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What People Are Saying About


Offbeat Philosophers


In Offbeat Philosophers, Lawrence Harvey provides a way in to the more ‘dissonant’ aspects of the work of an eclectic group of philosophers and thinkers. The invitation to take short excursions into that which is unpredictable, idiosyncratic and disruptive in thinkers such as Max Stirner, Donna Haraway, Paul Rée, Emmanuel Levinas and Jalal al-Din Rumi, is a compelling re-orientation towards the margins of much conventional curricula and pedagogy. Highly engaging, educative and readable, the book will appeal simultaneously to readers and teachers already taken to wandering off the beaten track as well as those looking for confidence to take that first step.


Dr Rebekah Howes, Senior Lecturer in the Department of Philosophy, Religions, and Liberal Arts at the University of Winchester (UK)


Lawrence invites the reader to hear, then to listen to, then to become enraptured with, and finally to join in with a different philosophical rhythm than the manifold conformities that prevail in the stultified world of cultural education. These different beats are pedagogical; they are grounded in his own teaching and learning with students over many years, something at which he is gifted and inspiring. His readings are provocative, challenging, and fearless. Expect to be moved, but not to know in which ways until the experience is under way. The themes may seem familiar, but the way Lawrence plays them to us are not. Do not read this book seeking to master it. It does not seek to master you. Just let it play…


Professor Nigel Tubbs, Professor of Philosophy and Education and author Socrates on Trial; God, Education, and Modern Metaphysics; Philosophy and Modern Liberal Arts; and History of Western Philosophy


In this delightful anthology, Lawrence Harvey presents ten offbeat philosophers. The crowning glory of this work is his ability to snapshot interesting and offbeat facts from the life of each philosopher whilst enigmatically capturing the essence of their thought. The result is a well-researched, witty, and engaging tour through a range of philosophers exploring topics as diverse as the ego, time, the soul, God, poetry, art, cyborgs, and mysticism. For anyone who is interested in philosophy but wants to diverge from the limited narrative of the mainstream canon, this work is a gem that dares to be different.


Tara Baker, Head of Religious Studies, Peter Symonds College, Hampshire, UK


Offbeat Philosophers serves as a warm, lively, and accessible introduction to some of the most interesting philosophical minds. Harvey casts a deserving light on the work of these eccentric thinkers whose ideas have occupied only the fringes of mainstream philosophy. Those new to philosophy will find themselves engaged by strikingly thought-provoking theories, whilst those acquainted with the philosophical tradition shall come to realise just how influential these “off-beat” philosophers were to the giants of the canon.


Callum Webb, Balliol College, University of Oxford
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“What assistance can one find in the fight against habit? Try the opposite!”


— Epictetus, Discourses, 1.27.4









I am greatly indebted to my philosophy and liberal arts students; their input in terms of stimulating debates and lively discussions gives shape and form to much that is contained herein.









Preface


This collection of philosophical portraits provides insights into thinkers who played by a different tune. Often labouring on the margins of mainstream philosophy, each thinker herein offers a new perspective unhindered by the accepted norms or conventions of their day. Each portrait is followed by post-reading questions for the reader to ponder — after all, is not ‘philosophy’ always already a verb?


How might we define ‘offbeat’? Let us start with a list of synonyms: bizarre, unusual, idiosyncratic, unconventional, plain weird … bohemian perhaps, outré, freaky, ‘far-out’ even. Originally a musical term, it refers to not following the standard beat. Digging a little deeper we encounter the term ‘syncopation’ which relates to an array of rhythms played together generating that which is ‘offbeat’. In this way, the regular rhythmic flow is disrupted with accents and stresses occurring out of step with the expected norms.


The musical metaphor is apt in the present context given that the philosophers in this short anthology all play to what might be termed a different tune — one that serves to disrupt and unsettle the fixity of rhythmic thought.


Many of the portraits herein are developed from studies I have published elsewhere; a list of which is appended. Rather than using formal references, I have opted to maximise readability by attaching a selected bibliography for each key thinker and the associated academics cited.


***


Lawrence Harvey


Northwood, The Isle of Wight









Introduction


‘When we teach, we learn’ — words often attributed to the Roman philosopher and statesman, Seneca the Younger. There is perhaps an obvious sense in which this statement is true; one must, one imagines, both know and refine one’s understanding when playing the pedagogue. And yet I would suggest that there is a more subtle sense in which Seneca’s words ring true. To my mind, teaching is always in some sense a dialogue; a space within which the absolutism of the teacher gives way to an open and creative dialogue. In the words of the ethicist, Emmanuel Levinas, that which is ‘said’ gives way to an interchange of ‘saying’. To the hard-pressed lecturer or student attempting to cover a prescribed syllabus, such ideals might sound somewhat indulgent. Still, in my experience, it is often within the context of such discussions, often enacted on the margins of that prescribed, that truly innovative and reciprocal learning takes place.


