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Lecture III

I magination and the Pure Intellect

As the memory may deteriorate because of the sluggishness of 
fluids, the hardening of fibres, or in general because of some disease 
or other to the brain, so also may imagination deteriorate; for, as 
noted, imagination comes about by an activation and ordering of 
things in the memory. In addition, as we shall presently see, 
there are interior causes for the decay of memory and imagination. 
In the same way, of course, both exterior and interior causes go 
to promote a healthy and vigorous memory and imagination. 
Generally, it may be permitted to suggest, that fostering an active, 
purposeful, and orderly imagination would have beneficial effects 
on the memory; for such an imagination would keep the countless 
little sensories in the cortex flexible and alert.

The deciding element here is what flows in from the pure intel
lect. In the following quotation, Swedenborg uses the word 
“simile,” by which he means “the state produced in the cortical 
gland by the object set before the sight” (Acton trans., fn., p. 67; 
Psychologica n. 40), that is to say, the state of the gland which 
presents to us the appearance of an image.

Because the order, harmony, and form of similes does not depend on this 
sensory but on a superior and pure intellect, it follows that, for imagination 
something more is required than mere memory. For, rightly to join together 
the similes called forth, is the work, not of the memory, but of the pure 
intellect or soul, whose natural property it is to perceive the harmonies and 
orders of things. Therefore, according to the nature of the communication 
between the pure intellect and the imagination, such is the nature of the 
imagination. ( 111)
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[Accordingly,] imagination is the more perfect in the degree that one is 
able to reproduce the ideas of his memory in greater number, and at the same 
time to reproduce those that are more or less similar and harmonious there
with ; and when, from these, one can pass on to a field of other ideas, and 
so can change his general states into similar yet different states, and can call 
forth the parts of each state, and dispose the several particulars into a 
fitting form, so that a compound idea comes forth which is accordant with 
the order of nature. (115)

In other words, the more particulars enter into the imagination, 
and the more distinctly these are grouped in units, which are prop
erly arranged according to subordination, mutual affinity, etc., all 
in such a way as to produce harmony, the more perfect is the 
imagination. The organizing force can be none other than that 
which descends from the soul. W e may note here that the Ra
tional Psychology does not, in this context, discuss states of internal 
and self-induced evils. It sets forth— except for brief and passing 
remarks on diseases— the order of the mind as intended by the 
Creator. But it may be fitting to recall in the light of the Writings 
that the force, or influx, from the soul becomes obstructed and dis
torted when influxes from hell, the region of disorder, are per
mitted to take possession of the imagination.

Nevertheless, the force from the soul through the pure intellec- 
tory can never be cut off entirely, or man would become a brute. 
Take, for instance, speech.

No speech can result from imagination alone; for the existence of speech 
requires intellect and thought, there being something intellectual, analytical, 
and philosophical, yea, spiritual, in all compositions of words. (116)

This leads us to reflect on the difference between the imagination 
of human beings and that of brute animals. Animals too, as is 
easily recognized, have memory; and if they have memory, then 
the step to the combination of a few states of memory into one 
of imagination is short. For instance, a bird may remember not 
only where seed is put out for it, but also when, that is to say, 
at what sort of daylight or the like; and therefore, by virtue of its 
imagination, turn up not only at the right place but also on time. 
It has combined memories into imagination. The case is appar
ently similar with little children, for “ (their) imagination is not 
yet well directed and ordered by the pure intellect” (113). The 
memory of the child is as yet so meagre; and the thought, the 
medium between the pure intellect and the imagination, has barely
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been born. So the distinction between the imagination of a brute 
and that of a man is marked by the fact that the latter imagination 
is governed by thought and judgment, while the former is not. 
But thought and judgment obey the pure intellect.

Nothing with man is independent of the soul or its intellect; 
for it is the soul that has formed all things below itself, and for its 
service. Hence all inferior things are nothing but so many cloth
ings of the soul. If we relate this to what is called inclinations, 
we find that, whereas these belong to the field of imagination, they 
have their rise from the soul.

