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The Victorian Occult Atom
Annie Besant and Clairvoyant Atomic Research
Sumangala Bhattacharya

•••

In August 1895, in the pastoral setting of Box Hill, Surrey, Annie Besant
(1847–
1933)—
controversial Victorian feminist, freethinker, neo-
Malthusian, Fabian socialist, anti-imperialist, and international leader of
the Theosophical Society—conducted a series of experiments to determine the structure of the atom.1 The experiments were conducted under
the clairvoyant guidance of her fellow theosophist Charles Webster Leadbeater (1847–1932), a man known in his circles for the cultivation of
occult powers. No laboratory setup or equipment was involved; instead,
the experimenters used a form of clairvoyant meditation inspired by the
yogic traditions of India to gaze into pure samples of their targeted substances. The initial results were published as an essay entitled “Occult
Chemistry” in Lucifer, a journal published by the Theosophical Society,
and later reprinted as a pamphlet in 1905. Besant and Leadbeater continued their clairvoyant research into the atom sporadically until the end
of their lives, and subsequent researches resulted in three illustrated editions of the pamphlet, published by the Theosophical Publishing House
in 1908, 1919, and 1951.2
This essay argues that Occult Chemistry (henceforth referred to as OC)
should be read as an instantiation of what postcolonial theorist Ashis Nandy calls “a repertoire of the dissenting movements of science” that chal197

198

•

strange science

lenge the post-Enlightenment scientific values of rationality and objectivity.3 The failure of OC with respect to the cultural power of mainstream or
modern science makes it valuable as a critique of the politics of scientific
authority.4 Readily refutable by quantum theory and particle physics, OC
nonetheless continues to enjoy an audience among readers who view the
findings as prescient of later developments in atomic theory, such as isotopes and various exotic subatomic particles, or who value the experimenters’ speculative approach as befitting the strangeness of quantum theory.5
However, the cultural significance of the work as a critique of scientific
authority has received scant attention. In his study of the trope of alchemy
in the historical development of atomic theory, Mark Morrisson refers to
OC as notable mainly for its attempt to compensate for the technological lag of instrumentation, which “offered believers a vision of a spiritual
experience that was also a sensory experience of a material world,” but
which “simply cannot match the rhetorical power of the modern laboratory.”6 However, Morrisson does not engage with the gender and colonial
implications of Besant’s involvement in the experiments, which raise questions about the bases and biases inherent in how the “rhetorical power of
the modern laboratory” is culturally constructed.
The lingering half-life of OC owes a great deal to the continued global resonances of Besant’s eventful life, which greatly overshadowed the
accomplishments of her fellow experimenter.7 OC epitomizes a “dissenting science” perspective by blurring the distinction between experimenter
and experiment: the experimenter’s embodied participation is the instrumentation generating results. The contestation of scientific objectivity
becomes even more apparent with the recognition that the “occult body”
that performed the experiments is also a gendered body imbued with a
subjectivity shaped by specific life experiences. Besant’s involvement with
OC tracks her personal journey from a crisis of religious faith to full faith
in the rationality of modern science to the recognition of its limitations
and a quest for alternative approaches to truth.8 Emerging from a subjective and embodied perspective, the scientific narrative of OC offers a type
of “situated knowledge” that presents a compelling resistance to the rationalized and progressive historiography of atomic science and quantum
theory, and thus to the hegemonic cultural authority of science.9

