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Philosophy, Past and Present:
John Macmurray and Our Future
Eleanor M. Godway, Central Connecticut State University, Britain, USA

ABSTRACT

JohnMacmurray’scontroversialthesis:“Allmeaningfulknowledgeisforthesakeofactionandall
meaningfulactionfor thesakeoffriendship” isunpackedbyexplainingandillustratingwhathe
meansbythe“personal.”Heseesphilosophyasaculturalphenomenonwhichexpressesandresponds
toitshistoricalcontext,andinturnaffectshowpeoplethinkandbehave.TheSubjectasThinker,
whichhasdominatedmodernphilosophy,hasledustovalueknowledgeforitsownsakeandtrust
theoryoverpractice,needstobereplacedbytheselfasagent.Thelogicofthepersonal,inwhich
thepositive(e.g.action,love)isconstitutedandsustainedbyitsnegative(e.g.thinking,fear)arises
outofpersonalrelationship(“I-and-you”).Facingtheproblematicpersonhoodmayenableustofind
meaninginrelationswithothers,andfacethefuturewithhope.
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Reflectingonthecareerofmodernphilosophyitseemsweareatacrossroadsinhistoryandweneed
anewtakeonitsroleinsociety.Thinkingisinvolvedinallthatwedo,butatleastsinceDescartes,
knowledgehasbeenamatterofthinkingwhilethoughthashadpriorityoveraction.Thishasbeen
usefulforsciencewhichhasmadegooduseoftheory,butwenowhaveworldproblemswhichcallfor
anewapproach.Inthefollowingwemeetaphilosopherwhostartsfromtheperspectivethatactually
knowledgecomesbeforethought,andactionisreal,whilethinking,whichcaninformaction,isnot.
Itispersonsthatthinkinordertoact,andJohnMacmurrayshowshowimportantitistounderstand
whatitistobeaperson,sowemaycometotermswiththeproblemswehumanbeingshavecreated
forourselves.Heoffersanewphilosophywhichmayenableustosurviveandlivetogethermore
rationallyintheworld.

JohnMacmurray(1891–1976)wasaBritishphilosopher–actuallyScottish–whowasquite
wellknowninhistime,beingsomethingofapublicintellectual.1AsphilosophyinEnglandbecame
more“professionalized”heloststatusinacademiccirclesandhisworkwasnottakenseriouslyby
thenextgeneration,whichwascaughtupinlogicalpositivism.2Hewasraisedtobeaclassicistand
tookhisfirstdegreeinGreekandLatinatGlasgowUniversitybuthehadalwaysbeeninterestedin
science,firstchemistryandthenatuniversityhetookacourseingeologyandwonthegoldmedalthat
year.WhenhegraduatedfromGlasgow,hewenttoOxfordtotakeupphilosophy,andtherehewas
disconcertedtohearitarguedinallseriousnessthatscientificknowledgewasnotreallyknowledge.
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(ThiswasduringtherelativelybrieffloweringofBritishIdealism,avariantofHegelianism,taken
especiallyseriouslyatMacmurray’scollege,Balliol.)Astheroleofscienceandallsortsofquestions
about knowledge became more and more significant in his later thinking this comment seems
particularlystriking.

HisstudiesatOxfordwereinterruptedbytheFirstWorldWar,andlikemanyofhispeers,he
enlisted.Andaswithotherswhosurvivedthetrenches,hisworldwaschangedbytheexperience.
Itcametohimevenasheparticipated(hewashonoredwiththeMilitaryCrossforValor)thatwhat
peopleweredoingwastotallyirrational.Somethinghadgonebadlywrongfortheseactionstoseem
tomakesense.Igivethisbiographicalbackgroundtotrytogivecontexttotheuniquephilosophical
insightswhichMacmurraydevelopedandwhichIbelieveaddressissuesthatourcultureneedsto
facetoday.3HegavetheGiffordLecturesin1953and54,andthepublishedversions,1957and61
respectively,whichofferperhapsthemostfullydevelopedversionsofhisthought,aretitledThe Self 
as AgentandPersons in Relation.Thesetitlesindicatethetwothemesthatarecentraltohisproject,
whichcombinesepistemology,ontology,andethicsinwhollynewways.Thefirst,surprisingifnot
controversial,heputsclearlyenough:

All meaningful knowledge is for the sake of action, and all meaningful action for the sake of 
friendship… (1995a, p. 15). 

Thesecondismoreobscure,butIhopetoelucidateitthoughthisessay.Itisindicatedbythe
titlehegavetothecompleteseriesoftheGiffordLectures:“TheFormofthePersonal”.Hewas
concernedthatwerecognizetheneedfor,andlearntoreflectaccordingto,whathecallsthe“logical
formofthepersonal”inwhichthepositiveisconstitutedandsustainedbythenegative(1995a,p.
98).Thefirstisrelatedtothesecondinthatactionisthepositivewhereasthinkingisnegative,and
hearguesthatwemustreplacethephilosophicalsubject(thethinker)withtherecognitionofthe
selfwhoactsintherealworld.Toactistomakeachoice,dothis,notthat.Hegivestheexampleof
awood-carverwhoisconsciouslymovinghisknifethisway,notthat,asheproceedswithhiswork.
Histhinkingisintegratedintohisactions:heisconstantlyawareofwhatheisdoing(andwhathe
isavoidingdoing)asheproceeds(1995a,p.88).Butifhehitsaserioussnagandisnotsurewhatto
donext,hewillputdownhistools,andstopworkaltogether.AsMacmurrayputsit,hewithdraws
andreflectsonwhatisgoingon.Onlyafterhehascometosomeinsightwhichhelpshimtosolve
hisproblemwillhebereadytomoveintoactionagain.

PhilosophyforMacmurrayisaspeciesofreflectionwhichhasaparticularroletoplayinthe
cultureinwhichitarises.Theimplicationisthatwhileasocietyisfunctioningreasonablywell,those
whoaredrawntophilosophydonottendtomakewaves,butfunctionmoreascustodians,perhaps
embellishers,ofanacceptedtradition.SuchseemstohavebeenthecaseinEuropethroughoutthe
Medievalera.Thentheemergenceofscienceandtheconcomitantcrumblingoftheauthorityofthe
Churchposedseriousproblems.Descartes,caughtupintheturmoiloftheintellectualworld,stopped
tothink,andthe“subjectasthinker”wasborn.ItisgenerallyacceptedthatDescarteswasnotable
entirelytodisentanglehisreflectionsfromtheassumptionsandthought-patternsofhiseducation,
buthiseffortssetinmotiontherestofwhathascometobecalled“modernphilosophy.”Macmurray
wasconvincedthatTwentiethCenturyEuropewasfacingananalogouscrisis,onemoreseriousthan
thatoftheSeventeenth.Likethewoodcarverweneedtostopwhatwearedoing,taketimetoreflect,
soastobeabletothinkafreshaboutoursituation,dosomethingdifferentandavoidthecatastrophes
whichwekeepseemingtobringabout.Anewkindofphilosophyiscalledfor.4

Whileno-onetodaywouldargueforCartesianismassuch,thereareanumberofelementsof
seventeenthcenturymetaphysicsstillaround,albeitsometimes,asMacmurrayputsit“unexpressed
andhalf-conscious,implicitin[our]waysofbehavior”(1936,p.9).Theyhavebecometaken-for-
grantedhabitsofthought.Indeed,Macmurraywasconvincedthatanymajorintellectualbreakthrough
(orshiftinthinking)willgraduallymakeitswayintothesocietyatlarge,andinduecourseaffect
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