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ABSTRACT. Arab scientists were several centuries ahead of our cur-
rent knowledge of the curative power of hemp (Cannabis sativa L.,
Cannabaceae). Modern Western scientific literature ignores their con-
tribution on the subject. We review in this paper the therapeutic uses of
the plant in Arabic medicine from the 8th to the 18th century. Arab
physicians knew and used its diuretic, anti-emetic, anti-epileptic, anti-
inflammatory, painkilling and antipyretic properties, among others.
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INTRODUCTION

The modern medical and pharmacological literature which deals
with the therapeutic properties of hemp (Cannabis sativa L., Cannaba-
ceae) tends to ignore the valuable contributions of Arabic scientists on
the subject. The tradition of the plant’s medicinal use was adopted by
these scientists from the cultures of the Ancient World, having been
used for over a thousand years as a textile and medicine in Arabia,
Mesopotamia, Persia, Egypt, China, India and extensive areas of Eu-
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rope (Levey 1979; Escohotado 1989-1990). The role played by the
medical, pharmacological and botanical literature of the Greeks in this
regard is well-known, dominating medical circles in Asia Minor, Syr-
ia, Egypt and their neighbouring regions right up until the arrival of
Islam in the 7th century. The Materia medica of Dioscorides (1st
century), translated into Arabic by Istifan b. Basil in the days of the
caliph al-Mutawakkil (d. 861 A.D.), and the De Simplicium medica-
mentorum temperamentis ac facultatibus liber VII of Galen (d. 199
A.D.) similarly translated by H

·
unayn b. Ish

·
aq (d. 873 A.D.), were by

far the most important sources for Arabic physicians, and were a
decisive stimulus in the development of their knowledge of the plant.

To date, there are only a few works that deal with the history of the
therapeutic use of hemp in Arabic medicine (Hamarneh 1972; Levey
1979; Lorano 1990), and even these only tangentially. The current
renewed interest in research into the curative potential of the plant
justifies a review of the subject in the light of new Arabic documental
sources.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Medical, pharmacological and botanical literature written in Arabic
has been systematically and exhaustively consulted, as far as possible,
from the 8th to the 18th century. Over the same period, lexicographi-
cal, agricultural, literary, legal, historical and geographical sources,
which were likely to contain data on Cannabis sativa (L.), were also
examined. The great majority were published texts, though some
manuscripts were also examined. Of all the texts reviewed, more than
fifty contain information on the plant, although due to limited space
not all of them are mentioned in the bibliography.

In the results, we have focused our attention on the discoverer or
pioneer of each therapeutic use, and only the most significant con-
tributions of later authors have been cited. Thus, not all the sources
that mention these uses have been included.

This paper arises out of a background of historical philological
studies on Arabic-Islamic medicine and thus it neither can nor seeks to
tackle any debate on the pharmacological mechanisms involved in the
therapeutic uses documented here.
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RESULTS

‘‘Temperament’’ of the Plant, Parts Used,
Modes of Preparation and Administration

Arab scientists explained the curative properties of hemp according
to the principles of the humoral theory they learned from the Greeks.
As is well-known, this theory assumes that each simple possesses a
characteristic, ‘‘temperament,’’ determined by its degrees of ‘‘heat,’’
‘‘cold,’’ ‘‘wetness’’ and ‘‘dryness.’’ Similarly, they largely accepted
the opinion of Galen (1821-1833, VI pp. 549 f. and XII, p. 8), who
talks of the desiccating and warming power of hemp. However, there
is no lack of prestigious authorities who had quite the opposite opin-
ion, stating that cannabis is naturally cold (al-T

·
abari 1928, p. 376), or

composed of hot and cold parts (al-Ant
·
aki, n.d., I, p. 219; al-Qus

·
uni

1979-80, I, pp. 56 f.). There is even greater controversy over the
definition of the degree of heat and dryness possessed by the plant,
Arab physicians citing properties from the first to the third degree.
This is not surprising, if one takes into account that they could find no
reference to help them in the works by Galen and Dioscorides, and
that the concept of temperament and its degrees do not permit empiric
proof in the sense understood by current scientific methods.

