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Germaphobia: An Infected Mind

Obsessive-compulsive symptoms can be mild or overtly debilitating.

Updated February 4, 2024

KEY POINTS

e The link between handwashing and preventing disease was previously unknown.

e The term "germaphobe" is commonly used but may not accurately reflect the
complexities of the fear of germs.

e During COVID-19, some developed increased, even irrational fears about
contamination.

Aviation tycoon Howard Hughes
instructed his staff to use six or eight
thicknesses of Kleenex, "pulled one
sheath at a time" to open a doorknob
and a sheath of 15 to 20 fresh
Kleenexes to turn off a spigot. "If you
need both hands, use 15 in each hand."
Doors and windows had to be sealed
with masking tape, and aides had to

hand him objects wrapped in

"paddles" of Kleenex (Bartlett and

handkerchiefs to prevent infectious disease, by HM Steele, 1979/2004)_
Bateman, ca. 1951.

A man sneezing in a cinema, showing the use of

S : Well Trust Collection. Used with . .
ourc.e. elicome Irus .O- ection sed wi "EaCh day, he palnstaklngly Used
permission of Ms. Lucy Willis, granddaughter of Mr.
Bateman / HM Bateman Designs Kleenex to wipe dust and germs from
his chair, ottoman, side table, and

telephone." Hughes spent hours meticulously cleaning, preoccupied with his
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"continuing skirmishes against contamination," all to control the "dreaded flow of

germs into his room" (Bartlett and Steele).

Over the years, Hughes ultimately developed a "breakdown of psychotic proportions,’
vividly depicted in the 2004 film The Aviator (Bartlett and Steele). His biographers
have described the quintessential, though extreme, germaphobe, i.e., someone with

an excessive fear of and aversion to microorganisms (Robinson et al., 2021).

We take the germ theory of disease for
granted today: Handwashing is a
significant part of a physician's
regimen. Most recently, during COVID-
19, even though some questioned (and
still question) the science behind the

six-foot distance rule (Editorial Board,

NY Times, 2024) or even the wearing

"Masque," 2021, by PJ Crook/Private Collection. Tinted
of masks, no one seemed to quarrel gesso on canvas on corrugated wood support.

with handwaShmg as one of the Source: Copyright Pamela June Crook. All rights

central tenets of public health reserved 2024/copyright Courtesy of the
artist/Robert Dandelson Gallery/Bridgeman Art

guidelines to avoid the spread of the Library. Used with permission.

virus.

It was not always so. For example, women had been dying from puerperal fever at an
alarming rate just after giving birth in one Viennese hospital during the 1840s. What
was puzzling was only one hospital ward had these dire statistics. It took an astute
clinician, Hungarian obstetrician Ignaz Semmelweis, to appreciate why (Ataman et al.,,
2013; Stang et al., 2022).

With the meticulous logic of an epidemiologist (Stang et al.), Semmelweis found that

the unusually high death rate due to sepsis on that ward resulted from physicians who
never washed their hands as they went directly from anatomical dissection to tending
women in the delivery rooms. In another ward, midwives who did not dissect cadavers
were more likely to deliver babies safely and less likely to expose the new mothers to

infection (Ataman et al.).
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These were the years before Louis Pasteur and surgeon Joseph Lister (Cavaillon and
Chrétien, 2019). Semmelweis's colleagues were unwilling to believe they had
contributed to the deaths of their patients by infecting them with "cadaverous
particles," and they failed to adopt Semmelweis's recommendation to wash their
hands with a chlorinated lime solution before examining their patients. Obstetrical

patients continued to die (Martini and Lippi, 2021).

Semmelweis's own story is one of the
tragedies in the annals of medical
history. Fired from his post,
Semmelweis never garnered the
recognition he deserved during his
lifetime (Cavaillon and Chrétien). He
died at age 47 in a mental institution
(Noakes et al., 2007). His autopsy

report indicated he suffered from

injuries and infection sustained while

"A wise woman brings a new one to a man whose wife

being physically restrained (Cavaillon
and Chrétien; Nuland, 2003).

just died." 19th-century illustration.

Source: Bridgeman Images. Used with permission
/ North Wind Pictures
Though we are more apt to use the

colloquial term germaphobia, it was

William Hammond, a 19th-century professor of "diseases of the mind and nervous

derangement characterized by a morbid, overpowering fear of defilement or

contamination" (1880).