Imagination, as we have seen, is seated in the little sensories or 
cortical glands of the brain. Now,

there are men whose little sensories incline more to certain changes of state 
than to others, being more facile thereto, and who, under the guidance of 
nature, more readily seize upon and reproduce certain ideas rather than 
others. This depends on the actual form of the sensory or gland, and the 
form, on the simple cortex, and this on the soul from which it springs. (121)

Perhaps it is allowable to inject here that maternal heredity as 
well as paternal must have a bearing on the form of the little sen
sory. Maternal heredity is relatively external, and is related to 
the physical substances, including those of the brain, which are 
derived from the mother. W e would suggest, therefore, that the 
cortical glands have a predisposition towards certain forms; but 
that the soul, which has paternal heredity stamped upon it, con
stantly operates from within to overrule and to modify that form. 
O f course, if the maternal and the paternal heredity should be 
harmonious in regard to any special inclination, it would follow 
that the inclination would then be that much more pronounced and 
evident. W e would recall too that heredity is not all evil. W e 
inherit brown eyes, a muscular body structure, a tendency to 
analytical thinking, a love of social activity, an appetite for litera
ture. W e may even inherit a predisposition towards the Conjugial 
(cf. CL 202). The mental aspects of our heredity are what Swe
denborg here calls inclinations; and he shows that inclination is 
the same as a general disposition of the imagination— a general 
tendency and desire on the part of the little sensories to take on 
specific forms. Evil enters into the picture through the motiva
tion and subtle purpose that penetrate and qualify all inclina
tions from within.
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Pure Intellect and M ixed Intellect

Just as we see the presence of a higher intelligence in the order
ing of the ideas of the imagination, so also do we discern the 
operation of that higher intelligence in what we call thought. The 
thought processes rest on what has entered the mind through sen
sation, and on the ideas of imagination which have been formed 
out of sensations and the memory of these. These ideas serve as 
material for thought. But the thought, while above the realm of 
imagination, is never pure, never perfect. Even when it views 
aright, it views in a limited w ay; and frequently it errs altogether 
in its contemplations. If then thought is not the real judge of 
things, that is to say, if thought can never have the final answer, 
what is the judge? What has the answer?

It is observations and reflections like these that lead to the dis
covery of the pure intellect. For if thought depends on imagina
tion while being itself above imagination, and yet is not a sure guide 
or an absolute judge, then it is m ixed; and if it is mixed, then it 
must be derived from two forces which meet in it and, merging, 
become thought. It follows that we must distinguish between a 
mixed intellect and a pure intellect. The mixed intellect, since it 
constitutes our active, conscious, rational mind, is to be called the 
human intellect. But before that which is mixed can be properly 
understood, it is necessary to investigate both the prior and the 
posterior, or both the extremes, that enter in. This is why the 
pure intellect must be examined, before we can see the nature of 
the human intellect in light, imagination having been previously 
considered.

T he Organ of the Pure Intellect

As we have observed, every function must have its own organ; 
and as we have also noted, there is an organ for the pure intellect 
inmostly in the cortical gland, where

there is a substance analogous to the cortex of the brain, from which simple 
fibres arise, just as medullary or compound fibres arise from the cortical 
glands; for the cortical gland, which we call the internal sensoriole, is a brain 
in least effigy. (124)

This simple cortex or simple cortical substance is the supremely eminent 
organ of the pure intellect. (125)
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This organ is set at the pinnacle of nature; and we recall that 
it is celestial in form. Therefore it surpasses in excellence the 
cortical gland as much as this gland surpasses the brain. The 
only form superior to it is the spiritual. Being above the cortical 
gland, it cannot identify itself with the sensation in that gland. 
It looks down upon these sensations, but is not instructed by them. 
It itself instructs; that is to say, it organizes the sensations, or the 
ideas formed from them, and is at once, or spontaneously, ready 
to understand their meaning. It is this organ that is called the 
intellectory. (125) It is an inmost sensory. (126)

This inmost organ is the all in all in the brain and in the body.

