
CHAPTER - V 

SELVES AND THE ABSOLUTE 

Postulation of an Absolute is integral to certain 

system of Idealistic metaphysics. What place the Absolute 

' I I . 

occupies in different systems is however a different matter, . 
and depends on what meaning the finite reality ultimately 

holds within the system in question. Again, different 

philosophers have been led up to the Absolute by different 

arguments - and in different routes - and these have depended 

in no small measure upon the particular philosopher's view 
I 

of our everyday experience. It might therefore be useful 

to preface our consideration of McTaggart's view of the 

relation of selves and the Absolute with a few brief remark~ 

on one or two of the known perspectives on the Absolute 

which have come down to us. There has been some general 

consensus on at least some of the features of the Absolute. 

That the Absolute is absolutely real, that It is a spiritual 

unity, that It is all-inclusive and so a whole, and that It 

is infinite - emphases such as thes~ are acceptable to all 

the protagonists of the idea of the Absolute, even though 

opinion has diverged on the meaning of the terms here 

involv~d. With some thinkers, again, - e.g. with Hegel, 

Bradley, Bosanquet- the Absolute has been the 'highest' 

reality. 1 All of them also preach, incidentally, in one way 

or other the doctrine of 'degrees of reality• 2 which among 

other things provides the conspectus3 , so to say, of their 

1. We will later see that this is one of the points 
on which McTaggart departs from (what may perhaps 
be called) the 'official' doctrine. 

2. See Chapter II of the present work. 

3. For instance, Bradley remarks : ''In short the 
doctrine of degrees in reality and truth is the 
fundamental answer to our problem''• Appearance 
and Reality, p.431. 
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discourse of the Absolute. In Hege11 we find a dialectical 

ascendence of categories - from the lower to the higher -

until we reach the consummation, the category of the 

Absolute Idea which represents and consolidates the truth 

and value of all the lower categories. This movement, 

we are told, is inherent in the very nature of things. 

Every category, 1being in itself unable to explain reality 

ad~quately, fal s short of truth and ~eality and is found 

to be riddle~ w th contradictions. Being unstable, so to 

say, it leadL o) to another category, its anti-thesis, 

until the tr~th of both of them is sublated and transcen. 

in a fuller and more adequate category, the synthesis. 

This latter again being inadequate to reality, develops 

fresh contradictiom, cannot rest in itself, and leads on 

to some still higher category, and so on. There is, in 

Hegel's view, a definite necessity that attaches to each 

category; a category · ~oes not dogmatically assert itself 

without explaining its . existence. If reason is the first 

principle of the world, and if categories are to be the 

first reason of the world, they must be rational and ''no 
2 mere piece of subjective ingenuity••. The essential 

character of reason is necessity. Categories are therefore 

logically deduced one from the other, and the whole order 

in which they are deduced must itself be necessary. But, 

except the final one, all these categories fall short of 

perfect reality; the measure of reality they possess depends 

on the measure of their individual proximity to the Absolute 

1. I am not here concerned with any of the problems 
that arise in relation to the mutual connections 
of the categories, the validityof the dialectic 
method or any other such issues concerning Hegel'S 
philosophy. The remarks here are ·purely of a 
general nature. 

2. W.T. Stace, The Philosophy of Hegel (New York: 
Dover Publications, Inc., 1955; 1st ed. 1924), p.B,. 
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Idea. So the Absolute 'is deduced from the self-contra-

dictory and partially false - and so partially unreal or 

partially real - character of finite experience as embodied 

in the categories of reason which seeks to be realized in 

a 'harmonious' whole. In a word, their relative finiteness, 

from one point of view, is the shame of the categories down 

the ladder, and constitutes the argument for an infinite 

whole - the Absolute. The Absolute is not an unknown 

something to which the categories, pure being, cause, 

substance, etc. apply. The Absolute 12 the categories, 

even though it is true to say at the same time that in a 

way they differ as well; the Absolute is immanent in all 

the categories. 1 According to Hegel, they are to be seen 

''as definitions of the Absolute, or metaphysical definition 

of God'', or the expression of ''God's nature in thoughts 

as such.'' The dialectic is not merely concerned with 

describing the movement of human thought but unravels the 

content of the Absolute Mind's consciousness of itself as 

it in fact is. It is, in other words 7 the self-consciousness 

of ''God''. ''To be cognizant of the dialectical evolution 

of the categories is, therefore, to feel the very pulse

beats of the Absolute. •• 2 This is the answer to the question, 

how can the finite encompass the Infinite and the Absolute. 

Our knowledge is the imm~nce of the Absolute in us, and is 

at every leve~ implicitly knowledge of it. Consciousness 

of finitude is at once a felt restlessness with the finite 

and this further determines the quest for the Infinite. 

1. For criticism of the supposition of the Absolute 
in general, see e.g. William James, A Pluralistic 
Universe (New York : Longmans, Green, and Co., 
rep. 1912• 1st ed. 1909), Chapter II ('Monistic 
Idealism'~. For his remarks on the Hegelian Absolute 
see in particular Chapter III. 

2. Hiralal Haldar, Hegelianism and Human Personality, 
(Calcutta : University of Calcutta, 1910), p.40. 
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However, to be aware of the Infinite and to know how 

it becomes infinite is not to know it absolutely as it 

knows itself. The Absolute is infinite not in the sense 

of being endlessly extended1 , but as ''co-extensive'' 

with the whole of reality, and therefore, as an all-

inclusive and s•lf-existent whole. What is seen to charact~r-
\ 

izes the finite from merely the finite point of view is here 

transformed in such a way that its contradictions and its 

inadequacies are here finally cancelled and transfigured 

while their positive contributions are retained into a wider 

whole. The differences are not obliterated but are now 

affirmed in mutual harmony. This whole, come to conscious

ness of itself as Idea, is the Absolute. It is the absolute 

self-awareness, the thought that thinks itself. The 

Absolute is therefore spirit, standing face to face with 

itself; and this can be only when the opposition between 

subject and object - as exists at the finite plane - has 

been overcome. The subject no longer recognizes the 

object as something alien and outside itself; it sees it 

as only itself. The Absolute realizes that It Itself is 

all being and all reality, that It Itself is in fact the 

Absolute. Only as such does It truly become the Absolute. 

Because only as such is It self-knowing spirit. 

1. Nor, as e.g. Bosanquet tel~us, as if echoing Hegel, 
can the Absolute's infinity be numerable. ''You 
cannot enumerate the members of a poem or picture, 
or of a great character ••• when a man reads a 
poem, as a poem is fitted to be read, there is no 
place in his mind for number. But if the inspiration 
leaves him, he may count the lines, words, and 
syllables, and count them, if he lives, over and 
over again. But ••• he will never reach the poem 
by that road, any more than he will get parallels 
to meet by producing them. So with the Absolute. 
The Absolute~ •• is not, ~ infinite and self
complete, numerable at all.'' The Principle of 
Individuality and Value, pp.394-395. 
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Let us now pass to Bradley. Bradley, we find, 

I 
I I 

comes to the Absolute via what he calls the ''Relational I 1 

form' '• The Absolute, to Bradley, is a non-relational 
i i 

whole and we are led up to it by an irresistable theoretib~i 
' I I i 

I i 
necessity. 1 (The Absolute is set up as a goal which thought 

' I ' I 

pursues, even though it is true thch the manner in whi'ch I I 
1 

thought operates is itself essentially relational~ What 
I 

; .. 
is real must be self-consiste~t and intelligible, else 

it is false. • 'Ultimate reality is such that it does not 

contradict itself.••2 Relational experience, on the other 

hand, being self-contradictory ~nd ! self-transcedent, is 

not ultimately real and so falls short of that perfect 
I 

individuality: which is 1the ·Absolute. Now what is wrong 

with the relational form? Thought must distinguish, and so 

to that end ~oves,by the machinery of terms and relations. 

Every judgement, says Bradley, involves a 'that' and a 

'what'; in every judgement, that is, there is a subject 
\ 

(a 'that') and a predicate (a 'what'). Both are inseparable, 

because they are incon·celvable one without the other3; ....____.,. 

yet in judgement they are never identical, and their dis-

tinction remains essential. There is a loosening, in 

judgement, of content from existence; the 'what' is always 

in a measure alienated from its 'that' in the sense that 

it always works beyond it, and this transc~ence of the 

'what' is essential to judgement. The two are ·always held 

apart, and the judgement articulates their relation. Thus 

1 o Bradley observes : ·• 'T.he Absolute, though in detail 
unintelligible, is not so in general, and its general 
character comes as a consequence from a necessary 
principle.'' Appear~e and Reality, p.497. 

2. Ibid., Pol20. 

3. 1£1Q., Chapter xv. Cf. Essays on Truth and 
Reality (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1914), 
Chapter III. 
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judgement is essentially relational. ''Thought, in its 

actual processes and results, cannot transcend the dualism 

of the 'that' aAd the 'what•.•• 1 Thought everywhere is 
I 

faced up with an inherent contradiction involved in the 

distinction between terms and relations. The relational 

level of experience cannot give thought the satisfaction 

it strives for. Terms and relations alike cry for a unity 

which ever eludes them, and so they remain incorrigibly 

infected with contradictions and inconsistencies. A 

relational way 9f thought then must give us only appearance, 

and not truth or reality. 

Now Bradley affirms, as we have indicated above, 

that what is real must satisfy thought. So thought seeks 

consistency, and that which would satisfy it is a harmonious 

whole - a consistent, and therefore, all-inclusive system. 

This harmonious whole is in other words perfected indivi

duality. Now the question is, how can thought whose manner 

iS itself relational throughout, strive for something like 

a non-relational whole or a perfected individuality? Does 

not this nisus constitute for thought its own suicide? 

Bradley's reply would be that thought in pursuing its 
2 goal transcends its 'native defect of relativity.' Thought 

as judgement is able to hold differences as one, by holding 

them apart. And to hold differences as one means at once 

to be individual (in some measure). 3 The real is individual 

in the sense ''that its positive character embraces all 

1. F.H. EFadley, Appearance and Reality, p.l48. 

2. Sushi! Kumar Saxena, Studies in the Metaphysics 
of Bradley (London : George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 
1967), p.206. Cf. Bradley, Appearance and 
Reality, p.160. 

3. Saxena, op.cit., p.206. 
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differences in an inclusive harmony.•• 1 This (grammatical) 

subject of every judgement, Bradley says, i~ an aspect of 

Reality; so that when we say '§ is .£', what we mean i~ : 

'Reality is such that S is l'• So' Reality ts the ' subject 

in every judgemento It is this reality, the comprehensive 

whole, which acts as the impulse within the judgement 

towards its own completion. 

