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Religion and medicine in pre-modern Japan
Katja Triplett

The paper will discuss the complex relationship between religion and medicine in
premodern Japan from the viewpoint of the academic study of religions and disability
history. As an outcome of the disability rights movement of the 1970s, the field of
disability history has emerged, offering new insights into social ordering processes in
historical periods. According to modern disability studies ‘disability’ as well as
‘impairment’ are socially constructed. Among the processes are religious practices and
worldviews that have abling and disabling effects. In the paper, I will introduce a case
study from my most recent monograph (Buddhism and Medicine in Japan 2019) and
reflect on abling and disabling religious ideas and practices in premodern Japan.

The case study will be about the blind male lute-playing priests (biwa hoshi). For
many centuries, biwa hoshi have been portrayed in pictorial images and literary
sources. Stereotypically, the biwa hoshi are depicted as either solitary and pitiable, as
mysterious, frightening and potentially dangerous or as ridiculous. The paper analyses
these stereotypical images in the context of ideas and practices of pre-modern and
early modern Japanese religion and social practices relating to impairment and
disability. During the period, social mobility was highly restricted which also concerned
the choice of profession because expert knowledge and skills were passed on within
the family. An exception were professions that were reserved to people with a specific
physical condition, such as visual impairment. Guild-like organizations (za &) emerged
that shielded their members from exploitation and enabled them to reach a higher
social status and wealth. The paper will discuss portrayals of biwa hoshi in historical
sources and current research on the topic.
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