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REVIEW OF GOTTLIEB FLORSCHÜTZ’S 
Swedenborg’S Hidden influence on Kant

Marcy Latta1

In this ambitious book, Gottlieb Florschütz examines the complicated 
relationship between Immanuel Kant and Emanuel Swedenborg. That 
Swedenborg’s philosophical and theological ideas fascinated Kant is made 
plain by the spirited and polemical nature of Dreams of a Spirit-Seer: Illustrated 
by the Dreams of Metaphysics, published in 1766. The precise nature and extent 
of Swedenborg’s influence on Kant’s thinking, however, has been a matter 
of debate. Florschütz enters this debate with three central aims: 1. to show 
that, during his Critical period, Kant holds conflicting positions about the 
possibility of the kind of transcendental knowledge that Swedenborg alleges 
to have gained through such occult phenomena as “clairvoyance” and “spirit 
seeing,” 2. to show that Kant ultimately countenances the possibility of occult 
phenomena in his later texts as the result of Swedenborg’s influence, and 
3. to show how Schopenhauer’s metaphysics, in incorporating elements of 
Kant’s transcendental framework explicitly as occult phenomena, brings into 
sharper focus the subtle ways in which Swedenborg shaped Kant’s views.

In Hidden Influence, Florschütz offers us an analysis of the points of 
intersection between Kant and Swedenborg and their significance in revealing 
how Swedenborg’s ideas affected Kant’s thought. Florschütz sets the stage 
for his study with an imposing definition of occult phenomena: “unusual 
occurrences whose technical resolution is fundamentally inaccessible to 
scientific research, since the interaction between people or between people 
and objects necessary to their explanation must take place outside of concepts 
belonging to space, time, and causality, and they thereby appear to be 
beyond the scope of science” (2). Occult phenomena are simply events that 
science, in principle, cannot explain. Florschütz introduces three general 
divisions under this concept: 1. extra-sensory modes of cognition, 2. extra-
sensory modes of action, and 3. “spirit contact.” The first group includes 
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such phenomena as telepathy, clairvoyance, and precognition, whereas the 
second group includes psychokinesis and telekinesis. The third category 
refers to the interactions Swedenborg alleges to have had with spirits 
through an “inner sense”—a perceptual capacity that is distinct from our 
five natural senses and not recognized by science. Because Swedenborg’s 
documented experiences focus especially on the first and third categories 
of occult phenomena, Florschütz, in turn, focuses his investigation on the 
extent to which phenomena under these two categories are permissible in 
Kant’s cognitive theory or otherwise affirmed as metaphysical possibilities 
in Kant’s works. 

Florschütz devotes the first part of the book to tracing the parallels 
between Kant’s and Swedenborg’s respective ideas and the fluctuating 
attitude Kant exhibits towards Swedenborg over time. Florschütz 
identifies striking similarities between their respective views ranging 
from the nature of the human soul, to the categorization of judgments, to 
the origin of our solar system. He draws on passages from Kant’s early 
letters, Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, the Critique of Pure Reason, the Critique of 
Practical Reason, and Kant’s lectures on rational psychology to show that 
Kant is conflicted about the possibility of parapsychological phenomena 
throughout the course of his career.

In the considerably shorter, second part of the book, Florschütz argues 
that Arthur Schopenhauer’s metaphysics further illuminates Swedenborg’s 
influence on Kant. He points out that Schopenhauer’s incorporation of 
elements of Kant’s moral philosophy into his metaphysics, together with 
an overt commitment to the possibility of occult phenomena, suggests a 
compatibility between Kant’s and Swedenborg’s respective metaphysical 
frameworks.

With respect to his first aim, Florschütz deftly weaves throughout 
his study a demonstration that Kant’s estimation of Swedenborg’s ideas 
changes notably over time. Florschütz cites an excerpt from an early letter 
that Kant wrote to Frau Knobloch in 1763 in which he describes Swedenborg 
as a “rational, pleasant, and open-hearted man” (17), as evidence of 
Kant’s initially favorable view of Swedenborg. Only a few years later, 
Kant writes his scathing attack on Swedenborg in Dreams of a Spirit-Seer 
and there expresses sudden and strong disdain for Swedenborg’s work. 
In this review, he describes Swedenborg as an “unknown fool” and his 
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work the arcana Coelestia as “eight quarto volumes full of nonsense” (88). 
Two decades later, Kant’s regard for Swedenborg appears to have risen to 
the level of lofty respect. In a passage from the oft-neglected transcript of 
Kant’s lecture on rational psychology written in the years 1788–1790, Kant 
characterizes Swedenborg’s moral spiritual kingdom as “sublime” (234) 
and puts forth a speculative account of the human soul markedly similar 
to that found in Swedenborg’s works. 

