
CHAPTER-VI 

TIE SELF AND IMIVORTALI'rY 

The problem whGther men are immortal is a lar u stion, 

and th0 sp8ce of one chaptc:r is too short to provicle us even 

a reasonable, let alone full, picture of its djfficul · nd 

implication!:;. Wh;~t ltlG shaLl atterl')pt h!·re woulrl therefor b 

nothing more than a sketchy account of the problem as 

f·~cTa~gart treats of it. tl0 discusses the question in ~. 

SHC and in the second volume of N~. Since a pc.rt of t e ..... -
account is substantially the same as the one contained in 

§Q8, we shall, in the main, confine ourselves to SDR and SHC. 

The stratec;ies o.dopted in SDR and §.11£ are different. In §12ii 

McTaagart's effort co~sists, not in offering any poFitive 

arguments in favour ot immorto.lity, but in demonstratinr. th t 

some of the respectable lookinrr arguments against im::10rtali ty 

are invalid, whereby he is enabled to clear the \'lay for his 

final doctrine. In the 2li£, on the other hand, he is con

cerned with putting forward direct metaphysical arguments in 

favour of his positive assertion thot selves are immortal. 

This doctrine derives from McTa~gart's view of the relation 

between the selves and the Absolute which we have aJready 

discussed in Chapter V. In SDR and NE he combines the doctrine 

of immortality VJi th belief in pre-exis ·- ence, and thj s, com-

bined w1 th his belief in the plurnll ty of lives, mnl:os 

J'.1cTaggart a uni(lue thinker in the history of ~·:estern thought. 
i 

We shall deal with these problems too, and not only for their 

intrinsic interest, but for their relation to ~cTaggart's 
I 

doctrine of immortality. (It is a s~ reflection on the . ............... 

'sense of judgeffient' of much contemporary thought that 

McTa~gart's reflections on the issue, seminal and 
I 

they are, should hGve remained lareely unnoticed.) 

first tal<e up NcTa1.,·gart 1 s .§1lli. account ~md then foJ:low it up 



with his treatment of the issue in SHC. 

A clarification is necessary with rev,ard to usage. 

The word "immortality", McTaggart says, is to be used in the 

sense of having an endless existence in future time. 1 But 

this would be false if there were to be no time, as McTaggart 

believes. For if there were no time there would be no future 

time, and no existence in future time. But, urges Mc7aggart, 

although there is no time, there is the "appearance" of time, 

and so the selves, although not in time, appear to he in 

time; therefore the life of each self is, sub speciP temooris, 

' endless. ~tis for this reason that the selves, though 

really eternal, 2 should be called immortal - that is, if one 

believes in immortality, After all, there might be people 

who, although believing in immortality, would also at the 

same time allow that time is real. It is because of these 

considerations that McTaggart prefers the use of immortality 

as in conformity with general usage. 

Immortality of the soul has been a widely prevalent 

belief and has been held in one form or other by many phi

losophers in the west. (In India of course it is a common 

doctrine.) We find Plato affirming~he immortality and 

1. !ill, Sec. 501, p. 1e6. 

2. Ibid., Sec. 748, p. 376. And further, "It is as 
true that I shall live endlessly in the future, as 
it is that I have lived a minute since I began this 
paragraph. And this is what would generally be meant 
by immortality." Ibid. It should be borne in mind 
that it is not only the selves which have endless 
existence in future time, but every combination of 
selves, and every part (i.e. perception) of a self. 
The universe too, as the group containing all selves, 
will have such an existence. But, says McTaggart, 
we should not call them immortal, since we have 
reserved that word :d3or endlessly existent selves. 
(Ibid.) 
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indestructibility of the soul. In many of his dialogoues1 

he returns to the theme and although he believes that the 

ultimate key to everything in the universe is Good, he also 

regards the soul indestru~tible. There may be defilement, 

perhaps unredeemable, but it does not lead to total disinte

gration. And the reason is that the soul just cannot snap 

its links with eternal truth and the Good. The natural home 

of the soul is the world of forms and this is a world of 

eternal reality. The soul existed before the present life, 

it partakes of the divine2 and for that reason it is itself 

eternal. P~ngle-Pattison seems right in insisting that 
'• 

"it was a conscious and individual immortality in which Plato 

believect."3 Plato seems to be talking of rebirth when he 

suggests in 'Timaeus' 'that soul and body are everywhere 

united and human souls particularly are 'implanted in bodies 
I 

by necessity'. But it is also clear that the proper habitat 

of the soul is not the world of becoming but the world of 

forms, and it is this association which makes the soul 

imperishable. And though everything has an evil, "we must 

not suppose that th~ soul, which is one thing, can be disso

lved, in the absence of its own disease, by an evil whcih 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Thus Plato says in 'Phaedo': "Then when death 
attacks a man, the mortal portion of him may be 
supposed to die, but the immortal retires at the 
approach of death and is preserved safe and indes
tructible". The Dialogues of Plato, trans. B. 
Jowett ( 4 vols., Oxford: Clarendon ~ress, 
4th ed. 1953; 1st ed. 1871), I, 106, (P. 4C'6~ We 
also read that the philosopher desires the separa
tion of body and soul which death brings about, for 
all the evils and impurities come from the body. 
Cf. ~., 64-68, (pp. 386-387)o 

"Laws" in Jowett, vol IV 959 (p 531) . , , . . 
A.s . Pringle-Pattison, The Idea of Immortaljty 
(Oxford ~ress, 1922), p. 59. 



1 belongs to another." This argument leaves much t hat 

remains unexplai n ed a nd does little to show tha t the soul 

survives the disintegration of the body. 

Ano t her factor that in this context weighs wi t h Plat o ' 

is that of recollection or anamnesis. 
2 ' 

The ' Meno' int r oduc es 

a slave-boy who is induced by a question-ans wer sess i on to 

provide the answer t o a geometrical qu est ion without h~virig 
' I 

any geometrical training to his credit. The suggestion is 

t hat the boy who p r oduces the proof has t he underst anding 

already only wa iti ng t o be awaken ed by suitable f1 u,::s tions o 

Socrates himself concl udes, for this reas on, th~ ~ the s ou l 

is immortal . Mos t of the times however t h i s thesis of rein-

carnation is put forth in poetical terms and one does not know 

how seriousl y to t ake i t as an argument for reincarnat~on . 

But the fact that a thinker of the rank of Pl ato should deem 

the soul to be of such worth as to be immo r t al is s uf f icier.t ly 

importanto 

Among the mode rns who wrestled wi th t he problem of 

immortality a good. deal i s Leibniz. Apparent ly diiving the 

indestructibility of the s oul from its s i mplicity , he wen t on 
\ ., 

to found its imm'o r t ali ty, among other things , on· the abili t y 

of the wise men to have "sufficient" regard f or their own 

perfection.3 At another place, Leibniz, ta l king about p r e-

existence, s tates: "I am of the opinion that the sou l s of men 

pre-existed, not as rational souls, but mer e l y as sensitive 

1 o " Republic" in Jowett, vol. II, 610 ( po 487 ). For r:!e tails 
see 608-611 (pp. 485-488)o 

2. In Jowett, vol. I, 84-86 (pp. 282-285) • 

3. 
. 
.{ 

LeJ:miz, "On the Notions of Ri ght and Jus tice", in R. 
Latta, ed. The Monadology etc,pp . 292-293~ es pecially 
footno t e 41 to p. 293. 
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sc;>.uls, which attained this higher, degree ( t :--:at 
I I 

is to say, reason) only when the/mo.n, whorlt the soul is to 

c~mceived. "1 
'\ I 

The existence :of every monaQ he 
I 

animate, was 

considc->rs as old as the world, and every
1 

soui he regards 

as always endowed with a body which is cbntinually· changing, 
' I 2 I ' i 

while the soul remains the same. Minds, accordin 9; to, Lei bniz ~ 
1 

are eternal citizJns of that universal all-perfect cc~rnon-
1 

wealth which has 'od as its ·Monarch and ;which cannot ~ose 
J J ' 

any of its members. 
I 

In order for this to be, minc.s must 

keep their person~lity, their rec~llection, and moral quali-
1 ' ' ' 

ties, and be immur-e from t~ese revolutibns of the universe 
I I ! I 

as would make the1m unreco~izable ·to themselve~·, and would makEJ 

of them diffeFen~ persons.3 Every self-conscious soul, 
. I 

according to Lei 'Qni.z, has a 'personal' and what he calls a 
I 

'moral' identity~ in viture of which it is immortal. Leibniz 

however believes.t like Plato, that souls are never ent irely 

separate from bodies. Only God, in Leibniz's view, does not 

need a body . 4 This combined with some of Leibniz's other 

utterances, viz~' , that strictly speaking there is neith ~'>r 

birtp nor complete destruction or death, that what we call 

birth is in fact development and growth and what we call 

death is in fact envelopment and diminution, 5 seems perhaps 

to pave the way not only fo.r post-existence butjalso pre-

1. 11 Lettre a Des Maizeaux 11 (1711) (E676a; G.VII. 534 ) 
quoted in R. Latta, op. cit., p. 116o 

2o Ibid. ,. 
3o "Correspondence with Arnauld" (16136-1 687), in G. H. R. 

Parkinson (ed.) Leibniz: Philosophical Writin vs , 
pp. 73-74. 

4. "Monadology, 11 72 in R. Latta. 

5. Ibid., 73, Also see 74-76o 



existence - as against the Christian concertion - and 

plurality of lives. We will however not press it, least 

there be charge of over-reading. (In Plato however the 

conception of rebirth and pre-existence is clear~ But, 

that Leibniz believed in the immo~tality of th€ soul, and 

in a non-Christian way in certain re:pects, is beyond doubt. 

:~no ther modern name of repute who do t->S t l'f "",\) l:lr·ov ide, 

unli:kP ?~·""''<.,,an explicit argument for immorto.1:ty is ::nnt. 

However t ··e argument, thoue;h famous, impre::ses rr.O!"~ as ar. 

evidence of a profound conviction than as a ri~orous dernor.-

stration. ThP soul or se f is, in Kant, as we knrw, ..... con-

dition of our ~3Ving knowledge of the external world, w~ile 

itself remaining unknown. For the same reasons th9 eventual 

destiny of the self also remains outside the pa1~ of' kno·.:l<:?d!:e. 

But like in the case of the existence of God we c'3.n i::-:v·Jke 

the postulates of Practical Reason and ground im~orta~ity 

on the fact that we are faced with an absolute mora: dr: end, 
j 

a categorical imperative. A cate~orical imperative has the 

condition that we should be free to respond to it, and free-

dorn is mentioned asunother postulate of Practical ~easo~. 

In spite of this, Kant concludes that we cannot achieve all 

that the ideal requires of us, and so need infinite time to 

do thY same. The soul therefore must be immortal to remain 

the same and do the striving. The argument is not without 

difficulties but it is not our purpose here to ~o into 

them. We have referred here in short outline to the views 

of some of the great thinkers in order to hip;hli··ht ho·,.; the 

problem of immortality has been a recurrent theme with 

philosophers and in what ways they have soueht to nef,otiate 

with it. We will soon notice that McTaggart, while agreeing 
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with past thinkers in some respects, has given the problem 
J 

a new shape and a fresh breath and has deployed arguments 

which are as unusual as they are impressive. 

Immortality in McTaggart ~oes not merely mean disem-

bodierl existence, which is the traditional Western conception 1 1 

I 'II 

influenced by Chritianity. This notion while denying pre-

existence conceives of post-death survival only in a disem-

bodied form. That is, after suffering death, a person -

speaking loosely - continues his existence in some way but 

without assuming any body. McTaggart,on the other hand, 

while not rejecting disembodied existence, refuses t o restrict 

the meaning of immortality merely to that. lf pre-existence 

and post-existence are possible, and if they are evidence for 

plurality of lives, as McTaggart believes they are, then it 

is true, he goes on to add, that each self after the destru-

ction of its present body assumes immediately or after an 

interval stretching upto any length of time, a new body. 

And this goes on and on. After all, McTaggart seems to say, 

if there is nothing preventing the possibility of disembodied 

existence for a self, there is nothing preventing the possibi-

lity for it of an existence with a new body. So according to 

McTaggart the meaning of immortality is not exhausted in exis

tence of a disembodied kind. 

Refutation of the doctrine that reduces self to the body 

and hence to m~tter 

A5disolution of the body, death is one formidable 

factor which comes in the way of immortality - though, 

ironically, it is death which seems~o spur one to think about 

immortality. lt would perhaps be more true to say that it 

is a certain interpretation of the fact of death which rejects 
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immortality. Thus it is believed that the self is bound to 

the body in such a way that death of the ta.llrA implies death , 

of the fc!r.-m.et. 'l'his is the doctrine that a man's se1f is 

"a mere effect of his body - a form of its activity".1 There 

is the second view2 according to which the nature of the 
I 

self is such that - even though it is not a mere effect or 

activity of its body - it makes possession of the present body 

essential to its existence. And this to.o would imply that 
' 

the self perishes with the death of the body. 

The first view rather covers, according to Broad,3 

t:wo different theories, namely, "Behaviourism" and "Epipheno

menalism". Un the first theory, all intelligible statements 

containing ps}'chological words like "self", "thinking", 

"knowing", etc. can be translated, without loss or gain of 

meaning, into statements which contain no such words but are 

wholly in terms of bodies, physical processes, etc. This 

would seem to be the meaning of the statement that man's mind 

is an "activity of his body". 

Epiphenomenalism,while denying that statements invol

ving psychological words can thus be translated, holds that 

all mental events and processes are "transitory and causally 

ineffective11 accompaniments of certain physical processes 

in brains and various systems. This would appear to be the 

meaning of the statement that man's mind is an "effect of his 

body". 

1. 

Both these theories, however, as Broad recognises, 4 

Fo-r fDR, Sec. 61, p. 78,~a discussion of this vi ew see 
~. Sees. 62-78. 

2. Ibid., Sees. 79-82. See details there. 

3. Examination, II, Pt. II, p. 592. 

4. Ibid. 



are forms of 11 MaterialismJ' in the popular sense of the 

term. 

Although materialistic monism is generally preferred to 

idealistic monism, the choice however mostly falls for 

monism. There is something ironic about ito Survival of 

the self after the disintegration of the body seems to 

strengthen the mind-body dualism more than either sort of 

monism. And thPre is in fact nothing in the dualist hypothe-

sis that comes in the way of belief in immortality. Besides, 

it would seem that dualism seems to account better for the 

influence that body and mind exert upon each other. Sensa-

tions are caused by the sense-organs,and thoughts and emotions 

are profoundly affected by the states of the body. Consider-

able fatigue is enough to send us into profound sleep, and 

fever is very likely able to make us delirious. Again a 

1 severe toothache can suspend all our thoughts. LikP.wise, the 

influence of mind too on the body is no less. Grief, fear, 

or anger can cause physical illness, and even death. This 

reciprocal action can be explained, perhaps better, in terms 

of some kind of dualism. But all ultimate explanation has a 

tendency to seek to reduce the world to a unity. lt is 

thought to render the world more intelligible and hence more 

satisfying. Dualism postulates the independent, even though 

connected, reality of body and mind. Body is matter, self is 

spirit; and bot~ are considered heterogeneous to each other. 

1. It is not possible here to discuss various contem
porary views as to the relation of the body to the 
mind. (Some reference has been made to them in 
Chapter I of the present work). For a summary apprai
sal of some such views from the dualist perspective, 
see H.D. Lewis, The Self and Immortalit~ (London: The 
Macmillan Press Ltd., 1973), Chapters I and VIIo 
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Monism on the other hand reduces one to th~other, mak~s 

either of them the sole reality in the universe, (thiqks 

that it) bestows greater cohesion and unity upon the world 

than any dualism would. 

I I 

Monism then is generally the more attractive hypothe-
1 I 

sis. But why, of the two monisms, it is the materialistic 1 

monism which is~ mostly preferred. Materialistic monism be- , 

lieves that matter is the sole reality in the univers~, while 

spirit is only one of the activities which characteri~e 

matter when it assumes the special form of a human body . (The 

contemporary philosophical opinion also seems to be heavily. 

weighed in favour of one or the other form of materialism~ , 
'---' J 

What does its plausibility consist in? McTaggart gives a 

v ery broad outline of the grounds on which materialism is 

adhered to and defended. The first reason is that matter 

seems to be totally independent of our will. Stones , moun-

tains, atoms, all seem to be beyond our will and there are 

limits tcour efforts to alter them. "I cannot make into 

bread the stone which I see and touch." 1 From this, says 

McTa~gart, an illegitimate transition is made that whatever 

is independent of our will must be independent of ~ alto-

get hero 

The second reason is that matte r seems to be far more 

powerful than spirit. Even if will can affect matter, it can 

do so very slightly. All our exertions would only change , 

and that too in a small way , the surface of t he planet we 

live on. On the other hand, a change in the temperature of 

sun for example mi ght annihilate the conditions o~our 

1. SDR , Sec . 64 , p. 21 . 

I ! 

