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What I see is just the covering. The most important is invisible....  
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Introduction  

When professionals refer to prenatal life or existence they most often implicitly refer to fetal 
existence. From a biological point of view prenatal existence includes the phase of embryonic 
life. The fetus is distinguished from the embryo by the fact that in the former the body plan has 
been completed, at least at the macroscopic level. Embryonic life is a matter of somatogenesis 
and organogenesis i.e. formation of the body and of organs. The transition from embryo to 
fetus is said to be at about 8 to 9 weeks after conception. This means that at about two and an 
half months of pregnancy the embryonic phase of human existence is considered to be 
completed and is followed by the next stages or steps in human life i.e. fetus, newborn, 
childhood and so on. One of the issues of this chapter it to show that embryonic ‘way of life’ is 
not a past episode but is psychosomatic actuality also in our later cycles of life including 
adulthood.  

In terms of human biology and psychology the embryo functions in a way that differs essentially 
from the ‘way of life’ of an adult or a child (or even of a fetus). This in particular regards the 
functioning of the brain and senses. Nowadays it is widely believed that the nervous system in 
general and the human brain in particular have been proven to be the core of the human mind 
and human consciousness, of the human psyche or soul so to say. ”Like a kidney produces 
urine, so the brain produces consciousness” is a widespread notion nowadays. In this typically 
Cartesian image of man the brain is considered as the origin, the cause of human behavior 
and psyche and therefore psyche, soul, mind and spirit are reduced to purely physiological i.e. 
material processes. Within the paradigm of natural science the view prevails that soul or 
psyche (belonging to the Cartesian realm of res cogitans) should be considered as nothing but 
a matter of brain action and therefore actually as belonging to the realm of res extensa. This 
view challenges the moral status of a human embryo: How could an embryo possess mind or 
soul if it does not even exhibit the shape of an actively functioning brain or nervous system? 
For most people therefore, the embryo has become a kind of half existence, a phase where 
man is not yet ‘complete’ or not yet entirely ‘there’. As in the case of brain death the embryo is 
considered as mindless, which very often in the current moral and ethical debate is regarded 
as not (yet) human.  

The questions at stake could be paraphrased as “What do we actually do when we are an 
embryo?” Or “Are we actually doing something?” Conventional definitions of human behavior 
are based upon the reductionistic image, that our nervous system in general and our brain in 
particular is the last asylum for what is called the human soul or mind. Soul has been reduced 
to consciousness, consciousness being reduced to brain activity. So, if you do not have a brain 
yet as is the case in our embryonic phase, how indeed could you act or behave? Within the 
frame of thinking of modern biological science no other domain (locality) and origin (causality) 
can be considered beyond that complex organ inside our skull. Locality and causality are pre-
eminent Cartesian notions. But is mind to be located at all? It may also be experienced as 
something that ‘happens’ within our body so to speak. The reality of this realm can only be 
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experienced by self-investigation and introspection, but that approach is no longer appreciated 
in conventional natural science.  

Neurophysiologists nowadays study the substrate for soul and for consciousness. But finding 
an anatomical, physiological or genetic phenomenon (‘body’) apparently connected and 
associated with a certain mental activity (‘soul’) does not mean finding the phenomenon itself. 
Apparently brain activity can also be considered as a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
consciousness. Still, there is a risk of confusing the condition for a certain matter (body, brain, 
and gene) for the matter itself (soul, mind, and feature). Such reductionism prevails in genetics 
today. As a biologist, I however have never perceived that genes (here I mean the 
reductionistic concept of ‘gene’ as a formulated DNA-structure) are playing an active and 
causative role in a living organism. This is not to deny that genes play an important role in the 
phenotypic appearance of organisms. Yes, organisms have features and properties. 
Sometimes, they become ill. But I have never seen an “ill gene” or a gene with a certain 
property, like being able to move or to digest. But yet, seemingly without discussion, people 
seem to believe that genes are active principles and that they cause organisms. As a phenom-
enological embryologist, I reject that view completely. Only in pathologically abnormal or 
experimentally manipulated conditions (and of course in the evolutionary process of mutational 
changes in the genome) it appears to be the deviation of a given genomic pattern that causes 
the related different ‘new’ phenotype or phenomenon. In the normal integrated situation of the 
functioning organism, however, it is not the genes that cause the phenomenon. The organism 
itself is performing the biological activities and functions that characterize it (and for that it 
apparently need genes.  

What about an embryo? In the modern view of neuropsychology, the embryo does not have 
much chance to be accepted as a being with a mind, consciousness or soul. In an embryo, the 
least manifestation of a functional brain is completely absent. If one wants to define the 
moment at which a first brain ‘activity’ becomes discernible in the embryo, we must wait for the 
fetal phase in order to see some substrate for brain physiology like movements of limbs or a 
deducible EEG activity. In modern somatic philosophy – “you are not present there in that 
body, you are your brain” or “there is no Self or soul living this body” - the body of the embryo 
also has been ‘emptied’ or ‘ghosted.’ Thus the embryo has become a brainless and therefore 
unconscious being. A body without a mind? How about all those organs in me of which there 
is not the slightest manifestation of awareness or consciousness? No mind there? But mind, 
awareness (‘soul’) produced by a specific organ? Does unawareness mean that mind is 
absent? The old philosophical dilemma of soul versus body is there. How do we exist in that 
so-called ‘mindless’ phase of our life? Just like we now function in our unconscious body and 
organs? Are we absent in those body domains? Or do we as sentient beings of soul and mind 
come into our body in some way: the concept of incarnation. Do we as ‘souls’ only live in our 
brains and is “the body” just serving the nutrition, locomotion and reproduction of that brain, as 
some diehard neuropsychologists nowadays state1 ? What can the embryo teach us about a 
possible mind (‘soul’) living in our unconsciousness body? Is the ‘embryo’ still in us and 
therefore not only or simply a non-personal past in our life?  

 

The performing of the body as behavior - existing in forms and shapes 

A possible key to such dilemmas as presented here might be given by reconsidering the 
definition of behavior. One may also read behavior in living organisms from their morphe (form) 
and Gestaltung (shaping), i.e. from their continuously changing physical appearance. An 
organism always presents itself as a unity of shape, function and environment, continuously 
changing in time. The rose in the vase is not the rose. One has to include time into the image 
of the rose: from seed to plant, to bud and flower, to withering, etc. Far ‘prior to that’ the 

                                                           
1 1 Apparently for philosophers that defend this stance, ‘the body’ begins somewhere at your neck. Below that 
level there is the ‘body’, on the one hand feeding, moving and reproducing the brain, on the other hand ruled by 
that organ. Above that level there is the brain (‘the head’) which apparently is on the one hand a regular part 
(organ) of the body, on the other hand not, but a special domain. This sounds like a vague and obscure re-
introduction of outdated Cartesian dualism.   
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organism already shows behavior in a broader, morphological sense and exhibits behavior by 
means of its forms, its bodily organization and its shaping (Gestalt). At first sight an embryo 
seems to be in a phase of life and development in which one cannot yet detect human behavior. 
Many people nowadays consider embryonic existence as ‘purely’ a matter of biological growth 
and differentiation, of metabolizing cells and tissues. The embryo is not yet functioning 
psychologically or ‘being aware’. To answer the question “What is an embryo actually doing?” 
we first have to elucidate what actually goes on in an embryo. The embryo is a whole, a com-
plete self-organizing being that seems to tend to ‘fall apart’ into its bodily components like 
organs, tissues and cells. The actual human embryo (human being) maintains its order within 
and through those processes and organizes them. During embryonic development one may 
describe a tree of cells, tissues, organs, which originate as a sequence out of each other and 
gradually differentiate in shape and function. This process, typical for embryonic development, 
is called differentiation.  
 

The embryo therefore is neither the summation nor the result or consequence of its 
differentiating parts, its cells and organs. Organs and cells should be considered as secondary, 
the whole, the organism itself is primary. Biologically speaking one never observes that 
something is ‘added’. At any one moment the human embryo may be seen as one entity that 
maintains a unity, an oneness. The ‘whole’ is not produced by building blocks, wholeness in 
living organisms is an activity, a lifelong process, performed, maintained against the resistance 
of ‘falling apart’ into separate body parts, cells and so on. This is how the German embryologist 
Erich Blechschmidt (1904-1992) characterized embryonic development. He proposed for the 
human embryo (as well as for every living being) the Law of Conservation of Individuality. By 
this is meant that the shape of appearance of an organism might change over the course of 
time but that the essential being itself remains unchanged, present and active within these 
outer shapes and forms. A human embryo is not becoming a human, it is a human being. The 
human organism (like every organism) is so to say not a being but a ‘becoming’, i.e. being in 
time. This means for example that a fertilized human egg (cell) the so-called zygote is not ‘just’ 
a cell, it represents the human organism at that stage. 

A human zygote is a complete manifestation of the organism man at that very moment, under 
the circumstances and environmental conditions that exist one day after conception.2  

In every phase of its development the human embryo is a coherent whole, a unity of form, 
shape and function interacting with its environment. Every stage of the human embryo, in spite 
of homologies in form and shape with mammalian embryos, is a human manifestation (see 
Figure 1). We may look like a cell, or a fish (exhibiting homologies of gills) but we never are a 
cell or a fish! From the point of view considered here, there is no argument to regard any 
previous embryonic phase less valuable than a next one or to consider it as not-yet-human. 
The principle mentioned here is actually evident and perceivable for everyone. Have you ever 
met a person who showed a photograph of themselves as a little child in the playpen (or, as a 
modern variant, a picture of a prenatal ultrasound when still in the womb) and stated: “Look! 
That was/is not me yet”? Like every living being we are appearances in time. From conception 
to birth, from birth to death, the human biography is an entity, a whole. All the appearances 
and expressions of a human organism, be they morphological, physiological, psychological or 
mental, are to be understood and interpreted as human expression, as human behavior.  

The speech of the embryo 

Describing and studying the shape of appearance gives us insight into the nature or essence 
of the living being or organism as it expresses itself by this behavior of growth and shape. It 
might help to understand a plant, an animal, but also the human embryo. Understanding is not 
the same as explaining the organism. The latter leads to the forms and shapes as causes, the 

                                                           
2 Actually the notion ‘fertilized egg cell’ is wrong. With conception the egg cell ceases to be a cell. Together with the 
fused sperm cell it transforms into a unicellular organism, called a zygote. A zygote might look like a cell (homology) 
but it is not a cell, it is a body, an (unicellular) organism, a whole!  
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former considers such factors as conditions. Like every scientific discipline contemporary 
embryology is mainly involved in questions about causality leading to the formulation of 
explanatory descriptions about HOW. What are the causal mechanisms leading to the shape 
and the appearance of an embryo? The ultimate perspective of such an approach is to become 
able to influence and manipulate those factors and processes. Understanding or perception of 
behavior however implies another approach, different from explaining the behavior. An 
example might elucidate this. The anatomist may explain how we make a fist, what ‘causes’ a 
fist so to speak: which muscles contract, which joints participate, which control mechanisms in 
the nervous system are active, and so on. However, to understand the fist as behavior, as a 
gesture, we have to apply a different approach. We have to take the phenomenological stance 
of participating in the phenomenon, rather than that of the observer or onlooker. For this one 
has to describe, perceive and understand the fist in the context of human action. How many 
feelings, meanings and gestures can be expressed by a human fist? The fist of restrained 
anger, the fist of triumph, of pain, of shame, of power or even powerlessness. Placing myself 
assertively and empathetically into the gesture of the fist, it may be possible to trace the 
meaning and sense of that gesture. Forms as gestures, as intentions, as behavior. The hyphen 
between the domains of psychology, physiology and morphology is motion, understood and 
experienced as gesture or intention.  

To understand the language of the 
embryo as meant here, it is a 
prerequisite to state that understanding 
the embryo means  understanding the 
whole, the entity. Explaining – i.e. 
searching for causes of the shape, 
form, Gestalt of an embryo – brings 
one to the (body) parts, the cells, to 
DNA. It is the path of reduction and 
analysis. There is nothing wrong with 
that if one searches for the How and 
causes and explanations, but it doesn’t 
enable the search for meaning or for 
answers about Why. Understanding 
leads to the whole, to the manifestation 
of the organism as a whole. The 
methodology needed for this approach 
of an organism may be found in 
(Goethean) phenomenology in general 
and in dynamic morphology in 
particular.  
 

Dynamic Morphology –  
the Goethean approach  

The approach of dynamic morphology 
is rooted in Goethean science and 
phenomenology. Like the phenomenol-
ogist the dynamic morphologist 
describes the form of an organism in its 
appearance in order to understand the 
dynamics of the underlying ‘formative 

gesture’. Often the morphodynamic gesture of a biological shape can be recognized by the 
formative shaping gesture of the embryonic development and/or by the way the definitive form 
of an organ or body part is achieved in the adult organism. But such knowledge is not an 
absolutely necessary prerequisite for understanding the gesture that speaks through or is 
expressed by a form or shape.  