The part of the plant that was most used in therapeutic treatments
was the seeds, and to a lesser extent the leaves. Methods of preparation
differ according to the ailment to be treated, using the oil obtained
from the seeds and the juice from the leaves and green seeds.

It was administered externally in the form of ointment in the nose,
orally or in drops into the ears. Only very rarely is the actual dose
which should be used in each treatment mentioned. It seems that it was
commonly used as a simple medicament.

Treatment of Ear Diseases

The first mention of the curative power of hemp in Arabic literature
was by Ibn Masawayh (al-Razi 1968, XXI i, p. 124) (d. 857 A.D.),
who refers to the oil obtained from hemp seeds and applied in drops
into the ear as having the virtue of drying out the ‘‘moisture’’ (rut

·
uba)

generated by this organ, a curative property which later physicians
attribute to the juice of these seeds. In the period in which Ibn Masa-
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wayh lived, the works of Galen and Dioscorides were translated. From
them, Arabic physicians learned the use of the juice of green hemp
seeds in the treatment of earache caused by an obstruction in the ear
(Galen 1821-1833, VI pp. 549 ff.; Dioscorides 1957, p. 304). Continu-
ing this tradition, in the 10th century Ishaq b. Sulayman (1986, II,
p. 133) stated that hemp seed oil relieved earache caused by the
‘‘cold’’ (bard) and the moisture in the organ, and also talked, for the
first time, of its power to unblock any obstructions there. In the 13th
century, the botanist from Malaga, Ibn al-Bayt

·
ar (1291 A.H., II,

pp. 115 f.) prescribed hemp seed oil to cure ‘‘gases’’ (rih
·
) in the ear. In

the 14th century, Ibn al-Jat
·
ib (1972, p. 69) from Granada recom-

mended the use of this oil mixed with gum resin of Ferula galbaniflua
to relieve ‘‘hot pain’’ (al-wa h

·
arr) associated with tinnitus au-

rium. In the 16th century, al-Ant
·
aki talks of how the leaves of ‘‘Anato-

lian hemp,’’ as he calls it (al-qinnab al-rumi) (Lozano 1996, pp. 152
ff.), kill the ‘‘worms’’ which develop in the ear, and adds that they
have unblocking properties, as if you fill the ear with them, all the
foreign material which is lodged there will be expelled.

Vernucide and Vermifuge

In the 9th century al-Dima  (Ibn al-Bayt
·
ar 1291 A.H., IV, p. 39) is

the first author who mentions the vermicidal and vermifugal proper-
ties of the plant, saying that it has the power of killing the ‘‘worms’’
(al-didan) that grow in the body. Between the 11th and 12th centuries,
the anonymous author of the ‘Umdat al-t

·
abib (1990, Il, n� 2149)

asserted that anyone who has tapeworms should eat hemp seeds, as
their shells fill up with the parasites and are then expelled with them in
the feces. Between the 14th and 15th centuries al-Firuzabadi (1952, I,
p. 203) states that if the seeds of the plant are ingested or applied in the
form of ointment over the stomach, this kills ascaris (h

·
abb al-qar‘).

Treatment of Skin Diseases

Ibn Masawayh (al-Razi 1968, XXI i, p. 124) is the first author who
refers to the use of hemp in the treatment of pityriasis (ibriya) and
lichen (h

·
azaz), and suggests that the affected part of the body should

be washed with the juice from the leaves. In the 11th century Avicenna
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(1294 A.H., I, p. 434) recommends oil from the seeds for the same
purpose. Al-Firuzabadi (1952, I, p. 203) asserts that hemp seeds can
be used to treat vitiligo (al-bahaq) and leprosy (al-baras

·
).

With regard to the treatment of skin diseases, and halfway between
dermatology and cosmetics, al-Razi (al-Biruni 1973, I, p. 33) (d. 925
A.D.) was the first to prescribe the use of hemp leaves as a substitute
for Melia azedarach (L.) (Meliaceae) to stimulate hair growth. Ac-
cording to Ibn 100 A.D.) the
leaves should be macerated in water and then applied to the roots of
the hair.