Bradley's ~onception of the Absolute then presupposes 

the transcending ~ f what is merely relational and contra-, 

dictory. Inci en~ ally, Bosanquet's words : ''This theh [s 

the fundamental n~ture of the inference to the Absolute; 
) . 

the passage ff m he contradictory and unstable in all 

experience alike to the stable and the satisfactory ••• •• 2 

seem also to sum up both Hegel's and Bradley's conception 

of the impulse towards the Absolute. Our dissatisfaction 

with the self-contradictory character of the relational 
' form leads us to the vision of a supra-relational whole 

which excludes nothing and includes all in a harmonious, 

all-inclusive system. ~o appearance is however lost in 

the Absolute; ''each one contributes and is essential to 

the unity of the whole.•• 3 The Absolute here is ''its 
4 appearances'' as the Hegelian Absolute 1! its categories. 

But the Absolute is not present equally in all appearances; 

appearances do not lie side by side, so to say, in the 

Absolute. There are degrees of reality holding true of 

appearances. Appearances are included within the whole 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Bradley, Appearance and Reality, p.l23. 

The Principle of Individuality and Value, p.268. 

Appearance and Reality, Po404. 
9 f.CJl~ mi-n..e • 

Ibid., p.431.~ Bradley further adds : ''The Absolute 
is immanent alike through every region of appearnac~'' 
.!Jlli!. 
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When we come over to McTaggart's conception of 

the Absolute and its relation with the selves, the first 

very important departure that strikes us is McTaggart's 

self-avowed pluralism. (And this should explain our use 

of the plural in 'selves' in the title of this chapter~ 

McTaggart's pluralism is as ultimate as for example the 

pluralism of Leibniz. 1 But even if the analogy be suspect, 

the ultimacy of McTaggart's pluralism remains beyond 

question9 To quote McTaggart himself at some length 

''It is sometimes asked whether the true account 

of the universe is a pluralism or monism. The 
answer must be that it is both, since the universe 

is unquestionably a unity, and unquestlonably 
has parts. But if it is asked which aspect is 

I 
the more fundamental, the answer must be that 
pluralism is the more fundamental, because, as 

we have just seen, the primary parts which are a 

plurality• have this position of unique signi
ficance.••2 

These primary parts of the universe, as already shown, 

are selves and this status of being spiritual substances 

confers on them a singularity shared by none. Selves are 

natural and fundamental units of the universe, if deter

mining correspondence be accepted. In McTaggart, as has 

already been shown - but which admits of greater emphasis -

the selves are absolutely actual entities as compared to 

the ''categories'' of Hegel and the ''appearances'' of 

1. This proposition has however been questioned. 
Oakeley for example has argue that Leibniz's 
theory of the Monads as the infinite points of 
view of God underlies his epistemology and the 
conception of the Monads as ' .'fulgrations'' of 
the Divine Monad, his metaphysic; which means 
that Leibniz's metaphysics does not propound 
ontological pluralism as is the general belief. 
Cf. Hilda D. Oakeley, ''Time and the Self in 
McTaggart's Systerni'p.l75. 

2. NE, Sec. 256, p.271. 
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Bradley which enjoy lesser degree of r1eali ty in relation 

to the Absolute. The whole talk of 'degrees of rea1ity' 

is an anathema to McTaggart. 1 Now this fact of selves 
I 

being actual substances is one great source of McTaggart's 

pluralism, and also determines, to an extent, his c9ncep

tion of the Absolute and his view of the relation between 

the two. It hardly needs mention that since selves are 

the only primary parts of the universe,it is only the 

selves' relation to the Absolute which McTaggart primarily 

examines. Now when talking about McTaggart's pluralism 

it needs to be borne in mind that this pluralism is not 

without an order and harmony; it is no mere atomism. 

Unlike Leibniz's 'windowless' monads, the selves are 

connected with each other in a most intimate and profound 

way2 possible and go on to form an ordered infinite hier

archy. The inter-connections are affected through percep-

tion and love, and are not merely logical as is the case 

with the parts of the universe in Spinoza. Organically 

interrelated, they all of them form a whole which is not 

a mere sum, or an aggregate, but a systematic unity of 

its parts. so\McT aggart' s pluralism is not a mere monad ism 

1. See Chapter II. 

2o Lotze, on the other hand, arrives, from roughly 
a similar consideration, at monism rather than 
pluralismo The multiplicity cannot be real in 
itself, and if ·~eciprocal' action is to be 
possible between different elements, then they 
must be ''regarded as parts of a single and 
Real Being.'' The pluralism with which the 
view began has to give place to a monism; and 
the 'transeunt' operation, being always unin
telligible as such, is to be understood as 
an~mmanent operation. See Hermann Lotze, Metaphysic, 
ed. Bernard Bosanquet (2 Vols.; Oxford : Calrendon 
Press, 2nd ed. 1887), I, Sees. 69 ff. 
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with no actual unity - as in contrast to supposed 

unity as in Lef~niz - to support them. In fact - and 

this is generally ignored by those who bring the charge 

of monadism against McTaggart1 - it is often forgotten 

that the universb as 1conceived by McTaggart is seen to 

be so rigidly connected in its parts that it incurs the 

title of a 'bloc~' urlive~se. McTaggart replies that it 

is o f c our s e too 1 bad , b u t 't h is , he s a y s , is ' ' an e v i 1 

which is inevitaple and universal. •• 2 

At this pbint a certain clarification is necessary. 

In Idealistic thought the words ''Absolute'' and ''Universe'' 
3 have generally been used interchangeably and as synonyms. 

So our title could as well have been ''Selves and the 

Universe''; a~d 1e shall of course be talking about the 

universe too when we talk about the Absolute. But there 

were certain considerations that dictatated our selection 

of the terminology we have chosen. Our principal reason 

e.g. was : while we can meaningfully ask whether the 

Absolute is God, we cannot perhaps as meaningfully ask 

whether the universe is God. (Though we can of course 

ask whether the universe has a God~ That is, while 

certain questions can be meaningfully asked concerning 

the Absolute, those questions cannot be as meaningfully 

asked concerning the universe. 

This said, we now proceed to discuss McTaggart's 

account of the relation between the selves and the Absolute, 

which is to be found in the second chapter of SHC. We 

shall however also make use of McTaggart's conception of 

1. Cf. e.g. Hiralal Haldar, op.cit., Po32. 

2. ~, Seco \~43. 

3. See e.g. McTaggart's NE, Chapter XLIII, and 
F.H. Bradley's Essays on Truth and Reality, 
Chapter XV. 
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Unities including Organic Unity, Primary wholes, differ-

entiation, manifestation etc., which are discussed in 

chapters XXVIII and XXXI of Jig. In respect of certain 1 I I 

points of importance~ the NE account diverges from the 

§tiC treatment, and we have not attempted to bridge the 

cleavage by any forced interpretation; we ha ve however 

felt that on certain occasions reconciliation is clearly 

possible. 

I I I 

Now McTaggart's strategy in §tlg is first to approach 

the Absolute via what he considers to be an Hegelian view 

of it. Deciding that the Absolute as unity must be differ

entiated into ~pirits, he examines the question whether 

the selves are some of these differentiations; and this 

latter then leads him to the view that the selves c ould 

not be what they are unless they were among the fundamental 

differentions of the Absolute . Now it must have become 

clear by now that the only reality admitted by McTaggart 
I 

is spirit, and this must necessarily be differentiated; 

and further that it could not have been differentiated 

except into selves or persons. The Absolute then enters 

the picture as the unity of universe, and if the only 

primary denizens of the spiritual universe are individual 

selves, the selves turn out to be the parts of the Absolute. 

What is the nature of the relation between the selves and 

the Absolute? What kind of determination holds between 

the two? Are selves essential to the Absolute?; that is, 

does the Absolute mainfest Itself through and only through 

the selves? Answering this question depends upon determining 

the nature of the Absolute and the nature of the selves in 

relation to Absolute. The Absolute is nothing if not a 

spiritual unity, and it is again nothing if not infinite. 

Both these characteristics are as if part of the definition 

of the Absolute. 
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Without at all going into what Hegel's Absolute 

Idea may furthe~ mean, we may notice that what it tells 

us about the nature of the Absolute is that the Absolute 

is the infinite whole- infinite not in the sense of being 

endlessly extensive nor beyond the finite, but as self-

subsistently whole and all-inclusive, ''sublating the 

finite in its transcendent unity and consolidating its 

truth and value. •• 1 And the finite cannot comprehend 

the Inifnite and the Absolute unless the latter be immanent 

in us. If then ~he Absolute is a unity and therefore 

necessarily diff~rentiated into spirits, the question arises 

whether the selve~s are some of these differentiations. The 
I 

question whether our selves are some of the differentiations 
I 

of reality will depend upon whether our selves have certain 

characteristics. For the determination of this, McTaggart 

app.eaJs to certain Hegelian categories. We start, for the 

sake of convenience, with the category of !ife. And we 

come across here the conception of a living organism, the 

parts of which, though mutually differentiated, are 

functionally interlinked and connected - they are all 

ingredients in a single individual, the living organism. 

In any organism, each part is explainable by reference 

to the organism as a whole, while that organism can be 
\ 

1. Errol. E. Harris, An Interpretation of the ·Loaic 
of He~ (Lo.nna.nt : University Press of America, 
1983), Po287. One cannot but briefly refer here 
to Bradley's view of the Infinite. The infinite 
according to Bradley does negative the finite 
but in such a way that the finite disappears by 
being taken up ip a higher unity in which being 
included as an element, ' 1 It ceases to have its 
original character, and is both suppressed and 
preserved. The Infinite is thus 'the unity of 
the finite and the infinite~'' Ethical Studies, 
p.77. The infinite according to Bradley is 
self-related. ''The simp lest symbol of it is 
the circle, the line which returns into itself, 
not the straight line produced indefinitelyo'' 
Ibid., p.78. 
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said to be a unity which is the unity of just those 

part~. 1 McTaggart's view that Hegel regards the universe, 
I 

as seen under this category, as consisting of a plurality 

of Organisms, each of which is turn has a plurality of 

parts, need not concern us here - though it has been 

challenged by ~orne like Harris. 2 However it be, ''reali~y'', 

according to McTaggart's interpretation of the category, 

''is a unity differenti~ted into a plurality (or a plurality 

combined into a unity) ip such a way that the whole meaning 

and significance of the unity lies in its being differentiated 

into that particular plu~ality, and that the whole meaning 

and significance of ~he parts of the plurality lies in their 

being combined into that particular unity.' •3 If so, both 

the unity and the plurality are essential to each other. 

But it is also true that the kind of unity that is demanded 

by the category of !ife will endanger the plurality, unless 

the latter possesses a certain nature; and it is here that 

we move into the category of Cognition. If the unity has 

no reality apart from the parts it unites, then it can 

exist only by being in those parts. But in what sense can 

it be in the individuals it unites? It obviously cannot ..... 
exist in each of the individuals taken separately, because 

if it did, it would not be ~ble to link one with the other, 

and hence would not be a unity. 

1. Cf. CHL, Sec. 264. Compare Kant's account of an 
organised thing: ''The first requisite of a thing, 
considered as a physical end, is that tls parts, 
both as to their existence and form are only possible 
by their relation to the whole ••• This second 
requisite is involved, namely, that the parts of the 
thing combine of themselves into the unity of a 
whole by being reciprocally cause and affect of 
their form.'' Critique of Judgement, trans. 
J.C. Meredith (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1978; 
1st edo 1928), Pt.II, Sec. 65, pp.20-21. 