 

Figure 10.1 

Stages of a human Embryo: 26 days (a), about 4 weeks 
(b), about 5 weeks (c), about 6  weeks (d), about 7 
weeks (e) and 3 months (f). From: The Human Embryo, E. 
Blechschmidt, Stuttgart, 1963 
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The psychological internal restating of the underlying motion that is being expressed in the 
form, may recognize the gesture that, as it were, ‘speaks’ through a form. In this way the given 
form can be recognized as an internal motion or gesture, which means: psychologically 
understandable and imitable. This does not mean that the recognition of the morphodynamics 
of a given form has to be considered as a subjective action in the sense of related to a personal 
and individual imagination that cannot be transmitted in an impersonal objective way. The next 
example might elucidate this. Everybody will accept the containing character of the skull with 
which it protects and shields a given content from the outer environment, in contrast to the 
openness with which the limbs interact with that environment. One could therefore describe 
the skull as an antipathetic 3 (closing, separating) shape, the limbs as sympathetic (opening, 
connecting) gestures. The gesture of the form is evident in this case. The related mental act 
may have aspects of an emotion and feeling (sensing) rather than of a rational objective fact, 
but this does not mean it is only subjective and therefore nonscientific. We are dealing here 
with intersubjective objectivity. An essential component of the phenomenological approach is 
to consider organs, parts of a whole (a body, an organism) not in detail, isolated from the 
context to which they belong but to consider a form, a phenomenon in the context of the whole 
of the organism (the body) and to look next for the contrast in that same context - So contrasting 
as a method of gaining insight. Comparative morphology is one of the manifestations of this 
approach. To understand a skull in its shape, its gesture, one should study it in contrast to the 
limbs or to the abdomen. This latter example is inspired by what later on will be introduced in 
this chapter as the craniocaudal gradient of development and organization in the human body. 
The craniocaudal gradient appears to express an essential polarity in form, function and 
behavior in the human body.4 We term this approach dynamic morphology.  

This implies that dynamic morphology does not apply an analytic process to describe shapes 
and forms. It tries to understand the gesture (Gestalt) and the form or shape in a more 
integrated and holistic way, it is a qualitative approach. Goethe referred to the perception and 
understanding of a so-called transcendental or supersensible quality in any form. By this 
expression he meant that the gesture or forming language of a form cannot be placed in the 
Cartesian category of an entity perceivable by our senses (res extensa)5. It is also important 
to be aware of the way the Goethean scientist approaches an object. In analytical science, the 
scientist has the attitude of ‘onlooker’, in Goethean science, the scientist works with a 
participative attitude. He participates consciously in what is going on in morphological 
processes. This kind of consciousness enables the scientist to recognize movements and 
gestures (qualities) working in morphological processes.  

Morphology and Psychology: soul is being ‘pre-exercised’  

A human embryo does not ‘function’ in the sense that the latter term is used when applied to 
a body or an organ. The latter so to speak ‘have’ a function (or better: mechanism) as a 
prerequisite. The embryo still ‘functions in forms’. Everywhere where one deals with living 
nature and with organisms, one is impressed by the perfect harmony that exists between form 
and function: the two categories always fit perfectly. The relationship between the two is close 
and subtle and refers to the well-known philosophical dilemma: What is first: - the egg or the 
chicken? As to function and form there is really no solution for this dilemma: most of the time 
people consider the two as a kind of indivisible duality or twofoldness. One may study either 
the anatomy or the physiology but there is no one-directional causal relationship between the 
two. A similar dilemma is produced by the categories Mind (spirit, soul) and Body. For example: 
is a brain the cause or the (necessary but not sufficient) condition for a certain psychological 

                                                           
3 Beware that the notions ‘sympathetic’ and ‘antipathetic’ are not applied here as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ or ‘positive’ or 
‘negative’ but as two opposing qualities of behaving. Polarity, like the Yin-Yang principle, has nothing to do with 
good or bad, plus or minus 
4 One of my teaching one-liners always is: “To understand a brain, study a liver and compare”.  
5 A good alternative for the Cartesian notions of res extensa and res cogitans could be ponderable and 
imponderable or exact versus enact. ‘En-act’ like ex-act ’is derived from the Latin word act or actum which means 
‘deed’ and ‘made’. ‘Ex-act’: what has been made, realized, ‘en-act: that what makes or realizes (itself).  
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activity. What is first? Mind or body? In several philosophical systems (including Osteopathy, 
Chinese Medicine, Anthroposophy) such dualities are considered as inseparable entities and 
therefore as polarities. Polarity is oneness, one cannot isolate or separate the two components 
of a polarity: two of a kind  

In the view being developed here of human embryonic life and existence there seems to be 
an opportunity to overcome philosophically the supposed duality of form and function (or even 
more accurate: of form and mechanism). The embryo permanently changes its form(s) and 
shape(s) in a continuous process of metamorphosis. It is all a matter of motion and change of 
shapes. It could however also be considered as a very particular way of moving, a particular 
mode of ‘behavior’. An example should elucidate this. When one takes a glass of water with 
one’s hand, one performs an act, a performance by means of the hand and the arm as 
instruments to take a glass of water. An arm is an anatomical and physiological substrate that 
is perfectly fitted to take glasses of water and in this example functions as such. Considered 
in this way an embryo of about four or five weeks old does not yet ‘have‘ (possess) an arm or 
a hand as an anatomical substrate. But in the weeks to come we may observe that a human 
embryo grows an arm and a hand out of its trunk as an act, a performance. The parts and 
elements that in the future will constitute an arm become discernible. This developing arm, as 
it were, ‘performs‘ a movement of growth, an act of growing ‘at the end’ of which a structure 
will be formed, will be grown out, that is perfectly well fitted to grabbing glasses of water. This 
growing therefore represents a movement, a function of the arm. In general one is allowed to 
state that at the end of a long process of metamorphosis a very specialized and very special 
feature appears: an arm as ‘result’. The form appears, comes forth out of the movement! The 
form, the shape may be interpreted as the final phase of a process of movement, come to 
‘rest‘. Of course the process through which such an arm ‘reaches’ its final shape also 
‘determines‘, or at least constrains the forms of this structure and therefore its functional (i.e. 
mechanical) possibilities and constraints. The way in which the arm has been growing out, has 
been performed, is a very important defining (constraining) condition for the later ‘function’ of 
that arm. What connects the two is the principle of gesture: the gesture with which an arm 
grows and the gesture performed by that arm when it functions. A similar principle can be found 
in psychology. All our moving and locomotion can be considered as a continuous positioning 
and behaving in space. On the other hand do emotions move us in just the same way that our 
motives (i.e. what moves us‘) can bring us to motion. The concepts such as ‘motive’, ‘e-
motions’, ‘motion’ and ‘movement’ are all derived from the Latin verb movere. Moving and 
gesture are transdisciplinary notions: gestures are as well the ‘language’ of morphology as well 
as of physiology and … of psychology.  

The summarizing and unifying formulation of the foregoing considerations might be that an 
embryo, unlike a so-called adult organism, does not yet ‘have‘ forms or body shapes (that 
exhibit a function) but that an embryo ‘still functions in forms and shapes’. In the adult and so-
called full-grown organism form and function are considered as a kind of duality of two separate 
and discernible but strongly related and connected principles. One could state that in the 
embryonic organism those two principles are not yet ‘separate‘ but still one and unified. The 
embryo functions, behaves (growing and changing) in its shapes and Gestalt. The embryo is 
motion in process. The embryo ‘per-forms’ gestures and movements. Its growth and 
metamorphosis, its continuous changing shapes, represent its performance and behavior. The 
embryo behaves! The body is behavior! These are the more or less one-liner conclusions 
to be drawn from considerations above. This view could have interesting consequences for the 
mind-body dilemma. Is ‘soul’ something so to speak entering the body  later, or is produced 
later on by its major organ i.e. the brain? Or is it, to rephrase Erich Blechschmidt, that “soul is 
being pre-exercised in the body”? An adult human organism possesses a complete and 
principally different perspective and orientation to his/ her world and environment. This 
perspective is completely opposed to the perspective of the embryonic way of being! This 
opposition between an adult and an embryo is schematically represented in Figure 2. For the 
adult organism the body represents an immediate ‘instrument’ for the expression of his/her 
essential being. In and by means of the body the human being is expressed so to speak 
‘centrifugally’ into the world, the environment. For the adult, the world, the reality around is the 
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aim of their existence: our body as an instrument of expression for the soul. In an embryo 
however the situation is absolutely the reverse. Realize that the method of contrasting and 
comparative morphology is applied now! In embryonic life the body itself is centre of its 
existence; the human being is involved in the formation of the body itself.  

 
 

 

 

The latter is the centre of its existence and aim, goal of its functioning, not yet the ‘world’ 
around, not yet the environment in which we exist. In the embryo the spiritual-mental human 
being more or less sleeps itself unconsciously into the body in a ‘centripetal’ orientation. This 
means that the gestures of growth with which the embryo behaves, are expressions of human 
development, of becoming and being human. In a later phase the performance and Gestaltung 
in the development more or less comes ‘to rest’ (final forms) in the morphology and anatomy 
of the adult body (however not to the same extent for all various organs and body domains!). 
In the ‘adult’ state energies, forces, principles of growth and formation become available on 
other levels, serving the adult expressing and behaving. Considered in the way shown here, 
the adult human being and the human embryo appear as polarities in their mode of being. The 
first is a being of expression, finding its achievement and goal in the ‘world’, and the 
surrounding environment; the latter is more or less a being of ‘im-pression’, by which its 
spiritual essence is per-formed, ‘expressed’ in the formation of its body shape(s). If one 
considers a human newborn of about four months as a phase in between the described adult 
and embryonic orientation, then one could see that such a being still more or less follows an 
introverted pattern of existing (“it still only drinks and eats”). But already gradually something 
is emerging by means of this bodily organization, which will become more and more expressed 
and visible during human life. 

Looking for movements and motions in human embryonic development we may find growth 
gestures and developmental movements. Those developmental movements are performances 
and therefore also to be considered as human behavior! An arm and a hand grow in the gesture 
of taking (and giving), the leg for instance grows in a gesture of supporting and walking upon. 
Breathing, taking, walking, going upright, it are not ‘consequences‘ of a bodily organization. 
They are expressions of human nature, of human behavior that first more or less are per-
formed and pre-exercised during the embryonic phase, in order to ‘re-appear’ later on at the 
physiological and psychological level. The embryo ‘pre-exercises its soul‘, with the physical 
body as resistance to perform. This resistance is a necessary condition for that performance; 

 b 

 

Figure 10.2 

Revolution of Orientation in Existence between an Adult (a) and an Embryo (b). Centrifugality against 
centripetality. From: Dynamische Morphologie, O.J. Hartmann, Frankfurt/M.,  1959. 
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without it there would be no development possible, as Blechschmidt formulated as one of the 
major principles of embryonic development. In fact Blechschmidt formulated three principles 
of embryonic development:  

 “Soul is pre-exercised in the body”.  

 Developmental movements are performances.  

 No performance without resistance.  
Long before we take our first (physiological) breath, long before the first time we grab the 

finger of our mother, or make our first step, we have ‘exercised‘ those movements as growth 
movements or developmental gestures, as so to say psychological performances. Breathing, 
grabbing, walking are not the result or consequence of a bodily physical organization, they are 
appearances of human behavior on the morpho-physiological i.e. functional level. And are 
breathing, grabbing, standing and walking not also psychological gestures? Also standing 
upright or going upright are both movements of the mind, i.e. movements of the soul or the I 
(am), as well as performances on the anatomical or physiological level. Also important in this 
context is the notion that a performance only can be undertaken against a resistance: no action 
without a re-action. Where we deal with re-action a performance has to be the primary act. It 
is motion that goes before everything. It is on the origin of every being and becoming, of every 
change, of every form. Movement (process) is the primary quality, not form or shape In form a 
movement, a process comes to an end, comes to ‘rest’. Another way to express this: for 
movement there is no cause, it is cause itself! “Am Anfang die Tat” (In the beginning the act) 
(Goethe). The ultimate consequence of considerations like this might be that the body is not 
producing us (or our soul or awareness) but rather that we from the very beginning on function 
as a oneness of mind and body, of enact and exact, of soul and body and that it is as Rumi 
(1207 - 1273) said:  
Wine got drunk with us, not the other way.  
The body developed out of us not we from it.  
We are bees and our body is a honeycomb.  
We made the body, cell by cell we made it.  
 

This approach helps us to understand the embryo at best, just because everything in the 
embryo has to do with becoming and shaping, with process. If we consider the movements 
and gestures that lead to the human body shape and Gestalt, it is evident that they are spiritual 
in nature. Take for example going upright. As we will see later, an embryo can already perform 
the act of coming to an upright position. It does so in an act of growing movement. Later on we 
will ‘repeat’ this act when we as a young child for the ‘first’ time come upright, in balance within 
ourselves. What a joy, what a performance, what “a small step for a man, but a giant leap for 
mankind”. One or two years later the child may surprise its mother by no longer talking about 
him/herself in the third person but ‘out of the blue’ states: “I do want a piece of bread”. A first 
psychological ‘coming upright’, perhaps? The force or power of coming upright is not only 
present as the essential act of development and growing during the various phases of 
embryonic development or early childhood, but it can also be recognized with admiration and 
wondering, when one meets a person who performs the act of ‘going upright’ on the spiritual 
level. For example like the professor during my student days, who exhibited an impressing 
power of walking upright as an individual although his so-called handicapped body was hardly 
capable of achieving a genuinely upright body position (M. Bechterew). Going upright as an 
act of strength of mind and spirit, not merely as a morphological or physiological act; coming 
upright despite your bodily restraints or impairments; the ‘body’ as resistance for the ‘soul’? 

