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Towards a Tender Sexuality 

From Freud’s implicit Taboo on Adult Erotic Tenderness, to the Unexplored Tender 
Critical Potential of Mitchell and Perel’s Clinical Practice 

 

With over 10 million views on her TED Talks, couples therapist and author Esther Perel strikes a 
chord with the general public when addressing the question: How to sustain desire in a loving 
relationship (2015)? The snippets of therapy sessions, recounted in her books and podcasts, give 
glimpses into the discontents couples face when navigating tender love with erotic desire, a 
framework she attributes to relational psychoanalyst Stephen Mitchell. At the start of Can Love 
Last? (2002:33) the latter returns to an often forgotten Freudian text, On the Universal Debasement 
in the Sphere of Love (1912), in which the split between tenderness and sensuality is positioned at 
the core of relational pain and dissatisfaction. For both therapists, guiding their clients towards a 
reconciliation of this split becomes the focus of hard therapeutic work. 

 Both authors, whose writings are deeply steeped in documenting the clinical aspects of 
their work, are less focused on the theoretical implications of their praxis. In this paper I attempt 
to fill this theoretical gap, as I unpack and bring into the spotlight the subversive and critical 
potential of both Perel and Mitchell’s work. I will argue that their work challenges one of the 
axioms at the foundation of psychoanalysis: that the split between tenderness and sensuality, and 
the successive repression of tenderness, are necessary for the development of “civilized,” 
“healthy,”  adult sexuality. I will name this axiom the taboo on adult erotic tenderness and claim 
that it has implicitly haunted psychoanalysis since its onset. In order to do so, my work will return 
to some of Freud’s original texts in which tenderness or Zärtlichkeit plays a key role, and subject 
these writings to a critical analysis.  

My paper suggests that tenderness, and successively the taboo on tenderness, forms a blind 
spot for psychoanalytic theory.1 Not only did Freud omit a thorough analysis and definition of 
tenderness, such oversight also characterizes the work of his psychoanalytic descendants. Besides 
Freud’s own neglect of the term, I characterize three additional reasons for this omission: (1) The 
Oedipus Complex, which became the shibboleth of psychoanalytic theory, is well known for its 

                                                        
1 I take this notion of the “blind spot” from feminist psychoanalyst Irigaray, who uses it to indicate how woman as 
other (not as self-same to men) is a blind spot for both psychoanalysis and philosophy in her book Speculum of the 
Other Woman (1985).   

American Psychological Association, [Year]. This paper is not the copy of record and may not exactly replicate the authoritative
document published in the APA journal. Please do not copy or cite without author's permission.
The final article is available, upon publication, at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pap0000258



 2 

imperative to shift object choice. What is however often eclipsed here, is the fact that a shift in 
libidinal economy is equally expected with this move away from the parental sexual object. (2) 
Strachey mistranslated Zärtlichkeit mainly as “affectionate”, which misses some important 
connotations Zärtlichkeit shares with “tenderness,” namely feminine, infantile and emasculate.2 
Furthermore, his translations of Zärtlichkeit are also inconsistent, which makes the central role of 
Zärtlichkeit in Freud’s work less apparent to the English reader.3 (3) Through the work of 
attachment theorists like Bowlby and Fonagy, which were based on the preliminary work of Balint, 
the concept of tenderness became slowly and implicitly replaced with “attachment”. But 
attachment and tenderness are not the same phenomena, as attachment came to refer to the asexual 
aspects of the caregiver-infant bonding, Freud’s notion of tenderness signifies the sexual 
dimensions of this bond.4     

In sum, this paper claims that in order to value the work of Perel and Mitchell to its fullest 
extent, it is necessary to return to the onset of psychoanalysis. Where Freud implicitly excludes 
tenderness from adult sexuality, Mitchell and Perel’s analytical praxis attempt to offer their clients 
analytic insight and tools to include tenderness into their sexual life. Without this return to Freud, 
however, the subversive endeavor of this inclusion of tenderness into the realm of sexuality 
becomes overlooked.  