I I 

I I 



. t 1 ex1s ence. If then there be a choice between fatt e r and 
I 

spirit, is it any surprise that it is generally spirit 1hat 

is supposed to give way. Thirdly, matt er seems to possJss l 
I I 

more unity and persistence. Matter forms a vast system 1 1 

while spirit seems to be dispersed in t he form of separ4te 

individuals. Matter, science informs us, has ·existed fJr 
billions of years, while spirit seems to last a bare huJdrrd 

years. 2 Or again, fourthly ,3 matter seems t o be the object 

of a whole lot of physical sciences, while, on the other 

hand, it is only psychology that seems concerned wi th spirit , 

and that too not with the whole of it. All these things 

combined lend matter a prestige which i s unmatched and give 

it a plac e which is1 for spirit, a matter of envry. Neither 

of the materialistic doctrines, 11 Behaviourism" and 11 Epiphen-

omenalism~ can be ultimately true if mat ter does not exist. 

A self cannot be an activity or effect of i ts body, unless 

it be true that bodies exist. And the above-mentioned rea-

sons precisely render it probably that matter exists, and 

in fact is the sole reality. Spirit then turns out to 

be just one of the ways in which matt er behaves under cer-

tain circumstances. The same energy after all, it is said, 

assumes various forms, manifesting itself sometimes as 

heat, sometimes as motion, and some other time as electri-

city. Why can't it be transformed , under certain circum-
I 

stances, into thought, emotion, a.nd ·.,.Jil-!? :~:v1 i" . ; · ·~ : "-

1. Ibid. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid. 
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objected thnt tho~~k~, emotion, and will are different 

from heat, motion, and electricity, it is repliod that so 

are heat, motion~ and electricity (different) from one 

another. And if the latter are reducible to a unity why 

can't be forms of consciousness. 1 

What could be the nature of matter which, if the above 

conclusions are true, has to exist independently of spirit~ 
I 

Spirit after all cannot give way to a reality wl1ich is not 

independent of it. Though the exact definition of matter is 

a ra~her difficult question, matter is, by common consent, 

known as such by virtue of its possession of certain ch~rac-

teristics called Primary Qualities - size, shape, position, 

mobility, and impenetrability. These qualiti~s are distingui

shed from what are called the Secondary Qualities of matter. 2 

These are colour, hardness, smell, taste, and sound. Opinion 

differs whether they are regarded as qualities of matter or 

as effects produced by its primary qualities. 3 The question 

however is irrelevant according to McTaggart. If something 

has the primary qualities it would be generally held to be 

matter regardless of whether it possessed secondary qualities. 

And if, on the other hand, it could possess only the secon-

dary qualities and not the primary qualities, it would not 

be regarded as material. This is then what matter is belie-

ved to be like. The characteristics which are attributed to 

1. Ibid. 

2. Reference has been made to them in Chapter III of 
the presPnt work. 

3. As indicated in Ch· pter III, McTaggart's view about 
matter is not tied to any particular view about 
primary or secondary qualities. 
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matter appear so compelling and so formidable as to render ' i 

the existence of matter obvious. But even then, thinks 

McTaggart, belief in the existence of matter can be ques
t 

tioned and so needs justification. The question needs to be 

raised because, according to McTaggart, there are occasions 

when our judgements1 with regard to the reality of matter go 

aWYY• We are likely to regard things material as coloured 

like we think them to be extended. But this conflicts with 

the judgements of sciende. Then there is the 'argument from 

illusion'. (And it is well-known in Indian philosophy~ We 

! I I 

may misperceive X for Y, and thus err in our judge~ent as to 

the character of the external object. And if we can so easily 

misjudge the character of the external objects, what is the 

justification for assuming that there are exte rnal - and 

material - objects at all. Thirdly, McTaggart resorts to an 

argument which has been raised by a number of philosophers, 

mostly Indian idealists of all hues. In dreams, we not only 

see objects as such-and-such but also judge them to be exis-

ting- existing,that is, in dreams, and existing independently. 

(The presumption is that we are believers in matter.) On 

w~king, however, we find that there was neither such an 

object nor any other existing object which we mistook for 

something else. And thus the knowledge drawns that our 

judgement with regard to what we saw in the dream and with 

regard to its existence was mistaken. Again, contrary to 

the waking life where sensa are said to be caused by material 

objects, in the dreams, all would agree, there are no such 

1. It is an important tenet of McTaggart's that we judge, 
i.e. sub specie temporis, matter to exist, and that 
we do not perceive it to be existing. NE, Seco 
364. --
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objects which ~9uld be looked upon as having produced the 

sensa then. And so, if the dream sensa can exist without 

any causal entities, why can't the sensa do so in waking 

life. And if this be so,, it should not be considered 

illegitimate to question of existence of what we judge to 

be matter (in the waking 1 state)o 

And the justification can only come from the sensa- 1 

tions . Ordinarily , our belief in the reality of things ma

terial is based on the sensations which we find to be analo-

gous to the characteristics those things are supposed to 

possess. If there are things, red, hot, or elliptical, it is 

said, there are sensa, red, hot, and elliptical. Secondly, 

we look to sensations always whenever our judgement wit h re-

gard to the existence of a certain bit of matter is doubtful. 

If we conclude that our having particular sensations cannot 

be accounted for on any other hypothesis than that the par-

ticular bit of matter existed, we regard our j udgement correct. 

This should extend not only to particular material entities 

but also to the exist ence of matter in gene ral. That is, 

if a belief in regard to particular material thin8s must be 

justified on the basis of sensations, then belief in regard 

to the existence of matter in general als o mu s t be justified 

by inference from sensations. "And it will scarcely be 

asserted that the proposition 'some matter exists ' is self

evident §liprior-} . 111 So the only way one could hope to justify 

one's belief in the existence of matter would be through a 

"causal" infer ence from "the occurrence, the changes, and 

1. NE, Sec. 364, p. 45. 

\ 



409 

the correlat i.ons of human sensory experiences" 1 , as effects, 

to material entities and processes as causal factors in 

producing them. McTaggart is prepared to admit2 that all 

our sensory experiences have essential part-causes, which 

lie outside them, in entities of some sort, which exist, 

change, and interact independently of our selves to which the 

sensations belong. But, he holds, such causes need not be 

matter; for all' ,one knows, they might be different minds. 

In order for something to be called material, it would have 

to (i) exist independently of our minds, and be a cause-factor 

in producing such sensations which we have ~hen we claim to 

be perceiving material things; and (ii) it would have to 

have such characteristic~ as size, shape, position, mobility, 

and impenetrability. Now there must be entities which 

answered to condition (i). But that they also satisfy con

dition (ii) is doubtful. The reason is that it is on the 

basis of the sensations that we are said to ascribe corres-

pending characteristics to material things; which involves 

the principle that there is resemblance between cause and 

effect. But the principle is not self-evident and is known 

to be untrueo3 Therefore, concludes McTaggart, there are no 

1. Broad, Examination, II, Pt. I, p. 72. 

2. ~. Sec. 68, p. 88. But although McTaggart admits 
the existence of external cause-factors, he sees 
nothing impossible about the view that the causes of 
sensations lie within one's own nature. It might 
be the case that the origins of our sensations are 
buried in the unconscious depths of our own nature, and 
that when the self has come into existence it is 
"as independent of outside influences in its sensa
tions as a clock, when once wound up, is in stri
king"o lbid., But though possible, this view is 
rejected by McTaggart. 

3. Mc~aggart gives some examples to prove that while 
there is such resemblance in some cases, in other 
it is not. See §Qli, Sees. 69-70, and ~. Sec. 365. 
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objects which could possess primary qualitteso1 And, again, 
' '\ 

granted that certain entities, e.go sensations, could answer 

to condition (ii), it would be doubtful whether they answered 

to condition (i). So the conclusion would be that the~e . 

were no entities which satisfied both the conditions, and 

hence no entities wh~ch could ll>e .. call~d llmaterial". As 

McTaggart says: "Matter is in the same position as the Gorgons 

and the Harpies. Its existence is a bare possibility to which 

it would be foolish to attach the least importance. 112 

McTaggart's next step is to prove that the alleged 

distinction between primary and secondary qualities makes the 

theory of the existence of matter further suspect. There is 

firstly the inconsistency of maintaining that whil0 some 

objects are inferrable, on resemblance, from some s~nsa, 

there are others which are not. The second is that matter, 

though extended, does not possess either colour or hardness, 

these latter being secondary qualities. Now extension is 

perceived by us either by sight or touch, and in both the 

cases it is conjoined with the sensa of colour and hardness 

respectively. A sensum having extension but devoid of 

colour or hardness is difficult to conceive of. How is it 

possible then for matter to have extension but not to have 

colour or hardness? 

Nor would the removal of the distinction between 

primary qualities and secondary qualities solve the problemo 

For, although this latter view might meet some of the earlier 

1. SDR, Sec. 70. 

2Q Ibid., Sec. 73, p. 95. 
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objections and bestow on matter a character which is in 

accord with our experience, it will come into clash with 
I 

the standpoint of physical science which ascribes to matte~ 

only primary characteristics, and regards secondary character-
i 

istics as kinds of sensations produced in us by the former . 

A theory however is not the worse if it does not receivp 

endorsement from science. Because, after all, McTaggart says , 

the question whether matter exists or not is a question for 

metaphysics, 1 and not for science. Since, however, the theory 1 

under consideration depended largely on the support o ~ science, 

withdrawal of this support by the latter would s eriously 

affect its credibility. But this apart, there i s a basic 

inconsist ency which infects the modified (that is, ns in

cluding secondary characteristics too) theory. A r ed hot 

sphere of iron, for example, would now possess not only 

sphere-nes s , but also redness and hotness. But the pain pro-

duced, if one touches it, would still remain ano would be as 
I real as the sense of form and colour. And yet nothing corres-

ponding to the sensum of pain would be attributed to the 

object conc erned. There is the second inconsistency which 

arises from the fact that sensa (of the same so-called 

material object) differ for the same person from moment to 

moment, under changed conditions. Sensations of colour of a 

thing may change under different _s et of conditions o~light 

and shade. Shall we presume that the same object has diffe-

rent colours? Or again, there may be, simultaneously, two 

different sensations of the same thing, when two persons look 

at it under different conditions of light and shade . And it 

is impossible that an object should simultaneously have two 

1. Ibid., Sec. 71. 
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diff.erent colours. And so is the case,mutatis mutandis, 

with all other characteristics, primary and secondary. Two 

persons looking at a cube from two different positions s~

multaneously will have sensa of two differ~nt shapes; an~ 

yet an object cannot have two different shapes at the same 

time. And these rnen ' would otherwise, under normal circum

stances, agree to th~ shape of 1 the cube, even though they 

started from differing sensa. lt is plain that the shape of 

the body cannot rese~ble the sensa which it produces, for 

they are dissimilar. If then it is possib~e, as shown above, 

that the characte~istics of a (material) object may not 

resemble those of! th~ sensa, then we have no reason to 
II 

ascribe those characteristics to it'at all. Consequently, 

McTaggart concludes, matter does not exist. 

From this we pas~ to a question which few idealists 

have dealt w.i th with the same perspicacity as McTaggart. The 

question is: What is it of which the propositions of science 

as also everyday life hold true. {Prime facie, these propo

sitions relate to matter.) McTaggart's reply is straight 

and we quote him in full: 

nIt_ ( _i.e. knowle?-ge of science ) 
holds true of various sensations which occur to 
various men, and of the laws according to which 
these sensations are connected, so that from 
the presence of certain sensations in me I can 
infer that, under certain conditions, I shall or 
shall not experience certain other sensations, 
and can also infer that, under certain conditions, 
other men w111 or will not experience certain 
sensations."l 

/~ Thus the propositions of science and everyday experience 

continue· to hold quite as true even if we reject matter. 

Something of course has changed, but what has changed is the 

1. Ibid., Sec. 74, p. 95o 
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suggests, viz. the existence of matter, that is not science 

but an unconscious metaphysics of ordinary language. Science 

of course requires that there be such uniformities as help 

us to predict, on the basis of a certain event, some other 

event that will follow the former under cer tain condit ions. 

But this requirement is not difficult to meet. If t exter-

nal cause-factors and I myself have a constant nature , the 

sensations which are the combined result of them both will 

show uniformities. And there is nothing that can prevent a 

non-material cause from having a constant nature, a s there is 

nothing to prevent a material cause from having such a nature. 

Thirdly, science presupposes a certain commonality of nature 

among human beings so that it becomes possible to inf er on 

the basis of X's experiences, the experiences of Y under 

conditions more or less similar. Here again, McTaggart 

argues, the existence of matter can be dispensed with easily. 

What matters is the commonality of nature, and if that is 

ensured, the results of the action of the cause~factor 
'----

would be similar in character.1 

The above are then some of the arguments McTaggart 

deploys to reject the existence of matter. It might be 

interpreted by some that this view leads to some kind of 

solipsism. But, McTaggart answers2,this is not the case. 

What has been' penied is only matter and not that our sensa

tions have part-causes which are neither us nor a part of 

ourselves. Such part-causes would be external to us, though 

they need not be matter, For all we know, such external 

1. SDR, Sec. 75; NE~ Sec. 370. 

2. §QE, Sec. 76; ~. Sec. 371. 
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causes might of a splritual nature. And this would keep 

solipsism as much away as it would be if those causes were of 

a material nature. The net result then is that the self 

can neither be an activity of the body nor an effect of the 

body. It could have been so, if it had been proved that the 

self is explainable in terms of matter, that it is e.g. just 

one of the ways in which matter behaves under certain cir-

cumstances. But that McTaggart thinks he has shown to be 

impossible. In fact, on the other hand, the qualities earlier 

attributed to matter turn out now to be the qualities of the 

sensations, and matter ceases to be an independent reality, 

let alone the sole reality. 

Another argument to prove that Self is not an activity of 

the Body 

That the self can not be an activity of the body, 

McTaggart now tries to prove1 in a wholly different way. 

He presumes that perceptions or sensations are events in 

men's minds (events which though real are not independently 

real). If the self be just one of the activities of the 

body, and the body be the only events - since there is no 

other reality except matter - in the life of a conscious 

being, ,then the self, since it is an activity of the body, 

must also be events in the life of some conscious being. Again7 

on this hypothesis, if my body were to be known to me, I, as 

an activity of the body, would become events in my own life. 

And this would be absurd. It would also be equally impossible 

if the self as an activity of its body were to be perceived -

i.e. known- by some other·self. For that would mean that 

1. ~, Sec. 77. 



the self P would be events in the life of another self Q. 

The self Q in turn, by the same token, would be events in 

the life of R, and so on. If every self is only events in 

the life of some other self, no self would be known until 

we reached the end of the series; that is, no self would be 

knowable at a11.1 This reinforces the conclusion that the 

self cannot be an activity of the body. And with this goes 

the theory tha~ would have been fatal to immortality. So the 
' 

conclusion according to McTaggart is that it is in fact the 

body that exists for the selves to perceive it. 
I 

A different view of· the 'relation between Body ·and Mind 

considered 

McTaggart next considers the question of the relation 
. 2 

of body to mind from a different angle. This is the VleW 

which, instead of reducing the .self to its body, makes posse

ssion of the given body essential to the existence of the 

self. Even if the body were only to exist for selves to know 

it, it would still make knowledge of the present body by o•e's 

own self or other selves a necessary condition of the exis

tence of the self. lf so, the self will inevitably cease to 

exist after the present body has dissolved and has therefore 

ceased to be known. 

~That shall be our reaction to this view? McTaggart 

admits 3 that, as regards our present experience, we have no 

experience of selves which exist without bodies or after 

their bodies have disintegrated with death. Every self seems 

---···- ~ .. . .. ·-· . . . . . . . . .... .... . . . -
1. Ibid. 

2. Ibid., Sec. 79. 

3. Ibid. 
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to be existing as associated with a body. There is, se-

condly, the case about sensations. The existence of a self 

seems to involve the experience of sensations. They alone 

provide a self the material for thoughts and emotions and 

volitions, and a self would not only be poorer without them 

but also inconceivable. What is a self without experiencres? 
I 

And sensations, thirdly, in their turn are n~ver seen to 

occur without some corresponding bodily accompaniments. No 
I 

experience goes without one or other modification in the 

body •1 

All these facts McTaggart accepts, but he says that 

they only demonstrate that~ body is essential to a self. 

