality woven into temporal reality— the biblical
insistence, for example, that all creaturely activity involves a
response to God's constitutive order for creation and is either
fruitful and healing (redemptive) or divisive and destructive.
As the final chapters of Savina the Appearances clearly
indicate, Barfield is aware and appreciative of the redemptive
nature of final participation. But

redemption can be conceived

in very different senses; a gnostic redemption up out of
material existence or a neo-platonic redemption into the One is
not equivalent to the Christian sense of the restoration of an
originally good creation.

The difficulty with Barfield's

position is that it is not possible to discern with clarity the
sort of redemption he is finally advocating. While there are
obvious aspects of the biblical view in his position, his
Christian ideas end up becoming grist for a neo-platonic mill
because his categorial framework is basically derived from
sources in neo-platonism and other traditions. This prevents him
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from reaching a radically biblical formulation on questions of
world order, of origins, and of meaning.

Again, this is a

distinctive feature of Medieval philosophy: the articulation of
a Christian worldview in the words— and hence, meanings— of a
Greek mind-set.

This is what I mean in the Introduction when I

say that Barfield's categories limit and hinder his imaginative
entry into the biblical worldview; because he is reading it
through neo-platonic concepts he is seeing a slightly different
world.

I mention in Chapter two that Barfield makes "a radical
attempt to break out of the major traditional ontological and
epistemological options," that he stands against "the whole
dominant tradition of Western analytical thought".
Nevertheless, the conscious affirmation of the "underground
stream" represented by neo-platonism constitutes a less than
total break with that system of Western thought and raises
serious questions about whether Barfield's categories really
free him from the religious antithesis in which theoretical
thought is situated. For, the commitment to the autonomy of
theoretical thought, as we see in Chapter five, is itself
religiously driven and derives from a root antithesis in the
Greek worldview between nature and culture.1

In other

words, to posit analytic thought as one pole of a collective
system, and neo-platonic thought as its corrective counter-pole,
is to remain locked into the dialectic generated by those terms.
146

And it is, inevitably, to see Christianity participating in that
dialectic.
What I am suggesting is that Barfield's thinking results
from a synthesis of three basic structures or systems of
thought: Christianity, the Greek tradition of theoretical
thought in its modern secular manifestation, and the Greek
tradition of neo-platonism.

Christianity and neo-platonism seem

to be alike in affirming a spiritual dimension to life, with a
resultant religious sensibility.

However, if we understand that

secular philosophical thinking has simply repressed its
spiritual or religious commitment we can see that the Greek
tradition, in both of its manifestations, is expressing a
fundamental dialectic within which Christianity has, by
historical origin and ultimate claims, no participation.
I

see the most obvious tensions in Barfield's synthesis

thinking in his own observations about Judeo-Christian
consciousness and its relation to an evolution of consciousness.
By stressing that final participation is discontinuous with
paganism, in either the idolatry of original participation or in
the modern variety, Barfield is deliberately inviting a re
examination and re-interpretation of Christianity as the central
movement in the evolution of Western consciousness.

In other

words, final participation must find its continuity with a
biblical worldview, not that of ancient Greece.
Barfield contrasts the development of theoretical thought
in Greece and its subsequent elimination of participation
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through a materialist idolatry with the concurrent elimination
of participation in ancient Israel. For the Jew,

the appearances are indeed grounded in divinity; but
they are not grounded in the same way [as in original
participation].
'names•-— of God.

They are not appearances— still less,
They are things created by. God.

There is, in short, nothing to suggest 'immanence',
and everything to suggest the contrary.

(Appearances.

108. )

The Jews were commanded by God through Moses to abandon any kind
of image-making, to refrain from a "participating consciousness
which apprehends the phenomena as representations and naturally
expresses itself in making images."

(Appearances. 109.)

Therefore, though the phenomena were perceived as "things,"
because they were created things they were not equivalent to the
materialist "objects" of modern non-participation.

More

importantly, while the Jews were striving for this "ingathering
withdrawal from participation" they were experiencing a
simultaneous "concentration or centripetal deepening of
participation."

(Appearances. 114.)

This participation,

however, was not with the things of creation, but, claims
Barfield,

with the Creator Himself. Thus, the "waxing

experience of the inwardness of the Divine Name was the proper
counter-pole to their loss of original participation."
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(Appearances. 157.)

