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Nevertheless, in every mundane system, the principles of geometry continue 
to be similar; as also nature and mechanism, as to first principles and motive 
forces; and that the diversity consists only in the diversity of the series, in 
respect to degrees, ratios, and figures. (Principia, Part III, Chapter 2, 
pp. 245-246)

Nature, consequently, cannot be modified in one world in the same way in 
which she is in the other; nor are the entities in one world capable of being 
modified in the same manner with those of another. Mechanism presents 
itself under different conditions; because ratios, moments, and degrees are 
different: all objects have a different configuration, and thus analysis 
exhausts all its proportions. In other worlds the air and ether, if there be 
anything similar to them, do not experience the like tremulations; the organs 
of sight and hearing are also affected by them in a different manner; nor 
perhaps are our organs capable of receiving the undulations of their ele
ments, because they are not constituted in accordance with their mechanism 
and motions. The animals of this world might there, perhaps, be deprived 
of the use of their senses. Machines of every kind might there be constructed 
by different rules and by a different application of mechanical powers. 
( Principia, Part III, Chapter 2, p. 246)

From these observations we may be led to conceive, how great is the extent 
of our ignorance. Every one measures the degree of his wisdom by his 
knowledge of those things which have fallen within his own sphere. The 
limit of his own information he considers to be the limit of all that is 
attainable; for of what lies beyond his own sphere, he has no idea. . . . Could 
he, however, compare that which he knows with that which he does not 
know, how contracted would appear his knowledge, how oblivious of himself 
he would be! . . . There is not a particle in our globe, with the thousandth 
part of whose nature we are acquainted. (Principia, Part III, Chapter 2, 
P. 247)

W H O SE U N IVERSE?

A  Review by W illiam R. K intner

T he V iew from a D istant Star. By Harlow Shapley. (New 
York: Basic Books, 1963.)

This delightfully written book presents the views of America’s 
leading cosmologist as to the nature of the universe and man’s 
place in it. It is my intention to review this work in the light 
of Swedenborgian philosophy.

It was my pleasure to meet the distinguished author, Harlow 
Shapley, when both of us were participants in a discussion group 
held at the Aspen Institute in Colorado. Shapley has devoted his
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life to an astronomer’s exploration of the universe and has made 
a major contribution to the store of human knowledge. He claims 
to be a religious man, and in the sense that he has an awesome 
respect for the visible universe, he is one. But, because he is 
deeply opposed to any concept of athropocentrism, and because he 
rejects fundamentalistic religions, he appears to question the beliefs 
of all of us who see behind the facade of matter the hand of 
a spiritual Creator.

In this book the author describes a universe of majestic im
mensity and rejects the concept of conscious creation. “ With bold 
advances in cosmogony,” according to Shapley, “ we may in the 
future hear less of a Creator and more of such things as ‘anti
matter,’ ‘mirror worlds,’ and ‘closed space-time.’ Finality, how
ever, may always elude us. That the whole universe evolves can 
be our reasonable deduction, but just why it evolves, or from 
where, or where to— the answers to these questions may be among 
the unknowables.”

Viewing the same phenomena Swedenborg concluded that “ In 
the created universe no two things can be found that are identical. 
. . . This infinite variety would be impossible except from an 
infinity in God the Creator” and that “ The infinity of God the 
Creator can also be seen in the infinite number of the stars, which 
are so many suns, and therefore so many systems.” (TC R  
32: 1, 5)

Shapley sees man as an insignificant creature living on a small 
planet orbiting a minor-league sun located on the outskirts of 
one of many millions of huge galaxies. This concept would not 
appear alien to the Psalmist who wrote, “ When I consider the 
heavens, the work of Thy fingers, the moon and stars, which 
Thou hast ordained; what is man that Thou are mindful of him? 
And the son of man, that Thou visitest him?” (Psalm 8). In his 
major philosophical work, the Principia, Swedenborg made an 
almost identical point: “ Consequently if all the spheres, if all 
the heavenly hosts, are not even a point in respect to the infinite; 
if the whole visible sidereal expanse, which to our eye appears so 
immense, be only as a point in relation to the infinite universe; 
. . . What is man?” (Principia, Part III, Chapter I, pp. 238-239)