The Discontents of Modern Science
Similar to many of her fellow theosophists, Besant believed that mainstream or modern science should not have a monopoly on delineat-
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ing reality, a perspective informed by her experience as a crusader for
women’s rights and by her study of Eastern philosophies.10 Besant understood that being a radical woman precluded her from pursuing mainstream scientific work. The small handful of Victorian female scientists
who were accepted by the scientific community were genteel middle-
class women who conducted themselves with great discretion in order
to maintain a modicum of credibility within the mainstream scientific
community. Unlike these respectable women of science, Besant had garnered considerable notoriety for her gender and class activism. When
Besant legally separated from her husband, the Reverend Frank Besant,
after six years of an unhappy marriage and an agonizing crisis of faith,
she was given custody of their daughter (but no financial support) while
her husband retained custody of their son. To support herself and her
daughter, Besant moved to London, where she found a niche among the
freethinkers and socialists as a writer and a powerful orator on union
issues and women’s rights. Besant was catapulted into national prominence by her involvement in two sensational trials: an obscenity charge
for distributing birth control literature, and, immediately following that,
the custody trial for her daughter.11
Although mainstream science, with its increasing emphasis on
laboratory-intensive experimentation, was closed to Besant because of
her notoriety, Eastern thought offered an alternative route to knowledge
production. In 1893, Besant had succeeded the late Madame Blavatsky
as leader of the Theosophical Society and moved her permanent residence to the Society’s compound in Madras.12 Besant’s study of arcane
Hindu philosophies in India contributed to her conviction that Indian
occult practices could be harnessed in ways that intersected with, and
even transcended, the work of conventional Western science. Outside
of the laboratories and beyond the control of the Victorian scientific
establishment, Besant hoped to show that foundational truths about life
and existence were discoverable by intuitive “lay” persons and that these
alternative paths to truth would reveal an essential wholeness and harmony in the universe, thereby confirming the theosophical belief that
“there is no such thing as ‘dead’ matter; all matter is living, the tiniest
particles are lives.”13
Clairvoyant atomic research challenged mainstream scientific practices on multiple levels. First, the experimenters embraced a nontechnological methodology that repudiated the gatekeeping role of the
mainstream scientific establishment in controlling the access of women
and non-Europeans to the laboratory. While the complex of laboratories and equipment that had become indispensable to the production of
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mainstream scientific knowledge was barred to the experimenters, they
contended instead that the technological complex posed an obstacle
to direct human access to cosmic truths. Laboratory equipment could
only show what it was designed to detect, but the human mind is not
subject to such a priori limitations in what it could apprehend. Second,
the premise of a holistic universe in which everything, living organisms
as well as “dead matter,” was imbued with a metaphysical life force was
contradictory to the classificatory imperatives of Victorian science.14
Finally, by incorporating Eastern mysticism in research on the cutting-
edge Western topic of atomic structure, the experimenters contested the
boundary held inviolate in modern science between consciousness and
the material world. Clairvoyant atomic research mounted an important
critique of the core values of rationality and objectivity that undergirded
the role of modern science in authorizing colonial modernity.15
Twentieth-century science studies, inflected by feminist and postcolonial theories, has been increasingly attentive to the fault lines that
animated Besant and her fellow discontents of mainstream science.
Modern science promised a better world through the mastery of nature
achieved by the disciplined exercise of scientific core values of rationality and objectivity. This project entailed the dominance and exploitation
of persons or entities perceived to lack these values. As Nandy argues,
this anthropocentric vision of the future, built on an overinvestment in
rationality and objectivity, promotes “the dangerous human ability to
separate ideas from feelings and to pursue ideas without being burdened
by feelings.”16 In a similar vein, Donna Haraway deconstructs the post-
Enlightenment ideal of objectivity by invoking the figure of the “modest
witness,” a self-effacing, neutral observer who supposedly produces representations of nature undistorted by subjective biases within “a culture
of no culture,” but who thereby facilitates the coexistence of the “dazzling promise” of modern science with “nastier and nastier technoscience dominations.”17 Gyan Prakash argues that the “civilizing mission” in
British India, which proceeded by substituting traditional and “superstitious” beliefs with universal reason, “served as a tool for setting up the
mastery of those who possessed an instrumentalist knowledge of nature
over those who did not.”18 In opposition to these patriarchal and colonial agendas, clairvoyant atomic research presents an earnest contestation of the cultural authority of modern science.
The interrogations of scientific authority that culminated in OC were
catalyzed by Besant’s failure to complete her college degree and by her
involvement in the Victorian cultural debate over vivisection.19 When the
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University of London began granting degrees to women in 1878, Besant
immediately made plans to enroll. She passed her matriculation examinations in five subjects in 1879, winning a first class in botany and animal physiology, but failed the chemistry examination thrice. She left the
university without a degree, convinced that she would never overcome
the stated bias of one examiner against her notoriety.20 The experience
highlighted for her how the scientific establishment used examinations
and access to laboratory resources as gatekeeping functions to exclude
women and other outsiders. Similarly, Besant’s engagement in the antivivisection debate led her to a powerful critique of scientific practice.
Strongly influenced by the drumroll of medical discoveries using animal
experimentation, including vaccination and sterilization, Besant published a modulated defense of vivisection in the name of “the freedom
of science, benefactor of all that lives.”21 However, upon conversion to
theosophy, Besant remorsefully and vigorously repudiated the underlying assumption she had touted earlier: that scientific knowledge justified
cruelty toward creatures deemed inferior. These experiences developed
her perception that the empirical and positivist thrust of modern science
fragmented the natural world in its quest for knowledge.

