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Leprosy is one of the oldest ailments known to the mankind. Many of the ancient texts and scriptures reveal
that leprosy was not categorised as a specified disease but was grouped along with other skin diseases.
However, in certain texts categorical mention of this disease does exist. The prime objective of this article is to
highlight the age old traditional line of perception about this disease. A literature review was done to up-date
the socio-cultural perception of leprosy in Indian religions and ancient texts. References were obtained
through examining relevant bibliographies and the views/suggestions of eminent scholars engaged in this
field were also included. An analysis of the secondary sources of data, particularly the ancient texts reveals
thatin good old days, leprosy had been considered to be an infliction of wrong- doings and sins. This viewpoint

has been significantly reflected in these texts.
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Introduction

Translations of early Vedic scriptures is the first
textual reference to leprosy. These are found in
proto-historic texts including the Egyptian Ebers
papyrus dated to 1550 BC (Hulse 1972). There are
references to the disease in Sanskrit hymns of the
Atharva Veda composed before the first
millennium BC (Bloomfield 2004) and in the Old
and New Testaments of the Bible. However, this
evidence is controversial (Hulse 1972, Auferheide
and Rodriguez-Martin 1998, Roberts and
Manchester 2005). The earliest widely accepted
references to the disease are from much later
sources: South Asian texts Sushruta Samhita and
Kautilya’s Arthashastra dated to the 6" century BC
(Bloomfield 2004, Zysk 1992), 4™ century
accounts of the Greek author Nanzianos (Pinhasi
etal 2005), a 3” century Chinese text Shuihudi Qin

Jia (McLeod and Yates 1981) and 1" century AD
Roman accounts of Celsus and Pliny and Elder
(Auferheide and Rodriguez-Martin 1998, Roberts
and Manchester 2005, Rawcliffe 2006).

The Atharva Veda is the earliest historical
reference to the disease of leprosy, its
pathogenesis and treatment (Bloomfield 2004).

“Born by night art thou, O plant, dark, black,
sable. Do thou, that art rich in colour, stain this
leprosy, and the grey spoto! ... The leprosy which
has originated in the bones, and that which has
originated in the body and upon the skin, the
while mark begotten of corruption, | have
destroyed with my charm” (p 19).

As the Sanskrit word kushtha referred to a plant
used to treat leprosy and tuberculosis
(rajayaksma) (Zysk 1992), the Atharva Veda is also
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the earliest text to infer a connection between
the two conditions atleastin terms of treatment.

In Ayurveda, the word kushtham refers to a herb
and skin diseases in general. It is known as
kushtham because it brings about absorption,
putrefaction and mutilations of the limbs.

(ST &Y 3fd (A1) The word leprosy also

means inner layer of bark of a tree. Thus, it does
notappropriately describe the disease process.

It was customary in Vedic tradition in parts of
India to bury lepers alive (Bryant 2004, Cust 1881)
rather than cremate their bodies, which as
diseased, was not considered an appropriate
sacrifice to Gods (Bryant 2004).

While it is interesting to note that there is no
authentic evidence of the existence of leprosy in
any country further back than about 600 BC, yet
the curse, ‘May you be stricken with leprosy and
blindness’, is of very ancient origin.

Ayurveda and leprosy
Epidemiology

In India, the notions and ideas relating to the
etiology of the disease leprosy remained naive till
1981. The predominant reasons for the origins of
this disease remained the same as indicated in
ancient literature. It is said that leprosy is
prevalent in the areas through which rivers
originating from Sahyadri and Vindhya mountain
flow (southern states).

YrATEA =Tl ST, T |
IERAIRTAGH, Hegfa=aigell: T 122 1l
S ESUTUG IR, SO : ITIATSTSI: |
FTITEERTU :, AFRTEIFEIEE 1R I

(ST B3, YA, AAEI-5, TB-63)

Itis stated that the water of rivers of the countries
such as Prachya (Prachya country or Gauda desa
comprise of central part of Bengal and parts of
Orissa), Avanti (Avanti or the Malwa country was
around the modern city of Ujjain), Aparanta
(modern Konkan comprising of Goa, north Kanara
and Karwar districts of Karnataka) and those
arising in Mahendra mountains (northern part of

Western ghats) produces diseases like piles,
enlargement of abdomen and filariasis; the water
of rivers arising from Sahya (mountains from
which river Godavari arises) and Vindhya
mountains (mountain ranges in central India)
produce leprosy (and other skin diseases),
anaemia and diseases of the head; rivers arising
from Pariyatra mountains (western part of
Vindhya mountains) mitigates all the dosas,
improve strength and valour; water from the sea
tend of increase all the three dosas (Murthy
2000).

It is documented that a Mycobacterium was
isolated from the waters of river ‘Lufu’ in Africa.
This M. lufu has many similar properties like
M.leprae. The areas of Tapi-valley, Krishna-valley,
Bhima valley, Godavari valley and Painaganga
valley are cotton growing belts. M. leprae thrives
in the soil as shown by Kazada (Dongre n.d.).

Modes of transmission

It is well noted in Sushruta-Samhita that the
modes of transmission of leprosy are through the
respiratory tract and skin to skin contact only
with infectious leprosy patients.

TG TSI =1 T TS |

HEITATHATZA U TSHIEHTAA 133 11

TS TR TE G A< T |

SR &1 FeRTH TR 113 1
(Qo-fed, eAmE-T=m, I53-44)

Literally, translated, it means that Indulgence in
physical contact, expired air, eating with others in
the same platter, sharing the bed and chair,
wearing (used) clothes, garland and paste
(cosmetics), ailments like kustha, fever,
consumption, conjunctivitis and other infectious
disease spread from man to man.

Atreya and other great sages mentioned about
dinacharya (daily regimen) in which it is said the
one should not laugh, sneeze, belch or yawn
without covering his mouth.

TEHITHE : FA-EI e - I I.... 1IR3 1
(3T 9, feT=at, s1eam-3, g53-50)
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Etiology

The germ theory is challenged by Dr. Meny Bergel
of Argentina who states that an imbalance of
oxidized unsaturated fatty acids and tocopheral
(Vitamin E) cause leprosy. In Ayurveda, it is
stated that imbalance in diet causes leprosy. It
advocates virudha grains in diet (sprouting seeds,
Vitamin E).

Pathina is a long and clean variety of fish living
in rivers and is without scales (also known as
voyala) increases kapha, aphrodisiac, sleepy,
carnivorous, vitiates raktapitta and causes
kustha.

Charak specifies fish as chilichim and Sushrut as
pathina. The milk and fish theory of Hutchinson is
based onthisline.
S : TersHa gt g : faferares: |
TG U G F BT HAET ... 116, |l

(g¥a Hfed, T T, STEE-XLVI, T5-487 )

The chapter-V of Susruta-Samhita deals with the
etiology of the disease-leprosy. The etiology of
the disease as propounded by Dhanvantri:

RS foRIe e g fEdem:
WENa=  araed 91 SAEEATHaE g fa
rAREHE A s A A
Ao d@: Fedl B a1 wfaef<, =
fareersaTol yepftet uftrenfer: yesfadm: fau:
Hyue el Ant ufa gawatgiaafa, o= o= = <
fafardt fsrfa a3 @ wvean« ygYaf<, w@

St Rt | A L E A o R B | £ |
TR TSR ZHTON S = FTqerd S wg s 113 I

(ga-dfea, Feme™, SemE-V, 78-36)

In a person with a faulty diet and behaviour
particularly eating heavy, incompatible,
unsuitable and unwholesome items and
indigestion; or indulging in physical exercise and
sexual intercourse after intake of sneha
(unctuous substances) or emesis; or frequently
eating meats of domestic, marshy and aquatic
animals with milk; or taking dip in water after

having been heated by fire (or the Sun); or by
suppressing vomiting suddenly, increase vayu
carrying aggravated pitta and kapha reaches the
obliquely moving channels, further aggravates
and scatters them all around towards the external
passage. Wherever scattered dosa moves,
patches appear. Thus, dosa started in skin further
increases and, if not treated, goes inwards
vitiating dhatus.

T JAEI- TR AE IR TG IAES :  HUE
TGN SIS T: axaforadorgst:
ST AT 1% 11

(gHa-gfear, femeam, sem@-v, 78-36)

Its premonitory symptoms are - roughness of skin,
sudden horripilation, itching, excess or absence of
sweat, numbness in body parts, spreading of
wounds and blankness of blood.