Let me end this introduction with the addition that this paper forms the first step in a larger 
project, in which I look at how both the tenderness-sensuality split, and the taboo on tenderness, 
lay at the foundation of problematic dominant Western patriarchal social constructions of the self, 

                                                        
2 In the original German text, Freud uses the word Zärtlichkeit to refer to the phenomena in which I am interested. 
Strachey translates this term as  “affection”, and according to the Oxford Dictionary this is technically a correct 
translation, but “tenderness” would be an even better representation of the extensive and underlying meaning of the 
word  “Zärtlichkeit”. It includes the word Zart which means “soft, delicate, fragile, weak” and even “youthful, 
effeminate and womanish”  ( Scholze-Stubenrecht & Sykes. The Oxford-Duden German Dictionary, 1999). All 
these connotations are closer to the English word “tenderness” than “affection”. “Tenderness” also refers to “fragile, 
breakable, vulnerable” connotations that “affectionate” does not have (Klein, A comprehensive Etymologicl 
Dictionary of the English language. Vol. 11, 1971). Additionally, the German word Zuneigung would be a more 
accurate way to translate the English “affection”; and Zuneigung does not even once appear in Freud’s Three 
Essays.  
3 In Studies on Hysteria (1895) Strachey’s translations of Zärtlichkeit vary from “tenderness,” (114, 201, 157, 158) 
“affectionate,”(158) “dear,” (143), “love” (159) to “fondness,”(115, 117, 275).  
In Fragments of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria (1905a),  the case study of Dora, Strachey sticks to a mixed 
translation of Zärtlichkeit : “tenderly/tenderness” (18, 85, 91, 109), “affection/affectionate” (18, 29, 34, 37, 43, 56, 
107, 109, 117), “devotedly fond of” (29), “delicacy of feeling” (33), “devoted” (36). Here we can already see how 
his preference is moving towards the word “affection/affectionate”. 
Finally, in the Three Essays (1905b) Strachey mainly uses the translation  “affectionate/affection” (167, 200, 207, 
223, 225, 227, 229, 239), with the exception of one instance in which he translates Zärtlichkeit as “petting” (224). 
4 For a more though discussion of the problematic relation between attachment and sexuality, see the compilation of 
essays in name Attachment and Sexuality (Diamond 2007). 
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sex, gender, race and age. Throughout this paper I will now and then hint at these entanglements, 
but a thorough analysis and deconstruction of these social constructions deserves its own paper(s).   

 
Section 1. Tenderness, an Alternative Economy of Desire  
 
Consider the following intervention from the very first episode of Esther Perel’s podcast Where 
Should we Begin? (2017). Perel is addressing a wife and her husband, who are consulting with her 
during the aftermath of his affair: 
 

Perel: So here is the idea. I don’t know what your relationship is like sexually, but I have a sense 
for both of you it has been massively outcome driven, too fast for both of you and unsatisfying. It’s 
terrible to be with a man who you feel is only pleasing himself and it is terrible to be with a woman 
who you feel is just giving you pity sex. So, no matter what’s going to happen, the first thing is 
touch. How you touch each other, how you stroke each other, how you kiss each other. And zero 
outcome, that’s plenty of outcome. (Perel 2017, italics mine) 
  

Without naming it as such, Perel insists and allows this couple to put tenderness (back) into their 
sex life. She gives them the license to kiss for the sake of kissing, to caress for the sake of caressing. 
And notably, she designates these acts as sexual. In this quick intervention, I will claim, Perel 
dislodges a fundamental yet silent psychoanalytic presumption: that such sexual non-goal-oriented 
touching, is limited to the domains of mother-infant caretaking, if not a symptom of hysteria or 
perversion. In other words, what Perel suggests to this couple, is not a simple task, as such tender 
sexual adult acts have historically been pathologized by Freud, and hence excluded from the 
definition of ‘normal’ sexuality.  

