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Christian influence
on the culture of the blind in Japan
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Abstract. The blind in Japan have created their specific culture. As early as in the 14™ century, they
organized their own guild (76doza) and succeeded in monopolizing a number of traditional entertainment
and medical practices, having acquired a rather stable financial position. However, after the end of the
Tokugawa shogunate and during the first reforms of the Meiji period, the guild was abolished together
with its monopoly, and the blind found themselves in difficult circumstances, having to compete with
the sighted, without practical support from the new government. In the early Meiji period, these were
mostly Christian missions and private philanthropists who undertook measures to promote education
of the blind and fought for their rights and welfare. Christian organizations founded first schools for
the blind, such as the Tokyo School for the Blind and Dumb, which made many blind people wishing
to acquire education interested in Christianity. The blind often became Christian converts and plunged
into educational and philanthropical activities themselves. Major achievements in modernizing the life
of the blind in Japan were made due to the work of blind Christians. Blind Christians launched the first
Japanese newspaper and one of the first magazines for the blind, were the first among persons with
visual impairments in Japan to get higher education, founded the first braille library and one of the first
charity funds for the blind. Christianity not only contributed to the rise in living and educational standards
of the blind, but also gave them possibilities to discover new ways of self-realization in acquiring new
professions as well as in the sphere of spiritual development. For its followers, Christianity eradicated the
concept of karma-bound blindness spread in traditional Japan and empowered them with the idea of their
special mission in society entrusted to them by God.

Keywords: culture of the blind, Christianity, Japan, education, charity, welfare, people with impairments.

Author: Bertova Anna D., Candidate of Sciences (Philosophy), senior lecturer, Department of Theory
of Social Development of Asian and African Countries, Saint Petersburg State University (address: 7-9
Universitetskaya Embankment, St. Petersburg, 199034, Russian Federation). ORCID: 0000-0002-2375-5022;
E-mail: aihong@mail.ru

Conflict of interests. The author declares the absence of the conflict of interests.

For citation: Bertova, A.D. (2024). Christian influence on the culture of the blind in Japan. Yaponskiye
issledovaniya [Japanese Studies in Russia], 2024, 4, 119-131. (In Russian). DOI: 10.55105/2500-2872-2024-
4-119-131

119



beproBa A./l. XpHCTHAHCTBO U KYJbTypPa CJIEeNbIX

BiusiHue XpUCTHAHCTBA
HA KYJbTYPY cJjenbix B AnoHuu

A.Jl. bepmosa

Annomayusn. Crnenbie B SINOHMM ¢ JOBOJBHO paHHEr0 BPEMEHHM CMOTIM CO31aTh CBOIO
cnequpuYecKkyo KynbTypy. Yxke B XIV Beke onm oOpazoBanu coOCTBeHHYIO Truibauio (760003a),
MOHOTIOJIM3UPOBAB IENbI PsAJ TPaJUIMOHHBIX O3OPOBHUTEIBHBIX M pa3BICKATEIbHBIX TNPAKTHK —
Maccax, aKylmyHKTYpY, IPHWKUTaHHsI, UTPY Ha TPATUIMOHHBIX MY3bIKaJIbHBIX MHCTPYMEHTaX. JTO a0
YJIeHaM THJIbJUU BO3MOXKHOCTH JOBOJBHO CTa0MIBHOTO 3apaboTka. OIHAKO B pe3ysbTaTe JIMKBHIAIMH
cérynara TokyraBa u Hauaja npeoOpa3zoBanuii Maii131 THIIbAMS OKa3allach PacIylleHa, a CJIeIbIe Monalu
B TSDKEJIOC TIOJIOKEHHUE, TaK KaK OoJblle HE MOIyYald OT Hee MOJIACPKKH U B YCIOBHUSAX JIMKBHIAIUH
MOHOTIOJIMH Ha CBOM TPAJAMIMOHHBIC 3aHATH ObUIN BBIHYKJCHBI KOHKYPHPOBATh CO 3pA4MMH. B paHHMI
nepuoJ mpeodpazoBaHMil MPaBUTEIbCTBA MAiA3U 3a00Ty O CIEMBIX U UX 00pa30BaHHMM B3sUIM Ha ceOs
YacTHBIC OJIATOTBOPHUTEIM M XPUCTHAHCKHE opraHu3aiuu. VIMEHHO dYepe3 MOCPEACTBO MOCISIHUX
ObUIM OpPraHU30BaHbI MEPBBIC CIICIUATH3UPOBAHHBIC IIKOJIBI, HAIPUMEpP, TOKMICKas MIKOIA JJIsi CIEIBIX
1 HeMbIX. MHOTHE He3psidKe, )KelaBIIne Mojaydarb 00pa3oBaHue, CO BpeMEHEM IPHUHUMAJIH XPUCTHAHCTBO,
MOCJIC Yero caMH aKTHBHO BKJIFOYAIIMCh B OJaroTBOPUTENIbHYIO U 00pa3oBartenbHyto pabdoty. Llensiii psa
KITIOUEBBIX J10CTH)KEHUH B )KU3HU JaHHOM KaTErOpUH JIIO/Iel B COBpEMEHHOM SINOHNY OKa3alics peaqn3oBaH
UMEHHO Ojarofapsi ACSITEIbHOCTH CIENBbIX XpHCTHAaH. VIMEHHO OHHM CIOCOOCTBOBAlM, B YacCTHOCTH,
W3JIAaHUIO TIEPBOIl Ta3eThl U OJHOTO W3 MEPBBIX KYPHAJIOB Ui CICHBIX, ObUIM B YHCIE MEPBBIX CPEIH
WHBAJIMJOB MO 3PCHHIO, KTO MOJIyYWJ Bhicliee oOpa3oBaHUE, CO3AaIU MEPBYIO OUOIHOTEKY M HEPBBIil
071aroTBOPUTENbHBIN (DOHII IS CIEIbIX. XPUCTHAHCTBO HE TOJIBKO CIIOCOOCTBOBAJIO MOBBIICHUIO YPOBHS
KHU3HU M 00pa3oBaHUsl HE3psAYUX B SIMOHUM, HO M JaJI0 UM BO3MOXKHOCTH OTKPBITH JJIsi ceOsi HOBBIC
BO3MOXKHOCTH KaK B 00JIACTH BBIOOPA KU3HECHHOTO IyTH, TaK U B chepe AyXOBHOTO pa3Butus. s cBoux
MocJie0BaTeNeil XpUCTUAHCTBO CTAJI0 CPEICTBOM YCTPAHEHHUS MPEICTABICHUS O KAPMHUECKOM I'eHE3HCe
CJICTIOTHI, PACIIPOCTPAHEHHOTO B TPAJAMLIMOHHOM SMOHNH, a TAKXKE JaBaJlo UM YBEPEHHOCTb B TOM, YTO UM
npeaomnpeeieHa ocodasi MECCHUs B SITOHCKOM OOLIECTBE, BO3JIOKEHHAs Ha HUX borowm.