The chapter-V of Charaksamhita mentions:

e FegpeieH qHEHNeEEm: v
AT THE T i o UTEeg e,
Y HIOTaHCA TR A TshehTeh AT :  HaaHfd-
STl 9 gHgAd:, fafated = 9=,
B aoch oo I GIcTehehIL  GOYTATIOT AT
R ferdeheh T eTc T R gryega <, Tai-
AT eas 9 AR HAI R THE TS,
TAFAHAIRAS & HeHl Yfdgeraaaid:, fagry
ARSI oo foRme=raeeta:, 8fs = qfdud:
SeraifaeRa:, S S gIud YR IIHIIE;
TR IEER:  femTE=; 1y ffery e
YRl  TAHCTE  GiISSAMRE e
T AT 1Ig I

(== dfgan, femeem, s1em-v, gs3-277)

Now (1) shall explain the etiology of all types of
kustha (leprosy) in general. A person who uses
cold and hot things in contradictory and
disorderly manner and also the saturating and
desaturating food in contradictory way, takes
honey, phanita, fish lakuca, radish and kakamaci
constantly, excessively and during indigestion;




4 Sinha et al

indigestion; cilacima (a type of fish) with milk diet
consisting mostly of cereals like hayanaka,
cinaka, uddalaka and kodo (all inferior grains)
combined with milk, curd, butter milk, kola
(jujube), horse gram, black gram and oils of
linseed and kusumbha; after taking these in
excessive quantity indulges in sexual intercourse,
physical exercise and intense heat; dips in cold
water suddenly after affliction with fear, exertion
and intense heat; without vomiting the burnt
(excessively acidic) food, again takes food of
similar nature, suppress the urge of vomiting,
applies too much unction, the three dosas are
vitiated simultaneously and the four dusyas (tvak
etc.) attain laxity. Thus, the vitiated dosas get
accommodated in these tissues and staying
therein affect those tvak etc. morbidly and thus
give rise to kustha.

Leprosy is considered to be hereditary and
according to Ayurveda, the disease runs through
generations.

TGt UTUe<ieh h1ehUl =TETEad 1122 I
(gea-dfedr, s1eam-v, e, gs3-41)

Pundarika (indicative of all major types of kustha)
inherited from parents and kakanaka are
incurable. By entering into successive dhatus,
they are capable of vitiating semen. This
capability is not in minor kustha and as such they
are not hereditary. Kakanaka is incurable because
of its initiation by potent tridosa at the
manifestation itself.

As a tree grows and penetrates deep into the
earth, in course of time, with its roots developed
by rains, kustha appeared in skin (rasa), after a
long time, gradually permeates dhatus, if not
treated.

TRl : WEAEHEER TS Y S |l
Faud TeIT FES T T 1R I
TR S & TG EAgad T |l
U AR = F5S TNTOTEIET 13 1
g TFALIEI T v fUgahigH: | |

e : ThIC: FeoRe = HISHHAHIS | 124 11

Srf-eaeee Tas o fhmeaen | |

TTSATOT 98 =14 5 UG 2 FHIHA 1125 1 1

AT TRRITE &7 = fohfadsE: |1

eI TIUTET S SIS 1126 1 |

0 AT S G G : &TTEYoH | |

IR ferg UehT adea = 112711

S : FEB g v : | |

IS TSI 19 a1 Hfe3a 1128 11
(gya-gfea, ™, stem-v, Ie-42)

Loss of sensation, excessive perspiration, slight
itching, discolouration and roughening — these
are found in kustha located in skin (rasa).
Numbness in skin, horripilation, excessive
perspiration, itching and putrid smell appears in
kustha located in blood. Largeness of patches,
dryness of mouth, roughness, appearance of
boils, pricking pain, cracking of skin and hardness
— these are features of kustha located in muscle.
Foul smell, excess of dirt, pus, organisms, tearing
of body parts are signs of kustha located in fat.
Falling of nose, redness in eyes, appearance of
organisms in wound and loss of voice are the
features of kustha located in bone and marrow.
Crookedness and loss of movement in limbs,
cracking, spread wound and also the aforesaid
ones are the signs of kustha located in semen. If a
man and a woman are victims of kustha, the male
and female seeds (ovum and sperm) are vitiated
which results in a progeny affected by kustha.
When male and female seeds are damaged
completely there would be no fertilisation while
in case of partial affliction there would be
abnormality in the child.

Leprosy was considered as a disease due to sins
committed in the previous incarnation/or due to
curse of God.

ERE=lIREE Rt I A
FHHT: AT TG : H5os ST 130 |

(@ dfear, Femeam, sy, gs3-43)
Killing of brahmana, women and saints, stealing

others’ property etc. give rise of kustha, a sinful
disease.
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IERERIEASEREEINERICE]
A1 s ST T A H5S TR ITAar 1133 1
(g¥a wfea, FeeeH, siem-v, Ie-43)

If one dies with kustha it follows in re-birth too.
Thus, there is no disease more difficult than
kustha.

Diagnosis
In Ayurveda, the examination of a patient is to be

done by asking questions, by inspection and by
touching the patient, that is, by palpation

(SRfETefg s | Thar 1)

Chapter-IV of Susruta-Samhita expounds on
description of foetus, as propounded by
Dhanwantri, also gives account of existence of
kustham in the Tamra and Vedini layers of the
skin.

T EeadIged Y TOTaeaT TI=aaed
fa GIhl: W el var<d | el
JoISAITE A A1 Fa JuiHaEAtd gafas
T VA YREEM, G SRS,
fasgugsmvesifaserr; fgdtan <ifear am,
HISIHRTYAN, fqash e aesea gl asaMT;  qaran
AT T, GIRAITTIHIN, THC TSI [HSehT ET53T;
=qeft i AHTSEHRTTYHTO,
fafauferamaegserfoser; oo afeft 9m,
TN, FHefaamdifesamr; T3t Afeoh 7,
STEIHTN, AT YA IR TUST ES3MT; FaTHt
TGN Y, SegayHIn, - fagesit sfisamr |
Feaq gEm fAfdse qHiEesaaEwnY, T e
gaargedtsy W FW IEIIRY-
‘HfeqergerumrmaTe fagdh’ (fa.81. %)
zfa sl

(gHa-fed, ITIA, FAAF-1V, TS 150-151)

In a conglomerate of sperm and ovum (foetus),
development takes place and consequently seven
layers of tvak (skin) come into existence, like
those of cream in milk. Of them, the first layer is
known as avabhasini (lustrous) which illuminates
all sorts of complexion and also brightens five
types of shade. It measures eighteenth part of a

barley grain and is the seat of sidhma and
padmakantaka; the second layer is known as
lohita (red) which measures sixteenth part of a
barley grain and is the seat of tilakalaka, nyaccha
and vyanga; the third one is sveta (white)
measuring one-twelfth of a barley grain and is the
seat of carmadala, ajagalli and masaka; the
fourth layer is tamra (coppery) measuring one-
eighth of a barley grain and is the seat of various
types of vitiligo and leprosy; the fifth layer is vedini
(sensitive) measuring one-fifth of a barley grain
and seat of leprosy and erysipelas; the sixth layer
is rohini (healing) measuring two barley grains
and seat of fistula-in-ano, abscess and piles. The
measurement mentioned above is for muscular
partsand not for forehead and small fingers etc.

The total depth of all the seven layers of skin is
equal to breadth of the middle of thumb which
measures six barley grains less one-twentieth
part. This corresponds the stratum granulosum
and corneum in biomedicine. Ayurveda describes
loss of pigment, loss of sensation, loss of sweat,
on excessive sweat and wrinkling of skin as the
signs and symptoms of kushtha (bio-medicine
adds to this the presence of M.leprae in the skin).

The outstanding symptom is described as loss of
sensation. (TS TR forTed : SRS 1)

Types and terminology

According to Sushrut, diseases of skin are divided
into two groups. In one, there are seven major and
eleven minor diseases. Amongst the major,
Arunkushtha means tuberculoid leprosy. The
term mahagadaincludes leprosy.

According to some authorities, vatashonit means
gout. But, the symptoms of vatashonit are similar
to that of pure neuritic leprosy in the beginning.
Raktapitta means bleeding from natural orifices.
In Gujarati, raktapitta means leprosy. The pure
neuritic leprosy is also described as vishvachi
(ulnar neuritis). Grudhrasi means sciatica,
according to some. But the symptoms resemble
neuritis of common peroneal nerve.
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T =0T IR Al o TIe luy I
TIeed : G foea: FraEdeRS: |
(15/58 STRIT)
(STRTE BRI, T53-544)

The person whose both feet have tickling
sensation along with of feeling of numbness
indicates the ailment pada-harsha. The term
pada-harsha indicates sensory loss of feet. This
disease is caused by kapha and vaat dosha.

