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Medical Science is ever-evolving, advancing and progressing for better understanding and management of diseases. However, despite these
advancements and progression, even today we can find superstition, non-scientific thinking and supernatural beliefs influencing the way
people think and behave to manage their diseases. Supernatural beliefs are beliefs in things that do not and cannot exist to the best of scientific
knowledge, but which appear real to believers. Supernatural beliefs involve the acceptance of phenomena that transcend scientific understanding
and can affect health behaviour and understanding. Endocrinology is the branch of science that deals with endocrine glands and hormones,
which regulate mood, growth, development, metabolism and the way our organs work to maintain internal homeostasis. Supernatural beliefs
may have an impact on endocrine health. So, in this review, we will discuss supernatural beliefs and endocrine health.
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INTRODUCTION

There is humor as well as the tragedy that some of the missteps
and misconceptions are part of the history responsible for
non-scientific behaviour. Also, it is equally true that many
modern scientific concepts and treatments are based on history
and have their counterparts in approaches that were tried
long ago. Charaka was the first to introduce a rational angle
to the science of medicine. The evolution and emergence of
the ‘rational angle/approach’ to the causation and cure of
disease (Yukti Vyapashraya versus Daivaryapashraya concepts
and measures) was first seen in the Charka literature.!!
Medical Science is ever-evolving and progressing for better
understanding and management of diseases. However,
if we think that we are progressing towards a scientific,
knowledgeable and humane approach to treating diseases, we
should think again because we are still bound by culturally
conditioned constraints and beliefs. Even today we can find
superstition and non-scientific thinking influencing the way
people think and behave to manage their diseases. On social
media platforms, we commonly see non-scientific rituals
based on superstition, fear and supernatural beliefs for the
management of diseases.

Traditional practices, rooted in superstition might impact
overall health and may play a role in hindering modern medical

Access this article online

Quick Response Code:
Website:
https://journals.lww.com/indjem/

DOI:
10.4103/ijem.ijem 328 24

care as evident from day-to-day encounters with patients. It
is important to explore how these practices perpetuate health
disparities and inequalities across different cultures. Thus, in
this review, we will discuss supernatural beliefs and endocrine
health as supernatural beliefs may impact behaviour pertaining
to endocrine health.

SUPERNATURAL BELIEFS

Supernatural beliefs are beliefs in things that do not and cannot
exist to the best of scientific knowledge, but which appear real
to believers. Human beings globally use supernatural beliefs
to explain the world around them and are remarkably prone
to supernatural beliefs, in particular, to beliefs in invisible
agent beings that, like us, act on the basis of their beliefs and
desires, but that, unlike us, are not usually visible to the naked
eye.? Studies suggest that supernatural beliefs can control
how people think and behave.™
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Common causes that lead to supernatural belief-related
practices in different parts of the globe are illiteracy, fear, false
belief, anxiety, rituals and immaturity.?!

In the 2000s, with the discovery of the so-called God-
spot—a brain region that was suggested to be involved in
the experience of God—the field of neurotheology came
to flourish, according to which supernatural beliefs are
engrained in our brains. At the same time, other researchers
have pointed out the relevance of cognitive bias and
sociocultural factors for the learning and proliferation of
supernatural beliefs.'! However, maybe many beliefs are
false because they contradict other similar beliefs. For
example, belief in God. Some believe there’s one god; others
such as Manicheans believe that there are two Gods; others:
pantheons of gods.

Superstition might have a declining trend with the advancement
of medical science, and yet these beliefs continue to influence
evidence-based medical care. According to a study from Japan,
superstitious beliefs influenced the decision to discharge from
the hospital contributing to increased medical care expenses.
Patients preferred staying in the hospital beyond recommended
days by consulting the doctor and getting a discharge on an
auspicious day.!"

According to a study from Chandigarh, about two-thirds of
people attributed their symptoms of mental illness to sorcery/
witchcraft (Jaadu Tona), planetary/celestial influences (Grah
Nakchatra), bad deeds in a previous life (Karma), spirit
intrusion (Opari Kasar), evil spirits (Buri Atma), ghosts (Bhoot-
Pret) and divine wrath (Devi Devta Prakop) and believed that
offering prayers or performing magico-religious rituals only
is sufficient for treatment.!® Thus, these superstitious beliefs
delayed the proper treatment of mental illness leading to
complications. Similar observations were identified in a study
from Chhattisgarh that identified supernatural belief as a
factor along with several other factors for delay in treatment
of patients with psychosis.”!

According to a study from Gambia, several people still
believed that malaria could be caused by supernatural entities
(witchcraft or Jinne) or foul wind.!"!

EnbocRINE HEALTH

Endocrinology is the branch of medicine that deals with
endocrine glands and hormones. The endocrine system is a
complex network of glands and organs, which uses hormones
to control and coordinate our body’s metabolism, sleep, energy
level, reproduction, growth and development, and response to
injury, stress and mood.""

