MEDICINE I. INTRODUCTION OF
WESTERN MEDICINE TO IRAN

EnCYC10p£dia II‘anjC a Article by Shireen Mahdavi

Published: January 1, 2000
Last Updated: November 29, 2012

MEDICINE I. INTRODUCTION
OF WESTERN MEDICINE TO
IRAN

MEDICINE
i. INTRODUCTION OF WESTERN MEDICINE TO IRAN

Western medicine was introduced to Iran by European physicians who began
to arrive there from early nineteenth century onwards (Elgood, pp. 437-93).
This gradual process was part and parcel of the increasing influence of the
West in the country. The foreign doctors came on a variety of missions: as
court physicians, as members of military missions, or as instructors for the
Dar al-fonun. They were also attached to foreign consulates or to Christian
evangelical missions, as well as to the newly established Telegraph Company.

The first foreign doctor to arrive in Qajar Iran was Dr. Salvatori who came in
1807 as part of General Gardane’s military mission to the court of Fath-‘Ali
Shah and established a European style dispensary (Elgood, p. 441). Salvatori’s
successful treatment of some members of the court kindled an interest in
Western medicine, as well as giving him access to influential courtiers.
Consequently the political importance of these physicians became apparent to
other foreign powers, and henceforth British military missions always
included a physician.
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The British mission of Sir Harford Jones in 1808 included Assistant Surgeon
James Campbell as medical officer. When Sir Harford Jones left BuSehr for
Tehran, he also took with him Dr. Andrew Jukes, the British Resident at
BuSehr. Dr. Jukes also accompanied the mission of Sir John Malcolm in 1808 to
Tehran. He practiced medicine during these missions and in particular tried to
introduce Jenner’s smallpox vaccine to Iran (Morier, 1818, p. 191; Malcolm, II,
p- 532 n.).

The pioneer in this field, as in many others, who recognized the efficacy of
Western medicine and by setting an example helped to propagate it, was the
Crown Prince ‘Abbas Mirza (1789-1833). Assistant Surgeon James Campbell, a
member of the mission of Sir Harford Jones in 1808, was seconded for a while
to the Persian army under ‘Abbas Mirza in Tabriz. Dr. Campbell not only cured
the prince himself of a venereal disease but also vaccinated his entire
household against smallpox (Wright, 1977, p. 123). From that point onwards
‘Abbas Mirza had a foreign doctor always in attendance. The prince was also
indirectly responsible for the first medical book to be printed in Persia, a
treatise on inoculation for smallpox Resala-ye abela-kubi, in ten chapters with
a preface, written by Dr. William Cormick who had succeeded Dr. Campbell as
‘Abbas Mirza’s personal physician. It was translated into Persian by Hakim
Mohammad b. ‘Abd-al-Sabur Qoboli Ko’i, entitled Resdla-ye abela kubi-ye
karmak and printed in 1829-30 as an appendix to his three-volume work
Anwar al-naseriya or Mer‘at al-hekmat al-naseriya, which included also three
other works by him: Tasrih al-basar va tozih al-sovar, Osul al-tebbia, and
Javaher al-hakama, at the new printing press established in Tabriz by ‘Abbas
Mirza in 1816 (Browne, 1914, p. 7; Najmabadi, 1972, pp. 704-708; Rawsani, p.
203, Mosar, I, p. 171). It was also on ‘Abbas Mirza’s orders that the first two
Persian students went abroad to be trained in Western medicine. These were
Mirza Haji Baba AfSar and Mirza Kazem. They left Persia for England in 1811
with Sir Harford Jones (Wright, 1985, pp. 70-82; Hasemian, pp. 5-21). Haji Baba
completed his study of medicine and returned to Persia in 1819 in the
company of four other students whom ‘Abbas Mirza had sent to England in
1815. Upon his return Haji Baba was appointed physician to ‘Abbas Mirza and
later Mohammad Shah (1834-48).

By this time it had become customary for the Shah to have a foreign doctor in
attendance and a series of foreign physicians were employed as court doctors
(Floor, pp. 169-73). The first of these was the French Dr. Labat. He was
succeeded in 1846 by Dr. Ernest Cloquet, the son of a famous Parisian
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anatomist. After the death of Mohammad Shah in 1848, Dr. Cloquet continued
as personal physician to Naser-al-Din Shah (r. 1848-96). While he held this
position, Dr. Cloquet was asked by the shah to give private medical
instructions in Western medicine and surgery to a few Persian doctors
(Ruznama-ye wagqaye-e ettefaqiya, no. 52, Thursday 7 Rabi‘ IT 1268/Friday 30
January 1852). He was succeeded by the Austrian Dr. Jakob Polak as the shah’s
personal physician.