Vathutavartma means Lagophthalmos defect.

It is due to defect of JfAUN fAU-Y. 3 .3/
(&Isam)
oot : for aryg: wfos Ao | |
EIGRRINERIEIEE LA R RGN

(A Hfed, STATH: W)

When vayu enters into blinking channels situated
in eyelids and causes excessive movements of
lids. Itis known as nimesa.

Some read as ‘so’ gado matah agadah meaning
painless. Itis caused by vata andisincurable.

"ot F a1y faw =mafassd | st A
i e wF fasafa 1| (Sharma 2000).

Birthmark which is a differential condition is
described as Lanchhan or Nyachha. Foot drop has
been described as kalayakhanja. The tropic ulcer
due to leprosy has been described and it is said
that its treatment is unsatisfactory. Nodules on
the ears have been described as parilehi (FURIT).

Entropion has been described in Ayurveda as
pakshama ghat. The term prasupta means
Maculo-anaestheticleprosy.

Treatment

The treatment of leprosy was always with multi-
drugs in Ayurveda. Tuvarak oil which is
Hydnocarpus oil or Chaulmoogra oil has been
described. The patient was supposed to massage
it and consumes it daily by increasing one drop
per day. Hydnocarpus oil has been proved to be
weak bacteriostatic for M.leprae. Today, oil
massage with vegetable oil is a part of

physiotherapy for dry skin and contracted fingers.
Ayurveda describes advantages of abhyanga with
vajrak oil and mahavajrak oil that prevents
contractures.

In siravyadha chapter, treatment for grudhrasi
and vishwachi (newoolysis for ulnar neuritis) is
described. It is said that the respective joints
should be flexed and the siras should be cut. Does
this indicate today’s neurolysis? As sira means
nerves too, according to some authorities.

For depressed bridge of nose, rhinoplasty has
been described by Sushrut (600 BC) which is
practiced even today. An operation performed
near Pune city during the regimen of Tipu Sultan
in 1792 is documented in 1794 by two British
doctors in the Gentlemen’s magazine in London
as well as in the Madras gazetteer in that year
(Dongre 2009).

Hence, one can infer that since ancient times,
leprosy was recognised and treated in a
systematic manner and scientificway in India.

Diet restrictions

Bl N RIS CHICI PR S b R 2Rt

i qRIehd- HHATT=S el Jaf=d I3 I
(gya-dfea, fafmamem, stem-1x, gs3-358)

Skin diseases, according to Dhanvantari, are
caused by taking incompatible and unsuitable
food, eating during indigestion, suppression of
urges, faulty use of unction, sinful activities and
mis-deed of previous birth.

T G ATHEEIg T ES e T TS o -
s Tafaeg- wmsifoRafsT<i
feamea =7emE = aiEda I |

(goa-wfea, fafhameem, stem-1x, I8-358)

A person suffering from skin diseases should
abstain from meat, muscle-fat, milk, curd, oil,
horse gram, black gram, nispava, products of
sugarcane and rice-flour, sour, incompatible,
eating when previous food is not digested,
uncooked, burning and slimy food, day-sleep and
sexual intercourse.
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T QTSI S sh Ao € Heh1 {g ST ATHTh | ETeThT -

SATe. qIid  HOTeRIIasd o Fud
g1 fArausEsHTEHa T, AT RIS ae -

SAeETRERSY: | fag: wdraargga,
farepertor a1 s ffed ; AT o ST amaTHIRSh
foaid; T asrmagtd; sTraufewtRE @R,
QEYCIRTRIGY, o Wi ad; 3w
SARICERITHAT: iy 1l

(gya-dfea, fafwamem, stem-ix, gs3-358)

Then one should eat old sali and sastika rice,
barley, wheat, kodo, syamaka, wild kodo etc. with
soup of either green gram or pigeon pea or with
pulse mixed with nimba leaves and bhallataka; or
with mandukaparni, bakuci, vasa and arka
(flowers) cooked with ghee or mustard oil; or with
bitter group (of vegetables) or fat-free meat of
wild animals should be given to those having
suitability to meat. Vajraka taila should be used
for massage, aragvadhadi kasaya (paste or
powder) for rubbing and decoction of khadira for
intake, sprinkling and dipping bath etc. This is the
injunction about food and activities.

Some do not accept mustard oil as it vitiates rakta
and pitta; others, however, indicate it for kustha,
caused by vata and kapha; tikta-vargena-bitter
group such as cakramardsa, bakuci, patola etc.

Leprosy and the Puranas
The PadmaPurana

Once, while describing about the importance of
Surya’s worship to Vaishampayan, Sage Vyas
narrated the following tale:

There lived a king named Bhadreshwar. He ruled
over Madhyadesh. Once his left hand was
infected with leprosy. Bhadreshwar, fearing the
prospect of dreadful leprosy spreading to his
whole body, decided to end his life. He expressed
his desire to the head-priest. The head-priest
cautioned Bhadreshwar that if he went ahead
with his decision, then the whole kingdom would
be destroyed. He said-"You" will be cured of
leprosy, if you worship Lord Surya’ (Sun).

The head-priest then told the king about the
appropriate rituals of Surya-worship. King
Bhadreshwar began his austerities and
worshipped Lord Surya by chanting mantras and
offering articles like naivedya, fruits, ardhya,
akshat etc to the deity. He was cured of his leprosy
within a year by the virtue of his deep devotion
towards Lord Surya.

In another place also, there is a reference of a
person suffering from leprosy in Padma Purana.

HhHE=
LRIERIEFSEEERIREIE ]

AN TETaT - 4T G oIt g i
TS AF ARSI |
RINKIEETYC Rt MR CE Tt A
BB REALSERIREIRTE R E i
SR AU R T2rEH 113 |l
TSRS : I
ERIREREIgER A ROl IR AN
fraifasr e Mg SEanTEgd:
RIS THATII A erSTerara et 1y 1
AR AT AR v THE R |l
ST E AT HEEaH 1§ I

(=it YSHHRIGUUH, STATI-§3 )

Sukarman said:

O best brahmana, the son properly gets (the
religious merit of) a bath similar to the one in all
the holy places when the drops of water, (falling
from the bodies) of the mother and the father
who have bathed, fall on the entire body of the
son. I shall (now) tell you about the religious merit
of the son who serves his father whois fallen, who
is maimed, who is old, who is weak (in doing) all
acts, who is ill, who is suffering from leprosy, and
also his mother like that (i.e. in such a condition).
There is no doubt that Vishnu has his mind
pleased with him. He goes to Vishnu’s heaven,
unobtainable by (even) the mediating saints. That
son of a sinful mind who abandons his parents
who are maimed, helpless, old, or are suffering
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from a serious disease, obtains (i.e. goes to) a
terrible hell, full of worms (Bhatt 1990).

A couple (King-Shivsharma and his queen) had
leprosy but were reaccepted in the society after
cure (Dongre 2009).

The GarudaPurana

During ancient times there lived a Brahmin
named Kaushik in Pratishthanpur Nagar. He was
inflicted with leprosy but still his wife was very
chaste and faithful towards him. His wife used to
be on her toes attending to all his demands and
looking after all his requirements. But still, he
used to scold and abuses his wife at the first given
opportunity without any rhyme or reason.
However, his wife did not mind his behaviour
understanding quite well the frustrations of a
man suffering from a dreaded disease like leprosy.

One day, something happened which made
Kaushik extremely angry and in a fit of rage he
made an impossible demand thinking that his
wife would never comply with it giving him an
opportunity to curse her to the satisfaction of his
heart. Shouting angrily at his wife, Kaushik said:
"Age has started showing effect on you. You do
not look beautiful as before. You have also started
neglecting me. Take me to a beautiful prostitute
sothat | can satisfy my sexual urge."

Kaushik’s wife was deeply hurt by his rude and
unfair remarks but she remained cool and calm.
Being a chaste and faithful wife, she had no option
but to obey her husband’s command. So, she left
for a prostitute’s house carrying Kaushik on her
shoulders.

