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Abstract 

Historically, it is an undeniable fact that Arabs made indelible marks on the pages of history in almost all branches of 
sciences. Medical science is no exception. Some biased Western scholars tried to neglect these enormous contributions of Arabs by 
claiming that the Arabs did not do any constructive contribution in that era. Their main contribution lies in translating the Greek 
sciences into Arabic language. An objective reader can never deny the impact of Greek sciences on Islamic heritage. The Arab 
scientists in fact capitalized upon the Greek philosophy and its sciences; but never followed the Greek predecessors blindly, nor were 
they content with whatever legacy of knowledge was left by Galen, Hippocrates, and so on. They thoroughly checked, examined and 
then sorted out what was useful to them, and rejected unhesitant whatever was considered useless and superfluous. The primary 
objective of this paper is to depict the real time contributions made by the Arab scientists and researchers in the area of medical 
science during the medieval period. Many inscribed write-ups, books and Encyclopaedias have been written and published on the 
various areas of medical science by the eminent Arab scholars during that time. It is acknowledged by the scientists, historians and 
philosophers that the contributions of Arab researchers prevalently shaped the science and philosophy into the form that we see it 
today. However, there is a tendency in the western society to ignore the contribution of Arab scientists in the historical development of 
medical science. Western writers have given little prominence to Islamic Scientific and intellectual contributions to this field. But the 
fact is that the Arabs carried the torch of science in an age when no other civilization was capable of doing so. The current study 
would also shed light on the underlying reasons as to why Arabs today are not able to contribute to the development of sciences 
including the medical science like their golden age. 
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Introduction 

Islam and Science present an articulate and concise historical introduction to intellectual developments that have shaped 
Islamic civilization, both religious and scientific. Islam, being the most comprehensive religion on the face of the Earth, covers all 
important aspects of human life. It requires of Arabs to be learned and highly skilled in their particular specializations. The almighty 
Allah has emphasized on learning knowledge and mastering sciences in its very first revelation, as it commands, “read” to all faithful. 
From the point of medical sciences, Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) himself insisted people to “take medicines for your diseases”, as 
people at that time were reluctant to do so. ‘Science’ as an important branch of knowledge, the medieval Arab scholars paid special 
focus towards this. As a result of this, Physicians from Islamic countries during the late Middle Ages enjoyed great respect. Their 
reputation was well deserved, for the study and practice of medicine was then led by Arab societies across their immense territory, 
which extended from modern-day southern Spain to Iran. European Renaissance and, particularly, the medical science owe a great 
deal to Islamic scholars such as Al-Razi, Avicenna, Ibn al-Haytham, Averroes and many others. The primary objective of this paper is 
to depict the real time contributions made by the Arab scientists and researchers in the area of medical science during the medieval 
period. Many inscribed write-ups, books and Encyclopaedias have been written and published on the various areas of medical science 
by the eminent Arab scholars during that time. It is acknowledged by the scientists, historians and philosophers that the contributions 
of Arab researchers prevalently shaped the science and philosophy into the form that we see it today. However, there is a tendency in 
the western society to ignore the contribution of Arab scientists in the historical development of medical science. Western writers have 
given little prominence to Islamic Scientific and intellectual contributions to this field. But the fact is that the Arabs carried the torch 
of science in an age when no other civilization was capable of doing so. The current study would also shed light on the underlying 
reasons as to why Arabs today are not able to contribute to the development of sciences including the medical science like their golden 
age. 
 
Medical Science in Islam: A historical outlook  

In pre-Islamic Arabia, nothing much was known of the contributions of the Jahily Arabs. They lived a nomadic, unsettled life 
which contributed little, if any, in medicine. According to Islamic heritage, it was Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), who acted as a 
successful physician and prescribed ways of healing to his companions in many traditions related to him. A significant number of his 
companions were reported to have treated the patients successfully following the advice and guidance of the Prophet.  
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It has been claimed that the Prophet used three methods of healing, namely, use of honey, cupping, and cauterization, though 
he was generally opposed to the use of cauterization unless it “suits the ailment”. Famous Hadith commentator Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani 
asserts that the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), disliked this method due to its causing "pain and menace to a patient" since there was no 
anaesthesia in his time. The Prophet also appears to have been the first to suggest the contagious nature of leprosy, manage and 
sexually transmitted disease; and that there is always a cause and a cure for every disease. The belief, that there is a cure for every 
disease encouraged early Arabs to engage in biomedical research and seek out a cure for every disease known to them. Many early 
authors of Islamic medicine, however, were usually clerics rather than physicians, and were known to have advocated the traditional 
medical practices of the Prophet Muhammad, such as those mentioned in the Qur'an and Sunnah. For instance, therapy did not require 
a patient to undergo any surgical procedures at the time. 
 
Medieval Arab Scholars and Medical Sciences 

Historically, it is an undeniable fact that Arabs made indelible marks on the pages of history in almost all branches of 
sciences. Medical science is no exception. Some biased Western scholars tried to neglect these enormous contributions of Arabs by 
claiming that the Arabs did not do any constructive contribution in that era. Their main contribution lies in translating the Greek 
sciences into Arabic language. An objective reader can never deny the impact of Greek sciences on Islamic heritage. The Arab 
scientists in fact capitalized upon the Greek philosophy and its sciences; but never followed the Greek predecessors blindly, nor were 
they content with whatever legacy of knowledge was left by Galen, Hippocrates, and so on. They thoroughly checked, examined and 
then sorted out what was useful to them, and rejected unhesitantly whatever was considered useless and superfluous. So much did 
they, in this process, add to it that the existing medical science was changed into an entirely new science. 
 
