
HOW SWEDENBORG, FROM BEING AN ASSESSOR 
OF MINES AND A SCIENTIST, BECAME A PHILOSO
PHER IN ORDER TO EXPLORE A RATIONAL 
PSYCHOLOGY

Allen

In 1734, as Assessor of Mines, expert in processing ores and engaged 
in associate scientific work, Swedenborg published a Treatise on Iron. In 
its preface he writes of his "intention to treat in the same way not only 
of other metals, but also of the various salts and stones..." In the same 
year he published a companion work on Copper, but also a third work, 
clearly philosophical, under the title, The Principia; or, The First Principles 
of Natural Things, Being New Attempts Toward a Philosophical Exploration 
of the Elementary World. No doubt a kind of wonder entered his mind, 
a wonder acknowledged by Aristotle:

For it is owing to their wonder that men now begin and at first 
began to philosophize; they wondered originally at the obvious 
difficulties, then advanced little by little and stated difficulties 
about the greater matters, e.g. about the phenomena of the moon 
and those of the sun and of the stars, and about the genesis of 
the universe (Metaphysics 9826: 12-16).

So in 1734, Swedenborg from being a scientist was becoming a 
philosopher, by way of his Principia, a theory of the elementary world. 
The "elementals" are called "finites," "actives of finites" and compounds 
of finites and actives called "auras" or sometimes "atmospheres" or 
"elementaries."

The Principia, as a theory explaining the origin of the natural 
universe is a cosmogony not a cosmology, which is a science. Such 
science as does enter The Principia, in fact two thirds of the work, is 
scientific data offered as experience to support the theory. That 
experience, which pertains to the sun and its system and magnetism, 
is useful in evaluating Swedenborg's position as a scientist. Neverthe
less, The Principia theory, which occupies only approximately the first 
third of the two volumes, is Swedenborg's philosophy itself, as it was 
in 1734.
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Like the philosophers of whom Aristotle wrote, Swedenborg 
wondered and stated difficulties, and as evidenced by The Principia 
theory, wondered "about the genesis of the universe," and "stated 
difficulties about greater matters"—even about the infinite! In fact the 
leading subject in his work, The Infinite, the Final Cause of Creation, is 
identified in its second subject heading "The infinite is the difficulty of 
philosophy."

There can be no doubt that as The Principia went to press and as he 
began to write The Infinite there was a heavy load on Swedenborg's 
mind. It was clearly acknowledged when The Principia theory got under 
way. The first clause of the theory is,

No rational and intelligent philosopher can deny that the first ens 
was produced by the Infinite...(The Principia p. 46)

An entire chapter is devoted to describing the first ens, at first named 
"natural point," then later "first natural point." Whatever else is said 
about this point as the first ens, there is this problem:

Nevertheless this point is a kind of medium between what is infinite 
and what is finite...It may be compared to Janus with two 
faces...On one side is the pure Infinite, into which no human 
mind is able to penetrate...on the other side is the mere finite, to 
which we may have access...(pp. 53-54)

In consequence, in the conclusion of The Infinite, an analogy is proposed 
between the relation of the infinite to the finite world (or the relation 
of what is unknowable, to what is knowable) and the relation of the 
soul to its body.

The principal parts of Mechanism of the Intercourse Between the Soul 
and the Body, are a companion to those of The Infinite, are:

1. Nine questions about what is proper to philosophical considerations 
of the soul (pp. 143-165,1965 printing)

2. An introductory affirmative argument to the ninth question "Is the 
soul immortal?'' (p. 165, pp. 173-181)
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3. Finally, a plan consisting of general propositions to be investigated 
in order to pursue the supposed knowable part of the analogy 
proposed in The Infinite (pp. 181-230)

To this plan is added this statement:

The main end of these our labors will be to demonstrate the 
immortality of the soul to the very senses (p. 230).

And of course it is evident that to explain both what is meant by "to 
demonstrate" and what is meant by "to the very senses" will be a part 
of that endeavor to which Swedenborg as a philosopher devoted the 
next ten years (1734-1744).

It is obvious that "to demonstrate" is a stronger and more decisive 
act of the mind than is an "analogy." So let us go back to where the 
analogy is proposed in The Infinite. There we discover that Swedenborg 
wrote,

Analogical instances illustrate, although they cannot demon
strate. Thus by the comparison of the soul and body it seems 
possible to gain some little light respecting the connection of the 
Infinite with the world (p. 137).

