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Human life is plotted according to two coordinates: life and death. Awareness of 

mortality generates fear, however unconsciously, as we humans play, flirt with, and strive 

towards death. Is this because death is something we may never fully comprehend, and because 

we, as humans, cannot tolerate the unknown?  Or, perhaps alternately, because our fear of the 

end and the unknown produces a negative excitation that we cannot control?  Our fascination 

with the unknown is not limited to thoughts of death, but reaches into other aspects of life. These 

mysteries worry, motivate, and irritate us, but they never leave us indifferent, and when 

examined, many human mysteries are sexual in nature.  

The human psyche, according to Freud (1920/1961), is defined by this “opposition between the 

ego and death instincts and the sexual or life instincts” (p. 53). The death instinct was later 

presented as Thanatos by psychoanalyst Paul Federn (Laplanche & Jean–Bertrand, 1988, p. 447). 

In Freud’s view, “the diversity of psychical life [is] through the interplay of and conflict between 

these two primal drives” (as cited in Jesmin, 2012, pp. 538–539).  Jesmin explains, “the death 

drive (‘Todestrieb’) is the drive towards death, self-destruction, and the return to the inorganic,” 

as well as towards “the nest of aggression, destructiveness, and the tendency towards hate, 

murder, stagnation, repetition, and negativity” (p. 538). Eros, on the other hand, is “the tendency 
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toward survival, propagation, and other creative and life-producing drives” (p. 538). 

Psychoanalyst Oscar Sternbach (1975) stated that, for Freud, the death drive has a decidedly 

negative endgame: 

“…the life drive is that which seeks to force and hold together, to unite the cells of living 

substance by an increase of tension, whereas the death drive opposes this tendency by 

seeking to abolish the chemical tensions which have created the living substance, and by 

reducing or removing these internal tensions, it causes the eventual destruction and death 

of the organism” (p. 858).  

Following Freud, respected psychoanalysts such as Klein (1949), Brown (1985), 

Laplanche (1985), and many others focused on the negative qualities of the death drive; its 

positive functions were often denied. However, my primary intent in this paper is to propose and 

explicate the positive aspects of the death drive, specifically in relation to eroticism. Re-

visioning the death instinct in this way, may shed light on sexual issues, especially on orgasmic 

dysfunction in women. 

Death plays an important but not fully understood role in sexual pleasure, particularly in 

one’s ability to have an orgasm. Freud (1923/1990) and his followers discussed sexuality from a 

variety of perspectives, yet it seems that Freud and the Freudians did not have a particular 

interest in understanding orgasms. Nevertheless, without Freud intending it, his theory of drives 

provided a foundation upon which the following generation of clinicians could build. Instead of 

creating consensus on the topic of drives, Freud’s theory caused a split in the psychoanalytic 

world, between defenders of the life instinct and defenders of the death instinct. I feel that 

interest in the death drive has died off in psychological circles, explaining why issues that relate 

to an understanding of the death drive, such as the female orgasm, have remained largely 
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unstudied.  

Psychoanalyst Sabina Spielrein (1912/1994) was the first psychoanalytic theorist to 

hypothesize about what makes the death drive not purely negative. In 1912, she published a 

paper called “Destruction as the cause of coming into being”––a work that is frequently seen as 

anticipating Freud’s death drive theory. Nevertheless, there are important differences between 

these authors’ understandings of the death drive, notably in the way the relationship between the 

death drive and sexuality is explained.  

Spielrein (1912/1994), unlike Freud, recognized anxiety and a neurotic fear of sexual 

activity in some women: 

“It is a well-defined form of anxiety: You feel that the enemy is within; its characteristic 

ardor compels you, with inflexible urgency, to do what you do not want to do; you feel 

the end, the transient, before which you vainly may attempt to flee to an uncertain future. 