The Fin de Siècle Atom
By the late nineteenth century, the notion of the atom as the building
block of matter had become a familiar hypothesis undergirding the
empiricist and positivist science of the period. In 1803, John Dalton
(1766–1844) postulated that all matter was composed fundamentally of
indivisible and indestructible atoms, too small to be visible with available
instruments, each with a constant mass and figure.22 Similar to Dalton’s
atomic hypothesis, the celebrated discovery of the laws of thermodynamics supported the Newtonian worldview in which the chaotic physical
phenomena of everyday life could be rendered predictable by translation into mathematical equations dealing with mass and force. Some
puzzling aspects of electricity and light were handily resolved by the postulation of ether, an all-pervasive, frictionless, surrounding medium for
the propagation of light and energy that baffled all scientific efforts at
observation (eventually, Einstein’s theory of special relativity obviated
the need for this construct).23
Although ether seemed a mysterious, perhaps even mystical, substance, Victorian positivist science had been able to count on the Dal-
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tonian atom as a relatively worry-free concept. However, the 1890s were
heady days for the discovery of new rays and elements, with each new
discovery posing quandaries about the nature of matter. For instance, in
1895, Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen (1845–1923) discovered what he called
X-rays: cathode rays that could not be deflected by magnetism and that
could penetrate objects opaque to light, including human flesh, thereby
giving Victorians eerie glimpses of the skeletal structure of living individuals. In 1897, English physicist J. J. Thomson (1856–1940) discovered
the first subatomic particle, the negatively charged electron. Thomson
proposed a squishy “plum pudding” model of the atom in which rapidly orbiting electrons were suspended, like currants in a plum pudding,
in a surrounding spherical mess of positive charge that held everything
in place. Groundbreaking work on radioactive decay by Marie Curie
(1867–1934) and Pierre Curie (1859–1906) followed in 1898. In the
same year, Ernest Rutherford (1871–1937) distinguished between two
types of radioactive rays, and a few years later offered the astounding
theory that radioactivity causes chemical “transmutation” in which new
types of matter are produced.
The fin de siècle atom was an enigma, or as Victorian man of science
William Crookes (1832–1919) called it, “a tormenting mystery.”24 The
Daltonian atom had given way to a strange new world of phenomena that
eluded scientists’ best efforts at empirical classification. This new world
and the secrets it held about the structure of matter remained imperceptible to scientists as theoretical speculation outpaced advancements
in the instruments of detection. Lacking the instrumentation needed to
visually observe the atom, Victorian scientists could only speculate about
the residual tracks and traces glimpsed in cloud chambers and spectroscopes. This empirical impasse made atomic structure a ripe and fertile
field for Besant and Leadbeater’s clairvoyant experiments.

