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    Clairvoyance turns on a persistent human tension between the wish to know what lies beyond ordinary perception and the need to examine extraordinary claims with discipline and care.

Written by Charles Webster Leadbeater, Clairvoyance is a short work of esoteric nonfiction associated with Theosophical literature and first published in the early twentieth century. Rather than unfolding in a novelistic setting, it operates in a conceptual landscape shaped by spiritual inquiry, occult classification, and instructional exposition. Its subject is the claimed faculty of seeing beyond the limits of the physical senses, and its form reflects a period in which readers encountered organized attempts to describe unseen realms in systematic, quasi-educational prose.

The book offers a spoiler-safe premise because its interest lies less in surprise than in explanation. Leadbeater sets out to define clairvoyance, distinguish among its alleged forms, and describe the kinds of perception he believes fall under that name. Readers move through a sequence of categories, examples, and clarifications intended to make an elusive subject appear ordered and intelligible. The experience is therefore less that of following a narrative than of entering a structured argument whose purpose is to render the invisible conceptually accessible.

Its voice is assured, didactic, and methodical, presenting unusual material with the confidence of a guide who expects serious attention rather than sensational curiosity. The style is plain by the standards of speculative spiritual writing, favoring definition and arrangement over ornament. At the same time, the tone carries a sense of wonder that prevents the text from becoming merely technical. That combination of certainty and marvel is central to the reading experience: the book asks readers to entertain expansive possibilities while following a careful scheme of distinctions.

Several themes give the work its lasting interest. One is the relationship between perception and reality: what counts as evidence, and how far human awareness might extend beyond common sense experience. Another is the desire to classify the unknown, to impose order on phenomena that resist ordinary verification. The book also reflects the modern impulse to reconcile spiritual aspiration with systematic explanation. Even for readers who remain skeptical of its claims, it illuminates a historical effort to present occult experience as something that could be studied, named, and compared.

That effort still matters because contemporary culture remains filled with debates about consciousness, intuition, altered states, and the limits of material explanation. Clairvoyance belongs to an earlier vocabulary, yet it speaks to ongoing questions about whether human beings can know more than the senses immediately report and how such knowledge should be judged. Reading it now can sharpen awareness of the rhetoric used to legitimize extraordinary experience, while also revealing how spiritual literature has long borrowed the language of observation, method, and taxonomy.

For present-day readers, the book is valuable both as an artifact of esoteric thought and as a compact statement of ambitions that continue to recur in discussions of mind and mystery. It invites engagement at multiple levels: as a historical document from Leadbeater’s milieu, as an example of confident explanatory prose applied to disputed subjects, and as a stimulus for reflection on belief, perception, and interpretation. Approached with attention and critical openness, Clairvoyance remains a revealing encounter with a tradition determined to map what it takes to be unseen.
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    Charles Webster Leadbeater’s Clairvoyance is a short Theosophical treatise that sets out to describe clairvoyance as a latent human faculty and to classify its forms. First published in the late nineteenth century within a milieu of occult revival and comparative spirituality, the book presents itself as a practical and explanatory survey rather than a skeptical inquiry. Leadbeater begins by defining clairvoyance broadly as modes of perception extending beyond ordinary sight, then frames the subject as part of a larger unseen constitution of nature and of the human being. This opening establishes the book’s central aim: to map extraordinary perception in systematic terms.

After this introductory framing, the argument moves to distinctions among different kinds of clairvoyant perception. Leadbeater separates simple or partial cases from more developed forms, emphasizing that the faculty may arise sporadically, under particular conditions, or through deliberate cultivation. He treats variations in quality, range, and reliability as important, suggesting that unusual perception is not uniform but occurs along a spectrum. This classificatory approach gives the book its structure, since each later section extends the initial taxonomy. The underlying question is how far consciousness can reach when it is no longer confined to the ordinary sensory field.

A major line of discussion concerns forms of perception related to space. Leadbeater describes claims of seeing distant places, hidden objects, or events not accessible to the physical eye, and he treats these as examples of consciousness functioning through subtler vehicles. He links such possibilities to a layered model of matter and perception familiar in Theosophical thought. Rather than offering modern empirical demonstration, the book proceeds by exposition and example, aiming to make extraordinary sight appear intelligible within its own metaphysical framework. The emphasis remains on organizing possibilities and naming their apparent conditions and limits.

The book then turns from distance in space to extension through time, which it treats as another important branch of clairvoyant experience. Leadbeater discusses impressions of past events and intimations of future developments, presenting these as distinct but related phenomena. Here the argument becomes more speculative, because it depends on a view of time, memory, and causation that differs from ordinary assumptions. Even so, he tries to preserve internal distinctions, implying that not every temporal impression has equal clarity or certainty. This portion sharpens one of the work’s central concerns: whether hidden knowledge can be obtained without abandoning order and discrimination.