You may ask: Is this all? Is this the high point with nothing more beyond?” (p.156)  

Spielrein (1912/1994), explained this observation by relating the death drive and 

sexuality to reproduction.  She emphasized that when a child is being born, there is a danger of 

the destruction of the one who is giving birth––therefore, the death instinct or destructive urge 

exists within the primary sexual instinct. She stated, “Each seed of our being longs to re-

transform in its source so that a new coming into being may emerge” (p. 158). Freud rejected this 

understanding.  He believed that the death drive is separate from the life drive, and that the return 

to the inorganic creates nothing new.  Sternbach (1975) explained that in his late theory, Freud 

no longer considered sexuality a primary instinct, rather he came to view it as a fusion of Eros 

and Thanatos.  Sternbach stated that, for Freud, the following is true: 
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“The aim of the life drive and the essential aim of sexuality is the union of two organisms 

through tension increase. However, another essential aim of sexuality which must not be 

forgotten, and which makes it a fusion of Eros and Thanatos, is tension decrease” (p.859).  

Sternbach noted the false understanding that Thanatos is opposed to sexuality, when, in fact, it is 

a part of sexuality (p. 859-860). Yet, for the most part, we seem to have a hard time accepting 

this claim, and maybe this is why we haven’t explored, and know very little about, the role of 

Thanatos in sexuality.  

Death is not the only thing we humans tend to deny, for we generally cannot tolerate our 

own individual badness and ugliness, even though we easily acknowledge that there is something 

malignant in human nature. There is a contradiction in the way we acknowledge the horror we 

see in the world or in humanity, yet, seek to deny this horror in our individual selves, and 

secretly fear and repress it in our psyches. Freud (1919/2003) spoke of this contradiction in his 

1919 essay “Das Unheimliche” (“The Uncanny”), which is based on his consideration of how the 

word unheimliche is used not only in ordinary German language to mean “uncanny, ghostly . . . 

eerie,” (p. 131) but also, as philosopher Friedrich Schelling defined it, connoting “everything that 

had to stay secret and covert and gave itself away” (as cited in Freud, 1919/2003, p. 132).  

It is not difficult to conclude that the need to keep our feared ugliness that will inevitably 

define our bodies in death’s decay, secret and covert.  This urge for secrecy drives our 

motivation to put on masks and adorn our bodies with make-up, expensive fabrics and textures, 

and minerals such as gold and silver in order to display ourselves as beautiful.  We might say 

that our striving for beauty is a striving for Eros: our attempt to better ourselves so that we may 

attract others, and our attempt to display our best selves to those we love.  But does our striving 

for beauty also reveal a hidden fear that, in fact, deep down, we are ugly?  We beautify ourselves 
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to change the aspects of ourselves we do not like. We are constantly improving and developing 

ourselves. But, for what purpose are we doing so? This question arises because we know that the 

ultimate result of all change is death. We improve and develop for a future in which we know we 

will die. We dress up to be attractive to others, but also to reassure ourselves that we will appear 

beautiful despite our knowing the ugliness inside.  

Schelling’s definition of the uncanny (as cited in Freud, 1919/2003), reveals something 

else that results from this internal contradiction, for not only does the ugliness of death repulse 

us, it also attracts us, merely because it is hidden and mysterious. Death has power over us. We 

fear it, we hide it, and we hide from it, but there is something in us that still seeks it out, not only 

because it defines us, but because we spend so much energy hiding it. Are our sexual desires—

those very desires that we celebrate as giving life and creating Eros—perhaps more deeply 

motivated by the darkness of pleasure itself?  Our attempts to beautify suggest that we know we 

contain ugliness, that this ugliness is eternal and will always be there, and, that it foreshadows 

becoming inanimate matter and predicts our future death. Yet beauty is the exception to this 

harsh truth, and, as we seek the truth, we find that beauty can be seen as artifice, or even a lie, 

that we can take pleasure in destroying. The philosophical theorist Georges Bataille (1957/1986), 

spoke to this issue: “Beauty has this cardinal importance, for ugliness cannot be spoiled, and to 

despoil is the essence of eroticism” (p. 145).  

