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Re-evaluation of the Theory of
Ibn al-Nafis on the Blood

Naohide YAGUCHI

Ph.D. Student, Graduate School of Humanities and Sociology, University of Tokyo

It has been repeatedly claimed that Ibn al-Nafis, a medieval Islamic physician, discovered pulmonary
circulation. But these reports have concentrated so much upon this discovery that they have paid less
attention to his medical thought as a whole. This article examines the theory of Ibn al-Nafis on the blood
stream which is developed in his Commentary on the Anatomy of Canon of Ibn Sina. The examination of
his descriptions of the arteries and veins, the heart and the lung reveals that while he developed a new
concept of the blood flow, he fundamentally remained Galenic. The main point of his discovery of the
pulmonary circulation lies in the fact that Ibn al-Nafis denied the existence of invisible pores in the inter-
ventricular septum of the heart, which had been claimed by Galen and physicians in Islam, such as Ibn
Sina, and that he assumed the passage of blood went from the right ventricle to the left through the lung.
At the same time, Ibn al-Naffs believed that in the human body the arterial system and the venous system
are isolated except in the lung, that blood and its product pneumata are continuously used up in the body,
and that the surplus of air in the left side of the heart is expelled back into the lung through the pulmonary
vein. These facts show that Ibn al-Nafis should be regarded as part of the Galenic stream of thinking.

Key words: Ibn al-Nafis, pulmonary circulation, blood, pneumatology, Islam



