6. The religious problems connected with medicine

6.1. Reliance on God (tawakkul)
Already very early in the history of Islam there were Muslims who chose asceticism
as a sign of their devotion. By renouncing the world the ascetics hoped to gain
salvation for their souls. For an ascetic the body represented the material wodd and to
care for its needs only proved that a person was still too much tied to the visible world
and too little concerned with the hereafter, compared to the eternal happiness
awaiting in paradise, physical suffering in this world was transitory, and to treat the
illnesses of the body was a waste of time. This attitude is illustrated in a story told
about Abä Dharr al-Ghifãn-, a contemporary of the Prophet. Abü Dharr once suffered
from an eye inflammation and was advised to treat it. He disagreed, saying: "I am busy
with other things". He was then told to pray to God to heal his eye. To this Abü Dhan
said: "I pray God for things that are more important than my eyes".226
The ascetics saw illnesses as trials sent by God to test the strength of the believet's faith. The stronger one's belief was, the harder God tested it. The prophet was
reported to have said: "The prophets meet with the most difficult trials, after them the
pious and then the exemplary. A man is tried according to his faith. The servant of
God is tried as long as he walks in this world and until there is no sin upon him.ú227
The last part ofthis tradition refers to the view that illnesses, and suffering in general,
rvere an atonement for sins. This is more clearly expressed in other hadiths: "Do not
curse fever. It removes sins like fire removes dross from iron" and "A day's fever
equals a year's p€nance".228 lrnesses became signs of God's grace: by making a

ill God allowed him to wipe out some of his sins. Not only illnesses but all
forms of suffering, if it was endured patiently, \ryas seen in this positive light: "when
God wishes well to someone, He afflicts him with ¿ pis¡6¡1¡¡¡"t'.229
Both as trials and as a divine grace, illnesses were ultimately beneficial and
therefore it was absurd to try to cure them. Funhermore, all attempts to cure illnesses
were useless, because it was God who made a person ill and He was also the one
who would cure him, when it suited Him. The answers that Abù al-Dardãr, one of the
Prophet's companions, gave to some questions put to him during an illness reflect this
believer
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vrew:

They asked Abä al-Dardã': "What do you suffer from?" He answered: "I suffer
from my sins". "What do you desire?" "The mercy of my Lord." "Should we send

for a doctor?" "A doctor with his medicine and medicaments cannot protect me
against what God has foreordained for me."80

According to the traditions Abü Bakr al-Siddîq, the first caliph, held a similar view and
when he was asked if he wanted to see a doctor, he answered: "The doctor has
already seen me and he said-what did he say?-he said: 'I am the performer of what
I desi¡e.' "231 Io his answer Abä Bakr referred to the sentence of the Koran describing
God as the <<Performer of what He desi¡es" (85:16) indicating that God had made him
ill and that the illness would last as long as God saw it fit. God was omnipotent. He
decided over life and death, health and sickness. If God afflicted a believer with an
illness, he should not try to fight against it but to suffer it patiently trusting that God, if
He so desired, would cure him. Instead of resorting to medical help, the believer
should rely on God for recovery: <In God let the believers put all their trusU (9:51).
The doctrine that complete reliance in God (tawakkul) and the relinquishing of
one's own activity t4,as a stage that the believer should strive for was developed by the
ascetic mystics. The practice of tawakkul required the rejection of all means of subsistence and in extreme forms it led the ascetic to disregard danger and to refrain from
earning or begging for food or treating illnesses. An extreme example of tawakkul can
be illustrated by the mystic $ätim al-Açamm (d.2371852),who refused to beg for food
and even declined to eat the food given to him, if it was not put in his mouth.232
Such extreme practices were only followed by some mystics and they were not
accepred in the wider Muslim community. Only the rejection of medication (tark aItadãwî) formed an exception. It was also accepted by Muslims who were not ascetic
mystics, but rather scholars of the religious sciences, Early evidence of the scholars'
acceptance of tark al-tadãwl was the opinion of l.Iasan ibn Zyãd al-Lu'lu'r (d-2091
819), who was not an ascetic but a jurist. He supported the view that treatment was
incompatible with tawakkal.233 Aþmad ibn Hanbal, who is said to have laughed at
some extreme practices of tawakkul,23a accepted rejection of medical treatment as a
proper course for "those who believe firmly in tawakkul and follow this path".235 On
the other hand, he is also reported to have considered medication perrrissible, even
obligatory.236 Ibn Hanbal's opinions appear to be contradictory, but the conflict resolves itself

