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Hansen’s Disease, previously “Leprosy”
● Chronic infectious disease affecting peripheral nerves, skin, upper respiratory tract, eyes, and nasal 

mucosa
● Pathophysiology 

○ Caused by prolonged exposure to Mycobacterium leprae 
■ Incubation period of 3-5 years

○ Route of Transmission
■ Respiratory droplets
■ Close contact with fomites, infected soil, and/or infected individuals
■ Some individuals  more predisposed to contracting infection
■ Reservoirs: infected humans, nine-banded armadillos (TX, USA and LA, USA)



Hansen’s Disease
● Signs and Symptoms

○ Due to long incubation period, symptoms may 
not occur until up to 20 years 

○ Hypopigmented skin lesions 
○ Nerve thickening
○ Peripheral nerve palsies
○ In later stages:

■ Contractures following motor nerve 
palsies→ deformities ← injury due to 
sensory loss

■ Uveitis
■ Orchitis
■ Loss of eyebrows/eyelashes
■ Nasal septal perforation
■ Saddle nose deformity
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Hansen’s Disease
● Diagnosis:

○ Modified Ziehl-Neelsen staining of punch biopsy sample,  skin lesions, nasal swabs, and/or skin 
smears

○ Lepromin tests to classify between lepromatous and tuberculoid forms
● Treatment

○ Treatment is definitive -- a.k.a. This disease is curable
○ Multi-drug therapy: dapsone and rifampin (provided for free by WHO since 1995)

■ In multibacillary cases, add clofazimine
○ Supportive therapy

■ Wound care
■ Rehabilitation

● Physiotherapy to prevent contractures
● Surgery to correct deformities

■ Treatment of lepra reactions

Before and after 6 months of MDT.



Hansen’s Disease
● A brief history 

○ Feared and misunderstood throughout history
■ Considered a hereditary disease, curse or “punishment from God” → people were shunned 

and stigmatized
○ Earliest recorded account was in 1550 BC
○ 21.1 cases per 10,000 people worldwide in 1983

● Current epidemiology
○ 0.2 cases per 10,000 people worldwide in 2015 (~99% decreased prevalence)
○ Primarily occurs in tropical and/or developing countries 

■ Endemic in India (50% of worldwide cases), Brazil, Indonesia, Nepal, Myanmar, Nigeria
○ Rare in US but statistics are:

■ Incidence: 100-200 cases/year
● Most reported in CA, TX, NY, and HI and most are  immigrants from Mexico, SE 

Asia, and Caribbean
■ Prevalence: ~4,000 cases



History of Hansen’s Disease in Hawaii
● Gained public attention in Hawaii in the 

1860s
● Referred to by Hawaiians as “ma‘i pākē” 

(“Chinese disease”)
● Molded by European and White American 

attitudes, a connection was drawn between 
“filth”, “immorality”, Native Hawaiians, and 
Hansen’s disease



Public Opinion of Hansen’s Disease
“Beyond any question of doubt this is the most horrible 
collection of lepers on earth. The typically altered face, the 
thickened skin from general infiltration, the immense 
tumefaction of the frontal and supra-orbital folds, sagging 
down over the eyes, the cheeks with pillow- like 
protuberances, covered with broad weals, the nose 
nodulated and broadened, the ears loaded with neoplastic 
deposit and the swollen lips mark the physiognomy of the 
average leper. Then follows the period of decay, their 
bloated festering faces and their anaesthetic ulcerated limbs 
render them simply repulsive caricatures of the human 
form.”



Public Opinion of Hansen’s Disease
● Native Hawaiians had a vastly different approach to individuals with Hansen’s 

disease
● “The developed leper, in all his ugliness, deformity and corruption, is in no wise 

treated differently from the native brother, clean and free from all bodily 
imperfections”

● “Healthy Hawaiians will eat, drink, sleep, and live with a leper voluntarily, and 
without fear” 

● “A healthy Hawaiian man or woman will marry a leper, although there are 
plenty of well men and women in sight”



Public Opinion of Hansen’s Disease
● Hansen’s Disease in Europe was treated much like any other disease in the 

1860s
● However, in Hawaii, it was approached in a discriminatory and outdated way
● White physicians argued for segregation of infected individuals, and are quoted 

as advocating for:



Public Opinion of Hansen’s Disease
● The idea of isolating and avoiding contact with infected individuals was 

embraced, especially among the haole community
● The sentiment was vocally supported in the community, so quarantine laws 

were enacted
● Police officers were empowered to bring every “suspected leper” to the Kalihi 

reception hospital outside Honolulu
● The verdict of the examining board (“clean,” “suspect,” or “leper”) determined 

whether or not a person was to be sent to the leper settlement “to remain there 
until they die”

● Likely, many incorrect diagnoses were made



Kalaupapa 
peninsula



A Brief History of Kalaupapa
● First reports of Hansen’s disease in Hawaiʻi as early as 

1830s
● By 1860s the disease was approaching epidemic levels
● January 3, 1865: King Kamehameha V signs the Act to 

Prevent the Spread of Leprosy into law, which authorized 
that land be set aside for the isolation of any person with 
leprosy who might spread the disease if left “at large”

● The act established two facilities for the treatment and 
evaluation of people suspected to have leprosy

○ November 13, 1865: Kalihi hospital opens



A Brief History of Kalaupapa
● People in Hawaiʻi suspected of having leprosy were arrested and evaluated 
● January 6, 1866: The first patients, 9 men and 3 women, are sent to Kalawao

○ By October of that year, 142 people had been left to die on the peninsula



A Brief History of Kalaupapa
● Why choose Kalaupapa peninsula?