The relation of the soul to its body is the subject in regard to which 
Swedenborg employed the term "rational psychology." By proposing 
the analogy, he was willing to devote the time and effort required, in 
order to gain a little light on the relation of the infinite to the finite. 
That is the reason he turned from cosmogony to rational psychology. 
At first "rational psychology" does not explicitly occur by that name, 
but is implied by the words "intercourse between the soul and the 
body" in the title of Mechanism of the Intercourse Between the Soul and the 
Body.

He was not blind to the magnitude of the task he had set for 
himself, that is, to explore the intercourse between the soul and the 
body. This is evidenced by the statement at the beginning of the plan 
as described in Mechanism of the Intercourse Between the Soul and the 
Body:
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Let us now enquire in a general manner into the nexus between the 
soul and the body, and into the operation of the one upon the other, 
with a view to see in what its mechanism consists. Wc say in a 
general manner, for if all the details of the subject were to be set 
forth specially, we should rather be entering on the work of 
years than a month, and we should not be writing one book, but 
a series of volumes... (MISB, p. 181)

As it happened, it took ten years. In addition to manuscripts set aside 
unpublished, there were the The Economy of the Animal Kingdom and The 
Animal Kingdom, each two volumes in English translation. Also there 
was The Five Senses, unpublished, consisting of hundreds of clauses 
intended for treatment in continuation of The Animal Kingdom. All of 
this is his rational psychology, the exploration of which was interrupted 
by the call to become a revelator.

"Rational psychology” appears as a term when the Doctrine of Series 
and Degrees is premised

The words Mechanism of the Intercourse Between the Soul and the Body 
in the work with that title apply to most of the content of The Economy 
of the Animal Kingdom, The Animal Kingdom, and The Five Senses. 
Nevertheless, the promise within the Mechanism of the Intercourse 
Between the Soul and the Body is the end in view of Swedenborg's 
rational psychology. For emphasis, I repeat Swedenborg's promise: "The 
main end of these our labors will be to demonstrate the immortality of 
the soul to the very senses" (MISB, p. 230).

But in order to demonstrate immortality, the nature of the soul must 
be known, so the search for the soul is required. And to make that 
search possible a doctrine called the "Doctrine of Series and Degrees" 
is required. There is "An Introduction to Rational Psychology" in the 
first volume of The Economy of the Animal Kingdom:

Psychology is the science which treats of the essence and nature 
of the soul, and of the mode in which she flows into the actions 
of her body; consequently it is the first and last of those sciences 
which lead to the knowledge of the animal economy. But 
whereas the soul has her residence in a place so sublime and
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eminent (n. 270), that we cannot ascend to her, and attain to the 
knowledge of her, except by a particular and general investiga
tion of the lower and accessible things of her kingdom; or 
whereas she lives withdrawn so far within that she cannot be
exposed to view until the coverings under which she is hidden 
are unfolded and removed in order: it hence becomes necessary 
that we ascend to her by the same steps or degrees, and the 
same ladder, by which her nature, in the formation of the things 
of her kingdom, descends into her body. By way therefore of an 
Introduction to Rational Psychology, I will premise the Doctrine 
of Series and Degrees (a doctrine, of which, in the preceding 
chapters, I have made such frequent mention), the design of 
which is, to teach the nature of Order and its rules as observed 
and prescribed in the succession of things: for the rational mind, 
in its analytical inquiry into causes from effects, nowhere 
discovers them...

Thus the words "rational psychology" are first introduced only after 
seven chapters of The Economy of the Animal Kingdom.

Having premised the Doctrine of Series and Degrees, the chapter is 
devoted to two principal tasks, namely, describing abstractly, that is in 
a very general way, the nature of the doctrine and, as this is done, 
applying it to what is named the "corporeal system" (EAK, vol. 1, nos. 
607, 608). The corporeal system consists of the body as to its organic 
whole, the organs of sense, the system of nerves, and the brain. That is 
the subject of the final chapter of Part I of The Economy of the Animal 
Kingdom.

The final chapter of Part II of The Economy of the Animal Kingdom is 
entitled "The Human Soul." Its contents treat of the operation of the 
soul within the corporeal system, "the intercourse between the soul and 
the body" (EAK, vol. n, n. 301).