That is, they ~o rot affirm that only the present body is 

essential to a self .k (McTaggart. at this 1stage of the debate 

is quite willing to agree that some body is necessary to a 

self.) And from this he argues -what seems to be a very 

important conclusion, and one which clears the way for 

belief in the plurality of lives - that the self might pass 

from one body to another. What comes in the way of this 

is our incorrigible attachment to the view that the self is 

one of the activities of the body, and that has been seen to 

be false - of course, if it were true, the doctrine that 

the self changes bodies, would go. Again what comes in the 

way is our habit of seeing a self in possession of a certain 

body; and then with the passing of that body, we almost 

instinctively conclude that the self too has perished. But 

habits constitute no argument in philosophy. So then some 

body is, tentatively speaking, essential to a self. And 

1. Ibid. 

2. Ibid., Sec. 80. 
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therefore the hypothesis that a self acquires another body 

would square with facts as well as the supposition that 

the self has perished with the body. , 

Now an important sub-point suggests itself. Are we 

certain that a self connects with the succeeding body in

stantly on leaving the previous body, and if not, what shall 

we say of the self without a body?1 Would it not, on that 

count, cease to exist, because we nave after all maintained 

above that some body is essential to the existence of the 

self? McTaggart's first reply2 is that the change of bodies 

may be instantaneous; but he is quite willing to concede that 

there is some ~ ~nterval between possession by the self of two 

bodies, and this interval according to him would be a state 

of "suspended animation~', a state whi·ch one might describe 

as one of "non-existenc~".3 The latter phrase is important 

and has no small implications. This temporary non-existence 

of the self McTaggart cpmpares to what happens to the self 

in the state of dreamless sleep. McTaggart maintains that 

during this state, the self is "unconscious - as unconscious 

as it could be without a body", 4 but just as this self has a 

1. H.D. Lewis suggests, perhaps in the manner of Indian 
thought, that the dead after leaving their present 
bodies come to acquire 'subtle' bodies which like 
our own bodies are 'causally affected' though the 
means of perception in their case might be different. 
So the dead, says Lewis, are not strictly in another 
world. They are in ours in a 'very special' way. 
Cf. The Self and Immortality, Chapter VIII, esp. 
pp. 151-152. 

2. SDR, Sec. 80. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. 
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right to be called the same self on waking, similarly we 

should look upon the self who has left one body and taken 

up another. Now the state of dreamless sleep calls for some 

comments. It has become particularly associat.ed with Advaita 

Vedanta on the Indian side. The Advaita arrrument is well

known. In dreamless sleep, the self (atman), according to it, 

remains conscious, though not conscious of any object and of 

the world. The self remains conscious because the self is of 

the very nature of consciousness (caitanyasvarupa). The 

Advaita ther0fore would not agree to the propos~tion of the 

temporary non-existence of the self. But the question is, 

how can the self remain conscious, when there is nothing to 

be conscious of. The Advaita would reply that the self is 

self-shining (sva-prakasa) by n8ture and hence does r.ot stand 

in need of anything to become self-luminous. That does not 

mean that the self is nFver conscious of anything; it is, 

through mind .. What is important is that the self can remain 

conscious without being conscious of something other than 

itself. 

McTaggart however believes, 1 like e.g. Ramanuja and 

the phenomenologists, that to be conscious means to be 

conscious of something, that it is difficult to concPive 

that a person was conscious and yet not conscious of anything. 

(The question ~hether the possession of selfness necessarily 

involved the possession of consciousness, we have already 

discussed in Chapter I). 

Now it is remarkable that McTaggart calls the interval 

between the possession of two bodies a state of temporary 

1. Nr', Sec. 397. 
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· non-exi~tence on the analog¥ of dreamless sleep. (From the 

ultimate poin\ of view, however, there is no problem for 

McTaggart. Since matter is rejected, body turns out to be 

a mere appearance, verymuch like time.) And the use of the 
I 

word "almost 11 in "almo~t call <?ne of temporary non-existence111 

. 
is significant. McTaggart does not believe that the .self in 

fact ceases to exist during such an interval, though it may ! ' I 
I . j I ! 

appear to b~ nonexistent. 2 The expression is only figurative~ I 
! J 

In dreamless sLeep again the unconscious state of the self · 
I 

need not he co1strued as~on~ of ltotal absence of conscious-

ness, as we tr~ ed t~ sho in Ch*pter I. He uses the word 
' . 

' ' ' ' 
"suspended anin;~ation" for the interval-state and this may in 

~ I 

the case of sleep appear
1
to mean suspension of consciousness. 

I 

The self does not so much as lose consciousness - in sleep 

or during the lnterval - as it becomes inactive. If therefore 

we tend to mix' up the existence of the self with its being 

' conscious, we .may call it temporarily non-existent when it is 

not conscious, in the usual way. Most important of these is 

however McTaggart's conside ration that sensations or some 

such things are possible without a body. He here3 clarifies 

1. 

2 . 

3 . 

SDR , see . eo . - ,, 

Some thinkers like H.D. Lewis believe that the state 
of dreamless sleep i s simply a state of non- existence . 
He observes : "My own inclina tion, t herefore , is to say 
that in a state of. totally dreamless sleep (in the sense 
that we have no sor t o-:f- experience while asleep) \-te 

simply cease to exist ---. It would also be like dying a 
surviving except that my body would not have undergone 
clinical death - it would have func t ioned and nothing 
else • 11 And ewis finds nothing 11 esp ecially dis ~urbing " 
about it. '11;-lhy should it [be), provided the normal 
continuities persist beyond the ' gap ' and I have then 
the consciousn ess of mys elf which I normally have in 
any experi ence . 11 ThP. Elusiv e 1"1inn , p . 245 . 

SDR , Sec . 81 . 

\ 

, 
I 
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what he means by 11 conscious 11 and says that Ito be conscious 

means "to have sufficient data for --- ment1al activity. 11
1
1 

And although this data, as far as pre~ent experience is 
1 

I , 

concerned, are nothing but sensations~ and jsensrations agtin 

are impossible without a body, this does nbt mJan that t~e . . I , . 

self cannot have dat~ for its fental lactiv~ty without th~ 
. . ! I / ! 

body. It is just t~e present lexperidnce w~ich / seems to make 
-i . ' j I I 

body necessary to trie self, else it is · perifectly possibie I I I ' 

that the self shoul1 live on without ' the body, and also ibe 
, I 

conscious i.e. have data for its mental activity. It t~en 
I 

becomes clear that ~hat McTaggart calls the temporary non-

existence of the self is only from the point of view which 

treats the possession of the body as essential to the self, 

i.e., a conscious self. McTaggart, therefore, would even 

regard the self in dreamless sleep as a self which is con-

scious, even though it may seem unconscious from the other 

standpoint. Th,e only difference between the waking conscious-
, 

ness and consciousness in sleep, according to McTaggart, 

as we saw in Chapter I, is that in sleep the~erceptions 

remain hazy and confused. 

So McTaggart finally challenges even the proposition 

that possession of the bo4y is essential to the existence of 

the self. This is the most dramatic move in the whole 

episode. McTaggart seems anxious to see that the self is 

freed from the last vestige of materiality - so far, that is, 

as its essential nature goes. What he says is rou~hly this: 

it is its present connection with the body that seems to 

make the body-connection necessary to the existence of the 

1. Ibid. 
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body• 1a illlportant, and a eell8 to mean 

as a aelf' has a body that the latter seems 88jlll 
' cted with the aelt's mental life. Which means 

that is it a ••lf 4o.a not b&Te • body, and on 

prtnoiples, as it oaw turns out, it is possible 

not to have a bi»dY • the aelt oen very weU have a 

lite without 'Df ~·~elation with a particular body. 

has sensations - which are material for its mental act 

in connection with the body, and this gives rise to the 

sion that the self cannot haft :thia material except in 

ction with the body. Similarly, since the self seems to 

exist only as associated with body, the illusion arises 

tht self cannot exiat apart fi'OII tbe body. It is aometilllea 

toz.ptten, McTaccart points out, 2 that it aay very well be 

1 ta present entaqlement witl the body which hinders our vitw 

ot other waya in Which tbe aelt could exist and have exper

ience. He uaea the following beauti:tul metaphor in this 

"If a .-a ia abut up in a house, the transparency of the 

win4owa 1a aa eaamial cond1 tion of his seeing the sky. 
k 

it wo.ld DOt be prudeat u later :tbat, if he waJl!!cl out ot. 

any glaaa thro\llb wbiob-M.....-.....-.. 

ot the relation between braiD ead ~&bt. 

present thousht cannot exist witho t brain does not 

we will 1\ot be able to thili1c when brains have dio••;J.&.li~W 

1. §Q!, Sec. e1. 
2. SDR, Sec. S1. 

3. Ibid. 

' 



is· possible that o~r inability to think ~xcept in conjun

ction with a body (or organism) is a temporary limitation 

imposed by the temporary presence of the (present) body, 

and which therefo;e would go with it. 1 A self thus freed 

from the body might have experiences in some other wa·,rs, e.g., 

the direct action ·of one mind upon the Other, by which it 

could get sensations "if and when it is not thus handicapped 11 •
2 

That selves have according to McTaggart such a telepathic 

relation with eaqh other we have already seen in Chapter III. 

In envisa, ing the kind of relation discussed above 

between body ~nd the self, McTaggart h~s come very close to 

the Indian thinking on the subject. No philosophical school 

of India whiqh believes in the plurality of lives and re- . 

birth has looked upon the body as necessary to the existence 
t 

of the self. The body has been regarqed necessary for other 

purposes, for, e.g., reaping the fruits of karmas done in 
, 

previous binth~.,, but no one has linked it up with the exis-

tence of the self. In fact, more often than not, body has 

been considered an evil or maya rather than as something 
J 

essential to the self. In fact some like Ramanuja have gone 

to the extent of making body dependent upon the self. 

McTaggart then might appear to go with Ramanuja in this parti-

cular respect. 

The reality of matter having been rejected, the theory 

that the self is merely an activity or effect of the body also 

stands refuted. Any theory that seeks to make the self's 

association with the body into a dependence of the self on 

1. Ibid. 

2. Broad, Examination, II, Pt. II, p. 599. 
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the body has per forc.e to look upon the se~.!f as i an actliviJty 
I j 

or effect of the body. This is in fact conceded even by 

Broad who says: 

' "I should admit, however, that it is not easy to 
formulate any theory of the relation between a 
mind and the organism which it animates which 
would make a man's mind existenti:ally dependent 
on his present organism, and yet would not make ij 1 ~ 
it either an activity or an effect of, the latter." 

If then, it is proved that thE1 self is not
1 

an activity or 

effect of the body, /it is pro~ed that the seli is no1; "1xis

tentially" dependen~ .upon the i body, iiind if so, further~ I the 

way is cleared for telieving that it is p~ ssible that t~e 
self should not per' sh along ~ith th~ dea~h of the pres~nt 

body. And it is this towards
1 

which McTaggart's effort has 

been directed until now. Allied to this is the question of 

the importance and bearing on the issue of the stories of 

the ghosts of the dead. If there was sufficient truth in 

these stories, in 1lh.e alleged phenomena of mediumship, etc., 

it could justify ttie belief that certain super-normal events 
'I 

occur due to the agency of certain human beings who are dead. 

McTaggart however does not set much store by this proposition . 

He suggests that i~ is possible that some men .initiated , 

during their life time, a process ofcausation which continues 

after their death, and produces from time to time certain 

apparition, mediumistic messages, etc. characteristic of 

tbem. 2 After all,"a chain of effects may exist long after 

its original cause is destroyed." 3 Such phenomena therefore 

1o Broad, E~amination , li, Pt. II, p. 601. 

2. SDR, Sec. 82. 

3o Ibid. 



\ 

prove nothin~ as to the survival of men after death. The 

same is the case with telepathy, clairvoyance, etc. \\'hile 
I 

there may be evidence for these phenomena, that evidence is 

not sufficient for proving the occurrence of experiences in 

a self without any corresponding changes in the organism 

which the self happens to animate. Telepathically or clair

voyantly induced experiences may very well depend on organic 

changes which are caused in an unusual way. So even when we 

have made full allowance for psychical researches into these 

phenomena, they so far offer no positive ground on the basis 

of which to infer human immortality. But indirectly such 

evidence, McTaggart feels, could be of immense value. Because 

if the evidence showed that the self survived the body's 

dissolution, it would remove the biggest hurdle - namely, 

death- in the way of immortality. At the present state of 

psychical research however, McTaggart would prefer to demon-

strate the immortality of selves by metaphysical reasons. 

McTaggart finally turns to the third QUestion. The 

question1 is whether the transitoriness which surrounds all 

material objects - and about this there is no doubt - raises 

any presumption against the immortality of the selves. 

McTaggart points out, and here even Broad2 agrees, that what 

science calls transitory are actually complex wholes - or, 

combinations - which B:re made up of parts w:.ich latter can 

exist separately from each other and from wholes. Generation 

in science means only the coming togetber of already existing 
\ 

particulars to 'form a certain new compound, while destruction 

only means their separation. If there are no material objects 

1. This has been discussed in~. Sees. 83-84o 

2. Op. cit., II, Pt. 2, p. 602. 
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which science regards as ingenerable and indestructible, it 

is because there are no material objects which science can, 

without hesitation, deny to be composed of separable 

particulars. 
\ 

Can the self be regarded as such a combination? It 

is certainly complex1 in one sense, namely, that it owns a 

plurality of simultaneous and successive exneriences. 

McTaggart, as we already know, does count experiences as 

parts of the self.2 ~ut he immediately discounts the sugges

tion that these experiences (or parts) are separable from 

the self. Nor can, for that matter, they be owned by some 

other self. An experience g could not have exis ted unowned 

by s. It can't exist outside of s. For McTaggart it is ah ' 

ultimate proposition that an experience belongs to one or 

another self, and then can belong to no other se i f. So i4a 

self began its history, in time, it would do so by, as 

Broad puts it, "generation out of nothing", 3 and not by the 

association of pre-existing particulars. And if it ceased 

to exist in time, it would do so not by dissociation or dis-

integrat :~on of parts - as in the case of "combinations 11 
- but 

by annihilation. Such a corning into being and annihilation 

are events which science does not contemplate. Science is 

concerned only with combinations. This by itself does not 

prove that the self may not have come into being or may not 

1. 11The self, we must say, is complex, but not a 
compound." SDR, Sec. e4. The use of "compound" 
here, be it noted, is different from its use 
in McTaggart's notion of 11 compound substance". 

2. "It (the self)has parts, but it is not built up 
out of them," Ibid. The doctrine has been briefly 
dlscussed in Chapter III. 

3. Op. cit., II, Pt. 2, p. 602. 



perish; because, as Broad says, "the limits of the contem-

porary scientific outlook do not nPcessarily coincide with 

the limits of possibility."1 It does however show that any 

analogical arguments against the permanence of selves, drawn 

from what science teaches us about transitory combinations, 

are without use. 

Pre-existences (Post-existence) and PluralitY of LivAS 

To believe in pre-existence while believing in immor-

tality is almost to commit an heresy in the Western civili

zation, at least since the time it came under the influence 

of Christianity. In that civilization, while post-existence 

is easily upheld as a part of belief in immortality, pre

existence is hardly considered worthy of serious philosophic 

discussion. The reason perhaps is that the present-day 

Western thought owes its belief in immortality to Christia

nity, and not ~o Plato or anybody else from outside the 

Christian fold. And since pre-existence forms no part of the 

Christian belief in i1tmo.rtality, it is not considered as of 

much consequence. There is however nothing in pre-existence 

which makes it incompatible with immortality any more than 

there is in post-existenpe which makes it compatible with 

immortality. In fact, fur·ther, there is nothine¥n 
I 

pre-existence incompatible with any of the fundamental 

Christian dogmas. Dogmas are not however always a product of 

reason; they do not strictly accept or reject things on merit. 

McTaggart therefore should be considered as almost unique, 

after Plato, in the history of Western thought in preaching 

existence and in fact, further, in making it a part of his 

belief in immortality, sub specie temporis. Rejection of 

pre-existence while accepting post-existence, McTaggart calls 

1. Ibid., pp. 602-603. 
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irrational. As he masterfully puts it: "If the universe 

·got on without me a hundred years ago, what reasc.r. -:. ·.· ~ 1.rl 

be given for denying that it might get on without me a hun-

dred years hence? 111 I 

His utterances on the subject and the 

arguments by which he attempts to prove pre-existence, are 

the most remarkable for their power, persuasiveness and 

lucidity. They provide pages of writing that are among the 

finest in metaphysical thought. It however needs to be 

pointed out just for record that some at least of what 

McTaggart has to say on pre-existence is known to those 

familiar with Indian doctrines on the subject. And in India 

again, belief in pre-existence and plurality of lives has 

existed. side by side with belief in the immortality of the 

self. As we go through SDR and NE, we realise hO\v familiar 

is the story which is being told. At times it looks as if 

McTaggart had taken a page from the Indian texts. However, 

the way McTaggart broaches his subject, and the way he arti

culates his arguments could scarcely be surpassed. 

