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APPENDIX D 

THE FOUR KINGDOMS OF NATURE AND THE THREEFOLD ACTIVITY 

IN PLANTS, ANIMALS & MAN 

 

The Four Kingdoms of Nature 

 

Fundamental to our Bio-Dynamic activities and practices is the understanding that a 

plant is not isolated and grown only from the minerals in soil.  The growing of plants 

is affected by two polar sets of environmental influences termed terrestrial and cosmic 

growth factors.  It is from the cosmic growth factors that plants derive their fine 

fragrance, flavour and deep rich colours. 

 

 

Cosmic Forces    

 

 Planetary Influences 

 Light 

 Warmth 

        Living Substance 

 Carbon Dioxide 

 Water 

 Mineral Salts 

 

Terrestrial Materials    

 

 

Furthermore, the extremely ancient knowledge of the Four Kingdoms of Nature, 

allows us to understand and work with the different “Cosmic Laws” that operate 

within each realm. 

 

Each Kingdom has its own dynamic activity which interacts with and weaves through 

all of the other realms. The “simplest” is the Mineral Kingdom.  It shows densest form 

and expression via the physical body, and follows the “natural laws” that much of 

modern science tries to unravel.  However it is the death realm, for on its own it 

remains the component parts, the ash or dust that remain after a living organism has 

died. 

 

As discussed in Chapter VII, the etheric body or life body is required for something to 

grow and reproduce.  Thus on the most simple scale, the plant has in addition to a 

physical body, an etheric body which gives it life.  The etheric realm has its own “Life 

laws”, and these can be consciously experienced and worked with by exercising and 

moulding clay forms that show the dynamic and extremely accurate “tensions” 

required to activate life.  Active Perception provides guidance for you to work through 

this modelling process.  

 

The animal has both a physical body and a Life (etheric) body.  However, it differs to 

the plant in that it has a further realm which influences its activities.  The animal 

possess senses and has internal organs that allow it to react to both external and 

internal influences.  While the plant is practically a single organ which digests and 

serves to perpetuate life (both its own and future generations), the animal, typically 
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has internal cavities and specialised organs (e.g. lungs, intestines, heart etc) which all 

contribute its existence.  The plant is totally dependent on external factors for its 

growth, the animal has internalised this process.  In doing so, it has become somewhat 

more independent of direct external influences. (e.g. it has its own warmth 

mechanism, which allows it to survive under much greater variations of external 

temperatures).  This internalised process is a reflection of the soul or astral body 

forces. (Astral or star body – is a term used by Paracelsus and reflects a connection 

with the stellar world.  The Greek word “Zodiac” or animal circle, attests to the 

ancient knowledge of this kingdom of Nature and its relationship with the stars.)        

 

The astral (soul) body of an animal is responsible for the passions and instinctive 

responses that occur, and this functions on both a “group soul” level e.g. the herding 

behaviour of a collective group of animals, and also on an individual basis i.e. the 

individual temperament of single animals. 

 

The human being has added to its activity and function a fourth Kingdom of Nature.  

This is the spirit realm or individual Ego of man.  The key element here is that 

through this activity man can bring his astral impulses into consciousness and choose 

to alter the purely animalistic (soul) responses which result from sentient reactivity. 

 

The distinction between soul and spirit needs to be made.  The two are completely 

different from and even partially opposed to one another.  “The spirit is set above the 

soul and rules it, just as the animal element rules and suppresses the plant principle.  

The expression of animal drives can be ruled by the spirit only in man.  In ancient 

times this relationship was represented by the image of a rider on a horse”.28  In man a 

moral quality is invoked that is an expression of the uniquely human spirit.              

 

In Summary: 

Man:    Ego, Astral body, Etheric body, Physical body      Spirit 

Animal:     Astral Body, Etheric body, Physical body      Soul 

Plant:                   Etheric Body, Physical body       Life 

Mineral:                          Physical Body       Death 

 

 

THREEFOLD ACTIVITY IN PLANTS, ANIMALS AND MAN 

 

Root Process and System of Nerves and Senses 

 

Through the root, the plant belongs to Earth and the terrestrial sphere of dynamics.  

The root takes hold of anything it “perceives” in its environment by actively growing 

into it.  It employs powers of selectivity quite specifically according to plant species, 

taking up selected substances and combining them to create the typical “mineral 

composition” of the species. 

 

If we consider the sense organs of humans and animals there is a clear connection to 

the nerves and thereby to the brain. [It is no accident that the most important sense 

organs are concentrated in the head and that in the head is the greatest mass of nerves 

i.e. the brain.]  As a functional unit, these two groups of organs can be viewed 

together as the nerve–sense system.  The dynamics of this system show that the 

direction of action is from the outside to inside.  Light, sound and nourishment flow 

from the nerve – sense – head organs to the inside of man and animal. 

                                                 
28 Husemann/Wolff “The anthroposophical approach to medicine” 
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The head and sphere of nerves and senses can be viewed as a counterpart to the root 

process occurring in plants. (Numerous plant medicines made from roots prove this 

dynamic relationship through their action on the brain, sense and nervous system  

e.g. the well known carrots for good eyesight, and the lesser known use of beets both 

white and red for everything from headaches, eye inflammations to clearing the sinus 

passages.) 

