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 In the middle of the tenth century, Persian scholar Abu Yaqub al-Sijistanī wrote the 
philosophical treatise, The Wellsprings of Wisdom. In the book, al-Sijistanī creates a 
philosophy based on his own intellectual leanings, thus synthesizing two traditions. The first 
of these traditions is the Neo-Platonism of such thinkers as Proclus and Porphyry; al-
Sijistanī was one of the few scholars in the Muslim world who was involved in this strain of 
thought at the time. The second tradition is rooted in the mysticism and doctrines of al-
Sijistanī’s Ismaʿili faith. Al-Sijistanī organizes his ideas into forty wellsprings, or topics, in 
which he expounds on ideas ranging from metaphysical concepts such as the nature of the 
soul, to more mystical arguments such as why the angels cannot be counted. The synthesis, 
however, is hardly seamless. The wellsprings are organized inconsistently, which leads to 
certain jarring transitions between philosophy and mysticism, sometimes within the same 
wellspring. The lack of orderliness throughout the book may be due to the fact that the 
author did not see these two doctrines as wildly different. However, to a modern reader, the 
treatise appears disjointed and thus difficult to comprehend. To make sense of this often-
jumbled text, one must first identify which parts are religion and which parts are philosophy. 
 
 In the first wellspring, entitled ‘On the Meaning of Wellspring’, al-Sijistanī 
introduces both religious and philosophical concepts to the reader. He defines a wellspring 
as a source from which something flows. Physical wellsprings produce water and sustain 
physical life, while spiritual wellsprings produce knowledge and sustain spiritual life. The 
author then identifies the four sources of knowledge: the ‘Preceder’, the ‘Follower’, the 
‘Speaking Prophet’ and the ‘Founder’. Here the chapter takes a very mystical turn -- the 
sources of knowledge are correlated with the four letters in the word Allah, the four classical 
elements and another series of letters. This is all part of a construct referred to as the balance 
of letters, which is often associated with fortune telling.410 While to the modern eye this may 
not be philosophy, it must be noted that al-Sijistanī did, in fact, understand his system as a 
philosophy. Understanding this chapter is of utmost importance because it clearly lays out 
the four wellsprings of knowledge, an understanding of which is essential for 
comprehending what follows.  
 
 Wellspring two is the first truly philosophical section of the text. It focuses on the 
identity of God whom al-Sijistanī calls the ‘Originator’. He is not the Intellect, which is his 
first creation, nor is he the first cause, as Aristotle would describe him. Instead, the 
Originator conforms closely with the Neo-Platonic view of God. He is so far beyond 
comprehension that no concept of his identity or being can even exist. His nature cannot be 
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accessed through logic or intellect. This leads to wellspring three, which returns to religion 
and the balance of letters, which is used to describe the command of the Originator. What is 
interesting here is that al-Sijistanī departs from the Neo-Platonist view that God does not 
command, but rather statically emanates things into being.411  
 
 Chapters four through twelve are the most coherently organized sections in the entire 
treatise. Instead of alternating between religion and philosophy, this section is consistently 
philosophical in nature. It begins with a description of the nature of the world of the intellect 
and the soul. (In accordance with the Arabic tradition, the soul will be referred to in the 
feminine.) The intellect encompasses the soul, which comprises, respectively, the 
aforementioned ‘Preceder’ and Follower. Soul, in turn, encompasses the physical body. This 
concept of soul is different from the traditional concept. Here, there is a universal soul of 
which human souls are just a sliver. Humans are inside the soul in the same way a net is 
inside the ocean; fragments become entangled with the corporeal world and forget the 
spiritual world. This comes dangerously close to the idea of metempsychosis, or 
transmigration of souls, because it claims that human souls had previously existed in the 
universal soul before their human lives.412  
  
 The next eight wellsprings specifically deal with the problems of the intellect. Al-
Sijistanī begins by explaining that the intellect envelops the corporeal world, and that 
therefore the intellect cannot be corrupted or contaminated by it. This also proves that the 
intellect is the primary creation of the ‘Originator’. Prior to the intellect’s creation, nothing 
could be imagined, because the intellect is the very “thingness” of things. Thus, there is 
nothing that can be conceived of that is outside of it. If something were, it would be 
coeternal with God because something cannot precede its “thingness”, which is within the 
intellect. It is also incorruptible because it is ontologically higher than the concept itself. 
Corruptibility is only understood through the intellect itself. It is beyond everything except 
the ‘Originator’.  
 