Knioueswie cnosa: xynprypa cienbiX, XpUCTHAHCTBO, SIMOHMS, 00pa3oBaHUe, 0JIarOTBOPHTEIHHOCTS,
0J1ar0COCTOSIHHE, JIFOAM C OTPAaHUYCHHBIMU BO3MOYKHOCTSIMH.
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Introduction

Christianity is definitely a minority religion in Japan and can hardly be called successful
in terms of figures — the number of its adherent floats around about 1% of the whole population
of the country. However, the impact Christianity has exercised upon Japanese society goes
far beyond these statistical data. In the latter half of the 19" century, Christian missions and
members of the Japanese Christian community were among the most active leaders in the
fields of modern education, medicine, human rights, welfare, and new type of family building
[Bertova 2023, p. 4-6].
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Among the fields of work Christian missions were vigorously engaged in were welfare
and education of the disabled. In the period when the government of Meiji Japan aimed for
rapid progress and modernization, the care for those who fell out of the concept of a civilized
and healthy nation ready to compete with the West was a far-from-high-priority question.
On the contrary, Christian missionaries and Japanese Christian converts thought it their duty
to help the disabled and launched numerous benefactory and educational enterprises for
the impaired.

The blind also experienced strong influence from Christianity, and many visually impaired in
Japan became Christian converts. They took a surprisingly proactive position in the improvement
of living standards of their fellow countrymen with visual impairments and soon overtook many
educational and welfare initiatives from foreign missionaries, as well as organized their own cultural
community having close ties with blind communities in other countries. Among the enterprises of
blind Christians in Japan were the foundation of the Japanese Blind Association (Nippon maojinkai),
the first newspaper for the blind (4kebono) and the first newspaper in Japanese braille of a country-
wide level — Tenji Mainichi, one of the first journals for the blind (Shinko), the Japan Lighthouse
(Nippon Raitohausu), a welfare organization for the blind, the first Japanese braille library (Nippon
TIenji toshokan), Japan Christian Evangelical Council for the Blind (Nihon majin kirisutokyo dendo
kyogikai, or Moden), and many others.

In this study, we will try to examine specific features of the blind community in Japan, analyze
reasons for its close connection with Christianity after the Meiji Restoration, and throw a glance at
the biographies of the most famous Japanese blind Christians.

A brief outline
of the history of the blind in Japan

In medieval Japanese society blindness was often considered to be influence of the person’s
bad karma, or bad karma of his or her parents, which, in a sense, made the blind themselves
responsible for their disability [Groemer 2001, p. 350]. The most efficient way of elimination
of this bad karma were constant prayers to Buddha and taking monastic vows. However, even
having become Buddhist monks, the blind seemed to have difficulties in acquiring stable positions
in Buddhist hierarchy, which made them yearn for additional income. This was one of the
reasons for the blind to stick together and help each other survive and strengthen their position
in society.