In what follows I will return to Freud’s foundational text Three Essays on the Theory of 
Sexuality (1905b), in order to illustrate how Freud’s early theory on sexuality excludes tender 
sexuality from the apparatus of what he claims to be normal adult sexual development.5 Put 
differently, I will argue that his early notion of adult sexuality is built upon the repression or taboo 
of adult erotic tenderness. And I will bring to light some age, gender and sex related implications 

                                                        
5 I have made a similar argument in my forthcoming article Carving out a Sonorous Space for Erotic Tenderness. 
A Deleuze and Guattarian Reading of Björk's Becoming-Tender as Queer, in which I discus the tender critical 
potential of the art of Icelandic musician Björk. This article is under revision for the Deleuze Studies Journal. 
Additionally, for a more elaborate rendition of how Freud’s notion of adult sexuality is based upon the repression of 
adult erotic tenderness, see my paper The Taboo on Adult Erotic Tenderness. A close reading and critique of Freud 
and Kristeva’s Work on Sexuality, presented at the 2017 IPA conference On Intimacy in Buenos Aires. This paper 
has as of yet not been published. 
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of this taboo, since Freud connotes a need for adult tenderness as infantile, feminine (hysteric or 
maternal) and perverse. 

In order to make this last claim, we have to conduct Freud’s work to a very particular kind 
of reading, a kind that Laplanche refers to as a “historico-structural approach to Freud’s work” 
(1970:1), “a study of Freud’s text: at once literal, critical and interpretative” which devotes special 
attention to “the moments of real break” throughout Freud’s oeuvre (1970:3-4).6 What this 
specifically entails is tracing the concept of tenderness throughout Freud’s work, and paying 
special attention to those breaking moments in which the definition of  tenderness changes.7   
 Additionally this reading adds to its methodological apparatus a feminist queer method of 
analysis. Inspired by Rubin’s The Traffic in Women: Notes on the Political Economy of Sex (1975) 

and Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990), my reading will look for the sexual taboos implied in Freud’s 
theory of sexuality.8 What this specifically entails is that I will add the taboo on adult erotic 
tenderness to the list of taboos which feminist and queer authors have unearthed as silent 
imperatives in Freud’s heteronormative and phallic theory of adult sexuality.9   

 
The concept of tenderness (or Zärtlichkeit)10 plays a very important role in Freud’s early work on 
sexuality, and most significantly in the third and last essay of his Three Essays on the Theory of 

                                                        
6 As an important side note I want to explicitly claim that I follow the method developed in Laplanche’s Life and 
Death in Psychoanalysis (1970), but I do therefore not necessarily agree with the conclusions of this work. As an 
elaboration on Laplanche is beyond the scope of this paper, it suffices to say that I specifically do not agree with 
Laplanche’s account of the role of tenderness in Freud’s libido theory. For Laplanche, tenderness in Freud’s Three 
Essays refers to the asexual dimension of maternal care. In a later text, Laplanche explicitly claims that tenderness 
can become exchanged with Bowlby’s concept of asexual “attachment,” as he writes : “attachment was already 
discovered by Freud under the name of tenderness” ( 2002:47). I strongly disagree and refer to tenderness as the 
sexual dimension between mother and infant. I would go even further, and claim that Laplanche’s refusal to 
understand tenderness as sexual, adds to the perpetuation of the taboo on adult erotic tenderness in contemporary 
psychoanalytic theory. 
7 Due to a lack of space, my current analysis will limit itself to an overview of Freud’s theory of tenderness as 
displayed in his Three Essays (1905b) and On the Universal Tendency to Debasement in the Sphere of Love (1912). 
In my forthcoming dissertation Tender Rhythms I add to my analysis a study of  how Zärtlichkeit travels through and 
in between Freud’s Studies on Hysteria (1985) and Fragment of an analysis of a Case of Hysteria (1905a). 
8 Especially the following quote from Rubin is significant for this paper: “As a description of how phallic culture 
domesticates women, and the effects in women of their domestication, psychanalytic theory has no parallel. And 
since psychoanalysis is a theory of gender, dismissing it would be suicidal for a political movement dedicated to the 
eradicating gender hierarchy (or gender itself) […] They serve as reminders of the intractability and magnitude of 
what we fight, and their analyses provide preliminary charts of the social machinery we must rearrange” (1976: 197-
8). 
9 For example, and most importantly, the taboo against homosexuality is the main focus of both Rubin and Butler’s 
work. 
10 Throughout this paper I will translate Freud’s original word-choice Zärtlichkeit with “tenderness,” even in those 
passages where Strachey decided to use the word “affectionate.” Not only will this offer a more fluent and cohesive 
reading of my paper. The word-choice “tenderness” is closer related to the original German Zärtlichkeit, as both 
have in common their connotations as soft, porous, infantile, feminine and emasculate. All these connotations, as I 
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Sexuality.  In this essay Freud emphasized that it is in the early tender contact between caretaker 
and infant – with a title role for porous orifices and capricious body fluids – that sexuality finds its 
roots and first polymorphous manifestation along the budding multiplicity of erogenous zones. 
The mother nurses, cleans, rocks and caresses her baby. This, Freud emphasizes, is a source of 
sexual satisfaction for both mother and child. In other words, the libido manifests itself first and 
foremost in tender sexuality.11 