Dr. Polak had come to Tehran as professor of medicine for the newly
established Dar al-fonun, the Polytechnic founded in 1851 by Mirza Taqi Khan
Amir Kabir, the reform-minded Prime Minister of Naser-al-Din Shah. Amir
Kabir, another pioneer in the mold of ‘Abbas Mirza, was instrumental in the
propagation of Western medicine. As mentioned earlier, although the
inoculation against smallpox had been introduced to Persia during the reign of
Fath-‘Ali Shah, its use had not been extended to the wider public. It was Amir
Kabir who promulgated a law that provided free public inoculation. It was
announced through a decree making inoculation of children compulsory for
all families, the dereliction of which was punishable by a fine. Individuals
were trained in inoculation techniques and sent to the provinces. The treatise
of Dr. Cormick on smallpox was reprinted and circulated (Adamiyat, pp.
332-34). Amir Kabir also established the first modern state-run hospital and
pharmacy in Persia (Marizkana-ye dowlati). According to Adamiyat, the
building was started in 1849 and inaugurated in 1851 (Adamiyat, pp. 334-35).
Polak also gives an account of the establishment of this hospital, and the two
accounts differ substantially from each other regarding the dates and the
history of the foundation (Polak, Pers. tr., pp. 212-14; Sarukanian, pp.
1399-444). However, this much is certain that at this time a “government or
military” hospital was established to which Polak took his students to examine
patients and to practice surgery (Ebrahimnejad, 2004, pp. 58-75). Another
hospital was also established under Naser-al-Din Shah in 1284/1867-68
(Etemad-al-Saltana, Maater wa’l-atar, 1, p. 105; Elgood, p. 512).

According to Hormoz Ebrahimnejad (2004, p. 68), there may have been a
number of state hospitals (marizkanaha-ye dawlati) creating some confusion
among the sources. At the same time Amir Kabir employed a number of
foreign doctors whom he sent to the provinces in order to propagate modern
ideas of medicine and hygiene. Among these was the Dutch Dr. Johann L.
Schlimmer, who later became a professor at the Dar al-fonun (Polak, tr., pp.
334-35).



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/polak-jakob-eduard

MEDICINE I. INTRODUCTION OF WESTERN MEDICINE TO
@ IRAN | Shireen Mahdavi

The Dar al-fonun was established with the initial objective of training army
officers and civil servants. In fact few of the students joined the army, but the
school did make modern education including medicine, available. The school
contained departments of medicine, including surgery and pharmacology as
well as mining, engineering, and military sciences. There were twenty
students in the department of medicine (Najmabadi, 1975, p. 205; Mahbubi,
Mo'assasat, 1, p. 296). The establishment of the Dar al-fonun was therefore of
great importance to the gradual introduction of Western medicine into Persia.
It planted the seed for its future propagation. The foundation for the Faculty of
Medicine was laid by Dr. Jacob Polak who lectured on ophthalmology, surgery,
and anatomy. There is a discrepancy in the sources on the initial number of
medical students. Some sources list the medical students as twenty, Polak
himself states that he had fourteen students (Najmabadi, 1975, p. 205; Polak,
tr., p. 209). When Polak started teaching medicine at the Dar al-fonun, he
encountered various obstacles, especially two major interrelated problems:
the instructors’ lack of knowledge of Persian, and the fact that modern medical
terms had not yet been introduced into the Persian language. The chosen
language of instruction was initially French. Although Polak was provided
with an interpreter, he realized that the translations were not done correctly
(Polak, tr., pp. 209-14). To rectify this situation, and to fill the existing lacuna of
medical books and terminology. he learnt Persian, taught in Persian, and
strove hard to establish a medical vocabulary in Persian. He wrote ten
textbooks that were translated into Persian on various aspects of medicine,
surgery, anatomy, pathology, and ophthalmology. All these books were printed
in Tehran (Floor, pp. 240-43; Elgood, pp. 501-502). After he became the shah’s
personal physician, he was joined in 1856 by Dr. Johann L. Schlimmer who
also taught medicine at the Dar al-fonun. Dr. Schlimmer wrote fourteen books
on diverse medical fields such as pharmacology, ophthalmology, and
pediatrics. He also compiled a dictionary of Persian medical terms as well as
plants and minerals with therapeutic qualities with French, British and
German equivalents entitled Terminologie Medico-Pharmaceutique et
Anthropologique Francaise-Persane (Floor, pp. 240-43). This dictionary was a
landmark in the gradual transition from traditional medicine to Western
medicine.

