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Abstract

The fundamental problem of the relationship between unity and multiplicity in being is one
of the most challenging philosophical issues that has continuously engaged philosophers
throughout the history of thought. This article critically examines four prevalent theories
concerning the nature of the opposition between unity and multiplicity: (1) opposition by
contrariety, (2) opposition by correlation (relational opposition), (3) the denial of any
opposition, and (4) the proposal of a fifth type of opposition. After presenting and critically
assessing these views and clarifying their inadequacies in accounting for the ontological
nature of existence, it is argued that none of these categories can adequately explain the
genuine relationship between unity and multiplicity. This shortcoming reveals the necessity
of providing a more precise account of the type of opposition involved. By means of a
careful analysis of the distinct logical domains of opposition based on the concepts of
essential predication and composite predication the article advances a novel theory.
According to this theory, the opposition between unity and multiplicity is neither one of
contrariety nor correlation; rather, it is most accurately understood as a type of privation
and possession (malaka wa ‘adam). This approach offers a coherent and profound
framework for understanding the nature of the opposition between unity and multiplicity
within the philosophical system and opens new horizons for ontological inquiry.

Keywords: unity, multiplicity, opposition, possession and privation (malaka wa ‘adam),
ontology.

Introduction

The problem of “unity and multiplicity in existence” is one of the oldest and most
fundamental philosophical questions, which has preoccupied philosophers and thinkers
since the dawn of human reflection. This issue has extensive implications not only in
ontology but also in theology (Dinani, 2001, vol. 1, p. 451). In Islamic philosophy,
particularly within Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Philosophy (a/-Hikma al-Muta ‘aliyya),

existence is defined as a simple, fundamental reality, intrinsically individuated and strictly
coextensive with unity (Mulla Sadra, 1990, vol. 7, p. 827). This thesis—the coextensiveness

of existence and unity—constitutes a strong philosophical foundation, according to which

any form of multiplicity or division within the essence of existence would negate its
simplicity and true unity. At this point, however, a serious philosophical challenge arises:
if existence is essentially one and simple, how can the observable multiplicity of the
world—namely, the plurality and diversity of beings—be explained? In other words, how
can a single, simple reality give rise to multiplicity, which appears to stand in opposition
to unity? This apparent contradiction—on the one hand, the insistence on unity and
simplicity of existence, and on the other, confrontation with a world replete with
multiplicities and distinctions—has compelled philosophers to seek a rational and
philosophical resolution.
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In response, Transcendent Philosophy proposed the doctrines of gradation of existence
(tashkik al-wujid) and personal unity of existence. According to these doctrines, existence
is a single reality that admits of degrees of intensity and perfection (Mutahhari, 1997, vol.
6, p- 509), such that each level of existence is identically that same reality, albeit with a
different degree of perfection. This formulation aims to preserve the unity and simplicity
of existence while simultaneously accounting for the multiplicity of beings as
manifestations or degrees of that one reality. Nevertheless, the question remains whether
these approaches fully resolve the problem. The primary objective of this study is to
examine critically whether the explanations offered by Transcendent Philosophy regarding
the relationship between unity and multiplicity and the resolution of their apparent
contradiction are fully defensible, or whether they require a complementary or alternative
approach. This research undertakes a critical analysis of the primary texts of Transcendent
Philosophy, as well as the views of its commentators and critics, in order to clarify the
various dimensions of this complex philosophical issue. Ultimately, the study seeks to
provide a comprehensive analysis that facilitates a deeper understanding of this enduring
philosophical problem and proposes new perspectives for its resolution. This issue is not
only of high theoretical significance but also bears important implications for our
understanding of reality and the place of humanity within it. It appears that if the opposition
between unity and multiplicity is understood as a case of privation and possession,
interpreted within the domain of composite predication (haliyya murakkaba), multiplicity
as a possession—namely, the capacity for division—would characterize created beings,
whereas the privation of this capacity, i.e., unity, would be predicated of God the Exalted.
Consequently, the existence of God would be ontologically distinct from creation: God
would be truly one, while created beings would be multiple, with both sides being real and
existent. A common misunderstanding of privation has led to the assumption that the
absence of a possession implies non-existence or lack of reality, whereas privation is an
ontological absence rather than sheer non-being; such an ontological absence can have real
instantiation, as in the case of blindness, which is a real condition despite being
conceptually negative. Therefore, what must be clarified to resolve this problem is the true
nature of the opposition between unity and multiplicity.

Research Findings

The critical investigation of the four predominant approaches to the opposition between
unity and multiplicity demonstrates that none of them—whether contrariety, correlation,
the denial of opposition, or the attempt to introduce a fifth category of opposition—is
capable of providing an accurate explanation of this relationship within an ontological
framework of existence. The analyses reveal that the inadequacy of these views stems either
from an incorrect understanding of the reality and simplicity of existence or from a failure
to properly distinguish the logical domains in which different types of opposition operate.
By drawing a fundamental distinction between essential predication (haliyya basita) and
composite predication (haliyya murakkaba) and examining their respective roles in
organizing types of opposition, this study argues that the relationship between unity and
multiplicity must be understood as a case of privation and possession. According to this
finding, multiplicity, as a possession, signifies the capacity for division and plurality in
beings, whereas unity, as the privation of that possession, signifies the absence of such
capacity in the simple divine essence. This analysis corrects the widespread misconception
that equates privation with sheer nothingness and demonstrates instead that an ontological
privation can possess real instantiation. Accordingly, both poles of the opposition—unity
and multiplicity—are fully real and existent. The final finding of the research is that
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understanding the unity—multiplicity relation as privation and possession provides a
coherent philosophical account of the ontological dissimilarity between the essence of the
Necessary Being and the essences of contingent beings. This result opens a new analytical
horizon for understanding the relationship between the one and the many and for revisiting
theological and philosophical discussions within this domain.

Conclusion

This study set out to provide a precise account of the type of opposition between unity and
multiplicity in existence by critically examining four prevalent theories in this field. The
analysis showed that views such as opposition by contrariety (advocated by some early
philosophers), opposition by correlation (favored by Mulla Sadra, who also acknowledged
the need for a novel type of opposition), and ‘Allamah Tabataba’l’s position that none of

the established categories of opposition apply to this relation, all face fundamental
theoretical challenges. These critiques demonstrate that such approaches, due to their
insufficient alignment with the ontological nature of existence and the breadth of its
implications, fail to deliver a coherent and contradiction-free explanation of the unity-

multiplicity relation. The inadequacy of these earlier approaches underscores the necessity
of adopting a new analytical framework. By precisely distinguishing between the domains
of essential and composite predication, which in turn structure different kinds of opposition,
this article arrives at an innovative solution. The analysis leads to the conclusion that the
opposition between unity and multiplicity is neither a contrariety between two coordinate
opposites nor a correlation between two relational terms, but rather a specific case of
privation and possession. This novel account not only resolves previous difficulties in
understanding this fundamental relationship, but also offers a more coherent and precise
depiction of how these two concepts interact within the philosophical system. By
preserving the simplicity and primacy of existence while interpreting multiplicity as the
absence of a specific possession in certain existential instances, this research takes a
significant step toward resolving one of the oldest ontological puzzles. The results of this
study provide a solid theoretical foundation for future discussions concerning the nature of
existence, the status of multiplicity, and its modes of realization. The privation—possession
framework opens new horizons in ontological inquiry and can serve as a point of departure
for deeper investigations into the personal unity of existence and the philosophical
implications of this form of opposition across different metaphysical systems.
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