During the Kamakura period (1192-1333), one of the most common occupations of the blind
in Japan was performing the Tale of Heike (Heike Monogatari). Blind performers accompanied
themselves on the biwa, a Japanese lute, and came to be known as biwa hoshi, itinerant biwa players
dressed as Buddhist monks.

In the 14™ century, the guild of the blind (76doza) was formed in Kyoto, at first, as a place to
train blind musicians to perform The Tale of Heike. The leaders of the Todoza claimed their lineage
ascended to ancient aristocrats (for example, to the blind Prince Amayo, the son of the 9" century
emperor Koko) and powerful samurai families, which helped them gain support of some aristocratic
clans such as the Koga family [Ibid., p. 353], a branch of the Minamoto clan. As time passed, the
Todoza spread its activities to a much wider range of fields, including various musical instruments
and performing styles, medical practices, such as massage, acupuncture, moxa cautery, and even
succeeded in essentially monopolizing them [Ibid., p. 350]. The blind were also enrolled in traditional
theater as musicians and reciters.
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There was also a number of the blind who were not members of the 70doza. The membership
was quite expensive'; at the same time, women were not allowed to enter the 76doza [Tan 2022,
p. 10], which made them establish their own guild, the Gozeza.?

In Tokugawa Japan, the T7odoza managed to gain support from the government, and the original
idea that derived person’s blindness from their deeds in previous lives seemed to have lost its power
[Ibid., p. 8].

On the contrary, the blind were permitted to practice moneylending business, which was
previously the exclusive priority of merchants. The structure of the guild became more stratified.
Thus, high-ranked members of the Todoza who gained considerable amounts of money were treated
with much respect, compared to that of official doctors or Confucian scholars and sometimes were
allowed to wear swords, while low-ranked members of the Todoza were handled in a much more
disdainful way [Groemer 2001, p. 357].

At first, the government supported the 70doza as moneylenders, but soon the amount of loans
given by the blind became so high that the bakufis was alarmed. After a number of cases when samurai
loaners were not able to pay their loans back and lost their face,® the government started to oppress
the blind. The blindness was often referred to as the consequence of a person’s immoral behavior and
greed [Ibid., p. 358]. Despite its wealth, the reputation of the 76doza and the blind on the whole was
tarnished.

The blind seemed to be engaged in various spheres of the urban culture life, especially in
the life of pleasure quarters where they worked as anma masseurs or music performers.* Still, their
position was ambiguous: though at times welcomed by the government, the blind were often treated
as outcasts by commoners; though the very few were respected, many were derided, exploited, and
even abhorred.

Here, the two major traits of the life of the blind up to the 19" century can be distinguished. The
first is the tendency of forming distinctive groups in the blind society, which was vitally important
because it let people with impairments survive together, as the society regarded them as sinful and
culpable for their own disabilities. The second is the blinds’ proactive attitude to life which made them
rely upon themselves in their search for the improvement of their position, not upon fate, chance, or
external benefactors.

Blindness and Christianity in Japan

During the Tokugawa period, the blind were to a great extent dependent on their group and
guild ties. However, after the forced “opening” of Japan by Western powers in 1854 and the Meiji

! Since a number of practices was monopolized by the 76doza, including musical performance and massage,
the blind not enrolled in it had to limit themselves to various syncretic religious practices such as exorcism and reciting
Jishinkyo, a sutra for pacification of the land deities. Such blind were called moso — «blind priests». In Tokugawa Japan,
they tended to seek support from Buddhist sects or associated themselves with onmyaoji diviners and yamabushi mountain
ascetics. Besides, there were the blind who had to spend their lives in seclusion at their homes, totally dependent on their
relatives.

2 However, licenses in teaching biwa, shamisen, and koto music up to 1871, the date of the official abolishment of
the T6doza, were given only to male blind performers [Frietsch 1992, p. 63].

3 The samurai were considered to be the upper and the most respected social stratum, so the samurai sometimes
took the liberty of not returning their loans to the merchants, the fourth and the lowest social stratum in Tokugawa Japan.
However, if they took a loan from the 76d6za, they had no other way than to return it, because in the other case the blind
could be extremely tenacious in their attempts to get the money back. They followed their debtors all day round, shouting
out obscenities, using the whole network of the blind of different regions to not let them escape [Taniai 1996, p. 83].

4 Blind women were also active as performers and masseuses, but their position was even more vulnerable than
that of the male blind. They were also exploited as prostitutes and beggars, as well as itako spirit mediums, mostly in the
northern regions of the country.
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Restoration in 1868, the Tokugawa samurai regime was replaced by the new government headed by
the Emperor, and Japan launched its multilateral program of modernization, trying to catch up with
the West. All relicts of the Tokugawa period were to be eliminated to construct a new modernized
structure of society, so, in 1871, the Todoza was abolished, as were other guilds and professional
groups of the blind.

