
Abstract
The relation between economy and medicine had a long history since 
ancient times. Supplying (providing) health care and the required drugs 
and medical equipments were the main concerns of the human com-
munities even when they were at rather primitive stages of civilization. 
Later, in developed civilizations, trade was added to the concepts of 
medical economy. In this study, various economic activities, ranging 
from the physicians’ income to the export and import of medicines in 
one of the old civilizations, ancient Persia (from the beginning of the 
history to 637AD), are discussed. In these eras, it is found that patients, 
based on their social and economic levels, had to pay the physician fees 
for the ofce visit. The governments, in turn, tried to prepare free medi-
cal facilities such as free-of-charge hospitals for patients. On the other 
hand, physicians had high earning and important statues in the society. 
The trade of medicine was another important economic in ancient Per-
sia. Ancient Persia was actively involved in importing and exporting dif-
ferent articles, including medicines. The ndings of the study showed a 
close relationship between medicine and economy in the ancient Persia 
as witnessed by the social and governmental policies 
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Introduction
The relation between economy and medicine had a long his-
tory dating back ancient times. Providing health care and 
required drugs and medical equipments were the main con-
cerns human communities even when they were far from civ-
ilization. Later, in developed civilizations, trade was added 
to the concepts of medical economy. The export and import 
of drugs were one of the trade activities among nations.1,2 As 
example, India was one of the important sources of herbal 
medicines and many medicinal herbs were exported to other 
countries via sea as well as roads.3 Also, Silk Road or Spice 
Road was an important route  connecting between the east 
and west for the sake of trading goods including medicinal 
plants.4,5 Throughout the history, many economic issues such 
as the income of medical practitioners, charges for health 
care, insurance, trade, etc were added to medical concerns of 
the authorities. Nowadays, these issues are as the main topics 
in the health care systems all around the world.6,7 
Ancient Persia was one of the great civilizations, dating back 
to the dawn of the history to 637AD when Muslim Arabs 
defeated the Sassanid kingdom (the last ancient Persian Em-
pire).8 Despite the crucial role economy played in medical 
elds, few studies investigated medicine and pharmacy from 
economic point of view. In this regard, we tried to investigate 
medical economy in Persia during the ancient era. To meet 
this end, related manuscripts remained from ancient times as 
well as the ndings of the more recent research conducted on 
this issue were used in this study.  

Doctors, Patients and Social Economy
One of the most important evidence the fees paid for ofce 
visits was mentioned in the Vandidad, a part of Avesta (the 
holy book of Zoroastrians). It seems that this part of Avesta 
was added to the main book in the Sassanid period (224-
637AD). 
“He shall heal the wife of the master of a house for the value 
of a she-ass; he shall heal the wife of the lord of a borough 
for the value of a cow; he shall heal the wife of the lord of a 
town for the value of a mare; he shall heal the wife of the lord 
of a province for the value of a she-camel.  
He shall heal the heir of a great house for the value of an ox 
of high value; he shall heal an ox of high value for the value 
of an ox of aver- age value; he shall heal an ox of average 
value for the value of an ox of low value; he shall heal an ox 
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of low value for the value of a sheep; he shall heal a sheep for 
the value of a piece of meat.
Thou shalt cleanse a priest for a blessing of the just.”9

The above text shows the system of paying physician fees 
for ofce visits in ancient Persia, at least since the Sassanid 
dynasty. This system was based on the economic status of 
people. Therefore everybody could reach to the doctors.
On the other hand, some systems, such as free insurance, 
were founded for the benet of the patient. Also, we can see 
the numerous facilities provided for patients in the ancient 
Persia. This may be because of the effect of religious texts 
which recommended providing facilities for patients. For in-
stance, the texts considered increasing the price of medicine 
a big sin before God.10 According to Cyropedia, dating back 
to 2200 years ago, Cyrus the Great (500BC) ordered to pro-
vide public health facilities for patients. He tried to set up a 
medical system in his court in which clinical services as well 
as medicines (medications) were free for the patients.11 One 
of the best examples was the privilege given to the pregnant 
women. They had maternity leave with salary in Achaeme-
nid period.12 Later, in Sasanid dynasty, people had access to 
free public medical services. By the King Khosrow I (531-
579AD) hospitals were built in each main city and patients 
were cured and hospitalized free of charge.13 Gondi-Shapur 
University and teaching hospital was the most important ex-
ample of such hospitals in southeastern Iran.14  Also, follow-
ing King Khosrow’s order, sever disable patients should not 
pay any taxs.15

On the other hand, the social and economic status of phy-
sicians was very important. They were expected to live in 
privileged district of the city, eat high food put on quality and 
appropriate clothes and have fast horse.16 Also, the fee for 
the ofce visit were paid before the doctor started the treat-
ment.17 After Zoroastrian priests, princesses and command-
ers, physicians enjoyed the highest social status in Sassanid 
period.18 

Pharmacoeconomy: Export and Import  
It seems that Persia was actively involved in the medicine 
trade including the preparation of medicines as well as ex-
porting or importing them.  Historical evidence  testied that 
wine, oils, drugs and honey transpoterd wine, oils, drugs and 
honey.19 In Seleucid Empire (312-64BC), drugs were the 
most important goods exported from Iran.20 Later, In Parthian 
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kingdom (250BC-224AD) the western beach of Persian Gulf 
was the trade center of olibanum.21 In addition, while vale-
rian (Valeriana ofcinalis L.) and pepper were exported from 
Mad (today is called Hamedan) in Sassanid period, amber 
was imported via Black sea and some spices by transit from 
China and Arabia.22 Also, some medicinal herbs and drugs 
were sent to Iran as gift, tax or tribute for kings. for example, 
Arabs sent amber, aromatic gums and olibanum as tax and 
gift for Achaemenid Emperors.23,24 

Conclusion
The ndings of the study depict the importance of public 
health, free access to medical care and medicines for people 
on the one hand and the physicians’ right in terms of their 
income as well as their social status on the other. The aim 
of Persian social  politics was providing of free and acces-
sible health care for everybody. On the other hand, medicines 
were important goods in terms of economy. To sum up, as 
shown above, Persia in ancient times was actively engaged in 
the trade of various medicinal plants and medicines.
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