
www.ijcrt.org                                                                                © 2020 IJCRT | Volume 8, Issue 7 July 2020 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT1133531 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org 569 
 

TRACING THE HISTORY OF DISEASES 

THROUGH METHODS AND PRACTICES IN 

ARCHAEOLOGY 
1 Manilata Choudhury 

1 PhD Scholar, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India 

 

Abstract – Disease and poor health in preceding ages can be explored using Archaeological methods and 

practices. This paper depicts the frequently used practices in Archaeology, contains instances of how such 

procedures are capable of preparing facts on a selection of healthiness concerns that cropped up in the long-ago 

and put it to the scholars how these records can be significant at present. Besides discussing the diseases that 

human as a species suffered, the article also discusses the diseases of plants and trees as well as specific diseases 

or deformities associated with the history of domestication of wild animals.  
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Introduction  

The methods and practices in the field of Archaeology play a very important role for the narratives in the history 

of diseases. According to Archaeologist Clive Gamble, persons and populations are very much inhibited by 

traditional ecology – just reflect on disease resistance. Distinction is being made to order and exapted into new 

models. Variation persists to crop up neither inside nor outside our ecology, neither inside nor outside culture, 

but as part of that composite interface between the two.1  

History of Human Diseases – What Role does Archaeology Play?  

Presently, a databank in Manchester, England, of thousands of tissue samples is being brought together from 

mummies all over the world, for upcoming inquiries into the whole lot from the spread of diseases to human 

exodus.2 The consequences from genetics give an idea about without a doubt that kin relations can be exerted out 

through genetic material examination. In 1985 the Swedish scientist Svante Pääbo foremost was successful in 

pulling out and cloning mitochondrial chromosome from the 2400-year-old mummy of an Egyptian youngster. 

Over such a long time period, the DNA molecules are busted up by chemical act, so there is no question of 

reconstituting a working genetic material, far less an alive body. But information on the DNA sequences of, for 
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instance, Egyptian mummies may resolve whether members of a reign did undeniably carry out incest, as is 

generally alleged: a study of DNA from six mummies of 2200 BC found at Hagasa, Egytp, has demonstrates that 

they were a family unit group. Seeing as most transmittable diseases infrequently leave measurable traces in 

bones, a suitable examination of ancient diseases can only be carried out on existing soft tissue (or through the 

study of ancient biomolecules). Soft tissue seldom continues to exist excluding in definite environments. The 

surface tissue every so often exposes substantiation of infirmity, such as eczema. It can also tell some roots of 

brutal demise, such as opening throats of a number of bog corpses.3  

By means of a specific procedure on Egyptian mummies, analysts have become aware of both red and white 

corpuscles, and have even been capable of identifying main disease. When tissue samples are detached, they are 

rehydrated in a solution of bicarbonate soda (becoming very delicate in the course). They are then dried out, 

positioned in a paraffin wax, and portioned into thin pieces, which are marked for better lucidity under a 

microscope.4   

When Rosalie David’s Manchester mummy squad applied analytical electron microscopy to one Egyptian 

sample, they found that subdivisions in the lung enclosed a high quantity of silica and were most likely sand – 

confirmation of pneumoconiosis in ancient Egypt, where this lung disease was clearly rather a widespread risk. 

Analytical electron microscopy (like examining electron microscopy) allows basics in tissue to be studied and 

enumerated.5 

A vast assortment of infestations has been found in Egyptian mummies – really, almost all have them, no doubt 

as of not enough decontamination, and an unawareness of the grounds and way of spread of diseases. Where soft 

tissue endures, one can typically locate parasites of some type. The first place to appear is in the dead bodies 

themselves, and chiefly in the backbone, even though cadaver and cranium fleas can also be perceived (parasites 

have also been found in combs in Israel). Parasites can be known from their morphology by a professional. The 

Egyptians had parasites that sourced amoebic dysentery and bilharzia, and they had many intestinal dwellers. 