As aresult, the visually disabled were left without a considerable part of their income and social
support.’ The new government undertook numerous reforms in various fields and on different levels
to preserve the independent status of the country. One of the goals of these reforms, together with
overall modernization, was to construct the “new Japanese” able to compete with Western people.
Thus, the Meiji government did not regard care for the disabled as a priority [Mishima 2004, p. 148],
so the blind were left unprotected.®

In 1872, a new law concerning overall primary education for all Japanese children was adopted.
Although the disabled were also subject to it, there were no special schools for them [Takahashi, Sato
2016, p. 1]. The welfare and education of the disabled, including the blind, fell into the jurisdiction of
two ministries — the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Home Affairs, each of which tended to
regard measures concerning the blind and their education a prerogative of the other.

According to the survey concerning the living conditions of the blind in Tokyo Prefecture
conducted by the local government in 1874, more than a half of the blind residing in Tokyo were
jobless. The government also prohibited such practices as healing ceremonies and performing prayers
for money, equating them to begging [Mochizuki 2013, p. 31], which left the former blind priests
moso on the brink of starvation.

Despite the fact that there were progressive individuals close to the government, such as
Yamao Y0z0 (1837-1917), who insisted that the disabled needed to have a workable education and
employment system suited for them to get new viable professions, the state hesitated, and the matter
of education of the blind transferred mainly to private benefactors and Christian missions [Hirose
2003].

The early Meiji history of education for the blind can be divided into three periods: the first,
from the 1870s to the 1890s, was mostly characterized by the activities of Christian missionaries
and sighted benefactors — physicians and educators’; the second, from the 1890s to 1905, saw the
emergence of schools founded by people with visual impairments, who began participating in the
enlightenment of the blind; in the third, from 1905, the end of the Russo-Japanese War, the blind took
one of the leading parts in their own education, turning to self-advocacy and accentuating their rights;
at the same time, officials gradually came to the understanding that, in a civilized country Japan
positioned itself to be, the government was expected to take a more considerable part in the welfare of
the disabled [Adachi 2020, p. 10—11]. In all the three periods, Christianity was one of the main strings
to support and inspire the blind and their benefactors.

In 1876, a group of individuals centered around Japanese Christians and Western missionaries
established a charity institution named Rakuzenkai. One of its founders was Tsuda Sen (1837-1908),

> During the Tokugawa period, a part of the money gained by the high-ranked members of the T6doza was
reserved for support and education of the low-ranked members, so that the latter could acquire important skills for the
profession of a masseur or an acupuncturist, as well as a musician.

¢ Mochizuki Chikako in her dissertation argues that, previously, high-ranked members of the T6doza
comprised only 16.7% of the entire blind population of Japan in the early Meiji period. These people were still
able to support themselves for some time working as masseurs, acupuncturists, and music and theater performers.
However, the rest 83.3% of the blind belonged to the lower ranks of the 76doza, and, after the abolishment of the
guild, they were deeply impoverished, because the guild was no longer able to provide for their education and
employment [Mochizuki 2013, p. 29].

7 On the missionary side, one of the key roles in the development of care and education of the blind belonged to
the so-called medical missionaries who began their work in Japan at the end of the Edo period (since 1859), as well as
their direct and indirect Japanese disciples. On medical missionaries in Japan, see [ Yamada 2018].
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a prominent Christian philanthropist, educator, and scientist.®* The members of the Rakuzenkai
thought it necessary to organize a proper system of education for people with impairments, including
the blind, and provide them with materials to study. Their first enterprise was the ordering from the
American Bible Society of a book with excerpts from the Bible written in tactile letters suited for
the blind.” There was still no analogue of braille letters in Japan, so the members of the Rakuzenkai
decided to teach the blind to read and write using romanized Japanese letters.

One of the key issues discussed by the members of the Rakuzenkai was the establishment of
a school for the blind and deaf in Tokyo. With the support of Yamao Y620 (1837-1917), a famous
educator and a member of Meiji government, the school was founded in 1880 (it became the second
school for the disabled in Japan after the one in Kyoto, founded in 1878 by educator and philanthropist
Furukawa Tashiro (1845-1907)). Later it became known as Tokyo Moa Gakko — Tokyo School for
the Blind and Dumb [Takahashi, Satdo 2016, p. 3]. By the end of 1882, its curriculum included both
basic subjects such as reading, writing, mathematics, and a more expanded list of disciplines, such
as geometry, geography, Japanese history, the ancient national culture, music, acupuncture, and
massage [Mochizuki 2013, p. 37]. These subjects allowed students with impairments to acquire
knowledge close to the one students without impairments could receive, and, at the same time, to
obtain skills necessary for future employment. The Rakuzenkai sponsored both school in Tokyo
and Kyoto, though in 1885 it was asked to hand over the management of the Tokyo School for the
Blind and Deaf to the Ministry of Education.