 Bataille (1957/1986), separated sexuality from eroticism. He proposed that eroticism, 

beyond involving a sexual act, differed from sexuality because the former is a “psychological 

quest independent of the natural goal: reproduction and the desire for children,” and declared that 

it is “not alien to death” (p. 11). Indeed, he asserted that erotic pleasure, with its dark force, can 

discount the life-giving aspects of sexuality:  
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“Particularly, in eroticism, our feeling . . .  is not connected with the consciousness of 

engendering life. One might even say that the fuller the erotic pleasure, the less conscious 

we are of the children who may result from it. On the other hand, the depression 

following upon the final spasm may give a foretaste of death . . . “ (p. 102)  

Bataille (1957/1986) further claimed that the difference between animals and humans is 

eroticism, which comes from humans’ knowledge of their mortality: “It is because we are human 

and live in the sober perspective of death that we know this exacerbated violence of eroticism” 

(p. 33).  If we accept this distinction between sexuality and eroticism or even honestly find this 

distinction within ourselves, it can lead us to think that sexuality is connected to reproduction, 

creating of the new and belonging to the Eros, whereas eroticism is linked with violence, and 

belonging to the Thanatos. And, as Freud (as cited in Sternbach, 1975) opined, both drives create 

libido.  

Since the earliest historical records, the negative aspects of the pleasure of sex have been 

acknowledged, mainly because of the links between orgasm, death, surrender, and release. For 

instance, French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault (1984/1990) explored how ancient 

philosophers viewed pleasure and sexuality. Hippocrates, for example, considered orgasm to 

have “the form of a brief epileptic seizure” (as cited in Foucault, p. 126). Foucault stressed that 

in ancient times, people thought there was a possibility of not fully recovering from an orgasm, 

because anything that diminished control over one’s senses was believed to eventually destroy a 

human being. As related by Foucault, the idea of the dangerousness of an orgasm was based on 

the corresponding loss of energy, wastefulness, physical exhaustion, and anxiety related to 

reproduction. Thus, an orgasm was viewed as inner destruction and death.  

These ancient views add support to the view that orgasm is an important function for the 
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death drive, enabling the inorganic and leading to decreases in sexual tension. We humans need 

these functions, and since they are related to destruction, letting go, and release they may be 

experienced or interpreted as negative.  However, without these functions, we would never know 

the pleasure of eroticism and orgasm. 

Bataille (1957/1986), in writing about orgasms, also commented on tensional decrease. 

He stated that the final spasm of an orgasm may provide a foretaste of death because orgasm is 

useless, and therefore has a transgressive sense of releasing waste. This is opposed to the way of 

the world, which (in theory) produces, saves, and accumulates. Bataille explained the following 

in relation to this: 

“Erotic conduct is the opposite of normal conduct as spending is the opposite of  

getting… Pleasure is so close to ruinous waste that we refer to the moment of climax as a 

“little death”… Our only real pleasure is to squander our resources to no purpose, just as 

if a wound were bleeding away inside us; we always want to be sure of the uselessness or 

the ruinousness of our extravagance. We want to feel as remote from the world where 

thrift is the rule as we can. As remote as we can: that is hardly strong enough; we want a 

world turned upside down and inside out. The truth of eroticism is treason” (pp. 170–

171). 

Such a sense of destruction from an orgasm has been likened to la petite mort, the little death. 

This phrase is employed to describe an orgasm and is related to the superstition in European 

culture that “each orgasm subtracts a day from one’s life” (Vognar, as cited in Cutrer & Glahn, 

2001, p. 56).  This idiom is psychologically defined as “the brief loss or weakening of 

consciousness”2 , and in modern usage refers specifically to “the sensation of orgasm as likened 

to death.”  

 
2 As defined by the Oxford English dictionary, Retrieved from 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/petite_mort 
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 Bataille (1957/1986) also noticed another function of the death drive within orgasm: the 

process of “continuity” and “discontinuity” (p. 12).  He stated that all beings are “discontinuous” 

(p. 12) because beings that reproduce have distance between them that is experienced as 

incompleteness.  Bataille believed that, therefore continuity can be achieved only through death. 