Birth as a the primeval gesture of development  
So where do we come from? The question posed by the curious child philosophically relates 

to the issue of body and soul. Does our ‘soul’ emerge from our body, produced by an organ? 
Or are we a psychosomatic entity (polarity) and is our development also an act of incarnation, 
of embodiment? Or to state it more generally: do we live centrifugally from or centripetally 
towards the body? What is the gesture that might be considered as the essential gesture or 
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prenatal development? Is it possible to ‘read’ such a gesture or principle from the phenomena 
that represent the ‘speech’ of the embryo, which is the ’language’ of shaping and growing  

During the first week of human embryonic development the so-called zygote starts to divide 
into two, four, eight, sixteen and so on smaller cells. After some three days the embryo looks 
like a spherical ‘clod of cells’, the so-called 8 or 64 cell morula stage. The zygote (which, it 
should be repeated here, is not a cell but represents the human body at that stage) 
differentiates into many smaller elements (cells). Each cell has its own nucleus and has its own 
cell membrane. All these events take place inside the whole of the zygote-sphere (conceptus 
or embryo). There is no physical growth yet, at the end of the first week the body still has the 
same shape (sphere) and size as the zygote. At the end of the first week when the whole 
system is subdivided in over hundred cells, two differentiated types of cell appear. In the center 
an inner cell mass or embryoblast, representing what in later phase will appear to be the so-
called ‘proper embryo’ (or, a better notion in my view: the ‘proper or actual body’); at the 
periphery a mantle of trophoblast (or outer cell mass) out of which in a later phase the placenta 
and membranes will develop. We may conclude that out of an entity (which is the zygote) via 
a stageof multitude (the morula) a duality or twofoldness (the so-called blastula) arises. ‘The 
one divides into the two‘. From now on we deal with a center (embryoblast), subdued to 
centripetal forces and tendencies (usually considered as the ‚actual‘ or ‘proper’ body!) and an 
opposite pole with a centrifugal tendency, a periphery (trophoblast) that has a completely 
different relationship to the environment, because it interferes and connects with it and from 
now on will interact with the maternal environment in a metabolizing way.  

One can see that during the first week, step by step, the zygote becomes more and more 
structured, more or less ‘lifeless’, and that it hardly interacts with its environment. The whole 
system more and more resembles a mineral-like structure: a spatial structure without growth, 
with hardly metabolic interaction with the environment, i.e. still lacking features that are so 
typical for living organisms like time, growth and metabolism. This whole is nearly pure space 
and structure, constituted by particles (the cells), typical of inorganic nature. This first phase 
will end as soon as the embryo manages to nidate (or implant), which may happen after four, 
five or even seven or eight days. This so-called ‘first week’ is not a calendar week; it represents 
a way of being, of behavior, which through nidation becomes a completely different way of 
being in the second week. There exist animals where this first phase may last a few months, 
a so-called embryo pause. In such cases the blastula remains in the womb or Fallopian tube 
for months. When the conditions in the maternal organism have changed through seasonal 
factors in the environment and are ripe for it, the embryo nidates (implants) and in a 
revolutionary gesture a complete new and different way of existing and biological behavior 
brings the embryo to the next phase of development. This revolution is mainly characterized 
by an enormous ‘peripherization’ and expansion of the ‘peripheral body’, usually indicated as 
the trophoblast. It looks as if the first week of embryonic existence takes place ‘outside’ the 
biological time of the organism: “time6 is not here yet”. At least time is not ‘incorporated’ yet. 
The embryo still lives in the dimension of only ‘space‘, as in ‘eternity‘, as in mineral and 
inorganic nature.  

But development continues. At the center of the whole system that the embryo represents 
the embryoblast still exists as a kind of retaining center against the peripherizing tendencies 
of the trophoblast around it. It is in the periphery that the trophoblast exhibits the activities and 
tendencies related to growing, expanding, differentiation, metabolizing and interaction with the 
environment; in the center this all more or less is restrained or withheld. The principle of a 
duality/twofoldness still exists: the ‘center body’ now indicated as entocyst still opposes a 
‘periphery body’ now described as ectocyst and still ‘the two are one’. In the fourth week of 
development yet again names and structures of those two ‘body parts’ have changed. 
‘Periphery’ is now called ‘amniotic sac’ and the ‘center body’ is now designated as the (‘proper’) 
embryo. Again however there exists this dual orientation to the environment: peripherizing and 
centrifugality against centering and centripetality. Even in the fetal period one might consider 

                                                           
6 By ‘time’ we mean not cosmic time but the life time, so typical and characteristic of every living organism.  
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the two body parts or principles as opposed in ‘ fetus versus placenta with membranes’. But it 
is the whole organism that we are dealing here with that represents the human embryo and 
the human body. In opposition to the ‚regular‘ view in gynecology and embryology, the 
phenomenological approach which is applied here until so far did not give any clue or argument 
to distinguish between the ‚actual’ or ‚proper‘ embryo (‘body) on the one hand with the placenta 
and membranes as a kind of secondarily added body dimension on the other hand. That is 
how they are usually interpreted and described in terms of secundinae and adnexa, added or 
auxiliary organs. It may be that there are good phylogenetic arguments to describe the 
development of placenta and membranes as a kind of secondary development – indeed one 
may observe that something like membranes and placenta are a later so-called ‘invention’ in 
evolution giving rise to a whole phylum of placentalia – but in the context of the human 
ontogeny there are no arguments for such a definition. The opposite might even be true: 
phenomenologically tone could consider the periphery pole of the prenatal body as the rooting 
and primary dimension and the centre body, with the embryo (fetus) as the secondary one 
developing out the former (see below)  

In prenatal life the physiological processes in the embryo are organized and oriented from 
‚outside‘ to ‚inside‘, from ‚periphery‘ to ‚center‘, i.e. centripetally. It is in the outer ‚envelopments‘ 
(first in trophoblast, next in the so-called ectocyst, next in amniotic sac and later in the placenta 
and membranes) that the embryo, the prenatal being finds it roots and ‘origin’. There are the 
morphological and physiological necessary conditions for its biological existence, there it 
breathes, there it metabolizes, there it excretes, there so to say it roots and lives, there it exists!. 
In the third week of development, with the formation of first blood vessels and a heart, a stream 
of blood and nutrition is developed which brings the metabolic nutrients from the ‚periphery 
body‘ to the ‚centre body‘. If this does not occur, the center with get lost from it periphery roots 
and the embryo (conceptus) will die off with a miscarriage as result.  

Phenomenologically one could describe the relationship between periphery and as a kind of 
En-velopment process as well as the gesture of a De-velopment. ‚De‘ is Latin and means ‚out 
of‘ or ‚against‘. Maybe this is what is made possible: a center can be De-veloped against the 
En-velope to which it is primarily related and connected? In the first week ‚periphery body‘ 
(trophoblast) and ‚center body‘ (embryoblast) are in immediate contact with each other. In the 
second and third week however there starts a kind of separation process in which the two 
entities tend to appear more and more as a duality: the two body domains start to grow and 
‘behave’ in a very opposite way and direction. If not an intermediate system of mesoderm with 
blood and blood vessels and heart would be formed, the centre would die out the periphery 
and the whole system would perish. Consequently from the fourth week the center body (the 
so-called ‚proper embryo‘ or ‘proper body’) emancipates from its peripheral envelopments (the 
amniotic sac) by a space filled with clear water, the amniotic cavity. Now the embryo only 
survives thanks to the mediation of the umbilical cord. In the fetal phase this gesture of 
separation is also represented by shaping the poles of placenta and membranes within the 
‘periphery body’.  

Summarizing one could describe the process morphodynamically as a gesture in which the 
centre step by step is De-veloped out of the periphery: a center is born out of a periphery. In 
this process the center gains autonomy, becomes more and more independent. What in the 
beginning was one, is step by step differentiated into a duality remaining an entity, so a 
twofoldness. The placenta and membranes also are in principle not a part of the maternal 
organism as in some languages is indicated speaking of ‘mothers’ cake’ (Mutterkuchen in 
German). In prenatal life they are part of the human body, of the human embryonic organism. 
If the placenta is a ‘cake’, it is at least a ‘children’s cake’.7  

The essential and principal gesture of human embryonic development is the formation of a 
‘center body‘ out of a ‘periphery body’ with which and in which the embryo actually is rooting. 

                                                           
7 That is why I do disagree with the usual notion in textbooks that there is a ‘proper embryo’ and something like 
secundinae or adnexa, secondary or added organs. No, the blastula as a whole, so also the later amniotic sac and 
placenta represent the embryo, our prenatal body! Apparently the body is suborganized into two domains.  
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This ‘inner‘ or center dimension (‘body’) more and more emancipates from its rooting pole till 
it at the end it completely separates from it. With the disconnection of the umbilical cord (birth!) 
this inner or center body develops out of its outer periphery and envelopment(s). This means 
that when we are born, we perform the act, the gesture of dying! During our prenatal existence 
our emancipating inner or center body - which we now in the postnatal stage consider to be 
THE body - was connected with, enveloped and sheltered by that periphery body in which we 
were oriented to and openly connected with the ‘out there’, with the environment. In German 
birth is called Entbindung which can be translated at best with de-composition, disconnection, 
untying, release. What was connected before, now is separated. The same can be applied to 
the process of dying, on one’s deathbed. In Dutch the act of dying is described by the process 
of ontbinding: again a de-composition and untying! In prenatal development the gesture of De-
veloping (literally) is predominant: something is De-veloped. In the dynamics of this eman-
cipation gesture the center body comes forth out of the periphery pole. At birth a human being 
performs an act of dying: a human being is being born out of him/her self! The whole prenatal 
gesture is one of dying from your peripheral, isn’t that your heavenly, celestial or spiritual roots 
and dimensions? How meaningful of the German language to describe birth as a process of 
Ent-bindung? As at a deathbed the process of dying could be interpreted as a disconnection, 
untying of the spirit from the body. At the same time one could state that a soul is born and 
that one is born out of a spiritual dimension. Where do we die from? We therefore do not come 
or originate from ‘our mothers belly’ - as so many times our children are being told nowadays 
- we come from our own roots, from our own (heavenly) origin. There seems to be a corpse at 
birth: the placenta and membranes as the periphery body that is left behind and that represents 
the peripheral dimensions where we have died from. Birth of the physical body may be seen 
as dying out of the periphery (spirit) while dying of our physical body may be interpreted as a 
birth of spirit? So mother is not kicking us out of her womb or belly, we have to De-velop and 
die out of ourselves and mother is assisting us in that. She literally is our backup! 8 

Is that gesture of enveloping and next developing not the principle gesture of human 
development during our whole life? Every time, again and again, we have to envelop ourselves 
so to say with an environment that supplies us with nutrition (physical or psychological), with 
stimuli. Next we root in that ‘mantle’, that nourishing environment and establish our roots there, 
we connect, we en-velop. But in order to reach a next stage or phase we have to de-velop, 
dismantle from that environment in order to find ourselves born in a new stage, a next phase 
of development. If we do not, retardation, staying behind is the consequence. The newborn 
human dies out of its prenatal way of living and existing. Certainly there is a risk in ending this 
way of being and existing, we will lose something, we even might literally die on it, but we may 
win new possibilities, new encounters, new impulses, and other nourishment. When we die out 
of that womb a complete new relationship with an up to then unknown dimension becomes an 
opportunity. In between the various stages and phases of development there are not (always) 
smooth transitions of ‘more of the same brings us in the next stage’. On the contrary, there are 
critical moments in between: disasters, discontinuities, let us say births, De-velopments. In our 
physiological birth we ‚repeat’ a morphological birth that was already performed in the fourth 
and fifth week leading to the morphological emancipation of the center body from the amniotic 
sac, the so-called delamination of the embryo. This gesture is again is exercised at the moment 
of birth, this time physiologically. Could it all be a ‘pre-exercising’ of a primordial act of De-
veloping that we also have to be capable of as psychological beings? 
  

                                                           
8 Isn’t it in this respect not very meaningful that at the end of the first ‘week’ when the embryo nests into the mucosa 

of the womb, we do that in the backward direction? At the moment of nidation there comes up in the embryo a body 
orientation (embryo pole and ab-embryonic pole) which only a few days later will manifest itself in the future dorsal 
and ventral body orientation.  
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Intermezzo 
 
A tale about an unimaginable existence  
 

Imagine you are (still) a fetus - thinking that the world is as you acknowledge and experience 
it at that time. How could you imagine another world, a different way of being? You just awoke 
in this world, in this reality. You awoke by opening and discovering your senses, but you are 
still dreaming. Slowly, step-by-step you are becoming aware of things, of the world around you. 
Your experience does not reach beyond a warm mantle of water. Dim warmth enfolds you, you 
know yourself carried in a rolling, softly giving cover. Awareness does not go beyond that. 
There is darkness, now and then a softly shining light. Vaguely soft rumors are heard. Voices 
and a murmuring sound of a heart. It is there, all around you. As yet things do not have names, 
there are no notions. You might ‘think’ (if one thinks at all when one is still a fetus): “This is it, 
this is the world, reality, so this is what will my existence be like.” How could you know ‘better’ 
or otherwise?  

And you become attached to this world. With complete surrender you build roots of 
confidence and being in this world, in this living mantle of membranes and placenta. That is 
your safety and surety. That is where you breathe and find nourishment, in there you exist, in 
there you root. A solid and safe base, ground under your feet. “Look at me, hanging on life-
long cords” as the poet says. Imagine you are (still) a fetus and might ‘think’: “This is the way 
it is, this is the way it should be. This is life, existence; this is my reality, my world.”  

But then.! Then comes a moment that the ground of membranes and covers under your feet 
starts to shake, starts to fail, to give way! Once reliable and safe connections are shaken. 
Blood vessels are torn, breath is nearly taken away! That reliable pouch that carried you starts 
to release you. The water that carried you all that time, that protected, fed and covered you, 
flows away. You are driven out, out of your paradise, your foundations are faltering. You are 
driven out! Out? What for? To where? Is there an outside? There is no such thing as an outside, 
there is no there, there is no other way of living, of being than this ‘here’ where you lived! It is 
UNIMAGINABLE that you could continue without that well-known world in which you awoke, 
that carried you and that you trusted! You are in pain, distress, you are dying !  

But then....! The UNIMAGINABLE happens! At the end of a narrow, dark tunnel you live on! 
It is possible! Air singes your lungs, but you can breathe. It is a way of life hitherto unknown, 
unimaginable to you. There is light, there are loud noises, but also warm hands and arms that 
carry and comfort you. You find nourishment: a warm breast you can come home to.  