161



THE NEW PHILOSOPHY, October-December 1989

Other explicit references to "rational psychology" occur when 
mutations of the soul are considered, and finally when progress in 
rational psychology is interrupted by a certain lack of anatomical 
knowledge

The words "rational psychology" rarely occur in what Swedenborg 
published, and then only when he wants to call attention to some 
special aspect of rational psychology. The following instances are the 
most important:

1. To call attention to this: that there is "no worthier matter of inquiry 
within the field of 'rational psychology'...," to name it and say what 
it is.

2. To call attention to this: that there is a "subject [that] is the noblest 
part of 'rational psychology'," to name it and say what it is.

3. To promise to write an entire volume, not a chapter only, under the 
title, "An Introduction to Rational Psychology," and also a volume 
on Rational Psychology itself.

4. Finally to explain that there is a serious lack of anatomical knowl
edge, which he is endeavoring to supply, that prevents progress of 
rational psychology along a certain way.

There are references to "our Psychology" which likely apply to
"rational psychology," but for these remarks I limit myself to explicit 
representations of the words "rational psychology" (See e.g. "our 
Psychology," AK, vol. II, p. 343, footnote (y), The Five Senses nos. 327, 
330,451, 547, 569).

The following remarks treat of the accidental mutations, the most 
worthy matter of inquiry in rational psychology, the noblest part of 
rational psychology, and finally the limitation on progress of rational 
psychology due to lack of certain anatomical knowledge.
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Changes in the soul enabling it to govern the body so that it can exist 
and move in the world are called "accidental mutations" which are 
explored as a matter of course. So there is no explicit reference to 
rational psychology

Section I of "The Human Soul" (EAK, vol. II, chap. Ill) opens as 
follows:

From the anatomy of the animal body we clearly perceive, that a certain 
most pure fluid glances through the subtlest fibres, remote from even 
the acutest senses (EAK p. 220).

That fluid is given the name "spirituous fluid" in The Economy of the 
Animal Kingdom. It represents the operation of the soul in the body. In 
order to perform that operation it is said,

The spirituous fluid is thoroughly adapted and ready to take upon it 
infinite variety, and to undergo infinite changes of state (EAK p. 312).

That great variety of the spirituous fluid is expressed in four general 
ways:

[1] From the wonderful character of this fluid originates every 
sensation and determination of the will into act...

As described elsewhere, there is a circle moving from physical 
sensation, through the imagination and then, by way of the understand
ing in the rational mind, to the soul which may consent and concur and 
determine back in the world (EAK, vol. II, The Human Soul, Section 
VI).

[2] the perpetual animation of the system...

That is, it also determines such motions as those of the heart and 
lungs, digestive organs, etc. needed to keep the body alive in the 
world—plus all other so-called non-voluntary motions needed just in 
order for the body to move in the world,
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[3] and the fact that the fluid can become so fixed as to assume 
the form of the little tunic (Part II, n. 296, 297).

That is, to assume the form of fibres, then of fascicles, and the fascicles 
in their turn so that the spirituous fluid can be carried through the 
entire body, and so as to agree in,

[4] the harmonic variety of all the cortical substances of the 
medullary, nervous, and motive fibres; of the blood; of the other 
fluids; of the viscera in the whole and in part of the effects 
therefrom resulting (Part I, n. 97-99, 602-606).

All this variation, change of state, concurring or consenting, and thence 
determination of will and act is the operation of the spirituous fluid 
and is named "accidental mutation."

Wherefore this accidental mutation of this fluid is its veriest 
perfection, and derogates in no respect from its form, and takes 
nothing from its essence and attributes. For instance, the lungs 
are not the less perfect because they respire; nor the brain, 
because it animates; nor the heart and arteries, because they beat. 
Essentials and attributes, whether within a large or small space, 
like a circle with a greater or lesser circumference, nevertheless 
remain entire; although modes, in respect to moments and 
degrees, are successively varied. Wherefore the most perfect and 
persistent constancy in form and essence ever accompanies this 
perfect mutability of the higher entities.