Beyond showing that Kant’s general attitude towards Swedenborg’s 
views changed over time, Florschütz draws the stronger conclusion 
that Kant holds philosophically conflicting positions about the occult in 
his Critical period, firmly rejecting the occult in his theory of cognition 
but affirming its possibility in his practical philosophy. I think that this 
conclusion is too strong, however. Kant’s theory of cognition, as set forth 
in the first Critique, rules out the possibility of ever observing occult 
phenomena or of making any legitimate claims to know that they occur. Per 
Kant’s thesis, we can neither directly perceive the supersensible realm nor 
understand how it might interact with the phenomenal realm; for Kant, 
the supersensible realm lies forever beyond our cognitive grasp. This is 
because knowledge requires both a sensible intuition and a concept. Since, 
for instance, immaterial spirits lack the requirements for being sensibly 
perceptible, namely extension and impenetrability, it follows that we 
cannot have a sensible intuition about them and, therefore, cannot gain 
knowledge about them. Kant is not here ruling out the possibility that 
spirits might exist, but, instead, ruling out only the possibility that we 
might ever perceive and, thereby, know of them through direct experience. 

Kant then goes on to argue in his practical philosophy that, in spite 
of this constraint on knowledge set by theoretical reason, we nevertheless 
are justified in postulating the existence of certain supersensible concepts 
such as free will, God, and immortality (g 4:458), in order to conceive of 
ourselves as rational agents answerable to a supreme moral law. These 
“practical postulates” admit of a special epistemological status for Kant—
they do not count as knowledge but, instead, are rationally justified beliefs 
that we might reasonably hold in order to make sense of the possibility 
of morality. Admittedly, a paradox arises for Kant: on the one hand, we 
must conceive of ourselves as phenomenal beings governed by the laws 
of nature, while on the other hand, we must conceive of ourselves as 



484

the new philosophy, JUly–DeCeMBeR 2016

beings endowed with supersensible freedom of choice that enables us 
to act independent from nature’s laws. The problem is that we cannot 
comprehend how supersensible freedom of the will might interact with 
our phenomenal selves. An account of this kind of interaction would seem 
to lie outside of the scope of scientific explanation and thus count as an 
occult phenomenon. Florschütz argues from the inclusion of the practical 
postulates in Kant’s moral theory and the puzzle about interaction 
that results from them, to the conclusion that Kant’s moral philosophy 
diverges from his cognitive theory in opening a space for the existence of 
occult phenomena such as clairvoyance, thought transfer, spirit contact, 
and the existence of a “spirit world” (167). Florschütz suggests that “the 
possibility of Swedenborg’s spirits are no more matters of question than is 
the awareness of the categorical imperative, together with the postulates 
of freedom, immortality, and God” (212). Florschütz’s conclusions 
here, however, seem to stem from a misconstrual of Kant’s method of 
transcendental argumentation and the logical function of the practical 
postulates about freedom, God, and an immortal soul that result from it. 
The structure of Kant’s transcendental argument requires that we take 
a manifest feature of experience as given and then, from it, deduce the 
conditions that must hold in order to account for that experience. The form 
of transcendental argumentation does not necessarily generate substantive 
ontological claims, but rather posits conditions for the possibility of an 
experience. Kant makes clear that we are rationally permitted to posit only 
such supersensible concepts as are necessary to account for the possibility 
of moral agency. We are not licensed to formulate further practical 
postulates about the existence of other kinds of supersensible concepts or 
occult phenomena, such as Florschütz seems to suggest. 

It is worth noting that Kant also offers a transcendental argument 
for the existence of supersensible elements in his cognitive theory. In the 
Prolegomena for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant argues from our ordinary 
observation of phenomenal events that reason is licensed to posit a 
supersensible realm as the source of an unconditioned cause of such events. 
He contends that we are forced to believe that there is a supersensible 
element in the world to avoid landing in “the absurd conclusion that there 
can be appearance without anything that appears” (PfM Bxxvii, see PfM 
4:315). As with the practical postulates in his moral theory, a puzzle about 
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how a supersensible cause might somehow give rise to phenomenal events 
arises. In spite of the paradoxes that result from Kant’s transcendental 
framework about how the supersensible realm might interact with the 
sensible world, Kant’s fundamental philosophical commitments remain 
consistent throughout his Critical period. In both his cognitive theory and 
in his moral theory, Kant consistently denies that we can ever hope to 
have knowledge of the supersensible realm or, in turn, of the possibility 
of occult phenomena. Although Kant rules out the possibility of definite 
knowledge of the supernatural, Kant leaves room, in both his cognitive 
theory and his moral theory, for rational belief in the possible existence of 
the supersensible and the possibility that our experiences might somehow 
be influenced by it.