if he is understood to have

addressed different groups of people. Ascetics,
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who followed the path of tawakkul also in other aspects of their lives, were in Ibn
Hanbal's opinion allowed to reject medication, whereas others could with good
conscience seek the help of physicians and accept medication for their illnesses.
The arguments presented by the opponents of medicine 'evere countered with
traditions claiming that the Prophet had approved of medicine. One of these is about
some bedouins who came to the Prophet and asked whether they shoutd use medicaments. The Prophet answered: "Seryants of God, use medicaments! God did not give
an illness without giving !¡ ¿ sure.Í237 Probably owing to the abundant evidence in the
hadiths showing that medication was the Sunna of the Prophet, the popularity of tark

al'tadãwi among Muslims outside the ascetic circles declined fairly quickly. Abä
Ja'far al-Tabari (d.3101923) considered the anti-medication views held by "those of
the Sufis and believers who have no intelligenc€" as comrpt.238

As mentioned above the earliest known book on the Prophet's medicine was
written in the first half of the 3rd/9tt century by the Andalusian <Abd al-Malik ibn
Habib al-Sulaml al-Qu4ubr. The book is only known by its title, so its contents are not
known. It can, however, be assumed that it was a collection of hadiths without comments like the oldest surviving books written one to two centuries later by Ibn al-Sunnr
and Abä Nu'aim. Abä Nu(aim's book contains several traditions which report that the
Prophet had called doctors to treat the sick and that the Prophet's own illnesses had
been treated as well,23e and these hadiths had probably also been quoted by al-eu4u-

bI. al-Qurtubl's book was scarcely the only one written at a time when the discussion
on the permissibility of medicine was going on and anti-medical views were expressed

even by legal scholars and theologians. It is possible that the earliest books were
compiled in order to strengthen the position of medicine and to counter the anti-medical views' The Muslim community respected the Prophet and his words favouring
medicine must have convinced most Muslims of its permissibility.

6.2. The problem of causality
Even though al-fabari only blamed some marginal groups for supporting tark altadõwî in his time, there were some authors who wrote lengthy refutations of the antimedical attitudes, indicating that they saw tark al-tadãw| as a serious problem. Mut'ammad ibn Zakan-yã' al-Rãzi (d.313/925) wrote two úeatises refuting the attacks

