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Al-Zahrawi and His Ethical Principles in
His Surgical Practice

AABBSS  TTRRAACCTT  Abul-Qa sim Kha lef ibn Ab bas Al-Zah ra wi was eit her one of the most im por tant physi-
ci an and sur ge on of the 10th cen tury or the fo un der of sur gery in Eu ro pe with his mo nu men tal tre -
a ti se Al-Tas rif, which was the bo ok qu o ted many ti mes by many physi ci ans and sur ge ons such as
Ro ger of Sa ler no, Wil li am of Sa li ce to, Lan franc hi of Mi lan, Hen ri de Mon de vil le, Guy de Cha u li -
ac, Le o nard of Ber ta pa li a in West Me di e val Age. Sub se qu ently, Al-Zah ra wi has be en ran ked with
Hip poc ra tes, Ga len, Cel sus, and Pa u lus Ae gi na ta in early me di cal his tory. Al-Zah ra wi’s bo ok was
not only il lus tra ted sur gi cal prac ti ce pi lot but al so an im por tant sur gi cal and et hi cal gu i de to yo ung
sur ge ons. In or der to find out Al-Zah ra wi’s opi ni ons and prin cip les re gar ding physi ci an-pa ti ent re-
la ti ons hip and his et hi cal un ders tan ding in his sur gi cal prac ti ce, the pre fa ces of the first and se cond
bo oks of his tre a ti se on sur gery sho uld be con si de red. In the be gin ning of tre a ti se he exp la i ned the
re a son why he wro te this sur gi cal tre a ti se and ad ded to his work. His in sis ten ce for a sur ge on to
study and le arn ana tomy well is one of the con di ti ons which are al most uni ver sal in a sur ge on and
physi ci an’s tra i ning. The se cond one is to eva lu a te pa ti ent ca re fully and then to de ci de for sur gi cal
in ter ven ti on. If the re is no ho pe for a pa ti ent’s ill ness and no sur gi cal in di ca ti on for tre at ment, Al-
Zah ra wi warns sur ge on not to per form sur gi cal in ter ven ti on with gre ed and de si re for ga in. Al-
Zah ra wi’s opi ni ons and prin cip les ex trac ted from his Al-Tas rif we re bri efly pre sen ted and dis cus sed
in this ar tic le. 

KKeeyy  WWoorrddss::  Al-zah ra wi; al-tas rif; me di cal et hics; his tory of me di ci ne; sur gery

ÖÖZZEETT  Ebu’l Ka sım Ha lef İbn Abbâs ez-Zehrâvî 10. yüz yı lın en ün lü ta bip le rin den ve cer rah la -
rın dan bi ri si dir. Ba tı Or ta çağ’ da Sa ler no’ lu Ro ger, Sa li ce to’ lu Wil li am, Mi lan’ lı Lan franc hi, Mon -
de vil le’ li Hen ri, Ber ta pa li a’ lı Le o nard ve Guy de Cha u li ac gi bi he kim ler ve cer rah lar ca pek çok
kez alın tı la nan anıt sal ese ri et-Tasrîf ara cı lı ğı ile de Av ru pa’ da cer ra hi nin en önem li ku ru cu la -
rın dan bi ri si ol muş tur. Bu nun so nu cu ola rak Zehrâvî er ken Or ta çağ ta ri hin de Hi pok rat, Ga len,
Cel sus ve Ae gi na’ lı Pa ul gi bi he kim ler le ay nı de re ce de önem li sa yıl mak ta dır. Et-Tasrîf hem re -
sim li ve cer rahî uy gu la ma lar da yol gös te ri ci bir ki tap, hem de genç cer rah la ra etik kı la vuz luk ya -
pa cak bir eser dir. Zehrâvî’nin he kim-has ta iliş ki si hak kın da ki dü şün ce le ri ve pren sip le ri ile
cer ra hi uy gu la ma la rın da ki etik an la yı şı nı Et-Tasrîf’in cer ra hi te zi nin bi rin ci ve ikin ci ki tap la -
rı nın ön söz le rin de bul mak müm kün dür. Ön sö zün gi ri şin de, Zehrâvî’nin bu cer ra hi te zi ne den
yaz ma ge re ği duy du ğu nu ve ese ri ne ne den ek le di ği ni açık la dı ğı gö rül mek te dir. Ana to mi nin iyi
ça lı şıl ma sı ve öğ re nil me si bir cer ra hın ve he ki min eği ti min de ki ev ren sel ko şul lar dan bi ri si dir.
İkin ci si ise has ta yı dik kat le de ğer len di rip son ra cer ra hi için ka rar ver mek tir. Zehrâvî, eğer has -
ta için umut ve te da vi için cer ra hi bir gi ri şim en di kas yo nu yok sa, ka zanç hır sı ve aç göz lü lük
ne de niy le cer ra hi gi ri şim yap ma ma sı için cer ra hı uyar mak ta dır. Et-Tasrîf’ten çı ka rı lan bil gi ler -
le Zehrâvî’nin has ta-cer rah iliş ki le ri hak kın da ki dü şün ce le ri ve pren sip le ri bu ma ka le de kı sa ca
su nul muş ve tar tı şıl mış tır.