Hammond's series of 10 female patients demonstrated a "remarkable phenomenon."
They constantly washed their hands to remove "taints" and suffered from "delusions

of pollution" (Hammond).

One patient reported,

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/the-gravity-of-weight/202402/germaphobia-an-infected-mind 3/8


https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/neuroscience
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/neuroscience

“| washed everything | was in the
habit of touching and then
washed my hands. Even the water
was a medium for pollution..there
was no end to it...the soap
became associated in my mind
with contamination, and | never

used the same piece twice.”

Another patient described, "by actual
count," washing her hands over 200

times a day (Hammond).

Hammond's patients, though, were
"conscious of the erroneous nature"
and the "absurdity" of their ideas, but
they could not refrain from their

actions.

Though Hammond used the word

phobia, and some might categorize a

fear of germs and contamination as an

anxiety disorder, many psychiatrists

today would diagnose his patients as

"Obsessive Compulsive-Cradle Soap I, 2021, oil on

panel by English Artist Olivia Reynolds. Private
suffering from a full-blown obsessive- Collection.

__________________ Source: London/Bridgeman Images. Used with

neuropsychiatric disorder (Singh et al., permission of artist Ms. Olivia Reynolds and
Bridgeman Images / Peter Nahum at The Leicester

2023) characterized by time- el
alleries

consuming, distressing, recurrent, and

persistent intrusive thoughts and urges

(obsessions) and repetitive behaviors a person is driven to perform (compulsions) in

response to the anxiety created by the obsessions (DSM-5 TR, 2022).
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There is a continuum of severity, with some patients demonstrating insight and mild

symptoms, while others (e.g., the severely incapacitated Hughes) lack insight and

appear overtly delusional. Of note, though, | could find neither germaphobe (first

used, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, in 1894) nor mysophobia in DSM-5-

TR.

Ja pottiae JWM%JM&/W A R

"His chest collapses...he vomits blood..." Feelings of
disgust at images of vomiting are often protective to
avoid contamination from disease.

Source: British Library, London, UK from the British
Library Archives / Bridgeman Images. Used with

permission.

The most common symptom in those
with OCD is a fear of contamination,
and there is some suggestion that
those who suffer are more apt to have
strong disgust reactions as a means of
protecting themselves (Mathes et al.,
2019; Olatuniji et al., 2004) from their
"illusion of vulnerability" (Rachman,
2004). For more on the emotion of

disgust, see my post.

Ritual handwashing, a common
enough response to a fear of
contamination, has been referred to as
the Lady Macbeth syndrome (Lewis,
1997), named for Shakespeare's
protagonist. After Lady Macbeth has
conspired with and incited her
husband to kill King Duncan, her
attendant tells the doctor that she has

found her handwashing for "a quarter of an hour."

Says Lady Macbeth as she is sleepwalking,

“Out, damn spot! Who would have thought the old man to have had so

much blood in him? Will these hands ne’er be clean? All the perfumes of

Arabia will not sweeten this little hand.”
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Upon hearing this, the doctor tells the attendant, "This disease is beyond my practice."
And the doctor adds, "Unnatural deeds do breed unnatural troubles: infected minds..."
(Macbeth, Act V, ).

Here, "physical and moral purity" are
"psychologically intertwined." Research
studies have confirmed what
Shakespeare knew intuitively: "Moral
indiscretions" may pose a moral threat
and stimulate an actual need for
physical cleansing" (Zhong and
Liljenquist, 2006).

The importance of cleanliness in
avoiding infection cannot be Every cough or sneeze broadcasts

thousands of germs for yards around.
overemphasized. Still, there is a fine

line between caution and an Germs broadcast by sneezing and coughing (lithograph).

excessive, irrational preoccupation English School/20th century. There is often a fine line

. . . between excessive concern for health and appropriate
with germs and disease, i.e., health measures to control the spread of germs.
anxiety (Thorpe et al., 2011). Safety A _ -

Source: Bridgeman Images. Used with permission

precautions recommended during the / Look and Learn
COVID-19 pandemic, for example,
generated considerable anxiety about remaining healthy in some vulnerable people.
These precautions increased "contamination-related symptoms" (Samuels et al., 2021)

and obsessive-compulsive preoccupations, though not necessarily full-blown OCD.

References

American Psychiatric Association (2022). Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,
Fifth Edition-Text Revision, (DSM-5-TR).Obsessive-Compulsive and Related Disorders, pp. 263-
294. Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Association Publishing.

