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Mental imagery refers to the experiencing of quasi-perceptual objects in the mind when the 

corresponding external stimulus is absent (Nanay, 2021). A typical way to consider mental 

imagery is through the visual domain: imagine a friend’s face and ‘see’ that face in your mind’s 

eye. But importantly, imagery exists across multiple sense domains, as auditory imagery, 

gustatory imagery, olfactory imagery, and so on. In a recent commentary, Monzel, Mitchell, 

Macpherson, Pearson and Zeman (2022) presented their thoughts on how scientists might name 

the condition in which mental images are entirely (or almost entirely) absent. They called for 

the term ‘aphantasia’ to be extended from its most widely-used interpretation of ‘impaired 

visual imagery’ (e.g., Bainbridge et al., 2021; Keogh et al., 2021; Keogh & Pearson, 2018, 

2021; Königsmark et al., 2021; Milton et al., 2021; Pounder et al., 2022; Wicken et al., 2021; 

Zeman et al., 2020), to a broader interpretation of impaired imagery across any of the senses. 

This would mean that all individuals with impaired imagery in any sense whatsoever (smell, 

taste, touch, vision, hearing etc.) would collapse into a single group of ‘people with aphantasia’. 

There are many things we agree with in this commentary, most importantly the idea that a 

single term could capture the broad pathology of ‘deficit in imagery’. We ourselves had 

advocated for this in an earlier article (Dance, Ward, et al., 2021), suggesting that the word 

dysikonesia might be appropriate for this, stemming as it does from the notion that imagery is 
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an ‘iconic’ representation in the mind (irrespective of its sense modality), and that its absence 

could be therefore denoted by the prefix ‘dys’. Monzel and colleagues agreed with the 

usefulness of a broad term, but disagreed with us in two ways: first they rejected the term 

dysikonesia (as a broad term, applying to any sense-domain), and second they rejected other 

existing terms for imagery deficits within individual senses (e.g., anauralia for a lack of 

auditory imagery only; Hinwar & Lambert, 2021). In place of these suggestions, Monzel et al. 

proposed one term, aphantasia, such that all people with any imagery deficit in any sense 

domain would have aphantasia, and with two words now denoting ‘visual aphantasia’, 

‘auditory aphantasia’ ‘gustatory aphantasia’ and so on. To some extent we simply agree with 

Monzel and colleagues’ final statement in their commentary, which was that nobody can exert 

control over whichever terminology will prevail -- because of course language naturally 

evolves in its own way over time. And we ourselves feel no personal stake in the terms used. 

However, we think it is important to share accurate information on how and why our 

terminology was proposed, so we take a few lines here to provide a clear motivation for our 

term rather than one filtered through the interpretation of others. And we end with a final 

reflection on the processes by which scientists name entire communities - whether they may 

wish to be named as such or not. 

In proposing the term aphantasia, Monzel and colleagues first presented a critique of the 

linguistic structure of our own term. In place of dysikonesia, they suggested we should instead 

have used a Greek contraction involving the Greek word -eikon plus the Greek prefix dys- 

giving the word based on Greek morphology as dysikasia. Our background in linguistics makes 

us confidently placed to point the reader back to our original article, where it is clear that our 

term is English (not Greek), being derived from the English word ‘icon’, and should therefore 

use English morphological rules, which do not require contraction (e.g., Haspelmath, 2009; 

Poplack & Iedion, 2012; Winford, 2010). This much was described in our original proposal, 

where we also noted that we phoneticised the English spelling of icon (dysiconesia → 

dysikonesia) simply to ensure it could be pronounced unambiguously1. On this basis we are 

 
1 The phonological rules of English proscribe that /c/ in dysiconesia is grammatically [k], although an ambiguity 
is often felt by native English speakers between [k] and [s]. Hence, our term could have retained its original 
spelling, albeit with potential for confusion. We also clarify here that the prefix must be dys- (which means 
‘hard, difficult, bad’; from Greek) and cannot be dis- (which means ‘opposite/away’,  from Latin).  



glad to clarify that our term has an accurate linguistics basis, but of course the question remains, 

should this term be used at all? 

We first proposed the term dysikonesia on the understanding that the term aphantasia had 

originally been derived from morphemes denoting visual imagery, to specifically describe a 

deficit in visual imagery alone. Given this assumption, we avoided confusion or misnomer by 

seeking a new term with a name that could apply to all senses (and we chose our term based 

on the notion that imagery is iconic, irrespective of the sense-domain). But in Monzel and 

colleagues’ commentary, they argue that aphantasia was never intended to denote the visual 

domain only (absence of visual imagery) and that we and others have been entirely mistaken 

to interpret it as such. In reply, we are happy to point to the very many citations in the literature 

from which we drew our assumption (see above), where the term aphantasia has been 

pervasively applied to visual imagery specifically, including papers written by co-authors of 

the Monzel et al. commentary (e.g., ‘We recently coined the term ‘aphantasia’ to describe the 

experience of people who lack a ‘mind's eye’; Zeman et al., 2016; p. 336). We point also to the 

seminal work where aphantasia was introduced, as referring specifically to those who are 

“unable to summon images to the mind’s eye” (Zeman, Dewar, & della Sala, 2015, p. 378), 

irrespective of whether they also have imagery deficits in other domains or not (and indeed half 

their cases did not). If Monzel and colleagues now wish to extend its meaning, this seems like 

an interesting proposal, so long as we acknowledge this is a semantic shift (i.e., ‘auditory 

aphantasia’ is akin to referring to deafness as ‘auditory blindness’; Lambert & Sibley, 2022). 