In 1880, a Methodist missionary Charlotte Draper together with her husband founded the
Yokohama Christian School for the Blind!® and, in 1889, established the Yokohama Evangelist
Association for the Blind; in 1894, in Gifu, the Gifu Anglican School for the Blind was established.
Its first director, an Anglican Christian Mori Kenji (1855-1914), suffered from progressive eye illness
and became blind. However, this fact made Mori Kenji take even more active part in the education of
the blind. These institutions became a part of a chain of analogous schools, the aim of which was not
only to give education to the blind, but also to make them rightful members of society and foster their
employment. To a large extent, these educational establishments were designed according to Western
standards.

In 1890, an educator of the Tokyo School for the Blind and Dumb, Ishikawa Kuraji (1859—
1944), invented a six-dot Japanese braille system [Mishima 2004, p. 328]. It was a breakthrough for
the blind who had already understood the importance of education in modern Japan and needed to
get information through reading and transmit it through writing. The invention of Japanese braille
widened the access to education for the blind.

However, materials published in Japanese braille were far from enough. It made blind
intellectuals yearn for knowledge and learn English. Understanding of English empowered the
blind with the possibility to read Western braille books, magazines, and newspapers to be in the
know of the life inside and outside Japan. English braille books were mainly accessible through

8 For more on Tsuda Sen, see, e.g., [beproBa 2022, c. 103—107]. Other Japanese members were Christian
educators and philanthropists Furukawa Masao (1837-1877), Nakamura Masanao (1832-1891), and Kishida Ginko
(1833-1905).

® The excerpt was the Gospel of John, Chapter 9 [Mochizuki 2013, p. 36]. Later, for many blind people in Japan,
Chapter 9 became a turning point for their spiritual revival, self-assertion, and one of the reasons to turn to Christianity.
See [Teshirogi 2005, p. 263-264].

1 The Yokohama Christian School for the Blind was a quite popular private educational institution that
succeeded in keeping its private character when many similar institutions were taken by the government. It was active
in international exchange, and, in the 1930s, managed to develop close ties with the Perkins School for the Blind,
the most famous school of this type in the USA, the alma mater of Ann Sullivan and Helen Keller. Due to exchange
programs between the schools, Japanese blind female students could train at the Perkins School and develop their own
courses for the Japanese blind with the usage of modern educational methods for the visually impaired [Mochizuki
2013, p. 56-57].
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Christian missions, which also attracted the Japanese blind to churches and Christian educational
establishments for the blind.

In 1890, the Ministry of Education determined the rules for schools for the blind and deaf,
but schools for the blind were separated from those for the dumb and deaf not earlier than in 1909.
However, the education for the blind finally gained legal support only in 1923, with the enactment of
the law on the schools for the blind and deaf. According to this law, every prefecture was obliged to
have at least one school for the blind and for the deaf. By 1924, there were 72 schools for the blind,
including one national, 21 local public schools, and 50 private schools [Monbu kagakushd]. Most of
the private schools were run by Christian missions, Japanese Christians, or associated with Christian
welfare organizations."

The pioneer of self-advocacy of the blind was a prominent educator, businessman, and social
worker Yoshimoto Tadasu (1878—1973). Yoshimoto suffered from eye illness from his childhood and
almost lost his vision when he was a schoolboy. He managed to finish the Tokyo High Commercial
School (Tokyo koto sangyo gakko) and was eager to continue his studies to receive higher education.
However, as he was partially blind, it was almost impossible for him to receive higher education in
Japan.

Under the influence of a famous Christian leader Uchimura Kanzo (1861-1930), the founder
of the first Japanese indigenous Christian movement Mukyokai, Yoshimoto converted to Christianity.
With the help of Christian missions, he went to Britain and entered Oxford university. Thus, he became
the first person with grave visual impairments in Japan to receive higher education [Mishima 2004,
p. 328]. In Britain, Yoshimoto was profoundly impressed by British social system that supported the
blind. Eventually he took his residence in Britain, but visited Japan nine times [Morita 2010, p. 6].
Every time he returned, Yoshimoto tried to support the blind in his country, give them an impetus
for further development, showing by his own example that a visually impaired person could not
just receive higher education, but was also not limited to the traditional Japanese blind professions.
Yoshimoto also became a successful author, as his book True Britain (Shin Eikoku) gained popularity in
various circles. He was a proponent of Anglo-Japanese friendship and British educational and welfare
system. Being a Christian, Yoshimoto closely associated scientific and social progress, especially in
the field of the care for the disabled, with Christian spirit, and was eager to spread Christianity among
the Japanese blind. Getting money from the trading company he had founded, Yoshimoto launched a
number of evangelist and educational projects for the blind, the most famous of which is the Japanese
Association of the Blind mentioned below. Yoshimoto, who is often called “the father of the blind”
(majin no chichi) in Japan, marked with his efforts the turning point in self-advocacy of the blind,
when the transformation of the visually impaired from passive recipients to active doers began.

The second stage of the activization of the blind in educational and welfare spheres was closely
connected with the end of the Russo-Japanese War in 1905. During the war, many soldiers and officers
had lost their vision, and the government became more interested in supporting them and various
private activities concerning the blind. At the same time, the blind, having received an impetus from
foreign and Japanese benefactors, entered the scene of struggle for their own rights, education, and
employment.