Another substantial aspect of Clairvoyance is its account of planes, bodies, and states of consciousness through which perception is said to operate. Leadbeater presents clairvoyance not as a single marvel but as the byproduct of capacities active on different levels of human existence. In doing so, he connects the topic to wider Theosophical teachings about subtle anatomy, post-mortem states, and spiritual development. The book therefore functions partly as an introductory map of an occult worldview. Its conflict is not dramatic but conceptual, balancing claims of expanded awareness against the danger of confusion, misinterpretation, or premature pursuit of unusual experiences.

Leadbeater also addresses the conditions under which clairvoyance may emerge and the attitudes that should govern its study. He treats moral discipline, training, and self-control as relevant, and he warns indirectly against sensationalism by stressing that unusual perception is meaningful only when rightly understood. At the same time, the work reflects the certainties and assumptions of its esoteric context, presenting contested claims as parts of an ordered system. This gives the book a dual character: it is both a guide for readers curious about psychic faculties and a doctrinal statement about the hidden structure of reality and consciousness.

Taken as a whole, Clairvoyance offers a compact statement of how a prominent Theosophical author interpreted extrasensory perception at the turn of the twentieth century. Its lasting interest lies less in empirical proof than in the way it organizes occult experience into a coherent hierarchy of powers, planes, and possibilities. For readers studying esotericism, spiritualism’s aftermath, or the history of alternative psychologies, the book remains a revealing artifact of its intellectual moment. It endures as an influential example of attempts to reconcile mystical aspiration, pseudo-systematic classification, and a modern desire to describe unseen worlds in orderly terms.
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    Charles Webster Leadbeater published Clairvoyance in 1899, when Britain stood at the height of its imperial power and urban readership for religious and scientific debate was unusually large. Born in England in 1854 and ordained as an Anglican clergyman before leaving parish ministry, Leadbeater wrote for an audience shaped by late Victorian print culture, expanding literacy, and active lecture circuits. The book emerged from a milieu in which journals, societies, and inexpensive editions carried discussions of mesmerism, psychical research, comparative religion, and occult practice far beyond elite circles. Its setting is therefore the cosmopolitan, institutionally networked world of fin-de-siècle Britain and its imperial connections.

A central institution behind the book was the Theosophical Society, founded in New York in 1875 by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, Henry Steel Olcott, and others, then headquartered at Adyar near Madras after 1882. Leadbeater joined the Society in the 1880s and became one of its prominent lecturers and authors. Theosophy combined interest in esoteric traditions, karma and reincarnation, and claims about latent human faculties, while also presenting itself as a universal brotherhood across religions and races. Clairvoyance belongs directly to this institutional setting: it addresses a readership already familiar with Theosophical terminology and with the Society’s effort to systematize occult knowledge in quasi-educational form.

The late nineteenth century also saw organized attempts to investigate extraordinary experiences by methods modeled on science. The Society for Psychical Research, established in London in 1882, examined telepathy, apparitions, mesmerism, mediumship, and haunted phenomena. Although Theosophists and psychical researchers often differed in standards of evidence and interpretation, both operated within a culture fascinated by whether hidden mental powers could be tested and classified. Leadbeater’s book reflects this broader climate by treating clairvoyance not simply as marvel or superstition but as a faculty with varieties, conditions, and observable effects. Its explanatory manner resembles contemporary efforts to catalogue unusual phenomena within an ordered framework.

Victorian science and medicine formed another important background. The decades before 1900 were marked by major developments in physics, physiology, evolutionary theory, and popular science publishing, alongside intense public argument about materialism and religion. New technologies such as telegraphy, photography, and X-rays encouraged metaphors of unseen forces made visible through proper instruments. Writers on occult subjects frequently borrowed this language to suggest that subtler realms might also be accessible by disciplined perception. Clairvoyance reflects this habit of thought. It adopts classificatory and instructional tones associated with scientific culture, even while describing phenomena outside accepted scientific consensus, thereby showing how occult literature adapted itself to the authority of modern knowledge.

Empire and global exchange also shaped the book’s intellectual world. Britain’s imperial reach enabled wide circulation of texts, people, and religious ideas between Europe, India, Ceylon, and other colonies. Theosophy relied heavily on these networks: Blavatsky and Olcott worked in South Asia, and Leadbeater himself spent significant periods in India and Ceylon. The movement promoted concepts drawn from Hinduism and Buddhism, often reframed for English-speaking audiences seeking alternatives to conventional Christianity. In this context, Clairvoyance belongs to a larger pattern of translating Asian-derived doctrines and esoteric claims into accessible prose for metropolitan readers. Its perspective therefore reflects both cosmopolitan curiosity and the asymmetries of imperial-era cultural mediation.

