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GLIMPSES OF INTERACTION BETWEEN
AYURVEDA AND UNANI -

D. SURESH KUMAR

ABBTRACT

The mutual influence of Ayurveda and Greco-fArabic medicine is a subject

poorly studied by medical historians.
that lacuna.

This study is a preliminary attempt to fll
Many evidences suggest that the nosographical, pharmaceutical and
therapeutical aspects of Ayurveda and Unani were influenced by each other.

The

importance of further investigations in tracing the subtle aspectz of these interactions

is emphasizsed.

Introduction

Ayurveda and Unani are two
important medical systems of India.
Conceived by ascetics, Ayurveda was
propagated and protected largely by the
efforts of the rulers of the wvarious
princely states. Greco—Arabic medicine,
the forerunner of Unani accompanied
Islam in its peregrinations. Unani system
was developed by philosophers who
were equally well-versed in medical and
religious literature. The respectable
status of Unani was achieved due to the
patronage it enjoyed from sultans and
nawabs. During the long period of
co—existence thede was positive inter-
action between Ayurveda and Unani,
which has not been well investigated.'
The present study is a preliminary
attempt in this direction.

Origin of Greco-Arabic medicine

According to historians Arabic
medicine, of the pre-islamic period was
of an empirical nawre’.  After the
capitulation of Alexandria in 642 A. D,
Greek medicine was introduced to the
Arab world and it started influencing
the native medical practice. The works
of Hippocrates and Galen were warmly
received by Arab physicians. The erudite
scholar Abu Yusuf Ya'qub bin Ishaq al-
Kindi (died ca. 871 A.D.) composed
more than twenty treatises on medicine.
One of them was specifically on Hippo-
cratic medicine. The writings of Abu
Bakr Muhommed ibn Zakariyya al-Razi
(Bro—925 A.D.) were also influenced
greatly by Greek medical literature®.

With the founding of the Abbasid
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caliphate in Baghdad greater attention
was paid to Hellenistic medicine. Al-
Ma'mun, the most liberal amoung
the Abbasids welcomed intellectuals to
his court. In 833 A.D. he founded
the famous Bayr-al-Hikma (House of
wisdom) which had an important
influence on the transmission of ancient
learning to the Islamic world and to
stimulate a burst of intellectual activity®.
In this prestigious institution scholars
were engaged on a full time basis to
transalate medical works into Arabic,
By the 8gos almost all of Galen's works
were rendered into Arabic®. Greco—
Arabic medicine was thus born out of a
synthesis of Greek and Arab medicine,

Influence of Indian Thought on Greco-Arabic
Medicine

A significant influx of Hindu
thought into Arabia took place during
the period of the liberal Caliph, Harun
al-Rashid (786-Bo9 A.D.). Under his
patronage many Sanskril texts were
translated into Arabic. The first Indian
to make his mark was Manka, appointed
in the Royal Barmecides Hospital in
Baghdad. Well-versed in Persian and
Arabic, this saintly person translated
many Sanskrit medical texts into Arabic.
Ibn Dhan and Saleh-bin-Bhela were two
physicians of

Baghdad®,

In Uyun—al-anba fi tabagat-al-atibba,
the twelfth book of history of physicians,
Ibn Abi Usaybia (died 1270 AD.)
gives a list of some Indian works
studied by Arabs. The title of one of
them is Bdan or Ndan. Usaybia men-
tions that characteristics of 404 diseases
are described in this work, without
indicating their treatment. This points
towards the Madhavanidana®. Madhava's
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treatise is described in a similar manner
by the Arab historian Ibn Wadih-al-
Yaqubi (850A.D.) also™

Greco—Arabic medicine owes much
to pioneers like Ali ibn Sahl Rabban-al-
Tabari who became secretary to Prince
Mazyar ibn Qarin in the Persian
province ef Tabaristan. In 850 AD,
he completed the book Kitab Firdaus al-
Hikma (The Paradise of Wisdom). It
contains a mixture of rational and
magical observations of nature and
concludes with a discussion of Ayur-
veda. - Al-Tabari had depended upon
Persian and Arabic translations of the
treatises of Carak, Susruta Vagbhata and
Madhavakara as he mentions Jrk, Ssrd,
Ashtanghrdy and Ndan®’.  Rosu (1988)
states  that Kitab  Firdous—al- Hilkma
contains details of a yantra representing
a magic square of the order three,
originally found in Vrnda's Siddhayoga
(900AD.)?