 The intellect is quiescent; because of its primary status, it cannot be moved or 
changed by anything lower than itself. It also has no wants or needs and so has no desire to 
move. At the time, philosophers debated the quiescence of the intellect and some scholars 
contemporary to al-Sijistanī claimed that the intellect is moving because it longs to know 
God. However, al-Sijistanī refutes that notion, contending that because God is beyond all 
comprehension, the intellect would not have such a desire and therefore is unmoving and 
unchanging. The intellect is also complete in both actuality and potentiality. To understand 
this, one must know that before something exists, it must have the potential to exist. 
However, because the creator constructed the intellect out of absolutely nothing, not even 
potentiality, these states came in to the universe together in the same instance because 
nothing can exist before the intellect, save for God.  
 
 The intellect is also immaterial; it cannot be merged with the corporeal world. It can 
appear in the physical realm through rational humans, but doing so, because of its higher 
nature, cannot be tainted. The intellect communicates with the soul through a higher and 
lower discourse. In the lower discourse, the intellect takes pity on the soul, which instructs 
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nature on reason. The intellect also tells her that the physical world is transitory, reminding 
the soul of her true higher status. The third way the intellect communicates is more spiritual, 
where the intellect creates a longing for itself within the soul. In this case, the soul is most 
happy the nearer it gets to intellect but ultimately fails in becoming it, causing it pain and 
fatigue. Finally, in this section al-Sijistanī presents his argument regarding how the soul 
attains the benefits of the intellect. If the soul were completely part of the physical world, 
this process would be impossible.  For al-Sijistanī this demonstrates that the soul is partially 
in both the corporeal and spiritual realms. This concept is corroborated by the fact that the 
soul is not corrupted by human existence.413 
 
 While both are steeped in philosophy, wellsprings thirteen and fourteen are 
interesting because they contradict each other. Wellspring thirteen states that being is unable 
to become nonbeing. Al-Sijistanī is arguing essentially that once created, the universe is 
eternal because a just and good creator created it. If this were not true, it would imply that 
God’s goodness was imperfect. In fourteen he claims that all beings are finite within an 
ultimate limit. Here he makes the argument that if something has an origin, it is necessarily 
finite, which completely disregards the previous wellspring. The argument behind this is if 
something is limited in one capacity, i.e., having a beginning, then it is limited in its entirety. 
How this interacts with God’s infinite and perfect goodness is unclear. 
 
 Like the previous two chapters, chapter fifteen also deals with the nature of God and 
would appear to fall on the philosophical side of the treatise, but the chapter actually may 
have been misplaced. Here al-Sijistanī expounds on the motives of God, specifically the 
absurdity of questioning him. Since God is completely incomprehensible, so are his motives. 
Therefore, to ask why he created the universe would be ridiculous. The only thing that can 
be asked of him is his existence. The section would have fit better next to section two, which 
explores the nature of the ‘Originator’ in similar terms. To state again, the organization of 
the text is rather haphazard, which explains the content of the next wellspring. 
 
 Wellspring sixteen brings the conversation back to the intellect, with a discussion of 
its attributes. These essences, or powers, exist from the creation of the intellect and are 
coeternal with it. If they did not exist, then the intellect could not function as it does. These 
powers are temporal eternity, truth, happiness, demonstration, life, perfection and self-
subsistence. There is probably a reason that they number seven, likely having to do with the 
kind of mysticism found in the religious chapters, even though this one leans more towards 
philosophy. The philosopher also mentions for the first time a being called the ‘acquiring 
intellect’, which gains knowledge of these essences. This idea is not at all related to Neo-
Platonism, which speaks of the intellect as static and self-reflecting. Al-Sijistanī may, in this 
case, be referring to human understanding even though this is a more Aristotelian view. 
Taking this into consideration, it would make sense to use this wellspring as a bridge 
between his discussion of the intellect and the soul, which would be fully achieved, if not for 
the previous three chapters. 
 
 The next series of wellsprings explains the issues of the soul. In wellsprings 
seventeen and eighteen, al-Sijistanī explains the concept in greater detail. He reaffirms that 
out of the universal soul, partial human souls proceed, as well as its inverse that human souls 
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come from the eternal soul. As she encompasses the material world and lies within, she gets 
trapped within it and forgets her true nature; it is only when she remembers her true self that 
she is reunited with the spiritual realm and the world soul. She is also in contact with the 
intellect on earth, as was previously explained. We are in contact with the intellect through 
our souls, which are in both the physical and the spiritual worlds. We articulate our 
connection with the spiritual and eternal through acts of intellect, which are works of art and 
science.  
 