Religious change in Britain gave such works a receptive audience. During the later Victorian period, biblical criticism, evolutionary debate after Darwin, and dissatisfaction with established churches encouraged many readers to explore spiritualism, esoteric Christianity, and comparative religion. Séances and mediumship had already become prominent from the mid-nineteenth century onward, especially after the spread of Anglo-American spiritualism. Yet Theosophy distinguished itself by rejecting dependence on séance-room spirits and by proposing disciplined spiritual development instead. Leadbeater’s treatment of clairvoyance reflects that distinction. He presents extraordinary perception as part of a structured path of inner training and moral progress, aligning occult experience with self-cultivation rather than with popular entertainment or passive mediumship.

Leadbeater’s own career helps place the work historically. After his Anglican period, he became a Theosophical lecturer, collaborated with Annie Besant, and wrote extensively on subtle bodies, occult training, and spiritual development. By the late 1890s he was already a recognized expositor within the movement. Clairvoyance belongs to this phase of system-building, when Theosophical authors sought to present esoteric teachings in orderly manuals for members and sympathizers. The book predates the major public controversies that later surrounded Leadbeater in the early twentieth century, so its immediate context is not scandal but consolidation: the effort to define, teach, and normalize a distinct Theosophical worldview for an expanding international audience.

Seen in its historical moment, Clairvoyance embodies fin-de-siècle efforts to reconcile spiritual aspiration with the prestige of classification and expert instruction. It does not simply repeat older magical lore; rather, it recasts extraordinary perception in the language of progress, training, and comparative synthesis characteristic of the 1890s. The work reflects a period when many readers were dissatisfied with strict materialism yet still valued systematic explanation. It also reveals how Theosophy transformed diverse religious and occult traditions into a portable modern discourse. In that sense, the book is a representative document of its era: shaped by imperial exchange, psychical inquiry, and the search for alternatives to conventional religious authority.



Clairvoyance
Main Table of Contents



Chapter I. What Clairvoyance is



Chapter II. Simple Clairvoyance: Full



Chapter III. Simple Clairvoyance: Partial



Chapter IV. Clairvoyance in Space: Intentional



Chapter V. Clairvoyance in Space: Semi-Intentional



Chapter VI. Clairvoyance in Space: Unintentional



Chapter VII. Clairvoyance in Time: the Past



Chapter VIII. Clairvoyance in Time: the Future



Chapter IX. Methods of Development



Chapter I. 
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Clairvoyance means literally nothing more than "clear-seeing[1q]," and it is a word which has been sorely misused, and even degraded so far as to be employed to describe the trickery of a mountebank in a variety show. Even in its more restricted sense it covers a wide range of phenomena, differing so greatly in character that it is not easy to give a definition of the word which shall be at once succinct and accurate. It has been called "spiritual vision," but no rendering could well be more misleading than that, for in the vast majority of cases there is no faculty connected with it which has the slightest claim to be honoured by so lofty a name.

For the purpose of this treatise we may, perhaps, define it as the power to see what is hidden from ordinary physical sight[2q]. It will be as well to premise that it is very frequently (though by no means always) accompanied by what is called clairaudience, or the power to hear what would be inaudible to the ordinary physical ear; and we will for the nonce take our title as covering this faculty also, in order to avoid the clumsiness of perpetually using two long words where one will suffice.

Let me make two points clear before I begin. First, I am not writing for those who do not believe that there is such a thing as clairvoyance, nor am I seeking to convince those who are in doubt about the matter. In so small a work as this I have no space for that; such people must study the many books containing lists of cases, or make experiments for themselves along mesmeric lines. I am addressing myself to the better-instructed class who know that clairvoyance exists, and are sufficiently interested in the subject to be glad of information as to its methods and possibilities; and I would assure them that what I write is the result of much careful study and experiment, and that though some of the powers which I shall have to describe may seem new and wonderful to them, I mention no single one of which I have not myself seen examples.

Secondly, though I shall endeavour to avoid technicalities as far as possible, yet as I am writing in the main for students of Theosophy[1], I shall feel myself at liberty sometimes to use, for brevity's sake and without detailed explanation, the ordinary Theosophical terms with which I may safely assume them to be familiar.

Should this little book fall into the hands of any to whom the occasional use of such terms constitutes a difficulty, I can only apologize to them and refer them for these preliminary explanations to any elementary Theosophical work, such as Mrs. Besant's[2] Ancient Wisdom or Man and His Bodies. The truth is that the whole Theosophical system hangs together so closely, and its various parts are so interdependent, that to give a full explanation of every term used would necessitate an exhaustive treatise on Theosophy as a preface even to this short account of clairvoyance.

Before a detailed explanation of clairvoyance can usefully be attempted, however, it will be necessary for us to devote a little time to some preliminary considerations, in order that we may have clearly in mind a few broad facts as to the different planes on which clairvoyant vision may be exercised, and the conditions which render its exercise possible.