Without a simple cortex, no compound cortex such as that of the brain 
is possible, it being from the simple cortex that those simple fibres arise 
which, by their determinations, join together to construct the [cortical] gland. 
Without cortical glands, there is no brain; without a brain, no sensory of 
sight, o f hearing, of taste, of smell, of touch and, consequently, no body. 
Therefore, all these look to this intellectory, or this pure intellect, as their 
principal and, at the same time, their origin, to which their several opera
tions refer themselves. (126)

The form of this organ is beyond description, although there can 
be some perception of it by virtue of analogies.

It can be investigated by a simple elevation of perfections from the lower 
degree to the higher, and by the addition of something perpetual and infinite, 
according to the doctrine of order, degrees and forms, whose laws I set forth 
above. (130; see ftn., p. 74.)

T he Powers of the Pure Intellect

In our first lecture we referred to Swedenborg’s thoughts con
cerning a universal mathesis; and we recall his argument, that 
“ there are truths a priori, that is to say, propositions which are 
at once recognized as true and for the comprehension of which 
there is no need of demonstrations a posteriori, that is, of confirma
tion by experience and the senses” (564). The words were quoted 
from the end of his book. And, now, at an earlier stage, we meet 
the same thoughts, and connected with the pure intellect.

Inmostly within ourselves we possess a most perfect knowledge of all 
natural things; but we anxiously inquire as to how we may be able to learn 
some part of the pure intellect’s (that is, inwardly, our own) knowledge, 
and draw it forth from a certain obscurity into light. Thus, this pure intel
lect can be called the science of natural sciences; for the several sciences 
are parts of a universal science, which we call the philosophy and mathesis
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cf universals, it being from this that the pure intellect can descend into the 
several parts whenever it wills. (131 :e)

“ Mathesis” was originally a Greek word, carried over into Latin. 
It signified “ the knowledge of astronomy, geometry, music, and 
arithmetic” (Dr. Adam Littleton’s Latin Dictionary, London 
1735). In Swedenborg’s usage, “ the philosophy and mathesis of 
universals,”  or simply the “ universal mathesis” (562, heading), 
would therefore stand for the idea of a knowledge that contains 
within it all knowledge, a concept that is itself above science but 
enters into and orders all science. Swedenborg also calls it “ a 
science of sciences,”  or “ a universal science” (563). It is an 
inmost perception or awareness of the laws of the universe.

This universal knowledge is ascribed to the pure intellect. It 
should be noted, however, that its province is not spiritual but nat
ural things. It is the first of nature; but above it is a still higher 
intelligence, which belongs to the soul itself. The pure intellect is
the verimost nature of its body, and the verimost science of the natural things 
existing below it. (131)

What is above it is designated by a similar term ; but once the 
distinction has been made clear, there is no difficulty. Swedenborg 
himself explains and warns:

The pure intellect acknowledges nothing above itself save pure intelligence, 
which pertains to the soul, since the soul is spirit. Therefore, we ought not 
to confuse pure intellect with intelligence, or the intellectory with the soul. 
(127; italics added.)

And here what is terrestrial, though it be of the very highest 
order, bows to the spiritual.

The intellectory, whose form is celestial, being the first form of nature, 
cannot understand anything from itself but only from a form which alone 
understands, and causes that to understand which is next below itself. (127)

This having been said, however, there is no limit to the powers 
of the pure intellect. For while it does not understand from itself, 
it nevertheless does understand. The like is not true of the imagi
nation, or of the sensoriole, its seat. Moreover, the intellectory, or 
its operation, the pure intellect, does not understand by deliberat
ing or judging, but intuitively and fully.

Yet, while understanding, it is nevertheless only concerned with 
science, though science all the way up and down the scale. The 
philosopher Kant speaks of “ das Ding” and “ das Ding an sich”
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(the thing, and the thing in itself), and affirms that we can have 
knowledge of the former, but not of the latter. So, in these terms, 
it can be said that the pure intellect has knowledge of the “ thing,” 
even the inmost thing in the physical universe, but does not com
prehend the “ thing in itself” ; that is to say, does not comprehend 
the purely spiritual. It should be noted that the purely spiritual 
is ever couched in a natural embodiment. This, as we know, is 
true even after death; for although the things that appear, or stand 
forth to view, in the spiritual world in themselves have nothing 
whatever to do with space and time, nevertheless they borrow from 
space and time in presenting themselves. Hence we distinguish 
between a knowledge that, so to speak, views from without, and a 
knowledge that views from within: or a knowledge which ap
proaches the thing from the realm of space and time, and a knowl
edge that views it quite apart from space and time, although it 
deigns to cover itself with those properties as with a cloak. The 
former knowledge, raised to its highest potency, pertains to the 
pure intellect; the latter knowledge belongs to the soul.