2. gp.cit., pp.306-307, foonote 4. 

3. §tig, Sec. 10. 
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The ordinary solution of the problem might be 

that the unity exists in individuals when they are taken 

together . But there are obvious difficulties in this . 

Firstly, it will do injury to the character of individuals 

as differentiations. Besides, the unity existing on l y in 

the aggregate of parts forfeits its right to be call ed 

'differentiated unity' and so its status as unity. Again, 

taking together of things implies their distinguishing, 

because only things distinct and distinguished from each 

other would form an aggregate. But the unity as pres en tl y 

conceived could not- since it existed only in things as 

taken together and since it had nothing t o do with the 

characteristics which make them many - be the means of 

distinguishing things from each other. Consequently, they 

would not be distinguished at all, and will not exist as 

an aggregate. 

\ 

The inadequacy of the above alternatives in ensur ing 

that the unity remains in each individual (in the system) -

which alone can impart reality to the individuals - forces 

us to look elsewhere, viz.', to the higher idea which is 

the category of Cognition. Here we meet with the conception 
l 

of a unity which is not only in the individuals but also 

for the individuals. 1 The only example of this category 

which we encounter in the experience is ''a system of 

conscious individuals•• 2 • It is with this conception as a 

standpoint that we find that the demand that the whol e b e 

in each of the parts and yet be the whole of which th ey ar e 

part s 3 is completely fulfilled. Every individual meet s 

1. 2Hf, Sec. 14. 

2 . Ibid. 

3 . Ibid. 
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this demand by reproducing, as a conscious being, the 

entire content of the whole, and thereby also justifies 

his nature as part of the whole. If, supposing, reality 
I 

were to be confined to three individuals who were consciOtle . 

then the whole will be reproduced in each of them. h· e. ~ 

as conscious, will be aware of himself, of §, and of~, and 

of the unity~ which binds them in a system. (And the same 

will apply to~ and C. And this is how, further, that 

their mutual distinction would also be retained intact 
Y'l\l 

and und\nished~ And thus the unity exists in each indivi-

dual. But the unity is not in the individuals as isolated. 

When it was said that the unity existed for ~, the meaning 

was that it exists both out of him and in him. (The word 

''for'' is important in another sense too. Besides indi-

eating the manner in which the Absolute as unity is related 

to the selves, the word ''for'' also serves for McTaggart 

the twin purpose of differentiating the unity from the 

individual selves and highlighting their essential finitude~ 

According to McTaggart, whatever is a content of 

consciousness is supposed to represent something else than 

itself. 1 Thus the unity is at once the whole of which the 

individuals are parts, and also completely present in each 

individual. Of course, the unity cannot exist in the 

individuals in the same manner as the individua~exist in 

the unity. But that is not to be expected. What matters 

is that, as we have seen, both are true though in diverse 

manners. The unity now becomes the whole nature of each 
\ 

individual. I~ so far as we look upon an individual as 

merely cognitive, and in so far as his cognition is perfect, 

1. ~·, Sec. 15. 
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''his whole aature would consist in the conscious 

reproduction of the system of which he is a part.''l 

McTaggart notes that the category of Cognition, in contrast 

with those like Mechanism and Life, has only one example 

known to us, namely the actual state of cognition. There 

might thus be the danger of lim~ting the category only to 

the state of cognition - perhaps other examples exist _, 

but McTaggart thinks2 that it would still be inconceivable 

that there could be any unity (or the Absolute) for each of 

the individuals who constitute it without the individuals 

being conscious in the first instance. The conclusion then 

is that the Absolute must necessarily be differentiated into 

conscious selves or persons ''because no other differen-

tiations have vitality tp stand against a perfect unity, 

and because a unity which was undifferentiated would not 

existo' 13 

The statement ''because no other differentiations 

have vitality to stand against a perfect unity'' is 

important for it gives us, as already remarke d, an idea 

of the central concern of McTaggart's thought on the subject. 

McTaggart desires his selves to possess s u ch ''vitality'' 

and strength so as to retain their particularity and 

singularity and resist being swallowed up as anonymous 

parts of the whole by the whole. Their worth then would 

not be exhausted in their being mere I 'adjectiVeS'' Of 

Reality. In Idealist thought there has been a certain 

proclivity to overemphasize the 'absolutist' aspect at the 

cost of actual individuals that go to make up the Absolute. 

lillo 
2. Ibid., Sec. l6 o --
3. 
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McTaggart's whole endeavour has been to correct this 

~b~~ation by preserving 'intact' the indefeasible 

multiplicity and plurality of the world. And if in doing 

so, he at times seems to have underplayed the Absolute, 

that is only to be expected. His leit-motif seems to have 

been that if the Absolute is to remain a meaningful unity 

and not to suffer the fate, like many other grand notions, 

of a 'bloodless' abstraction, it can be so only if the 

concreteness of differentiations is fully taken care of and 

is not discarded either through sleight or in innocence. 

Now there could be two main alternatives to the 

above hypothesis. Firstly, it might be urged, that while 

there is unity there is no differentiation. This according 

to McTaggart is generally the form which, for example, 

Oriental pantheism takes. There might be disagreement 

here with regard to the nature of Oriental pantheism, but 

that need not be pressed; we can take it to mean any kind 

of pantheism, e.g,, that of Spinoza with some qualifications. 

McTaggart has no fascination for any pantheistic doctrine 

which regards the Absolute as undifferentiated unity, 

' because this ac'tording to him would neither account for 

experience nor have any meaning i~ itself. Secondly, 

it might be contended - while accepting the differentiations -

that there was some element in each individual which was 

basically isolated from the rest of experience and connected 

' with it by some external relation. This too cannot be 

acceptable because it tends to preserve a part of the indivi-

duality which remains exempted from unity, and which therefore 

tends to exist over and above the unity. Again, any system 

bound by a mere external relation willy-nilly leads to atawnsm. 



Besides it takes us back to the categories of Essence 

which the dialectic has proved to be inadequate and hence 

untenable. 

The view taken by Hermann Lotze seems to support 

McTaggart's position. He too believes that the differen-

tiations of the Absolute . are inconceivable except as 

conscious beings. 1 He adds that if any meaning can be 

attached to anything apart from the existence of God, it 

can only be to a conscious being. 2 Here then is the idea 

that consciousness is the only differentiation th a t has 

the capacity to stand against the force of the unity of the 

Absolute. 

We have seen that each individual, according to 

McTaggart, reproduces the nature of the Whole, the Abs olute, 

of which it is a part. Now this is so, we conjecture, 

because the Absolute is already immanent in each individual, 

else no meaningful relation can be conceivable between the 

infinite Absolute and the finite individual. 3 The repro

duction of the nature of the Whole by the nature of the 

individuals should not be construed as meaning that the 

nature of the whole is determined by that of the individuals, 

or vice versa. Were it so, either of them would be logically 

prior to the other. We have on the other hand found - as 

taught by the category of Life - that both of them imply 

each other equally. There is a certain definite harmony 

which each individual part has with the whole in reproducing 

1. Met aphysic, I, Sec. 96. 

2. IQ!g., Sec. 98. 

3. We will note that while Hegel call the individual 
self finite-infinite, McTaggart calls it only finite. 
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the whole. This is a harmony produced not by the action 

of the one on the other, but by the inherent nature 

of both. 1 

We next move to the category of the Absolute Idea. 

McTaggart expl~ins it thus : 

''Reality is a differentiated unity, in which 
' 

the unity has no meaning but the differentiations, 
and the differentiations have no meaning butthe 
unity. The differentiations are individuals for 

each of whom the unity exists, and whose whole 

nature consists in the fact that the unity is 

for them, as the whole nature of the unity 
consists in the fact that it is for the indivi
duals. And finally, in this harmony between the 
unity and the individual neither side is sub
ordinated to the other, but the harmony is an 
immediate and ultimate fact.• •2 

\. . 
According to McTaggart the transition to the 

Absolute Idea affects none of the conclusions previously 

reached and that in fact it only further strengthens 

the view taken that there are no other examples of the 

relation between the individuals and the unity than 

consciousness. 3 

McTaggart then proceeds to determine whether our 

selves are some of the fundamental differentiations of the 

Absolute. We have already seen that these differentiations 

1. SHC, Sec. 20. Also £!::!1, Sec. 283. 1 'The harmony 
between the Universal and the Individual is 
perfect, necessary and not due to any outside cause, 
but to the intrinsic nature of the related terms. 
The absence of the harmony is inconceivable ••• For 
if the category is correct, the Universe depends 
on the harmony quite as much as the individual ••• 
And therefore it is no truer to say that the Universe 
determines the individuals than it is to say that 
the Individuals determine the universe. 11 

2o SHC, Sec. 21. 

Ibid. 
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must possess a certain la~ure, I 
VlZ., consciousness. That 

there may be beings other than our selves which could 

possess this nature, McTaggart finds neither possible nor 

conceivable. It is possible however that there might be 

selves much like our own which were f~ndamental, while 
' 

ours were not, or that1 there might exist other ways in 

which the whole might 1be for the parts than by the parts 

being conscious. But neither of these appears to have any 

degree of probabil~ty 1 The firft will reduce our own 

selves to an infer~or/ rank - for which no grounds seem to 

be forthcoming - a d he second looks absurd because nothing 

greater and more J ow ful than consciousness seems imaginable 
~ 

for which the uni y would be real and which would have the 
II 

power to withstand such unity. 

It has been shown that our selves possess certain 

characteristics which they would possess if they belonged 

to some of the differentiations of the Absolute. McTaggart 

next proposes to show - and we shall deal with it very 

briefly - that our selves have characteristics which they 

could not have unless they were among the fundamental 

differentiations of reality. 