Is it not the same kind of notion that prevents us to look over the frontier of our death now? 
How UNIMAGINABLE it is that we could survive without everything that now represents our 
world, our current reality? To exist without this body, so familiar and a lifelong trusted house, 
without this world where I am safe and secure of my staying alive. Could there be a somewhere 
else, a somehow else? An existence out there? It surely cannot exist, it is unimaginable.  

Imagine you are fetus again, in this reality, in this world! That one day you might be born 
through a tunnel into another way of being, living on at the other side? Existing in an 
unimaginable way. The unimaginable a possibility? Who knows, someone is waiting for you in 
that other reality? Are they aware of you during your pregnancy?  

Being born: dying out of the coherence and wholeness of our prenatal existence, coming 
from a there to a here. Dying: going away from here, being born in a there, on the other side? 
Being born and dying, two sides, two aspects of a similar, of the same motion? 
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Oocyte (ovum) Spermatozoon 

Shape sphere radius 

Cell volume ++++ ‘large’ - - - - ‘small’ 

Nucleus-cytoplasm ratio - - - - ‘cytoplasmatic’ ++++ ‘nuclear’ 

Mobility (externally) nil (being moved) so-called ‘passive’ ++++ (is mobile) so-called ‘active’ 

Dynamics of the inner content ++++ - - - - (mere structure) 

Total number of cells produced in a life time 400 billions 

Total of cells released at fertilization 1 (seldom 2 or 3) ‘one’9 millions ‘many’ 

Localization of the gonad as to the body inside body cavity ‘outside‘ body cavity 

Temperature quality needed for ripening warm cool 

Shape of the gamete ball, sphere radius 

 
TABLE 10.1: Some differences (contrasts) between gametocytes 

 

Conception, a gesture of incarnation?  

Where do we come from? The child who nowadays asks his parents or school teacher the 
question will be taught that there is not a ‘heretofore’, a dimension ‘where you may come from’ 
but that “you are made, you are the product of the fusion of a sperm (cell) and an egg (cell)”. 
No more, no less. However some children are told that they come from the stars, or from the 
same ‘heaven’ where granddaddy has gone to when he died. Who is right? What are the facts 
of human conception? In what various ways can we interpret the related facts? What are the 
gestures of the phenomena? Are we making or receiving children? In other words: Is there the 
gesture of either centripetality or of centrifugality again? Or both?  

Gametogenesis (the formation of the so-called sex cells) starts with the primordial germ cell. 
From this stage on, differentiation into the oocyte in the female organism on the one hand, and 
into the sperm cell in the male organism on the other, is a process of increasing divergence 
and polarization. We may list a great number of properties of the primordial cells, which in 
subsequent differentiation develop in opposite directions into oocytes and sperm cells. (See 
Table 1). The approach of comparative and contrasting morphology reveals the two as a basic 
and fundamental polarity. Therefore, the context of a sperm is an egg and the reverse. They 
are not two, they are one, a polarity. Or, to state it more ‘poetically’: they belong to each other. 
When a sperm fuses with and egg, fulfillment takes place. They do not fuse and next become 
one, they fuse because they are One.  

One may see immediately that a pronounced polarization is exhibited. The process of 
divergence includes germ cell differentiation in opposite directions. At the same time there is 
a reciprocal development in germ cell differentiation, typical for a polarization (see Figure 3).  

The spherical shape of the egg cell is the shape that couples a minimum of contact with the 
outside environment to a maximum of volume and content (creates ‘innerness’ so to speak). 
The spherical shape of the egg cell represents the quality of being ‘a world on its own’. The 
egg cell relatively has a relatively large amount of inner space (content): it is the cell with the 
largest volume that may be found in the human body. The ripened egg cell is as big as a grain 
of sand and therefore visible with the naked eye, which is an extraordinary feature for a cell in 
the human body. For the dynamic morphologist it is important to realize that the egg cell is not 
only large in the sense of quantity and measures but that she exhibits the gesture of being 
large. During the ripening process the egg cell gathers a relatively large amount of cytoplasm, 
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which is expressed in a relatively high (actually 
pathological) nucleus-cytoplasm ratio. This 
represents the gesture of ‘being large’. The egg 
cell becomes so large that it becomes visible but 
also so large, so much cytoplasm so to say, that 
an egg cell can no longer live on her own: she 
needs to be incubated and taken care for by an 
ovary.  

Compare that with a sperm cell; let us look at 
the sperm in contrast. There is a tendency to 
speak of sperm cells in the plural. Unlike the 
solitary egg cell a sperm is never by itself, only 
one sperm cell in the substance of a male 
ejaculation is pathology. The production of 
sperm cells (spermatogenesis) is characterized 
by the production of enormous numbers of cells 
while the process of oogenesis (production of 
egg cells) is characterized by a tendency of 
diminishing and reducing in number. The whole 

process of egg cell production and ripening might be described as a converging tendency 
(gesture). During the lifespan of a female the number of egg cells stored (not produced) in the 
ovary is reduced from millions via thousands to hardly any in the menopause. In contrast to 
this the male process exhibits a diverging tendency: continuously enormous numbers of sperm 
cells are produced (and recycled) in the testes. This numerousness is also functional. Very 
many sperm cells will be sacrificed in the process of overcoming a lot of anatomical, 
physiological and biochemical barriers, which a sperm has to face in order to be able to make 
contact with an egg cell in the end. The ‘production’ of egg cells from the ovary is a process of 
titration (one by one), the production of sperm cells in a testis is massive and explosive. These 

features cope with the polarity of one and 
solitude (‘oneness’) for the egg cell (see above) 
versus many and community (‘multitude’) for the 
sperm cells.  

As to their shape there also is a very strong con-
trast between the two gametes. The egg cell 
could be described as purely spherical. In 
contrast the sperm cell should be characterized 
as a radius-shaped cell. In the sense of 
morphodynamics the polarity is evident and 
impressive here. The egg cell is a ball. Is that 
not a shape with (endlessly) numerous non-
visible radiuses? The sperm cell in contrast 
brings the principle of radius to appearance. A 
bunch of sperms may in a gesture of 
concentration constitute together a (‘invisible’) 
sphere. Moreover the sphere (of the egg cell) is 
also characterized as the shape of ‘all-one-ness’ 
or being alone, combining the minimum of 
contact with the outside environment with a 
maximum of volume and content (the gesture of 
creating ‘innerness’). On the level of extra-
cellular mobility the sperm cell may be described 
as active and mobile. The egg cell should be 
characterized as ‘passive’ on this level. She can 
be moved, she listens to and follows the current 
of fluid she encounters, she yields to the 

 

Figure 10.3 

A sperm cell or spermatozoon (left) and a non- 
fertilized egg cell or oocyte (right). In the centre a 
sperm cell at the same magnitude as the egg  cell. 

 

Figure 10.4 

A human oocyte before conception. There is a 
clear zona pellucida and an so-called polar 
body 
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environment so to speak. When we look at the intracellular level however, the egg cell 
represents the active cell, the cell in its so-called interphase. This is in line with her 
characteristic as a metabolically active cell interacting with the extracellular environment. The 
cytoplasm of the egg cell should be regarded as relatively very dynamic, such in strong contrast 
to the intracellular inactivity of a sperm cell! More than ninety percent of the content of the 
sperm cell consists of nucleus i.e. strictly organized and structuralized DNA-substance; there 
is some cytoplasm in its neck (mainly mitochondria) and the long tail is mainly constituted by 
structuralized fibrils. The sperm cell represents the gesture of a cell in its mitotic phase so to 
speak. In contrast to the egg cell, the sperm is not a metabolically interactive and ‘open’ 
principle. They ‘shut themselves off’ from the environment: it is traditionally the sperm cells that 
may overcome and survive drastic procedures such as freezing, centrifuging and acidification. 
Biologically speaking they are nearly invulnerable, certainly in contrast with the ‘open and 
vulnerable egg cell! 

The polar character of the two human gametes can also be discerned evidently by studying 
their behavior regarding cell division and ripening. Inherent to the phenomenon of bisexual 
reproduction the egg cell undergoes two reduction divisions (meioses) in order to reduce the 
number of chromosomes to the half of the normal (i.e. diploid) number. As a rule the result of 
a cell division procedure are two so-called sister-cells and ín the end both are about just the 
same size as the so-called mother cell they are derived from. This is not at all the case for the 
meiosis of the egg cell. She divides into one big voluminous sister cell which represents the 
actual oocyte and into an unusually small cell, the so-called polar body. The latter only contains 
the redundant half of the chromosomal substance and does not play a significant role anymore 
in the process of conception in humans as far as we know (See Figure 4). In the dynamic 
morphological view this behavior perfectly suits the dynamics of conservation of volume and 
content ‘(being-large’), which has been described as one of the most significant characteristics 
of the egg cell. In contrast the morphodynamic characteristics for spermatogenesis are 
fragmentation (‘being-many’), division and reduction of volume (‘being-small’). In such a 
context cell division seems an appropriate gesture. Sperm cells do indeed not ‘resist’ the 
reduction divisions occurring during spermatogenesis. The two spermatocytes that are the 
result of their meiosis are both equal in size. As noted before the sperm cell strives for reduction 
of its volume and for concentration. In the final stage of ripening from spermatocyte to the 
actual sperm cell (spermatozoon) it is biologically necessary that the sperm cell expels its 
superfluous cytoplasm.  

This process is completely in line with the signature and gesture of ‘being-small’. It should be 
realized that in the phenomenological view ‘large’ and ‘small’ are not quantitative notions but 
qualities. How to measure the ‘smallness’ of a sperm? The head measures about 4 μ (micron) 

which is about half the regular size of ‘a cell’. 
Compared to that the tail is relatively huge: 
about 60 – 80 μ (microns). But it is the 
gesture of making yourself small that 
apparently brings him to extrude nearly all 
the cytoplasm and to concentrate on the 
nucleus, even to the extent that the DNA 
inside the nucleus is almost completely 
dehydrated and condensed. In contrast to 
this the egg cell makes herself large, the 
gesture here is gathering so much 
cytoplasm that she becomes almost non-
viable and becomes visible with the bare eye 
(vide supra). Summarizing we can state that 
cell structures and properties that become 
more important, dominant or clearly 
expressed in the one cell become less 
important and less expressed in the other 
cell, and vice versa. In gesture and behavior 

 

Figure 10.5 

Circumferences and rays: the two polar principles of 
the circle. On the left the morphological “egg cell 
principle”, on the right the morphological “sperm cell 
principle” 
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both cells are a polarities of each other. Essential features of polarity are reversibility, being 
complementary and inversion. Developing in completely opposite directions, there is a strong 
inner relationship between the two processes, which is expressed by the reciprocal 
characteristics The polarization of the two gametes can be summarized as follows: the oocyte 
tends to express the features and qualities of the cytoplasm of the ‘normal’ (‘regular’) cell in a 
unidirectional way; the spermatozoon, on the other hand, exhibits the qualities and ‘behavior’ 
of the nucleus of the cell. In Figure 5 this is summarized by the two polar principles of the circle: 
on the left the morphological “egg cell principle”, on the right the morphological “sperm cell 
principle”. 

Conception or fertilization? – Where do we come from?  
Most people nowadays consider conception as a kind of ‘big bang‘, a moment of something 
starting. The popular notion is that a zygote (or so-called ‘fertilized egg cell’, also see 
Footnote 2) is the result of a kind of fusion of the two involved sex cells (gametes) and that 
during prenatal life the embryo the child develops out of that zygote. With conception it starts, 
everything after that is consequence or result of that primary or causal event. In this view 
children are more or less considered as a result of that conception or fertilization, children 

are ‚made‘. Our modern fertilization 
techniques are based on this view and on 
this principle.9  
At conception the profound and intense 
polarity we have described eventuates in the 
formation of an interaction between the sperm 
cells and the involved egg cell. From 
observations made during in vitro fertilization 
procedures we know that in the non-
manipulated situation for a few hours a subtle 
and labile complex is formed that may be 
described as a so-called preconception 
attraction complex (PCAC) (Figure 6). It is 
logical to consider the formation and 
presence of this biological complex as a 
necessary condition for the actual process of 
conception. We are dealing with a state of 
activity that is more than just a summation or 
spatial composition of two cellular elements. 
It is a process of encounter and interactivity: 
in this biological complex very specific 
biochemical interactions take place between 

the two cellular elements. During those few hours of interaction conception is a possibility not 
an inevitability. Whether it actually will come to a conception (which is the final process of 
fusion of the two gametes and their nuclei) is depending on the outcome of various subtle 
reciprocal biochemical interactions and dependencies. Here it should be accentuated that at 
no time during the whole series of events (from the interactive encounter in the PCAC till the 
final fusion of the nuclei) any act of so-called penetration occurs. Nowhere and never is the 
continuity and integrity of the egg cell membrane ruptured, it is a matter of fusion of two 
membranes.10 When this fusion of membranes is performed, the total content of the sperm cell 
may enters the egg cell cytoplasm. The popular image of one sperm cell actively and aggres-
sively penetrating the passive and subdued egg cell is widely spread but not based upon 
proper observations. It is not correct: in the process of conception we neither deal with an 

                                                           
9 And they work and are successful! But “The result of the experiment does not prove that you understood the 
phenomenon in the right way”! 
10 The zona pellucida is the actual biochemical barrier that has to be ‘taken’ by the sperm. This is not the egg cell 
membrane, it is an enveloping spherical harness produced by the so-called theca cells of the ovary.  

 

 

Figure 10.6 

An egg cell (ovum) surrounded by sperm cells: 
a preconception attraction complex. 



The incarnating Embryo – The embryo in Us 

 

17 

active or a passive partner, nor with a penetrating or penetrated one, nor with fertilizing and 
fertilized partner. Both cells, both elements are equivalent, it is all about the subtle equilibrium 
of interaction and exchange that takes place here between the two constituting equivalent but 
polar elements. The egg cell for example is not a passive target; she is selective and receptive.  