Pre-Columbian mummies in the New World have spawn of the whipworm, and the roundworm. Grauballe Man 

in Denmark must have had comparatively nonstop stomach ache through the actions of the whipworm Trichuris, 

because he had millions of its eggs inside him.6  

Some prehistoric mummies from the Chilean desert, dating from 7050 BC to AD 1500, had medical traces or 

DNA of Chagas’ disease – remarkably a swollen and inflamed heart and gut. Certain parasites source health 

conditions that can be known if soft tissue endures. The muscle of these organs is occupied by parasites left on 

the membrane in the feces of leechlike germs.7  

An approach is offered by genetics, because some diseases leave traces in DNA. Smallpox, and polio, for 

instance, is grounded by viruses, and a virus is only DNA, or directly linked RNA, in a “shielding overcoat” of 

protein. A virus communicates a disease by freeing its DNA into the ill-fated host, and some of the host’s cells 

are then transformed to the making of viruses. In this way viral illnesses can leave traces of the DNA of the 

virus. Examination of ancient genetic substance may consequently lend a hand to outline the history of certain 

diseases. For example, American pathologist Arthur Aufderheide and his contemporaries have cut off remains of 
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DNA of the tuberculosis bacterium from lesions in the lungs of a 900-year-old Peruvian mummy, as a result 

establishing that this germ was not carried to the Americas by European colonists.8  

Effects on the surface facade of bone can be separated into those sourced by hostility or calamity, and those 

rooted by disease or inborn abnormality. Skeletal substance is far more profuse than conserved soft tissue, and 

can divulge a great arrangement of palaeopathological information.9  

The small figures of diseases that involve bone do so in three vital ways – they can fetch about attrition, 

expansions, or a changed construction. Still, the body lesions related with an assortment of poor health can vary 

in terms of their number and position in the carcass. Some problems leave pretty understandable signs, where 

others do not. The previous consist of quite a lot of viruses, dietetic deficits, and cancer. It is also potential to 

perceive growth disorders by the general extent and outline of carcass.10 

Beau’s lines on finger- and toenails are superficial ruts demonstrating sluggish growth sourced by disease or 

undernourishment. X-ray examination of bone may divulge facts of detained growth known as Harris lines. 

These are slender radiopaque deposits of bone in what are as a rule the unfilled interiors of carcass. They are laid 

down when growth begins again after being intervallic in infancy or youth as an outcome of poor health or 

undernourishment. They are generally clearest in the lower tibia (shinbone). The number of lines can make 

available a rough lead to the regularity of complicated stages during growth. If the lines are found in entire sets 

of the bare bones, they can point toward regular life calamities or, perchance, the consequences of social 

discrimination plenty to have had an outcome on wellbeing. The one present fingernail of the Alpine Iceman of 

3300 BC has three channels, signifying that he had been subject to sessions of crippling disease 4, 3, and 2 

months before he passed on.11   

A comparable observable fact takes place in teeth, where bits of inadequately mineralized enamel, which a 

professional can spot in a tooth-section, mirror development commotion carried about by a diet scarce in milk, 

fish, oil, or animal fats (or every now and then by babyhood diseases such as measles.) Harris lines point out 

stages of detained increase during maturity, and that are now and then grounded by undernourishment. A 

deficiency of vitamin C brings into scurvy, a difficulty that sources modifications in the palate and gums, and 

has been recognized in an Anglo-Saxon person from Norfolk, England, as well as in Peru, North America, and in 

another place. Scurvy was also widespread among sailors until the 19th century as of their meager diet.12    

Study of disease or undernourishment can be pooled with sex and age records to throw illumination on degree of 

difference of joint disease correlated to the perfunctory stress of being a hunter diminished (males of both eras 

experienced osteoarthritis much more than women). An associated field is paleodemography, which is above all 

concerned with the study of skeletal remnants to guess populace strictures such as fertility rates and death rates, 

inhabitants’ formation, and life expectancy. All the procedures stated so far can be of support here, by serving us 

to look into the lifetime of both sexes in different epochs.13   

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                                                © 2020 IJCRT | Volume 8, Issue 7 July 2020 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT1133531 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org 572 
 

In Southeast Asia it is extraordinary for soil conditions to permit the protection of bone, but at Khok Phanom Di 

the excavation comes across an “upright burial ground”, an accretion through time of 154 inhumations. After 

preservation of the bones and two years of examination by Nancy Tayles they could be aged and sexed, as far as 

was achievable and other markers used – for instance, pelvic markings pointed out whether a female had given 

birth. In terms of wellbeing, it was found that the initial dwellers of the location had been moderately lofty with 

good quality, burly bone expansion representing a sound diet. But, they had passed away in their 20s and 30s, 

and partially had perished at delivery or shortly after. A condensing of their skulls suggested anemia, most likely 

grounded by the blood disorder thalassemia (which may in contradiction have offered some fight to the malarial 

mosquito). The adults also experienced some dental disease, and significant tooth wear due to the amount of 