The child’s infantile tenderness might be understood as asexual, Freud claims, but in reality 
it is unmistakably sexual: “A child's intercourse with anyone responsible for his care affords him 
an unending source of sexual excitation and satisfaction from his erotogenic zones” (1905b:223). 
The same, Freud emphasizes, counts for maternal tenderness. He writes that the mother might 
consider her tenderness as “asexual pure love”, but this tenderness is unmistakably sexual and 
“derived from her own sexual life,” as she “treats her child as a substitute for a complete sexual 
object” (ibid). The following quote, with my added erasure and alternative translations, illustrates 
how Freud refers to this sexuality between mother and infant as tender:   

 

There may perhaps be an inclination to dispute the possibility of identifying a child’s affection 
[tenderness] and esteem for those who look after him with sexual love […] A mother would 
probably be horrified if she were made aware that all her marks of affection [tenderness] were 
rousing her child’s sexual instinct and preparing for its later intensity. […] what we call affection 
[tenderness] will unfailingly show its effects one day on the genital zones as well. (1905b:223, my 
translation)12 
 

When we continue reading, Freud moves his focus away from this maternal-infant sexuality, 
towards an account of adult sexuality. Freud emphasizes that this infantile tender sexuality will 
have to undergo certain repressions due to the “barrier against incest” (1905b:225). Freud 
explicitly explains that the object of infantile tender sexuality needs to become abandoned. 
Furthermore, he adds, the parent will none the less remain a prototype for every future object-
choice (1905b:228). This view, as is well known and as Freud himself illustrates in a footnote 
added in 1920, forms the ground of his famous Oedipus-complex (1905b:226). However, what is 
less well known, probably because it is only silently implied by Freud, is that besides the object of 

                                                        
hope to clarify throughout this paper, are significant for the main argument of this paper (related see also footnotes 2 
and 3).  
11 Recent authors agree with this sexualization of the caregiver-infant bond, see for example Cristina Traina’s Erotic 
Attunement (2011). 
12 I use the editorial tool of strikethrough to correct and make consistent, Strechey’s translation of Zärtlichkeit. 
Where Strachey uses the translation of “affection,” I suggest the word “tenderness” instead. 
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infantile sexuality, also the nature or economy of this infantile sexuality has to become repressed 
in order to make space for a different kind of sexuality in adulthood.  
 As I have illustrated, tenderness for Freud first of all refers to a healthy and benevolent 
sexuality between infant and caregiver. It consists in acts of care like rocking, kissing, caressing 
and cleaning. But later, when Freud moves his focus to an account of adult sexuality, there is no 
space for such a positive definition of this tender dimension of sexuality. However, this is merely 
implied and one has to read for what is missing or implicitly excluded from Freud’s writing. 