Much of the focus in this anthology stems from my teaching within the strictures of set syllabi. Yet it ‘stems’ thus at a tangent. That is to say, most of the thinkers engaged in this work were not posited by an exam board or rubber-stamped by a validating body. The educational ‘beat’ plays to such bodies — there is little to be gained by bemoaning such necessities here. However, the thinkers herein represent an edifying dissonance; that is, they offer alternative perspectives which challenge and provoke. It is such thinkers that I have invited into seminars and discussions to sound a different tune; and often it has been within the ensuing discord that the learning truly comes to life. It is the provocative nature of such offbeat thinkers that ignites the debate and scorches preconceptions — thankfully, my own included, docendo discimus (‘by teaching, we learn’).


I am all too aware that the thinkers in this anthology do not represent an inclusive snapshot of alternative philosophers. No doubt, the choices that govern inclusion herein were subject to my own interests, preoccupations and personal biases. But having said this, what is represented here is a diverse and thematically interwoven tapestry of offbeat thinkers who provoke us to examine our world in radically different ways. The questions that follow each chapter are an open invitation to join in the debate and perhaps think other-wise.


The anthology opens with Max Stirner (1806–1856) who boldly proclaimed, ‘For me, you are nothing but my food…’ This egoistic call to arms issues from the one book of significance which the now uncelebrated German philosopher published in his lifetime; a work which Marx and Engels thought so radically unhinged that it warranted a section-by-section critique in The German Ideology (1846). Prefiguring the likes of Nietzsche, Stirner derided God and the truth in the name of the bellicose ego which is both ‘creator and creature’. It is doubtful if there could be a more vociferous challenge to contemporary ethical ideals.


What is time? Is death an impossibility? Is time travel possible? In Chapter Two, we explore J. W. Dunne’s (1875–1949) responses to such questions. Drawing upon his analysis of what he took to be precognitive dreams, Dunne argued that we have a rather skewed view of time and thereby labour under the illusion that time amounts to a linear constraint. What he offers is a freedom from such temporal shackles, wherein one can play the keyboard of one’s life unencumbered by time’s passing. In addition, he forwards a ‘proof’ of immortality and prophesies that the hand of a Great Conductor (God?) will become manifest, conducting the symphony of all creation.


In her Manifesto, Donna Haraway (b. 1944) proclaimed: ‘I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess’. Chapter Three explores the implications of this rather enigmatic proclamation. For Haraway, the breach of binary oppositions and essentialising boundaries embodied in the image of the cyborg serves to shake us free from a stultifying essentialism. Defining labels, truths and preconceived identities wither under the cyborg’s steely gaze — both God(s) and Goddess(es) ceding the ground to the playful hybridity of the cyborg. Crucially, we might ask, are we all already cyborgs? Does the tech in our pockets mark the beginnings of the post-human age? Moreover, in the name of identity, does the reassurance of a fundamental ‘essence’ or (human) nature blind us to broader and more ethical affinities? Such are the questions that Haraway tenders, but always at a playful tangent.


Chapter Four shifts the focus to the realm of art and poetry. Therein the somewhat schismatic work of T. E Hulme (1883–1917) is outlined. Something of a hellraiser with an appetite for fighting and epic walks, Hulme formulated a philosophical rationale for the ever-protean modernist aesthetic. Although now something of a peripheral philosopher, his metaphysics and aesthetics influenced key modernist figures such as Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot. Carrying the only copy of his final manuscript, the pro-war Hulme was blown to pieces by an artillery shell in Belgium. Yet despite this untimely end, his radical poetics influenced the aesthetics of a generation.