With respect to his second aim, Florschütz successfully shows that, 
by the time of the writing of his rational psychology, Kant takes a strong 
personal interest in Swedenborg’s ideas about spiritual matters. In these 
notes, Kant engages in serious speculative contemplation about the nature 
of the soul. For Kant, these metaphysical speculations fall within the 
domain of faith-based beliefs, not the domain of knowledge. Kant speaks 
directly to this distinction in the following passage from his lecture on 
psychology: “. . . as regards the state of the soul on the other side of life’s 
border, we will not be able here to say anything with certainty. For while 
the limits of our reason stretch to the border, they do not cross and go 
beyond it” (Florschütz 225). In delineating the boundaries of knowledge 
in the first Critique, Kant also carves out cognitive space for matters of 
faith. He acknowledges that although we can never acquire definite 
knowledge of such matters, nevertheless it can be rational to adopt an 
attitude of faith towards supersensible concepts (Kant 1998: 115; CPuR, 
Bxxvii, see Kant 2002: 107; PfM, 4:315). Kant leaves room for faith-based 
speculations about supersensible matters and occult phenomena, but 
does not countenance the possibility of having knowledge about such 
matters. Given the centrality of this distinction in Kant’s metaphysics, I 
think Florschütz should have kept the distinction in view throughout the 
course of this study.

In the last fifty pages of the book, Florschütz turns to his third aim, 
viz. showing how Schopenhauer’s metaphysics illustrate a way in 
which Swedenborg might have influenced Kant. Schopenhauer is a nice 
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choice for this project, as his thought encompasses elements from Kant 
while explicitly countenancing the possibility of occult phenomena. 
Schopenhauer certainly imports some central features of Kant’s 
transcendental framework (e.g. transcendental freedom, as well as a strict 
partitioning of the sensible and supersensible realms), but we would do 
well to hesitate here for a moment before concluding that Schopenhauer 
shows us how Kant’s critical philosophy might accommodate occult 
phenomena. In his article “Schopenhauer, Kant, and the Methods of 
Philosophy”, Paul Guyer points out that, whereas Kant uses transcendental 
argumentation to establish conditions for the possibility of our experience 
of objects, Schopenhauer begins with a direct examination of the objects 
of our experience, and from there hopes to arrive at the fundamental 
principles of knowledge (1999). This quite profound difference in 
their philosophical methodology itself accounts for Schopenhauer’s 
willingness to affirm the possibility of occult phenomena, and in a way 
Kant simply cannot. For if the principles of knowledge stem from our 
direct and immediate perceptions, then the primary constraint on the 
realm of possible experience just is the content or object of our perception. 
And if so, then this paves the road for Swedenborg’s spirit seeing—or, for 
that matter, any other occult phenomena that present themselves to us in 
perceptual form. Nevertheless, an examination of Swedenborg’s influence 
on Schopenhauer would likely be a productive, stimulating avenue for 
further research. 

Florschütz gives us a rich glimpse into the depths of Swedenborg’s 
unusual texts, helping to fill a gap in the scholarship on modern 
philosophy. Florschütz succeeds in undoing the unjustified prejudice 
against the spirit seer of the North by bringing to light the clear shift 
in Kant’s attitude towards Swedenborg from one of contempt to one of 
respect and in revealing the considerable extent to which Swedenborg 
seemingly influenced the development of Kant’s personal, faith-based 
speculations about the spiritual realm. Engaging with Swedenborg’s 
texts also seems to have helped Kant to work out more clearly the 
epistemological boundaries that he famously draws in the first Critique 
between the domains of knowledge, practical beliefs, and speculative 
matters of faith. In these ways, Swedenborg indeed seems to have had an 
important—albeit hidden—influence on Kant. As to his direct influence 
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on Kant’s philosophy, concepts that figure centrally into Swedenborg’s 
spiritual visions, namely those of free will, God, and immortality, serve a 
crucial role in Kant’s practical theory as conditions of, and regulative ideals 
for, moral life. Furthermore, Swedenborg’s more overt influence on certain 
members of the Kantian tradition at large such as Schopenhauer, Hegel, 
and Schelling, suggests a certain compatibility between Swedenborg’s and 
Kant’s respective frameworks. We should not lose sight of the differences 
between Kant’s and Swedenborg’s respective epistemological theories, 
however. Whereas Swedenborg holds that by his extraordinary revelations, 
we are now “permitted to enter intellectually into the mysteries of faith” 
(TC 508), Kant draws a sharp line between the domains of knowledge and 
faith, asserting that we must “. . . suspend knowledge in order to make 
room for faith” (CPuR Bxxx). Whereas Kant’s philosophy sets decisive 
limits on what we might know, the spiritual insights of Swedenborg open 
the door to an ever widening scope of possible knowledge.
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