
PREFACE 

At the end of his Preface to the second and final 

volume of his Examination of McTaggart's Philosophy, 

c.o. Broad remarks: ''I derive a certain satisfaction 

from reflecting that there is one subject at least about 

which I probably know more than anyone else in the 
\ 

universe with the possible exc~ption of God (if he exists) 

and McTaggart (if he survives)o'' Without grudging 
' Broad his satisfaction, and without denying myself a 

satisfaction of a different sort, I must at once submit 

that I have no such claim to make. Nor doe s this essay 

claim that clearness of thought which comes but to 'the 

finished student of metaphysics•o Sometimes it is 

enough that one has stayed in the company of a mastero 

One commits an intellectual solecism if one does 

not approach a great thinker with a kind of aesthetic 

sympathy. No thought can be ' ruly appreciated witho~ a 

preliminary effort to accept it on its own terms, even if 

it is true that that is not the end of the matter. One 

has to dwell continually on the thought being studied and 

to keep oneself ready for translocation to a world of 

quite new riches of reflection and challenges to thoughto 

A good deal of what is found in this realm may seem 

fantastic, even paradoxical1 to initial applications of 

attentiono But one has to be patiento After all, when 

has philosophy adhered to the merely everyday way of 

looking at things? That McTaggart affords a supreme 

exampl e , in modern times, of how the seemingly paradoxical 

may yet be able to deliver to closer attention some grains 

of indubitable sense, will, it is hoped, become clear as 

we proceed. 
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The question of Self that I have s elected for the 

present enquiry nearly spans the whole of McTaggart's 

metaphysics as embodied in his major works, specially in 

his magnum opus, The Nature of Existence. And it is easy 

to see why the problem in question has far-reaching lin-

kages: Selves, in his system, are the only primary consti

tuents of the universe. However, I could not deal with 

everything of value in McTaggart's philos ophy. I had to 

pick what seemed to be of immediate relevance to the 

subject. So, issues like Value in the Universe, the 

problem of Good and Evil have been left out. McTaggart 

is one of the few Idealists who have accorded a place of 

pre-eminence to self. One need only recall how F.H. 

Bradley forces · ~he issue to the periphery of metaphysical 

thinking. In McTaggart,even the Absolute, though It is 

all-encompassing and infinite, is not allowed to swallow 

the finite 
1

selves. Ther~fore, if McTaggart is an AbsolUtist, 

he is so with a difference. Perhaps his philosophy may 

be called '·~_lutistic pluraliWm=': without violence to 

the substance of his thought. 

It may seem too late in the day and a waste of 

effort to work on a metaphysician, especially of an ideali

stic persuasion. Not only Idealism, but metaphysics in 

general, have been under a cloud for more than half a 

century. And the practitioners of philosophy - with some 

notable exceptions - have all too often fallen for the 

immediate or 'the latest•. In philosophy, as indeed in 

literature, there is perhaps always a bias for the 

contemporary. I say so, not by way of seeking a surrep

titous vindication of my own effort, but only to notice 

that even philosophizing is not always wholly free from 

the foibles which afflict men at a different level. As 

for my own toil, I have found in the writings of McTaggart 
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sufficient vitality and philosophic depth of a rare kind 

to feel free of the guilt. And,should one persist in 
I 

contending that absolutistic metaphysics is a barren 

venture, I would like to confront him with the fol lowing 

from C.D. Broad: 

''Even if I admitted that all systems of specu
lative philosophy are necessarily futile, I 
would remark t~at much greater philosophers 
than I have devoted their time to much greater 
nonsense than this. For has not Bertrand 
Russell laboured in several volumes to make 
a coherent philosophical doctrine out of the 
thin crudities of Behaviourism?... It is plain 
that Absolutism is the philosophica l ex pre
ssion of an aspect of reality which has pro
foundly impressed some of the greatest thinkers 
in all parts of the world and at all periods of 
human history. If the Vedantists, Plotinus, 
Spinoza and Hegel (to mention no others) all 
talked what appears, when literally interpreted, 
to be nonsense, it is surely a most s ignificant 
fact that men of such high intelligence and of 
such different races and traditions should inde
pendently have talked such very similar non
senseo•• To me, for one, this fact strongly 
suggests that there is a genuine and important 
aspect of reality, which is either ineffable, or 
if not, is extremely hard to express coherently 
in language which was, no doubt, constructed to 
deal with other aspects of the universe.''! 

It has not be~n always easy to negotiate with 

McTaggart's thought. Though rightly noted for the lucid, 

austere and arresting quality of his prose, McTaggart is 

by no means an easy thinker. At times I almost gave up 

in despair. And even now, when I am about to close, I 

wonder whether I have succeeded in distilling the true 

meaning from his works, though definite premises are 

here stated ip plain language and clear conclusions drawn 

by means of argument which seems cogent even where it is 

intricate. In fact, in this respect McTaggatt has been 

1. Examination of McTaggart's Philosophy, 
vol. I, pp. li-lii. 
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ranked higher than thinkers like Kant, Hegel, or Bradleyo 

The nature of the issue in hand has sometimes 

compelled me to enter into the bylanes of thought, even 

at the risk of appearing digressive. But it seemed un-

avoidable to me. In the main my effort has been to 

expound and interpret, and this has occasionally involved 

a measure of construction too. But I have not refrained 

from taking sides where it seemed demanded by the lead of 

thought itselfo At times I have also had t o defend 
I 

\ 
McTaggart, not \ so much against attacks, as against misconce-

ptions. That should not however be construed to mean that 

I am always in agreemeni wit~ the doctrine defended, but 

only that its criticisms seem to me weak or mistaken. 