We are constantly assured in Theosophical literature that all these higher faculties are presently to be the heritage of mankind in general—that the capacity of clairvoyance, for example, lies latent in every one, and that those in whom it already manifests itself are simply in that one particular a little in advance of the rest of us. Now this statement is a true one, and yet it seems quite vague and unreal to the majority of people, simply because they regard such a faculty as something absolutely different from anything they have yet experienced, and feel fairly confident that they themselves, at any rate, are not within measurable distance of its development.

It may help to dispel this sense of unreality if we try to understand that clairvoyance, like so many other things in nature, is mainly a question of vibrations[3q], and is in fact nothing but an extension of powers which we are all using every day of our lives. We are living all the while surrounded by a vast sea of mingled air and ether, the latter inter-penetrating the former, as it does all physical matter; and it is chiefly by means of vibrations in that vast sea of matter that impressions reach us from the outside. This much we all know, but it may perhaps never have occurred to many of us that the number of these vibrations to which we are capable of responding is in reality quite infinitesimal.

Up among the exceedingly rapid vibrations which affect the ether there is a certain small section—a very small section—to which the retina of the human eye is capable of responding, and these particular vibrations produce in us the sensation which we call light. That is to say, we are capable of seeing only those objects from which light of that particular kind can either issue or be reflected.

In exactly the same way the tympanum of the human ear is capable of responding to a certain very small range of comparatively slow vibrations—slow enough to affect the air which surrounds us; and so the only sounds which we can hear are those made by objects which are able to vibrate at some rate within that particular range.

In both cases it is a matter perfectly well known to science that there are large numbers of vibrations both above and below these two sections, and that consequently there is much light that we cannot see, and there are many sounds to which our ears are deaf. In the case of light the action of these higher and lower vibrations is easily perceptible in the effects produced by the actinic rays at one end of the spectrum and the heat rays at the other.

As a matter of fact there exist vibrations of every conceivable degree of rapidity, filling the whole vast space intervening between the slow sound waves and the swift light waves; nor is even that all, for there are undoubtedly vibrations slower than those of sound, and a whole infinity of them which are swifter than those known to us as light. So we begin to understand that the vibrations by which we see and hear are only like two tiny groups of a few strings selected from an enormous harp of practically infinite extent, and when we think how much we have been able to learn and infer from the use of those minute fragments, we see vaguely what possibilities might lie before us if we were enabled to utilize the vast and wonderful whole.

Another fact which needs to be considered in this connection is that different human beings vary considerably, though within relatively narrow limits, in their capacity of response even to the very few vibrations which are within reach of our physical senses. I am not referring to the keenness of sight or of hearing that enables one man to see a fainter object or hear a slighter sound than another; it is not in the least a question of strength of vision, but of extent of susceptibility.

For example, if anyone will take a good bisulphide of carbon prism, and by its means throw a clear spectrum on a sheet of white paper, and then get a number of people to mark upon the paper the extreme limits of the spectrum as it appears to them, he is fairly certain to find that their powers of vision differ appreciably. Some will see the violet extending much farther than the majority do; others will perhaps see rather less violet than most, while gaining a corresponding extension of vision at the red end. Some few there will perhaps be who can see farther than ordinary at both ends, and these will almost certainly be what we call sensitive people—susceptible in fact to a greater range of vibrations than are most men of the present day.

In hearing, the same difference can be tested by taking some sound which is just not too high to be audible—on the very verge of audibility as it were—and discovering how many among a given number of people are able to hear it. The squeak of a bat is a familiar instance of such a sound, and experiment will show that on a summer evening, when the whole air is full of the shrill, needle-like cries of these little animals, quite a large number of men will be absolutely unconscious of them, and unable to hear anything at all.

Now these examples clearly show that there is no hard-and-fast limit to man's power of response to either etheric or aerial vibrations, but that some among us already have that power to a wider extent than others; and it will even be found that the same man's capacity varies on different occasions. It is therefore not difficult for us to imagine that it might be possible for a man to develop this power, and thus in time to learn to see much that is invisible to his fellow-men, and hear much that is inaudible to them, since we know perfectly well that enormous numbers of these additional vibrations do exist, and are simply, as it were, awaiting recognition.

The experiments with the Röntgen rays[3] give us an example of the startling results which are produced when even a very few of these additional vibrations are brought within human ken, and the transparency to these rays of many substances hitherto considered opaque at once shows us one way at least in which we may explain such elementary clairvoyance as is involved in reading a letter inside a closed box, or describing those present in an adjoining apartment. To learn to see by means of the Röntgen rays in addition to those ordinarily employed would be quite sufficient to enable anyone to perform a feat of magic of this order.

So far we have thought only of an extension of the purely physical senses of man; and when we remember that a man's
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