While Shapley argues that the universe emerged without the 
aid of anything “ supernatural,” he is quite aware that the hundred 
thousand million billion stars are available for the maintenance
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of life on whatever planets may be orbiting around them. He 
asserts that, “ a one planet deity has for me little appeal.”  Never
theless he sees that the same force which underlies gravity and 
holds together spiral galaxies, also molds man and the photons 
and atoms which make up the stars. Thus he shares with 
Swedenborg the concept developed by the ancient Greeks that, 
“ Nature is alike in her greatest as in her smallest productions.” 
Where Shapley and Swedenborg differ is that the latter contends 
that the matter itself came from a deliberate finition of the infinite 
into so-called “ first natural points,”  which perhaps approximate 
the “ objects”  of small particle physics, described by modern 
physicists. Both Swedenborg and Shapley, however, would accept 
the universality of physical law and would reject Newton’s conten
tion that “ God is able . . .  to vary the laws of nature, and make 
worlds of several sorts in several parts of the universe.”

Because of his repudiation of any particularly important role for 
man in his cosmic scale of things, Shapley is generally opposed to 
giving any special place to this earth and its people. He puts it 
bluntly: “ It would be ridiculous to assume that life has only 
emerged here.”  Yet elsewhere in the book he suggests that human 
beings should be considered as a kingdom separate from animals. 
In the last two thousand years man has had to change his views 
constantly concerning the place of earth in the nature of things. 
Kepler, one of the pioneers of modern astronomy, contends that, 
whereas the dignity of earth may have been lowered by discoveries 
of astronomers, the dignity of man remained.

Swedenborg concluded ultimately that all creation was for the 
sake of man. He believed that life in varied human forms existed 
elsewhere, and described the nature of life on other planets in 
this and other solar systems in Earths in the Universe. At the 
time he asserted that the men of this earth were primarily motivated 
by their desire to explore material things, and for this reason were 
led to develop writing, the essential prerequisite for the marvelous 
discoveries of modern science. It was for this reason also that 
Christ was born on this earth, so that the record of His life could 
be preserved, and, perhaps, when space travel becomes possible, 
gradually spread throughout the ultimate universe.

Shapley argues that life must exist in nearly all star systems 
that have planets, and that at least ten billion planets have condi
tions suitable for organic life something like that on earth. In this
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sense the earth is not special. Nevertheless, it seems to this 
reviewer that if man and creatures like him living throughout the 
universe are the crowning objective of creation, it is not vain for 
man to “ feel superior” to the swift little activities in the phototube 
or mouse. Rather than crowing about his superiority, perhaps 
man, on this very small planet, can share with his fellow beings 
elsewhere the delight in recognizing that “ the earth is the Lord’s 
and the fulness thereof.”

A  most interesting contrast between Shapley’s universe and that 
of Swedenborg is in their attitudes toward the ultimate meaning 
of life. Shapley cannot conceive of a God who has any paternal 
concern for the peripheral, transient, terrestrial primates called 
man. At the same time he is convinced that the universe is much 
more “glorious than the prophets of old recorded.” He appears 
to believe that most religious people today cannot face the new 
facts discovered about the stars. Yet today’s astronomy only 
confirms the views which Swedenborg held over two centuries ago 
concerning the immensity of creation.

Swedenborg and Shapley share in common a basic humility 
regarding man’s insignificance compared to the totality of being. 
As Swedenborg expressed it: “ But after all, alas! What is our 
wisdom? Truly such, as is what is finite to what is infinite, and 
therefore, in respect to infinite wisdom— it is nothing!”  Despite 
this humility during the developing period of his life Swedenborg 
possessed an optimistic belief that man’s mind could solve almost 
any problem, including the mysteries of the soul. And Sweden
borg, the philosopher (not yet turned theologian), might, if he 
were living today, concur with the hope expressed by Shapley, 
the astronomer, that, “ Long before the year 2000 A.D. the science 
students will, I predict, do much of the work that the experts 
now do, and the experts will have cleaned up many of the problems 
associated with the origin of organisms and perhaps will have 
successfully tackled the mechanics of the thinking process.”