Important for the phenomenological approach applied here is the phenomenon of rotation. In 
IVF procedures we can observe that the PCAC starts to rotate. Not in a defined direction, not 
on a defined axle, but a global rotation. For the phenomenologist the question ‘What causes 
this motion?’ is not relevant. Rotation is more than a motion, it is also a gesture. Several 
hundred sperm cells attach themselves to the corona radiata of the egg cell and the whole 
complex starts to rotate, What is rotation? Radius-shaped (‘limb-like’) sperm cells move 
forward against current of fluid in the Fallopian tube to find in this way their target (a typical 
‘sperm feature’). Egg cells are spheres. A sphere, a ball comes to rest, stays inert, centers so 
to speak, the ball is perfectly suited for being moved. Rotation is movement on the spot, it is 
neither forward motion nor standstill, a kind of movement without changing position, neither 
rest nor movement also rest and movement.. It is something else, something new. Rotation as 
it is performed by this polarity here, exhibits the gesture of encounter, of dialogue, of dancing 
with each other. In this respect the morphodynamics of conception is of the same quality as 
the mating encounters one so often can observe in the animal kingdom, for example during 
the mating ‘dance’ between male and female in all kinds of birds. Here also first a whole 
complex of signals and interactions has to be exchanged and has to take place first between 
the mating male and female partners before the actual copulation (‚fusion‘) can eventuate. This 
is the gesture of dance, encounter and dialogue. A completely different image than the one 
that nowadays usually is presented in fertilization biology and procedures exemplifying the 
sperm is an active, nearly aggressive principle out to penetrate and ‘fertilize’ the egg cell. An 
active principle fertilizing the ‘passive’ one, the ‘fertilizer’ and the ‘fertilized. In the gesture and 
image of a rotating PCAC it is a matter of the principle of encounter and dialogue between two 
equivalent qualities. Of course only for those who want to ‘see’ it, recognize it; the usually 
‘combative’ mind of modern biology will never be able to see this. These two cells (we deal 
however with far broader principles than just two gametes) constitute a complex here for some 
hours to which they contribute equivalently. Does this exhibit ‘zygote’ quality. Is there ‘zygote’ 
in the air?  

How could one interpret this biological complex of interaction phenomenologically 
(morphodynamically)? We are dealing with more than just two ‚normal’ cells that are going to 
fuse.11 We deal here with the qualities of ‘egg cellularity‘ and ‘sperm cellularity‘. The two 
contribute their polar qualities and potencies and so to speak sacrifice those qualities in order 
to accomplish (‘perform’) a biological reality (‘complex’), a twofoldness that may raise the two 
constituting elements functionally on a higher level.12 They perform something that could be 
interpreted as a kind of inversion or revolution of the ‘normal‘ or ‚regular‘ biological 
relationships. To understand what is meant here, the reader is invited to look at the first page 
of his/her biology book. There one may find a description and diagram of ‘The cell‘. In regular 
biology ‘The cell‘ is considered to be the principle or fundamental element of life and living 
nature, sometimes even as the ‘building-block of life’. Where one deals with living organisms 
one deals with ‘The cell’. The cell as a enveloped space of cytoplasm around a central nucleus, 
yes, surely, the fundament principle of life, of living nature.  

But then look at what these two sex cells bringing are bringing about here? In a 
phenomenological sense one could correctly describe the sperm cell as ‚a nucleus’, a cell in 
which the nuclear component and principle of ‚The cell‘ is more or less exaggerated (polarized). 
This culminates in a cell almost fully ‘concentrated’(!) in regard to being a nuclear element (see 
table 1). In this view the sperm cell is nearly pure nucleus, just structure, just centre, just 

                                                           
11 Sex cells (gametocytes) even lack the capacity to perform a biological identity. Somatic cells recognize the 
genetically similar partner and repel a ‘body foreign’ neighbor, sex cells lack this property of ‘immunologic identity’. 
That is why they are so well fitted to fuse!  
12 Goethe could have considered this to be a Steigerung or ‘functional elevation’. Like in his theory of colors 
(chromatics) the colors were the elevation (Steigerung) of the polarity encounter and interaction of dark and light, 
of day and night. Not the mixture of the two polar qualities but the active elevation on a higher level. 
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formula (formula means ‘little form’), hardly displaying any ‘inner dynamics’. The sperm cell 
exhibits nuclear behavior, shows a gesture of ‘nuclearity’. In contrast to this the egg cell lives 
in a gesture of ‘cytoplasmity’, it almost totally culminates in the quality and gesture of 
cytoplasm. It is an internally dynamic entity, with openness towards its environment (and 
therefore vulnerability); its lives in metabolic interaction with the environment in contrast to the 
sperm cells which biochemically spoken hardly interact metabolically with their environment.13 
Both cells are very specialized to ‚being active cytoplasm’ on the one hand and ‚being nucleus’ 
on the other.  

Contemplating this way one may see that a preconception attraction complex (PCAC) 
represents a kind of ‘act of revolution or inversion’: the regular relationships are almost literally 
turned inside out. As to the features of sperm cell and egg cell one may see here a complete 
inversion. What should normally be in the centre, is now in the periphery. What should bear 
the signature of rest and structure (‘the nucleus’), is now actively in motion. What ‘normally’ is 
concentrated in the center (the ‘nucleus’) is now active in the periphery in a gesture of radiation 
and peripherization. What should be dynamically in the periphery or surrounding (the 
‘cytoplasm‘ usually functions as a dynamic mantle around a nucleus) is now in the center. What 
usually is a dynamic expansion (‘egg cellularity’) is now at rest forming the centre of a rotating 
complex. So, many sperm cells together with one egg cell create for some hours a situation 
that may be considered as a kind of complete (inside-out-)inversion of what is the fundamental 
principle and ‘normal’ relationship of life, i.e. ‘The cell’. One could summarize the dynamics of 
the preconception attraction complex as a kind of ‚de-biologicalisation‘, turning things inside 
out, upside down. It is a subtle balance of conditions in which something might happen, nothing 
has to happen. In this subtle and labile equilibrium not a matter of the dynamics of force or 
making, but instead a matter of the dynamics of a creative encounter, a reciprocal inviting and 
communicating activity. When the phenomena of this complex are experienced and 
understood in their formative dynamics and gesture - which is in fact the principle of the 
phenomenological approach and methodology -, the image, the impression, the quality of a 
‘receptive field’ comes up. This represents the essence of the notion of ‘conception’ i.e. 
concerning and receiving, not making and constructing. Not (only) a ‚horizontal‘ conception so 
to speak – which means a fusion of two gametes on the level of matter, of cells, of body, of 
biology and so on – is the essential process that takes place here, but here we might deal with 
the possibility at least of (also) a kind of ‘vertical’ connection or interaction between a ‘beyond’ 
and a ‘here’, between mind (spirit) and matter. The matter dimension so to say is opened up 
here to become receptive and inviting as to the other dimension of ‘en-actness’ or spirit  

It looks like a precious moment of keeping or taking a breath. From two sides the conditions 
for a conception (which at the end is the fusion of an egg cell nucleus with a sperm cell nucleus) 
are prepared in a process of reciprocal interaction and encounter, so it might but does not 
have to happen. This labile and dynamic balance enables the conditions for a possible 
encounter (connection) or ‘non-encounter’. It are not only an egg cell and some sperm cells 
constituting a kind of enticing construct or complex but also two polar principles or forces in 
case ‚egg cellularity‘ and ‚sperm cellularity’ that cooperate here in an active encounter, 
functionally raising the level of the complex to a higher level. Regarded in this way conception 
is not just a passive fusion of an egg cell and a sperm cell but also an active process of so-
called functional elevation or Steigerung in Goetheanistic sense (see Figure 7). 

                                                           
13 This explains the properties of nearly invulnerability that are so typical for sperm. One can freeze them, centrifuge 
them, treat them with an acid solution, no hazard occurs. Do not even think of such procedures in the vicinity of a 
mature egg cell!   
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Conception like we successfully mimic and 
manipulate in our in vitro fertilization techniques, 
is not the actual or ‚real‘ conception: the 
processes on the material, biological level are 
(at the risk of repeating the message again) 
necessary but not sufficient conditions for a 
conception on the other spiritual level. 
According to this view never, not even in vitro, a 
baby has been ‘made’ in the sense of 
‘constructed’. Conception rather is to be 
understood as a moment, a theme of connection 
and incarnation, of ‘embodiment’. What is 
connected in conception, is disconnected 
(‚untied‘, separated) in the moment of dying 
(excarnation). “Someone passes (away)“, we 
say. What remains are the material remnants 
left behind, the dead body ‚left‘ by the ‘soul’. 
Conception as an event of inversion: what was 
separated before is connected and unites. If this 
connection is successful, the ‚actual‘ conception 
(the fusion of the two gametes and so on) should 
rather be considered as a result or 
consequence than as a cause. In human 
conception we deal with three: a third person, 
entelechy comes to appearance by means of 
the physical and biological substrate offered by 
two other human beings, but not caused by the 

latter. In this view we are not involved in an act of reproduction as the principle of copying or 
reproducing, which is the successful act in the idea of survival of the fittest and evolution. A 
human being is not reproducible, at least not when one considers the biography as the true 
‘unit’ or ‘entity’ of human life and existence. We do not reproduce ourselves in our children, 
that is a fundamental impossibility. Right in the setting free or releasing equilibrium of the 
preconception attraction complex the ‚Other’ (the ‘Third)’) may find the conditions to ‘incarnate’ 
and realize him(her) self. Not because of, but by means of conception. It is not a so-called 
fertilization is taking place here but a ‘real’ conception.  

Nidation – the gesture of pregnancy  
Textbooks teach us that implantation (nidation or ‘nesting) of the human embryo (conceptus) 

occurs at the end of the first week of development at about sixth days after conception. Actually 
this is not true. As mentioned before the formative processes in the first week are characterized 
by a relative lack of vitality. There is no growth, only a process of subdivision into cells. The 
morula and later the blastula does not have an intensive metabolic interaction with the 
environment. Though the young blastula represents a ‘living’ organism, there is evidence that 
it does not have an intrinsic biological clock yet. In some textbooks this is even acknowledged 
by regarding the first phase of embryonic development as the particular phase of blastula-
genesis (blastula-phase), to be distinguished from the pre-embryo phase. That is related to the 
fact that the first phase (‘week’) of human development does not last a week, but should be 
considered as ‘the phase that ends with the act of nidation’. This might as well happen after 
some four to five days but also even at the seventh or eighth day after fertilization. The ‘first 
week’ of human development is also the period in which it is possible to manipulate the embryo 
technically or preserve it by freezing without much harm for the organism (so far as we currently 
aware). When we freeze an embryo, we preserve the substrate of what we may consider as 
the physical condition for development, a status that can ‘wait’ for implantation. In fact we 
artificially create a so-called embryopause that way, a phenomenon which is physiological for 
many mammals that are able to postpone the implantation for weeks or even months at a time. 

 

Figure 10.7 

Diagram of a so-called “Steigerung” or 
,Functional Elevation’ (Synergy) in a Preconception 
Attraction Complex.   
A: Level of The Cell; B: Egg cell as Cytoplasm’ C: 
Sperm cells as Nucleus’ 
A  ́represents the ‘inside out elevation’ of situation 
A to an energetically higher level. 
Grey Quadrangle: ‘Nucleus‘, White circle: 
Cytoplasm‘. 
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All these phenomena indicate that the first week is a kind of ‘mineral’ or ‘non-viable’ existence. 
It resembles the quality of a (plant) seed, also a very particular way of life with a physical 
material living ‘outside of time’ and with hardly active metabolism. The latter characteristics 
however may also be regarded as typical for inorganic ‘life’ being.  

