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Toxic Legacy: AI Safety Must 
Learn from Past Inequities

Medieval lead mining reveals systemic risk — a warning for today’s AI 
governance

Swipe for insights →



THE DATA

High lead concentrations in 
tooth enamel

Toxic Exposure Marker

Traces of lead in medieval human teeth reveal differential 
exposure across social classes.

Analysis of tooth enamel from burials in the Peak District, UK — one 
of Europe’s largest lead-producing regions — shows elevated lead 
levels in individuals from lower-status graves. This biological record 
confirms that occupational and environmental risks were not shared 
equally, with marginalized populations bearing disproportionate 
harm.

Source: Nature · Published October 13, 2026
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-026-03236-3?error=cookies_not_supported&code=7516344
b-b9c1-4fae-a398-f5f2136083a6

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-026-03236-3?error=cookies_not_supported&code=7516344b-b9c1-4fae-a398-f5f2136083a6
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-026-03236-3?error=cookies_not_supported&code=7516344b-b9c1-4fae-a398-f5f2136083a6
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Bias in Risk Exposure Is Not New

The medieval data shows that systemic inequities in environmental risk were embedded in social 
hierarchies centuries ago. Today’s AI systems, trained on data reflecting historical inequities, inherit 
and amplify such biases — from hiring algorithms to predictive policing. Without proactive audit 
protocols, AI safety frameworks risk repeating the same blind spots that allowed unequal exposure to 
toxins in the past.
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Safety Requires Historical 
Accountability

Just as lead exposure in the Middle Ages was invisible until 
preserved in tooth enamel, modern AI harms — especially in 
marginalized communities — often go undetected until they’re 
embedded in large-scale deployment. True AI safety demands 
not just technical robustness, but a commitment to historical 
transparency, equitable impact assessment, and independent 
oversight — ensuring that no group is sacrificed for system 
efficiency.
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