Are you two substances — body and soul, mind and matter in motion? If so, how are these two radically different substances supposed to interact with each other? How is it that your thoughts, your wants and your desires animate your body? As outlined in Chapter Five, such were the perplexing questions that Nicolas Malebranche (1638–1715) attempted to answer. Following in the wake of Descartes, but sensitive to his shortfalls, Malebranche offered a radically offbeat solution for something as simple as moving one’s hand. Wherein lies the cause of your hand moving? Not where you think…


In Chapter Six, one of our most intuitive and vital preconceptions is challenged by the German philosopher, Paul Rée (1849–1901). Despite societal and moral constraints, and taking on board the extent to which we are shaped by our genetic inheritance, most of us believe we have a degree of free will, at least at some fundamental level. Are you not free to skip a line of this text or glance up from the page? As the guru of liberty, Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980) might have put it, isn’t our life punctuated by existential choices, the nature of which gives shape, form and meaning to who and what we are? Moreover, even in the most extreme situations, do we not hold others accountable for their actions on the basis that their choices are, at root, free? Wielding the cold scalpel of empiricism, Rée cuts away our intuitive preconceptions and associated moral niceties, laying bare the consequences of causal necessity. In short, he concludes, we are as free as the celestial bodies in their orbits, we are as free as the ripe apple that falls from the bough — that is to say, we are not free at all and, for good or ill, no one is ever responsible for their actions.


Humans are those unique animals that value art, whether lines upon a page, brush strokes upon a canvas, or an admix of harmony, melody and rhythm. In light of its universality, why do we value art? Is it because of its ability to express the emotions of the artist? Or rather, is it of value because it can stir the emotions in the sensitive reader, listener or observer; does it ‘speak to the heart’ as it were? Could it be that the value of art lies in its transformative nature; in its ability, that is, to open up vistas of being which lie dormant or untapped? Setting aside such ideals, is art merely an object of entertainment; a means by which we can distract ourselves and escape from the humdrum? To strike an even more cynical note, is art that which art institutions dictate to be art and thus of real value? Does value in this sense reside in conformity to a social construct we unwittingly consume? When it comes to art, the question of value is, to say the least, nebulous. In Chapter Seven, the British philosopher and art critic, Clive Bell (1881–1964), offers forth what he took to be clarity regarding this much-debated question. According to Bell, value lies in what he terms ‘significant form’ — a feature of art which allows the sensitive observer to lift the veil of perception and glimpse the essential nature of reality itself.


In Chapter Eight we encounter the work of a remarkable woman who directly challenged the work of Descartes. Through a seven-year correspondence with the French philosopher, Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia (1618–1680) meticulously critiqued Cartesian thought, most notably laying bare the problem of causal interaction between the mind and the body. As outlined in Chapter Five, Malebranche tried to rectify this philosophical difficulty. However, it was Elisabeth of Bohemia who directly deconstructed the inner workings of Descartes’ dualistic account of the self. Hold your hand before your eyes — move your fingers. Supposing your mind to be immaterial, how is possible that this immaterial substance moves your physical fingers? Upon reflection, something quite miraculous appears to have happened. Yet setting aside the miraculous, hasn’t something quite impossible occurred? It was Elisabeth of Bohemia who opened Descartes’ eyes to this deficit in his thinking and offered her own radical speculations.


Is Western philosophy a form of disguised conflict? Is the so-called ‘love of wisdom’ wedded to war? According to the ethicist Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995), the answer to these questions is an unsettling ‘yes’. In Chapter Nine, the reasoning behind this radical claim is outlined. So too is Levinas’ bold claim that, despite the ubiquity of conflict, we are already conditioned by a profound encounter which is, at root, pacific. In other words, our very being is dependent upon a primordial passivity which marks out the very condition of what it is to be human. Connecting these threads of reasoning, if philosophy is characterised by conflict, it is a conflict which is only possible because of a passivity or ethical encounter which precedes it. As abstract as this might sound, Levinas challenges the working rationale of Western philosophy and offers, in its place, an appeal to a form of ethics which precedes any intellectual call to arms.


Looking at one’s life and situating it within the infinity of space and time, one might be driven to conclude that one’s existence is tantamount to a drop in a vast and unfathomable ocean. The philosopher-poet Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207–1273) invites us to think differently; what if you are the entire ocean in a drop? In the wake of a chance encounter with a wandering mystic or dervish, Rumi was a thinker for whom the philosophical beat changed radically. Abandoning the tenets of scholastic sobriety, he became a mystical philosopher-poet who, even today, challenges us to think otherwise. In Chapter Ten, we encounter his offbeat critique of what he takes to be the pretensions of rational philosophy. And yet within this critique resides a tangential engagement with some of the fundamental questions interrogated in academic philosophy. For example, contrary to the principle of excluded middle, is it possible to be both free and determined at the same time? In a manner we might parallel to Wittgenstein offering to ‘shew’ the philosopher-fly out of its linguistic bottle, Rumi invites us to reappraise our binary logic and thereby escape the prison house of traditional thought. It is perhaps such an emancipation that the text to hand gestures towards.
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