The intelligence of the soul is not natural but spiritual, and its science is 
not philosophical but metaphysical, pneumatic and, if I may so speak, theo
logical. From this soul proceeds that which is its first offspring, namely, 
the pure intellect, whose property is to know in the present and from itself 
and in itself all that which is natural. (137)

Now, all things in the created universe are reciprocally in har
mony. That is because all things were made by the same Divine 
law. But if disorder is introduced, the harmony is destroyed. 
For instance, it is of order that water shall flow ; but if it is dammed 
up, so that there is neither inflow or outflow, it becomes putrid. 
But who, or what, is to know whether a thing is or is not in order ? 
The answer is, that this knowledge is inscribed on the highest form 
of natural creation, namely the intellectory. For being itself above 
all disorders, it will at once sense an approaching disorder. It 
will be disturbed by it, and will pronounce judgment upon it. It 
will similarly judge the ideas of the imagination.

The minute differences which are within an idea, and which exist between 
the several ideas, cannot be simply sensated and perceived. For the recog
nition of what is harmonious, analytical, delightful, true, and good, there 
must be an intellectory which shall judge and shall declare that the idea is 
accordant or non-accordant, and is congruous with a consort idea and with 
many others which are related or similar. (126)
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Uncertainties, probabilities, etc. belong to the field of imagina
tion, and also to the mixed or human intellect; but the pure intel
lect itself is above all shadows.

[It perceives a thing] either as true or as false. It perceives also how 
far it is removed from truth or from falsity. Consequently, all its ideas are 
so many natural truths, and from truths it distinctly sees falses and fallacies, 
just as from light the eye sees shadows. (133)

And though it is concerned with things that exist in time, it itself 
requires no time in order to judge aright. What thought contem
plates successively, the pure intellect perceives simultaneously; that 
is to say—

just as in the case of a conclusion or an analytical equation, it comprehends 
premises and antecedents simultaneously with consequences; principles and 
causes simultaneously with principiates, causates, and effects [i.e., deriva
tives, cf. D L W  366 :e]. (132)

Nor can the pure intellect be acquired or cultivated. W e have 
noted before that it cannot be instructed by the senses; but equally 
it cannot be instructed by our thoughts themselves. That which is 
below it cannot build it. It follows that such an intellect

must remain the same from the first thread of life to its last; consequently 
that it is as perfect in the embryo and infant as in the adult and the aged, 
in Davus as in Oedipus, in the insane and stupid as in the prince of philoso
phers. (134)

What we have in the mind, then, is a ladder of approach to the 
soul, and one with four rungs on it. The highest rung is the pure 
intellect, for beyond this we cannot see. W e can only know that 
beyond our ken is the spiritual. “ Our soul is too highly placed 
to be perceived by our rational mind” (127). W e can know about 
this spiritual, and speak of it relatively, but not absolutely. Even 
the pure intellect is as it were veiled in clouds; and what is said 
about it “ must be explained by circumlocutions, and by ideas sev
eral times multiplied” (128).

The ladder itself, seen from above, is drawn up as follow s:

Ideas of the soul are spiritual truths, while ideas of the pure intellect are 
first natural truths. Ideas of our intellect [i.e., the mixed intellect] are 
called rational, while ideas of the memory or imagination are ideas proper. 
Ideas of sight are images and objects. Ideas of hearing are modes, modula
tions, and words. (138) [Ideas of sight and hearing may be thought of 
as constituting one rung.]
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Thus it is that the pure intellect with all that is in it is born of 
pure intelligence. Itself terrestrial, in the highest potency, its 
origin is not terrestrial but spiritual. The determinations of the 
soul form it. Hence the highest science, a universal mathesis, is 
born of non-science— unless we mean a science that is above philos
ophy, and is “ metaphysical, pneumatic and, if I  m ay so speak, 
theological” (137). Obviously, however, such science as is in
scribed on the soul itself is not for us to cultivate. If we cannot 
even cultivate the pure intellect, how could we improve or expand 
the pure intelligence itself? But as the mixed intellect can ap
proach more and more to the pure intellect, receiving more and 
more of the essence of the latter, so it can also humbly respond to 
the inner wisdom of the soul. And doing so, it will at the same 
time receive from the Divine itself; for above the soul is “ a wisdom 
which is Divine and not human; for (pure) intelligence derives 
its wisdom from the Divine Spirit alone, and thus from God” 
(127 :e).

In closing we should note that when our book speaks of an “ idea” 
o f the pure intellect, and even of the soul itself, the reference is 
not to a conscious concept such as we mean when we say, in ordi
nary speech, “ I ’ve got an idea.”  In the philosopher’s language an 
“ idea”  is a change of state in an organ. Take the definition of 
an idea with reference to the sensory of the cortical gland:

[The cortical] gland undergoes a change of state proximately corre
sponding to the inflowing image or object, either contracting or expanding, 
or reducing itself into a more perfect form, or contorting into a more imper
fect. . . . This change, which the gland undergoes, and to which it disposes 
itself at the appulse of any visual image, is called an idea. (97)

When the cortical gland changes its state, and thus produces an 
idea, we are indeed conscious of an image or a concept; and when 
it undergoes further and more intricate changes of form, we ex
perience an idea of thought. But the ideas of the pure intellect, 
or of the soul, are not experienced by us in a comparable way. 
Yet the general definition holds true. For the pure intellect, and 
above it the soul, assumes a state in adaptation to the ideas it ap- 
perceives below itself, and doing so it sets before itself an “ idea.”  
However, since these higher forms are not subject to instruction, 
therefore the ideas they so to speak put on in temporary adapta
tions are not their only ideas; for added to these are the indefinite 
numbers of inherent ideas which are concealed in the inexpressible 
and perfect mutability of those superior forms.
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S W E D E N B O R G  S C IE N T IF IC  A S S O C IA T IO N

The Sixty-Ninth Annual Meeting of the Swedenborg Scientific 
Association will be held in Bryn Athyn, Pennsylvania, at the 
Civic and Social Club at 8:00 p.m., Sunday, May 8, 1966. The 
meeting will be preceded by a supper at 7:00 p.m. ($1.00).

There will be brief reports and election of President and mem
bers of the Board of Directors. Nominations for these elections 
are listed on the back cover of this issue of the New Philosophy.

The Reverend Ormond Odhner will deliver the annual address, 
entitled: “ Two Sources of Truth— or Two Foundations."

All are welcome.

P H IL O SO P H IC A L  N O TES

History and Symbols. Speaking at the meeting of the Sweden
borg Scientific Association in May, 1965, Dr. Hugo L j. Odhner 
said:

The pragmatic modern mind— overloaded with facts— is easily made con
temptuous of metaphor, and underestimates the value of what the Writings 
call representative truth, the type of truth which speaks in correspondences 
and allegories, and is addressed rather to the heart than to the brain. Yet 
this type of truth is the first form of human communication— older than 
speech or words. The men of the “ Golden A ge” are said to have com
municated by gestures, actions, and sounds rather than by articulate words. 
And the power of rituals, representing spiritual powers and spiritual processes 
of salvation from evil, became in time abused and turned into magical prac
tices ; while underlying truths were turned into myths no longer understood. 
(N ew P hilosophy, July-Sept., 1965, p. 83.)

I have already referred to this remark in previous notes, but I 
repeat it so that readers of this issue will have it handy. There is 
an accumulation of words in this remark that have challenged me 
to do some thinking, not only about metaphor in particular but 
more generally about symbols— and specifically what I have elected 
to call radical symbols.

Introductory Note on Symbols. In the July-Sept. issue of the 
New Philosophy for 1965 a discussion was begun in these notes 
on symbols, with a reference to Metaphor and the Modern Mind. 
The discussion has grown longer than was then intended.
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