McTaggart starts by remarking that if immortality were 

true, then pre-existence may be said to be probable; that is, 

that it is possible to say that the beginning of our present 

life does not mark the beginning of our entire existence, that 

it is possible that we have lived before our present span 

began, as we might live on after the current innings is over. 

He tries to demonstrate this by showin~ how the theory of 

pre-existence accounts for some of the features of our present 

life. We next discuss the theory of post-existence and the 

' question whether pre-existence and post-existence of a self 

are divided each into a series of successive lives. And then 

1. SDR, Sec. 87• 
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follows the discu~sion of the bearing of loss of memory 

on the doctrine of pre-existence and post-existence. 

McTaggart discusses these questionsin the Chapter IV tsection 

86-110) of §QR. Some of the account is common in~ an1 ~. 

Vol. II, but we have mostly made use of the SDR treatment, -
without however excluding all reference to NE wherever it 

became necessary. 

(a) Pre-existence 

A particular life of a self, as McTaggart defines 

"the period which elapses between the birth of any one body 
1 and the death of that body". Broad calls the statement, even 

though plain in meaning, "careless", and claims to give a 

more accurate statement. "A 'particular life' of a self S 

is the period which elapses between the birth and the death 

of any body which §. animates"2 Though 1 personally do not 

see that there is a~y great i~provement Broad's formulation 

introduces, he m$y Well be allowed this. We may, however, 
cA.d.d.s 

further note What Mc.Taggart{ to his previous definition. 

"Strictly speak'!i.ng the period may be rather longer, since it . 
begins with the first connection of the self with the body, 

which may take place while the latter is still in the womb."3 
I 

Existence before our present embodiment is called 

pre-existence and existence after the death oftth~ present 

1. li§, Sec. 754. 

2. ~road, op. cit., II, Pt. 2, p. 590. 

3. ~' II, p. 379 footnote 2. Italics mine. 
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bodies McTa~gart earls post-existence. Pre-existence and 
I 

post-existence do not in themselves imply the permanence 

of selves, even though the latter involves the former. But 

their indirect impor~ance is however quite great. If one 
I 

could establish that selves have pre-existence, the present 

life, and are likely to post-exist it, one is able to remove 

the biggest hurdle in the way of immortality, namely, death. 

This is what McTaggart proceeds to show. 

There are accprding to McTaggart, certain empirical 

facts about our present life which suggest pre-existence and 

can be explained only on the doctrine of pre-existenceo1 
\ 

' The first most important of such features is personal rela

ti6ns. Take for example love at first sight. Two persons 

who have seen little or nothing of each other in the present 

lives, feel, immediately or after a few meetings, drawn 

towards each other by a force as strong as that which results 

from years of mutual trust and intimacy. This fact, McTaggart 

says, is usually ignored, and if explained at all, it is 

explained by reference to ''the capriciousness of sexual 

desire 11 •
2 He attaches great importance to such incidents and 

thinks the above explanation plainly inadequate. For, he 

says, "the fact to be explained is found with as great propor-

tional frequency in friendships which have no connection with 

sexual desire."3 On the theory of pre-existence there is a 

simple and plausible explanation for this. If both the persons 

have lived before the present existence, then their love at 

1. McTaggart discusses them in SDR, Secso 94-99. 

2. Ibid. Sec. 94. 

3. Ibid. 
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first sight in this life ,is the result of long intimacy 
I I ' 

I I 

in some of their previous lives. Broad criticizes ic~a~gart 

by saying that it is not "safe" · fo conclude, as HcTaggart 

(he thinl-<s) app8rently does, 11 from the ostcps.ible n,bsenc!.¥' o{ 

sexual desire to its real absence. 111 I think however that 

it is plain that even though we are often likely to mistake 

real absence of a sexual desire for its ostensible absence,, 

there are unpteen cases where friendship between persons is 

not at all governed by sexual desire. Such friendships are 

not always of the kind, as Broad wrongly seems to think, 2 

' I 

where one party, say f, ignores the presencP. of homosexual 

desires in his friend, say y, and behaves outwardly as if 

they were abs~~t. 
' 

The sec~nd important characteristic of present life 

which McTaggart consider~ is the following. There· is what is 

called a man's natural character. lt is composed of, roughly, 

the tendencies and qualities of a person which manifest 

themselves asiJ time passeil. Jlt1cTc;lggart calls them innate, since 

a person is born with them, and since environment plays no 
I 

role in their manifestation, or acquirement. (·~vironment 

docs not pJay any role because they are found to be different 

in men who have grovm'up in a :simil~r or mostly similar 

environment.) Such qualities which a person ste.rts with, 

~ay in others be produced a£ter years o£ toil. A person 

may have "through life a calm and serene virtue which another 

gains only by yea;r-s of strenuous effort .•J3 Ctl:ers m·l.y be 

good judges of human character from the beginnin~, while some 

1. Broad, op. cit., II, Pt. II, p. 611. 

2o Ibid. 

3. §!lli., Sec. 95. 
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others may remain poor in this respect even after years of 

observation and learning. \'he same is true of defeets. A 

may exhibit very early in life a certain' uncontrollable 

weakness which others may develop late in life because of 

continual yielding to the temptation. On the theory of pre-
, I 

existence however even the so-called natural character of 

a person would be t::xplained as due to the "condensed results 
' 

of experience111 with the only difference that in this case 
I 

this condensed exp~rience would be suspended by death ~nd 

rebirth. 

Broad thinks that such facts are more satisfactorily 

explanable by 'heredity, provided that two conditions, one 

general and the other particular, are fulfilled. The general 

condition is about inheritance of acquired characteristics. 

The particular con~ition, if we are to account for by 

heredity a quality :or defect which a person A developed early 

in life and with comparative ease, is that some of his 

ancestors acquired a similar quality or defect through re

peated practice or indulgence.2 ~s to the first, Broad himself 

admits that it would be rejected by the authorities in the 

field, and as to the second, he, again, himself says: "And 

in many cases we can trace A's family history back for several 

generations wi'~hout finding an ancestor who fulfils the 

special condition."3 Still, however, Broad feels that if 

the first condition conc.erning inheritance of acquired 

characteristics were adm~tted, heredity might afford a more 

plausible explanation than pre-existence. This is so because 

1 • Ibid., p. 122. 

2. Broad, op. cit., II, Pt. II, p. 612. 

3. Ibid. 
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while there was always some chance of discovering among A's 

ancestors some one who had the right kind of experience to 

explain A's innate dispositions, there was never any hope 

of finding out - empirically perr1aps - whether there was any 

I I 

! 
among A's past lives whieh could explain his present dispos~- : 

1 I 
tions. Now while it is conceded that there is no hope of 1 

I 

finding out the latter, we may urge, that in the first cas~ 

too namely of heredity - the possibility remains a very I ab- ' 
I 

stract one in that we are never sure that the first conditiorl 

about inheritance of acquired characteristics would ever be 

met. 

McTaggart next grapples with the important question of 

the bearing of heredity on the facts mentioned above. As far 

as the relation of love is concerned, heredity cannot throw 

any significant light on the mutual attraction of two persons 

for one another. The mutual attraction may be because of the 

character of the persons, and heredity may seem to have 

something of importance to suggest here. But whatever here

dity may tell as about the characters - although even that is 

doubtful - it can't expl?in the special bond which exists 

between the two. There is nothing in heredity which makes it 

probable that it should produce this result rather than 

another, that is, that I should have liking for this person 

rather than for another person . There is, however, one set 

of facts which heredity seems to account far more s atisfa-

ctorily, and this concerns innate tendencies . My ancestors 

have had weakness for certain things , indulged in c ertain acts, 

or have stood firm in face of some other tempta tions; and 

then supposing that I have inherited the r esults acquired by 

1. Ibid. 
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them, I will from the start have a weakness or strength in 

certain directions which might be similar to characteristics 

which other men have acquired by their own efforts in thei r 

present lives. McTaggart however points out that such innate 

aptitudes are found in cases where it is not possible to trace 

the existence of the same among the ancestors , even if one 

~oes back sufficiently lonR down the line . So hPredity does 

not explain much. And the possibility of acquirement of some 

more r emote ancestor having remained dormant thr~ugh the 

intervening time and reappearing now is l ess plausible as an 

explanation t han it is in cases where the ancestral acquire-

ment is known to have existed. 

One may however protest that it cannot be deni ed that-

regardless of whether acquired char acteristics can be inhe-

rited or not - aft e r a ll men exhibit a certain t endency to 

r esemble , and not only physically , their ancestors, and that 

this fact constitutes an objection to the theory of pre

existenceo For, how can there be two determinants of man 's 

character, pre-existence and the character of the ancestors 

who incidentally determine his bodyo 

In McTaggart's vi ew, however, there is no inherent 

incompatibility between the two. The characteristics of the 

self which is presently associ a t ed with a certain body are 

determined jointly by those characteristics whi ch th e self 

had when it p ecame dissociated with the last organism, and 

the hereditnry influences which moulded the organism which 

the self now possesses . "The charact er which a man has at 

any time is modified by any circumstances which happen to 

him at that time , and may well b e modified by the fact that 

his re- birth is in a body descended from ancestors of a 
I 
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of a particular character. 111 

McTaggart however goes further. He s ays that even 

the characteristics in which we resemble the ancestors of 

our bodies may be to some extent those determined by previous 

existences. This mav look to be a StL\rtling statement, but 

McTaggart proceeds to a rgue for it in t he following 

way. The character of the self would be determined by his 
\ 

character in the previous life, but it would be the character 

I ·! 

of the biological ancestors of the new organism and its resem-

blance to his character, which would decide the fact that he 

would be reborn in that· particular body rather than another. 2 

But, it may be asked, how would each person be brought into 

association with the n ew or~anism that is mos t fitt ed for him? 

A l't~Materialist who denies pre-existence would say that God 

creates a new appropriate mind at the time an organism is 

conceived and attaches it to that organism. But, as McTaggart 

rightly points out,3 if such a divine act can be invoked to 

make a connection for a newly created person, it can as well 

be invoked foT11 an already existing self. McTaggart himself 

suggests the following law governing such operations . "Each 

person'', on this law, "enters into connection with the body 

which is most fitted to be connected with him."4 We know 

that various chemical substances having affinities for each 

other will combine, separating themselves from other substances 

with which they were previously connected. Similarly a 

certain pre-existing spiritual substance5 - i.e. the self -

1. SDR , Sec. 97. 

2 . Ibid., Sec. 99 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid., Sec. 98, p. 126. -
5. This seems to be one more reason why McTaggart 

calls the self a substance. 



becomes specially connected with a new organism at the 

moment when the latter is conceived. A zygote, when formed, 

attracts only such of the available selves as are specially 

fitted to the organism into which it will develop. ~esides 

chemical affinity, we have also analogy to this in, as Broad1 

points out, the selective affinity of spermatozoa for ova o~ 

the same species, and so on. 

The assumption of such selective affinities between 

selves and organismswould, according to McTaggart explain 

similarities in, mental characteristics between pnrents ar.d 
' 

children, which' are usually ascribed to hereditary influence<·· ' 

Because of heredity, a man's organism will resemble those of 

his ancestors. Similar organisms being adopted to similar 

selves, zygotes which will develop into similar organisms 

will attract similar selves to be united with them. "There-

fore it is likely that the mind which was attracted by the 

zygote which developed into A's organi:m will have a special 

degree of lik,eness to the mind which was attracted by the 

specially similar zygote which developed into his father's 

organism. It will therefore look as if A's mind had inheri

ted certain characteristics from his father's mind." 2 

This is then McTa~gart's theory on the relation bet

ween heredity and pre-e~istence. I think it has never been 

put in such a (novel) form, and the is~ue has never received 

such calm and reasoned attention as it has at the hands of 

McTaggart. The theory of pre-existence too attains to 

respectability which it has never attained, clouded as it 

has been, by religious docmas. Broad's remakrs are worth 

1. Broad, op. cit, II, Pt. II, p. 613. 

2. Ibid., p. 614. 
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\ 
quoting here: 

" I think it must b~ admitted that thi s theory 
is ingenious and plausible . It i s strange how 
completely most non- Materialist philosophers, 
except Leibniz, have neglected the problems 
which concQption and the ostensible inherita nce 
of mental characteristics present t o them. It 

I I I 

is a great merit of McTaggart to have faced these 
problems , and to have shown that a much more 
plausible solution of them is possible on the 
theory of pre-existence than on any form of non
materialisti c theory . 11 1 

i ! ! 

(b) Plurality of Lives. 

The question of the plurality of lives is different 

from tha t of pre- existence , though the latt e r may be s aid 

to strength en t he case of the former . There are peopl e who 1 

accept immortality and also accept plurality of lives but 

deny pre-existence. Such p0ople admi t the possibility of 

the plurality of lives only after th e death of t h e p res ~nt 

b ody, and not before its birth . Finally, we have those like 

McTaggart who advocate immortality and draw, as on e of its 

I I 
i i 

consequences, the possibility of pre- existence, post-exis tence 

and plurality of lives. lt is impossible to believe in p r e -

existence and not to believe in post- existence; though the 

reverse , as just said, is sometimes beli eved . Post- existence 

is an article of faith with all those who swear by immorta

lity, though they may differ among themselves with regard 

to i t s meaning . The question which McTaggart now considers 

is whether our pre-existence and post- exis:ence i s each 

divided into a number of successive lives , each beg inning 

with a birth and ending with a death? In SDR, sections 90-93 

1. Ibid., p . 615. 
\ 





life has old age and dea~h closeby; our future life would 

know no such limitations and would be 11 bounded only bv a 

state of half-enclosed indivisible duration at the end of 

time". 1 
''·J a consequence, death would be C:J unique event in 

the history of each self. It would bo unique not only 

because it occurs only once, but also becauss it changes, 

profoundly and permanently, the life-condition3 of all future 

existence. Althouph this is not impossible, this is im-

probable. 

Broad has criticised McTar~art on both thPs~ counts. 

Firstly, 2 he says, there are plenty of biolo~ical lnst~ncPS 

of chanr~s we come across, which are unique in the history 

of each individual of the species and bring about profound 

modifications in its mode of life. The change fr~m t~~pole 

into fro~, fro~. grub into butterfly, and so on, are cases in 
·, 

point. 

What Proad omits to see here is that in the instances 

he quotes, what changes is substances themsnlves n~d not 

merely their life-conditions. On the other hand, what is 

envisaged by those who de,ny plurality is that, while tre 

selves continue to be the same, their life-conditions chan~e 

in such a profound and lasting manner as to make a second 

death impossible. :nd it is not denied by the votarie~ of 

this view that the self continues to be the same after it has 

entered on a new mode of existence. Secondly, as McTa~gart 

points cut, if the value of our after-existence, which can 

both rise or fall or remain the same, remains at the same 

1. Broad, op. cit., II, Pt. II, p. 624. 

2. Ibid. 
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level there is no justification for supposing that death 

would not recur~ If a thing which ha9 a c.ertain ,ch~racter

istic continues to exist, the usual presumption is ~hat the 

thing would not vary suddenly. Though the presumption, 

as McTaggart soon concedes, is not very strong, it renders 

the idea of periodic death more p~obable. Nor is it affe

cted by the rise or fall in the value of post-existence. 

Plurality of lives is denied on the basis that a person 

after death is either in heaven - which is a higher level 

than the earthly existence - or in hell - which is much below 

it, for this, i~ is argued, renders any further deaths 
' improbable. And it is thought to be especially so with 

heaven. Now it would be generally agreed that, as McTaggart 

says, even 1ttie best of men do not die in a state of intelle

ctual and moral perfection as to make them fit enough to 

enter heaven immediately. It al\11ays seems that more impro

vement is perhaps still desirable. If one were to reply to 

this that some tremendous improvement takes place at the time 

of death in cas~ of some people, McTaggart wonders whether 

any arguments are available for that. 1'he other alternative 

is that improvement can always go on after the death of our 

present bodies, without however necessitating a second death. 
I 

But if our ex~stence after death remains imperfect and 
'~ 

requires improvement, it would rather make further lives 

bounded by deaths and rebirth more probable. Else we shall 

be left with a bizarre theory that a process of development 

begun in one life bounded by death would be continued for 

an infinitely long time not infected by death or rebirth. 
' 

And to infer such a change on the ba~is of our present 

existence seems unjustifiable. And a state of immense degra-

dation should render no-plurality-of-lives-view all the 

more untenable. 