The prostitute’s house was far and it became dark
while they were still on the way. Because of
darkness, Kaushik’s wife could not see sage
Mandavya, who, in spite of his innocence, was
given a severe punishment by the king. He had
been made to sit on a pointed cone which after
having penetrated through his body had pierced
even his skull. But, being a great sage, Mandavya
was engrossed in his meditation even in such a
painful physical condition. Unfortunately,
Kaushik’s feet, which were hanging down the

shoulders of his wife, touched Mandavya’s body.
Mandavya’s meditation was disturbed and he
came out from his meditative level. As a result, he
became conscious of his unbearable physical pain
and cursed that whoever had disturbed his
meditation would not live to see the next day.

Kaushik died the next day but his wife, who had
full confidence in her power of chastity, knew that
her husband would be alive once again. She
cursed angrily: Mandavya has a misconception
about his power. He thinks that only he can
control the natural phenomena but, perhaps, he
does not know what feats a chaste woman is
capable of performing. It is my command to the
Sun not to rise from tomorrow onwards and
indeed, the Sun stopped rising from the next
morning leading to catastrophic fallout.
Everything went haywire in the world, which
made the deities extremely worried. They went to
Lord Brahma with a request to reveal why Sun had
stopped rising. He told them that it was all due to
the curse of a chaste woman and then he narrated
the whole story. He revealed to them that nobody
except Sati Anusuya was capable of bringing back
order in the world. He advised them to seek the
help of Sati Anusuya who was famous for her
exceptional chastity. So, all the deities went to Sati
Anusuya and requested her to make the Sun rise
so that everything became orderly in the world
once again. Sati Anusuya agreed to lend her help
in bringing back normalcy in the world. She, by
the virtue of her chastity, not only made the Sun
rise daily but also made dead Kaushik alive once
again. Such is the power commanded by a woman
practicing the austerity of chastity. There are
numerous examples of such women famous for
their chastity and Lord Rama’s wife, Sita, was one
of them.

In the Matsya Purana, it is mentioned that the
only parts of Surya’s body that were not modified
were the feet. No one can bear to look at Surya’s
feet and it is forbidden to visualise the sun-god’s
feet when one is praying to him. A person who
does not follow this injuction is a sinner and is
made to suffer from leprosy.
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Further, it states that Samba, one of the sons of
Lord Krishna, developed leprosy and was cured
when he worshipped the Sun God at Konark. He
was welcomed back home (Dwarka) with due
honour and affection. A prince in Mahabharat
named Devapi (Devashi), had leprosy (Sarkar
2001).

The Ganesh Purana cites the cases of king
Somkant and king Rukmangad, who were under a
curse and developed leprosy. They were cured
when they worshipped Lord Ganesh after which
they were accepted back as King (Dongre 2009).

In the Bhavishya Purana, it is noted that the
courier/reporter of Gods, namely, Narad, had
leprosy, cursed from Bhanumati, a princess from
Sinval dwip (Dongre 2009).

The Parshuram Charitira

Renuka, the mother of Parshuram (anincarnation
of Lord Vishnu) nursed 32 Gandharvas who had
leprosy. She is recorded to have been world’s first
leprosy worker.

The Vedas

A highly learned person, Brahmavadini
Mahagosha had leprosy but was reaccepted in
the society after cure, mentions the Rig Veda.
King Thav (Dhav) had leprosy but was reaccepted
inthe society after his cure (Dongre 2009).

The Atharva Veda, written centuries before the
Manu Smriti, mentions of kilar and shweta kushta
(Dongren.d.).

Sri Guru Granth Sahib on leprosy

In Sri Guru Granth Sahib, the holy book of Sikhs,
leprosy has been related to a disease of mind and
soul of a person who has forgotten the Naam (the
divine name of the Guru), who indulges in worldly
riches and sins like allurement or attachment and
who has been denounced and reprobated by the
Guru.

SR AR fo7 T3 fiefe Teel et | afd Teme! | |
g 3T HEE R Teheeh T 3iig el ferg g Sard | |
(aft: & W 9 S, W-TR[E Te-1,
53-308-309, AEA-2)

Any person who meets such a person, who has
been denounced by the true Guru, looses his
good will and respect. That means they have
already become like lepers; cursed by the Guru,
whoever meets them s also afflicted by leprosy.

1 T Wi g TEsT || A5e Hig 9y I HAEsT |
forg 19 9 77 € HE ek ST aIEal

(aft: TTE STRE S, [ AT, WS-3, T8-106,
TEA-9)

Any person who has forgotten the name of the
Guru accumulates the pain and suffering of soul
and body and other diseases like maya
(allurement) and moha (attachment). Without,
the naam his mind and body are afflicted with
leprosy and he obtains hishomein hell.

SEHOT el HTg 1okl STUIRY T &7 Il
fthesh e, IETet TeT 9eT SARMM ||
(TT& 3T Sit, [WI-Helsh ari, Te-4,
T3-1413, TE-4)

O fellow brother, killing Brahmveta (an expounder
of the Vedas) killing a cow, killing a daughter and
the wealth of durachari (an immoral character) is
worth reprobate. He is spiritually cursed with
leprosy from inside, he is forever and ever filled
with egotistical pride from the outside.

Ancient great men and leprosy
Laws of Manu

According to the code of Manu (dating between
BC 1300-500), leprosy resulted in this life if one
stole a Brahmin’s gold. Also, to kill 100 cows was
equal to killing one Brahmin; to kill 100 Brahmins
was equal to killing one woman; to kill 100 women
was equal to killing one child; to kill 100 children
was equal to telling one lie. Only those whose sins
equalled that of telling 100 lies would become
lepers. The prescription for the treatment of
leprosy included worshipping the snake orthe sun
or getting bitten by a cobra (Juggi 1973). Lowe felt
that the Laws of Manu should not be regarded as
conclusive proof of the prevalence of leprosy. But,
when studied in relation to the Hindu medical
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writings of a similar period; they afford strong
evidence that leprosy was common (Oommen
2000).

R} ToeHTel = e fugrTeaen |
SIS T4 : RAGTeh TA T NIREL Il
(FgE(d, SAAE-3)

An epileptic man, who suffers from scrofulous
swellings of the glands, one afflicted with white
leprosy, an informer, a madman, a blind man and
he who cavils at the Veda must (all) be avoided
purposefully they must all be left during the
Vedayajna and ancestral worship.

A&+ Tord : h10T; e : Feest srqe g |
TR HEE ST Terd 1139 |l
(F7Hfd, 31eA-3)

Ablind man by his presence causes to the giver (of
the feast) the loss of the reward for ninety
(guests), a one-eyed man for sixty, one who
suffers from white leprosy for a hundred and one
punished by a (terrible) disease for a thousand.

I A 53 7 = A TS HYT |
Ta QIR TR SUSHR [1Roy 1I

(FTHfq, 1eam-8)
He who gives (a damsel in marriage), having first
openly declared her blemishes, whether she be

insane or afflicted with leprosy or have lost her
virginity, is not liable to punishment.

=Tedis sHAfac Hisd INTIeR: |
TEATIRRE : T TEamHvaaRah : 142 II
(A7Hfd, 31eamE-11)

A stealer of (cooked) food is affricated by
dyspepsia, a stealer of the words (of the Veda)
suffers from dumbness, a stealer of clothes
suffers from white leprosy and a horse-stealer
becomeslame.

Sant Kabir

T SO T e, g5 T WS = |

FATCE DI B HT, @ AR A | |
(FeR el GUE, J53-86)

A leper, from whose wounds oozes out pus, but
his thoughts are submerged with Naam and
Shabad of the Lord, is way ahead and better than
that of a person who has a beautiful healthy body
and all worldly riches, who has forgotten the
Naam of the Lord.

God Rama

God Rama is said to have contracted kushta roga
but he was cured by taking a medicine made from
fruit of chaulmoogratree.

Kalidasa

Kumarasambhava is one of the Sanskrit epic
poems written by Kalidasa. Kumarasambhava
means the birth of the war god or Kartikeya, Lord
Shiva’s first son. The epic poem Kumarasambhava
is divided into seventeen chapters or sargas. It is
believed that Kalidasa was cursed with leprosy
when he completed the eight chapter of
Kumarasambhava. In this chapter, he described
the act of love between Lord Shiva and Parvati.

