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Abstract - Vitiligo is a pigmentary disorder of the human skin, affecting both the genders in equitable manner, across the 
globe. In India, this disorder is associated with type of Skin color resulting into diverse range of Social stigma, thus affecting 
quality of life of Persons with Vitiligo (PwV) and their families. This study is aimed at understanding how various socio-
cultural beliefs are associated to enhance perceived stigma.ThisStudy also explores how perceived stigma amplifies soon 
after being diagnosed with vitiligo and also showcases how persons withvitiligo (PwV) of south India, irrespective of their 
rationality and educational background submit themselves to popular beliefs and perform certain prescribed rituals. In the 
absence of an established medical explanation and credible treatment to this disorder, various beliefs, perceived stigma and 
unscientific interventions are all affecting overall quality of life.This study further shows that the convictions and beliefs 
developed by PwV themselves would help or hinder their coping skills. This is a Qualitative, phenomenological approach to 
detailed life experiences of persons with vitiligo. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Skin has a major role in the development of 
personality, Self-esteem and ego integrity of an 
individual.Skin and skin disorders have religious 
aspects since ancient times. Where science is yet to 
establish an opinion for cause of disorder, these 
cultural beliefs take prominence and become basis for 
associated social stigma. The skin plays an important 
part in social acceptance, and disfigurement can result 
in both verbal and non-verbal rejection Studies have 
shown that people who suffer from skin disorders 
experience heightened levels of distress compared to 
the general population 
 
Vitiligo is a common, acquired, depigmentation of 
the skin, with uncertain etiology, affecting 1% of the 
population worldwide. Vitiligo is not just a 
phenomena of missing skin color, but affects the 
entire identity of a person. As such, vitiligo is hardly 
a disease, many clinicians resort not to clinically treat 
rather focus on counselling, as there is more of a 
social stigma. 
 
Lack of medical explanation for cause of vitiligo has 
given way for various cultural and religious beliefs to 
establish an illness perception which in turn are basis 
for social stigma. Even though the prevailing cultural 
and religious beliefs appear to be illogical and 
irrational, and even though years of social awareness 
work at the ground has been happening, cultural 
beliefs which enhances stigma have hardly 
changed.Consequently, irrespective of their socio 
economic statusPersons with vitiligo (PwV) tend to 
get swayed away, perpetually subjecting themselves 
to these beliefs and perpetually getting their quality of 
life impaired. 

II. DETAILS OF THE STUDY 
 
There are prior studies on vitiligo stigma and its 
impact on quality of life, however this study being 
qualitative, attempts to unearth sociological 
phenomena by going one step back into the life of 
PwV to explore stigma precursors preexisting before 
the onset of vitiligo. These factors which are quite 
hidden results in generation of a sense of fear towards 
this disorder amongst general population. Further, 
this study explores how those hidden fears amplify 
and results in increased anxiety, insecurities after the 
onset of vitiligo. 
This study also analyses the phenomena how PwV 
submissively subject themselves to beliefs and rituals 
with a hope to get a cure from vitiligo. But on 
realizing that there is no tangible results, they are still 
not questioning the relevance of beliefs and customs, 
on the other hand they get into a perpetual submission 
to these beliefs and customs. 
 
2.1 Religious and Cultural beliefs towards cause of 
vitiligo 
In many parts of India, based on beliefs and 
superstitions, vitiligo is considered as a punishment 
of past life sins, the narration of past sins vary from 
region to region. But overall considerations remains 
similar.Aheinous crime has been committed by this 
individual in past life. This Belief of committing sin 
naturally goes back to past life because the onset of 
vitiligo can be anywhere after the first birthday of the 
person, so it is very difficult to associate any karma 
theory to current life so it has to go back to past life. 
Similar beliefs are present elsewhere in the globe 
have been attributed to thewrath of gods, bestiality or 
penance for a past wrongdoing, these convictions 
have been found either to facilitate or hinder 
copingviii,ix. 
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In the parts of south India, where snakes are 
worshipped with reverence, association is made to 
ruthless killing of multiple cobras in past life, in 
places where cows are revered, killing of cows 
become a past life karma. Also in other parts of north 
India, gurudroh (act of doing bad to his/her 
teacher/master) is considered as past sin for getting 
vitiligo. 
Whatever be the underlying sin that is attributed to, 
the common phenomena is putting the PwV into a 
sense of shame and pity and to make that person 
realize it and to make him live a life of moderate 
living, correcting the past mistakes, thus many PwV 
are oppressed by this belief and theories throughout 
their life. 
Outputs emerged from the participants were quite 
interesting as PwV who are well educated also 
subjected themselves to popular religious activity 
even though it is quite repelling for one’s persona to 
perform. In south India, there is a popular belief that 
if a person, suffering from skin disorder, performs 
‘made made snana’at the Lord Subramanya temples 
on specified auspicious days in a year, gets relief. 
This study shows that urban educated participants 
have performed this ritual voluntarily or to satisfy 
their immediate family members.  
 
