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One of the challenging issues in Plotinus’ philosophy is the relation between
the One (the Foundation) and the world, which has given rise to two distinct
interpretive approaches. The central question in these two interpretive
traditions revolves around explaining the characterization of the One as
"beyond being". According to one interpretation, the "beyond being" principle
is pure being devoid of form. In contrast, the rival interpretation holds that the
beyond being principle transcends absolute being altogether. This article
seeks to address the question of the relation between the One and the world
and, subsequently, to adjudicate between these two interpretive approaches
by examining the nature of the One’s priority over the world. Through an
analysis of the priority, it will be demonstrated that the simplicity and
transcendence of the One implies a certain mode of priority which negates
any participatory relation between the One and the world. Instead, it leads to
a non-participatory presence of the One in the world, a conclusion that aligns
with the implications of the second interpretation.

Keywords: Plotinus, the One (beyond being), Priority, Simplicity,
Transcendence, Participation, Presence

* Corresponding Author Email Address: m.zali@ut.ac.ir
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48308/jipt.2025.239149.1616

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access publication under the terms and conditions
of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


https://doi.org/10.48308/jipt.2025.239149.1616
https://doi.org/10.48308/jipt.2025.239149.1616
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-6492-4560
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0953-9657

Scientific Journal of Islamic Philosophy and Theology (Mirror of Knowledge) Vol. 25, No.84, 2025

Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of crucial debates in Plotinian scholarship is about the nature of the first principle or the Arche, i.e. the
One and its relation to the world. Two dominant interpretive traditions have emerged in this regard and the
core debate between them centers around understanding what it means for the Plotinian One to be described
as "beyond being". The first tradition (represented by scholars like Bussanich, Emilsson, and Gerson)
argues that the One is "pure being" (existence) devoid of form, sharing a fundamental commonality with
the world through the very fact of its existence. According to this view, the One participates in the world
as its constitutive ground, and the world, on the other hand, participates in the One by virtue of its being.
By contrast, the second interpretation (advocated by scholars such as Halfwassen and Perl) insists on the
One’s transcendence over absolute being, i.e. not just determinate being but being as such, and according
to this view, the first principle cannot share any attributes with the world. This reading emphasizes the
radical transcendence of the One, where it stands beyond all categories, including existence itself. This
article seeks to reframe the debate by shifting focus from the question of simplicity or complexity of the
pure being (existence) to the implications of Plotinus’ emphasis on transcendence and simplicity of the One
to its relation to the world. Therefore, the central question of this article is: Does Plotinus’ system allow for
any participatory relation between the One and the world, or is their relation one of absolute transcendence?
By addressing this question through an analysis of the One’s priority, simplicity, and transcendence, the
article offers a novel resolution to the interpretive debate, ultimately siding with the second tradition but
through a fresh methodological approach, one that prioritizes the relation between the One and the world
over ontological claims on the structure of pure existence.

Discussion

To adjudicate between two interpretative traditions, the authors examine Plotinus’ account of the One’s
priority, through which the One enables the world’s existence without itself depending on anything. This
priority is bound to two further attributes: simplicity and transcendence. The One must be absolutely simple
(without parts), for any composition would imply reliance on prior elements, undermining its prior status as
the first principle of the world. Similarly, the One must transcend all determinate attributes (even "being" and
"unity"), so as not to become subordinate to a higher category. Plotinus’ critique of the Intellect (vodc) as
lacking the simplicity and transcendence required for the first principle, reinforces this point. While the
Intellect is the most determinate reality, i.e. the "One-Being" (v 6v) that unifies all intelligible forms in itself
through the act of self-thinking, it also is a complex reality or in Plotinian terms, the "One-Many" (§v moAAd)
not only because it contains all intelligible realities within itself, but also because its self-reflexive form of
thought introduces a subject-object distinction to it, implying compositeness in it. Plus, the Intellect’s structure
denotes its mixture with the five "Greatest Kinds" (Being, Motion, Rest, Sameness, Difference), also
reinforcing its composite structure. Thus, the Intellect cannot be the ultimate principle, but only the One, as
wholly undifferentiated, totally simple and transcendent, is qualified as the true Arche of the world. The article
then analyzes the One’s relation to the world through a double negation discussed by Plotinus: The One is not
in anything (i.e. it does not participate in lower realities) nor does it contain anything (i.e. it has no internal
differentiation within itself). This double negation implies a very special sort of relation, which in this text is
introduced as "presence". The so-called presence of the One in the world without its participating or being
participated in the world, means the One grounds the world without being immanent within it or reducible to
it. Even though the relation of this Plotinian Arche to the world, remains unclear and not fully determined, but
this limitation is a necessary outcome of its absolute transcendence and simplicity and still, one point remains
quite clear: Unlike the participatory model (defended in the first interpretation), where higher and lower levels
share attributes with each other, Plotinus’ One relates to the world solely as its unconditioned source, which
is a relation of radical transcendence.

Conclusion
The authors conclude by synthesizing the above mentioned arguments into a final response to the
interpretive debate. The first interpretative group, which premises a participatory relation between the One
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and the world, fails to account for Plotinus’ insistence on the One’s absolute simplicity and transcendence.
If the One were pure being, it would still have shared grounds with the world, rendering it dependent on a
higher principle, which is precisely denied by Plotinus. Conversely, the second interpretation aligns with
the One’s role as the unconditioned ground: it neither shares in the world’s being nor contains the world
within itself through its existence. The article’s unique contribution lies in its methodological shift, using
the One’s relation to the world (rather than ontological claims on complex structure of existence) to defend
its absolute transcendence. By showing that the One’s priority demands the negation of both participating
in the world (i.e. not being contained in anything) and being participated in by beings (i.e. not containing
anything), the authors demonstrate that Plotinus” metaphysics excludes any participatory model in relation
between the world and its ultimate principle. This has broader implications for Neoplatonic metaphysics,
contrasting two visions of reality: a hierarchical, participatory chain of being versus a radical distinction
between the unconditioned One and the conditioned world. Ultimately, the present study not only resolves
the dispute in favor of the second interpretive group by reaffirming the absolute transcendence of the One
but also provides a framework for reinterpreting the Plotinian system as a cohesive whole. In this
framework, the absence of the primal One from the world serves as the mediating factor that ensures its
role as the true Arche of the world.
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