For Barfield the culmination of this

"ingathering" is the Incarnation; "In one man the inwardness of
the Divine Name had been fully realized; the final
participation, whereby man's Creator speaks from within man
himself, had been accomplished.

The Word had been made flesh."

( Appearances. 170.)

There are profound consequences for an evolution of
consciousness which includes not only a creational view of
reality but also accepts the Incarnation as its central event.
Nevertheless, those consequences are not fully realized by
Barfield because of his use of essentially alien concepts to
describe such a reality. We can see, for instance, in the above
paragraph, that Barfield's

polar monism forces him to identify

participation as a unity of creature with Creator —

whereas

participation is more properly a description of the relationship
of an individual (this person) to a universal (mankind). A
redemptive, biblical sense of participation in this instance
would mean that an individual person has been restored to the
corporate calling of

mankind in Christ.

If Christian non-participation is fundamentally different
than Greek non-participation, and final-participation is
essentially continuous with Christianity, it seems to me that
the most fruitful exploration of these ideas would be from a
philosophy which is grounded in a specifically biblical
worldview. The evolution of consciousness would have to be re
examined from such a perspective, too.
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For instance: is the

non-participation in Christianity or in the Greek tradition the
primary impetus behind the Scientific Revolution?

If, in fact,

Christian non-participation is fundamentally different than
Greek, then the break with Medieval synthesis thought and the
rise of science might well be seen as a Christian movement which
was only later overshadowed by secularism.

We have to ask too,

since Christian final participation is not continuous with
original participation, how it should be described and
articulated.
By looking to the Christian philosophy of the Dutch
thinkers, D.H.T. Vollenhoven and Herman Dooyeweerd, past
professors at Amsterdam's Free University, I believe Barfield's
fundamental concerns can best be appreciated

and

developed.

Their "reformational philosophy" is the most comprehensive and
radical modern attempt to develop an integral Christian
philosophy on the basis of a biblical worldview. For a truly
radical philosophy, one that breaks fundamentally with the
religious motives underlying the claim to autonomy in
theoretical thought, will be based on the total change of
consciousness which Scripture calls metanoia —

the complete

re-orientation of the heart, the reversal of religious
direction, within which all things are reconstituted and "made
new."

Reformational philosophy gives us a theoretical glimpse

into the structure of that renewed world.

2

We see in Chapter two that Barfield's categorial framework
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consists in the Logos as world origin, polarity as world
structure, and participation as world meaning. Barfield's
primary concern is to find a ground for meaning external to the
individual subject, but in which man may participate;
participation in polar forces rooted in the Logos is his way of
describing such a reality. However, this does suggest, as we
have seen, an ontological continuity from God to man;

polarity

as the law governing that relationship (and to which both man
and God are subject); and, finally, an experience of
participation with the primal Logos as the essential and
redemptive ground of meaning for man's life in the world. But if
final participation is to be discontinuous with paganism the
idea of an immanent Origin must be rejected, for otherwise

the

appearances will once again be experienced as manifestations of
Spirit. The law of polarity as a transcendent law to which both
Creator and creature are subject must be exchanged for a concept
of law which also respects and accounts for the multi
dimensionality of experience without, at the same time,
implicating that world of diversity in a falling away from
original unity with God.

Participation, finally, must be

reconceived, not as an ontological and Logo-centric sharing of
the divine nature (the presence of Spirit in the form of
thought), but as a Christo-centric participation with the rest
of mankind in the fulfilling of our corporate responsibility in
the world, as an obedient response to God's laws for all of
Creation.

In other words, the sort of worldview that I believe
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needs to be articulated is one in which a sovereign and
transcendent God is the origin (creator) of Creation and in
which

creation itself is best conceived as the correlation of

law and subject (that is, a cosmos that is subject to the order
posited by God for the world.)

Thus world structure consists of

the world's response to the overarching laws under which it is
constituted and normed by God.

The meaning of the world, then,

involves the relationship between creature and creator.

Meaning

has to do with the referential character of the cosmos, a
relationship mediated by Christ as the Word of God.

The

specific place of mankind in the meaning-structure of the world
is also referential, and involves our response to the task of
concretizing or positivizing

the norms (laws) for the world.