2.2 Religious beliefs towards persons with Vitiligo 
Superstitions and cultural attitudes still prevailing 
these days in rural and semi urban areas are seriously 
generating a sense of fear and shame among people 
with vitiligo. In parts of south India there is a 
prevailing superstition to look at a coconut tree after 
having accidently seen a vitiligo person. 
Exhuming Vitiligo Persons dead body and burning it 
– to get rains in drought season: this is very much 
prevailing in rural areas even today. In a drought 
year, newspaper may carry such articles of villagers 
going on a procession to graveyard, exhuming body 
of vitiligo person who was buried last year and 
burning it with an intention to attract rains, as the 
popular belief is that vitiligo body buried inside earth 
would be hygroscopic, sucking all water thus 
preventing rains to that region.  
 
2.3 Recent beliefs related to genetic prevalence 
Vitiligo sometimes runs in families, but the 
inheritance pattern is complex about one-fifth of 
people with this condition have at least one close 
relative who is also affectedxi. This growing 
scientific opinion in recent times that there is 20-25% 
of genetic factor for getting vitiligo is corroborating 
to popular cultural belief that vitiligo being genetic 
runs in family. So this factor is seen to increase the 
fear associated with Vitiligo especially in marriage 
and child planning  
 

2.4 Fear and anxiety among extended families 
where Vitiligo is already running and associated 
beliefs 
This study also comprised 2 extended families where 
vitiligo is running. In one family where  siblings (2 
sisters) and their next generations (2 of the cousins) 
are having vitiligo there is a sense of higher hidden 
fear towards this condition which is expressed in their 
deviant food habits of the entire family. Often 
families resort to reduced intake of Sour items, Curds, 
milk and fish (consuming together).Since there isa 
belief that eating sour items precipitates Vitiligo. 

1  
2 III. PROCEDURES AND METHODS  
3  

Face to face interviewswas conducted on 25 persons 
of various strata age range 22-60 years, who are 
living with vitiligo, 5 interviews of general public 
was conducted to understand their general knowledge 
and stigma about vitiligo.Individualinterview ranged 
from 40 mints to 2 hours.Open ended semi structured 
interview tool was devised and responses were audio 
recorded.Some questions related to general awareness 
about vitiligo and life of persons with vitiligo were 
posed to general public and also for person with 
vitiligo to evaluate their pre-vitiligo days. 
 
“General opinion about vitiligo”, “how you felt 
looking at a vitiligo person as a stranger” “why you 
feel people get vitiligo”, “your understanding of life 
of person with vitiligo”, “how it is to be living with 
vitiligo” 
If they have any relatives or friends then more 
detailed understanding based on their interactions 
were attempted. 
 
Questions regarding life after getting vitiligo was 
asked for PwV which probed into their lived 
experiences after the onset of vitiligo, how their fear 
and anxiety got accentuated and manifested, how has 
been their daily interactions and experience of felt 
stigma,how their quality of life got affected, how they 
coped up with this condition and also explored if they 
have any regrets about the way they lived their life so 
far. 
Below is the brief matrix of the profile of 
participants. 
 
General Public  - Education Profile 
Educational Level Numbers 
Professionals 4 
Grads 1 
School 0 



International Journal of Advances in Science Engineering and Technology, ISSN: 2321-9009,          Vol-5, Iss-3, Spl. Issue-1 Aug.-2017 
http://iraj.in 

Role of Belief Systems in Enhancing and Mitigating Perceived Stigma in Persons of Vitiligo 
 

83 

 
 

 
 
IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 
Following themes emerged after analysis of 
theexperiences of participants 
 
1. Preexisting perceived stigmatowards vitiligo 

among general public due to cultural beliefs, 
appearance and genetic prevalence.All these 
factors create a sense of fear towards this 
disorder. 