The nidation (nesting) or implantation marks a complete and thorough revolution in the way 
of existence regarding the gesture and Gestalt of the human embryo. The conceptus and the 
maternal uterine mucous membrane start to establish an exchanging metabolic interaction, the 
so-called phase of adplantation. Like in the act of fertilization and conception there exists a 
situation of equilibrium and dialogue in which something might happen but is not compelled to 
happen. It looks like the phase of the first ‘week’ has reached its end and threatens to die off. 
Only a revolution, a new gesture might save the situation. Many embryos appear to fail in 
enduring this revolving activity of discontinuity. If the embryo is able to withstand it, the effect 
is dramatic. From now on the outer or peripheral part of the embryo (the so-called trophoblast) 
starts to exhibit all the qualities and characteristics we usually attribute to living and growing 
organisms. In an extensive gesture of peripherization it starts expanding and becoming 
metabolically very active. The embryo now shows a gesture completely opposite to the 
situation so typical for the young blastula before adplantation. The growth in the periphery with 
an increase of cells from about one hundred at the time of implantation to several thousand 
two days later has an almost explosive or cancerous character. Without respecting any 
boundaries the embryo grows into the tissue of the uterine mucous membrane, even breaking 
through the natural biological barriers of tissue. The cells of the trophoblast lose their boundary 
and fuse (cytotrophoblast), cell death occurs; phenomena also often seen in cancerous tissue!  
Summarizing it may be stated that a revolution takes place from a centripetal to a centrifugal 
orientation, from ‘mineral’ (‘dead’) to ‘living’ (‘vital’), from seed to plant, from closing off to being 
open. The embryo exhibits the gesture of a being without limits here. The fact that the 
trophoblast starts to produce substances now that influence the hormonal status of the entire 
maternal organism (in order to ‘prevent’ mother’s next menstruation), is in agreement with this 
gesture. Nidation therefore represents a kind of discontinuity, a fracture. The prolongation of 
the gestures, the morphological behavior, characteristics of the first ‘week’ will never lead to 
(the gesture of) the second week. The embryo goes through a kind of crisis. This might ‘explain’ 
why a relatively high percentage of embryos fail to overcome this ‘crisis’ in development  

Nidation is a kind of discontinuity, a fracture. Many biologists consider the act of the 
implanting embryo a kind of biological aggression. The embryo grows into the maternal 
organism, not respecting any biological boundaries. In the literature on biology one can even 
find the fetus described as ‘the enemy inside’, capable of making the mother ill from being 
pregnant! It looks like what happened with the act of ‘penetration’ by the sperm cell, which in 
fact also could be considered to be an act of dialogue and reception. Phenomenologically one 
may consider the relationship between mother and child during the process of nidation in a 
completely different way! When a human being receives tissue (or an organ) from another 
human being, the first thing he/ she will do, is to reject it. This is based on the principle of 
(biological) identity, at home in the immune system, which hardly ever fails in recognizing alien 
tissue. The embryo, the child differs from the mother in genetic respect. If the mother would be 
implanted (‘transplanted’) with tissue of her child, she would reject it, though not as strongly as 
in the case of a non-familiar donor. In that case we would also have to help the transplantation 
by suppressing the immune system i.e. the identity of the receiver, in this case the mother. But 
at the moment of nidation the new (id)entity is implanting itself into the body of the mother and 
…….. (usually) mother does not attempt to reject it at all! Does this not mean that actually the 
physiological mechanism of pregnancy phenomenologically might be characterized as a 
gesture of reception, but also of ‘providing room’ and of ‘withdrawal’? The womb as a kind of 
biological asylum, where the mother’s organism has withdrawn its identity! The status of 
pregnancy is not one of ‘having’ (or worse still ‘possessing’) a child, but one of receiving and 
hosting a child. The reverse of what usually is claimed to be the territory of the mother! The 
interaction so typical for ad- and implantation, the one of asking and responding, of literally 
inter-action, is continued during the whole duration of pregnancy till at the end either the 
motherly organism claims back its space, or the child ‘decides’ to ‘withdraw’. As already 
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mentioned, a trend exists in biology and gynecology nowadays of regarding pregnancy as a 
kind of war between mother and child. This seems to reflect rather the moral and social attitude 
and image of man of the researcher in question than it being a matter of biological factuality. 
In contrast the image of pregnancy as the primordial gesture of accepting and being accepted 
and hosted is presented here!  

Centralization – the gesture of individuation  

In an embryo of about two weeks old, there is the endoderm with the yolk sac on the (future) 
ventral side of the two-layered germinal disc and the ectoderm with the amniotic fluid in the 
amniotic cavity on the future dorsal side.14 There already exists a dorsoventral (back to front) 
orientation then. Following that the craniocaudal (head to tail) body axis or orientation is formed 
with the appearance of the so-called connection stalk. At the location where the latter structure 
becomes attached to the germinal disc the caudal body pole is induced. In the germinal disc a 
preliminary head pole and pelvic pole are organized now with a trunk or thorax-abdomen-
region (in this phase only slightly) developing in between. Just as the trunk is organized above 
(upon) the lower limb pole (pelvic pole) connecting it to the grounding surface of the earth, the 
germinal disc is connected by means of a connection stalk of mesodermal connective tissue 
to the ectocyst periphery, the rooting pole of the embryo system. Therefore the caudal pole 
may be regarded as the pole where we are oriented towards our cosmic periphery and origin, 
i.e. where the mediating connection stalk connects the ‘terrestrial center body‘ to the ‘celestial 
peripheral body‘. In fact our pelvic pole which is part of our caudal pole is oriented more towards 
the periphery, to the cosmos (‘celestial’) while our head pole seems to be more emancipated 
and opposed to it (‘terrestrial’).  

As soon as the blood begins to flow through the small newly developed primordial capillary 
vessels, away from this enormous periphery (the ectocyst and trophoblast, our rooting pole), 
it concentrates, is gathered up and flows to that connection stalk. Subsequently, moved by 
peripheral forces of growth and metabolism, the blood flows in the cranial direction along the 
amniotic and yolk sac walls, along the flanks of the embryonic (germinal) disc to our head. As 
soon as the blood flow arrives at that cranial pole, it cannot flow on but has to ‘congest’ and 
‘flow back’. Very soon a specialized blood vessel is developed here, where the blood flow is 
redirected. This is what later will become the heart primordium. In morphodynamical sense the 
heart primordium at the head pole of the embryo may be regarded as a place where the blood 
comes to rest. It is redirected and reimpulsed morphologically (heart loop) and later 
physiologically (primitive heart beat); along other capillaries it flows back to that connection 
stalk, ‘disappearing’ in the metabolic (extra- and intracellular) fluid of the ectocyst periphery. 
Then a ‘fresh’ flow of blood is directed toward the ‘center’ of the system which is now 
represented by the heart as the actual head pole of the embryo. Phenomenologically one can 
state that for the first time, a kind of ‘Here’ dimension arises in the embryo. Until that time the 
whole system seems to have been organized in a radiating direction away from the germinal 
disc as the axle of the system, but now with the heart, a real center organ has developed. A 
center has developed opposite to, but also more or less originating from, the periphery. With 
the heart, a primordial ‘Here‘ has developed in the embryonic organism. Very soon after the 
establishment of the primitive blood vessel loop (only at the fourth week there will be a closed 
circulation) the heart starts to beat on about the 21st day after conception. 

After the critical moment of nidation a second critical moment of ‘incarnation’ occurs during 
the third week of human development. During the second week the gesture of peripherization 
remains the dominant feature of embryonic behavior. What is still lacking in the embryo, are 
two main principles: individualization and organization of an ‘inner world’, the latter 
morphologically as well as psychologically. The second week of embryonic development 

                                                           
14 In this script deliberately the terms ‘endoderm’ and ‘ectoderm’ are applied in spite of the contemporary habit in 
embryology textbooks to mention the involved germ layers as hypoblast and epiblast or (as a kind of compromise) 
pre-endoderm and pre-ectoderm. There are good (phenomenological) arguments however to maintain this 
terminology. Ectoderm and endoderm represents the later ‘outer’ respectively the later ‘inner’ skin–dimension’ of 
the human body.  
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mainly exhibits the features, the gesture of plantlike life. This happens to be in line with the 
phenomenon that the embryo does not seem completely individualized yet. In the second week 
a phenomenon, that is also characteristic for the first week, might still occur: namely 
monozygotic twinship. The embryo is still ‘dividual’ (divisible, ‘dividable’), meaning it can still 
be divided into (or: shared by) two individuals. In the first week twinning will involve the 
complete embryo (later placentas as well as the ‘proper bodies’ become divided and 
separated). In the second week this involves the so-called ‘proper body’ (in this phase 
represented by the two-layered germinal disc) only; the identical twins now have to share their 
placenta and membranes. But at the end of the third week a human embryo has apparently 
individualized. Twin formation is not possible without complications any longer. What is more 
significant however for the next phase which the human embryo is now approaching, is the 
fact that the embryo starts to exhibit the features that are characteristic for animalization. Until 
halfway through the third week the ‘proper’ embryo is a two-layered creature consisting of only 
two epithelia or ‘skins’; in this case ectoderm and endoderm. There is nothing present yet that 
could be indicated as the substrate for innerness or for an ‘inner world’. The whole being still 
lives in the periphery. In the middle of the third week the conditions within the embryo are 
turned upside down; a complete reversal of the bodily organization takes place. In the center 
of the organism the heart develops as the endpoint of a very delicate network of capillaries 
that start to connect the periphery i.e. the trophoblast / ectocyst with the nucleus i.e. the ‘proper’ 
body (see above). It is the heart that provides us with a center so that we can be present ‘here’, 
i.e. in or within our body. It means that with the formation of the heart a new gesture, a new 
orientation and a new phase of development and emancipation begins! Instead of the hitherto 
prevailing activity and gesture of peripherization and growing outward, the movement and the 
gesture of growing inward now begins. The first impulse for this action and re-direction is 
provided by the heart impulse. By means of the formation of the heart the act of incarnation 
can proceed more intensely. The heart represents the first organ that develops from out there 
to here and in this respect it is exemplary for all the other organ processes. If the heart has not 
formed properly, the embryo will die (or it may develop to become a so-called ‘wind egg’) and 
it is impossible for the human being to take root in a ‘Here’. It are the dynamics and gestures 
of (animal) incarnation we are dealing with here.  

In the slipstream of the formation of the heart, which represents the reorientation of the 
system bringing impulses and nutrients from the periphery to the center by now, the 
developmental processes of shape-giving and formation become more and more apparent 
within i.e. no longer around the germinal disc. How the forces of growing are actually involved, 
is not the issue in this text, but in any case, from about halfway through the third week a kind 
of ‘gastrulation’ 15 takes place by means of which a middle layer of tissue, the inner germinal 
layer or meso(derm) is created. From the caudal pole of the embryonic disc onward, this ‘inner 
dimension’ is developed in the ‘proper body’. The central inner axis of the body (notochord) is 
also part of this ‘gastrulating’ impulse. According to most textbooks it is the ectoderm that 
somehow starts to ‘grow in’ (or becomes positioned in between the two already existing layers) 
and differentiates into meso(derm). According to Blechschmidt’s proposal we prefer the notion 
‘meso’ instead of ‘mesoderm’ here because it represents a quality in the body organization 
which has no similarity to the limiting or body wall dimension of the ectoderm respectively the 
endoderm. That is why Blechschmidt proposed to abandon the terminology of ‘derm’ and talk 
about two limiting tissues (‘skin layers’ or body walls) and one in-between layer of the so-called 
‘inner tissue’ (German Innengewebe) instead.  

Gastrulation (i.e. folding or growing in) can be seen as one of the archetypal phenomena of 
emancipation in animal morphology. In the fourth week of human development it is followed 
and intensified by the processes of delamination and body folding in which the anatomically 
individualized body becomes outlined by an outer body wall that represents the ectodermic 
parietal pole. Another aspect in animal organization is the development of a nervous system 

                                                           
15 In terms of developmental biology the term gastrulation is not applied correctly here, but as a description of the 
process of ‘growing in’ it satisfies. 
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and a movement (locomotor) system. Animals develop sense organs, a nervous system and 
a locomotor apparatus, which all enable them to ‘communicate’ on a more or less conscious 
and autonomous level with the environment. Perception, awareness, and reaction are 
components of the interaction of the individual animal organism with its environment. From a 
phenomenological point of view, the external form induced by the folding process can be 
understood as a kind of gastrulation of the whole body form. Folding and gastrulation of the 
body are manifestations of animalization and individualization of the body and the organism. 
The outer world enters the organism by ingestion or perception, will be integrated by digestion 
or assimilation, and the organism interacts with the outer world by excretion or (re) action.  

After the ‚growing in‘ the ‘growing beyond‘  

As stated before the process of ‘gastrulation’ is followed by the process of folding or 
delamination. By folding the so far more or less flat body, consisting of the three-layered 
germinal disc, the embryo attains the basic principle of the adult anatomical organization. It 
now becomes an organism with a body cavity, limited on the inside by a visceral body wall (the 
‘metabolic’ boundary of digestion and secretion) and on the outside by a parietal body wall (the 
‘perception’ boundary of skin and external sense organs and the dimension of locomotion and 
action). This folding does not only occur in the (ventro-)lateral direction leading to the closure 
of the body wall in the central ventral line (with the exception of the umbilical region), but it also 
occurs in the craniocaudal direction. This leads to the organization of a body principle, which 
is a prerequisite for the already mentioned animalization of the organism, a process related to 
the emancipation from the environment, individualization and autonomization. The beginning 
of the craniocaudal and the lateral folding (the so-called delamination) marks the end of the 
third week. The embryonic body becomes maximally curved over the primitive umbilical cord. 
For most mammals and many other animal organisms, this external body shape more or less 
exists as a final morphological stage of the body. They will never reach the characteristic of 
the ‘upright’ body that human beings have. Apes too, regarded as the closest relatives of 
humans, show remnants of the craniocaudal folding in their external bodily form and vertebral 
column. Although primates can walk and stand upright for a few moments, they are not able 
to develop and maintain the upright posture of balancing of the human organism. This means 
that in the human embryonic development a further different phase is due to occur. From 
about the fifth, sixth week onward the folding process of the third week is partly unfolded to 
reach the typical human external bodily form: upright posture. Unfolding creates a morphologi-
cal movement opposite to folding. This is superimposed on the folded bodily form of the 
preceding embryonic period.  