Actually this kind of mutation is most knowable to us by experience 
and in consequence is the part of rational psychology continuously 
being examined. But Swedenborg does not say and repeat "this is 
rational psychology." What is said is itself rational psychology in 
process. It is like a mathematician writing mathematics; he does not 
repeat "this is mathematics" but permits the mathematics done to 
represent itself.
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The question whether there can be a real or essential mutation of the 
soul is regarded as the most worthy matter of inquiry in "rational 
psychology"

There is no worthier matter of inquiry within the field of rational 
psychology, than that presented by the question, whether besides 
the above accidental mutation there can exist also a real or 
essential mutation in the spirituous fluid: and if such real muta
tion exists, whether it comes in any way before the understand
ing; for certainly it comes under the head of rational psychology 
as the main point from which all the rest follows.

If an essential mutation occurs in the soul, the soul would become 
a non-soul. To show that the soul is immortal is the principal end of 
Swedenborg's philosophy, according to his promise, to repeat,

The main end of these our labors will be, to demonstrate the 
immortality of the soul to the very senses (MISB 230).

Since the development of the argument that the soul is immortal 
requires that there be no essential mutations of the soul, then that 
argument itself deserves to be called the most worthy inquiry within 
the field of rational psychology.

Besides the most worthy matter of inquiry in rational psychology 
there is the "noblest part of rational psychology" that is a different 
kind of mutation and "deserves to be called a superior essential 
mutation"

The most worthy inquiry of rational psychology is what the whole 
of rational psychology is devoted to. Hence it could be referred to only 
briefly. But the noblest part of rational psychology is what makes the 
soul better or worse, and deserves to be described in full as given in n. 
315.

But it is a plain truth declared by daily experience, that muta
tions do happen to souls in regard to their reception of life. For 
we well know that we have the power to reflect, infringe,
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diminish, and intercept the rays of its wisdom; to oppose them 
with our own mists, to bring ourselves into darkness, and again 
to emerge into light; nay, to reject the better truths, and to 
embrace what is repugnant to wisdom, and to turn the mind 
from probabilities to either extreme; and thus from wisdom to 
pass to insanity, and from insanity to wisdom: there being 
therefore as many souls as men, because as many minds, rational 
and animal; or what amounts to the same thing, as many heads. 
But this mutation is not an essential mutation, like that described 
above; but still it is a real mutation higher than the essential, in 
the spirituous fluid itself, and it renders this fluid either better 
or worse fitted for receiving wisdom. Life itself is impassive, and 
inflows in one only manner according to the modified character 
and capacity of the subject. (Part II., n. 261.) This mutation 
therefore deserves to be called a superior essential mutation, the 
cause of which affects the fluid itself, since the fluid is the soul, 
capable of intelligence, and is the spirit. (Ibid., n. 245.) In order 
to represent to ourselves the cause and reason of this mutation, 
we must descend from the spirituous fluid itself to its more 
general operations, or to the mind and the animus. We said 
above that the light of the soul flows into the sphere of the mind 
according to the state (acquired a posteriori) of the parts constitut
ing the fibres; consequently according to their acquired disposi
tion; in order that the perceptions of things may fall more nearly 
under the intuition of the soul, which flows in always with one 
only force, light, or virtue. But this light is received according to 
the modification that the intermediate parts, or the parts 
constituting the fibres, induce: much in the same manner as the 
objects and subjects into which the solar light flows. Now let us 
ascend from this to the spirituous fluid, and by analogy conceive 
in it, as in a supereminent organ, the least and imperceptible 
lines or pores analogous to fibrillary lines, delineated and 
inscribed by the first aura of the world in immense abundance 
and with incredible perfection; and let us conceive that the 
essential determinations of this fluid, or that its form, which is 
the form of forms, results from these delicate delineations. Now 
as these analogous and supereminent fibrils in regard to their 
constituent substances and entities, are accommodated or
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adapted to the reception of life, so the wisdom of life appears to 
flow in. To this point, by the help of analogy, we may raise our 
thoughts, and represent to ourselves a somewhat correspondent,
but higher, in the soul: although it must be confessed, that
without the aid of a mathematical doctrine of universal, and the 
most ample experience from the posterior sphere, we can never 
procure any other than the obscurest idea of the subject; an idea 
approaching nearer to the darkness of ignorance than to the light 
of knowledge. Still this subject is the noblest part of rational 
psychology. Indeed it is the principle from which, we have to 
deduce the reason why our ultimate human forms are never in 
all respects similar or equal, but perfectly distinct from each 
other: why every one wears his own countenance, and every one 
wears his own animus; the countenance being the effigy of the 
animus, the changes and passions of which, are conspicuously 
delineated on the face itself. If then the countenance, and the 
form of our actions, be a representation of the animus, and if the 
ulterior forms of actions when rationally inspected, be the 
representations of the mind, it follows from this, that the 
ultimate corporeal form derives its first origin from the soul and 
its superior essential mutation, of which we have already treated. 
Thus far on the ladder of psychology we may fairly mount, for 
we are still within created nature, and our inquiry is in reference 
to the formulas and essentials of the spirituous fluid; but to 
climb farther, or to the essence of life, would be to ascend 
beyond the soul, when between it and life there are boundaries 
which it is impossible for human faculties to transcend (Part IL, 
n. 315).