 

Leaf Process and Rhythmic System 

 

Plant and animal/human respiration also portrays a polar opposite.  Plants assimilate 

carbon dioxide from the air during the day and expiring oxygen.  In the process they 

assimilate carbon (i.e. create carbohydrates).  The human/animal rhythmic system 

takes oxygen into the chest organisation (lungs) and disassembles the “carbon-ness” 

of the body exhaling carbon dioxide in the process.  Both processes proceed 

rhythmically between the fluid and airy spheres, but work in opposite directions.  Also 

the hollow structure of the lung with the trachea and its branches represent an ideal 

tree.  Like a tree the bronchial space takes up carbon dioxide and releases oxygen to 

the inner world of the blood–filled lung. 

 

An important aspect of this essential relationship between plant and animal/human 

respiration is revealed by Nature herself.  The corresponding polarity is made visible 

between leaf pigment (chlorophyll) and blood pigment (heme), which have the same 

chemical structure, differing only in the central respiratory metal.  In plants the metal 

is magnesium, in animal and humans it is iron.  However plants need iron to produce 

chlorophyll, but it does not become part of their substance, remaining external.  

Human and animals interiorise iron.  Despite the great similarity between blood and 

leaf pigment, they act as complete opposites.  Chlorophyll is green and fluoresces 

blood red; blood is red and fluoresces leaf green. 

 

 

Flowering and Fruiting process and Metabolic System 

 

As we move from the leaf to the flower, the green colour and assimilating function 

connected with this is lost.  The rhythm of leaf distribution, which follows strict laws 

in its upward spiralling movement is brought to a halt and transformed to a circular 

motion.  The bowl, bell or tube of a flower encloses an inner space, whilst for the leaf 

there was only external space.  In the fruit this inner space completely fills with inner 

substance.  This activity of reproductive processes suggests a relationship between the 

upper organs of the plant and the human/animal abdominal region.  Infact the 

relationship is more extensive, covering the whole metabolic sphere.  Such a 

relationship is emphasised by the medicinal actions of floral and seed parts on the 

metabolic region. 

 

With warmth, metabolism is accelerated and activity increased.  Movement and 

warmth belong together, as do stillness or rest and cold.  However “movement” 

should not only be understood as externally perceptible changes of position, but also 

transformation of substances in metabolism.  Warmth arises through combustion, 

oxidation and intensive transformation of matter.  Included in this system is the 
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musculature of the limbs so that together the process is called the metabolic–limb 

system. 

 

 
The “Threefold Activity” presented above should not be seen as a distinct division of 

the body into three sections.  Each of the three activities interpenetrate each other.  

The metabolic activity occurs throughout an organism.  Similarly the nerve/sense 

activity exists throughout the body, only it is more “concentrated” in the head region; 

the rhythmic activity being more concentrated in the middle region (which holds the 

heart and lungs), and the metabolic activities and limb movement are more 

concentrated in the lower region. 

 

The threefold nature of the human organism was first outlined by Steiner in 1917.  

Included in this organisation of man is the activity of Thinking, Feeling and Willing 

(refer to Chapter VII) and how each of these predominantly reside within one of the 

three regions just described.  Those who are interested in this subject are referred to 

Steiner’s book “The Study of Man”. 

 

Application of the Threefold Activity 

 

The value of understanding the Threefold Activity of humans and animals, and the 

polaric relationship with the different plant regions is highlighted when selecting and 

applying medicinal herbs and modifying or altering diet according to any presenting 

imbalances or health issues.   

 

A very superficial summary is: 

 for treating the Nerve/Sense organisation – Roots, 

                           Rhythmic organisation – Leaf 

                           Metabolic/Limb organisation – Flower/Seed 

 

Another very interesting book is Wolfgang Schad’s “Man and Mammal – Towards a 

Biology of Form”.  In this book it looks across a range of mammals and classifies 

them using this threefold understanding.   

Rodents (mice, squirrels etc) are more Nerve/Sense animals, and this is reflected in 

their body type – smaller i.e. more “refined” head region and larger back ends.  

Typically their diets are more energy rich, consisting of or preferring nuts and seeds.  

Flower 

Leaf 

Root 

Nerve/Sense 

Rhythmic 

Metabolic/Limb 
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Predominant incisor teeth are also a characteristic of this group of animals.  The 

“Rhythmic” animal is reflected in a more uniform body type.  The central example is 

the carnivore e.g. Lions, Dogs.  Meat is central to their diet and these animals have 

predominant canine teeth. 

 

The ruminant is the classic “metabolic” mammal.  It is characterised by a larger head 

end when compared to the back end (for example think of the American Bison).  Its 

diet tends to be solely vegetative, the more strongly metabolic the animal group 

within this classification, the more course roughage contributes to their diet.  Molars 

become the predominant teeth.  Also, within this group canine teeth are almost always 

absent, and instead the ‘growth forces’ related to the canines have often transposed to 

external horns. 
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