One of the first things that strikes one about 

the self iS that it is finite, that one's self is not 

the only reality in the world, nor is it the whole of 

reality, that there is always some not-self to a self. 1 

1. MeT aggart \·explains his meaning of the term ' 'finite' ' 
thus : ''I shall employ the word finite, when used 
without qualification, to denote anything which has 
any reality outside it, whether its determination 
is merely external, or due to its own nature.'' 
Ibid., p.4, footnote 1. Finiteness, it needs to be 
remembered, is no mark of imperfection; the two 
are separate characteristics and should not be 
confounded. In fact McTaggat chooses to call the 
differentiations as ''perfect'' finite selves 
(Ibid., Sec. 86, p.~3). Drawing the distinction 
betWeen the finite and the finite, Bradley who does 

••• contd ••• 
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And yet when it comes to drawing the line between the 

two, one feels one is not being successful. If one is 

to distinguish oneself from s orne other reality, one has 

to be conscious of it. But how can one be conscious of 

it without its being in oneselfl If the objects of cons

ciousness were outside me, I not only would not be consious 

of them - for they would not affect my mental state -

but also I wcul~ not exist. ''For the pure I, though 

doubtless an essential moment of the self, is only a moment 
' I 1 and cannot stahd alone.'' No self can be conceiveu d~ 

existing in isqlation from the rest of the world and forming 

an island of its own. Each self needs a not-self for its 

own personality to be pr·eserved and for its status as a 

differentiation to remain unimpaired. Withdraw all content 

from the self, and it·wduld be a non-entity. The usual 

solution that the self contains images of the external 

not-.self is also untenable. If we only knew images and 

not the external reality of which they were images, we will 

never know even the images. It is possible that we came 

to know the external world by means o.f inferences based on 

images, but that we know something more is proved by the 

fact that we knew images to be such. And this ''something 

more'' must be outside us to render our knowledge true, 

and inside us to make our knowledge possible. 2 

Footnote 1 from pre-page contd ••••• 

not suppose mind to be finite, remarks : ''The finite 
is relative to something else; the inf"inite is self
related.'' (Ethical Studies, p.78). With profound 
insight Bradley remarks that consciousness of finitude 
is itself to transcend that finitude. ''The mind is 
nQi finite, just because it knows it ii finite. 
'The knowledge of the limit suppresses the limit.• 
It is a flagrant self-contradiction that the finite 
should know its own finitude.'' (1£12., p.75). And 
further as if echoing McTaggart's view, Bradley 
remarks : ''Finite means limited from the outside and 
by the outside. The finite is to know itself as 
this, or not as finite. '' (Ibid., p. 75). 

1. ~. Sec. 24. 
2o lhi£., Sec. 25. 
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Again, we can never say of any reality that it 

is purely outside us, or purely inside us. By the very 

fact of saying ''I know~·' we draw a distinction between 

the 'I' who knows it and the~ that is known. The only 

reality, according to McTaggart, of which it could be 

said that it was not separated from the self by the self's 

consciousness of it will be the pure 'l'o 1 And this, if 

taken by itself, is an abstraction, though without it the 

self would not exist. 

So the ~ature of the finite self is quite paradoxicalo 

What could it be said to include? Everything of which it 

is conscious. What can we say it excludes. Again everything 
I 

of which it is !Conscious. What is not inside it? Nothing. 

And, what is not outside it? As abstraction. 2 Any attempt 

to remove the paradox is likely to do away with the selfo 

Any attempt to preserve its distinctness by excluding all 

other things would imply elimination of all content of 

which the self is conscious and so rob the self of its 

individuality. The attempt, on the other hand, to preserve 

its content by emphasizing inclusion at the cost of exclusion 

would result in ~he vanishing of all content, for nothing 

would remain of which the self could be regarded as being 

conscious, and with that, further, consciousness too would go~ 

The paradoxical nature of the self leaves us only 

two alternatives : (i) that we dismiss t .he idea of the 

self as completely erroneo~s, like that of the four-sided 

triangle which is dismissed because contradictory, and 

hence unreal, and (ii) that we justify it - as a differen

tiation- by showing ''that the necessary course of thought 

1. 

2. 
3. 

..!.!21.9. , Sec. 26. 

l!U.Q., Seco 27. 
Ibid. -
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leads us to it' •1 , that its characteris!tics l are the ~a rks, 

not of the falsity of the idea, but of the inadeqJacy 

of the laws (of abstract understanding). The first 
\ 

attempt was made, for example, by Hume and he failed~ 2 

The second is of course that of McTaggart wh o at tempt s to 
' 

s how that conception of the selves as some of the differen-

tiations of reality gives us the neces sary explanat~on . 

i ' 
I r 

I I I 

i ' ,: 

Ea ch of those differentiations, as we have seen, wa~ suppos e6 ! 
i ; I . , 

to conta i n the w~ole, though not , nece~s arily in the same 

way in which the/ whole itself conta i n$ it. 1 'Thus ~'" •.a•P 

ask what is conJai ne d in each individual differentiation, 

the answer is E~erything. But if we as k wh at is contained 

in each differentiation in such a way as not to be also 

outside it, the answer is Nothing.•• 3 This quote emaphasizes 

the fini·t e character of the individual different iations , 

and the paradox of the self would take precisely this form, 

if we supposed that the knowledge and volitions of the 

self were perfect, ''so that it knew and acquiesced in the 

whole of reality.•• 4 This is how McTaggart comes to regard 

the paradox of the self as justified and find s no explanation 

for it except its ''ab~olute reality.'' The expression 

''absolute reality'' is important because, says McTaggart, 

an attempt may be made to justify the self' s paradox which 

resulted in questioning its absolute reality , though not 

declaring it an error either. Such an attempt will ·have 

to show that a certain line of argument leads up to s uch 

an idea of the self and beyond it, and that thi s i dea 

1. Ibid., Sec. 28, p. 25 . 

2 . Hume• s view has already been discus s ed in 
Chapt er I of the present work. 

3 . ~, Seco 30 . 

4 . 
\ 
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(of the self) is relatively true as transcending some 

unreconciled contradictions, but relativity false because 

of developing some fresh contradictions to be transcended 

in a higher idea. Is such a deduction possible? McTagqart 

does not rule out the possibility1 but says it has yet to 

be suggested. The conclusion then is that the self 

posesses certain characteristics which are explainable 

only if the self is considered as one of the fundamental 

differentiations of the Absolute, and of which no othPr 

theory has attempted to offe~ an explanation. 

I l 
The Absolute as t Self-~flecting Unity 

Let us now try to understand what we have said so 

far with regard to the Absolute and its differentiations 

in the light of~ new conception, viz., ''Self-reflecting 

unity.'' McTaggart comes to thiS while discussing various 

alternatives about the structure of the universe in the 

last chapter of the first volume of H£.1 I suspect, with 

c.o. Broad2 , that McTaggart read Hegel to have conceived 

the universe as a self-retlecting unity. But even if this 

raises tricky questions of interpretation, this much seems 

certain that the notion of self-reflecting unity throws 

important and further light on the Selves-Absolute relation 

as conceived by McTaggart on the basis of his reading of Hegelo 

We shall better understand this notion if we study 

it along with another well-known conception, . viz. that of 

Organic Unity. 3 According to McTaggart any whole whatever 

is an organic unity. In an organic unity the whole is 

1. Sees. 284-286. 

2. Examination, I, p.427. 

3. The concept of Organic Unity has been discussed 
by McTaggart in Chapter XX of ~· 
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I 

manifested by all the members of any set of its parts 

taken together1 ; but it is not manifested in any member 

taken separately. In a self-reflecting unity on the 

other hand, the structure of the whole is reflected 

separately in each member of the set of parts. Since 

every whole or substance is an organic unity, the Absolute 

or the universe will both be an organic unity and a self

reflecting unity if it be self-reflecting. Now it is 

often said, McTaggart says, particularly about an organic 

unity, that (i) the whole is in every part, and that 

(ii) each part expresses the nature of the whole. These 
2 

statements McTaggart calls ''unfortunate ' ' and ''not 

literally true•• 3 ; even so,however,McTaggart doe s not think 

them ''unnatural.'' This is explained by the fact that 

each part of an organic whole plays a unique role in 

assisting to manifest the whole. 4 Now when a Whole is 

organic as well as self-reflecting it is less inapprc priate 

to say that • 'the whole is in every part'', than when if 

it is only organico For, while in an organic unity the 

whole though manifested in its parts is not expressed in 

each of them separately, ''in a self-reflecting unitythe 

whole is reflected separately in each part of the set of 

reflecting parts. •• 5 The phrase still remains incorrect, 

since impossible if taken literally, but it comes very 

close to somet~ing that is not incorrect. Likewise, it 

becomes less inappropriate to say that ''each part expresses 

1. li£, Seco 147; also Sec., 284. 

2o Ibid., - Sec. 146. 

3. 1.!2i2·, S.ec. 147. 
itf:so 

4. 1.12i£! .. "-Sec. 286. 

5 . 1.!2.i£. ' Sec. 286. 
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the nature of the whole.'' The expression remains false 

if it is reads to mean that each part expresses the 

entire nature of the whole. For, in an organic whole, 

the whole is only ''very partially expressed''! in the 

part that manifests it. But it is true if the whole be 

self-reflecting, for then each member of the set of its 

parts ''has within it a system of reflection homol ogous 

to a system of relations which exists within the whole.•' 2 

In other words, each member of a set of its parts will 

reflect more the nature of the whole than the case would be 

if the whole were not self-reflecting. A self-reflect i n J 

whole has a very special connection with its parts. And, 

by virtue of that, the parts in question bear a spe c i al 
\ 

connection with each other ''since each of them has a s yst em 

of internal relations between their own parts, all of which 

correspond with the same system, and so correspond with 
3 each other.'' 

Now the relation qf a whole to its parts in case 

of the whole being an organic unity differs from the relation 

of a whole to its parts when the whole happens to be a 

self-reflecting unity. If so the relation between the 

Absolute and the selves as conceived by McTaggart (and 

discussed in the preeceding pages) tur~s out to be a 

relation which, I suggest, is possible only on condition 

that the Absolute is also, besides other things, a self-

reflecting unity. McTaggart there comes to the c onclusion 

via the category of Cognition that the Absolute is a 

differentiated unity- differentiated, that is, into 

1. 

3. 

1£i2., Sec. 286, p.302. 

Ibid • ........... 
~., Sec. 284, p.299. 



363 

individual selves - and that there exists a harmony of 

each part with the whole, fdr the whole lnature of the 

individual consists in the conscious reproduction of the 

nature of the whole of which he is a part. Now this 
I 

proposition, I think, can be sufficiently . ensured only 

if the Absolute b~ self-reflecting. For here, on McTaggart's 

view, the structure of the whole is reflected separately in 
I 

each member of th~ set of its parts. It does not mean that 

the Absolute is not an otga~ic uni~y; every substance -

and the Absolute is a substance - ~s McTaggart says ~s an 

organic unity. Organic unity alone carries the idea of 

manifestation by the part of the whole. Organic unity 

alone, again, gives us the conception of how the whole 

and the parts are 1, essential to each other in such measure 

that a slight variation in the parts is likely to yield 

a whole which was different in some important characteristics. 

However, in so far as we conceive the whole/part relation 

in a way which demands greater closeness between the two 

than can be afforded by the notion of Organic unity, we 

have to move to a more comprehensive notion, viz. self

reflecting unity. If we are right in our surmise that 

McTaggart presumably believed Hegel to have proved at the 

end of his Logic that the universe is a self-reflecting 

unity, then the interpretation that the Absolute Idea is 

a self-reflecting unity naturally follows. Self-reflecting 

unity is indeed a very important concept to come from 

McTaggart, and seems nea!lY to capture his vision of the 

Absolute/Selves relationship. However, cautious as he is, 

he warns us against conqluding .that, given a self-reflecting 

unity, each part expresses the whole nature of the whole; 
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he affirms though that the part ''gets nearer to it 

than would otherwise have been the case.•• 1 

The foregoing considerations, however~ should not 

mislead us into believing that the picture that emerges 

is favourable more to absolutistic monism than to pluralism 
\-

the basic strain of McTaggart's thought. From McTaggart's 

argument in ~2 it emerges that no Whole could be a self

reflecting unity unless it had a set of primary parts, 

each member of whi'ch had ·all the other members of that 

group and nothing else for its differentiating group. 
I 

That is, in other words, no part of it should be ''determined 

by correspondence to anything outside it. •• 3 
If the 

universe were such a whole, there could be no other such 

whole in the same system of determining correspondence. 

