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Biorhythm

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Biology, Chronobiology, Pseudoscience, Psychology

1. Core Definition

The term "biorhythm" encompasses two fundamentally distinct concepts, one rooted in scientific

inquiry and the other in pseudoscientific speculation. In its scientific context, biorhythm serves as

a shorthand for biological rhythms, referring to the intrinsic, recurring cycles that regulate an

organism's physiological processes, as well as its routine emotional, physical, and mental

activities. These rhythms are a fundamental aspect of life, influencing everything from cellular

function to complex behaviors, and are extensively studied within the field of chronobiology.

Conversely, the term "biorhythm" also denotes a pseudoscientific theory that purports to predict

human behavior, experiences, and aptitudes based on fixed, cyclical patterns. This theory posits

the existence of precise physical, emotional, and intellectual cycles, each with a predetermined

duration, that begin at birth and fluctuate sinusoidally throughout an individual's life. Adherents of

this theory believe that by charting these cycles, one can forecast periods of high and low

performance, vulnerability, or well-being.

Therefore, understanding "biorhythm" necessitates a clear distinction between the empirically

supported study of biological oscillations and the unverified claims of a predictive, deterministic

system for human life. While both interpretations involve cyclical patterns, their methodologies,

evidence bases, and scientific validity diverge sharply, making it crucial to differentiate between the

established science of biological rhythms and the speculative nature of pseudoscientific biorhythm

theory.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of natural rhythms inherent to life has been implicitly recognized since antiquity, with

observations of daily sleep-wake cycles and seasonal patterns influencing early human societies.

However, the scientific study of these phenomena began to coalesce in the late 19th and early

20th centuries, leading to the formalization of concepts such as the circadian rhythm. The field of

chronobiology emerged to systematically investigate the mechanisms, functions, and adaptive

significance of biological temporal organization, establishing the scientific foundation for

understanding endogenous rhythms.

In parallel, the pseudoscientific biorhythm theory gained prominence in the late 19th and early 20th

centuries, primarily through the work of Wilhelm Fliess, a German physician and friend of Sigmund

Freud. Fliess proposed that human life was influenced by 23-day "physical" and 28-day

"emotional" cycles, stemming from observations related to his patients' health and his own
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personal experiences. He believed these cycles dictated aspects of health, well-being, and

personal success. Later, a 33-day "intellectual" cycle was added to this framework by Alfred

Teltscher, a professor of engineering, further expanding the theory's predictive scope.

While Fliess's original ideas did not initially achieve widespread public recognition, the

pseudoscientific biorhythm theory experienced a significant resurgence in popularity during the

1970s. This period saw the proliferation of books, articles, and personal computer programs

designed to calculate individual biorhythm charts, suggesting that people could use these

predictions to optimize their daily activities, avoid risks, and enhance their personal effectiveness.

Despite this renewed public interest, the theory has consistently failed to gain acceptance within

the scientific community due to a pervasive lack of empirical evidence supporting its claims.

3. Key Characteristics and Mechanisms

Scientific biological rhythms, such as the circadian rhythm, are characterized by their

endogenous nature, meaning they are generated internally by an organism's biological clock,

primarily located in the suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN) of the hypothalamus in mammals. These

rhythms are not merely passive responses to environmental cues but are actively maintained

oscillations that can be "entrained" or synchronized by external stimuli, known as zeitgebers (time-

givers), most notably light-dark cycles. This entrainment ensures that internal biological processes

align with the external environment, optimizing physiological function and behavior. For instance,

the circadian rhythm operates on a roughly 24-25 hour schedule, governing the sleep-wake cycle,

hormone secretion, body temperature fluctuations, and metabolic processes, critical for

maintaining homeostasis and overall health. National Institute of General Medical Sciences

(NIGMS)

In stark contrast, the pseudoscientific biorhythm theory posits three fixed, independent, and strictly

sinusoidal cycles: a 23-day physical cycle, a 28-day emotional cycle, and a 33-day intellectual

cycle. According to this theory, these cycles commence precisely at the moment of birth and

continue uniformly throughout an individual's life. Each cycle oscillates between a "high" (positive)

phase, representing periods of optimal performance and well-being in that specific domain, and a

"low" (negative) phase, indicating reduced capacity or energy. The transition points, or "zero days"

when a cycle crosses the baseline, are considered "critical days" or "double critical days" (when

two cycles cross simultaneously), purportedly making individuals more prone to errors, accidents,

or emotional instability.

A fundamental distinction lies in the underlying mechanisms. Scientific biological rhythms are the

product of complex genetic, molecular, and neural pathways that have evolved to confer adaptive

advantages, and their disruption can have measurable physiological and health consequences.