The Cosmic Atom
In the opening paragraph of OC, Besant announces that the experiments
had picked up the quest for the atom at the frontier beyond which mainstream science could not go, remedying the scientific failure of instrumentation by the employment of “astral vision,” an additional human
sense beyond the common five senses: “The keener and more delicate
senses of the astral body are latent for the most part. . . . Yet they afford
instruments for observation on the higher levels of the physical plane,
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and bring under direct ken objects which from their minuteness or subtlety escape ordinary vision” (211–16). This explanation positions the
clairvoyant atomic researcher as a superior kind of scientist. Besant’s use
of the noun “ken,” an outmoded term that conflates vision and recognition, suggests that the clairvoyant researchers are uniquely qualified for
atomic research since their spiritual knowledge enables them to understand the phenomena observable on the “higher levels of the physical
plane.” Additionally, the suggestion that ordinary modes of perception
may be foiled not only by the microscopic size but also by the “subtlety”
of the atomic world implies that the knowledge gained by the clairvoyant researcher is always potentially outside the scope—in terms of both
disciplinarity and instrumentation—of the empirical scientist.
Morrisson rightly observes that Besant uses clairvoyant atomic
research to stake a theosophical claim on scientific knowledge by beating out the conventional scientists.25 However, Besant is also positing an
alternative practice for producing knowledge that parallels and occasionally intersects with mainstream science, not merely attempting to gain
a foothold on the peripheries of the mainstream science. For Besant
and Leadbeater, studying the atom is not an end in itself, but a path to
acquiring cosmic knowledge. The experimental process begins with “an
atom of a gas, and breaking it up time after time, until what proved to
be the ultimate physical atom was reached, the breaking up of this last
resulting in the production of astral, and no longer of physical, matter”
(OC 217). Attaining their immediate objective of the “ultimate physical
atom” (or UPA) only points the way to new terrains of knowledge about
a different reality underlying physical matter.
OC is grounded in the theosophical idea of the world as a continuum
of material and spiritual planes. In Ancient Wisdom, intended as a simplified guide to theosophical beliefs, Besant explains that ether represents
a more rarefied condition of matter beyond the gaseous. There are four
stages of ether, and beyond those lies the “next plane” of nature. There
are altogether seven planes of existence that lead back to a singular
divine will (or “Logos”). While the experiments described in OC involve
only physical matter, the lowest and least rarefied plane, they nevertheless offer a glimpse of the higher planes, since what conventional senses
perceive as the physical world is composed of “spirit-matter,” a condition representing an innate potential that reaches back through all the
planes to the divine will.26
The underlying narrative of OC thus presents a physical world that
is permeated by the divine will as a structural component of matter. In
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Ancient Wisdom, Besant explains that within the circumscribed limits self-
imposed by the divine will, “the universe is born, is evolved and dies . . .
its forces and energies are currents of His life; He is immanent in every
atom.”27 Despite her use of the male pronoun, Besant posits divinity not
as a gendered human-like being, but rather as a function of forces and
energies bringing the universe into being and keeping it constantly in
a state of flux intended to promote the evolution of all forms and matter toward higher planes. The physical world as we know it is created
through manipulations of energy, resulting in the basic unit of spirit-
matter, the ultimate physical atom: “The energy of the Logos . . . ‘digs
holes in space’ in this root of matter, and this vortex of life . . . is the primary atom.”28 While conventional scientists who study the atom merely
seek to extend their knowledge of nature, the clairvoyant chemist realizes that to gaze into the atom is to gaze into the infinite.

The Enigmatic Atom
Although Besant maintains a restrained scientific tone throughout OC,
she describes an exciting and dynamic subatomic world of vibrant and
continuous motion, strange forces, and puzzling formations. Its denizens inhabit an alien reality virtually impossible to convey to those who
have not experienced it. Furthermore, every description or explanation implies the existence of even stranger and more esoteric realms of
knowledge beyond the apprehension of mainstream science. While conventional science postulated that ether was a continuous fluid medium
without molecular structure, the experimenters could see that ether was
comprised of particles: “To astral vision, ether is a visible thing, and is
seen permeating all substances and encircling every particle” (OC 217).
Since ether not only surrounds the particles comprising matter but also
permeates all substances, it transcends the realm of matter. This demonstrates that matter itself is an illusion created by energy and forces. What
appears as a solid body is a system “composed of a vast number of particles suspended in ether, each vibrating backwards and forwards in a
particular field at a high rate of velocity” (OC 217).29
Besant describes the UPA in terms that convey immense energy,
unceasing movement, and enigma. A heart-shaped vortex of forces that
inhabits the borderland between the material and astral planes, the UPA
appears as a whole body at first glance, but is comprised of interlocking spirals of forces. Each spiral is further comprised of “spirillae, and
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these again of minuter spirillae” until it transcends the material plane
of existence altogether (OC 219). Mysterious internal processes generate brilliant colors: “Sometimes one, sometimes another, is thrown into
more energetic action, and with the change of activity from one spiral
to another the colour changes” (OC 219). Although unable to pinpoint
the source of the flux, the experimenters find that the vortex form is sustained and invigorated by a constant circulation of force that “pours into
the heart-shaped depression at the top of the atom, and issues from the
point, and is changed in character by its passage; further, force rushes
through every spiral and every spirilla” (OC 219). The verbs “pours” and
“rushes” convey an impression of power and turbulence. When these
atoms combine to form elements, “Every combination begins by a welling up of force at a centre, which is to form the centre of the combination” (OC 219).30
Elements of different shapes and sizes are formed by UPAs coming
together in various arrangements. In Besant’s description, the spatial
and relational aspects of each element also suggest personality and
emotion. Hydrogen, an egg-shaped element that comprises eighteen
UPAs, is in a constant state of motion that suggests nervous excitability: “It rotated with great rapidity on its own axis, vibrating at the same
time, and the internal bodies performed similar gyrations. The whole
atom spins and quivers, and has to be steadied before exact observation is possible” (OC 218). In contrast to this high-strung yet relatively
simple element, oxygen is a “far more complicated and puzzling body,”
comprising 290 UPAs and characterized by “extraordinary activity” and
“dazzling brilliancy” (OC 218).31 The “comparatively quiet” nitrogen,
comprising 261 UPAs, is a sedate yet intricate element that includes
a balloon-like body, an egg-shaped body, and six other smaller bodies.
Unlike the energetic arrangements of hydrogen and oxygen, nitrogen’s
arrangement is characterized by a decorous erotic restraint: “Both the
balloon and egg found themselves, apparently, with the removal of their
propinquity, as though they had exercised over each other some attractive influence” (OC 219). Curiously, the numbers of UPAs in oxygen
and nitrogen, when expressed as multiples of the number in hydrogen,
roughly correspond with the atomic weights of these elements as established by conventional chemistry.32
The experimenters’ clairvoyant journey into the subatomic world is
an expedition of discovery and liberation. The experimenters impact
the subatomic world in significant ways through the process of observation. While the elements and their components are generally enclosed,