 Wellspring nineteen describes how the spheres, which make up the corporeal world, 
fit inside the horizon of the soul. This means that the soul is ontologically higher than 
physical reality. It also means that everything and everyone that that exists physically is 
inside the soul. This is proven by our ability to transcend our material existence. Chapter 
twenty spells out how the soul determines the movement of the spheres, which is shown 
through the path of the planets and stars. The soul determines the order and condition of the 
physical world, and its trajectory is a conscious choice by her, which, once made, cannot 
change. While these four wellsprings of the soul seem to be in line with mysticism, they are 
also very much in line with Neo-Platonic thought. 
 
 Throughout the text, philosophical wellsprings dealing with the nature of God are 
seemingly inserted at random, and chapter twenty-one is no exception. Here al-Sijistanī 
refutes the statement “God is everywhere.” It cannot apply because God is outside of nature, 
which is the only world where space truly exists. Without any foothold in the physical 
world, neither God nor the intellect can be anywhere, let alone everywhere. This also would 
make God’s location comprehensible, which of course is not possible.  
 

The author then moves on to the origin of humanity, attempting to use philosophical 
logic to explain religious scripture, although arguing against the narrative given in a 
traditional reading of the Qur’an. To him, Adam could not be the first human because 
humanity as a species must have come all at once. This is because the concept of humankind 
cannot have existed as a single person. Humans existed in subsequent generations going 
back to their origins, unchanged in their humanity. There is no concept of evolution, but also 
no concept of Adam, other than as the first prophet.414  
 
 The next two wellsprings rely heavily on the balance of letters. The first is an 
attempt to explain how the intellect worships God. This al-Sijistanī does through his own 
devotion to God, which is dependent on the intellect. The entire concept of worship is 
contained within itself, thus meaning humans would not even be able to pay homage to God 
without using the intellect. The second argues that angels cannot be counted. Essentially, 
this involves the idea that if one puts a number on something one limits it. For example, if 
something is six, it is limited to between five and seven. Since non-corporeal beings cannot 
be limited, the angels cannot be counted.  
 
 Wellspring twenty-five switches ideas entirely and moves back towards philosophy. 
This wellspring is an attack on dualism, claiming that the concept of evil does not have its 
origins with creation itself. Because God’s goodness is perfect, then evil could not pre-exist 
creation unless it was coeternal with him. This is, at its core, the dualism described in 
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Zoroastrianism, which al-Sijistanī rejects wholeheartedly. To him, evil is relative. For 
example, the soul is generally good except in comparison to the intellect, which is more 
perfect. 
 
 The next four chapters relate the nature of reward and punishment. The first two are 
philosophical and the latter two are religious. Wellsprings twenty-six and twenty-seven 
articulate the rewards of the afterlife. To al-Sijistanī, physical powers have no significance 
among spiritual ones. This reemphasizes the superiority of non-corporal existence and lays 
the groundwork for the idea that the reward of the afterlife is knowledge. This is so because 
pleasure is the highest extent of reward, and therefore the only true pleasure is spiritual 
because the physical is ontologically lower. This does not mean that one gains total 
knowledge, however, because then one would become the intellect, which is unattainable.  
 
 Wellsprings twenty-eight and twenty-nine explain how the rewards and punishments 
function. The meanings of paradise and hellfire are therefore metaphorical. Those destined 
for reward will leave their corporeal bodies behind and join the world soul in pursuit of the 
intellect. Those destined for punishment are those who do not follow al-Sijistanī’s version of 
Ismaʿili Shiism. These people may use their religion to improve the world around them, but 
because they do not have a firm grounding in the sciences, they merely corrupt it. It causes 
these people great pain to learn the truth. Also, the rewards are unequal. As in the physical 
world where someone may have more wealth than another, the same is true for the afterlife, 
but there is no jealousy. This is because everyone shares knowledge, and one cannot have it 
at the expense of another. A person of limited intelligence is not envious of anyone smarter 
than himself or herself because he cannot even comprehend having any more knowledge.  
 