Ataman AD et al (2013). Medicine in stamps—Ignaz Semmelweis and Puerperal Fever. Journal of
Turkish-German Gynecological Association 14: 35-39.

Bartlett DL; Steele JB. (1979/2004). Howard Hughes: His Life and Madness. New York: WW.
Norton & Company. (pp. 230-240; pp. 622-627).

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/the-gravity-of-weight/202402/germaphobia-an-infected-mind 6/8



Cavaillon J-M; Chrétien F. (2019). From septicemia to sepsis 3.0—from Ignaz Semmelweis to Louis
Pasteur. Microbes and Infection 21: 213-221.

Editorial Board, The New York Times. Anthony Fauci Fesses Up: It turns out the six-feet social-dis-
tancing rule has no scientific basis. (January 11, 2024).

Hammond WA. (1880). Mysophobia. The Practitioner 1(3):115-125.

Lewis RA. (1997). Ritual handwashing (Letter-to-the-Editor). American Journal of Psychiatry 154(8):
172-73.

Martini M; Lippi D. (2021). SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) and the teaching of Ignaz Semmelweis and
Florence Nightingale: a lesson of public health from history, after the ‘Introduction of
Handwashing’ (1847). Journal of Preventive Medicine and Hygiene 62: E621-E624.

Mathes BM et al. (2019). Mental contamination in obsessive-compulsive disorder: associations
with contamination symptoms and treatment response. Behavior Therapy 50: 15-24.

Noakes TD et al (2007). Review Article: Semmelweis and the aetiology of puerperal sepsis 160
years on: an historical review. Epidemiology & Infection 136: 1-9.

Nuland SB. (2003). The Doctors’ Plague: Germs, Childbed Fever, and the Strange Story of Ignac
Semmelweis. New York: WW. Norton & Company, pp. 155-185.

Olatunji BO et al. (2004). Disgust domains in the prediction of contamination fear. Behaviour
Research and Therapy 42: 93-104.

Oxford English Dictionary (OED). Germaphobia. https://www.oed.com/search/dictionary/?
scope=Entries&g=germaphobia (Retrieved: 2/2/24).

Rachman S. (2004). Fear of contamination. Behaviour Research and Therapy 42:1227-1255.

Robinson JM et al. (2021). Germaphobia! Does our relationship with and knowledge of biodiversity
affect our attitudes toward microbes? Frontiers in Psychology 12: 678752 (10 pages).

Samuels J et al (2021). Contamination-related behaviors, obsessions, and compulsions during the
COVID-19 pandemic in a United States population sample. Journal of Psychiatric Research 138:
155-162.

Shakespeare W. (1606). Macbeth: (Act V, Scene 1): https://www.shakespeare-
online.com/plays/macbeth 5 1.html. (Retrieved: 2/2/24).

Singh A et al (2023). Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD): a comprehensive review of diagno-
sis, comorbidities, and treatment approaches. Cureus 15(11): e48960. (7 pages).

Stang A et al (2022). A twenty-first century perspective on concepts of modern epidemiology in
Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis’ work on puerperal sepsis. European Journal of Epidemiology 37: 437-
445,

Thorpe SJ. et al. (2011). The mediating roles of disgust sensitivity and danger expectancy in rela-
tion to hand washing behavior. Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy 39: 175-90.

Zhong C-B; Liljenquist K. (2006). Washing away your sins: threatened morality and physical
cleansing. Science 313: 1451-52.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/the-gravity-of-weight/202402/germaphobia-an-infected-mind 7/8


https://www.oed.com/search/dictionary/?scope=Entries&q=germaphobia
https://www.oed.com/search/dictionary/?scope=Entries&q=germaphobia
https://www.shakespeare-online.com/plays/macbeth_5_1.html
https://www.shakespeare-online.com/plays/macbeth_5_1.html

About the Author

Sylvia R. Karasu, M.D., is a clinical professor of psychiatry at Weill
Cornell Medical College and the senior author of The Gravity of
Weight.

Online: my own website

Psychology Today

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/the-gravity-of-weight/202402/germaphobia-an-infected-mind 8/8


https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/sylvia-r-karasu-md
http://www.sylviakarasu.com/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl
https://www.facebook.com/psychologytoday
https://www.facebook.com/psychologytoday
https://twitter.com/psychtoday
https://twitter.com/psychtoday
https://www.instagram.com/psych_today/
https://www.instagram.com/psych_today/