AAnnaahh  ttaarr  KKee  llii  mmee  lleerr:: Ez-zeh râvî; et-tas rif; tıb bi etik; tıp ta ri hi; cer ra hi
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bul-Qa sim Kha lef ibn Ab bas Al-Zah ra wi
(?936-1013) was one of the most im por tant
physi ci an and sur ge on of the 10th cen tury.

His na me, Abul Qa sim, in trans li te ra ti on to La tin
and then Eng lish be ca me “Abul ca si s”. “Al bu ca si s”,
anot her spel ling, is com monly fo und.1 He is al so
known as “Al za ha ra vi us Bul ca se m”, “Aza ra vi u s”,
“Aza ra gu i u s”, “Al ta ri gi u s” and “Al za ra gi u s”.2,3 Al-
Zah ra wi  re fers to the fa mily na me, of ten de ri ved
from the na me of the vil la ge of his birth (Al-Zah -
ra) on the Spa nish pe nin su la.1

He firstly be ca me the co urt physi ci an of Ca -
liph Abd al-Rah man al-Na sir III and then of al-Ha -
kem II of Umay yad ru lers of Spa in.2-4 His
outs tan ding con tri bu ti on on me di ci ne is the ency -
clo pe dic work “Ki tab al-Tas rif li-man Aja za an al-
Ta li f”. A li te ral trans la ti on of this tit le of his
com pi la ti on of the tre a ti ses is “The bo ok enab ling
him who can not co pe with the com pi la ti on.”1

His al-Tas rif comp le ted abo ut 1000 AD was
the re sult of al most fifty ye ars of me di cal edu ca ti -
on and ex pe ri en ce, which he un der li ned the ir im-
por tan ce in the third bo ok of the sur gi cal sec ti on
of Al-Tas rif. In his own words: 

Wha te ver skill I ha ve, I ha ve de ri ved for my-
self by my long re a ding of the bo oks of the An ci -
ents and my thirst to un ders tand them un til I
ex trac ted the know led ge of it from them. Then
thro ugh the who le of my li fe I ha ve ad he red to ex-
pe ri en ce and prac ti ce. So now I ha ve des cri bed for
yo u in this bo ok all that my know led ge has en com-
pas sed on the sub ject and that my ex pe ri en ce has
en co un te red; I ha ve ma de it ac ces sib le for yo u and
res cu ed it from the abyss of pro li xity; I ha ve re du -
ced it to a bri ef out li ne; and ha ve exp la i ned it most
cle arly.5

Al-Tas rif com pri ses 30 dis co ur ses. The 30th and
fi nal tre a ti se, which fo cu ses on sur gery, be ca me the
most fa mo us and had by far the wi dest and the gre -
a test inf lu en ce trans la ted in to La tin by Ge rard of
Cre mo na (1114-1187) and it went in to at le ast ten
La tin edi ti ons bet we en 1497 and 1544. Al-Tas rif al -
so con ta ins the ear li est pic tu re of sur gi cal ins tru -
ments in his tory; abo ut 200 are des cri bed and
il lus tra ted.5 This tre a ti se on sur gery is di vi ded in to

thre e bo oks and in tro duc ti on sec ti ons of the first
and se cond bo oks con ta in Al-Zah ra wi’s prin cip les
in ap pro ac hing pa ti ents who ne ed sur gi cal tre at -
ment.