The universe on this hypothesis would have the highest 

degree of internal unity to be desired from determining 

correspondence. But even then it would be the case,in 

McTaggart's view, that the primary parts, the selves, would 

be the natural fundamental units of reality, and the universe 

would not be a whole in which the unity is more fundamental 

than its differentiations, or even as fundamental as 

differentiations. 4 The unique position that is occupied 

by the selves in the fundamental system and thus in existence 

can be gauged from the fact that it is they that give rise 

to the chain of implications which determines every substance 

down the ladder in the fundamental system, and determines 

1. 1£1Q., Sec. 286, p.302. Broad too finds the notion 
of self-reflecting unity ''interesting' '"which 
would be very important if it were exemplified by 
any whole.'' Examination, I, p.428. 

2. Sec. 285. 

3o I.bid. 

4. ~., Sec. 287. 
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every other substance indirectly. 1 Again, a sufficient 

description of the universe does not necessarily imply 

the sufficient descriptions of all the primary parts, 

excepting where the former includes the sufficient descripT 

tions of the primary parts as factors in it. On the other 

hand, the sufficient descriptions of all the members of the 

set of primary parts in the universe imply a s ufficient 

description of the universe. Thus even on the supposition 

that appears favourable to ' 'subs t ant iva.l ' ' 2 monism, ' 'subs

tanti~n..l 1 1 pluralism remains according to tJ1cT aggart the 

truer account of the structure of the universe, and the 

differentiation aspect seems more fundamental than the 

unity aspect. 3 It would then be more appropriate to speak 

of the universe (or the Absolute) as 1 'built out of'' 

primary parts (or selves) rather than ''as differentiated'' 

into them. 

At this stage it becomes imperative to acquaint 

ourselves with McTaggart's notions of what he calls the 

''Unity of Composition'' and the ''Unity of Manifestation'' 

which he discusses in NE, Chapter XXVIII, Sections 252-257. 

It iS common knowledge that every substance, since compound, 

is both a unity of composition, i.e., a whole campo d of 

its parts, and a unity of manifestation or an organic unity. 

McTaggart however concludes4 that some unities are more 

appropriately described as unities of manifestation than 

as unities of composition, and vice versa. Now the interesting 

point is to know whether the principle of determining 

1. l.!2i.E. , Sec. 256. 

2o The term is used by Broad. .Qp. cit., I, P. 428. 

3. Ibi£., Sec.. 287. 

4. 1l2.iQ.' Sec. 253. 
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correspondence throws up any useful hint in this direction. 

We shall confine ourselves here to what Broad calls 

''internal particulars•• 1 which includes primary wholes 

or else primary or secondary parts of such whole s . (The 

internal . particulars all belong to what McTaggart calls 

the ''Fundamental System.•• 2 ) Now when the substance in 

question is a primary part (i.e. a self) or a secondary 

part, the relation between it and its parts is a special 

one and one-sided. If we take a certain sufficient descrip

tion of it, we ~an construct on that ~sis the sufficient 

descriptions of 1 all the members .of all the numerous sets 

of parts of it in the fundamental system. It is no doubt 

true that we ca r obtain a sufficient description of it -

which is also a whole - from sufficient descriptions of 

all the members of any sets of its parts. But, as McTaggart 

points out, the Hchain of implications from part to whole 

is not a series ·which can stand on its own as apart from 

the series from ~tJ£ to p~ •3 Such a series would be 

infinite for there are no parts which, given McTaggart's 

conception of substance, are also not wholes. And such an 

infinite series, as we have already discussed, would be 

vicious unless there were also the chain of implications 

from whole to parts. There is consequently a definite 

ground for laying particular emphasis on the whole, as 

compared with its parts, when considering the relations 

of a primary or secondary part to its parts in a fundamental 
' . 

~ystem. And so it is more appropriate to say that such a 

1. Examination, I, p.416. 

2o For McTaggart's view of ''Fundamental System'' 
see NE, Seco 248. 

3o Ibi9., Sec. 253. ' 



\ 
whole (t.e. the self) 

tiated'' into its parts (i.e. perceptions) th 

that it is ''composed'' or ''built 

such parts. 

Let us now consider ,the case 

which too belong to the fundamental system. 

whole, say f, has a set of parts (the selves} f 1, EQ•·•• 
with a certain determining correspondence r~lation deter. 

mining them. Each of these primary parts 

description from wHicH we could derive sufficient descri

ptions of all its parts to infinity in the fundamental 

system. Let us call lhese description ~l' ~2 •••• ~n 

respectively. Then we could sufficiently describe the 

whole f as a group whose members are the substance which 

has 2Q1 , the substance which has ~· and so on. And 

from this description one could then Obtain sufficient des

criptions of all the parts of E that belong to the fun-

damental system. Thus it might seem that the sufficient 

description of the whole (~) stand to the sufficient 

descriptions of its parts in the same relation as the 

sufficient descriptions of the primary parts stand to 

the sufficient descriptions of their parts; that, in 

other words, the whole infinite chain of sufficient des

criptions of the parts depends upon it. And thus it might 

be urged that there is the same definite ground 

primacy to the whole as compared with its parts in 

a primary whole as it was in the case of a primary or 

\ 
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p~;~~ 
~hat consequently primary wholes also might better be 
~ 
called unities of manifest ation or as ''differentiated 

into'' their parts. 1 

bt 
But, in McTaggart's view, this would~mistaken. 

The precedence that a primary whole seems to en joy over 

its parts is ''derivative.'' It is derived from the pr ece-

dence that primary parts of£ e n joy over their part s , and 

from the fact that E is the group of which primary parts 

are members. Th e precedence of the primary or secondary 

parts over their parts on the o th e r hand is not der i vat ive 

but ultimate. The sufficient description of the whole E 
includes the s ufficient descriptions of the primary parts ; 

the sufficient descriptions of the primary parts on the 

other hand imply those of their parts without includi ng them. 

''Thus the primary wholes do not stand t o their part s in 

the same rel ation as the primary parts do to theirs ' •. 2 

There is therefore an ''objective'' ground for laying 

special emphasis on the primary parts as compared with the 

primary wholes, when considering the relation of primary 

wholes to primary parts. Primary wholes may consequently 

be better called unities of composition than unities of 
I 

manifes tations and therefore as ''built out of'' the ir 

par t s rather than as ''dif ferentiated into'' such parts . 

Let us consider the situation if the determining 

correspond ence relation were '' being a perception ofo '' 

The primary parts would then be percipient selves and 
'--' 

each primary whole, the universe or the Absolute, would be 

1. Ibid., Sec . 255. 

2 . Ibid., Sec. 255, p.270. 
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. 1 
a kind of soc1ety, compounded of many such percipient 

selves, perceiving themselves and each other and their 
' 

own and each other's perceptions, and having no other 

content than such perceptions. McTaggart would then 

claim that the process that best expresses the nature of 

the relation of such a society to its members, is from 

members (percipient selves) to the society. And so the 

Absolute or the universe is better described as a unity 

of composition than as a unity of manifestation. On the 
I 

other hand, in considering the relations of a percipient 

self to its perceptions there is a definite ground for 

passing from the s~lf to the perceptions. The self would 

then be better expressed as a unity of manifestation than 

as a unity of composition and as ''differentiated into'' 

its parts rather than as ''built out of'' those parts. 

And in considering the relations of any perception 

to those perceptions of perceptions which are its parts, 

there is a ground for emphasizing the perception in 

comparison to these perceptions of perceptions. And this 

perception will be expressed in the same way the self 

above has been. Summing up, Broad observes : 

''Now in ordinary life it does seems reasonable 
to regard selves as more fundamental units than 
either the societies to which they belong, on the 
one hand, or the experiences which they have, on 

2 the other.'' 

Now it \~ould appear that the~ view of the unities 

in the light of the assumption that the principle of 

lo Broad tentatively callS ita''mutual admiration 
society'', Examination, I, p.418. 

2. 1Qig. 
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determining correspondence holds within substance, is 

somewhat at variance with the SHC ,conclusioh. On the SHC - -
view, the selves remain some of the fundamental differen-

tiations of the Absolute, and therefore express each of 

them the unity of the Absol~te. The position that emerges' 

from the NE treatment on the other hand is that the selves 

cannot be spokJn df as differentiations of the Absolute 

for the reason that they are primary parts, and that in 

the relation between the Absolute and the primary parts, 

it is the latter which gain precedence and are regarded more 

fundamental. The selves are then the elements out of which 

the Absolute is built- and not manifested,and so appro

ximates to the Unity of composition rather than the Unity 

of manifestation. So a certain divergence between the two 

position may seem clear. But this is a divergence, we 

affirm, not so much of substance as of emphasis. Bothwhere 

McTaggart affirms the Absolute, or the universe, to be a 

unity since all its parts are interrelated in some way or 

other for all of them perceive(and love)each other. The 

pluralistic strain comes into its own in ~. It is very 

much present in ~ too, but there, because of the compulsions 

of framework within which McTaggart has to deal with the 

problems- concerned as he is with reconstruction of Hegel's 

views on some of the problems - it remains somewhat suppressed 

under the Hegelian ''hangover'' so to say. The message 

however is unambiguous and clear. Conceiving of the Absolute, 

' 2 la Bradley, was something McTaggart could never quite 

bring himself round to. It must be emphasized however that 

his rejection of monism never meant for him rejection of 

the idea of the Absolute, in whatever way he might further 

have dressed it up. Perhaps his brand of idealism may be 
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called Absolutistic Pluralism without violence to the 

substance of his thought. Idealism of a certain kind 

undermines the distinction between human minds as rela-

tively invalid, and assumes that in an important sense 

we are all just one and the same mind manifesting itself 

is diverse way$. But this, as Ewing remarks, is unjustified. 

Almost echoing McTaggart's words, he says : 

''The distinction between different minds remains 

one of the sharpest of which we know; no mind, so 
far as we are aware, can literally , share another's 
experience ••• experiencially between them there is 
no continuity,; their experiences do not run toge
ther, overlap, have parts (as opposed to universals) 
in common, they do not and, as far as we can see, 
could not, without the nature of a finite mind 
being ~adically different from what it is in fact.•• 1 

' 
McTaggart's pluralism as in §tlg becomes further evident 

from his characterization of the Absolute as 'society of 
' 

selves', and this we sh~ll shortly discuss. 

Personality of the Absolute 

I 

So far we have discussed the Absolute as related 

to the selves. We may now pass on to a different, though 

related, aspect of the subject. The all-important question 

that now faces us is : Is the Absolute a God?; or, what 

for McTaggart is the same thing : Is the Absolute a Person? 

McTaggart's conclusion, like Bradley•s2 , is of course that 

1. 