Kalitthogai

Srinivasan (2006) writes: “In Kalitthogai, an
ancient anthology of Tamil poetry (circa fourth
century CE), there is a poem (Kurinjik Kali-64) that
describes a scene in which a love-lorn maiden
complains to her lady friend thus: “as you told me
to, | went last night to the mango grove outside
our village, to keep tryst with ‘him’; and what a
horrible time | had there! An old Brahmin,
mutilated by ‘dark’ (leprosy) and who wouldn’t
dare enter the village, kept pestering me so
incessantly that | had to run away from there
without waiting for my beloved.” Besides being
the earliest reference to leprosy in Tamil literature
that | could trace, this passage illustrates
poignantly two serious consequences of leprosy
experienced by affected persons even sixteen
centuries ago namely, mutilation of extremities
and rejection by the community (dehabilitation)
and the close association between each other.
Even today 'treatment' and 'cure' of the disease
are not meaningful to most patients if these two
consequences have not been thereby avoided or
ameliorated.”
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Kautilya’s Arthashastra

Kautilya’s Arthashastra mentions thatifa man has
no inclination, he may not lie with his wife who is
afflicted with leprosy and if awoman is desirous of
having sons, she may lie with men suffering from
such a disease. This narration is concerned with
marriage, the duty of marriage, the property of a
woman and compensation of remarriage (Book-
I, Chapter-Il). Kautilya’s Arthashastra has a
reference of a similar kind of leprosy relating to a
gem (syamika) which is brown and has variegated
with large round spots (Book-Il, Chapter-XI).
Kautilya even mentions about rescission of
purchase and sale of animals and suggested a fine
of money in case the animals suffer from leprosy
or other diseases (Book-Il, Chapter-XV). Also,
when a person is taunted for leprosy, lunancy,
impotency and the like, he recommends a fine
(Book-Il, Chapter-XVIII).

Kautilya goes to the extent of mentioning
attack of leprosy on elephants and their
subsequent behaviour becoming obstinate
(Book-IX, Chapter-I).

Regarding the etiology of leprosy, it is mentioned
in Arthashastra that the smoke caused by burning
the mixture of Krikalasa and Grihagaulika causes
leprosy (Book-XIV, Chapter-1). Kautilya mentions
that a person will have leprosy in course of a
month if any of the part of the body is rubbed with
a paste of Tinduka (glutinosa) and Arishta (soap-
berry), the dung of a cow smeared with a juice of
Bhallataka (Semecarpus anacardium). (Book-XIV,
Chapter-Il). He also suggests a decoction as a
remedy for leprosy (Book-XIV, Chapter-IV).

The Tulasi Ramayana

One can find reference of leprosy in the Tulasi
Ramayana as conversational question and
answering between Garuda and Kakabusundi.
The seven questions asked by Garuda to
Kakabusundiwere:

i. ~ Which form of all is the most difficult to
obtain?

ii. Whichisthe greatest misery?

iii. Whichisthe highest pleasure?

iv. What are the innate disposition of or the
essential characteristics of the saints and of
the evil-minded?

V.  Which is the highest religious merit made
knowninthe Vedas?

vi. Whichisthe mostterriblesin?
vii. Whatisthe disease of the mind?

While referring the disease of leprosy,
Kakabusundi replied that a note must be made on
the disease of the mind from which everyone
suffers. Infatuation is the root of all ailments and
from these again arise many other troubles. Lust
is a counterpart of wind and inordinate greed
corresponds to an abundance of phlegm; while
anger represents bile which constantly burns
the breast. Should all these three combine,
there results what is known as sannipata
(a derangement of the aforesaid three humours
of the body causing dangerous type of fever). The
cravings for the manifold pleasures of the sense,
so difficult to realise, are the various distempers,
which are too numerous to name.

The feeling of meanness corresponds to ring-
worms, envy represent itches, while joy and grief
correspond to a disease of the throat marked by
an excessive enlargement of the glands (goiter).
Grudging contemplation of others’ happiness
represents consumption; while wickedness and
perversity of soul correspond to leprosy. Egotism
is the counterpart of the most painful gout; while
hypocrisy, deceit, arrogance and pride
correspond to the disease known as Dracontiasis
(which is marked by the presence in the body of a
parasite known as the guinea-worm). Thirst for
enjoyment represents the most advanced type of
dropsy; while the three types of craving (those
for progeny, to be rich and honour) correspond
to the violent quartan ague. Jealousy and
thoughtlessness are the two types of fever. There
are many more feel diseases, too numerous to
mention.
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The Tulsi Ghat

This ghat (a landing-stair) signifies the win of
truthful and righteous over evil. It is believed that
the first enactment of the story of Lord Rama was
conducted on this ghat. Tulsi ghat is another
important ghat of Varanasi. It is associated with
number of important activities such as bath of
Lolarkkunda (to be blessed with sons and their
longlife) and the sacred bath to get rid of leprosy.
Jainism

The references of leprosy is also found in one of
the pilgrimage centres - Sri Palanpur Tirth. King
Prahalad settled this city and named it as
Prahaladanpur. Later on, the name was changed
into Palanpur. Its history can be traced to the
thirteenth century of the Vikram era. Since, it was
built by king Prahalad; this temple became
famous as the temple of Prahaladan Prashvanath.
Today, it is known as the temple of Pallaviya
Parshvanth. This brave king melted the metal
idol of Delvada in Abu and made an idol of Shiv’s
riding bull. Soon, he began to be pained by
leprosy. In agony, he, at last, went to a forest.
There he happened to meet Acharyasthri
Shalibhadrasurisvarji. He repented for what he
had done and then according to the instructions
and with blessings of the Acharya, he made a
temple of Bhagawan Parshvanath. He poured on
his body the water with which the idol was bathed
and cured of his disease of leprosy. King Prahalad
then became a follower of the Jain religion.

Leprosyinthe Quran

Warning against the disease leprosy, the Prophet
Mohammed (PBUH) said “Escape away from the
Leprous the way one escapes away from the Lion
(Bukhari)". The greatness of the directive of the
Prophet (PBUH) appears in the fact that he
advised people not to gaze at leprous. He said:
“Do not gaze at leprous” (Refer to Irshand Elsarito
Sharh of Bukhari). The modern science proved
that when the leprous sees a healthy or normal
person, he gazes at him and then suffers from
psychological pain. Therefore, the advice of the
Prophet was to respect the feelings of the leprous.

The saying of the Prophet asked people to run
away from the leprous as they run away from the
lion. That shows the dangerous nature of this
disease which can be transferred easily and its
overwhelming nature. Modern science also
advises people to avoid leprous people so long as
the disease they nurse is active and not
neutralised and its activity is not suspended by
the use of the available resistant. (Samed 2009).

Dongre (2009) has also mentioned the references
of leprosy in Quran. Prophet shook hands and
took food with leprosy patients.

(Shahih Bukhari: Vol: 4, Bk: 55)
A. Hadiths: (Reports)

Bukhari: Fear about leprosy (Shahih Bukhari,
Vol:7,Bk:71)

Alert by Abdullah bin Umar through valley of
Asfan

Abu naim —keep distance, eat olive oil

Musnad abu, Tiyasi — hair in nose prevent
infection

B. Shariat: Muslim Marriage Act 1939, the rules
for dissolution of marriage for leprosy
patients are mentioned (Shahih Bukhari,
Vol: 7, Hadith 1368)

Hanafi school —wife can sue for dissolution
Imam Shafi—both can ask for dissolution

Imam Muhammed — wife can sue only for
leprosy

Sayyid Maududi — leprosy causes break in
compassion, so dissolution marriage tie
should not cause harm

C. Wasiyat: ‘Will’ for leprosy patients,
(Shahih Bukhari: Vol: 4, Bk: 51)

Four Imams — Patient can be legator or
legatee

D. Hiba:giftforbenefit, patient can take or give
(Shahih Bukhari, Vol: 3, Bk: 41)

Inheritance — Consanguinity/marriage with
patient, inheritance possible.
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E. Wakf: Charity (Shahih Bukhari: Vol. 2, Bk 524)

For ailing humanity. Patient can form Wakf.
(Dongre 2009).