Fig. 10.1. Plate VIII, diagram of various elements: 1. Beryllium 2. Calcium
3. Strontium 4. Oxygen 5. Chromium 6. Molybdenum 7. Atomic Structures.
From Annie Besant and Charles Webster Leadbeater, Occult Chemistry:
Clairvoyant Observations on the Chemical Elements (London: Theosophical
Publishing House, 1919). (Courtesy of University of Michigan and Carroll
Libraries.)
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the “walls” encircling them dissolve readily at the approach of the experimenter’s magnified consciousness. Since these “walls” limit the element
to a lower plane, the experimenters’ curiosity liberates the enclosed
UPAs for the move from the material to the astral plane of existence:
“The falling away of the walls sets the contained atoms free, and we reach
the ultimate physical atom. . . . The disintegration of this sets free particles of astral matter” (OC 217). Observation is thus not the prerogative
of the neutral and objective scientist, but an active engagement with the
world of the observed.

Magnifying Consciousness
Since the atom is beyond the reach of conventional human senses, its
study demands a research methodology that bypasses the hierarchical
distinction between observer and observed. Besant explains that human
beings are surrounded by a world of stimuli that are beyond their sensory
capabilities “because of the inability of our physical vehicle to receive and
vibrate in accord with them.”33 Perhaps thinking of nineteenth-century
discoveries of ultraviolet and infrared spectra, Besant adds: “Unimagined beauties, exquisite sounds, delicate subtleties, touch the walls of
our prison-house and pass on unheeded.”34 However, a trained clairvoyant can open herself up to these stimuli and experiences. While scientific objectivity in mainstream science requires the separation of mind
and body, clairvoyant atomic research requires that mind and body work
together. The embodied and subjective knowledge produced by the
clairvoyant research process highlights that what is observed is a function of the process of observation and of the observer’s consciousness.
As Leadbeater explains (Besant does not enter into detailed explanations of clairvoyance), clairvoyance is latent in everyone but developed
enough for the apprehension of such phenomena only in a few persons.35 The atomic experiments require an advanced technique that can
be attained only by intensive training in arcane yogic practices designed
to achieve siddhi, a transcendent state of awareness. Leadbeater initially
describes this technique as conferring the power of microscopic vision,
“magnifying at will the minutest physical or astral particle to any desired
size, as though by a microscope,” which reveals the structure of matter as
“visible and living realities.”36 However, feeling that the analogy is inadequate, he eventually falls back on an orientalizing mystification (the
work is marked throughout by Victorian ethnocentrism, demonstrating
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that even an expanded consciousness cannot always transcend cultural
biases). According to ancient Oriental (Hindu) texts consulted by Leadbeater, clairvoyant magnification is “the power of making oneself large
or small at will,” but not in physical size: “The alteration in size is really
in the student’s consciousness, and not in anything outside of himself.”37
Unlike a microscope, a magnified consciousness enables the observer
not only to observe what lies beyond the limitations of physical sight,
but also to interact with phenomena that confound ordinary vision. A
microscope preserves the distinction between observer and observed,
but a magnified consciousness evades such distinctions. Whereas a
microscope functions as a prosthetic extension of eyesight, a magnified
consciousness enables the experimenter to become part of the environment. Instead of selecting and focusing in on specific objects of study,
the clairvoyant experimenter places her “magnified” consciousness at
the same level as these objects. To be able to interact with objects in a
microscopic world thus paradoxically requires one to expand oneself,
and thus perhaps risk being transformed by the experience. Well aware
that the methodology of OC violates the principle of scientific objectivity,
Besant explicitly acknowledges that any kind of representation of what
the observers encounter will be inadequate. Words cannot begin to convey the experience: “It is, of course, impossible to convey by words the
clear conceptions that are gained by direct vision of the objects of study”
(OC 217). The accompanying illustrations are mere third-party approximations drawn by other people based on the experimenters’ descriptions. She thereby signals that any assessment of the verity of these
experimental results requires trust in the experimenters’ integrity and