In 1905, Sakonjo Konoshin (1870-1909), a former soldier who had lost his sight after the First
Sino-Japanese War (1894—1895), founded a private school for the blind in Kobe (Kobe kunmaoin)
[Murota 2021, p. 135-136]. Inspired by Christianity he adopted while trying to adjust to his loss of
sight, Sakonjo took active part in various activities concerning the blind. He invented and introduced
the first Japanese braille type-printing machine with the help of the believers of Tamon Christian

' However, by 1939, the proportion of public and private schools changed — on the whole, there were 78 schools
for the blind, with 1 national, 51 local public, and 26 private [Monbu kagakushd]. These figures imply that the government
turned a number of successful private schools into public ones, thus diminishing direct foreign (and Christian) influence.
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Church in Kobe. Sakonjo is famous for establishing the first Japanese braille newspaper “The Dawn”
(Akebono)' in 1906 and for printing the first Japanese version of the Four Gospels (Shifukuinsho) in
Japanese braille.

In 1906, Sakonjo Konoshin together with Yoshimoto Tadasu and Okumura Sansaku (1864—
1912), another blind educator, founded the Japanese Association of the Blind (Nippon méjinkai), an
organization, the aim of which was to promote welfare, education of the blind, support them in their
search for employment and provide them with Japanese braille books and materials. Board members
of the Association were either Christians or had close ties with Christianity [Morita 2010, p. 9].

One more aim of the Association was to propagate Christianity among the blind. Indeed, for
many blind, Christian faith was not only the way to become familiar with the progressive Western
culture and get access to Western ideas and technologies, as it was for many Japanese Christians
without impairments. For the blind, in most cases, Christianity opened a new world and proposed
a new way of self-consciousness. One of the most vivid examples of the overturning impact of
Christianity on the life of the blind is the life story of Kumagai Tetsutard (1883—1979), the first
Japanese blind pastor and educator. Kumagai was born in a village in Hokkaido and lost his sight
when he was a child because of smallpox. The only way to make his living was to study massage,
acupuncture, and medicine, which traditionally were the most accessible work spheres for the blind.
However, Kumagai wanted to continue his education. For a while, he worked as a masseur at the
pleasure quarters to get enough money and move to Sapporo, where a new school for the blind had
been built. However, when he arrived, the school was still inactive, and he was advised to go to a
Christian church [Murota 2021, p. 125-126]. There, he found a new world, absolutely different from
his previous life in the pleasure quarters [Kumagai 1932, p. 100-103]. He began his studies of the
Bible and English.

The most overwhelming experience for him was the ninth chapter of the Gospel of John,
narrating about Jesus healing a blind person [Ibid., p. 118—119]. In this chapter, the disciples, seeing a
blind person on the road, asked Jesus if the blindness was the result of the blind’s or his parents’ sins,
and Jesus answered that it was not the result of sins, but happened so that the works of God might be
displayed on the blind. After having been healed, the blind believed in Jesus as Son of God, appearing
to be much more “sighted,” seeing the true Light, than the Pharisees. For Kumagai, it was a revelation
that blindness might not be a result of karma and not his or his family’s fault, but God’s bliss, allowing
the blind to be more responsive to God’s will than the sighted.

Kumagai converted to Christianity and, with the support of his church, went to Tokyo to study at
the Tokyo School for the Blind and Dumb [Murota 2021, p. 129—-130]. After his studies, he proceeded
to higher education at Kwansei Gakuin University, where he was the only blind student [Murota
2021, p. 137]. He acquired a good knowledge of English and also worked as an interpreter. After
graduation, Kumagai became a pastor and continued transmitting his experience to other Japanese
blind as well as to the sighted.

Having become a pastor, he “opened” a new profession for the blind, and further he considered it
his task to open more professions that previously had been accessible only to the sighted. Christianity
released the blind from the burden of karma, so they could freely participate in social life and choose
any occupation they were inclined to. Under Kumagai’s influence, many blind became Christian
converts and even pastors.'?

Prominent blind Christians appeared in such fields as journalism, pencraft, poetry, Western and
traditional Japanese music, librarianship, science, language studies, business, welfare, and education.

12 The Akebono was a newspaper centered not on the political or social news in Japan and in foreign countries,
but rather on practices important for the blind — employment announcements, description of acupuncture and massage
techniques, advertisements of welfare enterprises, etc.