Broad's second argument is quite startling. The 

t tal a f d ath t · l d d. to ~l·m, 1 a c use a e mus lnc u e, accar 1ng 1• 

factors in the self which animates a certatn oigan! m, and 

certain external conditions. He thinks it quite supposable 
I 

that death modifies the self to such an extent that it no 

longer needs tq be attached to an organism at a1:, or in case 

it is attached to a new organism, its attachmf'mt is sa firm 

that the external conditions wl1ich former] y brou ·ht about 

dissociation can no longer do so. On the first al terr,2.ti ve, 

a second death is impossible, on the second, it is unlikely. 

I think Broad him3elf answers the qUf=>Stion wrJen he 

uses the words "no longer needs to be attached to an orga

nism.112 What, we may ask, is the meaning of the need for the 

self to be attached to an organisn, in the first place? An 

answer to this would determine the answer to the qun:>tion 

whether the self needs to be attached to an organism in 

future. And the second alternative falls unless some such 

change~ are brought about in the self which, while making 

it necessary for it to assume a second organism, make it 

unnecessary that this organism suffers a death. Can such con

ditions be met? Broad mentions nothing of the sort. And 

what are the external conditions which were previously res-

pansible for death, but are no more operative now, and why 

not? 

Finally, and this constitutes a very important argu-

ment, we find that there are many processes in the present 

1. Ibid., P• 625o 

2 0 Ibid., 
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life which, though they are set astir, sometimes reach 

their natural end, and sometimes not. As McTaggart beauti-

fully puts it: "We continually find that death leaves a 

fault without a retribution, a retribution without a repen-

tance, a preparation without an achievement, while in other 

cases, where the life has lasted longer, a similar process 

is complete between birth and death". 1 Thus there are proce-

sses which are cut short by death and demand completion. If 

the selves are immortal, and as such survive bodily death, 

such truncated processes will hav0 a chance to be continued 

to their natural end in after lives. NcTa~gart ~r~ues that, 

if the content of our post-existence is similar in essen

tial features to that of our present existence, "the pre

sumpti..on is increased that we shall not have changed so far 

as to have lost the characteristic of periodic deatho 112 

This argument has again come in for some criticism by 

Broad. The first concerns McTaggart's use of CPrtain words. 

Broad seems right in saying that McTaggart seems to be pre

suming "periodic death", while it is not known that each of 

us dies even at least twice. The question is whetter we have 

the characteristic of periodic death, and "not whether, having 

it, we might lose it." 3 However, this slight carelessness 

on the part of Mc'l'a,...gart does not affect the argument. 

Secondly, according to Broad, the assumption that processes 

begun in the present life but cut short by death are ccrnpleted 

in the next life is 11 doubtful"o 4 Internal crises, like 

1. SDR, Sec. 92; NE, Sec. 760. 

2. NE, Sec. 760. 

3. Op. cit., II, Pt. II, p. 625. 

4. Ibid. 
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I 
puberty, serious \ illness, etc. often change a man ' s interests 

in such a way that processes which remained half completed 

are never taken up again. Death in comparison to such events 

as puberty etc . will perhaps involve a much greater change 

in the self and his outlook. Again , processes are sometimes 

cut short by external circumstances as e.g. fin ancial di s-
1 I 

aster, war, emigration etc. And separation , by death , of 

a self from the body is perhaps the greatest, or greater than 

any of the above, change in the external circumstances of 

the self. 

I think it is not McTaggart' s a r gument, but Bro ad ' s 

objection which ~f here su spect. Mc~aggart here res orts to 

but broad inferences and generalizations . But even t hen it 
5 

may be said that if the t~s in which one has lost interest 

in the present life are not taken up in a f uture l i fe , the re 

might still be other tasks in which one was int erested and 

which therefore, since truncated by death, woul d need t o be 

taken up in some next life. Besides , McTaggart is claiming 

not that the incomplete processes will f ind completion in 

the immediately next life, but only in " a f uture l ife."1 

However Broad ' s view that death might involve a greater 

upheaval in a self so as t o cQmpletely change its orienta-

tion and interests is worthy of consideration. 

2 Thirdly , Broad argues , that granting that one 's 

future life should not be very much unlike the present one 

if the tasks left uncompleted in the one are to be completed 

in the other , it by no means follows that the futu r e life 

should r esemble the present life in the characteri s tic of being 

1. SDR , Sec. \~2 . Italics mine. 

2 . Op. cit., II, Pt . II , p . 626 . 

I 

I I 
I I 
I I 
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bounded at its later end y death. 6o:11 il .. 
::, - I .. the 

end of the present life and the beginning pf the next life 

would appear to be the only essential factor h~re. 

This argument is roughly on the simil~r lines as the 

previous one mentioned above; and our answer would be in 

similar terms. Just as there is the question concerning the 

necessity of a sel£ animating an organism, similarly there 

is the question concerning the necessity of~ self separating 

from an organism. If a self, because of some law or necessity, 

gets connected with an organism in the present life and then 

because of some law gets dissociated from it, this condition 

will continue to prevail so long as that self remains undying. 

Births and deaths would then become regular features in a 

' self's life, and not something as merely occurs on limited 

occasions. We find that Broad himself seems to recognize 

this while offering a resta~ement of the argumento 1 It may 

be the case, he says, that unless the self possesses a body 

in the next life, its experiences will be too discontinuous 

with these of the present life for processes begun in the one 

to be completed in the other. And it might be held that, 

"so long as a self animates an organism, it is ip~o facto 

liable to be dissociated from the latter; and that, sooner 

or later, conditions will arise which will bring about this 

dissociation."2 Both these contentions Broad finds "hiffhly 

plausible".3 And if they are coupled with McTaggart's 

assumption about incomplete tasks getting completed in future 

lives, his conclusion that the next life too will be bounded 

1. Ibid., P• 627. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid. 
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. '\ 
by a second death is, according to Broad, not unreasonable • 

. I 

So far we have considered the question of the plura-

lity of lives on the assumption that we are prospectively, 

but not retrospectively immortal. In SDR, section 93 and 

NE, section 761, McTaggart argues that the possibility of a 

plurality of lives gets strengthened if each of us is both 

retrospectively and prospectively immortal, that is, if pre

existence is also true. (see above) On this assumntion then, 

a person would suffer death at least twice, once before the 

present life began, and once at the end of this life. Now if 

death is positively known to happen at least twice, it ceases 

to be a unique event in a self's history. But if death can 

happen twice, it would be most unreasonable to reject plu-

rality of lives on the ground that although death could 

happen twice within an interval varying from a minute to 

about a hundred years, it could not occur a third time in a 

history which stretched from the beginning to the end of time. 

What is more likely is perhaps that births and deaths are 

recurring events, "like going to sleep and waking up 

again." 2 

C.D. Broad makes two criticisms on the argument. 

(a) Firstly, he says, JVlcTaggart's argument assumes, given 

that a self existed before its present life, that it died 

before its pres~nt life commenced. And this McTaggart, 

according to Bro~d, is not entitled to do. For this assumes 

that in its previous existence, this s0lf was attached to 

an organism, and that it became dissociated from the latter 

before it became associated with the present organism at 

1. Ibid. 

2. Ibid. 

I 

(~ 



conception. This may be true; but McTaggart's theory, 

Broad says, nowhere implies that a self must always have 

been attached to an organismo1 I think Broad should have 

his way here. 

(b) McTaggart, Br~ad, says, assume~ in his argument that 

a self's last death must have happened almost immediately 
' 

before its present life began. For McTaggart says that the 
• 

interval between the last death of a self and its next death 

varies "from a mimute to about a hundred years", and appa-
I 

rently identifies this interval with the length of a self's 
I 

present existence. , "He h~s ~o right to make this assumption 

without discussion 112 It is lpossible, Bfoad says3 , th~t 

a self which has already animated a body and got dissociated 

from it at some time duri~g its previous existence, had been 

existing in a restful state - like a state of sleep - for 

hundreds of years before it became attached to its present 

organism at conception. "Thus the interval between the 

beginning and the end of a man's presPnt life cannot safely 

be identified with the interval between two immediately 

successive death~. The latter might be enormously greater 

than the former." 4 Here too I think Broad should be allowed 

to have his way. We may however add that none of his sugges

tions comes into conflict with McTaggart's theory propero 

Loss of Memory and Immortality: 

It is surely the case that most, if not all, of us 

do not remember anything of our previous lives. If there 

1. Ibid., P• 628. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. 

\ 
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was ~o plurality of lives, this loss of memory would not 

perhaps matter much. If the present life were a rather short 

stretch in an otherwise indefinitely long history of a self 

unbroken by recurrent births and deaths, it would be possi

ble tc regard loss of memory as a feature of this single 

"episodical" life, and to hope that all memory of the past 

would be regained after death. Loss of memory of one's 

previous life might be attributed to the association of the 

self with an organism, and it might be expected that this 

memory would be permanently restored when this association is 

snapped finally. And even if death failed to rest re a 

self's memory of ~ts pre-natal existence, still the self need 

' fear no further loss of memory throughout the rest of its 

existence if it is to suffer no further deaths and re-births, 

But if, on the other hand, our future life is to be divided, 

as McTaggart believes, into a plurality of lives, then it is 

probable that the loss of memory which accompanied our last 

birth is a frequently recurring event associated with each 

of our past and future births. The question then that 

McTaggart now considers is the following. Supposing that 

loss of memory becomes a permanent feature, i.e., that 

memories lost are never regained, what will be the bearing 

or effect of this (loss of memeory) on the nature and value 

of immortality. Discussion of this question and the related 

ones is found in §QB, sections 100-110 and NE sections 

763-765 and 770-7e3. For reasons of convenience we shall 
o-.4./tt ~ 77<J-7ti~ <13 fie. &lr; It& SDR ~ NE.. 

rely mainly on the ~ acoount.z_and substantially similar).~ 

In addition we shall depend upon SHC for consideration of 

the question relating to mem ·ory anct personal identity. 

(a) Loss of Memory and Personal Identity 

The first important thing that strikes one about loss 

of memory is, it is said, that it involves loss of personal 
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identity. If a person does not remember anything of what 

happened before the birth of his present body he cannot be 

identical with the person who lived before the birth of 

that body. And this is no small loss. 1v1c 1'aggart however is 

not convinced that e~erything is lost with loss of memo~y. 

He indeed suggests a very bold way to deal with the problem. 

"Personal identity", he says, "no doubt is the identity of 

a conscious being, but it does not at all follow from this 

that it must be an identity of which the possessor is 

conscious. 111 A theory which makes personal identity hinge 

on memory makes the latter something which continually 

fluctuates. I may have completely lost memory of some 

important episode in my life, and am reminded of it after 

decades by coming upon an old letter. lf personal identity 

consists simply in memory, then we must hold that 1 had 

ceased to be identical with the person who participated in 

these events, and that I became identical with him again 

after the discovery of the letter. 

We do not necessarily forget what is insignificant. 

We also sometimes forget what was most significant and what 

moulded us very radically so as to create an identity pro

blem at a different level, even though at the time we were 

too young or too dull to appreciate the f ull significance 

of those events. And no one can perhaps afford to remember 

all his acts and forbearances - each of them perhaps a 

little trifling - that went a long way in formin~ his 

character. And yet it can by no means be denied that it 

was he who did them. 11 If the man who instinctively acts 

1. SHC, Sec. 43. 

1 



unselfishly in an emergency were not the same man whose 

forgotten choic es of unselfishness have determined that 

instinctive action, would personal identity have any meani~g 

at all? 111 And then there is the case of "apparent " memo-

ries. One may remember "events " which never in fact ha-

p pened, or feel identical with some one who never existed. 
' '\ 

McTaggart gives the example of George the Fourth who thought 

that he had fought at Waterloo. Similar delusions can be 
n r n 

produced by hy~tism. In the mind o f the hy~tized person 

the belief appears as if it were a c ase of authentic "remem-

berinp;". But no one would suggest that A h ad become identical 

with B, since he was able to "remember" B's past. 

An important point in connection with memory has been 

made by Bishop Butler . lf we consider only real memories 

as the criterion of personal identity, then we are implying 

that A is the same person as B if li) the experiences that 

A claims to remember as occurring to B actually occurred to 

B, and (ii) these experiences actually occurred to A (that 

is, A is the same person as B) . But the addition of the 

second requirement -makes the condition circula r. A can only 

:::-ies " of being B are invoked to dec ide . Thus, since the 

memory condition presupposes personal identity, this identity 
2 cannot itself rest upon memory. 

1 . SHC , Sec . 43. 

2. Butler remarks thus: 

" But thoueh consciousness of what is past does 
thus ascertain our personal identity to ourselves , 
yet, to say that it makes personal id entity , or is 
necessary to our being the same persons, is to say, 
that a person has not existed a single moment, nor 
done one action, but what he can remember; indeed 
none but what he reflects upono And one should 
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McTaggart now gives a very important argument.1 He 

says that personal identity also ceases to have much mea-

ning for us if it ceases to be connected with the "special 

and unique11 interest which we feel in on~ own future. Our 

interest in others' well-being even if stronger is never 

the same as it is in ourselves. If a man were to los~ all 

his memory after a short while, would he regard this as 

annihilation, and take no interest in the person of similar 

character who would possess his old body? Or would a person 

approaching hell lose all sense of regret for his position 

if he were to be assured that all mPmory and hope must be 

left behind before he enters? McTaggart's point seems to 

be that even if one were to lose all memory of the past, it 

would not affect one's interest in future and in life. 

Those who believe in transmigration are not always indi-

fferent to their fate after the end of their present exis

tence. And yet they fully realize that the next death too 

will compl~tely obliterate memory as the last death did. 

Besides, McTaggart is mere concerned with the conti

nuity that exists between past and future lives and the 

special effect or bearing the former has on the latter.2 

Footnote 2 on page443 contd. 

really think it self-evident, that consciousness 
of personal identity persupposes, and therefor 
cannot constitute personal identity." Joseph 
Butter, " Oi' Personal Identity , " The Analogy of 
ReliR;ion with an introductory essary by Hevo 
Daniel Wilson (Glasgow: Collins, 4th ed. 1831), 
p. 518. Notice the remarkable similarly between 
McTaggart ' s and Bu~ler's views here. 

'-' 

1. SHC , Sec . 43. 

2. SDR, Sec . 100. 



I In the absence of such a continuity one would not be en-

tit ed to call them lives of the some person. A change 

in any of the self's past lives must affect its state in 

the subsequent time and thus in all future time. Dea~h and 

rebirth are of course Fery major events and can affect a 

life greatly, but they too can act, McTavgart says, o!ly 

in what was already present; and what was present would be 

moulded by actions and experiences in the past. "And this 

is sufficient to make the identity betwPen th0 different 

lives real." 1 Personal identity, l\'JcTaggart maintains, is 

thus not destroyed by loss of memory. As he elsewhere2 

argues- in contradistinction e.g. to Locke's view- per-

sonal identity consists in the identity of the substance, 

Locke seems to have held that while personal identity may 

be correlated with identity of substance, it does not consist 

in this. He even entertained the possibility that personal 

identity could be "preserved in the change of immaterial 

substance, or variety of immaterial substances". 3 It 

1 • 

2. 

3. 

~, Sec. 100 

SHC, Sees. 41-42o 

John L~cke, An Essat concerning Human Understandin&.a.. 
I, B~. II, Ch. XXV I~ Sec. 12 (ed. Campb~ll Freser~ 
p. 453). Russell (of a certain period) thou~ht along 
similar lines. "--- nothing is to be assumed as to 
the identity of the subjects of different experiences 
belonging to the same person." Bertrand Russell, 
"On the Nature of Acquaintance," Logic and knowledge , 
Essays, 1901-1950 ed. R.C. Marsh (London: George 
Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1956), p. 163. ~ o did Broad 
and.Moore. Broad believes it possible that "there 
is a different Pure Ego for each different total 
state of the same mind, and that two successive total 
states are assigned to the same mind because of 
certi.in characteristic relations which they have 
to each other and which they do not have to other 
total states which would not b~ assigned to this 
mind." The Mind and Its Plac~ in Nature (London: 
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"mat.ters pot;i at a1ll, 111 ' so far as the nature of personal 
II I 

identi t~ 'is boncerned, "whether it be the same identical 

substance, 1rich always thinks in the same person. " 2 

McTaggart, n~!ver agreed with such a view and would, I think,. 
:! 

even have p~lonouziced it incoherent. 
II 
I 

L~i bn~iz, }!
1
erhaps iri. react ion to Locke' s view, main-

11 

tained, as ~aid above, that the self-conscious soul has a 
'I . 