Now to continue from this initial introduction to the noblest subject 
of rational psychology:

But from this first thread let us weave, as far as we may, the 
web, and prosecute the argument, of our rational psychology.. .If 
we would insinuate ourselves farther into this noble subject, we 
must perforce discuss the subject of the will, of free choice, of 
the particular concurrence of the soul with the operation of the 
mind, and also the subject of conscience... (316)
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This extension of the noblest part of rational psychology continues for 
seventeen pages, returning to free choice or liberty:

Meanwhile, this free power of doing, or leaving undone, is granted to 
human minds as a means to the ultimate end of creation, which is the 
glory of God...By mere liberty we are distinguished from the 
brutes, as by our use of the liberty we are distinguished from 
our fellow mortals. By liberty we are raised to a higher state, 
even almost to the state of integrity before the fall (n. 334).

Finally a limitation on the progress of rational psychology

From the above it is evident that Swedenborg chose very special 
occasions to call attention to what he was doing by name, that is, 
"rational psychology": First, in order to pursue rational psychology a 
Doctrine of Series and Degrees is required, hence "rational psychology" 
occurs in the title of the chapter in which the premise of the doctrine 
is made, and in which the doctrine is described abstractly, and applied 
to the corpuscular system. The chapter is entitled "Introduction to 
Rational Psychology." Secondly, when the subject of rational psycholo
gy is regarded as to its principal end, namely, to demonstrate the 
immortality of the soul, that is called the most worthy matter of inquiry 
in rational psychology. Finally, when the change in the soul which 
results, as we may now see, from the way in which we use our liberty 
and our conscience or by the way we live, that is regarded by 
Swedenborg as the noblest part of rational psychology. At this point in 
our reading we are only at about the middle of Swedenborg's philo
sophical period. The above gives a fair but brief idea of the nature of 
his rational psychology. But there is one more explicit reference to it by 
name, which is near the end of his philosophical period.

In the single cortical substance reside our internal sensory 
faculties, I. for there is a similar ratio, 2. with a difference only 
of perfection. 3. A visual idea, to which imagination corresponds, 
belongs to the general of the whole glandule. 4. But an intellectu
al perception, whence is thought, or inmost sensation, corre
sponds to those beginnings; 5. thus without an examination of 
the cortical glandule we make no progress in rational psycholo
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gy, or in its demonstration. 6. Of what quality this is is known 
from the brain, by means of the doctrines which are to be given. 
7. In the meanwhile we can conclude from the given beginnings 
in the nerves (The Five Senses 580).

What could be a better testimony to the importance of rational 
psychology than the time, patience, and ability Swedenborg devoted to 
it for ten years. The result as published by himself in two volumes is 
given in The Economy of the Animal Kingdom as appearing in English 
translation and also two volumes in English of The Animal Kingdom. 
Added to that and immediately related to what he did publish is a 
manuscript consisting of hundreds of clauses to be treated in continua
tion of his philosophy, but not completed because of the call to become 
a revelator. That is now available as The Five Senses. As if that were not 
enough, there is the enormous output left in manuscripts available now 
as Psychologica, Rational Psychology Posthumous, Fibre, Generation, 
Psychological Transactions, The Brain, and Cerebrum. The Five Senses was 
translated by Enoch S. Price and the others all by Alfred Acton. Rational 
Psychology had an earlier translation by Frank Sewall. The second 
translation of Rational Psychology was a cooperative work of Acton and 
Norbert Rogers. □
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