              The Personal Universe: Metaphysics for the 21st Century      
        8th Sept. 2012
Jeanne Warren
What is metaphysics?
Wilhelm Windelband: “the general questions which concern the actual taken as a whole”, distinguished from “those which deal with single provinces of the actual” 
A History of Philosophy in 2 vols. 1893, Harper Torchbooks 1958. Vol.1, p.19. 
The Oxford Companion to Philosophy: “the most abstract and in some views ‘high-falutin’ part of philosophy, having to do with the features of ultimate reality, what really exists and what it is that distinguishes that and makes it possible”
OUP, 1995, ed. Ted Honderich, entry on ‘metaphysics, history of, pp. 556-558. 
To me, metaphysics is concerned with examining our foundational concepts, the ones which underpin our thinking and which we usually accept without question.
Buried deep within our tradition is the assumption that persons are primarily thinking individuals. I want to propose instead that we conceive of persons primarily as doers.
John Macmurray’s metaphysics of the person
John Macmurray was a 20th-century British philosopher who had a distinguished academic career in Oxford, London and Edinburgh. He was interested in practical matters, such as politics and education, as well as in the fundamental questions of philosophy. The problem he saw as most urgent was our inadequate thinking about persons. He set out his solution in his Gifford Lectures on ‘The Form of the Personal’. 
The Self as Agent (Faber & Faber, London, 1957 and 1969)  ‘SA’  and 
Persons in Relation (Faber & Faber, London, 1961 and 1970) ‘PR’
Macmurray found a clue to the way forward in the work of Immanuel Kant. Kant, said Macmurray, had reached the conclusion that reason is primarily practical. Reason is broader than just giving us rules for thinking. The whole of a person’s way of living is infused with reason, the faculty by which we manage our freedom.
Macmurray proposed, as Kant did not, that we try to philosophise from the ‘I do’ rather than the ‘I think’. This does not mean that we abandon the theoretical nature of philosophy, but that we theorise from the standpoint of action.
We cannot ask in advance if an attempt to replace the ‘I think’ with the ‘I do’ is possible. To do so is to presuppose the primacy of the theoretical, the very thing which the proposed new approach is rejecting. We must simply try to do it.

What would philosophy from the standpoint of action look like?
Action includes thought. Our Cartesian heritage posits a dualism between theory and practice, but if we substitute the practical standpoint, the dualism between theory and practice disappears. Action is not an alternative to thought, it is a more complete concept, including the thinking self within the acting self. (The term ‘action’ is here used to mean activity which is intended.)

The self in its completeness Macmurray calls the Self-as-agent (The Self as Agent being the title of the first volume of his Gifford Lectures). The thinking self is a restricted mode of operation of this self. Macmurray calls it the Self-as-subject. The Self-as-subject is separated from the world it thinks about. The Self-as-agent knows the world as that which both supports and resists its action.
Because the Self-as-agent includes the Self-as-subject, Macmurray proposes a philosophical ‘form of the personal’ which sees the person, not as a synthesis of a dialectic (this Macmurray calls the form of the organic) but as ;ia positive which necessarily contains its own negative”.

The implications of the new metaphysical presupposition which sees individuals primarily as doers, rather than primarily as thinkers, are worked out in the first volume of the Gifford Lectures. However the individual in isolation cannot represent the complete actuality of the personal, which demands the inter-personal.

As Macmurray puts it, “Any philosophy which takes the ‘I think’ as its first principle, must remain formally a philosophy without a second person; a philosophy which is debarred from thinking the ‘You and I’.” (SA p.72) In the second volume of his Gifford Lectures, Persons in Relation, Macmurray considers the inter-personal.

Macmurray points out that personal knowledge of another person includes an impersonal element, an element which includes what science tells us about people in general, or what can be known about a particular individual without being acquainted with them. The personal contains the impersonal as its necessary negative.

He also points out that his theory of the personal is philosophical and not scientific. Science examines persons impersonally. Persons are agents and action is intentional. Intention is what distinguishes action from behaviour, that is, from activity which happens rather than being done. Science deals in facts, and “What is intended is never matter of fact, though it may be a fact that I intend it.” (PR p. 39)

In Persons in Relation Macmurray begins with the infant and its primary carer, on whom its very survival depends. Its personhood develops, from the beginning, in relationship, long before it learns to talk. The relationship is its primary reality.

Macmurray examines the problematic nature of personal relations in the areas of ethics, politics and religion. Our responses to each other range from those based on fear to those based on love. Our political and economic systems are the functional underpinnings which enable a community of friendship to flourish. Religion, says Macmurray, is about just this, the loving community.

Macmurray ends by asking the question, ‘Is what exists personal?’ He seeks to show that any impersonal conception of the world is inadequate.

A bit of brain science
The Master and his Emissary by Iain McGilchrist puts forward the thesis that each hemisphere of the brain presents us with a different world. The right hemisphere keeps us in touch with the outside world; it provides us with broad, flexible attention. The left hemisphere produces for us a coherent world, one where contradictions are resolved; it provides us with local, narrowly focussed attention. McGilchrist thinks that the left hemisphere may have become too dominant in modern Western people, leading to a culture increasingly out of touch with reality. Heidegger, he thinks, was important because he re-connected philosophy with the parts of reality which it had lost sight of. He also cites Schopenhauer and Wittgenstein. I would add Macmurray! 
The Master and his Emissary, Yale University Press, 2009, paperback 2010
