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Medical Education in Arab Universities:
A Time for Questions?

A. Al-Hussaini
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JACURC PR Syl | JCAPVIE Tt P e
&,'—'—J-fd,f.l.ﬂ!}(i

LK pwadd) 30 Lasue sl Lall) B o yudiall o3 Lalay ol SLS an@ia}@i;lﬂjw‘,ﬂlrJME Jd ;A

L] LagaS ) Uloaly [STip 5 Lalil) 038 b bl (12,5 e Byamiiin B34 Tyl T aaill 5 Tk olalgial dliag
p‘_ﬂl demll"'ji.ﬂ!_; 1_,4..\.& LEL:..a;L,S:uTJ.a'L:-.q.\LJI ﬁuidpajjuﬁiﬂcﬁﬁﬂlgﬁﬂ:u .f_t.g.ujl_,r._..ﬁlt@_,l:dlﬁs

ABSTRACT: The medical education facilities in the Arab world are becoming — or perhaps already are - equivalent to those
of the developed countries. More than 50 modern medical schools, designed on the western style and supported by state-of-the-
art hospitals, provide high quality training for thousands of students each year. This is heartening, but in the process of
imparting a westernized medical education, are we ignoring the rich Arab legacy in the field of medicine?

J istorically, the Arab academic world has always
L Aplaced the greatest importance on medical
{education. As far back as the Babylonian and Egyptian
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lizations, medicine was taught through a well-formed
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pprenticeship process. It was considered a divine
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ion, practiced by priests and the elite. Rules and
| _;_'ns were set to organizF: the practice of medif:ine
for example, Hammurabi’s Aubolisc provided
1shment to surgeons committing mistakes).

. further resurgence occurred during the initial
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He established a special publishing and
“Bet Al-Hikma, ” the House of Wisdom.
ntists from different disciplines, including

get hold of, and were rewarded generously; it is recorded
that they were paid in gold equivalent to the weight of the
book they translated.

In this golden period of Arabic-Islamic renaissance,
delegations kept coming to Baghdad to learn science and
medicine. European students were learning Arabic to be
able to study in the Arab universities.

This period saw the emergence of many illustrious
Arab physicians who made new physiological and
medical discoveries such as Al Razi (Rhazus), Ibn Sina
(Avicina), Ibn Al Nafees (who discovered pulmonary
circulation 300 years before Harvey), and so on.

Medicine was learned as apprenticeship in hospitals,
which were established in most major cities around the
Empire, such as Baghdad, Damascus, and Cairo. It was
the duty of the most senior physician to teach and help his
senior students and direct them to the best way of
learning. They, in turn, taught their juniors, till it went
down hierarchically to the most juhior, in a manner
educationalists today term the fishpond strategy.
Assessment of practicing doctors was first known during
the reigns of Abased and Ma’amoon. In fact, Ma’amoon
ordered his chief physician to standardize the practice of
medicine. The physician decreed that an assessment
committee should clear anyone who practiced the
profession or dealt with patients in any way. It is
mentioned that only 800 physicians passed that
assessment in Baghdad.

Parallel to what was going on in the Eastern part of
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the Islamic empire, there was a similar movement in the
western wing (Andalusia in Spain), where there were
many famous physicians and surgeons who excelled
during that time. Al Zahrawi was one of the most
renowned of the surgeons. He wrote several books on
surgery, illustrated with the pictures of his surgical
instruments. That book was translated into many
European languages including English, and the Royal
College of Surgeons made use of it till the end of the 19th
century.

Subsequently, the Arab world entered a period of
hibernation. Except for some relatively short periods of
wakefulness, the practice of medicine passed into the
hands of charlatans and those who claimed to have divine
powers. Hospitals, which had been erected in different
parts of the Empire, fell into ruin.

During the Ottoman Empire, there was once again a
resurgence of scientific methodology. A medical school
was established in Istanbul. Many of the doctors who
subsequently practiced in the Arab countries were its
graduates. Hospitals were re-established in many major
cities such as Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad.

Late in the 19th century, the first medical school in
the modern times was established in Beirut, the American
University of Beirut (AUB), followed shortly by a
University at Cairo. Baghdad medical school was founded
in 1921.

Except for AUB, the other medical schools were
founded by a group of British physicians who were
serving with the British armies occupying different parts
of the Arab countries.

They were helped by a small group of local Arab
physicians who were full of enthusiasm to have their own
medical schools. Many other countries followed suit
including Syria and Sudan.

Modern medical schools were founded in 1973 in
Jordan and Kuwait. The other Gulf States followed suit.

In 1982, the Arabian Gulf University (witl
School) was established. The UAE Universit
School was inaugurated in 1984, and Sulta
University Medical College in 1986. At present
at least 50 medical colleges in the Arab world.

At this juncture, in order to make the
education more relevant to the people, I tl
important to ask ourselves the following quest;

[. Is there an agreed Arabic philosophy in ou
education?

2. Ifnot, do we need one?

3. Isour practice of medicine different from t

the world, and if so, to what extent and in w}
4. What are our needs for the future?
5. Do we need that number of doctors?
6. What is the role of alternative medicine?

7. Are we keeping up to the changes and re
medical practice and education?

8. Do we sacrifice quality for quantity?

There are so many contentious issues in the
health and medicine. I think we have to be cot
and candid within ourselves and start addressi;
1ssues, otherwise we will be left behind.

It 1s not my intention to force my views on th
matters of medical education, but I do like to
different opinions and make this journal one of the
for exchanging them. I shall look forward to see:
comments and views in the forthcoming issues.