First of all, Freud implies that there is something undesirable about tenderness when it 
becomes part of the sexuality between two adults. This can be inferred when Freud decides to 
mention adult tenderness merely as a neurotic or hysteric symptom. When adults desire tenderness, 
Freud claims, it implies regression or fixation towards the early infantile incestuous tender objects. 
Freud adds that it is usually girls whose infantile tenderness stays fixated on their caretakers. And 
he believes that this will have negative repercussions on the sexual aspects of their mature sexual 
relationships. In a remarkable quote towards the end of the third essay, he writes:  

 
They are mostly girls, who, to the delight of their parents, have persisted in all their childish love far 
beyond puberty. It is most instructive to find that it is precisely these girls who in their later 
marriage lack the capacity to give their husbands what is due to them; they make cold wives and 
remain sexually anaesthetic. We learn from this that sexual love and what appears to be non-
sexual love for parents are fed from the same sources; the latter, that is to say, merely corresponds 
to an infantile fixation of the libido. […] Girls with an exaggerated need for affection [tenderness] 
and an equally exaggerated horror of the real demands made by sexual life have an irresistible 
temptation on the one hand to realize the ideal of asexual love in their lives and on the other hand 
to conceal their libido behind an affection [tenderness] which they can express without self-
approach (Freud 1905b:227, my translation). 

 
In his discussion on the mother infant bond Freud had already explicitly warned about the negative 
repercussions and dangers of excessive parental tenderness: 
 

It is true that an excess of parental affection [tenderness] does harm by causing precocious sexual 
maturity and also because, by spoiling the child, it makes him incapable in later life of temporarily 
doing without love or of being content with a smaller amount of it. One of the clearest indications 
that a child will later become neurotic is to be seen in an insatiable demand of his parent’s affection 
[tenderness]. And on the other hand neurotic parents, who are inclined as a rule to display excessive 
affection [tenderness], are precisely those who are most likely by their caresses to arouse the child’s 
disposition to neurotic illness (1905b: 223, my translation) 
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One could of course conclude that Freud is not completely wrong, that there exists such a thing as 
“excessive” tenderness, or an “insatiable” need for tenderness. But it has to be remarked that these 
excesses are the only ways in which Freud describes any need for such tenderness in adult life. In 
other words, there is no space in his theory on adult sexuality to recognize a non-excessive or 
satiable need for tenderness. Or put differently, for Freud adult tenderness is always already 
excessive and insatiable. Adult sexual tenderness forms a blind spot in Freud’s theory of sexuality 
or in other words, his definition of adult sexuality is built upon a taboo on adult erotic tenderness. 

There is a second passage in his Three Essays that add to this argument on the taboo on 
adult erotic tenderness. In an earlier passage in Freud’s third essay he divides all adult sexual 
behavior into two groups: those who provide fore-pleasure on the one hand and those who provide 
end-pleasure, on the other (1905b:210-1). Freud classifies every sexual act besides coitus under 
the rubric “preparatory acts” (ibid). The function of these acts is to provide the necessary motor 
energy and excretion to make the body coitus-ready. On the other hand we have “the final sexual 
aim”, usually coitus, which provides the subject with “end-pleasure” during the final excitation 
through orgasm (ibid). Freud furthermore claims that normal adult sexuality consists in the 
succession of fore-pleasure towards end-pleasure. If one instead decides to “linger over the 
preparatory acts,” Freud considers this a sexual perversion or aberration (1905b:211).13 

What becomes clear from this genital and goal-oriented theory of sexuality is that there is 
no place for any caressing for the sake of caressing, no place for kissing or touching just for the 
pure sake of kissing and touching. In this particular economy of desire, the value of a sexual act is 
measured in relationship to coitus. Kissing, caressing, or any other act of sexual affection is only 
understood as valuable and healthy, if it leads towards coitus. Kissing and caressing need to be 
fore-play, and are never valued as play in itself. Feminist theorists have called this orientation 
towards the genital zone in general, or the phallus in particular, Freud’s phallocentrism (e.g., 
Irigaray 1985, Rubin 1975, Butler 1990). In phallocentric theories like these, the phallus is the 
yard-stick against which the value of all sexual activities are measured.  
 