The particular achievement of reformational philosophy,
when seen in respect to Barfield's work, is to offer a more
fruitful description of man's participatory role in the world
with these biblically derived coordinates, rather than with his
own essentially neo-platonic and idealist/Steinerian categories.
For reformational philosophy also affirms a kind of
participation very similar to Barfield's, but one based on a
specifically biblical view of man's place in the cosmos and with
a resultant philosophical understanding of ordinary experience
as the integral correlation of subject and object.
Dooyeweerd pictures man as the heart or center of created
reality:

"By revealing that man was created in God's image, God

revealed man to himself in the religious root unity of his
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creaturely existence.

The whole meaning of the temporal world

is integrally (i.e., completely) bound up and concentrated in
this unity.”

(Roots, 30.)

This has clearly radical

implications for the history of the world as well as for its
general structure:

Within the heart of man God has concentrated the
meaning of all terrestrial reality.

That is why the

fall of man entails the fall of the entire temporal
creation.

That is why, according to the biblical

point of view, the world, as it appears in the
inorganic, organic, and the animal kingdoms, cannot be
seen as a thing-in-itself independent of man.
(Dooyeweerd, The Secularization of Science. 5.)

It is man who makes the existence of things complete.
necessary is man?

How

Dooyeweerd says that to think of the

existence of minerals, plants, or animals "apart from man, one
would need to eliminate all the logical, cultural, economic,
aesthetic and other properties that relate them to man.

With

respect to inorganic elements and plants, one would even need to
eliminate their capability of being seen.

Objective visibility

exists only in relation to potential visual perception..."
(Roots, 30.)

In other words, Dooyeweerd maintains that it is

either apostate or scholastic to affirm the reality of creation
apart from man:
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the modern materialists, overestimating the
mathematical, natural-scientific mode of thinking,
tried quite seriously to grasp the essence of nature
completely apart from man. . . .

They failed to

remember that the mathematical formulae which seem to
grasp the essence of nature presuppose human language
and human thought.

They did not recognize that every

concept of natural phenomena is a human affair and a
result of human thinking.

'Nature' apart from man

does not exist. . . . The scholastic Christian
standpoint...held that inorganic elements, plants and
animals possess an existence of their own apart from
man.

The scholastics urgued that the so-called

material 'substances' depend on God alone for their
sustenance.

But...in the creation order objective

visibility... and other properties subject to human
evaluation are necessarily related to human sensory
perception, etc.

Both the former and the latter are

created. . . . Temporal reality comes to full reality
in man.

(Roots. 30-31.)

Dooyeweerd's picture of creation is one in which man and the
rest of the world are inextricably related.

We has seen that

this means that the fall of man involves the fall of nature; so
too is it the case with the redemption of man:
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The divine Word... entered into the root and temporal
expressions, into heart and life, into soul and body
of human nature; and for this very reason it brought
about a radical redemption: the rebirth of man and, in
him, of the entire created temporal world which finds
in man its centre. (Roots, 37.)

These passages certainly suggest agreement with Barfield's view
of participation; without man's participatory presence in the
world much of what exists would be literally non-existent.

As

Kalsbeek puts it,

The structure of 'things'...cannot be isolated from
human experience.
related to

That structure is attuned to man,

man. . . . Therefore a Ding an sich cannot

exist; for when a thing is considered apart from the
horizon of human experience with its diversity of
aspects, nothing is left of that thing.3

The belief that things do exist independently is a result
of the structure of theoretical thought —

alpha-thinking.

But,

like Barfield, Dooyeweerd also ackowledges the priority of
ordinary, or naive, experience for which the structure of
experience is the subject-object relation, where subject and
object "are never opposed to each other" but rather "conceived
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in an unbreakable coherence."
Western Thought, 17.)

(Dooyeweerd, In the Twilight of

This coherence "is grasped as a

structural relation of reality itself" and therefore gives naive
experience its "integral character."

(Dooyeweerd, A New

Critique of Theoretical Thought I, 42.)
In his philosophy Dooyeweerd wants to account not only for
the "things" and events which we know in ordinary experience
(which he calls "individuality structures"), but also for how we
experience them, their "modal aspects." Instead of having merely
two modes, poetic and prosaic, as Barfield does, to account for
diversity and ensure a non-reductive ontology, Dooyeweerd
pictures a multi-dimensional structure of consciousness, so that
we

experience things in approximately fifteen aspects,

ranging

from numerical through physical, biotic, aesthetic,
analytic, economic, social, jural, ethical, and confessional.
In naive experience as conceived by Dooyeweerd there is a
relationship between the structure of human consciousness and an
individuality structure; in it "objective functions and
qualities are unreflectingly ascribed to things and to so-called
natural events within modal aspects in which it is not possible
for them to appear as subjects."

