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SP IR IT U A L  SU BSTAN CE AN D  “ R A T IO N A L  
P S Y C H O LO G Y ” *

By H arold F. P itcairn

In no. 516 there is the following sentence: “ Each living and 
spiritual substance of the soul recognizes its companion substance 
in the body as its own, and it cannot live in mutual concert with 
any other.”

W e are not aware of any other place in Rational Psychology 
where the term “ spiritual substance” occurs. However, quite a 
number of examples of spiritual substance, with reference to the 
soul, are given elsewhere although the term is not used.

In order to avoid confusion it should be recalled here that the 
term “ soul”  is used in the Writings with many different denota
tions. While there are passages which seem to imply that the 
soul is the inflowing life of the Lord, let it be emphasized that 
there are many others which treat of the soul, not as life, but as 
the inmost receptacle of life, and also many which treat of the soul 
as the entire after-death man, inclusive of his natural mind.

Since reference has just been made to the Writings, it should be 
pointed out that the terms used in the Writings frequently mean 
something different from what the same terms mean as used in 
the philosophical works. While the term “ soul” is often used in 
Rational Psychology to denote something other than the inmost 
receptacle of life, this in no way detracts from the main point we 
propose to demonstrate.

W e have been asked a number of times just what we think spirit
ual substance is. The reply has been, “ Since it is hardly known 
what material substance is, how can we be expected to know just 
what spiritual substance is ?” Nevertheless, spiritual substance may 
be defined as a vessel receptive of life from the Lord, but a vessel 
which actually has no material or spatial qualifications or limitations, 
although it appears otherwise. Inflowing life from the Lord is 
the same with everyone, whereas no two receiving vessels are iden
tical, and this is as true of vessels which are composed of spiritual

* A ll paragraph and page numbers are taken from Rational Psychology as 
translated by Dr. Alfred Acton and Rev. Norbert H . Rogers, published in 
1950 by the Swedenborg Scientific Association.

| W e  are not aware of any direct statement to this effect.
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substance as of vessels which are composed of material substance. 
Without some such definition, “ spiritual substance”  would be a 
meaningless term to us.

* * * *

There are no two souls which are the same, and therefore the 
soul is a receiving vessel, and according to this denotation is not in
flowing life of the L ord :

“ Meanwhile, the fact must be admitted, that the soul of one man 
would never be distinct from that of another if the state of the one 
soul were absolutely like the state of another. But since it is pro
vided that there be a perpetual difference between souls, therefore 
they can never be joined together, but each individual soul is to 
form its own body and to live its own life. . . . Therefore, a uni
versal Divine Providence is regnant in distinguishing individual 
souls from each other, and this, to the end that the soul of one shall 
not be absolutely like the soul of another.”  (no. 520).

“ Therefore Divine Providence is most especially operative in 
distinguishing individual souls from each other, the existence of a 
most perfect society of souls being the very end of creation; for 
the ultimate end must be that end which is the first and the last end 
of creation, all other things being means tending to that end, as is 
clear if we examine them in detail.” (no. 534).

“ Since, therefore, there is no soul absolutely like another, some 
difference or diversity of state existing between all souls, this did 
not obtain merely for the sake of distinguishing souls from each 
other but that from this distinction a most perfect form of society 
might arise. In a most perfect form of society, there must be not 
only a variety of all souls but a variety where the several souls are 
in such concord that together they constitute a society wherein 
nothing can be lacking which is not to be found in some one soul.” 
(no: 535).

“ This harmonic variety, however, does not consist in an external 
variety of souls, but in a spiritual variety, being a variety in love 
toward God and their neighbor; for the state of a soul has reference 
solely to its spiritual state, to wit, that it be near to its God. As 
long as any difference or discrimination is lacking, some place in 
heaven is said to be still lacking. Thus all differences must be sup
plied before a form can exist in utmost perfection.” (no. 536).

“That a society of souls may exist, that is, a heavenly society, it 
is necessary that there be a most perfect form of government, to
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wit, that souls be distinct from each other, and between the souls 
every possible variety which is to be called harmonic variety. From 
such harmony, then arises a consensus and accord which shall pro
duce every effect and end that has ever been foreseen and pro
vided for.”  (no. 554).

* * * *

The soul has life within it, and from this standpoint is not the 
inflowing life of the L ord :

“ These most simple substances are what we call the soul, within 
which is life, and which is the true mind of its intellectory, and 
consequently, the life of the animus.” (no. 294).

* * * *

The form of the soul is spiritual, and not material, nos. 12, 127, 
431, 486, 516.

* * * *

The soul is above nature:
“ T o ascend from the organic and material body all the way to 

the soul, that is, to a spiritual essence which is also immaterial, 
was not permissible unless first I cleared the way that would lead 
me thither.” (Preface— first full paragraph on page 3.)

“ The intellectory is the first form of nature, and so is the first 
natural thing, whereas the soul is spiritual and is above nature; 
but, by means of the pure intellect, it operates that which is nat
ural.”  (no. 166).

“ What the soul is has been defined and described above, to wit, 
that it is immaterial, devoid of extension, motion, and part; and 
consequently, contains in itself nothing that will perish. . . . Let 
us therefore, rather betake ourselves to the real form of the soul. 
It was said above (no. 431), that the form of the soul is a spiritual 
form ; that in the spiritual form those things are infinite which in in
ferior forms are finite; and that, in accordance with this description, 
every idea of place, that is, of center and surface, of upward and 
downward, hence of motion and extension, passes away, that is, 
is abolished. From this idea of form, it is clear that in such form 
there is nothing which can perish. For a form to perish or be de
stroyed, it is necessary that the situation and connection of its parts 
be so changed that they perish. In a form where there is no idea 
of place, center, surface, that is to say, in which the center is every
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where, the circumference everywhere, the surface everywhere, de
struction cannot be conceived of.”  (no. 498).

“ From this it now follows that nothing terrestrial, whether it be 
floating in the air, the ether, or fire, can ever touch the soul; nor 
can anything atmospheric, nor the purest fire of nature. All these 
stand far below the soul and cannot reach it; nor, were they to 
reach it, can they bring the least force to bear upon it, for it is safe 
in its own form.” (no. 502).

* * * *
The soul is substance:

“ It is altogether repugnant to nature that anything sensitive and 
intellectual can have existence apart from a suitable substance; for 
sensations are merely forces and modifications going forth from 
the substances acted upon. For this reason, the soul is the only 
sentient and intelligent substance in its body.”  (no. 3 ).

“ The consequence is that there can be no sensation without the 
soul, which is the only substance in the body that sensates since it 
is the only substance that purely understands what is sensated.”  
(no. 8 ).

“ The soul is substance itself, wherein is form ; . . .”  (no. 510).
* * * *

It would seem to be a reasonable hypothesis that only a sub
stance which is spiritual can have a spiritual form. If this be ac
ceptable the following quotations are pertinent:

“ This intellectory recognizes no other form above itself save the 
spiritual form, that is, the soul or the form of the soul.”  (no. 127).

“ It was said above (no. 431) that the form of the soul is a spirit
ual form; . . .”  (no. 498).

The hypothesis mentioned above is definitely and strongly im
plied in no. 501, and there are many other numbers in Rational 
Psychology to the same import.

* * * *

It is not only not surprising, but surely to be expected, that 
“ spiritual substance” would be treated of far more extensively, and 
more clearly defined in the Writings than in Rational Psychology. 
But to treat of the subject from the teachings presented in the 
Writings, except for the brief statement made above, would be be
yond the scope of this study.
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