To achieve a state of continuity a human has to return to the inorganic state, to die, and short of 

this, a temporary moment of perceived continuity is only achieved in orgasm. According to 

Bataille, this is the only moment when one gives up discontinuity for an apparent flash of unity. 

Thus, Bataille considers human desire to be a drive towards continuity through orgasm the only 

way humans can experience continuity without death, but the fleetingness is failure, therefore we 

must strive again and again for the finality of the impossible. From this we may interpret that the 

orgasm is a derivative of the death drive.  

Accordingly, this claim may be the key to understanding orgasmic dysfunction. Physician 

John Bancroft (2009) said, “Of all the various sexual responses, orgasm remains the most 

mysterious and least well-understood” (p. 84). Moreover, an extensive review of the literature 

indicates that orgasmic problems are the second most frequently reported sexual problems in 

women. The vast majority of research and treatment plans for this disorder are based on the idea 

that anxiety interferes with libido.  However, the source of the anxiety remains unclear. The lack 

of a strong psychological hypothesis about the inability of many women to achieve orgasm has 

led to a deficiency of effective treatment plans. Following this claim, the inability to experience 

even a second of death could be one source of this anxiety. 

Besides the theoretical explanations about how orgasm both serves and originates in the 

death drive, many clinicians confirm that orgasm may, in fact, feel like destruction and death. 

Orgasm not only requires a person to lose control and energy, but also forces a person to 
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surrender to the intense feelings that lead to the world of pleasure, and the road back can be lost. 

Psychoanalyst Sylvan Keiser argued that “orgasm is often accompanied by momentary loss of 

consciousness” (as cited in Fisher, 1973, p. 62). In her article “Body Ego During Orgasm,” 

Keiser explained: 

“The fear is variously described as dying, as losing oneself, as bursting, disintegrating, 

dissolving into the air, melting into a liquid that evaporates, disappearing into space, 

becoming nonexistent. This anxiety is precipitated specifically by apprehension of the 

physiological, momentary unconsciousness that accompanies a healthy orgasm, which is 

comparable to death or to falling asleep—all accompanied by withdrawal of cathexis from 

the body ego” (1952, para. 4). 

 

Such feelings are not pleasant for everyone; and, perhaps this is what Spielrein (1912/1994) 

noticed when she stated that some women are afraid of sexual intercourse. Perhaps their feelings 

of destruction do not relate to reproduction, which we do not commonly think about during the 

sexual act, but relate instead to fear of destruction through loss, vulnerability, and death––that 

women may intensely feel. Psychoanalyst Edrita Fried posited that a person could enjoy sexual 

intercourse if he or she could also enjoy the regressive process that is associated with sexual 

intercourse. In the regressive process, almost all ego functions at that moment are given up, 

which some individuals could perceive as dangerous and threatening. Moreover, these 

individuals may feel as though these functions are permanently lost and that they are becoming 

insane (as cited in Fisher, 1973).  

 Psychologist Seymour Fisher (1973) added that “when the fear of ego dissolution 

becomes too great, anxiety is aroused, which ‘shuts down’ and blocks further sexual arousal” (p. 
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62). This fear is related to the fear of death. Interestingly, a student of Freud, psychoanalyst 

Wilhelm Reich (1968/1973), also claimed that “fear of death and dying is identical with 

unconscious orgasm anxiety” (p. 155).  Therefore, if we want to help our patients to experience 

orgasm, we need to notice the death that wants to be heard and to which submission is blocked 

through orgasmic disorder.  

I hope that this theoretical discussion offers hypotheses as to how the closest form of 

death known to the human psyche—the death instinct—might shed light on the etiology and 

treatment of female orgasmic disorder. My intention is that that this presentation may give life to 

the death drive, and that the ramifications and implications of this theoretical discussion will be 

useful in clinical settings. I hope that this topic will be developed further with thoughts, clinical 

observation, and inquiry. Sometimes, we must let ourselves die in order to live. 
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