Up to this phase the human embryo still looks more or less like a head-shaped form. The 
body shape is dominated by the gesture and formative movement of emancipation that 
represents the characteristic gesture of formative antipathy, a prerequisite for the animal 
possibility of gaining consciousness. It is also this formative principle that typically dominates 
the shape of the head pole in a human adult. Now however one could look for a subsequent 
gesture that might oppose the animal principle of delamination and flexion. With the latter we 
create ourselves an inner space with the possibilities of animal qualities linked with the capacity 
of consciousness and soul. An opposing gesture to this could lead to an inner center capable 
of ‘centering the innerness’ (self-consciousness). This opposition is presented on the outer 
bodily contour as the gesture of extension and coming upright, on the inside it is characterized 
by the ascensus of the head and the nervous system pole and the descending of the pelvis 
with the visceral (metabolic) pole. But it is also characterized by the gesture of de-flexion and 
un-folding. The embryo opens up its flexed and introverted body orientation on the ventral side 
by growing its limbs outwardly and at the same time by the de-flexion of the head pole out of 
the trunk, in opposition as to the de-flexion of the pelvic pole. Most markedly this extension or 
de-flexion can first be noticed in the cervical and the lumbar region. The human posture is 
characterized by the lordosis in the neck and the deepest lumbo-sacral angle of all primates. 
Described in another way: while head and pelvis are deflexed and unfolded, the neck and the 
waist appear. Now the extremities (limbs) grow outwardly in the dorso-ventral body axis 
(orientation) as well as in the orientation between the center (head) and the periphery (hands 
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and feet). This body extension or erection is the start of the human gesture of coming upright: 
head, vertebral column and pelvis are organized on top of each other in the vertical axis, which 
is the very least prerequisite essential for the human upright position. Essential for this staying 
upright however, is balancing and centering. This unique position of the human body amidst 
all the bodies of related animals is due to the fact that the center of gravity of the body in the 
bipedal upright position is organized inside the body contour. So going upright, balancing is 
something else than bipedalism which feature also is reached here and that we share with 
many bipedal animals. Going upright could therefore be interpreted as a human gesture. The 
gesture for achieving this balance, this equilibrium, this center in our body organization could 
be related to the mental gesture of self-consciousness, of centering and coming to oneself! 
Self-consciousness, not an enhancement of the animal awareness and consciousness, but 
rather something opposing that gesture of the animal principle in us? Is that what we are 
performing and pre-exercising now as an embryo? The process of delamination and 
concentration of the former phase is maintained however. On the inner part of the organism it 
is preserved while the organs return to the body cavity of the trunk as it were. In the bodily 
organization the most explicit body axis i.e. the axis between head and tail (cranio-caudal) 
becomes expressed as the upper pole (head) and the lower pole (pelvis and lower limbs) 
again. But this time the latter body axis is not induced by outer and peripheral growing forces 
and conditions as it was in the second week of development, but it is performed from a center 
inside the body contour itself now. In the head pole the emancipating gestures of envelopment 
and concentration become more explicit: because of the skull (neurocranium), maintaining its 
closed roundness, the brain retains its spherical form while the facial skeleton (viscerocranium) 
more or less loses this with openings (including those for the eyes) oriented ventrally. Opposed 
to that the limbs (extremities) present the growing outwardly dimension of peripherization and 
decentration to the outside world (environment). It is important to recognize the polarity 
between head and limbs: in the limbs (extremities) we open ourselves to the world and 
environment with our will pole of acting and locomotion in order to work ‘out there’ in the world; 
in the head we retain, we behold, in a morphological as well as physiological as well as 
psychological gesture.  

If one beholds the polar principles in bodily organization in composition with each other as 
described here, then one may discern the essential difference and polarity between the upper 
and lower limbs. Arms and legs are not only polar opposites of the head pole (skull) but in 
themselves are also polarized in the cranio-caudal axis. At their first appearance (fifth week) 
both pairs of limbs appear to have a finlike structure oriented towards each other like jaws in 
the head or skull (actually the whole embryo has a head shape during this phase of 
development). Subsequently by growing movements the limbs orient themselves toward the 
actual center of the embryonic folding and flexing body i.e. the navel. For the arms this leads 
to a kind of motion of turning inwardly (pronation) with flexion in the elbows which therefore 
point outwardly. In this way the hands come to ‘rest’ upon the heart or the heart region. The 
hand reveals a gesture of flexion in the wrist and the fingers like a grasping hand. It should be 
remembered here that all such gestures may be regarded as growing performances and 
functions. There are no functioning joints yet. A few days later the lower limb takes a position 
of slightly turning outwardly (exorotation) in relation to the umbilical cord which is relatively 
enormous at this stage of development and which is to be regarded as the pole opposite the 
heart in the systemic organization of the embryonic circulation. The knee also becomes flexed 
and oriented (pointing) outwardly, the foot is supinated and flexed dorsally and is pushed more 
or less against the body wall. It is a flat structure whilst no (growth) flexion of the toes exists 
yet. The orientation of the hands towards the heart and of the feet towards the umbilical cord 
is of significance: heart and hands are oriented ‘here’, while feet and umbilical cord are oriented 
‘there’. Regarded phenomenologically this is in agreement with the later functional position of 
the arms and the hands, being free from gravity and with a so-called open skeleton chain, 
fitting to be an instrument ‘for me’ (taking, receiving, manipulating) while the legs with a so-
called closed skeleton chain and involved with gravity and locomotion show rather an 
orientation open to the environment and periphery.  
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In the apes the unfolding in the brain, skull and pelvic region and in the pelvic organs is more 
or less exaggerated whereby the rounded off shape of the body ends gets lost. Therefore, the 
vertebral column never achieves the completely upright position. In humans, however, 
unfolding does not occur in the region of the head and the pelvic region. In humans, unfolding 
is important in the development of the cervical, thoracic and lumbar part of the vertebral 
column, therefore in the anatomical segmentation of head, trunk and pelvis. This means that 
in the apes the unfolding process is opposite to that of man: unfolding is prominent in the skull 
and pelvic region and does not persist in the vertebral column. In humans unfolding is 
prominent in the vertebral column and inhibited at the level of the pelvic region and the skull. 
In the human being, the upright posture is realized to completion by unfolding. The perfectly 
rectangular relationship between the frontal, sagittal and horizontal planes in the human body 
is due to the persistence in the unfolding process of the vertebral column. The unfolding 
process of the trunk therefore also induces the uprightness characteristic for the human being. 
Characteristic for this phenomenon is that as a result the atlanto-occipital joint, shoulder joint, 
hip joint, knee joint and ankle joint are situated in the same frontal plane. This represents the 
posture of equilibrium involved in walking upright. The human body is the only body, compared 
to that of the so-called ‘higher’ animals, in which the center of gravity of the body is ‘situated’ 
inside the anatomical body. In all the animals the forces of gravity distract the animal organ-
ization away from itself, away into the environment (gravitation field of the earth) as it were; in 
the human being the forces of gravity exerted on the body, bring him to himself! 

Embryology of the Middle, of equilibrium and of freedom  
Animal organisms are highly specialized as to their bodies as instruments. On the one hand, 

animals have unique and specialized skills for perception and reaction; on the other hand, the 
loss of developmental possibilities is evident. Being specialized also implies a ‘condemnation’ 
to only one particular way of functioning and living. A high level of specialization of an organism 
is paired with a loss of the possibility to use the body for multiple functions, a loss of plasticity. 
Perception and reaction of an organism are strongly determined by morphological and 
physiological features, as well as being restricted in the sense of possibilities and faculties. 
The animal organism is a perfect entity of form, function and environment. Within the given 
framework of its instinct, the behavior of an animal is quite predictable. Instinct can be 
characterized as ‘determinism of perception and reaction’. The human body however is not a 
tool for specialized instrumental functions. Sense organs, jaws, teeth, hands and feet are not 
fit for or limited to just a few particular functions. Human behavior is not necessarily predictable 
from the bodily instrumental organization. It is rather the unpredictable that makes human 
beings special. In humans it is their creativity that is most remarkable. Characteristic for this 
creativity is the freedom to act. Human beings ‘can do whatever they want’. Animals ‘must do 
what they can do’. Human beings can ‘learn to observe what they want to observe’, animals 
‘must observe what they are fit for’. In the words of the anthropologist Adolf Portman: “Animals 
are large in their small worlds, man is small in a large world”. 

The movements of flexion and enveloping, in this case delamination, provide an inner space 
(anatomically and psychologically) so to speak, which in its turn relates to and connects with 
the outer world of environment by means of the sense organs and the limbs. We recognize 
this ‘inner world‘, this dimension of existence, in all behavior and expressions that we may 
observe in animals. The animal is animated (‘souled’). 1616 Characteristic for the animal is that 
the structure and the anatomy of the body are related so intimately and immediately to their 
instinct behavior. In a perfect (!) way the trinity of form, function and environment is interwoven 
in harmony in the animal, completely complementing each other. As an opposing tendency to 
those forces of closing off into an inner world one could place the gesture of opening up and 
unfolding, expressed in the forces of erection in the coming upright of the human body. Taking 
into account the qualitative expression that is performed in the embryonic growing gestures 
one could interpret the shaping gestures in their moral quality. Human embryology is the 

                                                           
16 anima is Latin for ‚soul‘; The notion animal is derived from it.   
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embryology of freedom. In this context freedom is considered to be the equilibrium and 
balance between ’too much‘ on the one hand and ’too little‘ on the other; freedom as it can be 
achieved and performed in the middle, the third level of being between the poles as it were, 
the level of balance and equilibrium.  
Is there a gesture of, a form for freedom? In the morphology and physiology of the head we 
deal with antipathy as a gesture, here lives the freedom ‘from’ so to speak, an extreme or polar 
form of freedom. In limbs and pelvis, where we open to and connect with the world, the gesture 
of sympathy, there is the domain of freedom ‘to’. Free to realize, to act, to accomplish. But is 
the ‘real’ freedom not the equilibrium of the two extremes, to be free ‘with’? With each other, 
with the world, with yourself? Freedom as the quality of the Middle, the in-between?  

The trunk (with the arms) in general and the vertebral column in particular represents the 
mediating domain of the middle, of freedom so to speak. Here the polarities are balanced, as 
they present themselves as a pole of antipathy and being closed off in being ‘Here‘ and a pole 
of sympathy and being open in being ‘There‘. In regard to this it might lead to a better 
understanding if one takes into consideration the notion of ‘three heads’ in the bodily 
organization. Three heads with three pairs of limbs: jaws, arms and legs? On the one hand the 
‘Head-head‘ in the skull with the most strongly introverted, ‘antipathetic’ and centripetal 
morphology, physiology and psychology; as an opposite there is the ‘pelvis-head‘ in which the 
performances and activities of the viscera are expressed in a more open and centrifugal 
morphodynamics, organs of ‘sympathy’. In the middle, in between there appears the ‘mediating 
head’ of the thorax. Every separate rib shows in its shape-giving ‘behavior’, every individual 
element on its own, the gesture of a radiating extremity (limb). But in context, in composition 
the ribs perform a functional elevation (Steigerung) and constitute the ‘head of the thorax’ as 
a whole, which enfolds and contains an inner space like a skull. The ribs in morphological 
collaboration achieve something that each individual rib is not capable of: they bring the two 
polar principles (limbs – head) in reciprocal interaction to a higher level which brings a third 
dimension into appearance, a new principle, the Middle or the ‘in between’.  

Something similar happens in the vertebral column composed of more than thirty elements. 
Each individual vertebra performs the enclosing gesture of the head (skull) with its closed 
vertebral arch (remaining open represents pathology here: spina bifida); but in composition 
and reciprocal interaction they constitute the so-called ‘fifth limb‘, the vertebral column (the 
important domain of the physical therapists). Again the trunk is proclaimed as the domain of 
the Middle, of ‘the three and the one‘, that everything comes forth from and to which everything 
leads. This might draw our attention to the entity of one vertebra and two ribs as the primordial 
unit of the skeleton. In this way we encounter the lemniscate in form, a primeval principle that 
could be regarded as a fundamental template of form and as a primeval gesture of 
metamorphosis for all other plans for the skeleton. In this way the shoulder blade (scapula) 
and the hip bone (coxal bone) for example could be considered metamorphoses of a vertebra, 
whilst in contrast to this and as a kind of inversion, the arms and legs can be understood as 
metamorphoses of ribs. Thus the polarity of the antipathy of the head versus the sympathy of 
the limbs can also be discerned in the dorso-ventral orientation of the vertebrae versus the 
ribs, and even in the neurocranium (dorsocranial) and the viscerocranium (ventrocaudal).  

In connection with the ‘unfolding‘ extension and erection of the whole body of the embryo 
which is discernible by the development of the neck and the waist, the two pairs of limbs 
perform a kind of opposed rotation during their movement of growing out. While the arms rotate 
outwardly (exorotation), the legs rotate inwardly (endorotation), orienting themselves towards 
the ‘earth’ this way. This leads to the well-known opposition between the flexor and extensor 
side of the two limbs in the so-called ‘anatomical position’. In the arms the so-called pre-axial 
zone is oriented outwardly, while in the legs it is oriented inwardly. The legs follow the 
backward ‘rotation’ or de-flexion of the pelvis in their growing gesture as it were and orient 
themselves towards the earth’s surface, while the arms ’escape‘ this earthly orientation in an 
exorotating gesture so to speak by following the backward rotation of the head. As a 
consequence and as a general gesture for posture the embryo opens up into the typical upright 
posture of the human being. Humans balance their head on their vertebral column and above 
their trunk which in turn balances above (on top of) the pelvic girdle and the lower limbs.  
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It was Goethe who already recognized the strongly polarized organization of the upper and 
lower limbs as typical and essential for the human being. In our relatives the primates and 
mammals this polarity seems to have been ‘lost’ with the result that the lower pole (pelvic girdle 
and legs) has developed relatively too poorly to facilitate the upright posture. One could con-
sider this an indication that within the organization of those animals the typical sympathetic 
openness of the lower pole has been lost and that the upper pole is dominated by the forces 
of gravitational and earthly orientation. The arms and hands of the mentioned species on the 
other hand do not reach (or retain?) the ‘free of the earth’ faculties and capacities which are 
so typical of the upper limbs of the human being. As in the head and the skull the arms open 
up again in those species to the influences of the environment and develop to specialized 
instruments fitting to act and perform with and in the environment. For example in the quad-
ruped animal the exorotation of the arm is ‘corrected’ by a kind of movement of curving 
inwardly, which in fact is the continuation of the endorotational orientation that is the primary 
growing movement of an upper limb. In this way the limb is fixed in its position (as if the arms 
retain the function of a leg). In many primates the polarity in question is lost by an 
endorotational growing movement of the legs which is too weak, leading to the four-
handedness of the animal. All this seems to evoke the idea that the erect and upright walking 
posture is a capacity that is performed and maintained in its explicit and essential manner only 
by the human being. This might open our eyes for the concept that the upright posture is the 
primary and that locomotion on four feet (or by means of four hands) is the secondary principle, 
quite in contrast to the usually and generally accepted notions in evolutionary biology. In this 
concept the human is not a being that has become upright out of a quadruped posture and 
locomotion, but a being primarily capable of walking upright and capable of maintaining this 
embryonic faculty and talent (Anlage). This is recognized as the principle of so-called retarda-
tion, which was made explicit in the first decades of the 20th century by the Dutch morphologist 
Louis Bolk for the first time.  