shellfish consumed.14 

Disease and Domestication of Animals 

In animals, domestication can be recognized through substantial data as the penchant for one sexual category of 

animals for milking herds and through bone diseases correlated to the enclosing and working of animals. A most 

important field of archaeology concerns the domestication of vegetation, flora and fauna. In many plant sorts, 

assortment and exploitation by humans takes about transformations perceptible to archaeologists, for instance 

cereal grain size amplify. Improvement is being made on tracing the history of domestication through animal 

gene. The line up between domesticated and untamed is fervently contested.15  

Deformity and disease can make available realistic data for domestication. When used for traction, cattle, horses, 

and camels all every so often endure osteoarthritis or strain-deformities on their lower limbs – a splaying of the 

bone, or outgrowths. Many archaeological instances are well-known, such as cattle bones from medieval Norton 

Priory in England. In horses the state famous as spavin has the same root, and entails a creation of new bone 

around the tarsal bones and the metatarsal, consequential in fusion. Some diseases can be a hint of misconduct of 

herds; rickets, for instance, designates an underprovided diet or poor field, whilst close-herding and overstocking 

affect animals to parasitic gastroenteritis.16  

Certain diseases possibly would be an undeviating confirmation of domestication. In a study of Telarmachay, a 

primeval place in the Peruvian Andes, Jane Wheeler found that at a certain point in the stratigraphy, around 3000 

BC, there was a momentous amplification in remainder of fetal and newborn camelids such as llamas and 

alpacas. It is very much implausible that these were young untamed animals hunted and taken to the location by 

individuals. It would not have been sensible to trail such little creatures, which might in any case have developed 

into more fruitful game. It is far more expected that these were domestic animals, since death is very high among 

domestic llamas and alpacas, where the most important reason of demise is a variety of diarrhea perhaps carried 

about by the spread of pathogens in soiled, dirty corrals, and not well-known to come about among wild species. 

If the colossal death at Telarmachay was without a doubt based in the way, data of this nature may well 

demonstrate to be constructive hint of domestication.17  
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The fixed approaches are being placed on a much sounder foothold, and new scientific procedures, such as 

microscopic examination of filaments, as well as studies of deformity and disease, open up capable new ways of 

coming across at the issue of animal domestication. Great improvement is as a result being made in studies of 

domestication. Some of the established standards for indicative of domestication – such as fall in size – may 

have demonstrated to be less convincing than was some time ago thought.18  

Vegetation and Disease 

Scolytus scolytus is the beetle that spreads the pathogenic mildew rooting Dutch elm disease, and so makes 

available different, natural details for the elm decline of 5000 years ago. Intermittently the unearthing of 

creatures in archaeological places can have central effects. To capture a most important instance, the remainder 

of the insect Scolytus scolytus, found in Neolithic deposits in Hampstead, London, arise in a stratum before the 

quick decline in elm pollen well-known just before 5000 years ago in croes from the water sediments and peats 

of northwest Europe. This archaeologically renowned and hasty decline was in the beginning ascribed to climatic 

farmers having need of fodder. The modern occurrence of elm disease in Europe has permitted scientists to keep 

an eye on the disease’s effects on the recent pollen trace. They have without a doubt found that the decline in elm 

pollen is of parallel magnitude to that in the Neolithic; not only that, but the additional amplification in weed 

pollen originated by the opening of the woodland canopy is the same in both cases. This reality, collectively with 

the well-known existence of the beetle in Neolithic epoch, crafts a well-built case for the existence of elm 

disease in that time.19  

Planting diverse strains of rice in the same field can decrease the extent of disease, and is an ancient practice in 

Asian countries. One of the exciting things about the early Chinese agricultural treatises is the importance on 

equilibrium and sustainability, on functioning with nature in its place of against it. The interface of vegetation 

with one another (and with flora and fauna) is of immense significance, and carries on to be an important 

constituent of organic farming nowadays. It also augmented the probability of a harvest throughout ecological 

extremes, which some strains are capable of enduring better than others. In Ethiopia it is common to produce 

three or four diversities of wheat jointly in one ground, and frequently up to fifteen assortments.20   

Conclusion 

To close, the research paper argues that, an assortment of processes can be engaged to scrutinize remainder of 

flora and fauna. And new examinations in this field can help enhanced perceptive and responsiveness of the 

interdisciplinary works of archaeologists and historians, who in adding together to contributing to the 

understanding of the disease and healthiness of earlier generations and the social order, which will expectantly 

make available responses for some of the disease related problems of our time.  
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