3 One of the charismatic blind pastors of the period was Ishimatsu Ry6z0 (1888—1974), the teacher of the most
famous Japanese Christian theologian Kitamori Kazd (1916—-1998).
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Famous editor and educator Akimoto Umekichi (1892—-1975) became blind as a child, entered Tokyo
School for the Blind and Dumb, where he first read the Gospel of Mark and was so impressed that he
converted to Christianity. He attended Bible classes headed by Uchimura Kanzo and formed a group
of young blind Christians that, in 1915, launched a magazine for the blind, named Shinko (“Light
of Faith”, further it changed its name to “Faith”). It was so successful that it is still active today,
and, after WWII, its publication was overtaken by the Japanese Christian Evangelist Council for the
Blind (Moden). In 1919, together with Nakamura Kyotard (1880-1964), Yoshimoto Tadasu, Hirakata
Tatsuo (1889—-1976), Torii Tokujird (1894—1970), and other blind Christians, Akimoto established
the Association of Christian Faith for the Blind (Mojin Kirisuto Shinkokai). One of its aims was to
translate the Bible to braille to make it accessible to the blind. Thus, in 1924 Akimoto became the
first to translate and publish the Old Testament in Japanese braille. Later, the Association continued
its activities under the name 7okyo Hikari no Ie (Tokyo House of Light).

Blind Christian activists who formed the Association were in the vanguard of educational
thought in Japan and were eager to make the blind full-fledged members of society. For example,
Nakamura Kyotard, a blind Christian journalist and educator, is famous for founding the first nation-
wide newspaper for the blind in Japanese braille — Oosaka Tenji Mainichi (“The Osaka Braille
Mainichi”’), which was established in 1922 and is still going under the name 7enji Mainichi (“The
Braille Mainichi”). Today, “The Braille Mainichi” claims to be the only newspaper for the blind in
Japan that independently gathers information and news for the visually impaired.'*

Blind Christians were vigorously engaged in language studies. At first, it was the study
of English: there was a considerable lack of Japanese braille books, and, to compensate for it,
those who were eager to get education needed to use English braille books. It stimulated them to
learn English. In addition, through English, they could communicate directly with missionaries,
foreign lecturers, scientists, welfare workers not only in Japan, but also in the West. It gave them
possibilities to study abroad, present their projects and make the Japanese blind community known
in other countries.

Besides English, the language that exercised great influence upon blind Christians in Japan
was Esperanto. The language that was designed to unify people of different nations, allow them to
communicate with no borders and create an international community supporting all of its members,
seemed to many blind Christians a medium of realization of God’s Kingdom on Earth.

One of the key persons in Esperanto studies, as well as in the development of welfare of the
blind, was Iwahashi Takeo (1898—1954).!5 Iwahashi became blind in his student years and was close
to complete despair [Murota 2017, p. 119], but he became acquainted with a blind pastor Kumagai
Tetsutard [Murota 2021, p. 139-140], who invigorated Iwahashi and motivated him to study, to
learn English, showing that blindness was not a sentence. Chapter 9 of the Gospel of John became a
guiding thread for Iwahashi as well [Murota 2009, p. 29]. Having converted to Christianity, Iwahashi
became interested in Esperanto and joined a group of Esperanto-speaking intelligentsia, to which
Kumagai also belonged. Through Esperanto studies, he could deepen his ties with people of different
countries.'® Iwahashi graduated from Kwansei Gakuin University and became a schoolteacher in
Osaka. In 1927, he went to Scotland to study at Edinburgh University and was impressed by the
welfare system for the blind there. He also was introduced to the Religious Society of Friends and
became a Quaker [Murota 2017, p. 120].

4 Hamai Yoshifumi. The Braille Mainichi, Japan’s only newspaper for the blind, marks 100" anniversary. 2022.
May 12. URL: https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20220512/p2a/00m/0Ona/011000c

15" For more details on Iwahashi Takeo, see [Murota 2009].

16 For example, one of those who had close connections with Japan and exercised significant influence upon
Japanese blind Christians was Vasili Eroshenko (1890-1952), a blind educator, writer, esperantist, and linguist. Eroshenko
visited Japan twice, each time for about two years, and was much respected by blind Japanese Christians studying
Esperanto.
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After his return to Japan, he worked as a lecturer at Kwansei Gakuin University and continued
his Esperanto studies. In 1928, together with a blind Christian Torii Tokujird he founded the Japan
Esperanto Association for the Blind (Nippon majin esuperanto kyokai).

Iwahashi took an active position in various movements propagating Christianity and aiming
at the improvement of life conditions of the poor and disabled. From 1930, Iwahashi participated in
the God’s Kingdom movement (Kami no kuni undo) headed by one of the most charismatic Christian
leaders of the time, Kagawa Toyohiko (1888-1960)."7 Iwahashi developed close connection with
Kagawa and gained his support in his undertakings concerning the blind.

Iwahashi’s desire to improve conditions of the blind and enrichen their intellectual life was
such that he dared to directly contact Helen Keller (1880—1968), the first deafblind person in the USA
who received higher education and became famous all over the world. Iwahashi visited Keller at her
house and established connection with her. Inspired by the visit, Iwahashi returned to Japan and, in
1935, founded a welfare organization named Japan Lighthouse (Nippon raitohausu) [Mishima 2004,
p. 329]. Its goal was to accumulate information necessary for the blind to lead a proper life and help
them in their efforts. Together with braille publishing activities, it conducted courses teaching the
blind important skills to get employment, campaigns explaining to the sighted what blindness was, to
make Japanese society more inclusive towards the blind. In 1937, Iwahashi invited Helen Keller to
Japan for the first time,'® and her arrival became an important landmark in the struggle of the blind for
their rights and in their recognition in Japan and abroad.