Christianity and leprosy
Leprosy in the Old Testament

While it is interesting to note that there is no
authentic evidence of the existence of leprosy in
any country further back than about 600 BC, yet
the curse ‘May you be stricken with leprosy and
blindness’ is of very ancient origin. It is upon
references to leprosy and blindness as the worst
types of punishment which could befall mankind
that Skinsnes (1964) bases his opinion that
biblical leprosy was actually the leprosy we know
today. He suggests that in ancient times diseases
were not particularly well differentiated and if he
were to choose a disease which bore out the
significance of such a curse, he could think of no
worse disease than leprosy with its long course,
its terrible mutilation and its end results. The
assumption that diseases were not differentiated
accurately enough to recognise the existence of
leprosy in days as far back as 1500-2000 BC cannot
altogether be substantiated for. In the early
Babylonian times, we find excellent descriptions
of disease; for instance, epilepsy was well known
and well described. It would seem extraordinary
that if the ancients knew epilepsy and could
describe it accurately, they would miss the equally
obvious, or at any rate advanced, leprosy; and
nowhere, as it has already been pointed out, can
one align any description of a condition or
conditions, translated as leprosy, with the
disease, which we know as leprosy today.

It is problematic whether leprosy existed in Egypt
at the time of the bondage of the Children of
Israel. Nevertheless, even assuming that it did,
there is no evidence that the diseases, described
inthe Levitical record, included leprosy. If classical
leprosy had occurred among the tribes of Israel,
there surely would have been a more accurate
description of it. In the absence of such a
description, it seems to Cochrane (1963)
reasonable to conclude that, in those early days,

Abraham and his descendants were careful to
separate themselves from the surrounding
people. The first sign of this separation is seen in
the story of Lot and Abraham, when Lot chose all
the plain of Jordan (Genesis 13: 11-14) and
Abraham went on and chose the more
unpromising land away from the cities. During the
time of the Egyptian captivity the Children of
Israel were segregated in the land of Goshen and
there was no integration between the slave
people of Israel and the proud Egyptians. In this
connection, Lowe (1942) states that: "Unless
more recent work has produced new evidence, it
appears that we have no definite proof that
leprosy was common or even known in ancient
Egypt. We have to come to far later times for the
first definite reference to leprosy in Egypt".

Diseases included in the Levitical record under
the term ‘leprosy’

The first mention of leprosy in the Old Testament
is found in Exodus (4: 6). Other references are
found in Numbers 12:10, with reference to
Miriam and Aaron’s complaint against Moses, and
in verses 9 and 10 it states that "the anger of the
Lord was kindled against them; and he departed.
In addition, the cloud departed from off the
tabernacle; and, behold, Miriam became leprous,
white assnow...".

In neither of these two references to leprosy
could it possibly have been the disease as we
know it today, for the lesions of leprosy are never
white. A further reference to leprosy is found
in 2 Kings 5: 27. It is interesting to note that
leucoderma in India is referred to as ‘white
leprosy' and those who suffer from leucoderma
are fearful of this disfigurement, for they believe it
isrelated to leprosy (Cochrane 1963).

Turning now to the Leviticus record of the
description of leprosy in Leviticus 13, it is
interesting to note that there is not one single sign
by which one could attribute the conditions there
described to leprosy as we know it today. In the
first place, it should be noted that all the
references to leprosy are preceded by the definite
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or indefinite article. In Leviticus 13: 2, ‘like the
plague of leprosy'. The same phraseology occurs
in verses 3, 5, 6, and in verse 8, ‘it is leprosy'; in
verse 11, ‘itisanold leprosy', and in verse 12, ‘and
if leprosy breaks out’. In other words, this
description suggests that ‘the plague of leprosy’
does not cover one single disease, but blemishes
caused by any one of a whole group of diseases
which cause a person so afflicted to be
ceremonially unclean before the Lord. Further,
one reads that a person who is suspected of
having leprosy is frequently separated from the
camp for periods of seven days. Leviticus 13:6
reads: ‘And the priest shall look on him again the
seventh day: and, behold, if the plague be
somewhat dark and the plague spread not in the
skin, the priest shall pronounce him clean; it is but
a scab.... Butin verses 7 and 8, the description
obviously refer to a deep-seated ulcer which is
much more than a mild break in the skin and may
be of the nature of a phagedenic ulcer, which, in
the period described, would spread and not heal
and would therefore be considered to be ‘a
leprosy’. There is an interesting reference in verse
13 to the plague having ‘all turned white’. This
would suggest that albinism was not classified as
‘a leprosy’, but the whiteness of psoriasis was
probably included because it refers to the fact of
‘raw flesh appearing’, for it is well known that
when one scrapes the surface of a patch of
psoriasis small bleeding points occur. However,
this description might refer to the fact that there
has been an extensive condition of the skin, which
has left its tell-tale marks, but is no longer active.
Inverse 30, an interesting word is used - scalp; and
in the latter part of the verse it is a dry scalp. The
Shorter Oxford Dictionary defines ‘scalp’ as ‘a
scaly or scabby disease of the skin, especially of
the scalp and appears to be synonymous with
psoriasis’. Gramberg (1952), however, translates
the word ‘scalp’ as ‘an itch” and suggests that this
description covers fungal disease such as favus or
tinea capitus. It is further interesting to note that
in verse 26 of chapter 13 of the Levitical record,
the words describing the development of leprosy

are ‘somewhat dark’. The instruction then is to
continue to observe the person for a further
seven days and if the darkness ‘spread much
abroad in the skin, then the priest shall
pronounce him unclean: it is the plague of
leprosy verse 27. But in the very next verse 28, it
states ‘if the bright spot stay in his place, and
spread not in the skin, but it be somewhat dark; it
is a rising of the burning, and the priest shall
pronounce him clean’. The former description
obviously refers to a progressive disease, possibly,
again, some form of tinea. In verse 28, the
reference probably is to a hyper-pigmentation
taking place after an inflammatory affliction of
the skin, for it is well known that, particularly in
the dark skin, when inflammation occurs the end
result is a permanent hyper-pigmented spot or
area. Gramberg (1952) states that the three most
important words in the description of leprosy in
Luther’s translation, namely se’th, sappahath and
bahereth were translated ‘tumor, ulcer, and
blister’, not as ‘swelling, eruption and spot’.
Chapter 14 of the Book of Leviticus concludes: “To
teach when itis unclean, and whenit is clean: this
is the law of leprosy”. Chapters 13 and 14 are
preoccupied with the difficulty of interpreting
and applying this law, as the following examples
from chapter 13 show. If Leviticus is regarded as a
handbook for priests to help them diagnose
leprosy and distinguish it from less serious skin
afflictions, these versesillustrate how difficult this
was. They circle and return obsessively to the
spot, blemish or sore in questionin the attempt to
decide whether it is clean or unclean. There are
two details in the Levitical record which cannot
apply to leprosy- its ‘whiteness’ and the affection
of the scalp. In the first place, leprosy lesions are
never white. In the second place, leprosy of the
scalp very rarely occurs and does not occur apart
from advanced lepromatous leprosy. In the Old
Testament, the only possible description that
could fit leprosy is the reference to Uzziah (2
Chronicles 26: 19). ‘This could be a form of true
leprosy, because, in Africa particularly, the
forehead is a predilection site for an initial lesion
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of leprosy. However, it could be a patch of
leucoderma for, in the Old Testament, leprosy is
always mentioned as white and under emotional
strain the surrounding erythematic of the skin
might make a leucoderma spot more obvious
(Cochrane 1963).

One could take each of the Levitical descriptions
of leprosy and relate them to one or other of the
various skin diseases but not to classical and
modern leprosy. Infections such as a carbuncle, or
extensive fauves of the scalp, or ringworm of the
body, all these came within the description of ‘the
plague of leprosy ‘ in the Levitical record. In
addition to this, various ulcerative conditions in
the scalp and beard area are also put down to ‘a
plague of leprosy ‘. Deep-seated infections of the
hair follicle, such as impetigo, may well be
included in these descriptions. Sycosis barbae in
all probability was also among the diseases
included inthe term leprosy. Nowhere is there any
suggestion that leprosy is associated with
anaesthesia! The laws of the cleansing of the
‘leper’ are so meticulously laid down that one is
bound to conclude that in the Old Testament
record provision was made for the cleansing of
the patient who had ‘the plague of leprosy ‘ and
that healing of the disease was a common
phenomenon. It appears, therefore, that one
must conclude that in the Levitical record, there is
no evidence that any of the diseases so described
and actually diagnosed as leprosy had any
relationship to the disease known as leprosy
today.