Purging Qualities

The first reference to the purging properties of hemp is made by
al-Dima  (Ibn al-Bayt

·
ar 1291 A.H., IV, p. 39), who states that the

juice from hemp seeds, administered through the nose, purges the
brain. In the 9th century this use is also cited by Tabit b. Qurra (1928,
p. 21, 97), who includes hemp among the simples that can purge the
upper part of the liver and eliminate any obstruction produced in this
organ. He prescribes that the hemp seeds should be taken with honey
mixed with vinegar.

Diuretic Properties

The pioneer of the diuretic power of hemp seeds is Ish
·
aq b. ‘Imran

(Ibn al-Bayt
·
ar 1291 A.H., IV, p. 39) (d. 907 A.D.). In the opinion of

Ishaq b. Sulayman (1986, II, p. 133), this property is due to their
warming power.

Antiepileptic Properties

Between the 10th and 11th centuries al-Ma si (1877, II, p. 116)
talks for the first time of the use of hemp in the treatment of epilepsy
and prescribes that the patient should be given the juice of the leaves
through the nose. In the 15th century, al-Badri (Lozano 1989-90, p. 174
f.) provides us with a spurious tale in which hemp leaves are presented
as a remedy that gives an immediate cure to epilepsy.
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Carminative Properties

The carminative properties of hemp seeds, already known by Ga-
len, are mentioned for the first time by Ish

·
aq b. Sulayman. Al-Ma si

(1877, II, p. 116) writes that the leaves have the same property and
adds that they can be used to treat gases generated in the uterus,
intestines and stomach.

Treatment of Abscesses and Tumours

Between the 11th and 12th centuries Ibn Buklari � 679)
prescribes the juice from hemp leaves to cure abscesses (jura t)
occurring in the head. One century later, Ibn al-Bayt

·
ar states that if an

‘‘oily wax’’ made with hemp seed oil is applied to hardened tumours
(al-awram al- siya), they dissolve.

Liquification and Purging of Humors

Ish
·
aq b. Sulayman mentions for the first time that hemp seeds

increase the liquidity of the corporal humors. Al-Ma usi  (1877, II
p. 116) attributes the same property to the leaves of the plant and says
that they can be used to purge phlegmatic excretions from the stom-
ach. Ibn Habal (1362 A.H. II, p. 185) (d. 1213 A.D.) indicates that
hemp seeds are good for evacuating bile and phlegm.

Treatment of the Hardening and Contraction of the Uterus

Ibn al-Bayt
·
ar (1291 A.H., II, p. 116) prescribes hemp seed oil for

treating these ailments.

Pain-Killing Properties

The use of hemp as a pain-killer was not limited to the treatment of
earache. Ibn al-Bayt

·
ar (1291 A.H.,  II, p. 116) recommends hemp seed

oil for soothing neurological pains (wa s
·
ab). Around the same

time, al-Qazwini (1849, p. 293) (d. 1283 A.D.) says that the juice can
be used to soothe ophthalmia.
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Antipyretic Properties

Al-Firuzabadi (1952, I, p. 203) sustains that hemp seeds are an
effective remedy in curing febris quartana (hummà l-rib‘).

Antiparasitic Properties

Al-Ant
·
aki says that the boiled leaves from ‘‘Anatolian hemp’’ kill

lice and nits if used to wash the part of the body where these parasites
are.

Antiemetic Properties

The same al-Ant
·
aki attributes anti-emetic properties to the seeds

from ‘‘Anatolian hemp.’’

CONCLUSION

Arab scientists were several centuries ahead of our current knowl-
edge of the curative power of Cannabis sativa (L.). They knew and
used its diuretic, anti-emetic, anti-epileptic, anti-inflammatory and
pain-killing virtues, among others. For this reason, it seems reasonable
to suggest that the data to be found in Arabic literature could be
considered as a possible basis for future research on the therapeutic
potential of cannabis and hemp seeds. This would seem to be particu-
larly necessary if we take into account that currently, the traditional
use of the plant among Arab Islamic peoples of the world has almost
completely disappeared due to the legal restrictions which prohibit its
cultivation and use.
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