What this close and critical re-reading of Freud’s Three Essays through a tender lens reveals is that 
tenderness occupies somewhat of a paradoxical role in Freud’s theory of sexuality. On the one 

                                                        
13 This is a repetition of passages from Freud’s first essay. Notably his second definition of “deviations in respect to 
the sexual aim: […] lingering over the intermediate relations to the sexual object which should normally be 
traversed rapidly on the path towards the final sexual aim [i.e. coitus]” (Freud 1905:149-50).  
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hand Freud goes against the grain by including maternal and infantile tenderness – their caresses, 
kisses and other displays of affection – as sexual. Yet, on the other hand, Freud excludes these 
displays of tenderness from his theory on adult sexuality. He does this implicitly through his claim 
that a need for tenderness in adulthood is either the hysteric, frigid, or anaesthetic behaviour of 
girls who need too much tenderness, concealing their libido behind tenderness, or unable to give 
their husbands what’s due to them. More explicitly, Freud marginalizes tenderness through his 
conviction that non-coital sexual behaviour is perverted when it does not end in (through coitus 
induced) orgasmic genital end-pleasure. 
 What we conclude from this reading is that Freud associates tenderness with the infantile, 
feminine (maternal and or hysteric) and perverse. Put differently, tenderness is allowed and 
applauded in its feminine and maternal expression, but pathologized as perverse or hysteric in its 
manifestation between two adults.  

It is against this light that Perel’s suggestion to the couple starts to show its radical and 
subversive potential. When she advises them: “The first thing [you should consider] is touch. How 
you touch each other, how you stroke each other, how you kiss each other. And zero outcome, 
that’s plenty of outcome,” (2017) Perel advocates for a sexual behavior that falls outside, and even 
goes against, Freud’s phallic economy of desire. Moreover, she implies that such behavior is 
healthy, even for adult lovers. Perel’s advice goes therefore radically against Freud’s phallic and 
goal-oriented theory of adult erotic tenderness.  

We might stipulate that Perel’s suggestion forms separate and radically different challenges 
to women and men, as different forms of unlearning are required of each. Male partners are invited 
to move away from a privileged phallocentric orientation of their sexuality and are urged to 
embrace a tender caretaking attitude, which traditionally has been connoted as feminine. Women 
are asked to come to terms with the accusations that their tender sexual gestures have historically 
been connoted as ‘clingy,’ ‘over sensitive,’ ‘frigid,’ or ‘excessive.’ Re-claiming this more tender 
dimension of sexuality will require its own subversive kind of courage. 

 
Section 2. Freud and the Universal Split between Tenderness and Sensuality 

  
Freud did not limit his views on tenderness to his Three Essays, but elaborated them seven years 
later in his essay On the Universal Tendency to Debasement in the Sphere of Love (1912). It is in 
this text that Freud for the first time juxtaposes tenderness to sensuality in his claim that the sexual 



 9 

libido consists of two different “currents” or “streams”.14 The tender stream is the oldest one, 
cathecting on the first incestuous love objects, but doomed to repression. The second stream is the 
sensuous one, which develops in puberty and forms the force behind adult sexuality.  
 In a pessimistic conclusion to this paper, Freud emphasises: “where they love they cannot 
desire, and where they desire they cannot love” (1912:180). He claims that adults due to the 
necessary repressions of sexuality caused by the incest taboo become unable to bring their tender 
and sensuous currents together in one adult sexual object. One could argue that by writing this, 
Freud is making explicit thoughts that were already present in his Three Essays. As I have shown 
in section one of this paper, Freud already suggested in 1905 that the need for tender sexuality had 
to become repressed in function of adult sexuality. 

In this 1912 text Freud now explicitly claims that adult sexuality is based upon both (a) a 
split between tender sexuality on the one hand and sensual sexuality on the other, and (b) a 
repression of the tender side of the libido. As the title of Freud’s essay proposes, he considers this 
split “universal.” But a closer look at the text reveals Freud’s phallo(go)centric, but equally 
colonial, definition of this word as he emphasizes that it is merely “men,” and more specifically 
“civilized” men, who’s sexuality is characterized by this split. He writes: 

 
The behavior in love of men in the civilized world today bears the stamp altogether of psychical 
impotence. There are only a very few educated people in whom the two currents of affection 
tenderness and sensuality have become properly fused; the man almost always feels his respect for 
women acting as a restriction on his sexual activity, and only develops full potency when he is with 
a debased sexual object (1912:185, my translation).  
 