It was Louis Bolk who discovered that the human body seems to avoid the one sided 
tendency of instrumental specialization and therefore cannot be regarded as the subsequent 
example or effort of animal specialization. In human evolution something new, something 
different arises or comes to explicitation. The human body has a shape and organization which 
represents the early phases of development. The human being seems to preserve or retain 
the embryonic relationships instead of abandoning them in a gesture of specialization and 
adaptation. For example our bipolar (digital) hand has in fact a rudimentary form that goes 
back as far as the fishes and the early mammals. Only in humans this morphological property 
which results in an organization of hand and fingers that is suited well for instrumentalization 
is preserved. Not so much an instrument but a non-specialized form which is well equipped to 
be equipped with instruments by a superb mind.  

In comparison to the hand of an ape or primate for example Bolk found that the human hand 
is quite retarded. But this original (take it literally) hand, this organization can be traced back 
to the oldest terrestrial vertebrates. The large mobility of the upper (cranial) or rostral limbs is 
a primordial feature that is already present in the so-called lower primates. The broad thorax, 
which is in line with the backward (dorsal) position of the scapula (which is a characteristic 
linked to the benefits of the upright posture), is an embryonic feature that is preserved 
(retained) by the human being, while it was more or less lost in the (so-called) higher mammals 
and primates. The human scapula for example lacks the longitudinal extension that is so typical 
of the mammalian scapula as a bone essential for support and locomotion. All this relates to 
the relatively great mobility of the shoulder girdle which is also a phenomenon of Bolkian 
retardation. The relatively strong outward rotation of the upper limb, shown among other things 
by the inwardly oriented head of the humeral bone which is strongly rotated in relation to the 
shaft of the bone also goes with the principle that the shoulder girdle and the arm refrain from 
locomotion and related specialization. Their embryonic appearance and features prevent this 
so to speak.  

Retardation may also stand for a retarded and retained pattern and speed of growth. The 
limbs develop from their distal, peripheral parts onto the trunk; the growth of a limb follows a 
distoproximal gradient. A foot or a hand always follows the pattern of adult relationships 
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(proportions) more (and therefore reaches the adult proportion earlier) than the lower leg (or 
arm) which in its turn exhibits a longer lasting growth pattern than the upper leg (or arm). In an 
organism with retarded growth this will lead to a relatively stronger and more pronounced 
development of the proximal limb parts (skeletal elements): a human being has relatively small 
hands and feet, relatively small toes and a relatively large heel, relatively short lower arms and 
so on. The legs of the human being are relatively long in comparison to the arms. This also 
may be explained as the result of strong retardation by means of a prolongation of the period 
of growing, an embryonic feature, in its turn resulting in the relatively long human legs. In 
general one could state that retardation also means ‘avoiding’ (or ‘not giving in to’) 
specialization which in fact is the typical feature of the animal organization. As if in evolution 
there is also the explicitation of the human Gestalt in question: “The more animal specialization 
there is, the less room there is for human explicitation”. 20  

Walking upright is much more than a kind of movement or locomotion. As shown before in 
the gesture of retaining an upright posture against the forces of gravity, it is also a matter of 
maintaining an equilibrium or balance. Is this only a morphological Gestalt or is it also a 
physiological performance, or does it even represent a psychological faculty? A being capable 
of living in balance (at least having the faculty to do so), needs a morphological organization 
to act out this behavior, also in the sense of pre-exercising the embryonic principle as explained 
earlier in this chapter. Regarded as such, walking upright and the act of maintaining balance 
also represent an important gesture and therefore a faculty of the human soul. Comparative 
anatomy shows that the process of unfolding and coming upright, the process of development 
of the limbs as well as the development of the human brain are intimately related. The relatively 
large human brain is related to the development of an upright posture and is considered to be 
typical for the human being. The unfolding of the body organization (among other things, the 
de-flexion of the head) and the development of the characteristic human limbs also lead to the 
typical human brain development, resulting in a relatively disproportional quantity and quality 
of the brain. To a high extent those phenomena may be considered specific and unique for 
human development. Only the human being brings these in origin embryonic relationships to 
an adult organization, the result of the retardation principle, and retains this morphology all 
through life. This potency leads to a ‘multipotent or multipurpose organism’, which is not 
possible for the animal organization. Consequently his biological status offers the human being 
the opportunity to be free from determinism, something a morphological specialization does 
involve. The human being acts out his quality against the resistance of the animal principle; he 
is not the simple extension of that latter principle; he has the possibility of overcoming it as it 
were. Freedom is something that has to be realized in our inner life; it is expressed in the self-
consciousness of man. Only humans possess a lifelong capacity and faculty of further 
development. Only humans are capable of overcoming the dictating forces of determinism and 
of entering the domain of freedom. In order to do so a certain bodily organization is required. 
To ‘pre-exercise’ such an organization in form and function, is what embryonic development 
is all about. 

 

The polarity body – the embryo still in you  

In this text polarity appeared to be the central issue in all kinds of ways, in order to understand 
the human forms and shapes. Is our whole body organization the manifestation of an essential 
polarity in our body formation, the fundamental polarity of mind and body, of spirit and matter 
then? What about our consciousness and our soul; produced by the body or by a dialogue 
between spirit and matter within us? The last part of this chapter concerns itself with the 
‘morphology of consciousness.  

For this purpose we have to reconsider the manifestation of the so-called gradients of 
development in the human embryo with the so-called craniocaudal gradient as one of them 
and as the most well-known and appreciated one. The craniocaudal gradient of embryonic 
development is a term which in the first instant signifies that the cranial pole or domain of the 
body development always runs ahead of the developmental processes in the caudal pole or 
domain of the body. This also relates to the fact that in the cranial pole the development of the 



The incarnating Embryo – The embryo in Us 

 

29 

organs tends to reach the more or less ‘final adult’ stage or organization earlier than in the 
caudal domain of the body. Your head becomes ‘old’ or ‘adult’ so to speak, whilst your viscera 
stay ‘young’ or ‘embryonic’. In the growing embryo, one can observe that the development of 
the arm and the hand always runs ahead of the development of the foot and the leg for 
example, that the cranial nerves become manifest long before the lumbosacral spinal nerves, 
and so on. This phenomenon will also become manifest and ‘repeated’ in the physiological and 
psychological maturing of the limbs and the locomotion, for example from head to trunk, from 
arms and hand to legs and feet. Another body axis which displays such a gradient is the disto-
proximal gradient in the limbs: the hands and the feet are ‘older’ than the shoulder and the 
pelvic region, the latter as the domain of the limbs for example, where indeed you continue 
with growing and formation far beyond your childhood. 

One could however also describe the craniocaudal gradient as the polarity of movement and 
form, of embryo and adult, of process and structure. In the caudal pole of the body the 
processes actually tend to continue with the embryonic way of life as described here before, 
i.e. exhibiting morphological behavior with the physical body still in process, in metamorphosis. 
In contrast to this one may observe in more ‘cranial’ organs the tendency of more and more 
coming to structure and to ‘anatomy’ so to speak. So, the ‘head pole’ of the body as the 
structural form pole, the ‘pelvic domain’ of the body as the growing process pole. There (brain 
and nervous system, for example) function becomes more ‘released’ from morphological 
(growing and metamorphosing) activity. A good way of discerning this gradient or polarity is by 
comparing a liver (‘caudal’) with a typical ‘cranial organ’ like the brain. In the liver, function and 
form are still in motion, while in the brain, anatomy and structure become essential for the 
physiological function (See footnote 4); ‘formlessness’ of the liver and the liver cells in 
opposition to the tendency to structuralization of the brain and the nerve cells. Simplicity in 
form versus complexity in structure; polarized is the very complex biochemistry and physiology 
of the liver cell and the relatively simple nerve cell process of de- and repolarization. There is 
also the polarity of time (process) and space (structure). In the liver the embryonic phase, the 
‘en-act’ dimension, still remains active in a morphological process, deeply involved and 
intertwined with matter. In the cranial area, in the possibility for mind, the ‘en-act’ is to become 
released from the material and bodily process and to come to function in a more body-free or 
intangible way. Think of the ‘imponderable’ mobility of our mind. This shows that the embryonic 
way of being is not in the past, is not a phase in our life we left behind. It is alive and active; in 
a large part of our body the interaction between body and mind is ‘still’ centripetal and 
‘embryonic’.  

Could this be the expression of a polarity in our organism regarding ‘interaction’ between the 
en-act and ex-act dimensions of our psychosomatic being? In the ‘caudal’ (‘visceral’) 
dimension of our body, our mind seems to stay connected and intertwined with the body 
(matter) as is the general gesture in the embryonic phase. In the opposite pole, the body tends 
to become more structuralized, to become ‘anatomy’ so to speak. Is it, that where mind and 
body are more or less disconnected and disconnecting, the mind is enabled to function in a 
more ‘body-free’ or purely ‘conscious’ way? Could it be that the embryonic way of being is the 
way of a sleeping consciousness enacting the body’s life? And that when this process tends 
toward becoming a formalized and ‘hardened’ anatomical structure, the embryonic vitality and 
regenerative power is reduced and sometimes even disappears altogether (‘death’)? Or better 
still: this ‘death’ is what enables awakening consciousness! What a fantastic idea: vitality and 
consciousness as oppositions: the more vitality, the more we sleep; the more death and 
structure, the more we are awake! In this view, mind is everywhere in the body as the acting 
principle, but levels of consciousness awaken to the degree in which the embryonic processes 
become subdued by the tendency to structure. In this view, the whole body is a psychosomatic 
manifestation with a great range of levels of consciousness. The will sleeps in the caudal pole, 
in the limbs and the muscles - the cognitive soul awakens in the head and the sense organs! 
Are psychological dimensions like thinking, feeling and willing related then to morphological 
dimensions of equivalent levels of consciousness and awareness: wakening, dreaming, and 
sleeping?  
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This may sound like a global concept. Nevertheless, the gradient we are describing may be 
observed in not only a craniocaudal ‘direction’ but in more than eight different bodily 
dimensions: dorsal-ventral, parietal-visceral, distal-proximal in the limbs, centripetal and 
centrifugal. As a matter of fact, this gradient, this polarity is everywhere; and ‘nowhere’: it is a 
fundamental principle of polarity that rules the psychosomatic organization in all directions, 
levels and dimensions. For us, the holographic principle of the craniocaudal gradient 
overcomes the Cartesian error of localizing soul, psyche, awareness, and consciousness in 
a given organ or region. Not only or exclusively is the brain the domain of the soul, the mind or 
the psyche, but the several ‘head organs’ like the liver, the heart, and the kidneys exhibit a 
similar function to some degree. But the brain does represent the functional possibility of a 
high degree of awakening, that is, self-consciousness.  

The phenomenological approach can yield great insight and renewal for the study of the 
human form and body. For it reveals that the body is not merely an appendage of the brain, 
but that it is an instrument of the soul from the very first day of life onwards. Consciousness is 
not synonymous or congruent with ‘soul’; it is a function, an activity of the mind. The whole 
range and palette of consciousness shows that our soul is not a nebulous concept or illusionary 
‘something’ but a ‘soul body’ just as complicated as our physical body. There is not one spe-
cialized organ for the psyche, but perhaps several - such as the brain, the sense organs, etc. 
- also function. But our mind is everywhere. The body is not a machine that functions; it is itself 
function, a function of the mind. Such an ‘anatomy’ would give us back the body that we are, 
that we live, where we do not have hippocampi in our heads at all, but where we think with our 
heads, also feel in our hearts and suffer pain in our toes. “We are awareness, consciousness 
and have a body”.  

Conclusion  

In this chapter the contours of a phenomenological embryology’ that is searching for human 
expression and behavior in form and shape, are given. The central issue in this approach is, 
that a human being is a being of body and mind (soul), the fundamental polarities of spirit and 
matter, and that the morphogenesis of the bodily organization also represents human behavior 
and expression. From the very beginning we deal with soul and body; also during the embryo 
phase where (when) the body is being (per) formed. This process however is not exclusive for 
or restricted to the embryonic phase; during the following human life cycles this principle is 
continuously active, as the unconscious performance of the human mind or soul within the 
organs. This means that the conscious psychological life may be regarded as a kind of special 
psycho-somatic process, representing the actual or proper psyche of the human being, and 
not as restricted to only the physiological functioning of the brain, as the Cartesian paradigm 
would have us believe. Or paraphrasing the philosopher Delamettrie: “The human being does 
not have a soul, he is soul”. Here we extend this view to the concept, that during embryonic 
development a human being is also not just a body but an animated and therefore experiencing 
being. The process of bodily organization and formation is also an expression of the human 
soul, of human behavior. In this regard it cannot be neglected that the human entelechy is 
active and present in the embryo and therefore may have experiences. Such experiences 
might be present as models and templates for the psychological functioning of the organism 
but may also lead to scars, pain or disturbances that may become consciously or 
subconsciously manifest in later life cycles. If one considers that a human embryo is also an 
entity of body and soul (psyche), the whole embryonic phase represents human behavior as 
well. Our body is a human body that serves human consciousness; it is a human constitution 
and expression of human consciousness itself. In the formation of the human body morphology 
and psychology are a joined venture. It is the human mind, the human spirit that expresses the 
human body, not the reverse. The formation of our body is part of our biography.  

Jaap van der Wal  
Guus van der Bie 
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