'personal' and 'moral' identity in virtue of which the soul 

can be rega~ded as immorta1.3 Neither continued conscious-

' ness nor memory is essential to the maintainance of this 

'moral' identity . The identity of any individual substance 

therefore ~epends , concludes Leibniz , upon 'the preservation' 

of the same sou1.4 Sydney Shoemaker remarks (perhaps) about 

the Lockean or any version of the Lockean view th2. t "it 

Footnote 3 on page '-/5{ contd. 

Routledge and Kegan Paul , 1925), p. 561. Moore 
also conceives it possible - as in contrast to 
the Pure Ego Theory - that "the entity which 
directly apprehends, in those acts of direct 
apprehension which are mine, is numerically di
fferent in every different act ; anct that what I 
mean by calling all these different acts mine is 
either merely that they hav e some kino of r e la
tion to one another or that they all have a common 
relation to some other entity , external to them, 
which may or may not be something which deserves 
to be called 'me .'" Philosophical Studies , p . 175. 

1. Locke, qp• cit., Sec . 10 (p. 450). 

2 . 

3. 

4. 

Ibid., Sec. 16. 

New Essays on Human Understanding, (j~ . II, Ch . 27, 
Sect. 9 (p. 236). 

Ibid., Sec . 6 ( p. 232). 
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would appea~ that the dE;!nial that there are subjects 

(substances, pure egos) is either unintelligible or else 
' I ' 

I I I 1 
amounts to a1 denial that there are· persons." 1'1cTaggart 

I 

further draws a distinction between personal identity 

(proper) and' the signs1 by whi,ch pepple 'usually infer its 

existence.2 .Memory th~n might be one of the signs by whith, 

we conjecjur~,McTaggart thought personal identity might 

be inferred • · 

It would be a digression hePe to go into the full and 
I 

difficult questio:q. of memory vs. personal identity, though 

the view has been 'held by certain philosophers3 that memory 

constitutes one very definite criterion, perhaps the cre

terion, of pe:rsonal identity. What these philosophers have 

generally tenoed to neglect is that there is a very great 

difference between 'personal identity•and conscious know-

ledge of that identity; that personal identity can remain 

without partial or complete awareness of it; and that the 

1. Sydney Shoemaker, Self-knowledge and Self-Identity, 
p. 57. 

2. SHC , Sec • 41 • 

3o John Locke may be said to be the originator of the 
view that memory is the relation that unifies our 
varied experiences. Apparently purporting to define 
personal identity 1he says: "Whatever has the con
sciousness of present and past actions is the same 
person to whom they both belong." (Essa~, I, 458 •••• ) 
Hume thought that the successive 11 perceptions" of 
a person are strung together by the relations of 
resemblence and cause and effect; but, as Shoemaker 
points out (6p. cit., p. 151), it was apparently 
his theory of memory that led him to this. A memory, 
on Hume's view, is a perception that resembles 
and n~ caused by the past perception of which it is 
the memory. And Hume remarks that "the memory not 
only discovers the identity (of a person] , but 
also contributes to its production, by producing 
the relation of resemblo.nce among the perceptions." 

' 
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I 
I 

' II 

latter is therefore a separate problem. In fact ias 
I 

Shoemaker1 and H,D, Lewis2 point out, (even in t ~e 
syctner 

, I 

latterl ' 

Footnote 3 on page 45S contdo 

1. 

2 . 

"Person~l Ident.ity", A Treatise of Human Nature, 
I, PP• 246-247. 

Bertrand Russell! , subscribing to the "co-persona
lity" view of the self, sug~ests, wi t hout commi
tting himself on the question, that the relation
ship of "co-personality" might be memory! '"~!hat 
we know is this string of experiences that makes 
up a person, and that is put togethe r by means of 
certain relations, such, e . g ., as memory." "The 
Philosophy of Logical Atomism'l Lo~ic and Knowledge, 
p. 277~ Elsewhere Russell says: ~ total group of 
my experiences throughout time may be defined bf me ?.~.s of 
membry." ( 11 0n the Nature of Acquaintance", p. 13P.) 
B .P . G-r5.c ,.., .s:tm:tlarly h e1d that "the self is a lo-
gical construction, and is to be defined in terms 
of memory." "Personal I dentity", !'lind , L (1 941), 
p. :340 • A •. J. Ayer, advocating two different cri-
teria for persor.· .. f.. identity suggests, besides bodily 
identity or "bodily continuity", memory as another 
criterion. As he observes: 11 [there are also) what 
may be called the psychological crit eria of conti-
nuity of di position and memory. We say that a series 
of experiences constitutes the hist ory of a single 
person if similar mental states recur throughout the 
series in similar conditions, and if, as the series 
is prolonged, its l ater sections always contain 
some experiences that are memories of the earlier." 

'The Foundations of Empirical Kno,,.,ledge (London: 
Macmillan & Co. Ltd., rep . 1951; 1st ed . 1940), 
p. 142 • . 
For a well-reasoned refutation of these and similar 
views see Sydney Shoemaker, op. cit., Ch. IV. 

Ibid. Summing up his position on the question, 
Shoemaker says: "What I wish to conclude from 
this is that first-p erson past~tense statements 
can be, and ~requently are, memory statements, 
i.e. statements that simply report what the 
speaker remembers, and are not conclus.ions from 
what he remembers. When this is so the speaker 
is not, in making his statement, identifying a 
remembere:red self as himse'lf, and therefore the 
question of how he makes such an ident i fication 
does not arise." (pp. 141-142). 

The Self and Immortality, Chapter V1 and ~ 
Elusive Mind, Chapter X. 
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case) memory cannot provide any cri~erion of personal 

identity. And, as Butler insists, it is memory that 
1 I 

presupposes personal identity, not the oth~r way "round. 

There is another proposition that 'MoTaggart '
1 

consi,der
1
s 

I ' I ' 
1 • I I 

in connection with memory. It might . be argued, he , says, 
I ' 

that the rebirth of a self ~ithout a ' memory of his pre-

existence would amount t@ annihilation of that se+~ a~d , th~ 
I ' I ,, ' I I 

creation of ;a 1ew s~l:e of c;tn exactly simi.lar character. 

Consequently, it might be urged, he says, . that I should 

not regard. myself imrno·rtal ,if I were to be annihilated at 
I l I 

death, even ~f p pe~son similar to me was going to be 

created after me. So, it would be concluded, rebirth without 

any memory of tpe past lives should hot be regarded as true 

irnmortali ty •1 1 

The objection1 however, McTaggart points out, rests 

on an impossibility; There cannot be another self of a 

character exactly similar to mine. The self, Me' 'aggart 

points out, is not a Ding an sich (a thing-in-itself) which 

can change without regard to its qualities. The self, we 

have seen, is a substance with attributes (or characteristics), 

and "the self \as no nature except to express itself in its 

attributes. 112 If, therefore, the attributes constituting 

the character were exactly the same, the substance too would 

be the same, and there would be no anni~ilation. (r-1cTaggart, 

as we have already seen, believes, with Leibniz, that if 

there are two diverse substances,then they must be different 
I 

or dissimilar in respect of some attributes.) lf however 

1o SHC, Sec. 56; also~' Sec. 101. 

2. ~' Sec. 56, p. 50. We have already alluded to this 
point in our discussion of Substance in Chapter II. 
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valueless without lo88 or memorr. 

Ordinar11Tjth this 111'e a ..person has no memory ot 

one o.t. his (or her) past existences. Yet despite this 

is generally bel~eved that o~•• Pre&ent tite ha~ -'OJII 
J.. 

positive value. U so, 'the tutuN 

1oolled Oft .. ~ .. •uch •• 

' 
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assertion is not easily refutable, but holds that most 

men, instead of replying the question in the same way, 

would deem immortality - even without memory - desirable. 

I think this is an important point and bears some 

slight discussion. Generally, a man's survival instinct 

seems so strong that he may not unwelcome the idea of his 

animating different bodies ~n future lives, provided that he 

is assured that his continuation as the same self is certain, 

and despite his conviction that he would be permanently 

deprived o~ remembrances of his past actions, experiences, 

relationships. One's ties therefore with the persons whose 

bodies have been animated or will be animated by the self 

which now animates his body are likely to be stronger than 

one's ties with one's kinsmen, predecessors or desendants. 

The former relationship, Broad observes, 1 is like that of 

successive Chinese boxes in a single Chinese box. The latter 

is however like that of "knots in a single complicated 

network." There is no doubt that if one were to accept 

McTaggart's theory of the relations between the successive 

existences of the same self, one would contemplate with 

special interest the nature and circumstances of his past 

lives, despi~ his conviction that he would have no memories 

of his past lives in any of his later lives. But there is 

another dimension to it as well. Memory does not simply 

mean that we remember things or happen to remember them. 

The truth is that we~ to remember certain things, just 

as it is true that we w~nt to forget certain other things. 

We are not only attached to things or people we remember; we 

are also attached, in a terribly profound way, to our 

1. Broad, op. cit., II, Pt. 2, p. 631. 
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memories of them. Memories present things and people who 

are no more, or events and episodes concernine those who 

are still with us, in a vivid vibrant fo rm, and loss of it 

cannot fail to shake us or otherwise affect us profoundly. 
I 

We may still continue to live, but shall we relish 1an 1exis-

tence in which there is nothing to be rememberd? Shall we 

not be poorer without memory at thi s l evel? Its loss might 

not affect our sense of self-identity, and we might s~i~1 

be able to ask the question, Who arn I, - and there is no 

doubt that this question has fundamental importance1 -but 

is it also not true that this loss will depriv e us of many 

things - experiences and relationsh ips - to all of which w~ 

have been at t ached in a certain way and without (the memory 

of) which life might as well appear not worth it . The fac t 

from which theories of immortality like those of McTaggart 

seem to draw their sustenance i s that when memory is gon e , 

gone is even the desire to remember , so that in a way so to 

say one does not feel deprived; or from the fact that memory 

after all r emains with us in the pres ent existence , so that 

we are sort o~ compensated f or loss or memory of lives past. 

May be t oo much memory is unbearable , and t her efor e it i s 

only proper that we fo~get past lives as we ~orget many 

things concerning the present. But this is a differ ent 

question, and need not detain u s here. 

(ii) Immortality is generally desired not merely because it 

me ans prolongation of exist ence, but also bec·ause it seems 

to offer an improvement on the present lifeo And loss of 

memory,by depriving us of memory of our past actions and 

experiences, would , it mi ght be argued, prvent any improvement 

· 1. We hav e referred to this in Chapter I . 
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in our lives from happening. After all, it cannot be denied 

that man becomes wiser and morally more perfect in the 

la(}r years of his life through remembetin.o: past actions 

and experiences. So if memory is to be permanently lost 
\ .. 

with the ebbing away of th~s life,no one can becomo wiser 

or better throue;h remembering actions and experiences which 

' occurred in previous lives. 

Now much of our wisdom - which includes skill, tact 

and detailed knowledge1 ~we know is due to the actions and 

expPriences which occurred in the past and which we no longer 

remember. i>.cquisi tion of knowledge and experience here play 

a great role. So a man wh6 dies after acqulring knowledge, 

might enter the new life, deprived indeed of the previously 

acquired knowledge, but not of the enhanced strength and 

delicacy of mind which resulted from the acquisition of 

knowledge. If so he would be wiser because of his acquisitions 

in the past life. This kind of influence of thP past over 

the present is not relative to memory, and thus a self will 

continually grow in wisdom in the successive lives, even 

though characterized by recurrent permanent losses of memory. 

We may here quote McTaggart in full: 

"Most progress is like the advance of a tide, 
whose waves advance and retreat, but do not 
retreat as far as they advanced. And is not 
even this loss really a gain? For the mere 
accumulation of knowledge, if memory never 
ceased, would soon become overwhelming, and 
worse than useless. What better fate.could we 
wish for than to leave such accumulations 
behind us, preserving their greatest value in 
the mental faculties which have been streng
thened by their acquisition." 2 

1. Cf. Broad, op. cit., II, Pt.n, Po 632o 

2. SDR, Sec. 104; NE, Sec. 775. 
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(iii) What is said above applies, mutatis mutandis, to 

virtue. M~nory of moral experiences does nothin~ more than 

assist in formin~ a moral character, and if that is done 

otherwise, the los::; or memory would not m0.an m11ch to virtue. 

After all it cannot be denied that our moral character has 

been formed by many experiences, many good and bad deeds 

which have been forgotten and some of which even went un

noticed at the time. Thus a man, when he enters the new lifJ, 

will be born with some innate dispositions not to fall to 

certain temptations and with some tendencies to build up a 

fine moral character. Thus the achievements of the moral 

~ontests'of the past lives will not be destroyed, even though 

memory of them would be. 

(iv) And lastly we have to consider the effect of loss of 

memory on the love which we feel for other persons. The 

problem here seems more formidable than in the case of 

wisdom and virtueo The value of memory in the case 

of love consists in the fact that memory of past love 

for some person makes our present love of him stronger and . 
richer. No doubt, past hours of love are past regardless 

of whether we remember them or not; but this does not mean 

that they are regarded as devoid of value, for our remem-

brance of them makes our· present love stronger and deepero 

Now it is a common fact that present love can be 
I 

stronger and richer because of the past love which we have 

forgotten und which no longer affects us as memory. In a 

love-relationship there are many incidents that are forgo-

tten and yet they all leave their mark on the presento The 

present love is stronger because of them, even though they 

themselves are forgotten. Similarly, the love of the next 

life which has been enriched and deepened because of the 
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love of the previous life is not poorer just because 

nothing is remembered of that love now. But what is the 

assurance that loss of memory would indeed not mean loss 

of love, and that what is gained in one life will be pre

served in some other? McTaggart says that for ,this,two 

conditions1 have to be fulfilled. The first is that the 

people who love in the previous life love the same people 

in some of the next lives, and secondly, that love in the 

next life 1 is , stronger because of love in the previous life. 

What is the likelihood of the first? For any two people to 

love each other in some future life also, it is necessary, 
I 

though not sufficient, that they meet somewhere and become 
2 acquainted with each other. What i~ the possibility then 

that X who h~s loved ! in the present life will meet him 

and become acquainted with him (in order to be able to love 

him) in a subsequent life? 

Now there are on any view an enormous number of selves, 

and the number vastly increases on a theory like that of 

McTaggart who regards nothing real but spirit. lt would 

seem then that the chances of lovers meetin~ again in their 

future existences are very very marginal,unless there be 

something in the present love which would also determine 

their future intimacies. ~eople who are bound to each other 

by love cannot depend for proximity, in a f uture life, on 
~ 

some chance or mechanical necessity whose recurrence one 

would have no reason to expect. Proximity. between two 
t 

persons is the effect, and not the cause of love.3 It is in 

1. §QE, Sec. 106; ~' Sec. 777. 

2. Ibid., Sec., 779. 

3. ~. Sec. 1oe. 
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fact the manifestation, under special cond~tions, of those 

relations that constitute the eternal nature of the universe. 

Proximity therefore as determined by the love of t' pre

vious life will work it· elf out in the future life too. It , 

is clear then that the lives of those vJho have loved in the 

present life are connected with each other fer all ,·time to 

come, since the relation9 between them signifies tn-ir actual 

positions t0• .. n rds each other in thP ::.chemr> of th v • 

Conse~u~ntly, accordin to Mcraygart, there t 

some definitc\connection betv1een the conditions tha"'.: det rm·n 

rebirth and hence juxtapositions in futur"' lives, n t 

conditions that determi1Je love.1 Immortality can give us 

hope of pr·o8r(~ssive improvement only 11 if v1e have reaso to 
I 

believe th~t the iht~rests of spirit are so predominant a 
I 

force in the universe that they will find, in the lone run, 

satisfaction in the universe." 2 

~e now pass to the second condttion. Will love in 

the next lives be stronger bec8use of love in the previous 

life' This too, McTaggart holds, is true. If there is no 

separation in the future.lives, then the value of love n~ed 

not wane just hecause there is no memory ofit. In ract, ~ 

we get bound to each other still more strongly, still more 

deeply, because of our love in the previous birth. The 

past is not preserved in some separate sheath o~ memory, 

but remains "condensed r'..m1 united" in thP pn:sc•nt. 

are many epi oles in a friendship which are for~otten in a 

life-time but we scarcely reearo tl-,cm as lost. Th,.., v u 

1. NE, Sec. 779; SDR, Sec. 107. 

2. SDR, Sec. 108. 
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of love therefore does not perish with disappearance of 

memory. 

