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PH ILO SO PH ICAL NOTES

This series of notes began with a comment concerning the place 
in the history of thought of Swedenborg as a philosopher. It was 
noted previously that his language had been influenced by the 
rationalists, who were the principal philosophers of his day. It 
could also be added that they in a measure influenced what he 
wrote. This is not to say, however, that what he wrote was 
rationalism but rather that he was addressing the rationalists.

What is rationalism? In modern times this term has become 
associated with the philosophy of Descartes and his school. The 
best known of this school are Wolff, Spinoza and Locke. The 
history of philosophy teaches that rationalism is much older than 
the period of Descartes. The Pythagoreans adopted a type of 
rationalism in their recognition of numbers as forming an under
lying basis of things. Regarded from one point of view this is a
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cosmological theory. However, regarded from the point of view of 
reason alone, numerical relations presented to the mind eternal 
permanence that was contrasted with changing and perishable quali
ties of things experienced. Other rationalistic philosophies occur 
between Pythagoras and Descartes. Whatever the final, form of 
these philosophies, they all have in common the idea that reason 
unaided by the senses or experience can discover truth.

Descartes sought certainty in the rationalistic method, for he 
says:

“All that I have, up to this moment, accepted as possessed of the highest 
truth and certainty, I received either from or through the senses. I 
observed, however, that these sometimes misled us; and it is the part 
of prudence not to place absolute confidence in that by which we have 
even once been deceived” ( Meditation I ) .

What should be substituted for the empirical method he has al
ready stated in his Discourse on Method in the following w ords:

“ The long chains of simple and easy reasonings by means of which 
geometers are accustomed to reach the conclusions of their most difficult 
demonstrations, had led me to imagine that all things, to the knowledge 
of which man is competent, are mutually connected in the same way, 
and that there is nothing so far removed from us as to be beyond our 
reach, or so hidden that we cannot discover it, provided only we abstain 
from accepting the false for the true, and always preserve in our thoughts 
the order necessary for the deduction of one truth from another. And 
I had little difficulty in determining the objects with which it was neces
sary to commence, for I was already persuaded that it must be with the 
simplest and easiest to know, and considering that of all those who have 
hitherto sought truth in the Sciences, the mathematicians have alone 
been able to find any demonstrations, that is, any certain and evident 
reasons, I did not doubt but that such must have been the rule of their 
investigations.”

However important reason may be to the philosopher, and in 
particular, however important the example of geometry may be to 
the application of this reason, this method that makes use of rea
son alone is insufficient. The necessity of logical reasoning in in
tellectual confirmation is unassailable. But such a method by itself 
is barren. Somehow, sometime, and in some manner, some con
tent must be given in order that truth may be gained. This source 
of content is experience.

While we have noted that Swedenborg did indeed at times direct 
himself toward the rationalists, and made much use of the im
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portance of reason to developing with man what is the man him
self, he never lost sight of the need for the empirical source of 
knowledge. He says for example:

“With respect to the nature and series of finites we observe, that man 
is introduced into the world and its mechanical order, as an intermediate 
between its least and greatest things; for his senses perceive such things 
as are in general equidistant between the extremes of nature. The whole 
of what exists is not comprehended within the sphere of his observation: 
his wonder is excited as well by what he sees as by what he does not 
see; thus, whichever way he turns his eyes, he cannot but feel astonish
ment, one extreme of nature being above his senses, the other being below 
them: he aspires however to a knowledge of both. Now inasmuch as 
nature maintains the highest similarity to herself both in her greatest 
and in her least entities, we may, from what we see and feel, arrive at 
a knowledge of what we neither see nor feel. Thus has nature designed 
that we should be instructed through the medium of the senses: in addi
tion to which is imparted to us a soul, and to the soul a faculty of rea
soning and analyzing, a faculty which may extend its operations even 
to the senses; so that, by help of reasoning and analysis, or of the ratios 
of the things we sensate, we may arrive at some knowledge of those we 
do not” ( Principia III—i ) .

That Swedenborg addressed himself to the rationalists can be 
seen in several places in the work entitled The Infinite and the Final 
Cause of Creation. For example, after explaining somewhat the 
nature of a philosopher he says:

“On the contrary, we are bound to talk with him, to take up his dis
course, and to convince or vanquish him by reason. Without the assist
ance of reason, it would be useless to expect success. If, then, we wish 
to shake him in his opinion, we must use reason, and not prayers alone. 
We must indeed be scrupulously careful to conquer him mediately, or 
by the use of means; that is to say, by words, and by arguments, and 
in short by his own philosophy” ( Infinite III).

E. F. A.

NOTES BY TH E EDITOR

In this issue the Transactions of the 57th Annual Meeting and 
the text of the Annual Address are presented to the reader. The 
printing of these important documents has left no space for a fur
ther installment of Dr. Hugo Lj. Odhner’s studies on “ The Human 
Mind"  Publication of the series will be resumed, however, in our 
next issue.
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