(New Critigue I, 42.)

In

other words, all individuality structures are "subjects" in the
sense that they are subject to law.

A tree, for example, is a

biotic subject; it functions in a qualitatively biotic sense.
Nevertheless, it can also be an economic object, for I can put a
monetary value on it.

This relationship between one subject and
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another, and specifically the relationship by which humans
experience other subjects in the full but integral cohesion of
their modal diversity, Dooyeweerd calls the subject-object
relation.

And it is here, in the subject-object relation, that

there exists the "extra-sensory link between the percipient and
the representations" which Barfield calls participation.
( Appearances, 34.)

Since "an object can never be an object on its own, an
sich, but only m

relation to some other subject,

4

it is

obvious that objects of human consciousness do not exist apart
from human subjects, nor do they exist apart from a substratum
of subject functions.

Something exists— what Barfield calls the

unrepresented— but an entity is only brought to its full
existence through the participatory subject-object relation.
Stafleu, quoting Dooyeweerd, comments in this way: "'Meaning is
the mode of being of all that is created.'

This implies that

natural subjects acquire their full meaning only if, in addition
to their subject function, all of their object functions are
5
also opened up m their relation to man."
This suggests
that natural subjects to which no object functions have been
ascribed are the equivalent to Barfield's "unrepresented."

The

representations are those natural subjects which, in
participation with human consciousness, have object functions as
well.

Since "full meaning" involves the full disclosure of

object functions, the representations can be diverse, depending
on the partial meaning or apostate meaning brought to the
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natural subject by man. Therefore, the individuality structure
of a thing is dependent on man for completion.

What is given in

consciousness is not simply the perceptual experience of a
natural subject but a representation which is the result of
human participation with the subject.

The object-functions of

things are the areas of significant human participation.
When we realize that the relation of subject to subject,
which is the basis of the subject-object relation, is itself
thoroughly normed by law in reformational philosophy, we can see
that it is the correlation of conditionality and subjectivity
which gives us the world of appearances. And it means that the
world of appearances is always a world constituted, in part, by
our values and assumptions —

in short, by our worldview.

It is

always a world which is given to us and constructed by us in our
temporal and communal response to God's law for the world.
An individuality structure is not brought to creational
fullness until it is functioning— either as subject or object—
in all possible modalities.

The participation of human subjects

in the object functions of, say, a tree, is more evident in the
confessional (belief) modality, but it is equally the case in
the sensitive modality; the perception of man is necessary for a
g
tree to function as a visible object.
In the modality of
belief,

One man sees the tree as a creation of God.

Another

looks at the same tree and sees a product of chance in
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nature.

Both statements are based on a faith
»

decision. . . .

we are again struck by the fact that

the tree is not self-sufficient.

In the mutual

coherence of its functions, in its relatedness to man,
and in its complete dependence on the Creator, the
structure of the tree testifies to its in-

. .

.

.

.

selfsufficiency, to its being meaning throughout.

7

We could perhaps well ask if, in fact, the two men are looking
at the same tree, for clearly the contribution of human
consciousness to the representations is quite diverse, allowing
for significant variant experiences of reality.

To Dooyeweerd

this means that, though the structure of naive experience always
remains the same, naive experience does change.

That change

will be within the conditions of the subject-object relation,
since that is the structure of pre-theoretical thought.

This

explains why, in fact, the abstractions present in the
structure of theoretical thought, once accepted as true to
reality, are able to alter naive experience as described by
Barfield; the experience of separation in theoretical thought is
modified as it is incorporated into the naive attitude, making
it "normal" to experience external objects as independent of
consciousness.

Dooyeweerd's

"insight into the true structural

meaning of naive experience" is the insistence on a
participation of consciousness with individuality structure,
despite the fact that we have become "accustomed to certain
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scientific concepts" and have "acquired a more or less
theoretical disposition in our thinking."
3 0-31.)

(New Critique III,

Thus naive experience incorporates a "theoretical

education" into its structure;

"Even its concepts which

originate from modern science have changed their meaning and
assumed a concrete and practical sense." (New Critique III, 31.)
Naive experience retains its structural integrity through
various changes which, for Dooyeweerd, can be most generally
understood through the biblical ground motive of creation, fall
and redemption.

Creation and fall mean, first, that

God created man as lord of creation.