In 1856, after four years of studying at the Dar al-fonun, three of Dr. Polak’s
pupils, Mirza ‘Alinaqi, later Hakim-al-Mamalek, Mirza Hosayn, and Mirza
Reza, all of whom had graduated and studied French, accompanied the
embassy of Farrok Khan Amin-al-Dawla to Paris and engaged in postgraduate
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medical studies there (Hasemian, pp. 75-90). All three wrote original and
commendable theses and completed their studies in 1860-61 (Polak, tr., pp.
214-15; Hasemian, pp. 80-90). In 1859 another three of Dr. Polak’s students
were included amongst the 42 students sent to Europe with the embassy of
Hasan-'Ali Khan Amir Nezam Garrusi (Momtahen-al-Dawla, pp. 74-86, 113-19;
Mahbubi, Mo'assasat, I, pp. 320-40). They were Mirza Aqa Bozorg Nawab, Sayk
Jalil Esfahani and Mirza ‘Abd-al-Wahab Khan later Fakr-al-Atebba’ (Mahbubi,
Mo’assasat, 1, pp. 327-28; HaSemian, pp. 351-52). Eventually some of the
students who had studied medicine abroad replaced the foreign instructors at
the Dar al-fonun (Mahbubi, Mo'assasat, I, pp. 285-89; HaSemian, pp. 324-28,
437-41). Amongst those educated abroad who became instructors in medicine
at the Dar al-fonun were: Mirza Hosayn son of Mirza Ahmad Tabib-e AfSar
(Bamdad, Rejal, V, p. 75), Doktor Kalil Khan Taqafi, later ‘Alam-al-Dawla, the
son of Haj ‘Abd-al-Baqi E‘tezad al-Atebba’ (Bamdad, Rejal, I, pp. 487-89), Mirza
Mohammad Doktor or Doktor Mohammad Khan Kermans§ahi, Mo‘tamed-al-
Atebba’, (Bamdad, Rejal, 111, pp. 275-78), Mirza ‘Ali Doktor-e Hamadani later
Ra’is-al-Atebba’ (Bamdad, Rejal, V, pp. 156-57) and Mirza Reza Doktor ‘Ali-abadi
(Bamdad, Rejal, V, p. 97; Mahbubi, Mo'assasat, 1, pp. 285-89; HaSemian, pp.
324-28, 437-41).

After a nine-year stay, Dr. Polak left Persia in 1860 and was succeeded in his
capacity as court physician to Naser-al-Din Shah by the French doctor Joseph
Desiré Tholozan. Except for a brief period of three years (1889-92), when
another French physician Jean-Baptiste Feuvrier replaced him, Dr. Tholozan
stayed in Persia and in that post for almost forty years until his death in
Tehran in 1897. He was a distinguished physician who did valuable research
on various endemic diseases of Persia and published his findings in
international medical journals. He also published treatises on those subjects
(Najmabadi, 1954, pp. 1143-53; Elgood, p. 511, 513). Dr. Tholozan was also
instrumental in initiating reforms in public health services, renewing
smallpox inoculation (which had fallen into abeyance) and establishing
quarantines during epidemics. He obtained the shah’s permission for the
establishment of a public health council (Majles-e Sehhat) in 1867, consisting of
both traditional physicians and Western educated ones at the Dar al-fonun to
deal with these problems (Ruznama-ye mellati, No. 21, pp. 108-10; Elgood, pp.
517-18, 564; Browne, 1893, p. 107). Parallel to teaching at the Dar al-fonun he
also furthered the careers of various graduates of that institution by being
instrumental in sending them to France for further study so that they could
later practice Western medicine at home. Among the students whom Tholozan



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/amir-e-nezam-garrusi-hasan-ali-khan-known-also-as-salar-e-laskar-1236-1317-1820-1900-officer-diplomat-statesman-and-literary-figure-of-the-qajar-period
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/feuvrier
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/feuvrier

MEDICINE I. INTRODUCTION OF WESTERN MEDICINE TO
@ IRAN | Shireen Mahdavi

assisted to go to France were: Logman-al-Mamalek, Mirza Zayn-al-‘Abedin, as
well as Mo‘in-al-‘Atebba’, surgeon and doctor to Mozaffar-al-Din Shah
(Bamdad, Rejal, 111, pp. 282-83), Alam-al-Dawla, Dr Kalil Kan Taqafi, physician
to Mozaffar-al-Din Shah (Bamdad, I, pp. 487-89). He was a major influence in
the propagation of Western medicine, and as a result the medicine practiced
in Persia for many years was French oriented.