a lively imagination that can overcome the limitations of language. Such
an approach is antithetical to mainstream scientific process. Modern science is supposed to be a universal practice, open to anyone who has the
necessary skills and resources. Additionally, scientific truth claims derive
from experimental verification by disinterested scientists who rely on the
objectivity of instrumentation. In contrast, clairvoyant powers are sufficiently developed only in a few, rare individuals. Furthermore, a rare person possessing the powers required to repeat the experiment is unlikely
to be a disinterested party, since to develop these powers, one needs
training from experienced mentors. Moreover, OC can only proclaim
that the experimenters saw what they saw and that others sufficiently
trained might also see the same phenomena.
In foregrounding the failure to conform to the normative values
of modern science, Besant invites an interrogation of the assumptions
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undergirding those values. Modern science cannot be truly universal
since it requires talented scientists (not everyone has the faculty for scientific research). The extensive training process affiliates scientists with
their mentors and the scientific establishment, thereby potentially tainting the claim to scientific neutrality and objectivity. Additionally, scientific instrumentation is often inaccessible to outsiders, who must therefore
trust in the integrity of scientists and the scientific process, much as the
audience of OC must trust the experimenters. Latour observes that in
highly specialized areas of modern science, “The proof race is so expensive that only a few people, nations, institutions or professions are able
to sustain it” (174).38 The authority and credibility of modern science
derive from enormous financial and physical investments, which can
create points of pressure on the scientific process. In contrast, Besant
and Leadbeater’s do-it-yourself methodology contests the authority of
truths produced by elaborate laboratory resources that are inaccessible
to ordinary persons and asserts that knowledge about the world can be
produced in venues and contexts other than the metropolitan Western
scientific establishment.

A Dissident Science
By the 1890s, Western science had become synonymous with modernity
and rationality, with momentous cultural consequences for the world. As
Latour notes, the complexity of laboratories has grown to such an extent
that “laboratories are now powerful enough to define reality.”39 According to Prakash, the colonial context further intensified the authority of
science, as “Science came to signify not just scientific research in laboratories but also new forms of rule and authority” and “The reach of
science’s authority extended far beyond the laboratory to function as a
grammar of social and cultural transformation.”40 Yet, as physicist David
Bohm has argued, modern science presents a reality flawed by “deep and
radical fragmentation, as well as thoroughgoing confusion” due to the
scientific resistance to the insights of quantum theory, which point to “a
deeper reality in which what prevails is unbroken wholeness.”41
OC appropriates a cultural moment in the British Raj and the Indian
nationalist movement to articulate the yearning for an “outsider” and
dissident stake in knowledge production.42 By yoking archaic and arcane
Indian (Hindu) epistemologies to atomic science, OC seemingly anticipates Bohm’s vision of a holistic reality. For the anti-imperialist and femi-
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nist Besant, the strangeness of atomic physics called for a strange science
that embraced enigmatic and mystical explanations of the nature of matter. The experimenters’ repudiation of elaborate and expensive laboratory setups speaks to a Romantic privileging of individual consciousness
while empowering pure theoretical research in a mode that might be
pursued even in the resource-starved colonial domain. Through her
clairvoyant atomic research, Besant suggests that the geopolitical arc
connecting the metropolitan and imperial center of London to the
colonial periphery of India may be traveled in reverse, with the colonial
peripheries as the source of more significant knowledge than empirical facts generated in modern laboratories. At this present time, when
mainstream science deployed across the world in the service of modernization and globalization further co-opts voices and ways of life at
the peripheries, OC reminds us that the “mystical” and “irrational” can
encode dissent from and critique of the hegemonic cultural power of
science that legitimizes the domination and fragmentation of nature.

Notes
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