2. 

Idealism : A Critical Survey (London : Methuen and 
Co. Ltd., 3rd ed. 1961; 1st ed. 1934), pp.406-407. 

F.H. Bradley, Appearsnce and Reality._f Chapters XXV 
~nd XXVI; Essa~s on Truth and Reality Chapter XV 
~·on God and he Absolute'. ).Hegel's position on 
the question is uncertain. Both the views - that 
the Absolute is God, and that the Absolute is not 
God- have been attributed to him. And Hegel's 
own utterances in the matter have not been less 
responsible for the confusion. McTaggart of course 

••• contd •••• 
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the Absolute is not God; his reasons for this conclusion 

are however different in certain respects from the consi-

derations that weighed with Bradley. The above two auestions 

are in fact one and the same question. The meaning of God, 

according to McTaggart, includes its being a person. 1 

McTaggart denies that the Absolute is God, for he 

denies that the Absolute is a person or self. And this 

at once takes us to the question as to which are the respects 

in which, apart from their being unity and differentiations 

respectively, the Absolute and the self might differ. Just 

as in ~. the distinction between the Unity of Composition 

and the Unity of Manifestation was drawn by viewing both 

the primary whole and primary parts as unities though of a 

separate kind, so here too McTaggart conceives both the 

Absolute and the self as unities though of a different 

order. For McTaggart realizes that unless this distinction 

between the separate nature of the two unities is clearly 

understood, cot~ensense may all too easily fall prey to 

conceiving the Absolute in terms of selfhood. That the 

distinction in §tl~ bears some meaningful resemblance to 

the ~ distinction will become clear as we go on. The 

whole discussion is still carried within the framework of 

what McTaggart thinks to1 be the true Hegelian position. 

Footnote 2 contd ••• 

concludes that Hegel never regarded the Absolute 
as personal and this conclusion of McTaggart's is 
confessally not based on Hegel's own opinions on 
the personality of the Absolute, but something 
''which ought logically to be deduced from his 
conception of the Absolute as determined in the 
Logic.'' §tig, Seco 63. 

1. For McTaggart's reasons for regarding ''personality'' 
as part of the meaning of the term ''God'', see SHC, 
Sec. 61 and ~. Sees. 488-489. The other attributes 
that McTaggart regards as essential to God are 
supremacy and goodness. l£12., Sec. 488. 
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to be the individuals1 and vice-versa, and although it 
l 

''is identic•l with the individuais as they reaily ar~•·f , 
the unity is nevertheless different from each of the 

individuals; and if the content of the unity is wholly 

present or reproduced in each of them, there is some 

definite meaning in maintaining that the unity exists 

for each of the individuals. But this cannot be allowed 

in the case of the individuals included in the unity, for 

that would amount to converting the Absolute, which is an 
' 

''organic syst'em of individuals' •3 into an individual t0'"' 

and that would not be legitimate on McTaggart's ~lew. 

Emphasis on the ~qual reality of both the 1unity 1 

and the individuals is what often leads to the mfstaken 

notion about the similarity of their (equally real) 
J 

respective 're]1ations. But there is no overpowering reason 

why it should be so. The way the unity is related to the 

individuals who compose it is not the same as the indivi-

duals are related to each other and to the unity. It is 

true that the individual too is a unity in a very real 

and special sense but this unity need not be confounded 

with the 'unity of the system' which is the Absoluteo 

The individual gets all its differentiations from without 

(and this is implied in its definition as a finite being) 

while the differentiations which the unity of the system 

unifies are all within it; hence the different ways in 

which the two unities get related to their respective 

differentiations. Lest any further doubt persist on this 

lQ 1£ig., Sec. 65, Po61. 

2. lh.!.s!· 

3. £tl1, p.307. 
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score, McTaggart remarks: 

''If the sy~tem unified its internal diffe
rentiations in the same way that the indivi
dual unifies its external differentiations -
by having them for itself - it seems diffi
cult to deny th~it would be an individual 
tooo And if it was an individual, it would 
stand side by side with the other individuals, 
and could not be their unity - which is just 1 what we set out by declaring that it was.'' 

1-e 
McTaqgart does not stop at this and goes on~enlarge 

upon the theme of the unities - the Absolute and the 

individualo 

The two unities talked of above - the unity of 

the system and the unity of the individual - have been 

briefly seen to have different relations to their res

pective multiplici1ties. In the case of the former, all 

the multiplicity is simply within it, while in the case 

of the individual, the multiplicity although not comple

tely inside it is not wholly outside it either. All 

aspects of our life - emotive, cognitive, conative -

simultaneously 'refer to the objects of these modes of con

sciousness and ~o the self~ The objects are outside, 

since it is towards them that consciousness is directed, 

but they are also inside consciousness since only in 

this way can the self be ~ifferentiated from them. It is 

for this reason that McTaggart characterizes the Absolute 

as a 'system of different~ations' and the individual as -
a centre of differentiations.•2 Both are egually real 

though different and both have different ideals to realizeo 

lo SHC, Sec. 66, Po 62o 

2o §tig, Sec. 80, p. 76 
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' 

It is considerations such as these that further 

lead McTaggart to deny consciousness, and, consequently, 

personality to the Absolute. Hegel's category of 

Cognition - by which McTaggart means consciousness -

implies the existence of something outside which is to 

be cognized. 0-n.d since, as seen above, there is rn t~ . 1. ,g 

outside the Absolute, it could not be regarded as posse-

ssing consciousnesso And since it is not conscious, it 
a. 

could not be regarded as~person either. ''It is possible'' 

McTaggart says, ''that the Absolute may be a unity of 

1 persons, without being a persono'' 

There is no self, he contends, without a persona-

lity and ''the characteristic which determines personality 

seems, on the whole, to be placed in the ''I'' - the 

synthetic unity of apperception.'' 2 ''I know that I can 

say 'I am' ••o If we conceive that it is consistent with 

God's nature to say 'I am', we shall hold that God is a 

person, but not otherwise.' •3 But God, another name re-

served by Hegel for the Absolute, can never say ''I am'' 

and hence cannot be regarded as a persono But why can't 

the Absolute say ''I am''o Because, replies McTaggart, 

no Ego can say ''I'' without ''raising the idea of the 
4 Non-Ego.'' No self is conceivable without being in 

relation to the not-self and it is only through its 

awareness of the not-self that it recognises itself to 

be a selfo 

1. 5HC, Seco 63, Po 58o 

2 .. Ibido, Sec. 61, Po 57., 
\ 
' 

3o lbido 

4. lbido, Seco 71, p. 69o 
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Now this might lead one to conclude that the 

proposition in question involves us in a vicious circle 

and reduces the idea of self to comparative unreality. 

McTaggart is fully alive to this difficulty and hence 

remarks, 1 'The idea of the Ego is certainly more than 

the mere fact that it is related to the Non-Eqo, but 

this does not prevent the relation to the Non-Ego being 

essential to the nature of the Ego.•• 1 All personality 

that is there to the Ego is ~ot reducible to its con

sciousness of,the Non-Ego, but this does not alter the 

fact of the Non-Ego being an essential condition of perso

nality. And since there is nothinq outside the Absolute, 

, of which it could be conscious, there i~ nothing, in 

distinguishing it~elf from which, it could say 1 'I' 'o 

• 'Such a consciousness 'the Absolute cannot possess. For 

there is nothing o,utside it from which it can distinguish 

itself. 1 •
2 Hence 'the conclusion: 1 'The Absolute, then, 

has not a chara~te~istic which is admitted to be essen-
1 

tial to all finite 1 pers~nality, which is all the perso-
1 I 

nality of which , we
1

have any experience.•• 3 

McTaggart denies persbnality to the Absolute on 

another ground also - which, in fact, is an extension of 

the previous argument. We have earlier on seen how the 

two unities - the unity of ·the system and the unity of 

the individual - stand in different relations to their 

respective multiplicities, and we have also seen how 

lo §tlf, Sec. 69, p. 67. 

2. Ibid., Sec. 70, p. 68o 

3. 1£12~, Sec. 71, p. 69o 
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McTaggart comes to charac teri ze the two unities as a 

' s ys~em of differe ntiations' and as a 'centre of 

differenti a tions 'o He now point s to another aspect of 

the ind ividual, namely, ''the eleme nt of indivisib le 

unity'' on wh ich, he say~ , borrowing a phrase from Lotze, 

depends th at '' d irect sens e of self''l which co nstit utes 

the positive ess ence of personality. This element is 

neither separable from nor more essential th an the element 

of multiplicity without which it is unthinkable. 1' But , 

al though not more essential, it may perhaps be called a 

more positive element of personality, for reasons somewh at 

a nalogou s to those for which the Thesis of a tri ad is a 

more positive element in the Synthesis than the Antithesis 

. s ' , 2 1 • Th e element o f multiplicity or the not-self both 

bel ongs and does not belong to the individua l. Th e 

element of the ''indivisible unity'' on the oth er hand 

is never dis t i nguish able f rom the self. Th e '' inside '' 

a nd ''outside '' of the multiplici ty also b ecome under-

s tandable only when there is something which is always 

-----------------------~---------------------
lo An other name that Lotze employs for the ' direct 

sens e of se lf' is ''self-enjoyment' ' o See 
Lotze, Microcosmus 7 trans. E. Hamilton and E. E. 
Constance Jones (2 vols; Edinbur gh, T T. 
Clark, 2nd ed. 1887), II, 81<. · I X, Ch. IV, Seco iV 
<P·~lq)Jhe whole 4th Chapter i.s worth a read ing . 
La ter on, as we saw in the f irs t cha pter, 
Samuel Alexander was to ma ke a creative use of 
this concept and made it the basis of hi s 
epistemologyo The ' 'enj oyment'' doctrin e as 
it is now known h as since become associat~ 
with Alexander. · 