Simons (1950) is of the opinion that ‘Old
Testament tsara‘ath was not present-day leprosy
and that ‘the word was a collective noun for
numerous skin diseases’. Muir (1948) wrote: "The
highly contagious condition described in the
Jewish Law has obviously nothing to do with
leprosy". Llendrum (1952) states that ‘Leviticus 13
and 14 demonstrate to the most sceptical that the
word which is translated as leprosy did not apply
to the condition officially called "leprosy" at the
present day and indeed did not define a disease
entity atall’. Itisinteresting to note that Tas (1953)

and Israeli scholars stress that ‘at the time of the
Septuagint the word lepra meant nothing but a
symptom: scaled skin’. In conclusion, therefore, it
will be noted that only a small minority of
physicians, notably Sitanala (1937) and Ketting
(1922, cf. Cochrane 1963), maintained that the
word Tsara‘ath should be translated as leprosy,
but the consensus of opinion is that the disease
we now know as leprosy was not described before
600 BC and that there is no evidence of the
existence of leprosy at the time of Israel’s
bondage. The conclusion, therefore, in regard to
the Old Testament is that a disease, or a group of
diseases, the mere mention of which struck terror
into the hearts of men, was referred to in the Old
Testament in connection with ceremonial
purposes, and that such sufferers were unclean
before the Lord until they were healed and
ceremonially cleansed. Cochrane (1963) trust
that “he has given sufficient evidence to convince
his readers that if we translate the Hebrew word
Tsara‘athinthe Old Testament as leprosy, without
any explanatory note whatever, we are making an
error, for the consensus of opinion among those
who have studied the subjectis that Tsara‘ath was
a generic name for a group of diseases, and there
is no evidence whatever that the Children of Israel
suffered from leprosy in any form. Therefore, one
is in error if one takes what is a conception of a
group of diseases, representing ceremonial
uncleanness, and applies it to one specific
disease.”

Leprosy inthe New Testament

This conception of holiness without blemish was
carried over into the New Testament. In Ephesians
5: 25-27 with reference to the Church, Paul says:
‘As Christ loved the church, and gave himself for it;
That he might sanctify and cleanse it... and
present it... a glorious church, not having spot, or
wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be
holy and without blemish. The apostle Paul is
referring to the Song of Solomon, which is
accepted as being the love story of Christ and His
Church: ‘Thou art all fair, my love; there is no spot
in thee’ (4: 7).There are only three references to
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Christ’s cleansing ‘the leper’. The first of these is
recorded by the three synoptic writers (Matthew
8:1-4; Mark. 1: 40-45; Luke 5: 12-14). Luke adds a
physician’s touch, ‘full of leprosy ‘. The second
incident is recorded only by Luke, that of the ten
‘lepers’ (Luke. 17:12-19).1t may be significant that
the word ‘healed’ in connection with leprosy was
used only in Luke’s account of the cleansing of the
ten lepers. Further, the Lord did not repeat the
command to go to the priest to the Samaritan, for
the Samaritan did not recognize the Jewish
priesthood. Tradition has it that Luke belonged to
the School of Hippocrates, and nowhere in the
Hippocratic writings, which Cochrane (1963) has
been able to trace, is there an accurate
description of leprosy. Leprosy, in these writings,
is confused with many other diseases.
Nevertheless, it may be that this was the case of
true leprosy, for leprosy was known in Israel by the
time the Lord was on earth. Whether this was so is
immaterial to his argument, for the Lord was a
Jew and would apply the Jewish Law to all such
cases, for they would be included among the
many who had permanent blemishes. There is
only one other reference in the Gospels to
leprosy, and that is the statement that Jesus
visited the house of Simon, the leper (Mathew 26:
6; Mark, 14:3). Itisright toassume thatJesus had
cleansed Simon. It was in Simon’s house that
Mary anointed Jesus’ head with precious
ointment. This was symbolic of the anointing of
Aaron and his sons with the holy anointing oil
(Philippians 133: 2; Exodus 30: 25-30)
consecrating him and his sons to the High-Priestly
offices of meditation, intercession and
forgiveness after the synoptic Gospels there is no
reference to leprosy. Surely this was because
Jesus, being a Jew, came to fulfill the Law
(Mathew 5: 17), and He therefore accepted and
honoured the Mosaic code and bade the cleansed
‘leper’ go to the priest ‘and offer for thy cleansing
those things which Moses commanded’ (Mark 1:
44). The Lord, in so far as biblical leprosy was
concerned, fulfilled the Law of Moses. While no
mention of leprosy occurs after the Lord’s

resurrection and ascension, this idea of ostracism
andshameisfoundin Hebrews 13:12, 13 Here we
are reminded that the Lord and Savior took upon
him all the shame and the sin, and suffered
without the gate. He also took upon Himself the
guilt and penalty of sin, thus identifying Himself
with the stricken of God (leprous). We too, in
accepting His great salvation and the gift of His
Holy Spirit, in the eyes of the world bear the same
reproach, for He died for us ‘without the gate’ and
we are, thereby, ‘made nigh by the blood of
Christ’ (Ephesians 2:13).

The exegetical interpretation of leprosy in the
Old and New Testaments

The key to the understanding of the
condemnation of ‘the leper’ in the Old Testament
is found in Exodus 19: 6, 1 Peter 2: 9 and
Revelation 21: 2, 11.Further, we have the same
injunction to holiness in Leviticus 20: 7 : “ In
Leviticus 10: 10 comes the command and stern
directive, following on the committal of gross sin
in the realm of worship, to ‘put difference
between holy and unholy, and between unclean
and clean’ The derivation of the word ‘holy’ is the
same as that of the words ‘health’ and
‘wholeness’, and, therefore, anything that was
unhealthy (unholy) was a defilement in the camp
of Israel. Cochrane (1963) has received
confirmation from a Chief Rabbi that to translate
the word Tsara’ath as ‘defiled’” or ‘stricken’ is
correct so far asthe Hebrew is concerned. If, then,
instead of adopting the conventional translation
of the word Tsara‘ath as ‘leprosy', we give it its
correct meaning - defilement - we are at once
reminded that in the Old Testament scriptures
there were two kinds of defilement.

i. The defilement of temporary uncleanness -
related in Leviticus 12 and 15. In Leviticus 15:
31 the word of God says: "Thus you shall
separate the children of Israel from their
uncleanness, lest they die in their
uncleanness when they defile my tabernacle
that is among them". Restoration to
communion and fellowship was allowed
after certain days of separation and after the
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sacrifice of a lamb or two turtle doves.
Nothing that is unclean or ungodly must,
therefore, defile the camp of Israel. Paul also
has this in mind when in 1 Corinthians 3: 16,
17 he says: ‘Know you not that you are the
temple of God ... the temple of God is holy,
which temple you are.” The apostle reiterates
the same thought in 6: 19, 20 and ends with
the exhortation, ‘therefore glorify God in
your body, and in your spirit, which are
God’s’.

The defilement of permanent uncleanness—
This usually resulted in perpetual separation
from the camp of Israel. Only exceptionally
was this defilement removed. The Hebrew
word Tsara‘ath covered all those conditions
which resulted in a prolonged separation of
the offending individual from the camp of
Israel. This more serious uncleanness was
found in a group of maladies, or infections,
which by virtue of disease of the body were
dangerous to others, or, in the case of
garments and houses, were dangerous by
virtue of contamination. From temporary
defilement there was a hope of recovery;
therefore laws for the cleansing of such
persons were formulated. In this latter
instance, however, the defiling condition was
dangerous and irremediable: therefore, the
garment was burnt (Leviticus 13: 52) and the
house had to be demolished (Leviticus 14:
34-57). It was this group of conditions,
symbolical of permanent defilement, which
came under the sentence - ‘Unclean, unclean
... without the camp shall his habitation be’
(Leviticus13: 45, 46). This interpretation is
strengthened by the alternative rendering in
the marginal reference of Isaiah 53: 8, ‘ For
the transgression of my people was the
stroke (the curse) upon him’, alluding to the
curse of the crucified (Galatians 3: 13 and
Deuteronomy 21: 23) (Cochrane 1963). The
Table 1 may assist in comparing the
malignant condition described in Lev. 13 with
some forms of modern clinical leprosy.