2. On getting vitiligo this preexisting fear gets 
amplified and manifested into impaired quality 
of life 

3. Persons with vitiligo from various strata of life 
subject themselves to popular beliefs, customs 
and superstitions and undergo rituals against 
their persona/freewill and often it becomes a 
perpetual subjugation even after realization of no 
tangible benefits from them on vitiligo. 

4. Theimpaired quality of life of PwV takes years to 
get stabilized as many life changing and life 
forming moments of life gets impacted 
 

4.1 Preexisting perceived stigma towards vitiligo 
and sense of fear towards vitiligo 
From the responses of participants it is emerging that 
they had a high fear factor towards vitiligo before 
they contracted it, some said “whenever I came 
across a person with vitiligo all over the face, I 
prayed, even my enemy should not get this…” “I 
have seen vitiligo people remaining unmarried 
throughout their life…” 
Parents, who have experienced interactions with PwV 
and having seen their quality of life in their daily life 
have generated very high perceived stigma towards 
vitiligo as a phenomena and their overall life. 
 
4.2 Precipitation of Perceived stigma and its 
impact after vitiligo onset 
The hidden fear towards vitiligo suddenly gets 
amplified and comes to surface on realizing that they 
have got vitiligo for which they always feared 
about.Participant’s responses of developing feelings 
like “why the god chose me only, to punish like 
this…” “I must have committed a big sin in past life” 
“my life is ruined…” “I can’t live the dreams 

anymore now…” correlate to prevailing cultural 
beliefs about this disease.  
After onset participants have expressed their fear 
emerging as “there is no credible cure, and I have to 
live with it for entire life…” “Vitiligo - once comes, 
will stay and increase in our body there is no way to 
stop…” such responses show how their optimism 
towards facing this condition converts into fear right 
in the beginning. 
“How will my face look like after 5 years,” “will I be 
accepted in society…” “Will people look at me in a 
smiling courteous manner after it spreads to my 
face…” all these responses show that there is 
uncertainty about their future as their future body 
image is impaired 
The superstitions of exhuming dead vitiligo person’s 
body has shown to create generation of pessimism “I 
can’t get salvation/peace as they exhume my body to 
burn again…”The superstition of looking at coconut 
tree after encountering a PwV results in a feeling of 
becoming untouchable which participants expressed 
as “ I felt myself untouchable and socially outcast 
because of vitiligo…” 
The belief among general public as vitiligo runs in 
family just like skin color is much older to the recent 
scientific opinion regarding its genetic prevalence. 
Participants expressed their pain whenever they are 
quizzed about vitiligo in their interactions they are 
asked if their parents have vitiligo, “often probing 
goes till they are satisfied that even any of the 
extended family member is not having vitiligo…” “ 
Looks many are very curious to associate genetic 
factor to my vitiligo…” 
The fact that 25-30% of vitiligo has genetic 
prevalence is creating higher levels of anxiety and 
fear among vitiligo persons of marriageable age 
groups, and their parents. For the married people this 
fear has become a major factor in child planning 
decisions. Participants responded “we have not yet 
developed a firm opinion whether to have our 
biological kid…my wife is completely against having 
one, she is also having vitiligo and it runs in her 
family…”. 
PwV have responded that right at the onset they get a 
panorama of future problems and impact in their life 
forming phases, consequently optimism about various 
aspects of life takes a severe beating. Thus without 
actually experiencing stigma at their daily societal 
interactions PwV sink themselves on the weight of 
high perceived stigma. 
 