This sur gi cal tre a ti se has be en trans la ted from
ori gi nal Ara bic text in to La tin, Tur kish, Heb rew
and French.1

AL-ZAH RA WI’S ET HI CAL 
UN DERS TAN DING IN HIS SUR GI CAL 
PRAC TI CE AC COR DING TO AL-TAS RIF

In or der to find out Al-Zah ra wi’s opi ni ons and
prin cip les re gar ding physi ci an-pa ti ent re la ti ons hip
and his et hi cal un ders tan ding in his sur gi cal prac-
ti ce, the pre fa ces of the first and se cond bo oks of
his tre a ti se on sur gery sho uld be con si de red. In the
be gin ning of tre a ti se he exp la i ned the re a son why
he wro te this sur gi cal tre a ti se and ad ded to his
work. He po in ted out that the skil led prac ti ti o ner
of ope ra ti ve sur gery was to tally lac king in his land
and ti me; so that the know led ge of it was on the
po int of be ing blot ted out and it re ma i ned lost. He
con ti nu ed that the re was not hing left of it ex cept a
few tra ces in the bo oks of the An ci ents; whe re, ho -
we ver, it had be en so cor rup ted by the hands of
scri bes, and sub jec ted to er ror and con fu si on, that
its me a ning had be co me obs cu red and its va lu e di-
mi nis hed. So, Al-Zah ra wi told that he de ci ded to
re vi ve this art by ex po un ding, elu ci da ting, and epi -
to mi zing it in this tre a ti se; and to pre sent the forms
of the ca u te ri zing irons and ot her ope ra ti ve ins tru -
ments.5

Al-Zah ra wi’s ans wer to the qu es ti on why the
skil led sur ge on was ab sent is im por tant and cha rac-
te ris tic for con tem po rary sur gi cal un ders tan ding,
as well: 

The art of me di ci ne is long and it is ne ces sary
for its ex po nent, be fo re he exer ci ses it, to be tra i ned
in ana tomy as Ga len has des cri bed it, so that he
may be fully ac qu a in ted with the uses, forms, and
tem pe ra ment of the limbs; al so how they are jo in -
ted, and how they may be se pa ra ted; that he sho uld
un ders tand fully al so the bo nes, ten dons, and mus-
c les, the ir num bers and the ir at tach ments; and al -
so the blo od ves sels, both ar te ri es and ve ins, with
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the ir re la ti ons. And so Hip poc ra tes sa id: ‘Tho ugh
many are doc tors in na me, few are in re a lity, par-
ti cu larly on the sur gi cal si de.’ We ha ve al re ady spo-
ken of this in the in tro duc ti on to this bo ok. For he
who is not skil led in as much ana tomy as we ha ve
men ti o ned is bo und to fall in to er ror that is des -
truc ti ve of li fe. Thus I ha ve se en many la ying cla -
im to this know led ge and bo as ting of it, but ha ving
ne it her know led ge nor ex pe ri en ce.5

Al-Zah ra wi’s ap pro ach that ope ra ti ve sur gery,
which was di vi ded in to two parts, is fo und in the
pre fa ce of the se cond bo ok and it is rat her in te res -
ting: the first part whe re ope ra ti on was as so ci a ted
with the he alth of the pa ti ent, and, the se cond one,
whe re it was for the most part fra ught with dan-
ger. Ac cor ding to Al-Zah ra wi, the pri or con di ti on
of avo i dan ce from the part fra ught with dan ger of
sur gery and of prac ti cing sur gery was to study and
le arn ana tomy well. Al-Zah ra wi ad vi sed a sur ge on
to show ca u ti on and ca re for him self and gent le -
ness and per se ve ran ce for his pa ti ents.5

Al-Zah ra wi’s one of the most im por tant sug-
ges ti ons re gar ding the way of brin ging the pa ti ent
a go od out co me is to eva lu a te pa ti ent ca re fully be-
fo re sur gi cal in ter ven ti on and not to per form sur-
gi cal ope ra ti on un less ha ving po si ti ve know led ge.
We find out its re a son in his words: 

For in the co ur se of the work of which this bo -
ok tre ats the re of ten oc curs an ef fu si on of the blo -
od upon which li fe de pends, in the ope ning of a
blo od-ves sel or the in ci si on of a tu mo ur or the per-
fo ra ti on of an abs cess or the tre at ment of a wo und
or the ex trac ti on of an ar row, or in the in ci sing for
a cal cu lus or si mi lar ca ses; all of which are ac com -
pa ni ed by un cer ta inty and fe ar; and in most de ath
will su per ve ne. So I warn yo u aga inst un der-ta king
any ca se in which the re is any ele ment of do ubt to
yo u.5

