
Social Reform Thought From The
Enlightenment To American Pragmatism
Swedenborg
In this article, we will explore the journey of social reform thought from the
Enlightenment period to American Pragmatism, with a focus on the significant
contributions of Emanuel Swedenborg. The Enlightenment movement, which
emerged in the 17th and 18th centuries, championed reason, science, and
progress, profoundly influencing social reform movements across Europe and
America. Swedenborg, a Swedish philosopher, scientist, and mystic, played a
crucial role in shaping the intersection of spirituality, philosophy, and social reform
during this transformative era.

The Enlightenment and Its Impact on Social Reform

The Enlightenment marked a radical shift in European thought, challenging
traditional religious, political, and social structures. Intellectuals during this time
believed in the power of reason and science to improve society and shape a
better future. The era saw the growth of philosophical movements such as
liberalism, republicanism, and utilitarianism, all advocating for the transformation
of oppressive institutions and the promotion of individual rights and freedoms.

Many Enlightenment thinkers were deeply concerned with social reform and
aimed to create a more just and equitable society. They advocated for religious
tolerance, the separation of church and state, and the abolition of slavery.
Influenced by the scientific revolution, they emphasized empirical evidence and
rational thought as the path to progress.
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Emanuel Swedenborg and his Contributions

Emanuel Swedenborg, born in 1688 in Stockholm, Sweden, was a polymath who
made significant contributions to multiple fields, including theology, philosophy,
and science. Initially known for his scientific work in areas such as metallurgy,
Swedenborg underwent a spiritual awakening in the mid-18th century that
profoundly shaped his later writings and ideas.

Swedenborg's spiritual experiences led him to propose a unique interpretation of
Christianity that amalgamated science, philosophy, and religion. He believed in
the idea of direct communication with the divine and argued that through such
communication, one could gain insight into the nature of God, the spiritual realm,
and the interconnectedness of all things.

One of Swedenborg's core beliefs was that true religion should translate into
actions that benefit society. He argued that faith and morality could not exist in
isolation and should be applied for the betterment of society. This concept
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resonated strongly with the social reformers of the Enlightenment era, who
sought to translate their intellectual ideas into tangible societal changes.

Swedenborg's ideas on social reform can be observed in his book "The New
Jerusalem and Its Heavenly Doctrine," published in 1758. In this work, he
outlined his vision of a harmonious society based on love, mutual respect, and
spiritual awakening. He advocated for the elimination of social hierarchies,
economic inequalities, and oppressive structures that hindered individual
freedoms and hindered societal progress.

The Influence of Swedenborg on American Pragmatism

Swedenborg's ideas resonated beyond Europe and significantly influenced
American thought, particularly in the development of the philosophy of American
Pragmatism. Pragmatism, which emerged in the late 19th century, sought to
bridge the gap between theory and action, emphasizing the practical
consequences of ideas in determining their truth.

Figures such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, William James, and John Dewey drew
inspiration from Swedenborg's emphasis on the connection between spirituality
and social reform. They believed that true knowledge should have a tangible
impact on society and individuals, addressing pressing issues and improving the
quality of life.

American Pragmatism, with its focus on empirical observation, experimentation,
and problem-solving, aligned with Swedenborg's integration of reason, spirituality,
and social reform. The movement advocated for democracy, educational reform,
and progressive social policies, seeking to implement practical solutions to
societal problems.

The Continuing Relevance of Social Reform Thought



The Enlightenment to American Pragmatism Swedenborg tradition of social
reform thought remains relevant in contemporary society. The principles of
reason, human rights, and the pursuit of justice continue to shape social reform
movements worldwide. As we face new challenges such as climate change,
economic inequality, and social justice, we can draw inspiration from the
intersection of spirituality, philosophy, and social reform.

From the Enlightenment philosophers who championed rationality and progress
to Emanuel Swedenborg's unique insights into the interconnectedness of all
things, the journey of social reform thought has been a continuous pursuit of a
better society. This intellectual lineage reminds us of the power of ideas to
transform the world and serves as a guiding light for future generations of social
reformers.

The Enlightenment era paved the way for a shift in societal paradigms, promoting
reason, science, and progress as the drivers of social reform. Emanuel
Swedenborg, with his unique blend of spirituality, philosophy, and scientific
inquiry, contributed significantly to the social reform thought of his time. His ideas
continue to resonate today, particularly in the development of American
Pragmatism, emphasizing the practical application of knowledge in improving
society.

We can learn from the Enlightenment to American Pragmatism Swedenborg
tradition by recognizing the importance of reason, empathy, and social
responsibility. By advocating for justice, equality, and the integration of spiritual
values into social reform efforts, we can work towards creating a more just and
equitable world for all.

By embracing the lessons of history and the forward-thinking ideas of the
Enlightenment, we can embark on a path of social reform that embodies the



principles of reason and compassion, leading us to a brighter future.
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Swedenborg’s Principles of Usefulness highlights Emanuel Swedenborg’s (1688–
1772) widespread influence on an impressive host of historical figures—from
poets and artists to philosophers and statesmen—and reform movements whose
contributions to the evolution of self and society have resonated throughout time
and into the present.

As evidenced in the self-reliance of the great Ralph Waldo Emerson, who went so
far as to refer to the early part of the nineteenth century as the age of
Swedenborg, the socialist tendencies of Henry James, Sr., and the pragmatic
philosophy of his highly esteemed son William James, Swedenborg has had a
powerful impact on a number of prominent individual thinkers and their lasting
traditions.
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With love for one’s neighbor sharing pride of place among his ideas, it comes as
no surprise that Swedenborg’s outlook on human interaction worked its way into
the various social reform movements that vitalized the American landscape
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. From the more politically
oriented single-tax movement of Henry George to the utopian aspirations of
Charles Fourier and the more spiritually inclined social gospel and pastoral
clinical movements, those who took Swedenborg’s principles of usefulness to
heart sought ways to reflect the divine design in human society.

John Haller’s treatment of the era draws a magnifying glass to those intellectual
titans whose fortitude in the face of psychological and social adversities stands as
a testament to the robustness of Swedenborg’s concept of usefulness. As James
F. Lawrence, Dean of the Center for Swedenborgian Studies at the Graduate
Theological Union in Berkeley, California, so aptly states in his foreword, “this
book tells stories and builds perspectives that will prove without a doubt to be
very useful.”
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