The powers and

potentials which God had enclosed within creation were
to be disclosed by man in his service of love to God
and neighbor.

Hence in Adam's fall into sin, the

entire temporal world fell away from God.

This is the

meaning of apostasy. (Roots, 30.)

Stafleu expresses much the same thing, but within the context of
the subject-object relation:

Subjects are those things which are actively or
directly subjected to a certain law, whereas objects,
in contrast, are related to the law only passively or
mediately.

This implies that objects receive their

creational meaning from the subject to which they are
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Q

related by a subject-object relation.

The fall, in this context, means that nature no longer receives
its true creational meaning from man.
apostate meaning.

Instead, it receives an

This is something that affects naive

experience:

Naive experience is not neutral with respect to the
religious position of the I-ness. . . . there is a
fundamental difference between the Biblical-Christian
attitude and the apostate attitude of his experience.
...

In this apostate experiential attitude [one]

does not experience temporal things and events as they
really are, i.e., as meaning pointing beyond and above
itself. fNew Critique III, 29-30.)

For Dooyeweerd apostate faith can have, and historically
has had, a variety of expressions.

One is the faith of

primitive peoples, as typified by a rigidly closed belief in
nature.

Kalsbeek says that "in this stage of faith men can even

lose part of their sense of personal identity. . . . man has no
9
notion that he transcends animals and things."
This state
of consciousness is clearly equivalent to Barfield's original
participation.
faith.

There are two ways out of this closed, primitive

One is that re-orientation of consciousness which

Scripture speaks of as repentance or metanoia. and signifies a
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rebirth or restoration

to the normative relations which were

instituted at the creation. The other way does not lead man
toward renewed relations with God and fellow creatures; rather,
"This route leads him into an emerging self-consciousness rooted
in the supposed autonomy of reason."10

As we saw with

Barfield, Dooyeweerd pictures rational thought giving birth to
the self-consciousness of man and simultaneously destroying
man's sense of identity with nature.

This has led to our own

modern consciousness and its objectification of nature.
Dooyeweerd, too, sees this as a religious expression in which
the Absolute, or divinity, is still sought in nature: this
apostate religious motive

will turn the ego away from its true Origin and direct
its religious impluse upon our temporal horizon of
experience, to seek within the latter both itself and
its Origin.

This will give rise to idols originating

from the absolutization of what has only a relative
meaning.

(Twilight. 32.)

This is a close parallel to Barfield's critique of modern
consciousness since the Scientific Revolution.

The sense of the

world as meaningful because it is created was gradually replaced
with the absolutization of phenomena into independent objects of
idolatry.

Dooyeweerd calls this apostate ground motive "the

humanistic naturalistic science-ideal"; it is this, he says,
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which rules "both theoretical and pre-theoretical
consciousness." fNew Critique II, 328.)

It is apparent that the general outline of Barfield's
evolution of consciousness is paralleled in Dooyeweerd.

Both

start with a created view of reality which, as a result of the
fall, has become pagan, or apostate.
of modern Western thought as idolatry.

That leads to a critique
Stafleu summarizes this

latest stage well:

In developments of the past four or five centuries,
the natural subjects have become increasingly
objectified.

Whereas they retained an independent

existence, determined by their spatial extension or
mechanical interaction in the philosophy of Descartes,
Newton and Leibniz, natural subjects were denatured,
in principle, to unknown "Dinge an sich" in Kant1s
thought.

In modern positivistic and phenomenalistic
11

thought they became mere appearances.

Barfield advocates final participation as the way to save, or
redeem, those appearances.

We have seen that this is closely

tied to the Incarnation of the divine Word, and with our
participation in that Word in the re-creation of the world.

But

we have also seen that the terminology and framework used to
express these things unavoidably participate in non-redemptive
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thought forms ("saving the appearances" is itself an
Aristotelian concept) and thus inevitably means something other
than "incarnation" and "re-creation" mean in their biblical
matrix. The recovery of that meaning involves the "historical
imagination" of not only individuals but also of communities who
would agree, with Dooyeweerd, that "our whole world-and-life
view must be reformed in a Christo-centric sense." (Twilight.
91.)

One positive mark of such a community would be the

increased sensitivity to that change in aesthetic consciousness
which Barfield finds in the experience of metaphors.

