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Hansen’s disease is a curable disease.

The first step towards ending discrimination and prejudice is learning correct information.

Hansen'’s disease, more commonly called leprosy, is caused by the bacterium Mycobacterium
leprae.

Hansen’s disease can cause damage to the hands, feet, face, and other areas of the body.
It can also cause other issues, such as mental problems, heavy sweating, etc. Mycobacterium
leprae is very weak in small numbers. Even in large numbers, Mycobacterium leprae is
only dangerous to people who do not have strong bodies, such as babies. It is very rare for
Mycobacterium leprae to affect a healthy person. Even if someone becomes infected, they can
be cured if they receive good medical treatment early.

Now, there are about 220,000 new cases every year around the world, mostly in India and
Brazil. There are only a few people with Hansen'’s disease in Japan (primarily people from other
countries who become infected with the disease before coming to Japan).

Hansen’s disease is a very old disease, and is written about in the Nihon Shoki, one of the
earliest pieces of Japanese literature. A long time ago, people thought Hansen’s disease was
punishment from God and could not be cured. Later, people thought Hansen’s disease was a
genetic disease (a disease passed from parents to children), or that Hansen’s disease could
spread easily between people. People did not fully understand Hansen’s disease. Believing
Hansen’s disease was dangerous and could spread easily, Japan made a policy that people with
Hansen’s disease should be kept separate from healthy people. People with Hansen’s disease
were therefore treated badly and discriminated against, losing some of their basic human
rights. Even now, this old way of thinking still remains.

In 1943 (Showa 18), a medicine for Hansen’s disease called Promin was developed in
America. Hansen’s disease became a “curable” disease, and around the world, people with
Hansen’s disease did not have to live in separate Hansen’s disease communities. People
with Hansen’s disease could now receive medical care at home. Japan started using Promin
in 1947, but under new laws to stop the spread of Hansen’s disease, a national policy was
created; this policy forced people with Hansen’s disease to live in sanatoriums (hospitals where
only people with Hansen’s disease lived).

There were many tragedies in Kumamoto Prefecture as a result of the policies to isolate
people with Hansen’s disease in sanatoriums. In the Honmyoji Incident of 1940 (Showa 15),
157 people living near Honmyoji Temple were forced out of their homes to live separated
from their friends and families. A man with Hansen’s disease was arrested by police and
charged with destroying property with dynamite in 1951 (Showa 26) and murder in 1952
(Showa 27). At his trial, he was sentenced to death. Today, many people have doubts about
the constitutionality and legality of his trial. Some people think that the man was arrested and
executed because of prejudice (strong feelings against a certain type of person) against people
with Hansen’s disease. Even today, there are still problems with prejudice against people with
Hansen’s disease. In 2003 (Heisei 15), a hot spring hotel did not let a person from the Kikuchi
Keifuen Sanatorium stay at their hotel.

Even though Hansen’s disease is now a curable disease, issues remain regarding social
discrimination. Hansen’s disease is not only a medical problem; human rights issues also
must be addressed. We must use correct information about Hansen’s disease to fight the
discrimination and prejudice against people with Hansen’s disease and work to protect the
human rights of them and their families.
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