Despite the many difficulties involved in some of his 
I 

doctrines, there is much in McTaggart's thought which is 

meaningful and of value; and much that seems to be over-

whelming because of its depths and heightso We find in 

his works intensive and elaborate discussion of such 

fundamental concepts as Substance, Quality, Relatior., 

Cause, Time, Infinite Divisibility, Beliefs, Propositions; 

and I may add, ''the value of much of this discussion is 

independent 9f the philosophical structure which is erected 

upon it.•• 1 What is more, when we are told by McTaggart, 

in the end, that love is the ultimate characteristic of 

the Absolute Itself, we feel relieved to find that what 

here faces us is no mere 'soulless• jointing of hypotheses, 

but a philosophic system with a living structure and a 

distinct individuality, nay a form of life, available and 

1. C.D. Broad, op. cit., I, p. lii. 
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of interest to all humanity. If we here recall that 

McTaggart readily published,during th~ First World War , 

cheap reprints of two chapters from his Some Dogmas of 

Religion simply with the aim of comforting the bereaved 

with the assurance that there were rational grounds for 

hoping that loving heart5 could not be permanently 

separated, it becomes easy to see how seriously he took 

some of his own beliefs and how much faith he placed 

in the powers of human reason. Metaphysics, by which 
• II he meant 'the svstemat1c study of the ultimate nature of 

reality•} was for him a going concern and part of the 

human condition. The queFtion e.g. whether a self is 

immortal, remained for McTaggart - and in spite of Hegel 

a terribly important question on the answer to which, he 

thought, depended our view of human destiny and our atti-

tude towards ourselves. 

The occasion gives ,me the opportunity of expressing 
I 

my indebtedness to those who have helped me in pursuing 

and completing this work. I desire in particular to 

express my deep gratitude to my supervisor Dr. S .K. Saxena, 

formerly Professor of Philosophy at this University. He 

went through the entire manuscript and gave me the benef1t 

of his l~arned op1nion on both the form and substance of 

this thesis. \ His kind encouragement and personal 
I 

involvement with the work have been an asset to me all 

along. I also here acknowledge the help I received from 

Professor P.T. Geach. Correspondence with him has enabled 

me to have a fresh look at some of the problems. Nor can 

1. Some Dogmas of Religion, Sec.l. Italics mineo 
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I forget the kind assistance of my f~iend Dr. Kanshi Ram. 

He read an earlier draft of the theSis and made helpful 

suggestions. Another valued friend to whom I feel inde-

bted is Mr. P.P. Dobhal. With him I had frequent dis

cussions on McTaggart's philosophy and Idealism in 

general. He gave me both advice and encouragement even 

when he was himself in the midst of an intense personal 

suffering. Not all help, however, is articulate; and I 
• 

think of my wife as I say so. Her patient and watchfu l 

attention to my changing needs during the course of my 

absorption in work, and for~bearance when I found it 

difficult to attend to household duties, have all along 

sustained me. I know she m~y not like to know how much 

I owe to her. Another 'source of quiet, but vital, help 

has been the Delhi University Library System. For their 

kind courtesy and efficiency I thank its staff. Without 

their help, it is obvious, ~his work would not have been 

possible. I am thankful to Mr. Virender Singh Rawat and 

Mr. Joginder Singh typed the thesis with care 

and made it ready in time. I must also here acknowledqe 

the substantial help received from the University Grants 

Commission in terms of a Teacher-Fellowship for three 

years. I am sincerely grateful to my physician Dr. P.B. 

Vyas who brought me back from the brink of a virtual 

breakdown during the course of my work. Professor S.R. 

Bhatt, the present Head of t~e Philosophy Department has 

given me whatever help he could for the pursuance of my 

work and submission of this thesis. Such help lightens 

the burden of protracted research, and so I thank him 

warmly. 

It is this many-sided help that has enabled me to 

make a serious and detailed attempt. But it has no 



pretensions to exhaustiveness. I am aware of its 

defects and blemishes, and am alone responsible for 

themo 
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Only some of the philosoph ers from whose works 

and criticisms I have profited are mentioned in the 

footnotes and in the bibliographyo As for the rest, 

this work, I am sure, will echo some of their deep - and 

in cas e of some, even unconscious - influenceso 

A word, in the end, about t~e bibliographic 

citations and footnotes. All the works of McTaggart and 

of Broad 2n McTaggart have been referred to in abbrevia-

tions, explained in section entitled as ''Abbreviations''o 

Since most of McTaggart's works are divided into sections, 

I have nowhere failed to give the section numbers in 

references. Occasionally, however, I have also simulta-

neously referred to page numbers wherever the occasion so 

demanded. In case of McTaggart's 1 he Nature of Existence, 

I thought it prudent to avoid (except sometimes when 

the page numbers have been indicated) referring to the 

volume number, for the reason that the section numbers 

(like the chapter numbers) run consecutively through the 
• 

two volumes of this work. The first volume, I may add, 

ends at Section 293. 

R.K.S. 