Just like in his Three Essays, Freud adds a gendered dimension to this discussion on tender 
sexuality. It is mostly adult men who are unable to desire both sensually and tenderly, leaving 
women at the receiving end of the split. Freud claims that the repercussions of this split are quite 
devastating. When sensuality is missing, this leads to “psychological impotence,” or the inability 
to find complete sexual satisfaction with one’s love object. And when tenderness is missing, this 
leads to the fact that “moral debasement” and utter lack of respect, are necessary preconditions for 
sensual satisfaction. This, Freud explains is the cause of the Madonna-Whore complex. Another 
“universalization,” which would explain why men are only able to love women they don’t sexually 
desire; and can only sexually desire women they morally debase to the level of a “maid or 

                                                        
14 Again, also in this text did Strachey opts to translate Zärtlichkeit into “affection.” In this paper I suggest the 
translation of “tenderness” instead. 
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prostitute” (1912:190).15  The misogynist and classist dimensions of the tender-sensual split 
become extra clear in the following long but important passage: 

 
 Man almost always feels his respect for the woman acting as a restriction on his sexual activity, and 
 only develops full potency when he is with a debased sexual object; and this in its turn is partly caused by 
 the entrance of perverse components into his sexual aims, which he does not venture to satisfy with a 
 woman he respects. He is assured of complete sexual pleasure only when he can devote himself 
 unreservedly to obtaining satisfaction, which with his well-brought-up wife, for instance, he does not dare 
 to do. This is the source of his need for a debased sexual object, a woman who is ethically inferior, to 
 whom he need attribute no aesthetic scruples, who does not know him in his other social relations and 
 cannot judge him in them. It is to such a woman that he prefers to devote his sexual potency, even when the 
 whole of his affection belongs to a woman of a higher kind. It is possible, too, that the tendency so often 
 observed in men of the highest classes of society to choose a woman of a lower class as a permanent 
 mistress or even as a wife is nothing but a consequence of their need for a debased sexual object, to whom, 
 psychologically, the possibility of complete satisfaction is linked” (Freud 1912:186).  

 
This critical look at the split between tenderness and sensuality, brings to our attention its 

complex dimensions.  Here it becomes clear that the split between tenderness and sensuality, and 
subsequent taboo on adult erotic tenderness, are wrapped up in a myriad of socially constructed 
binaries: woman-men, normal-perverted, good femininity (Madonna)-bad femininity (whore), 
civilized-uncivilized, high class-low class, etc.  

While it might seem promising that Freud indicates how the coming together of tenderness 
and sensuality is not entirely impossible, he relegates this possibility only to “very few educated 
people” (1912:185).16 Besides this one brief mentioning, Freud omits to make the union of 
tenderness and sensuality a topic of his paper. On the contrary, quite the opposite is true as he 
“universalizes” and therefore excuses the split as a (however pessimistic) precondition for the 
development of “healthy,” “civilized,” “adult,” and mostly “male” sexuality. Subsequently, Freud 
dismisses the lack of sexual tenderness and the institutionalised moral (misogynist, classist and 
racist) debasement that results from it as unfortunate collateral damage, due to the fixations on our 
incestuous infantile objects. 
  To return to the logic of Rubin and Butler’s queer and feminist argument, such a silencing 
reinforces instead of critiques a sexist, misogynist – and we should add racist – phallic theory of 