Another group of Western doctors who came to Persia were missionaries. As
early as 1834 the Boston-based Congregational American Board of
Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABC) established a mission to the
Assyrian (Nestorian Christians) at Urmia in Azarbaijan. This mission was
instituted by Mr. Justin Perkins who was joined by a physician, Dr. Asahel
Grant. Both were accompanied by their wives. Dr. Grant was a pioneer in the
field of medical missionary work in Persia. In 1840 he was joined by Dr. Austin
Wright. From the beginning these doctors were welcomed by all classes of
people who flocked to consult them. Dr. Grant became famous for performing
cataract operations. Dr. Wright stayed in Persia for 25 years. Another famous
physician of that mission was Dr. Joseph P. Cochran, born in Persia and the
son of Rev. J. G. Cochran of the same mission, who came back to Persia in 1878.
Dr. Cochran established the first American hospital in Persia in Urmia in 1882.
Aside from his work at the hospital he also had a number of medical students.
He continued practicing in Persia until his death in 1905.

In 1871 the New York based Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions (BFM)
took over the responsibility of missionary work in Persia from ABC. This
organization established missions in all the major towns of northern Persia
and continued its medical activities as well. The first of these new missions
was founded in Tehran in 1872, but it was not until a decade later, in 1881,
that the medical work of the mission was started by Dr. W. W. Torrence who
was decorated by the Shah. In 1888 the Shah asked him to accompany the first
Persian envoy, Haj Hosayn Qoli Kan Sadr-al-Saltana, to Washington (Bamdad,
Rejal, 1, pp. 459-60, Gleeson, pp. 192-93). Dr. Holmes, who arrived in Persia in
1874 and was working in Urmia, was transferred to Tabriz in 1881. Whilst in
Tabriz he served as physician to Mozaffar-al-Din Mirza, the Crown Prince
(Gleeson, p. 194).

The British established missions later than the Americans. The Church
Missionary Society of London (CMS) established a mission in Isfahan. It was
started in Julfa by Reverend Robert Bruce. In 1880 Dr. E. E. Hoernle arrived as
medical assistant to Rev. Bruce. Gradually other missionaries including
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doctors and nurses joined them and went on to establish stations in Kerman,
Yazd, and Shiraz (Wright, 1977, p. 118).

Initially Western medicine did not encounter much opposition. This may have
been due to the fact that at the beginning there were few physicians who
practiced it. Indeed it would appear from Morier’s account of the mission of
Sir Harford Jones to Persia, that at first it was the elite who were hostile to
Western medicine and that the common people welcomed it. He describes
cases related to the upper classes of the society when lives could have been
saved, particularly those of children, had the doctor attached to the mission
been consulted and his prescription followed. On the other hand, he relates
that when the embassy doctors introduced cowpox vaccination it was so
welcomed by the poor women of Tehran that the embassy doctors vaccinated
three hundred children in a single month. Had the government not stopped
the procedure through prejudice, many more children could have been
vaccinated (Morier, 1818, pp. 191-92). Similarly, and contrary to commonly
held assumptions, the prejudice of the elite against Western medical theory
was much greater than that of the common people. ‘Abd-Allah Mostawfi, from
an elite background, relates how his family did not believe in vaccinating
children young, as a result of which both he and his brother caught smallpox
(Mostawfi, I, p. 156).

All travelers’ accounts bear witness to the fact that, whether they were
physicians or not, throughout the country people flocked to them in the hope
that they might prove to be foreign doctors (hakim-e farangi). The belief that
all foreigners were doctors was so widespread that travelers resorted to
distributing harmless pills as medicine (Treacher Collins, p. 68). Gaetano
Osculati, the Italian naturalist and zoologist, reported that he and his
companion Felice De Vecchi were taken for physicians, and even when they
refused to attend to patients in their own houses, sick people would go to
Osculati’s house (Osculati, 1844, pp. 246-61). Dr. Wright of the ABC related in
his diaries that in every village he traveled through, he was surrounded by the
villagers seeking medical attention (Newman, p. 79). Treacher Collins wrote
that while he was traversing the country en route to Isfahan, and when people
discovered that he was “a real hakim, sent for by the Prince, they descended
on our tent in crowds” (Treacher Collins, p. 68). Edward Browne relates how,
on numerous occasions, ordinary people gathered to see him, believing in the
extraordinary power of Western medicine (Browne, 1893, pp. 377-79, 216, 255,
292, 375, 384-85, 389-90, 395, 423). Dr. Wills also reported that in his
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dispensary in Hamadan two hundred people came to see him every day and
that during his time there he saw thousands of patients (Wills, p. 65). The same
phenomena occurred at all the British consulates with medical consultants, in
the stations of the Telegraph Departments and amongst the evangelical
missions, where thousands of people annually were treated at the dispensaries
specially established for treating the poor (Wright, 1977, p. 126). The common
people had access to few doctors and made the best of those available whether
traditional or Western.