4.3 Subjecting oneself to beliefs and customs after 
contracting vitiligo and its perpetual subjugation 
as coping skill 
It is gathered from the participants’ response that 
PwV,cutting across socio economic background 
subject themselves to perform various rituals like 
‘Made Made Snana’ etc. most of these rituals demand 
self-involvement, submission, Even though a person 
may be highly religious, god fearing and pious, it is 
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difficult to perform especially for the first timeas it 
goes against their persona,needing lot of 
psychological adjustments. Participants have narrated 
how they submissively performed the rituals keeping 
their self and ego aside, mainly with a hope of curing 
it, as there is no credible cure. Even though rational 
thinking in them question their submission, they 
satisfied their rational thinking with a hope of placebo 
effect, because they knew that vitiligo itself has 
triggers which are psychosomatic.Thus even highly 
educated PwV having rational thinking alongside the 
people who are uneducated (with hope) all subject 
themselves to these rituals. 
There is a clear trend from participants’ narration of 
lived experiences that soon after getting vitiligo they 
run to astrologers after astrologer, showing their 
horoscopes and checking for any problems and 
associated solutions.Ritual prescriptions such as 
Sarpa Samskara, Sarpa Bali, and Ashlesha Bali etc 
emerge from these Astros which are meticulously 
performed and reported back for future course of 
action.There may be changes in the prescription of 
rituals from one region to other but there is a common 
phenomenon of checking their horoscopes, getting 
rituals prescription, perform rituals satisfying the 
Gods,and work towards neutralizing the past sins. 
When they realize vitiligo has not been cured or it is 
still increasing they simply blame their fate and 
hardly question the logic behind astrologer’s 
inference or output of rituals performed. Instead from 
narratives from some of the participants who have 
expressed excellent coping skills have been “Bhagvan 
hame sukhoon dene keliye kashth detha hai...taki hum 
unhe yaad kare aur shanti paaye” translated as God 
gave me this vitiligo as on affliction basically to 
make sure that I pray him regularly and submit 
myself to him, because through his prayer I get solace 
which can’t be experienced through any other way. 
Narratives from participants who are in Middle 
Agesshow that they have socially deconstructed 
vitiligo as a phenomena and found acceptance. “This 
is just a skin color change, god could have taken any 
of my organs…it is just a skin…I don’t have any 
issue giving it to him”  
From these narratives it is clear that some PwV have 
subjugated themselves with conviction to the god as 
an ultimate reality and transcended the material 
phenomena(of vitiligo), this probably may be the 
credible manner to treat vitiligo. 
From the narratives of participants it is can be 
construed that beliefs and convictions even though 
create fear in the beginning also make the persons 
strong, cope with vitiligo and ultimately deconstruct 
it and live a peaceful life. 
4.4 Reduction of perceived stigma as life 
progresses 
Other Participants who don’t have so strong religious 
beliefs have also been able to cope well as life 
progressed, the fear factor slowly subsides gaining 
confidence from positive social interactions even 

though getting hurt from negative interactions, thus 
over years persons with vitiligo exhibit a kind of 
stabilization in terms of fear and anxiety. Narratives 
from participants like “I devoted myself to music and 
started to derive joy from it and eventually my 
worries towards vitiligo started to reduce…” so 
overall people who have coped well have showed 
strong belief oriented to religious or professional or 
hobbies or social services. Another participant 
narrated “after I started offering volunteering 
services…I felt that my worries towards vitiligo 
substantially reduced, I saw the world, there are many 
people who are affected by problems and mine is not 
so severe…” 
Participants have also expressed that after living with 
vitiligo for many years “I regret that I sacrificed a lot 
of precious moments giving undue importance to 
vitiligo, I should have indulged more, and I should 
have enjoyed more” “these fear, reservations are 
uncalled for…” 
At this stage it appears participants have successfully 
negotiated perceived stigma at both macro levels.But 
the area which appears to remain impaired is the 
micro level, intimate space of relationship building 
with partner. Participants in 20s, 30s still expressed 
their difficulty and apprehensions in getting partners 
and successful companionship on sustainable basis. 
Themes of begetting children and associated genetic 
prevalence pain them still.Thus it is observed that 
PwV reach a stage of acceptance after years of 
coping. Notwithstanding the tough area of intimate 
space, if attempts are made to reduce perceived 
stigma, then PwV can enjoy better quality of life, 
without giving undue importance to vitiligo as a peril.  
 
CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS TO 
FURTHER WORK 
 
Fear and anxiety towards vitiligo as a disease is very 
high amongst general public. Illness perceptions, 
cultural beliefs, customs, superstitions are still 
prevalent which are actually increasing the fear 
factor.On contracting vitiligo these hidden fears gets 
amplified and impairs quality of life. After 
negotiation through years, PwV having strong belief 
systems and conviction show better coping skills. 
Vitiligo is still under researched subject, research 
community has responsibility to provide explanation 
for many questions. Social scientists have 
responsibility to unearth the phenomena and provide 
means and methods through which quality of life of 
PwV can be improvised.  
 
A. Prioritize Medical research to identify root 
cause of vitiligo 
Although it is a big task, efforts must be placed in 
right direction to crack the etiology of 
vitiligo.Finding a medical remedy must be attempted 
by all systems of medicines and progressive clinical 
research must be continuous goal.  
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B. Run campaigns and create awareness 
At social sciences level, interventions must be 
developed to reduce prevailing high levels of 
perceived stigma, organizations must devise and 
deliver interventions which helps PwV to cope this 
condition better. Methods to empower couples to take 
informed holistic decisions regarding begetting 
children must be devised. 
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