The Hebrew word Tsara‘ath, therefore, was used
for a disease or blemish which showed itself as
gross or permanent defilement of man or
materials. This word, however, was translated
[The word ‘leprosy’ was first found in the Latin
Vulgate translation, where the Greek word
‘lepros’ (scaly) - feminine ‘lepra’ - was translated
into Latin as leprosus. The Greek Physician,
Claudius Galenus, in the year AD 150, gave an
accurate account of ‘leprosy’, and called the
disease Elephantiasis graecorum * leprosy ‘, and
the sufferer ‘a leper’, because, in the days when
the Bible was translated into English, leprosy,
because of its mysteriousness, its mutilating
power and its incurability, was symbolic of all that
was dreadful in the life of man. The modern
disease of leprosy bears no resemblance to that
described in the Bible, and in any case only a small
fraction of leprosy cases among the total who are
afflicted can be described as loathsome to look
upon. The full significance of the verse in Isaiah
53: 4 is brought home in the Vulgate rendering.
General Mac Arthur, the eminent and erudite
medical historian, reminds us that this versein the
Latin Vulgate translation reads: ‘We did esteem
Him as if He were leprous, smitten of God and
afflicted.” In Wycliffe’s translation the rendering
is: ‘Vereli ourse sicknesses he took, and cure
sorrows he bar; and wee heel den hymn has
leprous, smyten of God, and milked (afflicted) of
God. And verse 8 of the same chapter by the same
token should be rendered, ‘For the transgression
of my people was He leprous - was the stroke or
curse upon Him. Browne (1962) emphasises the
significance of the ceremonial aspect in regard to
leprosy, for he says: ‘The ancient Jewish attitude,
based on the mosaic code, was essentially
concerned with a ceremonial uncleanness, and
secondarily with a scaly skin disease, possibly
infectious. ‘Further, as Sir, MacArthur (1953),
pointed out in his article on ‘Mediaeval leprosy' in
the British Isles, the word ‘leper’ comes from a
Greek word meaning a scale or parchment, and
the Latin word for book (liber) has the same
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Table 1 : Comparative account of leprosy in Leviticus-13 and biomedicine

Malignant sara’at

Papules or nodules on shiny or erythematous
skin patch.

Hypo-pigmentation and spreading of patch.

Pinkish-white patches. Cuticular crusts.
Subcutaneous nodules.

Loss of scalp hair associated with a cutaneous
lesion. (Scalp lesions rare?).

Leucotrichia

A sore on the site of a burn.

Coppery-coloured hair in a facial or scalp lesion.

Skin ulcers. Disease “deeper than the skin”.

\”Quick raw flesh”.

White, spreading eruption, “no deeper than
the skin”.

“Appearance of leprosy”.

(Source: Harrison 1986)

origin. It must therefore be concluded that
historically, medically, exegetically and almost
certainly etymologically there is no justification
for applying the Old Testament conception of
leprosy to the disease we now know by that name
(Cochrane 1963).

It appears that the British fright about diseased
oysters has become an apprehension not merely

Hansen’s Disease

Typical of lepromatous leprosy. Skin patch may
also exhibit edema.

Seen in maculo-anesthetic leprosy. tuberculoid
leprosy, and the indeterminate group of leprosy.

Diffuse cutaneous erythema.
Low-grade pustulation common.

Seen in nodular lepromatous leprosy.

Seen in diffusely infiltrated lepromatous
leprosy.. Hair loss can occur in different areas
of the body.

Not reported in modern leprosy.

Anesthetic skin patches sometimes become
infected.

Hair-colour changes from black to coppery
reported both in children and adults with
some forms of leprosy.

Scaly lesions rare.

Lepromatous ulcers.

Subcutaneous nodules either ready to ulcerate
or erupting, seen in lepromatous leprosy.
Ulceration or inflammation of lepromatous
nodules? Hypopigmented, slightly raised lesions
seen in minor tuberculoid leprosy. Leonine
facies, indurated skin typical of diffusely
infiltrated lepromatous leprosy.

of ptomaine poisoning but actually of leprosy,
which has not heretofore been a British malady.
The connection between fish eating and leprosy is
so far established that it seems to be only in
ichthyophagous countries that leprosy occurs.
But how and why it occurs there nobody has
satisfactorily explained.

According to Jonathan Hutchinson, “Neither
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contagion nor the crusades, but Christianity was
responsible for the prevalence or leprosy in
Europe during the Middle Ages.” He adds that:
“Wherever Catholic missions are successful,
there is increase of leprosy,” and that the facts
“show that a convert from Hinduism to Roman
Christianity incurs at one an enormously
increased risk of becoming a leper.” This risk is, of
course, the compulsory or permissive use of fish
on fast days of the Catholic church. Unconverted
Hindus, of course, abstain from animal food, but
the prejudice against it seems to disappear with
their conversion. As Hutchinson puts it:
“Conversion to a creed which imposes the use of
fish on one or two days at least of every week
increases the risk enormously”. He estimates that
a Catholic convert runs twenty times as much risk
of leprosy as an unconverted Hindu.

All this is not reassuring to the British public.
Rather on the contrary, the reassurance comes in
when Hutchinson says definitely that “there is no
danger whatever from sound fish, whether fresh
or cured. The danger comes when decomposition
commences.” In hot climates fish soon become
tainted, salt is apt to be dear, and partly
decomposed fish is in some places preferred for
its flavour to fresh. The statistics, cited by
authority, are very curious and come near to
being convincing. In India at large there are but
five cases of leprosy to 10,000 inhabitants, but of
three communities in which the inhabitants live
by fishing, the proportion rises, respectively, to
50,150, and 500 in 10,000. Hutchinson seems to
be warranted in saying that the preponderance of
the disease among coverts to Catholicism “given
the coup de grace to the belief in the
contagiousness of leprosy”.(The New York Times,
June?7,1903; cf. query. nytimes.coms).

St. Leviticus, St. Mathres, St. Lukes, St. Mark have
referred to the disease as it was understood at the
time. According to some authorities disease
mentioned in the Old testament was not leprosy.
Leprosy was most probably unknown at the time
of Moses-Cochrane.

Turning now to the Leviticus record of the
description of leprosy in Leviticus 13, it is
interesting to note that there is not one single sign
by which one could attribute the conditions there
described to leprosy as we know it today.

It must, therefore, be concluded that historically,
medically, exegetically and almost certainly
etymologically there is no justification for
applying the Old Testament conception of leprosy
to the disease we now know by that name.

Leprosy and astrology

The Indian astrology, like its counterparts
elsewhere, scrutinized seven planets-Sun, Moon,
Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Venus and Mercury-to
establish the changing relationship between
them and the earth, and also their shifts in
relationto each other.

The major preoccupation of astrologers was to
draw up horoscopes, noting the date and hour of
birth which would define the nakshatra, the
position of the seven planets of the celestial world
and twelve zodiac signs.

Astrologers are also consulted to decide
appropriate course of action, location of missing
goods, prospects of wealth and astral cures for
sickness (Oberoi 1994).

In astrology, planetary influences on individuals
may cause leprosy. Like the individuals with
Zodiac signs of Cancer, Capricorn and Pisces cause
diseases of blood such as cancer, leprosy, gout,
fistula, etc. It also mentions Ketu inflicting a body
with ailments like leprosy, cancer, paralysis, etc.
Skin afflictions including leprosy could be on
account of theiill effects of Saturn.

Astral remedies for certain planets which
influence body infliction with leprosy could be
found in astrology. The importance of precious
and semi precious gems find place in remedial
measures towards leprosy and other skin disease.
For example, red coral, which is a gem for planet
Marsh, cures leprosy, hypertension and diseases
of children. Mention of Yellow sapphire for the
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cure of leprosy and skin diseases is found to evade
the ill-effects of Jupiter. It is claimed that
Cinnamon stone cures leprosy and leukaemia.

Conclusion

The notions and ideas relating to the etiology of
the disease, leprosy, remained naive till 1981. The
predominant reasons for the origins of this
disease remained same as indicated in ancient
literature. Almost all the religions have had some
points of discussion on leprosy which indicates
that it is a very old disease. There are discussions
relating to its cure in many ancient texts and
religions and the then prevailing notion to
consider leprosy incurable, is unjustified.
Generally, religious texts propound that leprosy is
caused due to sins of previous births. But, some of
the religious texts mention that sins committed in
present lifetime do cause this disease.
Nevertheless, Gopal observes that Holy books of
all main religions have degraded the leprosy
affected persons by either referring to themin the
name of the disease or cursing wrongdoers with
leprosy in the next carnation (Nath 2009).
According to hymn of Sant Kabir, God has never
discriminated against leprosy patients. There is
also a belief that this disease is caused due to
influence of individual planets or due to
combined effect of planets. Based on the
discussions on religious texts, there is a need to
create a positive atmosphere in the society, free
from any feeling of discrimination against the
leprosy patients. These texts completely support
the idea of not to discriminate against the
sufferers of leprosy.
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