Any abnormality in the complex network leads to endocrine
disorders such as diabetes, thyroid disorders, obesity, height
disorders, infertility, a disorder of sexual differentiation
and orientation, polycystic ovaries syndrome, acromegaly,
Cushing’s syndrome, genetic syndromes such as Turner’s
syndrome, Downs’ syndrome, and many more.

For several endocrine disorders, scientifically proven defects
are known, whereas several endocrine disorders have
hypotheses and several are idiopathic.

Though there are scientific guidelines for the management of
several endocrine disorders, their acceptance at the societal level
is variable because of several beliefs. Supernatural belief is a
common perennial problem faced by healthcare workers across
different specialities. Also, there is a paucity of scientific data
on the effect of supernatural beliefs on endocrine health; thus,
in this article, we have discussed the impacts of supernatural
beliefs on health behaviour pertaining to endocrine health.

NEeGATIVE IMPACT OF SUPERNATURAL BELIEFS ON
EnpocRINE HEALTH

Mostly, endocrine disorders are chronic disorders and
emotionally challenging. Faced with everyday struggles, the
emotional challenges of endocrine disorders can make one
susceptible to supernatural beliefs. And, supernatural beliefs
are such as double-edged sword, which may have favourable
impacts but have several negative impacts if not adapted
wisely. For example, thyroid disorders and goiter are common
endocrine disorders but several people believe that witchcraft/
devil causes these diseases and hence, sought to trado-medical
treatments to cure them.!'?!

Also, lack of knowledge and social embarrassment associated
with endocrine disorders such as DSD, infertility and genetic
syndromes are some of the many barriers that cause people to
hide their symptoms and prevent them from getting necessary
treatment.

This ignorance and delay in scientific management may lead
to complications and an increase in morbidity and mortality.
Common non-scientific beliefs observed in endocrine practice
are described in Table 1.

Non-NEeGaTIvE IMPACT OF SUPERNATURAL BELIEFS ON
EnpocRINE HEALTH

Several modern scientific concepts and treatments are based on
history. Medical science is ever-evolving and progressing but
several disorders are still identified as idiopathic; thus, there
are no specific guidelines for management that hold true for
some endocrine disorders also.

In such conditions, supernatural beliefs that include peculiar
beliefs, which are often considered a sign/symptom of
psychopathology, religious/spiritual beliefs, and fate beliefs
that are adaptive and may give psychological benefits life
satisfaction, emotional clarity and positive affect, less negative
affect, depression and perceived stress.!'!

Supernatural beliefs in the form of invisible agents provide
quick, convenient explanations for events that might otherwise
strike us as deeply mysterious and, in so far as these beings can
be appeased or persuaded, belief in them can also create the
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Table 1: Common non-scientific beliefs in endocrine practice

Belief related to Common belief seen

Modern healthcare system
Only disease control is there, no cure.

Alternative therapy Is always safe with no side effects.

Modern healthcare system is in a very primitive stage, which is ever-changing with many complications.

Type 1 diabetes can be cured by alternative medicines and insulin should not be given to children

The female partner is blamed for consecutive female children and specific food has effects on the gender of the child.

Diseases such as genital ambiguity are a curse of God, which is also applicable to other rare diseases

Etiopathogenesis Being obese or overweight is healthy.

Only female partners are responsible for infertility.
Investigations Getting investigations done, causes diseases in healthy individuals.
Pharma therapy

Initiation of insulin therapy is the last stage of diabetes treatment and once on insulin therapy lives countdown begins.

Insulin, if given in GDM, will cause insulin dependency in the mother and the child will be born with diabetes.

Fear of damage to the kidneys, liver and other organs due to allopathic medications such as

a. Thyroid medications cause kidney problems and should be not consumed or consumed in the lowest dose.
b. Children on thyroid tablets for a long time will have side effects
Costly medicines may be more effective than cheap medicines.

If a female is on any medication, specifically thyroid and diabetes medications, they will have problems with fertility

because of the medicines
Non-pharma therapy
Spiritual and religious support

Disease outcome
outcomes.

Having bitter foods such as bitter gourd and neem leaves, can cure diabetes.
Offering names for pleas and pilgrimage prevent diseases.

The use of blessed oil and holy water, use of relics of saints or religious leaders and holy icons improves disease

Prasad/blessed food or sweets do not cause an increase in blood glucose.

illusion of control, which can be comforting in an otherwise
uncertain and dangerous world. Thus, one obvious advantage
of positing invisible agents is that they can account for what
might otherwise be baffling.!