The elite, however, who had access to both types of doctors, consulted them
all. A dual system of medicine was practiced and there was rivalry between
the two. It was also about social status. There were many instances of
members of the elite having as their regular doctor either a foreigner or a
Western educated Iranian physician, as Western medicine was in vogue
(Mahdavi, pp. 183-84).

The opponents of Western medicine were the traditional physicians and the
ulema. The traditional physicians saw their profession threatened and at the
same time probably genuinely did not believe in the new system. The leader of
the opponents of Western medicine was Mirza Aqa Baba Mohammad Taqi
Sirazi, Malek al-Atebba’, doctor to Fath-‘Ali Shah, Mohammad Shah and Naser-
al-Din Shah. He wrote a treatise entitled Resdala-ye Johariyya in which he
attacked Western medicine and the use of Western drugs (Mir, pp. 50-53;
Elgood, p. 511; Najmabadi, 1975, p. 204; Ebrahimnejad, 2004, pp. 38-40). He
was followed by Mirza Abu’l-Qasem, Soltan-al-Hokama who taught traditional
medicine at the Dar al-fonun and was physician to the Shah (Bamdad, Rejal, 1,
pp- 57-58, HaSmian, pp. 323-24). The third practitioner of traditional medicine
and an opponent of Western medicine, also a physician to the Shah, was Mirza
Kazem Rasti Malek al-Atebba’ Filsuf-al-Dawla (Bamdad, Rejal, III, pp. 138-40).
Finally the conflict between the two schools was resolved in 1860 by the
decision to teach the medical students at the Dar al-fonun traditional medicine
as well as Western medicine. The reason for this, as stated in the
announcement, was to overcome public prejudice against Western medicine
by proclaiming that the graduates of the school were adept at both. However,
the resolution of the conflict was definitely a major incentive for the decision.
The first teacher of traditional medicine at the Dar al-fonun was Mirza Ahmad
Tabib-e Kasani, a famous doctor of his time (Mahbubi, Mo’'assasat, 1, pp.
283-84).

Most of the ulema were personally opposed to Western medicine for different
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reasons, and primarily because they saw it as a threat to their own position.
Until the establishment of the Dar al-fonun the ulema held the monopoly on
education, including medicine. This was instrumental in their general
opposition to the establishment of the Dar al-fonun and the teaching of
Western sciences, including Western medicine (Ringer, 2001, pp. 99-105).

For the ulema, the establishment and spread of Western medicine not only
introduced a system unfamiliar to them, but it also meant that its popular
acceptance might bring to an end their own intellectual supremacy and
henceforth they might lose their control and power over the people. This is
well illustrated in an essay written by Mohammad Karim Kan Kermani in 1863
criticizing Western sciences in general, maintaining the validity of Islamic
sciences and objecting to the loss of prestige of the ulema caused by the
introduction of Western sciences (Arjomand, 1997, pp. 18-19). Furthermore,
the fact that Western medicine was patronized by the secular elite magnified
the loss of prestige by the ulema. However, although there was criticism of
Western medicine by some of the ulema and hostile sermons were delivered
against it, the religious establishment finally if not always explicitly
recognized the new medicine (Ebrahimnejad, 2002, pp. 91-112).

The introduction and establishment of Western medicine brought about many
changes in medical practice in Persia. The main change was the
institutionalization of the practice of medicine. This came about both as the
result of the establishment of the Dar al-fonun and the institution of regular
examination for those who wished to become doctors and those qualifying
abroad who had gone through the same process there. As a result not
everyone could call himself a doctor. It was due to the efforts of two patriotic
and reformed minded statesmen, ‘Abbas Mirza and Amir Kabir, that the public
began to become receptive to the practice of Western medicine. The advent of
foreign doctors not only affected the practice of medicine in Persia but their
presence with their families was instrumental in importing many Western
customs and ideas into the country which in turn affected many traditional
institutions.
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