Driven by the idea of creating a territory where all Asian blind could unite and defend their
rights and dignity, Iwahashi supported Japan’s military expansion to the continent. However, the end
of WWII showed the delusiveness of his hopes.

After the war, the blind in Japan were in a poor condition. Many of them died from bombings and
starvation, and there was no support from the government. On the other hand, many Japanese soldiers
became blind because of war injuries, and they had to adjust to their new life. This made Iwahashi
contact Helen Keller, describe the situation with the blind and ask for support. Keller managed to
raise the funds and arrived to Japan for the second time in 1948. After her visit, Iwahashi and his blind
friends founded the Japan Federation of the Blind (Nihon mojinkai rengo). The federation is still one
of the most powerful means to support the blind in Japan, to provide them with necessary materials
for studies, employment, and self-realization.

Iwahashi and his followers did much to publish more books in Japanese braille. One of his
students, a blind Christian Honma Kazuo (1915-2003), is famous as a founder of the first Japanese
braille library for the blind. In 1940, he established the Japan Library for the Blind (Nippon majin
toshokan) [Mishima 2004, p. 330] in a private house on the outskirts of Tokyo. When bombings of
Tokyo began, Honma moved first to Ibaraki, then to Hokkaido with his braille books, and the library
was saved. In 1948, the library was rebuilt in Tokyo and restarted its work under the name of Japan
Braille Library (Nippon tenji toshokan). At present, this library is the oldest and the largest braille
library in Japan.

After the war, the period of American occupation began, and it invigorated ties between
Japanese Christians and foreign missionaries, most of whom had left Japan during the war. In 1948,
Helen Keller visited Japan again, and, for the blind, her arrival was equal to a beam of hope. She
brought financial support to Japanese blind using the money she had raised with the help of the
interdenominational John Milton Society for the Blind. The Society was established in 1928 to
provide spiritual guidance for the blind and spread Christian literature among them. It gave a vivid
response to the sufferings of the blind in Japan and contributed the sum that was enough to establish in
1951 the Japan Christian Evangelical Council for the Blind (Nihon majin kirisutokyo dendo kyogikai,

17 For more on Kagawa, see [Mullins 2007], [beprosa 2020].
'8 Helen Keller visited Japan three times — in 1937, 1948, and in 1955.
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or Moden). The establishment of the Council was the result of joint efforts of blind Christians and
the United Church of Christ, the largest interdenominational Protestant organization in Japan. Its
board consists both of the blind and the sighted, and the aim of the Council is to create a ground
where both the visually impaired and the seeing Christians are able to communicate; it also spreads
Christian braille literature, records and tapes among the blind in Japan [Nihon mgjin kirisutokyd
dendd kyogikai]. The credo of the Council is the ninth chapter of the Gospel of John.

On the basis of the Counsil, various events take place, one of them being the conference of
blind pastors. Most pastors belong to the United Church of Christ, and there are accounts of family
pastorship among blind pastors, when people of the third generation become pastors, with their
grandfather and father being blind pastors [Tamada 2017]. It is interesting to note that the Council
continues to supervise most of the initiatives of prewar blind Christian organizations, such as, for
example, the magazine Shinko (“Faith”), one of the most long-running magazines in Japan, so the
blind Christian community in Japan can also be characterized by its continuity and congruity, despite
all problems it has had to face.

Conclusion

The blind in Japan have developed their specific culture. Its characteristic features are the
tendency to cooperate with each other and unite efforts struggling for their rights, as well as their
proactive stance and understanding that none other than themselves can be responsive for their
wellbeing. These features stayed with the blind even after the elimination of traditional organizations
providing their employment.

Having received a short shocking experience after the liquidation of the 76doza in the Meiji
period, the blind could regain their activeness through Christianity: in fact, many blind became
Christians while adjusting to their blindness. Christian thought had an uplifting effect upon the blind
and helped strengthen their self-consciousness through breaking previous considerations of the karmic
character of blindness and regain their vigor. Christianity was also popular because of its connection
with Western countries, famous for their progressive attitude towards the blind and their advanced
medical system. Through Christian missions and associated educational establishments, the blind in
Japan got access to communication with foreign educators, acquired possibilities to study and live
abroad, presented their organizations to the world.

Many enterprises of the first Japanese blind Christians still run nowadays, and their initiatives
became predecessors of contemporary governmental projects concerning people with visual
impairments.

Modern means of education of the blind and welfare system in contemporary Japan allow to
provide a high rate of inclusiveness of the blind into society. However, these results could hardly have
been achieved without blind Christians’ desire to learn, struggle for the rights of the disabled, and
without their faith in being not karmically destined sinners, but people beloved by God and intended
to most brightly manifest God’s will on Earth by being able to see the real internal light and the
essence of things.
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