Al-Zah ra wi pre sents the prin cip les of sur ge -
on-pa ti ent re la ti ons hip ac cor ding to sur ge on’s po -
int of vi ew:

For in the exer ci se of the art yo u will be mob -
bed by all kinds of per sons with all man ner of aff -
lic ti ons; so me be ing so we ary of the ir sick ness that
de ath it self is a re li ef on ac co unt of the ex tent of

the ir suf fe rings and the length of the ir mi se ri es,
the ir ill ness be ing so sett led as to pre sa ge de ath. So -
me will la vish the ir we alth on yo u and en rich yo -
u, in the ho pe that they may be cu rab le, when the ir
di se a se is mor tal. Yo u sho uld not as sist any of this
kind who ap pro ach yo u; let yo ur ca u ti on be stron -
ger than yo ur gre ed and de si re for ga in.5

Anot her cha rac te ris tic un ders tan ding spe ci al
to his era is al so va lid for al-Zah ra wi, as well: “Ill-
nes ses that are very thre a te ning or dif fi cult to cu -
re, le a ve alo ne.”5

CONC LU SI ON

Al-Zah ra wi’s in sis ten ce for a sur ge on to study and
le arn ana tomy well is one of the con di ti ons which
are al most uni ver sal in a sur ge on and physi ci an’s
tra i ning. A de fi ci ency in tra i ning of a sur ge on or a
physi ci an may be ca u se of dif fe rent harm ful ef fects,
even de ath of the pa ti ent. The se cond one is to eva -
lu a te pa ti ent ca re fully and then to de ci de for sur gi-
cal in ter ven ti on. The se are cru ci al con cepts in fa vor
of the pa ti ent and har mo ni o us with non-ma le fi ci -
an ce et hi cal prin cip le known as “pri mum non no-
ce re ” from Hip poc ra tes (B.C. 460-370).

If the re is no ho pe for a pa ti ent’s ill ness and no
sur gi cal in di ca ti on for tre at ment, Al-Zah ra wi
warns sur ge on not to per form sur gi cal in ter ven ti -
on with gre ed and de si re for ga in. His “ill nes ses
that are very thre a te ning or dif fi cult to cu re le a ve
alo ne!” or der re minds us con tem po rary “do not re-
sus ci ta te!” or der.

The se are so me “con tem po rary et hi cal prin ci-
p le s” pre sen ted by a sur ge on who li ved a tho u sand
ye ars ago. In the light of the know led ge abo ve, we
can say Al-Zah ra wi was one of the im por tant fol-
lo wers of Hip poc ra tes and Ga len such as Abu Bakr
al-Ra zi (865-925), who se ide as we re si mi lar with
Hip poc ra tes’ and Ga len’s.6 Al-Zah ra wi’s mo nu -
men tal sur gi cal work inf lu en ced the sur ge ons
such as Ro ger of Sa ler no (ca. 1170), Wil li am of Sa -
li ce to (1210-1277), Lan franc hi of Mi lan (d. 1306),
Hen ri de Mon de vil le (1260-1320), Guy de Cha u -
li ac (1300-1368), Le o nard of Ber ta pa li a (1380?-
1460)4  in West Me di e val Age, so he was ac cep ted
as the fo un der of sur gery in Eu ro pe.7-9 Sub se qu -



ently, Al-Zah ra wi has be en ran ked with Hip poc -
ra tes, Ga len (129-200), Cel sus (BC 25-50 AD) and
Pa u lus Ae gi na ta (625-690) in early me di cal his-
tory.1

Whe ne ver he ne eds to call out to ot her sur ge -
ons, he says “my son s”. We can fi nally conc lu de

that Al-Zah ra wi pla ced him self in aut ho rity and
de e med him self as sig ned in or der to tra in and warn
yo ung sur ge ons re gar ding the ha zar do us as pects of
sur gery. This was a cer ta in con di ti on, which was
in ac cor dan ce with pa ter na lis tic me di cal and et hi -
cal un ders tan ding of his era.
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