Emergence of Unani Medicine

Though Muslim presence in India
is said to have begun with the military
campaign of Mahmud of Ghazna (1014
AD.), there is evidence suggest that the
interaction between Hindus and Muslims
began much earlier. Sayyid Sulayman
Nadvi remarks that during the caliphate
of Umar (636 A.D.), the Governor of
Bahrain attacked Thana (Bombay) and
later Bharuch and Daybu on the
Gujarat cost®. Greco—Arabic medicine
reached India with these visitors. It is
said that the new sy?m of medicine
was not easily acceptéd on account of
the temperament of the people and the
relatively superior nature of Ayurveda.
Therefore, a hybrid of Greco—Arabic
medicine and Ayurveda was slowly
produced. This new medical system
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later came to be known as Unani tibb or
Tibhi medicine!®,

Under the patronage of the Muslim
rulers, scholars translated many Sanskrit
texts into Arabic or composed Unani
treatises burmwing PID S'El}r fmm
Ayurveda. Zia Muhammed Mubarak,
a courtier of Muhammed Tughlaq
(1525-1351A.D.)composed the recently-
discovered Majma—e-Ziayi (Collections
of Zia) which had a separate chapter on
medicine as prescribed by Nagarjuna
and other sages of India'.

Firus Shah Tughlaq (1351-1388
AD) who succeeded Muhammed
Tughlag was himself an accomplished
physician. He had a special interest in
ophthalmology and is reputed to have
designed an eye ointment which had the
skin of black snake as an important
ingredient.  This reminds us of a
similar collyrium recommended by
Vagbhata in the wuttarstana of Astanga-
hrdaya'':  Firuz Shah's Court physicians
compiled a medical text called 7ibb—e-
Firuz Shahi (Medicine of Firuz Shah)
which reportedly describes the treatment
of many diseases that were not men-
tioned in Al-Qanun of Avicenna'®.
Unani was greatly patronised by Sultan
Mahmud Shah of Gujarat (1458-1511
AD.)) who ordered the founding of a
special department for translating Arabic
and Sanskrit medical works into Persian.
Muhammed bin Ismail Asavale Asili
tarnslated  Vagbhata's  Adstangahrdaya.
It is known as 7ibe-e-Mahmudi (Medicine
of Mahmud) or Shifa-e-Mahmudi (Cure
of Mahmud)™.

In 1512 AD.,, Behwa bin Khawas
Khan, an amir of Sikandar Shah Lodhi
(1489-1517A.D.) completed the compi-
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lation of a medical text called Madan-
ul-Shifa Sikander Shahi. This voluminous
treatise was based on authoritative
Ayurveda texts and the first chapter,
like the sutrgsthana of Sanskrit medical
works, discusses the fundameutal Prm—
ciples of treatment'®.

The Deccan disintegrated after the
decline of the Bahmani kingdbm and
five princely states came into existence.
The Adil Shahi dynasty of Bijapur was
estblished in 1489 AD. by Yusuf Adil
Shah. During the reign of Ibrahim Adil
Shah 11, his courtier Muhammed Qasim
Hindu Shah alias Firishta composed the
medical text, Dastur-ul-Atibba or fkhnivarat
-e-Qusimi (1590 A.D.). This work deals
with Ayurveda. In the preamble to
the book Firishta states that he embarked
on this project to introduce Ayur-
veda to his muslim friends. He was
apparently impressed by the well-
founded theories of Ayurveda, the
practice of which seemed strange at the
outset'?,

Babar (1526—1530 A.D.), the
founder of the Moghul dynasty had
many great physicians in his court
The most respected of them was Yusuf
bin Muhammed bin Yusuf. He gleaned
information on hygiene, general princi-
ples, diseases, diagnosis and therapeutics

from Ayurveda and composed several
books. He is credited with the produc-
tion of a composite and integrated
medical system by amalgamating Greco-
Arabic and ayurvedic medical thought.
The important texts composed by
Muhammed bin Yusuf are 1) Jami-ul—
Fawaid (Collection of Benifits), 2) Fawaid
—ul-Akhyar (Benefits of the Best), 3)
Qasida fi Hifz—ul-Sikha, 4) Rivaz—ul—
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