○ Hawaiians thrived on the peninsula for hundreds of years
○ Well-known for its agriculture
○ *Difficult to escape / Isolated
○ Effective way to deal with mass amounts of contagious patients at the time / Desperation





Early Settlement
● Misunderstandings

○ Many were unaware that a sentence to Kalaupapa was one to be endured for life
■ For this reason, settlement didn’t occur right away, as many who believed the banishment 

to be temporary refused to invest time and energy into building a community
● Kalawao became a place of lawlessness and immorality

○ Strong prey on the weak 
■ Brigands
■ Progression of disease

● Attitudes 
○ No reason to abide by rules.  What could be worse than being forced into isolation?

● No doctors at Kalawao 
● Crippling disfigurement makes settling difficult



Improvements
● Siloama Church, “Church of the Healing Springs” is built

○ First church in Kalawao
● Despite efforts by the Board of Health to improve Kalawao, 

patients continued to live on limited rations and inadequate 
supplies for some time

○ Rapidly growing population 
● Improvements were finally made starting with the arrival of 

Damien de Veuster in 1877, followed by the support of King 
Lunalilo and King Kalakaua in later years

● Other key figures: 
○ Joseph Dutton and the Brothers of the Sacred Heart, who ran the 

Baldwin Home for Boys
○ Mother Marianne Cope and the Sisters of St. Francis, who ran the Bishop 

Home for Girls



Psychosocial Effects of Stigma
● Perceived stigma associated with decreased quality of life 

and general mental health status
○ Psychiatric comorbidities + physical disability

● Extreme psychosocial stress and depression
○ Negative reaction of family, friends, community 
○ Ex. dissolution of marriage, loss of job/wages, suicide
○ Not always the case with disease affecting Hawaiians

● Difficulty assimilating back into society
○ Social estrangement

● Cured from disease, stigma that lasts a lifetime



Social and Political Discourse
● Leprosy policies and colonization in Hawaiʻi 

○ Stigma as a tool to disempower Hawaiians
○ Myth of leprosy epidemic to legitimize Hawaiian loss of 

resources and sovereignty
● Allowed for segregation of Hawaiians in particular
● Affliction as evidence of racial inferiority

○ Disease as punishment for culture & lifestyle
○ Hawaiian “behavior” + biological vulnerability

List of a few "Persons Apprehended and 
Examined for Leprosy" (1874-1887)



Perspective of Hansen’s Disease Today in HI
● 1946: Sulfone drugs available in HI → allowed pts to go into remission and not 

be contagious
● 1969: HI Board of Health ends isolation laws on Hansen’s disease pts

○ From 1866-1969, Kalaupapa received ~8,000 pts
● 1980: named a National Historic Park
● What did pts on Kalaupapa do?

Photos: Honolulu 
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● Stay - enjoy the community, living the Hawaiian 
way

● Leave then return - may be shunned by neighbors 
on Oahu or may be unable to find work

● Access areas on the island previously off-limits
● Travel



Perspective of Hansen’s Disease Today in HI
● Some changes to societal perspective

○ “I don’t ask the reason, I just like the change. I think if there’s any reason for things opening up, it’s 
because we now have people who have become understanding. They don’t have the fear that people 
once had about ‘leprosy,’ and they can accept you for what you are, not what you have.” 
(Henry Nalaielua, Kalaupapa pt)

● But still, pain remains
○ Term “leper” is derogatory and dehumanizing → reduces the person to a disease, is a metaphor 

for social ostracization; usage is prohibited by UN since 2010
○ "One of the worst things about having had this disease is that even after you're cured, society will 

not let you heal because of the 'L' word. People don't know how hurtful and wrong that term is." 
(Makia Malo, Kalaupapa pt)



Perspective of Hansen’s Disease Today Worldwide
● Not a disease of the past → associated with social inequities, affects millions 

worldwide, stigma perpetuated by many governments
○ WHO provides free treatment but many don’t complete or receive treatment due to poor access + 

prejudice, discrimination, and stigma against people with the disease
○ 157 discriminatory laws against Hansen’s disease pts are in place in 29 countries (India has 119 of 

these) → many segregate people with disease even though there’s no scientific basis
● Negative societal views worsen the barriers to early diagnosis → must not keep the 

wrongful stereotypes going 
● Raising awareness necessary to achieving complete eradication: World Leprosy 

Day = last Sunday of Jan each year 



New Faces of Leprosy

New Face of Leprosy Project. 

Mission: to Develop a more positive image of leprosy as a treatable infection with patients  enjoying life and functioning in society.

Published Jan 25, 2019.
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Mahalo for your time



Hansen’s Disease in the World
● In 2016, 200,000 cases of new cases reported to World Health Organization

○ Included ~19,000 children
○ Highest incidence occur in India, Brazil, and Indonesia

● ~2-3 million people live with Hansen’s disease-related disabilities worldwide
○ Up to 50% of Hansen’s disease pts experience mental health issues like anxiety and depression

In the US,
● 150-250 cases reported yearly

○ Most cases in people who lived in areas with disease prevalence → highest rates among those born 
in South Pacific (FSM) who travel to HI

● ~5,000 people live with Hansen’s disease-related disabilities 
● Nine-banded armadillos found to carry bacterium that causes disease in some 

southern states of the US → people may contract disease when they interact with 
these animals