The mechanisms are open to scientific investigation and replication. The pseudoscientific
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biorhythm theory, however, offers no verifiable biological or physical mechanism to explain the

initiation, maintenance, or specific periodicity of its proposed cycles. Its predictions are based

solely on mathematical calculation from a birth date, without any empirically demonstrated

connection to actual human performance or experience.

4. Applications and Cultural Impact

The scientific understanding of biological rhythms has profound applications across various fields,

significantly impacting medicine, public health, and human performance. In medicine,

chronobiology informs the diagnosis and treatment of sleep disorders, such as insomnia and sleep

apnea, and guides chronopharmacology, the study of how drug efficacy and toxicity vary with the

time of administration, optimizing therapeutic outcomes. It also helps manage conditions related to

circadian disruption, like jet lag and shift work disorder, and provides insights into the timing of

susceptibility to diseases such and cardiovascular events. Furthermore, research into biological

rhythms is crucial for understanding metabolic disorders, mental health conditions, and even the

timing of immune responses.

In the realm of pseudoscience, the biorhythm theory found its primary application in personal

planning and self-assessment, particularly during its peak popularity in the 1970s. Individuals

would calculate their daily biorhythm charts, often using specialized calculators, software, or tables,

to anticipate their "good" and "bad" days across physical, emotional, and intellectual domains. This

information was then ostensibly used to schedule important meetings, undertake challenging tasks,

plan surgeries, or even decide when to engage in social activities, with the belief that aligning one's

actions with favorable biorhythmic phases would lead to greater success and fewer mishaps. The

theory also found its way into discussions of interpersonal compatibility, suggesting that individuals

whose cycles were in sync would experience more harmonious relationships.

The cultural impact of the pseudoscientific biorhythm theory was considerable, particularly in the

latter half of the 20th century. It permeated popular culture, appearing in self-help literature,

magazine articles, and even some corporate training programs, where it was presented as a novel

tool for self-understanding and performance enhancement. This widespread dissemination led to a

common public awareness of the term "biorhythm" and its predictive connotations, often blurring

the lines between the scientific study of biological cycles and the unverified claims of the

pseudoscientific theory. Despite its lack of scientific validation, its appeal lay in offering a

seemingly simple, deterministic framework for understanding and predicting the complexities of

human life.

5. Scientific Scrutiny and Criticisms

The pseudoscientific biorhythm theory has consistently faced rigorous scientific scrutiny and
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widespread criticism, leading to its classification as a branch of pseudoscience. The primary and

most significant criticism is the pervasive lack of empirical evidence to support its fundamental

tenets. Numerous scientific studies, employing robust methodologies and statistical analyses, have

failed to validate the existence of the postulated 23-, 28-, and 33-day cycles, their fixed initiation at

birth, or their purported influence on human performance, health, or behavior. Researchers have

examined various datasets, from accident rates and athletic performance to academic grades and

surgical outcomes, and have found no statistically significant correlation with biorhythmic

predictions. Quackwatch

Furthermore, the pseudoscientific biorhythm theory lacks a plausible biological mechanism. Unlike

established biological rhythms, which are underpinned by complex molecular, genetic, and neural

processes, the biorhythm theory offers no scientific explanation for how these specific cycles are

generated, sustained, or how they precisely influence discrete aspects of human experience

(physical, emotional, intellectual). The idea that fixed, universal cycles begin at birth and continue

unaltered throughout life contradicts our understanding of biological variability, developmental

changes, and the profound impact of environmental factors and individual differences on human

physiology and psychology. The theory's reliance on simple sinusoidal curves to represent

complex human states is an oversimplification that does not align with the intricate reality of

biological systems.

Critics also highlight the methodological flaws often present in studies or anecdotes used to

"support" the biorhythm theory. These include confirmation bias, where individuals selectively

recall events that align with biorhythm predictions while ignoring contradictory evidence; the "forer

effect" or "Barnum effect," where vague statements are perceived as highly accurate and personal;

and statistical fallacies, such as mistaking random fluctuations for cyclical patterns. The lack of

controlled experiments, peer review, and independent replication further undermines the credibility

of the pseudoscientific claims. In contrast, the scientific study of biological rhythms relies on

rigorous experimental design, falsifiable hypotheses, and verifiable evidence, leading to a

continually evolving and robust body of knowledge.

The continued promotion of the pseudoscientific biorhythm theory, despite overwhelming scientific

refutation, can have detrimental consequences. It can mislead individuals into making important life

decisions based on unfounded predictions, potentially diverting attention and resources from

evidence-based approaches to health, well-being, and personal development. By promoting a

deterministic view of human experience, it may also diminish an individual's sense of agency and

critical thinking, reinforcing a belief in unproven influences over personal responsibility and

scientific understanding. Therefore, understanding the criticisms against pseudoscientific

biorhythm theory is crucial for distinguishing between valid scientific inquiry and unsubstantiated

claims.
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National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI) - Biological Rhythms: From Basic
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