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Intermission  

The Universe As An Occult Object
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Science In 1850
• The constitution of matter -- the (classical) 

theory of limited divisibility and bedrock 
atomic particles is one of two contending 
schools of thought; the other allows for 
unlimited divisibility, which leads to 
“unparticled matter”

• The luminiferous aether -- (fluid, gaseous or 
novel) undetectable medium in which light 
propagated

• Nature of electricity - a “subtile fluid”

• Constitution of gases

• Catastrophism

• The origin-less universe
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Joseph Bayma, The Elements of Molecular Mechanics, 1866

John Phillips, A Treatise on Geology 1852

Geology and astronomy are,
of themselves, incapable of giving us any distinct and satisfactory

account of the origin of the universe, or of its parts.

William Whewell, History of the Inductive Sciences (1858)
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Science In 1850
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Science in 1850
• Distinctions drawn between 

“spirituality” and “science” at war with 
one another in the 19th century also 
serve to place all combatants on one 
side or the other of a single bright line, 
which is not how history works

• The fact is: when Emma said that 
Spiritualism was science, she meant it

• Unparticled matter, the luminiferous 
aether, the “subtile fluid” of electricity, 
the emergence of long-scale geological 
and astronomical time in an origin-less 
universe, evolution as teleology -- 
Emma’s “religion” was consistent in 
most respects with either the majority 
or a minority opinion within scientific 
communities in 1860

• She and her compatriots would lose 
most of their scientific ground by 1890
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T. R. Pynchon, An Introduction to Chemical Physics (1881)

The question
of the “fundamental
nature” of things is 

everywhere a
derogated topic.

“Influence” of apparently 
un-connected and 

undetectable things upon 
one another is

everywhere alleged.

The universe is occult.
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Science in 1850
• Many of the alternative sciences 

practiced today were amenable or 
sympathetic with spiritual science, 
and integrated with it -- to this day

• Homoeopathy and naturopathy

• Vitamins, tonics, herbals --> the 
entirety of what we now refer to as 
nutritional supplements

• Complete with a conspiracy 
theory about medical science 
excluding these from the 
materia medica in 1875

• Anti-vivisection, vegetarian, and 
anti-vaccination movements

• Exercise and ritualized movement 
regimes, including yoga -- staples of 
early 20th century occult practices

6

Frances Power Cobbe, Illustrations of Vivisection (1888)

Letter next door to
a notice of EHB’s lecture on

“Occultism, Witchcraft,
and Spiritualism” in

The Medium & Daybreak
for January 11, 1884

What if animals have souls, too?
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Science in 1890
• The constitution of matter -- periodic table, limited divisibility, no 

“unparticled matter”

• The luminiferous aether -- Michelson-Morley experiments in 1887; the death 
of aether, and the beginning of (modern) wave/particle duality

• The nature of electricity -- James Clerk Maxwell’s unified model of 
eletromagnetic energy (1864)

• These three are, collectively, the end of mesmerism as science, but it had 
already been co-opted by psychology anyway

• The constitution of gases -- helium (1868), argon (1895), krypton, neon and 
xenon (1898) 

• krypton --> “hidden” gas

• Catastrophism -- dead as the dodo; uniformitarianism and gradualism 
prevail

• The origin of the universe - still proscribed, occult territory (we do not 
discover the universe-wide red shift until 1912)
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Science & the Occult in 2010
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The occult operates, at any given time, in the white spaces created by the dominant 
ideology.

At present, that white space includes: Egyptology, genetics, neuroscience, energy 
systems, quantum mechanics, subatomic physics, and string theory.