I 

McTaggart ends by reco~izing, in all earnestness, 
I 

that the pro1spect of loss of memory at thP termination of 
I ' I 

each life does appear to involve a loss and a breach qf 1 

continuity. "In losing memory we lose that in ~hich we ?av~ 

found great value 11 •
1 And though we might be p~rsuaded t~a~l 

everything is not lost with the loss of memory, 1 that j;he 

highest is still preserved, we shall always shrink from the 

loss of mem?ry. Yet M
1

cTaggart believes2 that as we grow 
I I I 

wiser and begin to understand life better, we shall snrihW I 

from such a loss l~ss l and le~s. 

Ib ~~s conclud~ng remarks Broad observes that the 

doctrine enunciated so far, although a commonplace in the 

Far East, has not been taken seriously by any major Western 

philosophe~ or theologian except McTaggart. .tie thinkS it 

to be a doctrine which ought to be taken seriously, both on 

philosophical as well as moral grounds. He then adds, and 

we quote him in full, the following words: 

"We have to conduct out present lives on some 
postulate or other, positive or negative, about 
what happens to our minds at the death of our 
bodies. We shall behave all the better if we 
act on the assumption that we may survive; that 
actions which tend to strengthen and enrich our 
characters in this life will probably have a 
favourable influence on the dispositions with 
which we begin our next lives --- • if we 
suppose that our future lives will be of the same 
gene~al nature as our present lives, this postu
late, which is in itself intelligible and not 
unreasonable, gains enormously in concreteness ~ 
and therefore in practical effect on our conduct."J 

1. SDR, Sec. 110. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Broad, op. cit,, II, pt. II, P• 639. 



Immortality question as treated in §tl£ 

'At the beginning of the present chapter we had indi

cated that the~ account of selves's immortality was self

avowedly not meant to be a positive assertion to that effect, 

although McTaggart believed that such arguments existed. In 

SHC McTaggart puts forth precisely such arguments. The 
1 

SHC treatment o~ the question of human immortality natura-

lly offers a different perspective on the problem and con

sists of arguments altogether novel. The argument grows 

out of McTaggart's effort to dete!i'llline the relation of 

Hegel 1 s philo~phy to the doctrine of immortality. But it 

must not be thought that what emerges is simply what Hegel 
I 

as interpreted by,; McTaggart might have said on the question: 

that is, it is not yet ·merely another interpretation of 

Hegel. McTaggart leaves us in no doubt that what follows 

are his ~ views on the matter, even if they are based on 

his acceptance of some of the Hegelian principles and cate

gories - the prin'ciples and categories as interpreted by 

McTaggart, that is. In fact it is his considered view that 

Hegel, although he held to the trut~ of immortality, did 

not give it much attention and prominence in his scheme of 

things. (Why Hegel did not do so need not occupy us here.) 

There is, besides, nothing in McTaggart's treatment that 

is inconsistent with what he says elsewhere on the question 

or with his philosophy generally.2 We have, again, not 

---------------------~ · ~ · .. ·-
1. Ch~ptpr II. 

2. In fact, some of the side issues, like e.go the 
question of substance, already referred to in 
the first part of this chaptert are developed 
further in li§ (see Chapter IIJo Or, some 
again like those of personal identity and memory 
are often similar in treatment to those taken up, 
e.g. in .§!lli• 





cannot be a change in an individual differentiation. We 

move t~en to the Absolute. Can we tHink of the Absolu te 

changing as a ~hole? Before answering this questiqn, w~ 

may need to deterrnine what is the quallty or aspect in res-
1 I 

p ect of which the Absolute can be thought of as ch~nging. 
I 

Now the Absolute, on McTaggart's interpretation of the 

Hegelian view ?f the matter, has two 'moments ' in it. O~e 
is pure though~, and the other, matter of intuition.1 The 

first is delineated in the Absolute Idea, having been deterr 
I 

mined in the dlalectic process. The second, matter of 

intuition - in SHC McTaggart calls it "unnameable but 

equally real element 112 - is the immediat e , mediated by 

" '; 
thought, whos e• existence makes the difference between the 

partially abst ract Absolute ldea and the completely concrete 

Absolute Spirit. 

Can the Absolute'change in respect of the element of 

pure thought? This would be s~idal. 3 A change in pure 
I 

thought would mean that the Absolute Idea ceases to be the 

only adequate and complete explanation of reality it is 

supposed to be, and that it gives way to some other more or 

less or different thing as the adequate and complete ex

planation of reality. This, according to McTaggart, would 

destory the essential character of Hegel's Logic . He a r gues 

that the development of the dialectic involving succession 

of categories is not a temporal affair; 4 it is a process 

1. SHD, Sec. 15 

2. SHC, Sec. 32 

3. Ibid., Sec. 33 

4. Such a view has been contested by , among others, 
J.N. Findlay. Hegel holds, according to Findlay, 
that it is 11 only by achieving self-consciousness 
through a temporal process that self-conscious Spirit 

I , 



\ 4~ 

which is logical through and through. The whole signifi-

cance of transition to a synthesis consists in the fact that 

as against the thesis and the antithes~s, synthesis is the 
I I 

only reality, that the former two, being contraries cannot 

be true and real, and hence demand reconciliation which the 

synthesis provides. And so with every category, until we 

reach the end of the movement, the Absolute Idea, the comple

tely concrete anf. completely rational. If we look upon 

this whole process as one reflected in time, it would mean 

that at a certain point of time, all the contradictions 

existed, that is~ before being reconci~ed. And this would 
I 

mean that at a certain point of time, all the contradictions 

existed, that is, before being reconciled. And this would 

mean that at a point the unreal existed too, and then gradu

ally, as time went on, it produced the real. What ~reater 

absurdity can we think of than this? All reasoning involves 

that two contrary propositions cannot be true, that we 

cannot afford to remain bound up there. The 1.-Jhole raison 

detre of the synthesis would seem to go if the above con

tention were to hold. The thesis and antithesis have to 

be resolved in a synthesis precisely because a contradiction 

cannot be true and needs reconciling and transcending: If 

the contradictions can be true there is no need to find for 

them a transcendence; and if they can exist, there is no 

Footnote 4 on page lft,6 contd. 

can be at all. 11 To the possible objection that 
Heger-after all does talk of 'annulment' of time, 
he re\lies that this annulment does not signify 
any metaphysical timelessness, but an annulment 
in and for philosophy. Which means, Findlay adds, 
rather superficially, that for the philosopher, 
concepts are universal and principles true, in
dependent o£ the moment o£ their appropriation. 
J.N. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-examination (London: 
George Allen and Um·lin Ltd., 3rct imp. 1970; 2st 
ed. 1958) p. 146; Cf. alsop. 159o 
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I 
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if 

they should 

I 

I I I 
n bt continue o do 

I I 
renders the diralectic otiose. Again, the 

I 
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so. And
1 
this 

I I 
Absolute: Ictea , 

is the presupposition and logical prius of 
.1 I 

all th~ lower 
I 

t 
. 1 ca ego rl es. 

I 

The theory, therefore, which concei~es the I I 
dialectic as a process in time, would mAke thP appearance i ! 

f th 1 t th . t. f th h. h I I I I o e ovJer ca egory e presupposJ. J.on o e J.g er 
1
one

1
, I · 

and would fa il to anequa teJy represent t he ultimate reali~y 

of the process . The dialectical movr.ment, from the lo~er ) 
h 2 I 

t o the higher, McTaegart asse/~s, is "reconstruction" and / 

not construction . / 

So the Absolute cannot change so far as the elemen~ 
I 

of pure thought is concerned . Can it cha.nr;e in r espect of 

its other element , the matt e r of intuitionZ This element is 
" 

the immediate which is mediated by thought , and which em

bodies thou~ht.(Both are , according to McTaggart's view of 
• 

it, abstractions of experience , representin~ two sides of 

it~) Is it not possible that the many different states of 

this element should prov~de adeqt.1ate explanation; and in 

that case, would not a change occur in absolute real i ty in 

so much as the element of immediacy passed from one stage to 

another. This will, however, mean glossing over the very 

close and intimate relation in which these two elements are 

bound~ "'11hey are not two separate things , out of which 

absolute rea l ity is built, but two aspects which can be dis

tinguished in absolute r eality. 114 The existence of pure 

thought is complete in its being embodi e~ in the element 

of immediacy , and the existence of the latter is complete 

1. SHD, Sec . 140. 

2. Also see Sec. 147 

3. Ibid. 

4. ~' Sec . 33. 
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I I 

.1 h in embodying pure thoueht, t ey have no existence beyond 
' ' 

these respective purposes. No\-.r suppose there was a change 

in the element of immediacy, say, 'from @ to AC :- with 

the element of pure thou~ht remaining unchanged. (The 

element of pure thought, as shown above, cannot change~ 

This would mean that a certain difference - th~t between 
' I 

AB and ~ - would make no difference to the element of pure 
I I 

thought, s;ince the unchanged pure thought would be Fl.S w'~<>l~ 

embodied i,h AC as in ~· ~ut we have already rdetermin~d I 

J that the whole real1ty of the element of immediacy pon~ists 

in the fact that it embodies pure thought. And if, despite 

a change in the cha~acteristics, it is still seen to embed 

it as well, then it means that it is already in some aspe 

indeu~ndent of pure thought. And this is out of accord 

with: the' prevlous determination. Unitic:.s can be of very 

kinds, and this we have already seen. There are things in 

the ordinary life which, although changing in respect of 

some of their qualities, continue to embody some meaning 

or purpose through even the changed qualities. In such 
\ 

cases, the difference between the changing qualities remains 

of no consequence to what is manifested. Here, on the other 

' hand, we have a union so close and so intimate that "we are 

forbidden to think anything in the one irrelevant to its 

relation to the othern.2 It emerges then that the element 
I 

of immediacy can change no more than the element of pure 

thought, and that therefore, the Absolute must be considered 

as unchanging.3 Which means that the selves too must be 

1 • 

2. 

3. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

We have avoided discussin~ a second argument Given 
by McTaggart in this connection in the first t1901) 
edition of SHC. The argument nPither seems to be 
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considered unchanging. And if the selves don't cha~ge, 

t han they cannot die , since death involves change. 

The next argument is meant to show that even if the 

selves could change, they cannot be supposed to perish . 

The unity which the Absolute is , is , as we have seen, not 

i I i 
I , 

\ I 
differentiated into any selves at random. It is a perfect I 

unity, and consists of only such selv es as compose it. 

' relation is one of complete harmony . Consequ ntly the 

The 
I 

I 
I I 

nature of the unity which consists in its being differen

tiated into the parts which constitute it, must determine 

i I I 
I 
I I 

the nature of the individual selves . Or, differently, tlthJ 

nature of the individuals is simply to embody the unity." 1 ( 

From this, viz . , that the nature of the unity must determine 

the nature of the selves , McTat:;gart concludes that if the 

unity did not detennine the nature of the individuals, their 

nature would not be determined at all . And i f so , the indi-

victuals - bein~ void of nature - would not exist at all. So 

McTaggart is saying two important things here. Firstly, a 

thing in order to exist, must possess a certain nature . 

Existence implies possession of a nature. Second, in the 

case of selves, their nature is determined by their being 

parts of the unity . The individuality of each individual 

self - his characteristics - is due not to any contingent 

or non-rational pecula rity in himself, but is determined 

Footnote 3 on page 469 contd . 

complete nor well-formulated . The 'invalidity ' 
of the ar gument which McTaggart cites as the rea
son for excluding it from the second edition has 
not weighted with us in deciding as we have. 
'vie hardly need add that for us even the 'invalid ' 
arguments of a philosopher matter , > ~ 
even if he ultimately decided to give tl . .:m up. 

1 . SHC , Sec. 34. 

\ 

I I 



by his connections with a l l other individuels composing 
I 

the unity . 1 By the fact that all the individua~s are 1 fo~ 
it . Again , f,1cTaggart urr;es , \: hesc relations are' not to 1 

' ' 

i i i 
b: conce ived as a matt er of contin~ency or caprice but as 

I I I I 

"uni ted by a p:)ttern or design , r esembline th~t pf a pict[u~·e 

or orgPnism so that ••• no change could be made in any 

without 8.ffectine; all . -12 It would appear thE'n that , if 

I I I 

I I I 

trer 1 

nature of each individual self includin its relation with I I 
I 

the Absolute and the rest of the selves is fixed , then anv 
I 1 I I 

disturbance any\-.there vJOuld cause ripples in t~n: '.'Jhole I I I 

system . r-lcT9ggart ' s conc eption of the rc~le.tion of the patt 
I 

to the whole seems to have some affinity with Aristotle ' s
1 

when the latter too affirms that with the mo •ification or 

removal or a part , the whole too is enti ··ely aJ.tered . "For 

that which makes no p~rc eptible difference by i ts presence 

or absence is no real part of the whole ." 3 Leibniz perhaps 

thought in the srJme vein , vJhen he s e. id , " • • • we cannot sc:y .. 

with complete fidelity to the truth of thines- that the 

s ame whole continues to exis t if a port o:f it is lost . 11 4 

1 ~ SHC , Sec . 26e ; Cf . also ~ec . 300. 

2 . Ibid ., Sec . 268 . I>lcTae;gart further adds : '"~his 
complet e interdependence is only approxjmstely 
realized in the unity which is found i aesthetic 
or organic wholes~ but in the Absolute the reali
zation would be perfect . u Ibid . 

~. " Poe t ics", e. The ':larks or hristotle , ve l. /~ I, cd . 
~ . D . Ross (Oxford : Clarendon Press , rep . 1966 ; 
1st ed . l'f46 ) • For general r emains on the re~ 
lation of parts and "''holes , see e . r; . Bernard 
Bosanquet , The ;.;sscntinls of Logic , pp . 54- 58 . 

4 . New 2ssa s on Human Un~erstandin DK . II , Ch . II , 
XXVII , Sec . 11 p . 238 • 
Abelard s:::~ys : "No thine has more or l ess parts 
at one time than at another ." Quot ed in D. P . Henry, 
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It might be profitable in this connection to have a 

look at some of the recent discussion of the relation of 

whole and part. Professor Chisholm• for instance, ~as advo-

cated the principle of (what he calls) imereological essen-

tialism'. This principle he formulates as: For any whole 

X, if X has I as one of its parts then Y is part of X in 

every possible world in which ~ exists. The principle may 

also be stated by saying that every whole he r. the p~rt~ tr~t 

it has necessarily, or by saying that if Y is the part of 

X then the property of having I as one of its parts is 
1 essential to ~. Formulating the same in an axiom form he 

, 

says: "If X is an s-part of Y, then Y is such that in every 

possible world in which Y exists X is an s-part of y. 2 (s-part 

here means 'part' in the 'strict and philosophical sense', 

which Chishom distinguishes from 'L-p<3rt' which means 'part' 

in the loose and popular sense of the term). Chisholm 

regards any objects - table, car, mountain, etc. - as examples 

of his conaept of whole. Thus it seems tc be a flaw in 

Chisholm's sch~me that it treats all unities- lo.,.,•er or higher

alike, and conceives of the relation between the whole and 

Footnote 4 on page lJ?I · contd. 

Medj eyal Lofic and 1'letaphysics (London: Hutchinson 
University ibrar1, 1971), p. 120. 
For Whitehead's view see his The Oreanization of 
Thou~ht (London: Wil1tams and Norgate, 1917), pp. 
15E ffo Chisholm thinks that it is correct to say 
that Whitehead conceives of 'events' in such a way 
that they may be said to have their parts nece
ssarjly. Chisholm, Person and Object, p. 222, 
note 8. 

1. Roderick M. Chisholm, op. cit., p. 145. For 
discussion see Appendix B, pp. 145-15e. 

2. Ibid., p. 151. 
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While it is necessary that the 
I 

whole has the parts it has, it is not nece1ssary t}flat thp>Y 
1 

too are such thet they are necessarily parts of the wholle) 

Much of it would not be acceptable to McTaggart who 
\ 

would discriminate, in the Hegelian f~shion, between uni~ i 

ties of diffe1rent orderjs and regard the unity of Absolute : 
I I I I 

as a perfect ~nitY ih ~hich the indiViduals are , ~uch that
1 

they are necessarily parts of the Absolute. But is not it 

possible that the selv~s be o~tsid~ the
1 

Apsolute. This 
I 

according to McTaggart lwbuld not be tena~le. The Absolute ....._..-

is by defini~ion all-inclusive; there is nothing in the 

form of e~ternality or opposition to it. It is thus that 

it is the t~e infinit~, not in the sense of being capabl,e 

of indefinite extension - that would be being infinite in 

a 1 bad' or ' 'false' manner - but in the specific Hegelian 
I I I I I 

sense of being self-contained and complete, and 'at home 

with itself ,in its ot~er.• 2 It would be infinite, that is 

{as remarked in Chpater V}) in the sense of being co-extc.n~ive 

with reality. So the individuals just can't afford to be 

outside its pale. In fact, being its fundamental differen

tiations they are as much necessary to the Absolute as it 

is to them. 