upon medicine made by two Mu'tazilires, al-Jãbia (d. 255lg6g-9) and al-Nãshî alAkbar (d-293/906). These treatises are only known by title and the arguments of these
two Mu'tazilites cannot be verified, but it has been assumed that they rejected
medicine on theological grounds.24o
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The speculative theologians continued to hold anti-medical views in spite of the
various refutations. This led 'Abd al-Wadtid ibn 'Abd al-Malik, who lived in the late
5th/llth and early 6thll2th century, to write an essay in defence of medicine.In the
essay he complained that the arguments of the speculative theologians (mutakallimun) against medicine impressed the masses. In his opinion the sophistication of
their argumentative methods made it difficult for physicians to counter them on an
equal basis,.24l
Unfortunately 'Abd al-\&-adäd did not specify the arguments of the speculative
theologians, but it seems that the theologians did not only reject medication on an
individual basis, as an act of ascetic piety, but denied the validity of medicine. For
example the Mu'tazilite scholar Muhammad ibn 'Abd Allãh al-IskãfÌ (d. 2401854) expressed his distrust of the effects of medicaments by taking drugs with the opposite
effect to those prescribed for him. The consequence of his action was that he died.2a2
I think that his action did not so much reflect tawakkul as the view that medicaments
did not have any effect at all. The basis of al-Iskãffs view was the theologians'belief
that God directly created all events without any intermediaries. This led the majority of
speculative theologians to deny causality.243 When this was applied to medicine, the
logical conclusion was that medicaments were useless, because there was no causal
nexus between taking a drug and the improvement of health. The denial of causality
was the motive behind al-Iskãfì's action.
According to the speculative theologians, illnesses \¡/ere accidents (a'rãQ) created by God and existed either as long as God continued to recreate them or as long as
God did not order them to perish. There was no need for intermediary causes such as
medicaments to make illnesses disappear. Every illness lasted as long as God recreated it or allowed it to last. Medicaments did not contain any natural properties that
affected illnesses. This view was expressed by a l2th century Mu'tazilite scholar,
Muþammad ibn 'Umar al-Zamakhshari (d. 53811144). He advised a patient to reach
out to God, who caused health and illness, because God was the true healer not the
famous doctors Yûhannã ibn Mãsawaih or BakhtÍshi¡'.244
The theoretical idea that there was no true causality, shared by the majority of the
speculative theologians, may well have been their motive in rejecting medication, but
this could not have been shared by al-Jãhia, who belgnged to a minority group of
Mu'tazilites accepting causality. In spite of that, al-Jãbiz is also reported to have held
anti-medical views, as mentioned earlier. al-JãhiZ followed the views of his teacher,
the Mu'tazilite scholar Mu'ammar, in whose opinion accidents were not created by
God, but resulted from an act of nature.2as al-Jahia cannot, therefore, have opposed
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medicine on the grounds that there is no causal nexus between medication and
recovery. His reasons may have been those of personal piety even though he is not
known to have been an ascetic. Another, and in my opinion a more probable assumption is that al-Jãhia as a satirist and social critic was directing his criticism against the
characteristics and behaviour of some individual medical practitioners rather than
against medicine as such.26
The Ash'arites shared the belief that there was no causation with the majority of
Mu'tazilites. The causality perceivable in the world was explained as being apparent,
not real. In order to explain why events always seemed to occur in the same way, the
Ash(arites developed a theory of custom ('ãda). According to this theory events followed a sequence, because it was God's custom to create the events in that way. God
further c¡eated knowledge in the minds of men that He would always create the
events in the same order of succession.24T ln accordance with this theory, al-Ghazãll
(d. 505/l I I l) claimed that when cotton was brought into contact with fire, it was not
the fire that caused the cotton to burn, but God who created the burning at the time the
cotton came into contact with the fire.2Æ

When the theory of custom is applied to the problem of medication, it makes the
use ofdrugs acceptable, because it can be argued that their use and the recovery from

an illness form a sequence constantly created by God. This argument was actually
presented by al-Ghazâh, when he discussed medication in his book lhyã' ,ulum aldin and' maintained that God had arranged all causes and had established His custom
regarding them.2a9 This view meant that medicaments were useful and also permissible and compatible with tawakkul. al..Ghazãli concluded his discussion by saying

that there was no danger in using medicaments,

if one took care not to regard the
drugs as having any inherent curing qualities and not to forget that it was actually God
who caused the drugs to have the desired effect each time they were used. In the
same way it should be remembered that it was not actually water that quenched thirst
nor bread that satisfied hunger.2so
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6.3. The Hanbalite views
ln contrast with the Sufis and speculative theologians, the Hanbalites did not find it
diffîcult to accept medical treatment. Their attitude to'fvârds medicine was made
positive by the fact that it was the Sunna of the Prophet. Even though Ahmad ibn Hanbal had accepted that the ascetics rejected the use of means in favour of tawakkul,his
followers did not agree with him.Ibn 'Aqll (d.5l3ill19) held the opinion that those
who rejected the means created by God, were actually claiming that their spiritual
level was higher than that of the Prophet, which showed that in reality they were
deficient in their religion.ãl lbn al-Jauzî wrote:
The one who denies God's grace by rejecting prudence, denies God's wisdom like
the one who rejects food and medicine and then dies of hunger or illness. No one

is more stupid than the one who lays claim to reason and knowledge but
succumbs to affliction .,. Men disregard the means given to them, because they
are ignorant of the wisdom of the Giver. God has given food as a means against
hunger, water for quenching thirst, medicine against illness. If a man rejects the
means scoming them and then prays to God, he may be told: "We created means
for your health. If you did not use them, you scomed our gift. Maybe we do not
heal you at all, because you scorn the means."ã2