With respect to man and his relation to animals Shapley and 
Swedenborg again hold comparable views as well as basic diver
gencies. It was easy for both of them to wax poetic about the 
innate intelligence displayed by insects. Swedenborg would 
readily associate himself with Shapley’s contention that, “ The 
housefly . . .  is born with her training completed. For the plan
ning and executing of life’s operations, for making emergency
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decisions and acting thereon, she uses not only her individual 
nervous ganglia but also, and mainly, her generic mind— equipment 
that we largely lack. For man the ratio of the number of voluntary 
decisions to the number that the experience of the race has built 
into us is high, because so little is built in.” Shapley does 
not explain where this generic mind came from. Furthermore, 
Shapley recognizes, as did Swedenborg, that humans are born 
helpless— unlike most animals, in his w ords: “ our instincts would 
not keep us alive for a week.”

But Swedenborg provides a spiritual interpretation for the 
human mind coming into this world as a tabula rasa. “ . . . all 
animals whatever are born into all the faculty of knowing what 
is necessary and helpful in securing food, safety, habitation, and 
procreation, because their nature is in accordance with order. 
Why then is man not born into it, except for the reason that 
order has been destroyed in him, for he alone is born into no 
knowledge? The cause of him being so born is evil inherited 
from his father and mother . . . man’s rational must be formed 
by an altogether different process . . .  by means of knowledges 
introduced through the senses, thus flowing in by an external way, 
and so in inverted order.”

The fundamental difference between these two explorers of the 
universe is that Swedenborg recognized the existence of a non
material world which is responsible for the fructification, propaga
tion, and proliferation of life. The finite receives the infinite in 
a manner analogous to the reception of light and heat by living 
things on this earth. Shapley concedes that life, as we know it, 
might exist on other planets even though exact duplication of 
homo sapiens is unlikely. However, Shapley sees no need for 
spiritual causations, contending that, the “ origin of life, however 
life is defined, is an inevitable step in the gas and liquid evolution 
on a star-illuminated planet’s surface when the chemical, physical, 
and climatic conditions are right.”

In short, Shapley concludes that we need not appeal to anything 
beyond nature to explain nature. Shapley, the agnostic, demands 
that man find his place in the universe and solve his social problems 
through the scientific approach of experimentation and objectivity. 
He describes a universe of magnificent and overwhelming grandeur. 
Unaided by modern astronomy, Swedenborg also saw that the 
universe had been painted on a canvas, huge and dazzling beyond
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human comprehension. Swedenborg ascribed the source of all 
that we can see, or sense with the paraphernalia of modern science, 
to an infinitely wise and loving Creator who made man in His 
image and likeness. Shapley admits of the “ Unknowable.” Per
haps from their separate vantage points they have seen much the 
same thing, for the universe is so made that man can remain in 
freedom to accept or reject its Creator.

PHILOSOPHICAL NOTES

The View from a Distant Star. This is the title of a book by 
Harlow Shapley reviewed in this issue of N ew Philosophy. 
Because the reviewer expressed a favorable reaction to the book, 
I read it. There was one point in the book— not the main theme—  
that is very interesting for the historical perspectives which it 
suggests.

Shapley speaks of what was to him a certain “ moment of 
discovery” when he realized that the meaning of certain astro
nomical evidence— is that the center of the “ universe” is some 
30,000 light years away— and that even this “ center of the universe”  
is relative to a more inclusive universe that included many galaxies. 
That extent of astronomical space in which are our planet, solar 
system, and the milky way constitutes one of these galaxies.

It is difficult to find words to describe the contents of this 
moment of discovery. For example, what is meant by universe? 
The meaning of universe grows with time, and as it does so its 
center moves farther and farther from the earth. But the first 
move by Copernicus from the earth to the sun was the most critical 
and it was opposed vehemently by church and science alike.

The move by Copernicus was 93,000,000 miles. The move by 
twentieth-century astronomers in one case was 30,000 light years. 
The former distance is piddling as compared to the latter. And 
yet, as compared to all the noise made at the time of Copernicus, 
hardly a peep was caused by the latter move.

Evidently both church and science had undergone a change. 
Was this not because of the way in which people thought rather 
than because of the nature of scientific data itself?

The Center of the Universe. The center of the universe— where 
is it? There was a time when this question could be answered
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