 The final eleven wellsprings do not share a common theme, and there is very little 
logic to their order. The first three of these wellsprings (thirty, thirty-one, and thirty-two) use 
the balance of letters to explain the shahada, or profession of faith. Al-Sijistanī corresponds 
the first four words to the four sources of knowledge: ‘Preceder’, ‘Follower’, ‘Speaking 
Prophet’ and ‘Founder’. He demonstrates how this is also true in Christianity, showing how 
the points of the cross also correspond with both the shahada and the four sources. It is 
important that Christianity makes an appearance because it refers to Jesus’ nature as one of 
the ‘Speaking Prophets’, as well as describing the similarities between the shahada and the 
sign of the cross. To the Ismaʿilis, there are six of these figures whose teachings make 
redundant the prophet who came before him. They are Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus 
and Muhammad. There is also a seventh, the Messiah, who will come at the end of time and 
mark the end of the physical world. It should also be mentioned that the ‘Founder’ is the one 
who interprets the laws given by the prophets. In this case, Muhammad’s founder is his son-
in-law and cousin, Ali ibn Abu Talib, who is followed by imams, adjuncts and wings. These 
ideas also fit neatly with the thirty-fourth wellspring, which asserts that six is a perfect 
number. There are six prophets, God created the earth in six days, and so on. 
 
 The thirty-third wellspring articulates a philosophical concept similar to the 
discussion of the intellect, but from the perspective of the ‘Originator’. It explains the idea 
that there were no forms prior to the creation of the universe. Instead of a proof to show the 
intellect’s primary status, it demonstrates the power of God. When humans create something 
they imagine a form they would like to model it after, but when creation happened there 
were no forms. There was absolutely nothing. If there was a form to base the universe on, 
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then it would be co-eternal with God and unintelligible through the intellect, an idea al-
Sijistanī dismisses as absurd. Also, for God to use a form is to limit his abilities and to know 
something about him, which is impossible because he is unintelligible.  
 
 Wellspring thirty-five argues what was already touched upon in earlier philosophical 
chapters, i.e., that no one can attain the rank of intellect. Its status as both perfect and 
primary precludes anyone or anything from being its equal. Even though the soul’s reward is 
knowledge, it is not total because that would make her equal to the intellect. This section 
would have been more aptly placed with the wellsprings about reward and punishment.  
 
 The text switches gears again with wellspring thirty-six and its discussion of the 
doctrine of resurrection. Islam stipulates resurrection of the body, which al-Sijistanī denies 
in favor of a wholly spiritual resurrection, described in Neo-Platonic terms. To him, only 
souls will be resurrected upon the coming of the messiah. Much like a fetus growing into a 
newborn, or a seed into a plant, the soul will change and leave the body and the physical 
world behind to live entirely in the spiritual realm. 
 
 Chapter thirty-seven tries to solve the philosophical problem of how a single cause 
could create a plurality. Because God essentially created everything, then one must create 
many. To prove this, the author first claims that one can only be the cause of one of many, 
and since something cannot be the cause of itself, it must cause plurality. This happens 
throughout nature. For instance, one tree produces many branches.  
 
 Wellspring thirty-eight proves the existence of an eternal reward. If there were no 
such system in place there would be an incentive to do harm. In the physical world, there are 
wicked people living comfortable lives of wealth and, conversely, there are good people 
who live in poverty and oppression. Justice dictates that the evil should be punished and the 
good rewarded. Because God is just, this system exists. This wellspring falls in the religious 
category because God is more active than in the philosophical ones. Throughout the text, al-
Sijistanī refers to God’s attributes, such as his goodness and justice, and also argues that 
God is beyond all comprehension. These two ideas seem completely at odds. If we know 
anything about the nature of God, that would put us beyond the scope of the intellect, which 
al-Sijistanī decries as absurd. This idea is probably a borrowing from his more religious 
leanings, which do not impose the same limitations on knowing God than does Neo-Platonic 
philosophy. 
 
 The thirty-ninth chapter describes the significance of the word of God, which al-
Sijistanī equates with the Aristotelian concept of the first cause. Again he uses the balance 
of letters to describe the ‘Preceder’, ‘Follower’, ‘Speaking Prophet’ and ‘Founder’. The 
fortieth, and final, wellspring answers the question of how inspiration reaches the inspired. 
Inspiration emanates from the intellect in the spiritual world into humanity. We are able to 
receive it because of our connection to the non-corporeal world through the soul. Only 
humans have this ability, and this is the source of prophethood.  
 
 The Wellsprings of Wisdom is actually two books intertwined. There is one that uses 
philosophy, mainly Neo-Platonism, to describe the universe. The other is a religious text that 
focuses on Ismaʿili doctrine and the arcane science of balancing letters. To al-Sijistanī, these 
two concepts are one in the same, but in reality they are quite different. The wellsprings on 
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their own tend to be quite coherent, but put together there are issues. Certain sections 
contradict others and the ordering appears quite random. While this work is relatively 
obscure, it provides important insight into Ismaʿili thought and Neo-Platonism in the Islamic 
world. 
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