1. Ibid., p. 146. Compare G.E. Moore: 11 
••• it 

seems quite clear that though the whole could ' 
not have existed without having (for example ) 
the red patch for a part, the red patch might 
perfectly well have existed without being part 
of that particular whole. 11 Philosophical Studies, 
pp. 288. Also see the preceding lines for a 
fuller view on the matter. 

2. Quoted in J.N. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-examination, 
p. 42. 



the part as one-sided. Vihile it is necessary the.t the 

whole has the parts it has, it is not necessary that they ' 
I 

too are such that they are necessarily parts of the whole.~ 

Much of it would not be acceptable to McTa~gart ~ho' 
\ 

would discriminate, in the Hegelian fashion, between uni-

ties of different orders and regard the unity of Absolute . 
I ' 

as a perfect ,unity in which the individuals are such that 

they are necessarily parts of the Absolute. But is not it 

possible tha~ the selves be outside the' Absolute. This 
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according to McTaggart would not be tenO..b1e. The Absolute ....__... 

is by definition all-inclusive; there is nothing in the 

form of extetnality or opposition to it. It is thus that 

it is the true infinite, not in the sense of being capable 

of indefinite extension - that would be being infinite in 
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pp. 288. Also see the preceding lines for a 
fuller view on the matter. 

2. Quoted in J.N. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-examination, 
p. 42. 

\ 
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means a breach in the continuity of what is manifested . What 

happens , it is asked , when one king dies and another ~ucc-
lt..c 

eeds him , hut the same sovcrei~nity pns se~ from one to~other . 
I 

Where is the breach here in what is manifested? Non e , 

apparently . ~e objection, however, l•lcTaggart brill iantly 

points out, 1 rests on a mistaken notion : In '_·: , _:: ~ ,c~,.c c.:J-3 ,; , 

the transfusion between the manifesterl and the manif estation 
' 

is not complete . A king is a king by virtue of s ome of his 

characteristics . And this he may share with his predeces sor, 

even though ot he rwise t~ey are different p copl0 . On th~ 

other ha nrl, the whole exist ence of t he s el ves consists in 

that they mAnifest the unity of the Absolu t e . All thei r 

characteri s tics a r e involved in doing this , and , the r ef or e 

no bres ch in t he continuity of the manifestat ion i s l ikely 

to oc cur wi thout causing a simil:=tr breach in th'"" continuity 

of the Absolute , the manifested . 

McTageart in this connection discusses Lot ze ' s vi ew 

and dismiss~ it, declaring hi s v iew of the Absolute as 

unHegelian . Lotze discove rs in the Ansolut e somct hine 
Ch.<tl 

deepP.r than the fact/it is a unity differ e n t i a ted i nto 

persons . There is nothing in the diff er ent iat ions whi ch is 

not in the Absolute , while th ere is somethin ?, i n th e Absolute 

which is not in them. A breach the r ef or e in the continuit y 

of the differentiations will not c ause a like breach in 

the continuity of the unity of the Abso lute , b ecause the 

latter would be preserved by that elem ent in it which does 

not reside in the differentiations . 2 Bu t thi s , according go 

1 . Ibid ., Sec ~ 35. 

2 . It i s not strange then that Lotze c omes t o r eject 
immortality of the selves . 

\ 
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McTaggart, goes against the nature of the Absolute, already 

deterrnin0d on Her~E' li o.n princi pJ es, ;1c co r·d i nrtto w,ich, as 

V), the whole meaning and significance of trA unLty con-

sists in thAt it is nolhin~ but the union of its differen-

tiations. 

chanr-:e of' the p'lrts docs not affect th•" r.orJli'1'J.; ty of the 

whole, evl'.?n thour;h n sudden nnd s:i.mul t<~nr-r,u:-:. r.:' :ii1":P of all 

the parts v10ul.d. .A regimPnt of sold.i. ers is such an example. 

One solrlif'r ~'"O~"'S nnrl anothr>r rPpllcr>~ him, ·~~ . th.:- co~"'ti-

nui ty of the regimr>nt as a whole remains unbrr·ken. These 

are, however, cases, accor inr; to Mcr:ar;P."a rt, \·1h0re e'.ch part 

is not n ecessary to the manifestation of thr> whole, anrt 

where the manifestil.ti.on may "vary 'IJithin cer·tnins lirni ts". 1 

There is not a spPciaJ and uniquP function <ts:; i,:'n•·d to Pach 

soldier 'Ni thout which the> rc>r;Jmr>nt would coa~·l' t.0 e:·ist. 

On thA other hand, it is the naturP. of Abso1u~n to be mani-

fested in precisely those differentiations ln ;-J 1llch it is 

manifested, and hence any breach in the continuity of the 

latter "could not be compensated for by unbrak·--n cor.tinui ty 

elsewhere" 2 • Cone luding, f·1cTap;r;art o bs E'rves: 

"The Absolute requires each s0lf, not to make 
up a sum, or to maintain an average, but in 
respect of the self's sppcial 2nd uniGue nc:Jture. 11 3 

There has been however <'i snecinl att raction, 
I • 

especially amon~ those who are inclined tcwards sorne kinj 

1. SHC, Sec. 35. 

2 . Ibid. 

3. Thiel. 
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I of mysticism, for the vi ew that the Absolute remains un-

' changino; •.-.rhi ie the selv es chanee and perish . 
1 
'l'hi s is [e~1 

I I 
p ecially true , as McTaggart ri~htly points out , o f 

I I I 
Oriental thou rY,ht. lt is thou ~ht t hat the individual s~lves 

after death r eturn to "-the Absolute as the drop of watJ~ J Jo 
the ocean or the ray of li ~ht to the sun . Thus the r~l,l 

tion that i s conceived to exist bP.tween the Absolu te and 

the self is that of matter and fo rm •1 The A.bso lute i s! 
1 

! 

consequPntly considered formless2 or , as McTaggart poi~~~ 

out, relatively formless and i s believ ed to part with 
1

a I I ~ 

part of itself which assum es f orm and limitation and becomes 

a s elf . At death or in a stat e of mystical unity , thd fdrm I· 

d i sappe ars and the matter returns to the "undifferentiated 

mass of the Absolute". Such a view ns this inevit ably 

involves that the Absolute remains i ndifferent to the fonn 

its part assumes . Fo0 all t he changes in the f orms do not 

at nl l affect the unchanging nature of the Absolute . 

McTaggart a grees with the Hegelian v iew of the ~ssen-

tial inadequacy and f alsity of the cateGory of Matter and 

considers it unable to explain the n 8t ure of the selv es i n 

question . These selves have been identif ied with the funda-

mental differentiations of the Absolute and the Absolute 

unlike t he formless Absolute of the above theory - is no 

more indifferent to t hem t han it is indiffer ent to its own 

exist ence who s e whole meanin r, consist s in manifesting 

itself in precisely those selves. 

1. The Vedantic relation of 11 limi tntion" ( avaccheda ) 
r epres ented by t{le example of space and pot-spac e 
is a lso covered unde r the r elation of matte r and 
f orm . There are some other relat ions besides . For 
example , there is the rel ation o~ r~flection (prati
bimb1 ) and i t s archetype ( bimba) advocat ed by a 
s ec t i 'vn of edantins . 

2 . ' Niral<:ara ' is the word often used to expr ess the 
form l essness of the Absolute . 



McTaggart ' s second a r gument against t his view is a s 

fol,lows . 1 Th e vi ew in qu estion treats t he self as a form 

for a cer tain amount of matt e r , which r emai ns intact even 

after the form has been destroyed and the s~lf has ceased t o 

exist . This notion is not applicabl e t o the self we have 

known of . We have of c ourse known the self to be differen-

tia t ed into ps.rts - i . e . experiences , or , in r'lcTaggar t ' 5 

terminolo e;y , perce ptions . But these parts or ei~perj ences 

do not enjoy an autonomy of existence , over nr.d nbove the 

s elf and would cease to exist as the self cea:ed t o exist . 

If the self we re to be conc e ived a s made up of such p2rt s 

as would continue to exist even after the self i s gon e , it 

would be come possible to account fo r consciousnnss . 2 

At the end , McTaggart examines certain objections 

that mi gh t be raised against some of the presumptions he 

has had to make to demonstrate t hat the selves belong among 

the fundcmental differentiations of the Absolute and are 

therefore immortal . Firs t ly , i t may be p r oteste j that in 

order to prove that t he selves are r~ .if ferentintj ons of the 

Absolute we have had t o bestow upon then a perfection which 

they "notoriou !" ly do not possess", 3 and that t his r edt:ces 

our arguments ~o absurdity . If the selv es are supposed 

to satisfy a c ertain condi tion in orde r tha t they ma y possess 

1 . SHC , Sec . 37 . 

2 . To quote McTage;art : 11 To regard the self as built 
up of patts , which could ex1s t after it , and be 
r e c ombined like the b r ick s from a house which 
has been pulled down , is to ~ender it impossible 
t o explain consciousness" . l bid . 

3 . Ibid ., Sec . 38 . 
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a certain nature, and if they do not, then any att empt to 

prove that the~ possess that nature mu s t be self- contra-

dietary . Secondly , we have harl to provr tha t they are un- 1 1 

I I I 
changing , while as a matter of fact they do continvally 

change . And thirdly , we- have regarded their consciousness 

as the manner in which the whole exists f or ctif fe r Pnt i a tionk . 

But thi s , if t~ue, implYes perfect harmony b etw een each 

individual self and the universe as a whole. And thi s woul d 

not be consistent with facts . We know our knowledge is no, 

always correct , it is often erroneous , and even t here when 
1 

1 

we know facts , our desires are often out of harmony wi th 

the facts which we know. 

These are important questions , and McTaggart c ons i ders 

them in turn, though briefly . McTaeeart ' s r eply may not 

appear v e ry convincing but that is all t ha t he c ould . 

McTaggart s t a rts by pointin~ out tha t they a re objec

ctions not to his own idealism or to his inte r pretation of 

Hegel's,but to all idealistic systems in general . The 

problem in a way concerns the origin of evi l and does not 

admit of ~clear-cut solution by any idea listi9metaphysics •1 

However, McTaggart points out , the difficul t ies are no le ss 

serious for th~ theory which denies perfection t han they 

are for the one which affirms it. What can be presently 

attempted is only to indicat e the direction in which one 

can hope for a solution even if it be unimaginable at 

present . 

1 . McTaggart , examines this question in some detail 
in SHD, Chapte r V. l•'lcTaggart th e r e comes t o the 
conciliusion that Hegel ' s philosophy offe r s no so
lution to the problem. See especia lly Sees. 152-154. 

\ 
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Th e 

I I 
proble1 of evil Jresent~ itsJlf ip the following 

Absnlu~e is decl~red by HeBPJ to be timeless and form . The 

perfect . And mos~ idealistic systems would concur in /this . ; 

We however , on th~ other hand , find around us a world r whichi 

changes in time and which is full of imperfections . If the 1 

I 
Absolute is the only reality of the world, ho v1 are we to 

I I I 
I I I 
' ' ' 

I I I 
j J J 

I I i I 
I I I I 

explain this impe!rfection and change? 

Coming to the issue at hand, the question i ~ , if selves 1 1 

are fundamental differentiations and hence unchanging and 

perfect , how do they appear to be chan~.i:ng and imperfect. 

The question1 is difficult ,. but it woul~not h elp giving up 

our theory . '.vhet.her the selves are fundamental or not, they 

exist and have tb be accounted for. The question would then 

take the following form : How does the Absolute which is 

timeless and perfect appear as changing and imperfect selves? 

And this question is as difficult of answer as the previous 

one . "The difficulty is the same whether we p l ace the true 

nature of the selves on the side of perfection , and find the 

gulf between that and their appearances, or wheth er we t ake 

the s elves as imperfect, and then find the gulf between 

them and the Absolute. "2 The gap between the perfect and the 

imperfect has always to come somewhere . 

1 . In SHD lVlcTaggart tries to g5.ve :1n .1n:s1.¥~r to -':.h-=· 
qu(:.:;ti.on C· f ir:1per.fect:tor1 , 8.nd ~:Jm .~ : 1~ :-.. -';:_ --" co::~
clusion that the "apparent " imperfect ion of the 
universe is due to' the fact that we regard it in 
terms of time , i . e . sub specie t emporis and that 
if we could see it·sub speci e aete rnitatis we 
shall be seeing it in its real pe rfect ion, 
(Sec . 154) . 

2 . SHC , Sec . 39 . 



physics - ~ay every philos p~~ - faces s~oQl4 qot~ 
I 

urges, produce any speoiail bias agAins-t; ~1~ ~wri fel 

He therefore sticks to his earlier 

selves, if th~ perfectly realized their nature, 

among the differentiations of the Absolute, and that 

show, despite imperfections, characteri .:tics w ich 

remain unexplainaple, if they were not identical witp 

differentiatiohs. 

and timeless as the Absblute is, even though it is 

tha't they, like the Absolu~e, appear "lplder the forms 

and imperfection• 111 

And then we encounter another d~fficulty which can 

stated thus. It has been determined that the relation 

between the selves and the Absolute is characterized by 

perfect harmony and that this harmony is expressed by the 

Absolute Idea. This is because in the Absolute Idea the 

harmony is the result, not of subordination of one side to 

the other; rather, it is in the nature of each 

tiations and the Absolute - to be in such harmony, thus 
A, 

renderin~ in~ctuous the idea of subordination. At this 

stage however a certain incompatibility creeps in, which is 

likely to affect the harmony that is said to exist between 

the selves and the Abs~lute. We know that certain activi-

ties - knowing and w~ling - are prominently associr ted 
·"""""l'lmlll 

with the nature of selves. And these activities 

the category of Cognition which is antecedent to the ~-·~-~--

1. ~· 

\ 



of the Absolute Idea. Amd the harmony is the example or 

the AbsoluLe ldr<1.. !1oth Lhosr invo1vC' :-;llhordinntion of 

as valid and condnmn our ideas as f~lse in ~o f~r as t~ey 

do not correspond with the facts outs icle; nr;ri tne h'1rmony 

is produced by the subordination of tho in~ividual to the 

whole. In volition, on tne othPr hand, we rprqrct our 

desires valid, and condemn the reo.li ty as unr r~ tlsfac tory 

if it does not conform to our d8sires, and so the harmony 

is produced by the subordination of the wholn to the 

. d. 'd 1 1 
1n lVl ua • t.nd none of these harmonies cnn bP ca .. _l•.:;d 

perfect, involve as they do, submission. !lo\v can lhen 

the harmony existing between the selves and the ;,bs':llute 

be considered perfect, \vhen it is in the selvr>:3 1 n'!t,Jrc -

as r8flected in some of their principal nctiviti~

to produce imp~rfect harmony. 2 

To thir hc~a~gart's rcrly is two-fold. fir~:ly , 

he says, knowlerlge and volition are not the on~y activi-

ties of the self. There is, besides them, emolion. In 

e~otion - or love as he elsewhere3 calls it - there is no 

"pre-emin~?nce 11 of either sidP, and t.hP horrnony produced is 

because of the essential nature of each to bo in such a 

harmony. ln knowledge and volition the harmony is, so to 

say, brought about by bringing in conformity vr.:.. th the other. 

In emotion or~ove on the other hand it is sufficient that 

1. Ibid, Sec. 40. 

2. This whole issue has been threadbare di~cussed in 
the chapter IX of SHC. 

3. ~' Sec. 283. 
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both are in harmony. "And as this harmony subordinates 

neither side to the other, it is ••• qualified to express 
1 the Absolute completel~' The emotion of love then, 

McTa~r,art argues, is where the contradictions inherent 

in knm-.rledge and volition are resolved, and which exhibits 

the truth contained in them both.2 

Secondly, McTaggart says that we had determined at 

the stage of the category of Cognition that the whole or 

the unity exists for each individual. No1" this - that the 

unity is for the ~ndividual - he aays, is not possible 

without that "reciprocal and equal" harrnony which the 

Absolute Idea reflects. It is, therefore, a pretty reason-
' 

able inference that, if our selves exhibit a certain harmony 

under the category of Cognition, thPn their h:n-rnony (with 

the Absolute) must be greater and profounder under the 

category of the Absolute Idea. 3 

The conclusion, then, is that the selves, being fun-

damental differentiations of the Absolute, and in perfect 

harmony with the Absolute, also must be as immortal as the 

Absolute is; and that any dilution in this is likely to 

disturb the relation of reciprocity between the two. 

1. Ibid., Sec. 284. 

2. Ibid., Sec. 283. We have already extensively deaa 
with the question of love in the fourth chapter 
of this work. 

3. Ibid., Sec. 40. 