2 . SHC , Sec. 86 , p. 82o 

\ . 
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ins ide un· l v: ..i. t l. r ' ference to which: alone the multip l i

city acquires its ~ status of not-s~lf. The multiplicity 

can constitute the not-self for other selves as well -

and in that sense even one's own self can become a not-

self for other individuals - but t he self can become a 

self only to itself and to nobody else. As McT aggart 

succinctly puts it: ''For unless something remains 

inside, in this sense, it would be impossible to s ay that 

anything was outside. The element can have no d i f fe ren

tiation or mu~, tiplicity in it.' •1 Lest the sel f .su ffer 
• 

I 
the fate of a Leibnizian monad, M~Taggart is al ways a t 

pains to emphasize tts unseverable connection with t he 

rest of the wo ld and the fact of its belonging , to use 

a Whiteheadean ase, to the 'democracy of f ellow 
I 

creatures'. t his it does on~y as an absolutely simple 
I 

and indivisible urity. ''If, for us, the sens e of s elf 

is not in thisl elt ment of indivisible unity, I cannot 

tell where it ~s J •• 2 It has been necessary to highlight 
I 

this aspect because,despite its being the essential 

condition for 'the' sense of self, the consciou s ness of the 
I 

not-self by itself does not constitute the direct sense 

of self and therefore is always distinguishable in 

thought, nay even in experience, from the self. Th e 

Absolute does not have this indivisible unity and 

therefore cannot have direct awareness of sel f 7 and 

hence cannot be a persono 

Even if it be granted, fer the sake of argument, 

that the sense of self is possible in the absence of a 

1. I~iJ.s.1 Sec. 85, p. 8lo 

2o I:bt'«t.1 Sec. 86, p. 83o 
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not-self1 and that therefore the Absolute rna~ after 

all, as on this consideration, have an awareness of 

self, still, the indivisible unity on which depends the 

sense of self cannot be admitted to the Absolute which, 

althouqh a unity, has no 'indivisible centre of refe-

renee'. The Absolute is not this sort of indivisible 

unity for this would mean that It (the Absolute) ''ex-

eludes its differentiations from itself i~ one sense, 

while includinq them in another.' ,l out this evident~y 

conflicts with the nature of the Absolute which knows no 

'without' and which is the unity of system and not the 

unity of centre. The differentiations, if indeed ex-

cludable, will have nowhere else to belong to - since 

they cannot exist outside the Absolute - and consequently 

will fall as:}nder in the absence of unity. (While in 

the case of finite selves this problem does not arise 

since there the differentiations, if excluded, have the 

rest of the world to rest in.) McTaggart therefore 

concludes that ''personality cannot be an attribute of 

a unity which has no indivisible centre of reference, 

and which is from all points of view (as the personali-
\ 

ties as we know are from one point of view) all in every 

part. •• 2 

At this staqe Mc~aggart answers an objection which 

might possibly be raised against his view that the 

Absolute is not a perso~. It might be argued, he says, 

that it looks odd that while the differentiations of the 

Absolute should be self-conscious persons, each endowed 

1. Ibid. 

2. Ibid., Sec. 88D 
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with a distinct personality, the Absolute itself, even 
\ 

though formfng their unity, remains void of such self-

consciousness and yet (in fact) lays claim to the status 

of a spiritual unity. Mciaggart's reply is that lack 

of, or rather non-possession of, self_consc iousness and 

possession of spiritual unity need not be incompatible 

characteristics. ''If the Absolute'', McTaggart contends, 

''is to be called a person because it is a~piritual 

unity, then every College, every goose-club, every gang 

of theives, must also be called a persono For they are 

all spiritual unities. They all consist exclusively of 

h~man beings and they all unite their members in some 

sort of unitYo .oo• Now we call ourselves persons, but no 

one, I believe, has ever proposed to call a football 

team a person. ,,l In tts imperfection, the unity of a 

football team is like other human beings while its lack 

of sense of self it shares with the Absolute. Imperfe-

ction therefore cannot be the determining factor in 

deciding the issur of personalityo For, then, even human 

beings, by reason of their being in an as-yet-imperfect 

state, will have to be denied personality. Th e idea of 

spiritual unity does not there fore necessarily imply 

self-consciousnesso Nor does the unity of the Absolute 

suffer any attenuation therebyo The temptation to regard 

the Absolute as a pers on is in:iee·i irresistable1 and the 

idea of a personal God holds finite appeal. There is 

also a ready testimony to this in countles s theistic 

religions. But that should not be allowed to come in 

the way, specially where philosophical is sues are at 

stake. 

------------~:------------------------------
1 • §.!:!£ , S e c o 89 , p • 86. 
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That the Absolute does not possess self-conscious

nes? becomes obvious if we consider that the differen-

tiations of which the Absolute is the unity are them

selves persons. If the Absolute had a consciousness of 

a self, that consciousness could not fall outside the 

finite persons. Because then the persons would not com

pletely manifest the Absolute. Secondly, the self-

consciousness of the Absolute cannot be in each finite 

differentiation separately, for then it would be identi-

cal with the self-consciousness of each differentiation, 

and the Absolute, as a unity, would have no self-conscious-

ness at allo 

1 There is another important argument spelt out by 

McTaggart in NE, Chapter XXXVI, Sections 401-404, which 

comes in the way of regarding the Absolute to be a self. 

McTaggart there discusses th€ possibility of whether any 

of the content - a cognition, or an emotion, or any other 

part of an experience - can fall within more than one 
• 

self, and decides that it is as impossible that such a 

(mental) state should belong to more than one self as 

that it should not belong to any self at all. And this 

impossibility is to McTaggart an ''ultimate synthetic 

proposition. •• 2 And since no content (i.e. perceptions) 

can fall within more than oneself, it follows a fortiori 

that no one self can be part of another self. So if 

the Absolute is to be conceived as a self, no part of 

the Absolute would be a self, and there will be no selves 

4 -but only the Absolute - God. We have however found that ,__ ~ 
selves are actualities and are primary parts o f the 

t 

1. We have already briefly referred to this argument 
in Chapter I of the present work. 

2. NE, Sec. 401. 



383 

universe, and that further they form a complete set 

of parts of the universeo As the existence of even 

a single self within the Absolute would show that the 

Absolute cannot be a self - for how can one self be part 

of another self - McTaggart rejects the view that the 

Absolute is Godol 

McTaggart again rejects, with equal emphasis, 

the alternative proposal to conceive the Absolute as 

'super-personal' or 'over-personal'. This, in his view, 

would amount to viewing the unity of the Absolute as 

more perfect than the unity of each of its individual 

differentiationso And this, in turn, would lead to the 

fatal conclusion that the reality of the differentiations 

is less real and therefore less true than that of the 

Absolute~ ., The whole idea, therefore, of the Absolute 

as necessarily differentiated and as 'differehtiated 

1. NS, Sec. 491. Cf. Sec. hOL1. Ik ·a;egnrt rPc~" -nizes 
that a st.•lf has been held to be part of anoth8r 
self on the ~round that thP include~ s lf manifests 
the inclusive c.rlf. 'l'lti~; Vir'W sr~!')U; to Wtkr> ffi('n 
parts of God. Sometimr-.s it hct3 taV:en the f(•rm -
when pantheism is combined with theism - that a 
personal God, i.e., a God who is a self, is iden
tifiable with the wholP of wh8t exists or tho whole 
within which all spiritual life falls. So h~re too 
man comes to be regarded as a m nifestation of 
God. Now McTafgart does not deny that a self can 
manifest the whole of which \.t is a part. "But 
then the self who manifests is not part of the self 
which is manifested." (Sec. 402) 

In SHC, Sec. ee, McTaggart asks the ~u~stion 
whether any meaning can be attached to the state
ment that one self-conscious being shou 1 d be 
composed of a plurality of self-conscious beings 
in such a way that it h2d no reality apart from 
them? Or that one self-conscious being should be 
part of another in such a way that it h2d no 
reality apart from it? And y0t, says ~cTa1gart, 
these statements must be true ~f the Absolute is 
to be self-conscious ahd hencei~a self. 

"-
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unity' would receive a body blow, and this cannot be 

admitted on McTaggart's principles. The differentiations 

are as real as the Absolute, and so too their respe-

ctive unities. The two unities - the unity of system 

and the unity of centre- are indeed different but that 

does not make either of them more or less perfect than 

the other. Nor do they, on that count, cease to be 

inconceibable without each othero 1 'Each has an en-

tirely different ideal of perfection - the Absolute to be 

the unity of its differentiations, the perfect differen-

tiation to he the unity of all the surrou nding differen

tiations. N~ither of these ideals is higher than the 

other. Each is indispensable to the other.' ,l 

Concluding his views on the question, McTaggar t 

says that there could ·be generally two views about the 

Supreme Being- one, th at it is a spiritual unity, and 

one, that it has a sense of self like our own. Since 

the first is not a~ways accompanied by the second, 

McTagga rt proposes that it is better to haV '· a separate 

name for each. And McTaggart gives the first the name 

of Idealism, and the second the name of Theism. And 

again he gives , as already indicated, the name of God 

to such spiritual reality which is believed to be a 

persono And since his own view of the Absolute is that 

it has n o persona lity, it is better, he concludes, ''to 

express our result by saying that the Abso lut e is not 

God, and in consequence, that there is no God .' •2 

1. SHC , Seco 90o 

2o lQi£., Sec . 96o 
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Some Criticisms 

MeT aqgart 's doctrine of non-pers c:-~~ l ,\')'":. · ... , 

has been the obje:t of sharp criticism by Hiralal 

Haldaro 1 Haldar has in fact fervently pleaded for a 

self-conscious, personal,Absolute. Some of the salient 

points of his criticism may be stated as under: 

(1) The hiqher idea to which the finite self leads 

up is to be found in the idea of the Absolute as a Self 

differentiated into the plurality of selves. Eac~ par-

ticular self, in so far as it contains everything, is 

''identical with the Supreme Heality within which every

thing falls.' •2 Its consciousness as all-embracing 

must coincide with the Absolute, and the Absolute, on 

its part, must, therefore, coincide ~ith its conscious-

ness and hence be consciousness. A particular differen-

tiation of the Absolute, as a finite determinate being, 

excludes all else, but it includes everythina not on 

its own strength but because of the identity of its all

inclusive consciousness with the Supreme Reality which, 
3 therefore, cannot be other than consciousnesso 

Now McTaggart's reply to this would be that a 

self does R.pt contain everything so that it becomes 

''identical with the Supreme Reality within which 

everything falls.'' . A self, McTaggart would say, 

contains only such things of which it is consciouso 

Besides, the self is also conscious of such thinqs 

1. Hiralal Haldar, Hege 1 iani sm and Human Per so-
.!JalitJ::, Chapter II. 

2. Ibid., P. 29. 

3. Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
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as it exclude s , while the Absolute does not exclude 

anythingo So the question of a self's consciousness 
\. 

I 'coinciding with' I the consciousness of the Absolute 

simply does not arise, even if it be assumed that the 

Absolute is possessed of self-consciousness. In what 

way then does the self,· if it is primarily actual and 

not merely derivatively existent, include everything on 

the strength of its identity with the ''Ultimate Reality'' , 

Haldar does not explaino 

(2) The thrust of Haldar ' s protest is directed against 

McTaggart' s contention that ''the whole point o f saying 

that the unity is for an individual, is that it exi s ts 

both out of him and in him,'' that because of this reason 

the individuals cannot be said to be for the unity, and 

that there fore the unity is not self-conscious. Agreeing 

that the individuals do not exist for the unity, '' in 

the sense in which Oro Mcf~ggart uses the wor d because 

it is not itself an individual, ,,l Haldar ohserves; 

''but such a mode of existence is s urely a defect due to 

the finitude of the individual a nd cannot be regarded 
2 as the test of the personality of the Absolute.'' Now , 

I think, what Haldar calls the ''defect'', in the form 

of finitude, of selves is in fact the fundamental chara-

cteristic - good or bad - of consciousness. And a con-

scious self, being finite,does rais e the idea of a not-

self. And s uch externality cannot be admitted in respect 

of the Absolute. Ha ldar's solution that the ''externa-

lity to the individual --- is prevented from being a 

down-right contradiction and sheer-nonsense, by the fact 

1. Ibid., p. 30. 
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· that the self-consciousness of the individual is iden-

tical with the unity of the Absolute within which all 

reality falls, ,,l as already stated, begs question. 

