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Preface

When asked to take an interest in the history of medicine, most medical
students react by saying: What use is it to study obsolete and erroneous treatments
and ideas of the past? | have already enough work to do just to learn medical
science? However, is it enough for a physician to only know how to diagnose an
ailment and prescribe a treatment? Should not he/she also know about why we
have the kind of medicine, the kind of diagnosis, bedside manners and medicines
that we have and not others? If a student wants to know why he/she is being taught
how to practice his/her chosen profession he needs to know its history, how it
developed and why in this and not in another direction.

The term medicine is an abstract concept that we may only understand in the
manner in which it presents itself, how it is and was practiced. Therefore, if we
want to understand what medicine means we need to establish how it manifested
itself in a certain period. Take, for example, the word tibb («k) or medical
profession. The origin of the Arabic root t b b (= <« k) refers to the practice of
healing with incantations, charms and amulets rather than its later meaning of
medical care within the Galenic humoral system, and the modern meaning of the
science and practice of establishing the diagnosis, prognosis, treatment, and
prevention of disease. It also shows that medicine is more than prescribing drugs
and that it has a spiritual dimension, requiring a holistic rather than a technical
approach. The development of this single concept of tibb (<) shows that
medicine is a part and the expression of a cultural pattern, and thus, the meaning
of medicine is expressed by the sentiments and considerations that determine the
way of thinking in a particular culture and the technical achievements it produces.

Much scientific progress has been made and physicians have a much better
understanding of the human body and its ailments as well as have a large menu of
technical remedies to treat various diseases since the tabib or shaman practiced
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his craft. This progress is the result of a millennia long process that started in
prehistoric times, when humans discovered what plants were edible and that some
also cured ills and soothed fevers. This early scientific process was continued by
later generations who began classifying that herbal knowledge and linking
individual plants to specific ills, and who even developed early invasive surgical
techniques. It is this centuries’ long process of trial-and-error, of scientific
thinking and applications that the history of medicine aims to make
comprehensible to the modern reader, to show how and why medical science and
its practitioners arrived where they are now. Because let there be no doubt about
it, you physicians of the 21st century are the product of that process; you are
standing on the shoulders of those who went before you. You may think that
anamnesis is something of recent times, however, already 1,000 years ago Iranian
physicians not only questioned the patient himself, but sometimes also his
servants and family members to properly diagnose the medical problem. Asking
for a second or third opinion was not exceptional either. Having a patient’s record
is not new either, what is new that this record is now kept by the physician,
whereas in the past it was held by the patient. Therefore, to learn how you got
where you are it is essential to understand how your work method as a physician,
how that work ethos came about, for these are not of the 21st century, but are the
result of the experience of preceding generations of physicians.

In 1935, an American physician, who worked in Iran from 1919 to 1941, wrote
an article comparing a Safavid medical text (Tebb-e Yusefi, 1511 CE) with a
British medical text (Primitive Physick, 1772 CE). In conclusion he wrote: “Thus,
we note that the Persian therapy of the 16th century was not much different from
the European therapy of the 18th; whilst we, gloating in our modern knowledge,
skill, and ability, will in a few generations probably be rated as ignorant and
backward and ridiculous, in the light of discoveries which will be made in the next
century.” Or in other words, the history of medicine teaches that it is healthy for
physicians to know that they are not necessarily better than their alleged ignorant
predecessors.

There is no doubt that physicians in the past made many mistakes, but, as we
all know, you learn from your mistakes, if you are ready to acknowledge them,
study them and learn from them. You may think that you are the first to have a
brilliant idea or insight about a particular problem, but you may find that you most
certainly were not, if you know your medical history. Take, for example, the
author of the Qabusnameh; although not a physician, but a ruler of Tabaristan
around 1080 CE, he was a learned man, who had read the most important medical



texts of his time. He made the very modern observation:

The physician who undertakes therapeutics should make frequent
experiments, though he should not experiment on men well known
or of high repute. He must have seen service in hospitals,
examined many patients and undertaken many treatments, so that
rare diseases shall present him with no difficulty and diseases of
the internal organs be no mystery to him. What he had read about
in books he must actually see with his own eyes and never be at a
loss for treatment.

va mo alej bayad keh tajrobeh-ye besyar konad va tajrobeh beh
mardom-e ma’ruf va mashur nakonad va bayad keh khedmat-e
bimarestanha kardeh bashad va bimaran besyar dideh va
mo’alajeh besyar kardeh ta “ellatha-ye gharib bar vey moshkel
nagardad va e’lal-e ehsha bar vey pushideh namanad va ancheh
dar ketab khvandeh bashad va be ra'y al-'eyn hamibinad va
mo alejat dar namanad.

It is no surprise that the great physicians of the past knew their history. Razi
and Pur Sina knew their Hippocrates, Galen and others very well and European
physicians knew the books of Razi, Pur Sina and other Iranian physicians. The
same is true for leading physicians of, for example, the Safavid period.
Mohammad Hoseyni Nurbakhsh Baha al-Dowleh was the leading authority of that
period and the first physician to describe the whooping cough and hay fever, many
decades before European physicians did. In his Kholasat al-Tajareb he quotes
Hippocrates (12 times), Jalenus (37 times) Razi (10 times) and Pur Sina (27
times). Although showing he was a widely read scholar, especially of the classical
authors, he was not slavish to authority, but an original thinker and physician. His
medical philosophy was inspired by Hippocrates, for he wrote: “In any disease for
which operation or cauterization is the correct treatment, take care that the
treatment is less dangerous than the disease. Otherwise do nothing!” Therefore, to
know what lessons we may draw from successes and failures in the past is one of
the main objectives of the history of medicine. For to know your history means
that you will not make the same mistakes. Because don’t forget that past mistakes
were not only of a purely medical technical nature, but also of morality and of
scientific outlook and approach.
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In this book, Prof. Iraj Nabipur has admirably outlined the progress of medical
science, teaching, and the medical profession in Iran over 3,000 years and how the
development of these three elements were determined by the cultural patterns in
which they found a concrete manifestation. Also, how the development of medical
science had a major influence on how medicine and the medical profession
developed in Europe. In short, this book, like the study of the medical history in
general, (i) broadens understanding and judgment, increases knowledge, and
satisfies curiosity; (ii) highlights that new treatments and discoveries are often
really old; and (iii) imbues modern medical practitioners with humility and better
understanding of the essence of medicine by establishing the shared bond with
physicians of the past.

Willem Floor
Apr 16, 2020
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2 Mediastinum
% Syed IB, Leuisville KY, 1981, p. 7; Lyons As, 1978, pp. 295-317.
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! Tuberculosis of the spine

2 Peroival pott

3 Pott’s disease

4 Whooping cough

5 Typhoid

¢ Anthrax

" Haddad FS, 1973, pp. 331-346.
8 Pushmann T, 1966, p. 164.

® Ancylostomiasis

10 Nematode

1 Haddad FS, 1973, pp. 331-346.
12 pericarditis

13 Scabies

14 Pushmann T, 1966, p. 164;
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2 Vaginal padding
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4 Tracheostomy
5 Pushmann T, 1966, p. 166.
® Varicosis
" Hemorrhoid
8 Al-Qkabi, 1971, pp. 14-26.
® Hernia
10 Hydrocele
1 Colostomy
12 Antrostomy
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4 Gastric feeding
5 Haddad FS, 1973, pp. 331-314.
® Peritoneum
" Animal Gut
8 Silk
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3 Urology
“ Renal abscess
5 Whitehead ED, Bush RB, 1967, p. 215.
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8 Suprapubic cystostomy
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# Shoulder dislocation
5> Kocher
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" Brooke
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2 Vagina
3 Cervix
4 Speculum
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Pushmann T, 1966, p. 167.

7 Cervical polyp
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% Haddad FS, 1970, pp. 1600-1607.
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3 Ophthalmoscopy
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5 Leonardo da Vinci
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