Ibn al-Jauzi's opinion shows that he did not share the view of the speculative theologians that Cod did not use intermediaries to cause events. It also indicates that he did

not consider the causal nexus between the use of drugs and recovery only as a
sequence constantly recreated by God, but accepted that God had created things
containing properties that could be used for achieving a desired effect. For him it was
water itself that quenched thirst and the drug that had a curing capacity.
This opinion was also held by Ibn Taimrya, who referred to it as the opinion of the
majority Çumhur) of Muslims in his book al-Radd '-alã al-mançiqîyln (The refutation
of logicians). According to him the followers of al-Jahm and Abú al-Hasan al-Ash'an
belonged to those who denied causality, whereas the majority of Muslims accepted its
existence:

It is known that in fire there is a power (quwa) that necessitates heating, in water
a Power that necessitates cooling "' They [= the majority of Muslims] acknowl-

ed-ge the 'nature' (¡abi'a) which is called'natural disposition' (ghar-12-9, naþlza) or
chãracteristi c (khitq) or custom ('ada) or some other similar name.253
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From the context it is clear that Ibn Taimr-ya did not use the term custom (,ãda) with
the same technical meaning as the Ash(a¡ites, but as a synonym for hature'or hatural

I think that Felix Klein-Franke was mistaken when in his
Vorlesungen he claimed that Ibn Taimr-ya followed the Ash(arite view on causality,
because Ibn Taimr-ya talked about "experiences of customs" (mujarrabãt <adlyat)
when he referred to empirical knowledge.2s lbn Taimr-ya expressed his acceptance
of causality very clearly in Majmù'at al-fatãwî, in which he stated that those who
denied that bread appeased hunger and water quenched thirst were not following the
Koran and Sunna.255 Because lbn Taimr-ya accepted that matter could have various
capacities, he also accepted the curative properties of medicaments.
From the legal point of view, Ibn Taimr-ya considered medication permissible but
he did not accept medication with forbidden foodstuffs, i.e. wine or pork. It was
permissible for Muslims to eat pork and drink wine if they were threatened by starvation, so it could be claimed that the forbidden foodstuffs should be analogically perdisposition'. Therefore

missible as medicaments. Ibn Taimr-ya rejected the analogy, because in his opinion the

forbidden foodstuffs effect on hunger was certain whereas their effect on illness was
not sure. Experience showed that the efficacy of medicaments was not guaranteed.
There were many who took medication but $/ere not cured. Ibn Taimr-ya further
pointed out that there was a large variety of medicaments to choose from, therefore
the use of forbidden foodstuffs could not be considered necessary.25ó
Ibn Taimiya's rejection of the use of forbidden foodstuffs as medicaments has
been interpreted as a disparagement of medicine by Fazlur Rahman inhis Health and
medicine in Islamic tradition, according to whom Ibn Taimr-ya's argument on the uncefain efficacy of medicaments indicates a negative attitude to medicine.2sT I do not
think that Ibn Taimr-ya can be blamed for depreciating the medical science. On the
contrary, the fact that he recommended the use of alternative medicaments to wine
and pork shows a general approval of medication. He even showed his respect for
Graeco-Islamic medicine by quoting a saying ascribed to Hippocrates, which ser
Greek medicine above that of the idolaters and old women.ã8