If we do not acknowledge this shift, we risk suggesting that an entire generation of researchers 

have been oddly mistaken to think it had ever had a visual connotation at all. 

Finally, Monzel and colleagues present several important arguments for not adopting a new 

single word (dysikonesia) into the science of imagery, saying that it would be complicated to 

learn this new term, and noting we already have a word ‘aphantasia’ (albeit with a different 

meaning, see above). To those interested in the history of science, this argument is notably 

reminiscent of the naming-history of another sensory difference, whose history spans several 

centuries rather than a single decade, but whose science has been negatively impacted by 

periods when different manifestations of this condition were given the same name. Today this 

condition is named by the neutral term synaesthesia (e.g., Simner & Hubbard, 2013), although 

at an earlier point in its history it took its name from just one variant (audition colorée for 

hearing music as colours; Anonymous, 1881; Pédrono, 1882). This name then subsequently 



spread linguistically from its appropriate anchor to other quite different variants (e.g., coloured 

letters and numbers). Hence in an exact parallel to our current discussion “the name of one type 

of synaesthesia became the name of the whole phenomenon” (Jewanski, Simner, Day, Rothen, 

& Ward, 2020; p. 265). Problems then arose from conflating different manifestations of 

synaesthesia under the name of just one, such that even a century later, genetics studies seeking 

the genes for what they thought was a single manifestation of synaesthesia (‘coloured hearing’ 

or ‘auditory-visual synaesthesia’), were all-the-while recruiting participants from what we now 

know are very different classes of synaesthesia altogether (Novich et al., 2011; Ward & Simner, 

2022). Clearly we can avoid this in imagery research, but only if we are mindful of it. We could 

perhaps use different names for sub-variants (e.g., anauralia and aphantasia for visual and 

auditory manifestations of dysikonesia), or indeed we could use the erstwhile visual 

terminology (e.g., auditory and visual aphantasia as manifestations of aphantasia). We favour 

the former approach, but in the latter case, we should learn from history to ensure that the 

semantic shift does not trick the researcher into thinking these are the same in any necessary 

sense. Of course this falls out naturally from our own naming convention, but would need to 

be stipulated if we adopted aphantasia-for-all. This is not impossible, but the drawback should 

at least be acknowledged. 

We end by pointing out that there is a slight degree of hubris in a group of scientists (ourselves 

included) deciding how to name an entire community of individuals. However, on a personal 

level, the first author of this reply has aphantasia and was partly motivated to consider its name 

by a lived experience of the term. In her own experience, it can be difficult when people often 

interpret aphantasia to mean, simply put, that she cannot fantasize2. This natural interpretation 

is very common, but incorrect and uncomfortable, and wrapped up with incorrect assumptions 

which have been made even by (imaging) scientists from time to time. We do not suggest that 

people with imagery should be precluded from joining the debate, because this would be the 

very antithesis to our views as scientists. But we simply wish to raise this first person 

perspective on wanting to avoid proliferating the awkward confusion of a term whose closest 

English cognate is ‘fantasize’ (perhaps especially in British English, where this word has a 

sexual overtone; c.f., Collins English Dictionary, 2020; Dictionary by Merriam-Webster, 

 
2 Imagery and imagination are related but “they are not identical (something high imagers may find counter-
intuitive). Our results show that even people with an entire absence of imagery can still report imagination, 
and some aphantasics reported very strong imagination indeed. To be clear, our finding shows that – as a 
group – aphantasics have a slight deficit in imagination, but this is not true for all, and imagination can 
nonetheless operate at a functional level even when imagery is absent.” (p. 12; Dance, Jaquiery, et al., 2021). 



2022). Paul Broca had a similar concern about the potential for confusion when seeking a name 

for what would ultimately be called ‘aphasia’. He dismissed the otherwise-suitable term 

‘alogia’ (‘without speech’) specifically for its misleading cognate ‘logic’, since: “[i]n passing 

into the French language, certain Greek words have received a particular definition, already 

consecrated by a use which should be respected. Thus in Greek λογος  (logos) which signifies 

speech… is used in modern languages to render the idea of logic, or the notion of science. The 

word alogia would have inevitably given birth to the idea of absurdity” (p. 361; Ryalls, 1984, 

from the original letter in French by Broca, 1864). We make the same simple argument here, 

placed within a lived experience which can attest to the fact that there are uncomfortable real-

world confusions with the term ‘aphantasia’ (which might therefore make us hesitant to extend 

it yet further). Trying to propose alternatives in a crowded room of imagers can feel like a small 

voice in loud space. However, acknowledging the voices of people who live with these terms 

might help make us more thoughtful scientists – in whichever direction that may eventually 

lead us.  

In summary, we have proposed separate terms for separate conditions (aphantasia and 

anauralia as forms of dysikonesia). Monzel and colleagues make a different yet interesting 

proposal: to forget separate terms for separate imagery deficits, and use instead a single term 

(aphantasia) with sense-domains added where relevant (visual aphantasia; auditory 

aphantasia and so on). There is some merit to this proposal though we should be careful not to 

rewrite the history of the term ‘aphantasia’, and we should be open about its shift in semantics. 

And we might also consider that some people with deficits in imagery may not wish to be 

ushered under a term which uncomfortably sits with the English cognate ‘fantasize’. In closing, 

and in agreement with Monzel et al. (2022), we emphasise once more that the chosen 

terminology will emerge naturally over time and we have no personal stake other than to 

promote clear and useful science.  
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