Supernatural punishment belief may motivate a person to be
more cooperative and follow scientific guidelines.!'"¥ This
motivation may bring self-discipline, which may help in
internal homeostasis and may improve endocrine health even in
idiopathic cases. For instance, diabetes is a common endocrine
disorder and is a global health problem. Management of diabetes
is associated with significant social and economic burdens
worldwide. However, the majority of the relationship studies
showed positive relationships and efficacy studies showed high
efficacy of interventions in faith-based approaches.!

ConcLusIoN

Human beings are social beings and across the globe use
supernatural beliefs to explain the world around them.
Supernatural beliefs emanating from early views continue
to influence health behaviours even when they are not
empirically proven. However, many beliefs are false because
they contradict other similar beliefs. Supernatural beliefs
may motivate a person and may bring self-discipline and
may improve endocrine health. However, several times,
supernatural belief includes health-related misinformation
that can be life-threatening to individuals. Thus, for treating
physicians taking cognizance of these superstitious beliefs
is crucial to paving the way for holistic healthcare programs
and also ensuring quality healthcare delivery. As our present
is based on the past and future on the present, we should adopt

healthy scientific habits and discard unhealthy unscientific
habits for a better future.

Acknowledgment
None.

Author contributions

Jaideep Khare has contributed with concept, design, and draft
of article. Preeti S. Pendharkar has contributed with literature
review & analysis. Sanjay Kalra has contributed with literature
review, critical revision and important intellectual content.
Sushil Jindal has contributed with final revision and improving
the content and approving for final version.

Financial support and sponsorship
Nil.

Conflicts of interest
There are no conflicts of interest.

REFERENCES

1. Valiathan MS. The legacy of Caraka. Cur Sci 2003;85:1087-90.

2. Jackson JC, Dillion D, Bastian B, Watts J, Buckner W,
DiMaggio N, et al. Supernatural explanations across 114 societies are
more common for natural than social phenomena. Nat Hum Behav
2023;7:707-17.

3. https://acon.co/ideas/belief-Belief in- supernatural- beings- is- totally-
natural- — and- false | Aeon Ideas. Available from: https://acon.
co/ideas/belief-in-supernatural-beings-is-totally-natural-and-false
(Through Internet downloaded on 16/07/2024). [Last accessed on 2024
Oct 06].

4. Farias M, Van Mulukom V, Kahane G, Kreplin U, Joyce A, Soares P,
et al. Supernatural belief is not modulated by intuitive thinking style or
cognitive inhibition. Sci Rep 2017;7:15100.

5. Uwayezu D, Ntigura E, Gatarayiha A, Erem AS, Haque M,

! Indian Journal of Endocrinology and Metabolism | Volume 29 | Issue 1 | January-February 2025




Khare, et al.: Endocrinology and supernatural beliefs

Majumder MAA, et al. Conflict between science and superstition in
medical practices. Int Med Educ 2022;1:33-42.

Van Elk M. Proximate and ultimate causes of supernatural beliefs. Front
Psychol 2022;13:949131.

Hira K, Fukui T, Endoh A, Rahman M, Maekawa M. Influence of
superstition on the date of hospital discharge and medical cost in Japan:
Retrospective and descriptive study. BMJ 1998;317:1680-3.

Kate N, Grover S, Kulhara P, Nehra R. Supernatural beliefs, aetiological
models and help seeking behaviour in patients with schizophrenia. Ind
Psychiatry J 2012;21:49-54.

Dutta M, Spoorthy MS, Patel S, Agarwala N. Factors responsible for
delay in treatment seeking in patients with psychosis: A qualitative
study. Indian J Psychiatry 2019;61:53-9.

. O’Neill S, Gryseels C, Dierickx S, Mwesigwa J, Okebe J, d’ Alessandro U,

et al. Foul wind, spirits and witchcraft: Illness conceptions and health-

. Fitouchi L,

seeking behaviour for malaria in the Gambia. Malar J 2015;14:167.

. Khare J, Kalra S, Jindal S. Sociocrinology: Impact of social media on

endocrine health — A review. Indian J Endocr Metab 2023;27:480-5.

. Musa AA, Musa MT, Baba I. Cultural beliefs and attitudes: The

psychosocial and economic problems associated with goiter
and thyroidectomy in an African population. Thyroid Res Pract
2014;11:22-5.

. Boden MT. Supernatural beliefs: Considered adaptive and associated

with psychological benefits. Pers Individ Dif 2015;86:227-31.

Singh M. Supernatural punishment beliefs as
cognitively compelling tools of social control. Curr Opin Psychol
2022;44:252-7.

. Onyishi CN, Ilechukwu LC, Victor-Aigbodion V, Eseadi C. Impact of

spiritual beliefs and faith-based interventions on diabetes management.
World J Diabetes 2021;12:630-41.

Indian Journal of Endocrinology and Metabolism | Volume 29 | Issue 1 | January-February 2025 -