6.3.1. The views of al-DhahabI,Ibn Qayyim aL-Jauziya and Ibn MufLih
The discussion about whether medical treaünent was advisable, futile or even an act
against God's will also affected the three authors of the Prophet's medicine, who in the
Tthll3th and 8th/l4th cenrury wrote on the subjecr. Muþammad al-Dhahabl, Ibn eayyim al-Jauziya and lbn Mufliþ considered it necessary to discuss the issue and explain
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why they âpproved of medicine.
The authors accepted medical treatment because it was the Sunna of the Prophet.
al-Dhahabl saw health as being essential for the performance of the prescribed
prayers and acts ofdevotion, therefore he gave the preserving ofhealth and treatment
of illnesses an importance that placed them immediately after obedience and avoidance of forbidden things among the ways to get nearer to God.259 He considered
medicine as one of the God-given means (asbõb), the use of which was not incompatible with reliance on God:
Tawakkul means that the soul (qafb) has confrdence in God. This is not incompatible with means nor with the use of means. Rather, the one who relies on God
must constantly practise the use of means. The skilful doctor does what is necessary and then depends on God for success.260

He further expressed his disagreement with the idea that a person should abdicate
responsibility for all his own actions and passively wait for God to act, by showing that
this attitude was against the word of the Koran: .<Take your precautions> (4:71) and
against the Sunna of the Prophet: "Hobble the camel and then rely on God".26l
Like al-Dhahabî also Ibn al-Qayyim r¡'vas convinced that medication was not in
conflict with tawakkul. He saw the use of the God-given means not only as lawful but

as a prerequisite for achieving tauþîd-belief in the unity of God.262 He further
refuted the arguments of those who considered illness and health to be predestined
and medicine useless:
In the Prophet's tradition there is an answer to those who deny medication and say
that because recovery is predestined medication is futile ... This question was
presented by bedouins to the Prophet. The companions ofthe Prophet had enough
knowledge of God, His wisdom and His attributes that they did not ask this kind of
questions. The Prophet's answer was unequivocal and sufficient. He replied to the

bedouins: "Medicaments, incantations and piety are all God's predestination
(qadar). Everything is included in predestination, thus God's predestination is
resisted by His predestination." This answer is God's predestination and there is
no way to avoid it: the predestination of hunger, thirst, heat and cold are resisted
by their opposites,like the predestination of the enemy is warded off.by jih,ãd.
Everything is God's predestination: the resister, the resisted and the t".¡r1"nçs.263
Ibn Muflih's discussion of the subject was a compilation of quotations with no direct
disclosure of his own opinion. However, his choice of quotations shows that he, like
Ibn al-Qayyim and al-DhahabÍ, considered medication as Sunna and therefore permissible. Ibn Muflilr first introduced the opinion that medication was permissible but
rejection was better and quoted some traditions that proved tawakkul to be preferable.
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These he then countered by stating that the majority of the pious ancestors and later
generations Çumhúr al-saløf wa-'ãmmat al-khalaf) favoured medicine and considered