Haldar seems to equate expression or manifestation of 

the unity of the Absolute with identity with that 

Absolute. This is possible only on a system of monism 

in which all reality except the One is reduced to a 

secondary status. The example of Advaita Vedanta comes 

immediately to mind. The selver or jivas en j oy there 
I 

no separate ontological status, but are Brahman itselt , 

and so there is no problem of identifying a jiva-
' 

consciousness •ith the Brahman-consciousness. But in 

McTaggart, where selves occupy a unique position in the 

universe, they cannot, even while expressing the Absolute, 

be identifi~d with ito Haldar also questions McTaagart•s 
~ II 

assumption that since the individuals do not exist for 

the unity, the unity cannot be self-conscious. Such a 

relation, according to Haldar, is not the ''condition'' 
. 

of self-consciousness, but the consequence of the 

'' incornplet,eness and one-sidedness of it.' •2 But what 

then is the true condition of self-consciousness? 

Agre~ing with McTaggart's implicit contention that 

consciousness implies distinction and opposition, Haldar 

observes: "But the inclusion of all individuals in the 

Absolute does not mean the cancellation of difference 

and opposition. The Absolute, in so far it is a parti

cular individual, excludes others, but the other aspect 

of this reciprocal inclusion is that they are gathered 

lo lbido 

2o l£i2., P• 31. 
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up, focussed in the unity of the Absolute, without the 

difference and opposition disappearing.''! I suspect, 

Haldar's own view is not without contradictions. If 

the Absolute is a ''particular individual'' and if it 

like the individual selves - excludes others, then in 
ll: 

what way, even if~has the other aspect, does it differ 

from the particular selves? Does the Absolute's spec

iality consist only in gathering up all, while letting 

their difference and opposition remain as befove· On 

this view, I am afraid, the Absolute may cease to be dis-

tinguishable from the selves, and so lose its raison 

detre. McTaggart's attempt on the other hand has been to 

do justice both to the individuality and the unity 

aspects even if it may seem to some that the Absolute 

at his hands ha$ become impoverished. 

(3) McTaggart has said that ''the whole of the unity 

shall be in each individual.'' Haldar asks that if the 

whole, in so far it is in the part, is personal and can 

say ''I am'', how can the whole itself remain impersonal? 

''Once touched ~~th self-consciousness at a particular 

point where, be it remembered, it is completely present, 
2. 

how can it ever Shake it off?'' It fuTther looks odd 

that while the part of the whole is self-conscious, the 

whole may not be so. The part is not a fraction of the 

whole; it is the whole, and if it is self-conscious, 

the whole too must be so. If the absolute is a person 

in me, it must , itself have personalityo3 

\ 

3. lbido 
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Now this contention of Haldar's does appear ,for

midable. He reads McTaggart to mean that it is the 

whole which, in so far it is in the part, says ''I arr. • ', 

and if so, he deduces, it has a personality. But Haldar 

appears to omit what for McTaggart seems to be central, 

namely, the ''unity of centre'' or what McTaqgart ex-

press in Lotze's words, viz., ''direct sense of self'' 

which says •'!I am'' and which is the sourc·e of persona-

lity (and not the other unity, the ''unity of system'' ). 

It is for this reason that McTaggart has to introduce 

the idea of two separate unities, the unity of the Abso

lute and the unity of the self. What the self as self-

conscious expresses as a part of the whole1 is not self

consciousness of the whole as an individual, but the 

unity of the wholeo Besides, as McTaggart remarks: 

''If the Ab$olute had a consciousness of self, 
that consciousness could not fall outside the 
finite persons. For then those persons would 
not fully manifest the Absolute, and the rela
tion would be one of those expressed by the 
categories of Essence - which certainly cannot 
be an adequate expression of the nat~re of the 
Hegelian ·Absolute''. 1 

To Haldar's objection that it looks odd that while the 

part of the whole is self-conscious, the whole may not 

be so, McTaggart would rejoin that to be a whole and to 

be a part are quite different things - and hence diffe

rent unities, and that each of them has different ideals 

of perfection. 

{4) McTaggart has drawn the analogy between the colleoe 

o)~ the foot-ball team and the Absolute. To this Haldar 

lo SHC, Sec. 88. 
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rejoins that such an analogy is not self-evident. Subor-
1 i ' 

diriate unities like the college or the foot-ball team 

exist for temporary or particular purposes and can be 

formed or disolved without any advantage or detriment 

to the essential nature of their memberso 

Now we only need remark here that McTagg art is 

conscious of the imperfectness of the analogy b etwe~n the 

Absolute as unity and a unity like, e. g ., a fo otbal l 

team. If he still compares the two, it i s. t o emphasize 
I I I 

the point that the~e can be a unity of p~rson s wi thput 
.. I 

the unity itself b~ing a persono In s tressing t ha t ' ~ ilnce 

the Absolute as un t ty i s the pre-condi tion of a nd i s 

realized in the interrelations of it s members, i t i s a 
[ n~ 

conscious unity, Haldar i s not making anyApoint, and we 

have already de alt with it beforeo 

(5) McTaggart h ~s contend ed that conscious ne ss of the 

non-ego is essential to personality and th at we C cin ~~v : ~ 

form any idea of the way in whi ch the Abs olut e whi ch has 

nothing outside it could say ''I''• Haldar argue s 1 t hat 

it i s not externality of the non-ego but it s '' oppos i-

tion'' to the ego which is the es sential condi t i on of 

self-conscious nes s . McTaggart, he says, fail s to dis -

tinguish an accidental circumstance of our sel f -consc ious

ne s s from the essential condition of ito The Abs olu t e 

no doubt has nothing outside it from whic h it could 

distinguis h itself, but it does not follow f r om it that 

there i s noth~ ng within it,in distinction from whi ch it 

has the cons c ious ness of selfo In the Ab s olut e , a l l the 

d iffer ences a r e united .but not lost; they r e t ain their 

1. Op o cit., p. 34o 
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fundamental characteristics. The Absolute which says 

''I' 1 in each of its determinations, has self-consc~ousness 

in so far as there are egos brought together in its unity. 

1 'Their self-consciousness is its self-consciousness.' 11 

Now I think the whole question turns on whether 

the Absolute can have something like not-self outside it7 

in distinguishing itself from which it has the ''sense'' 

of self. Hald~r's view that it is opposition - and not 

externality - which is essential to self-consciousness is 

without much avail because both involve the idea of not-

self as is borne out by Haldar's subsequent stdtement. 

McTaggart is throughout guided (rightly or wronqly~ bv 

the idea that what is Absolute contains within its unity 
I 

all that is, i.e. all the selves, and consequently, beino 

infinite, has nothing outside or opposed to it from which 

to distinguish itself as self. Haldar on the other hand 

insists that the Absolute, even though encompassing in 

its unity everything, yet has non-egos from which to distin-

quish itself as self. But this would mean that there is 

immanent in the Absolute a fissure which divides the Absolute 

as self from the not-self, which too incidentally is a part 

of the Absolute but which remains distinct from the Absolute 

as self. Some thinkers have of course thought along these 

and similar lines, but I doubt whether they have succeeded 

in making their doctrines entirely intelligible. Though 

my initial sympathies are with McTaggart's view, I would 

however refrain from adjudicating on this highly complicated 

issue. 

1. Ibid. 
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(6) Haldar considers McTaggart's view that ''personality 

cannot be the attribute of a unity which has no indivisible 

centre of reference and which is from all points of view 

all in every parts•• 1 and says that his thought is tainted 

throughout by his view that the self is substance. In 

Hegel on the other hand, says Haldar, although the category 

of substance is entertained, it is nonetheless distinauished 

from the category of the subject. A differentiation of the 

Absolute, although a · substance, is also much more. As a 

''moment'' of the Absolute Idea, the differentiation partakes 

of the nature of the Absolute Idea and the Absolute Idea, 
Q. ' I 

as the final category, is imm~urably richer than substance. 

Now there is nothing much to be said here so far 

as Haldar's protest ~ith regard to McTaggart's choice of 

the category of substance is concerned. As we have seen 

in Chapter Two, McTag9art's choice is (confessedly) dictated 

by ontological considerations. While many things might be 

true of selves and their parts, etc., it would, he thinks, 
\ 

still be the case they are substances. So McTaggart is 

anxious first of all to determine the minimum meaning of the 

self as an actuality. This surely gives a pres~ption in 

favour of the plurality of selves, but the point, as already 

remarked, is that this plurality is not a mere chaotic one, 
I 

and possesses as much order and unity as anything could. 

There is nothing in a self as substance that could prevent 

it from partaking of the nature of the Absolute Idea. 

Haldar's further suggestion is that the unity of 

the self, though realized in each ''unity of centre'' as 

a particular, ''is made possible by its going beyond it to 

1. ~' Seco 88. 
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other individuals which are thus gathered up into the 

synthetic unity of the Absolute and thereby reduced to 

a . systematic totality.' •1 Here, I am afraid, Haldar's 

meaning is not at all clear . If by '' by going beyond it 
I 

to other individuals'' Haldar means the idea of inter-

action with other Egos - which are not-self to the self 

in question - McTaggart should find little difficulty 

agreeing to this proposition. But the phrase ''reduced 
ct 

to/systematic totality'' gives trouble and conveys the 

impression as if the separateness of the selves is completely 

' I 

obliterated. Besides, Haldar does not explain how his whole 1 

proposition expressed above gives that ''sense of self'' 

to each self, except on conditions similar to those laid · 

down by McTaggart. Finally, Haldar comes so much as close 

to accepting that the Absolute is not personal in the sens e 

we are . ''Of course, it is not personal as man is pe r sonal . 

Probably it i s better to call it, as Bradley s uggest s , 

s uper-personal; but to regard it as spiritual minus 

consciousness is, I maintain, impossible ' •2 • Now the 

Absolute, for all we kn ow , might be '' personal''; but i n 

what precise sense the personality of the Absolute differs -

since it is not personal as ordinary selves are - from 

ordinary men's personalitie s is by Haldar nowhere made 

clear. ''Super-personal'' may be a catchy word, but it 

' begs explanationo On the other hand, elsewhere Haldar 

himself calls the Absolute 1 in the manner of McT aggart , 

a ''community'' of selves , though he ends by adding that 

this community i s a self. ''It is only as coordination, 
\ . 

lo Op.cit., Po35. 

2 . 1Qi3., p.38. 
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a community of selves, that the Absolute is a self. ,,l 

Haldar further observes that ''the denial of self-

consciousness to the Absolute must inevitably lead to 

pluralism'' and that ''between pluralism and the doct~ine 

that the Absolute is a self-conscious unity, there is 

really no choice. •• 2 Now if this implies that a belief 

in the plurality of existents is incompatjble with 

any idea about their unity, this view is clearly debatable 

and warrants e~planation. 

1. lbict., p.9. 