Ibn al-Haytham (965-1040) 

Ibn al-Haytham, known as Alhazen in Latin, developed a radically new concept of human vision. Ancient Greek notions of a 
visual spirit emanating from the eyes and allowing an object to be perceived were replaced by a straightforward account on the eye as 
an optical instrument. Ibn al-Haytham’s detailed description of ocular anatomy forms the basis for his theory of image formation, 
which is explained through the refraction of light rays passing between media of different densities. Ibn al-Haytham derived this 
fundamentally new theory from experimental investigations. His Book of Optics was translated into Latin in the 12th century and 
continued to be studied both in the Islamic world and in Europe until the 17th century. 
 
Abu’l-Qasim al-Zahrawi (936-1013) 

The 10th-century physician Abu’l-Qasim al-Zahrawi, from Arab Spain, was clearly frustrated by the state of the art in 
surgery during his time. In order to advance surgical knowledge, he wrote a book that described surgical procedures and gave detailed 
illustrations of the necessary surgical instruments several of which were devised by the author himself together with his observations 
and comments based on experience. We owe it to al-Zahrawi that surgery became integrated into scientific medicine instead of being a 
practice left to cuppers and barbers. 
 
Ibn Sina (980-1037) 

Ibn Sina is considered as the father of today’s modern Medical Science. His contribution to medicine is unparallel as he 
invented many new medicines. His discovery of the contagious nature of infectious disease, the introduction of quarantine to limit the 
spread of contagious diseases, experimental medicine, evidence-based medicine and clinical pharmacology are true blessings of 
Medical Science. Ibn Sina’s 'the Canon of Medicine' (in 14 volumes) was the first book in experimental medicine and it laid out some 
rules and principles for testing the effectiveness of new drugs and medications. 
 
Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariya Razi (846-930) 

Abu Bakr Muhammad was an al-Tabari's student who is known as Razi, was without any doubt the greatest clinical and 
observational Arab physician along with Ibn Sina, the most influential in the sector both in east and west. As a physician, he 
formulated the first known description of smallpox in his book 'al-Judari wa al-Hasbah'. He also discovered the 'allergic asthma' and 
firstly realised the fever is not a disease but a natural defence mechanism, the body’s way of fighting diseases. He wrote several books 
on Medical Science including (i) The Virtuous Life (al-Hawi), (ii) A medical adviser for the general public (Man la Yahduruhu Al-
Tabib), (iii) Doubts About Galen (Shukuk 'ala alinusor), (iv) The Diseases of Children. 
 
Ali ibn Rabban al Tabari (838–870) 

The author of the first major work of Islamic medicine was `Ali ibn Rabban al-Tabari, a converted one to Islam, who wrote 
his "Paradise of Wisdom" (Firdaus al-hikmah) in 850 AD. In 360 chapters, he summarized the various branches of medicine, devoting 
the last discourse, which consists of 36 chapters, to a study of Indian medicine. The work, the first large compendium of its kind in 
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Islam, is of particular value in the fields of pathology, pharmacology and diet, and clearly displays the synthetic nature of this new 
school of medicine, now coming into being. 
 
Ibn al-Nafis (1213-1288) 

Ibn al-Nafis, a 13th-century Syrian physician, re-addressed the question of blood movement in the human body. The 
authoritative explanation had been given by the Greek physicians more than 1000 years earlier. But what had caused them a major 
problem was how the blood flowed from the right ventricle of the heart to the left, prior to being pumped out into the body. According 
to Galen (2nd century), blood reached the left ventricle through invisible passages in the septum. Referring to evidence derived from 
dissection, Ibn al-Nafis described the firm, impenetrable nature of the ventricular septum and made it clear that there were no passages 
in it. Instead, he concluded, the blood in the right ventricle must be carried to the left by way of the lungs. The description of the 
pulmonary circulation by Ibn al-Nafis was a breakthrough in the understanding of human anatomy and physiology. His approach to 
the study of medicine was exemplary for a scientist of his time as he demonstrated the need to evaluate the existing knowledge and 
reject those concepts that were inaccurate as shown by his own observations. Thus, he was able to further the medical learning that 
was inherited from the Greeks. 
 
Conclusion 

It is now clear that the Arab scientists contributed enormously in almost all branches of knowledge in the medieval period. It 
was much later that the advancement in science discontinued in the Arab countries; which was taken over by the Western scientists. It 
is a devastating fact that the Islamic civilization that guided the world in the field of science and culture has been subjected today to 
the Western dominance and subjugation. Islamic civilization was regarded to be the supreme in its golden age over all other 
civilizations; but today it is not recognized at all in the developed world. 

 
      This great progress made by Arabs in the medical science not only demonstrates their great talents but also their openness to 
accept and assimilate the knowledge of other civilizations. The progress made by Arabs in the fields of medical sciences, like many 
other branches of science, had direct influence on Europe which led to revival of sciences and intellectual revolutions resulting in 
Renaissance in Europe. Modern day medicine owes its origin to the Arab world. 
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