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APHANISIS

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychoanalysis; Early 20th-Century Psychiatry

1. Core Definition

Aphanisis is an obsolete psychoanalytic term, primarily introduced and defined by the notable

British neurologist and psychoanalyst Ernest Jones (1879-1958). The term referred specifically and

dramatically to the complete and total extinction of sexual desire. Within the framework where it

was utilized, a person experiencing aphanisis was understood to have had their libido--the psychic

energy associated with instinctual drives, especially sexual ones--rendered entirely absent or

eliminated from their psychological being. This definition posits a final, irreversible cessation,

distinguishing it from temporary forms of sexual inhibition or fluctuation of desire. While it is no

longer used in contemporary diagnostic or psychoanalytic terminology, its existence reflects the

early 20th-century attempts within the nascent field of psychoanalysis to categorize and

understand variations in sexual drive and motivation.

Unlike modern clinical definitions, which often focus on distress or clinical impairment related to

reduced desire (such as Hypoactive Sexual Desire Disorder, HSDD), aphanisis described a state

of absolute nullity. Jones's introduction of the term aimed to provide a specific, technical

designation for the ultimate loss of sexual instinct, often tied conceptually to the most profound

anxieties regarding the potential failure or destruction of the ego and its related instinctual

apparatus. The term has since been superseded by more nuanced clinical and psychological

terminology that addresses the spectrum of low or absent sexual interest, but it remains a historical

marker in the linguistic evolution of psychological categorization.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of aphanisis emerged primarily from the theoretical groundwork laid by Ernest Jones

during his extensive contributions to the development and institutionalization of psychoanalysis,

particularly in Britain. Jones, known internationally as the official biographer of Sigmund Freud,

was instrumental in translating and disseminating Freudian theories, but he also developed several

key concepts of his own. Aphanisis likely derives from the Greek root aphanísis (?φ?νισις),

meaning "disappearance" or "making unseen," which perfectly captures the meaning Jones

intended: the vanishing of the sexual drive. This linguistic choice underscores the perceived

severity and totality of the condition described.

The term found context within the elaborate early psychoanalytic discussions surrounding instincts,

the life drive (Eros), and the death drive (Thanatos). Jones proposed aphanisis as a severe,

almost catastrophic counterpoint to normal libidinal energy. His work, particularly in the 1920s and
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1930s, explored deep-seated fears related to castration anxiety and the destruction of the

instinctual self. The theoretical weight given to aphanisis suggested that this state was not merely

psychological apathy but potentially represented a profound failure of the core psychic

mechanisms responsible for maintenance of self and species.

However, aphanisis never achieved lasting traction within the broader psychoanalytic community

or clinical psychiatry. While Jones was an influential figure, many of his unique conceptual terms

eventually faded as Freudian theory evolved and subsequent generations of theorists refined the

understanding of sexuality and desire. The term lacked the clinical utility necessary for widespread

application, and its severe, categorical nature failed to account for the continuum of sexual

experience recognized today. By the mid-20th century, as clinical psychology began to move

toward empirically based classifications, terms like aphanisis, rooted deeply in specific

psychoanalytic metapsychology, became increasingly obsolete.

3. Key Characteristics and Conceptual Implications

The primary characteristic of aphanisis, as defined by Jones, was the absolute and complete

removal of all sexual desire or libido. This was not merely a suppression or repression of desire,

where the energy remains active but unconscious, but rather an extinction. In psychoanalytic

terms, this would imply a critical disruption to the flow of psychic energy (cathexis) that normally

fuels sexual and relational drives. It suggested a person in this state would be entirely devoid of the

psychic apparatus necessary for sexual motivation, interest, or response.

Conceptualizing aphanisis required placing it at the extreme end of sexual non-responsiveness. In

Jones's psychoanalytic framework, instincts were fundamental to human existence and motivation.

The total extinction of the sexual instinct would therefore have profound implications extending

beyond mere sexual behavior, potentially affecting creativity, relational capacity, and the general

zest for life, which are often understood as derivatives of the libido. The implied pathology

suggested that this state was a severe symptom, possibly resulting from overwhelming anxiety or

psychic trauma that necessitated the complete dismantling of the sexual drive as a protective

mechanism.

4. Comparison to Modern Understanding of Low Desire

The historical concept of aphanisis stands in sharp contrast to the modern clinical and

psychological understanding of reduced or absent sexual desire. Today, these states are typically

viewed through two main lenses: clinical dysfunction and sexual identity.

Clinically, states of reduced or absent desire are often categorized under disorders such as

Hypoactive Sexual Desire Disorder (HSDD), or more broadly, Sexual Interest/Arousal Disorder in

the DSM-5. Critically, these modern diagnoses emphasize the subjective experience of distress. A
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person lacking sexual desire is only considered to have a disorder if the absence causes

significant distress or impairment. This contrasts sharply with the categorical nature of aphanisis,

which defined the state itself as pathological, regardless of the individual's subjective well-being.

Furthermore, the rise of recognized sexual identities, specifically Asexuality, provides a non-

pathological framework for understanding absent sexual attraction. Asexuality describes an identity

where an individual experiences little or no sexual attraction to others. This modern

conceptualization views the absence of desire as a natural variation of human sexuality, not a

dysfunction or "extinction" of an essential instinct. The notion of aphanisis, therefore, serves as a

powerful illustration of how early psychological thought automatically pathologized the lack of

sexual drive, whereas contemporary understanding allows for non-pathological interpretations of

low or absent desire.

5. The Role of Ernest Jones

The enduring, albeit academic, existence of the term aphanisis is inextricably linked to the

influence of Ernest Jones. Jones was not just a definer of terms; he was a central pillar in the

establishment of the international psychoanalytic movement. His status lent gravitas to his

conceptual contributions, even those that eventually proved transient. Jones was known for

attempting to systematize and clarify various psychoanalytic concepts, particularly those related to

anxiety and development, which is where aphanisis found its theoretical home.

Jones's work on anxiety, particularly his attempts to define specific, severe anxieties related to the

body and the ego, provided the necessary theoretical space for a term like aphanisis. For him, the

complete loss of libido was likely viewed as the ultimate expression of the failure of Eros to

counteract destructive forces. Although his later work, particularly his monumental biography of

Freud, secured his legacy, terms like aphanisis demonstrate his early efforts to build the detailed

vocabulary required by the expanding field of dynamic psychology.

6. Further Reading

Ernest Jones (Wikipedia): General biography and overview of his psychoanalytic contributions.

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5): Reference for modern clinical

classifications of sexual dysfunction, such as Hypoactive Sexual Desire Disorder.

Asexuality (Wikipedia): Modern understanding of absent sexual attraction as a sexual orientation.

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asexuality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernest_Jones
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernest_Jones
https://www.apa.org/pubs/books/4320002
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asexuality
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=42630
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