medication better than its rejection. He further quoted Ibn Hubaira's (d.560/1165)
words that medicine wâs a communal duty for the Muslims f{arQ kifãya). According
to Ibn Hubaira, the rejection of treatment could be seen as suicide, which was a sin.
Ibn Muflih concluded the presentation by quoting several traditions that proved the
Prophet's acceptance of medicine.26ø With his quotations Ibn Muflih clearly showed
that the rejection of medicine was a minority phenomenon, whereas the majority of
Muslims had always considered medication to be the Sunna.
Apart from the issue of tawakkul, the authors had to clarify their attitude towards
causality. All the three authors seem to have shared the Hanbalite view on causality
although only Ibn al-Qayyim expressed his acceptance clearly and strongly. al-Dhahabi did not discuss the issue directly, but his opinion can be seen in this passage:
The one who drinks a poisonous or unknown drug that kills him has committed a
sin, because the Prophet has said: "He who poisons himself, will have the poison
in his hand and drink it in the fire of hell".265
al-Dhahabi's words can be interpreted as a very concise expression of his view on the
natural characteristics of drugs. In al-Dhahabî's opinion, not only a person who took
poison knowing its effect, but also a person who drank a drug without knowing its
qualities endangered his salvation: if the drug proved to be poisonous, he was condemned to hell for the sin of suicide. This implies that to al-Dhahabi drugs contained
natural properties and their effect could be either poisonous or salutary. al-Dhahabî
did not share the Ash'arite view that the causal nexus between the drug and its effect
was only apparent.
Ibn Muflih mentioned the question of causality when he discussed the evil eye.
He stated that the scholars did not agree on the issue. According to lbn Muflil.r the
denial of causality could be used to deny responsibility. If there was no true causal
nexus between the evil eye and the damage that occurred, then the person having the
evil eye could not be held responsible. Ibn Muflih was opposed to this and maintained
that the possessor of the evil eye who wilfully caused damage to another had to be
held responsible. He further explained that the victim can deflect the evil eye and
maybe even bounce it back to the possessor if he is prepared.2ó6 This indicates that
Ibn Muflih accepted causality although he did not state his opinion very clearly. His
equivocal attitude to the theoretical concept of causality did not prevent him from
accepting it in practice. This is shown by his frequent use of expressions such as
tauses' (asbãb) of illnesses and 'qualities' (khawag¡) of drugs or foodstuffs.
In contrast to both al-Dhahabi and Ibn Muflih, Ibn al-Qayyim expressed his
acceptance of causality very directly. He rejected the theory formulated by the
2ó4 llvl, vol.
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speculative theologians that created things could not influence other created things.
He considered that the words of the Prophet "For every illness there is a cure" proved
that God had not only created a thing but that He had also created its opposite, which
could destroy it. God had created the illness and He had created its opposite, the
medicine. Each illness had its own specific cure, also those illnesses that seemed incurable. The reason why men did not know the cu¡es of all illnesses was that God had
not revealed the knowledge to them, not that God had refrained from creating the
cure.26? According to Ibn al-Qayyim all bodies (ajs,ãm) and spirits (arwãh) possessed natural characteristics (¡abã'i') and capacities (quwa), which God had created
in them. Many of these characteristics could influence other created things.268 Medicaments were bodies that God had given the capacity to cure. Ibn al-Qayyim expressed his views about causation at more length in his book Shifa, al-,alí\, in which he
maintained that God had created one thing to be the cause of another. He rejected the
Ash(arite theory of custom and wrote:

Only the dim-witted agree that the true belief in the unity of God (tauhîd) demands that fire does not burn, bread does not nourish, and the sword does not cut
... and that the Creator wills each effect to come about when one thing meets
another.2ó9

In Ibn al-Qayyim s opinion there was a true connection between cause and effect that
did not require constant creation:

If God wills,

he can counteract the causality (sabablyat al-shai')... He can raise
obstacles to the causes that prevent their effect even though the causes retain
their qualities.2To

In his Vorl¿sungen Klein-Franke claimed that lbn al-Qayyim accepted the Ash'arite
view on causality and therefore rejected medicine as futile. Klein-Franke supported
this claim by quoting a passage from Ibn al-Qayyims Shif,ã'al-'alî|, here in KleinFranke's translation:

Die Körper haben weder Fåihigkeit, noch Natur oder Instinkt. Das Wasser, beispielweise, hat nicht die Fähigkeit abzukühlen, das Feuer nicht die Fähigkeit zu
erhilzen, die Speisen nicht die Fâhigkeit zu nåihren und die Arzneien nicht die
Fähigkeit zu heilen ... In [Gottes] Werken gibt es kein 'bã', das den Grund angibt
und kein'lãm', das die Ursache þszslslmsl27|
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of Shifã'al-(al¡|, in

Klein-Franke failed to notice that the passage he translated did not represent Ibn alQayyim s own opinions but formed a part of Ibn al-Qayyim's description of the
opinions of the speculative theologians (mutakallimûn) on predestination, causality,
divine attributes, etc. Ibn al-Qayyim concluded his description of these-in his opinion
views by saying that because there was obviously an urgent need for
-erroneous
correct information on the questions of predestinatron (al-qaQdt wal-qadar), reason
(þíkna) and assigning causes (ta1íl), he had worked hard (ijtahadtu'¡ to assemble
the present book.272 Klein-Franke's mistake may have been based on a misguided im;
pression that all the scholars of religious sciences had the same idea on the theory of
causality, regardless of thei¡ afñliation to various schools. Klein-Franke also showed a
tendency to consider all theologians as opponents of medicine.

212 biQayyim

at-Jauzîya,

Shifä'al-'altl, p.7
75