The

awareness of an aesthetic dimension, of an allusive quality, to
all of life would become a felt experience. 12

But

aesthetic consciousness would not become normative, nor would it
be assigned the primary redemptive work of breaking the
stranglehold of an idolatrous, logistic worldview upon the
consciousness of the West.

Instead, every aspect of life and

reality would be experienced as a mode of meaning. The struggle
against economic injustice, the practice of political
resistance, the enduring love between husband and wife, each of
these are also areas which speak of an irreducibility to reality
and a normative structure which must be positivized in societal
relationships as well as in individual and collective
consciousness.
change and

In these areas too consciousness can undergo

we can realize not only the multi-dimensionality of

reality but also its directionality in relation to God's laws.
If the physical dimension of a thing is conceived (and
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perceived) non-idolatrously, as

another meaning-aspect of

reality, along with other aspects such as economic, jural, and
social, then it does not need to be seen as symbolic of those
non-physical modes.
which is accesible

It too would have its own normative meaning
to us in ways that are appropriate to that

specific dimension. The analytic mode would also receive its
proper and limited role, not as a polar opposite to the
aesthetic mode but in its specific function of providing insight
into the distinctiveness of a world of modal and structural
diversity.

Creational laws too would not be manifested in just

a logical and poetic polarity? instead law would be conceived as
the multi-faceted and over-arching order to which every aspect
of the world is subject.
The continued presence of injustice, suffering, hatred,
waste,— in a word, of idolatry— points to the

fallenness under

which creation groans, of its disjunction from that world-order
to which it is called. Barfield's work is a masterful attempt to
demonstrate in the area of aesthetic and poetic language that we
are not caught in a fixed world which is essentially alien to
us, independent of us, and for which we bear no responsibility.
The vistas opened up by his work are perhaps best mapped out and
explored by a philosophy such as I have described in this
conclusion —

one sensitive to the same issues as Barfield but

which has developed a different conceptual framework within a
more rigorously biblical worldview.
The appropriation and reformation of Barfield's work by
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biblically

oriented people

would at the same time involve a

reforming of their assumptions and common-places; for the "final
participation" which Barfield envisions is one in which the
created reality that is confessionally claimed to exist must
also be consciously and deliberatly perceived. A Christian
community which perceives, lives in, and cooperates with a world
ordered essentially by positivist and secular presuppositions is
one that has failed to make a radical break with idolatry.
Only when we become aware of the

normativity to which all of

creation is subject, in poetic language as in every other area,
will we accept the full corporate calling we have as human
beings

to participate in the redemption of our fallen, abnormal

world from all its oppressive and restrictive structures.

Notes

1

See Dooyeweerd's Roots of Western Culture (Toronto:

Wedge, 1979) for a more extensive analysis of this point.
2

Dooyeweerd's monumental De Wnsbeaeerte der Wetsidee

(1935), translated as A New Critique of Theoretical Thought in 4
vols.

(Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1953), remains

the foundational exposition of reformational philosophy.
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There

are at present no substantial translations available of
Vollenhoven's writings.

L. Kalsbeek's Contours of a Christian

Philosophy (Toronto: Wedge, 1975) provides a good introduction
to Dooyeweerd.

The worldview underlying reformational

philosophy is well articulated in Albert Wolters' Creation
Regained (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdxnans, 1985).

Advanced work

in the tradition has recently been done by Hendrik Hart in
ontology (Understanding our World: An Integral Ontology, Lanham,
Maryland: University Press of America, 1984), Calvin Seerveld in
aesthetics (Rainbows for a Fallen Word: Aesthetic Life and
Artistic Task. Toronto: Toronto Tuppence Press, 1980) and

M. D.

Stafleu in physics (Time and Again: A Systematic Analysis of the
Foundations of Physics. Toronto: Wedge, 1980).
3
. . .
Kalsbeek, Contours of a Christian Philosophy (Toronto:
Wedge, 1975), 121.
4
Kalsbeek, 123.
5
Stafleu, Time and Again (Toronto: Wedge, 1980), 20.
6 Kalsbeek, 182.
7
Kalsbeek, 183.
8 Stafleu, 19.
9 Kalsbeek, 134-135.
10 Kalsbeek, 135.
11 Stafleu, 19.
12

See Calvin Seerveld's Rainbows for the Fallen World

(Toronto: Toronto Tuppence Press, 1980) for a collection of
essays

which treats aesthetic experience as a normative,
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irreducible, and integral part of

168

ordinary reality.
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