                                                        
15 It has to be added that Freud does claim that women sometimes suffer from a similar split, but unlike for men it 
does not result in moral debasement: “In our civilized world women are under the influence of a similar after-effect 
of their upbringing, and, in addition, of their reaction to men's behaviour. It is naturally just as unfavourable for a 
woman if a man approaches her without his full potency as it is if his initial overvaluation of her when he is in love 
gives place to undervaluation after he has possessed her. In the case of women there is little sign of a need to debase 
their sexual object. This is no doubt connected with the absence in them as a rule of anything similar to the sexual 
overvaluation found in men ”(Freud 1912:186, my italics). 
16 Another expression with undeniable classist roots. 
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adult sexuality. In other words, I hypothesize that Freud’s “universalization” of the tender-sensual 
split, and the successive repression of tenderness, are more than just products of the incest taboo. 
Freud’s choice not to resolve the tender-sensual split, but instead to explain it as unfortunate yet 
necessary collateral damage, are at the foundation of colonial, classist, ageist and sexists 
constructions of selfhood, sex, gender and age.  
 
In the first section I emphasized the gendered, ageist and sexist dimensions of the taboo on adult 
erotic tenderness in Freud’s Three Essays: a need for tenderness is only allowed as infantile and 
maternal, and pathologized as frigid, hysteric or perverse between adult lovers. In this second 
section I have indicated how this taboo on erotic tenderness even becomes wrapped up in colonial 
and classist constructions: civilized versus uncivilized, high class versus low class, or educated 
versus uneducated.  
 This paper is unable to do justice to all these complicated entanglements of the taboo on 
tenderness. As I have emphasized before, it is merely a first step in a necessary larger project. 
However, I would like to end this section with the following question and hypothesis. If it is true 
that the split between tender and sensual sexuality, and the subsequent repression of tenderness, 
are part of racist, sexist, ageist and misogynist constructions of sex, selfhood and gender; might it 
then be possible that when against all odds tenderness and sensuality do come together, some kind 
of revolutionary critical potential might be present there, some kind of start towards a collapse of 
these problematic colonial, classist, ageist and sexists constructs? 
 This paper will not solve this question, but in what is next I will change gears and look at 
more contemporary psychoanalytic texts that focus on the split between tenderness and sensuality 
and ask these central questions: Can these text tell us more about what’s at stake in the coming 
together of tenderness and sensuality? Are there different reasons, besides the incest taboo, that 
could explain the function of this split, and the prevalent taboo on adult erotic tenderness? And 
what kind of sexuality and subjecthood are present in moments of tender and sensual adult 
sexuality? 

 
Section 3. The Tender Subject in Tender Sexuality  
 
In his book Can Love Last? The Fate of Romance over Time relational psychoanalyst Stephen 
Mitchell reveals the extent to which Freud’s split between tenderness and sensuality is alive and 
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well in our post-Victorian and post-sexual revolution age.17 Both female and male patients come 
to him to complain about their inability to find sexual satisfaction with the person they love so 
deeply.18 Mitchell’s work is useful as it gives us a glimpse into contemporary examples of the 
taboo on tenderness in adult sexuality (2002:33-4).  
 Mitchell explores the case-study of musician Brett (2002:31-3). Brett is caught in a 
dilemma – he likes two women. He talks about Sarah, his long-term partner, who’s smart and 
sweet, yet when it comes to the bedroom he depicts their sex life as boring and dull. Then there is 
Betty, a groupie of his, with whom he is having an affair. In Brett’s words Betty is kinky and 
adventurous, and he describes their sex-life as sexy and hot. After exploring the issue throughout 
their sessions Mitchell finds out that Sarah does seem quite adventurous too, albeit in a more subtle 
way. She is always down to explore new things. Yet her sexual initiative is not met with equal 
enthusiasm by Brett, since her attempts to look for warmth and closeness throw Brett off sexually. 
On the other hand, Betty’s kinkiness remains on a physical level and a deeper emotional bond 
between them is missing.  

Mitchell emphasizes how it is Brett who needs Betty to be kinky and Sarah to be boring. 
Mitchell avoids a Freudian Oedipal explanation, but instead hypothesizes that Brett needs the split 
to defend himself against the unbearable vulnerability attendant to connection with a partner who’s 
both sexually adventurous and looking for emotional closeness. This kind of love, he adds, is tragic 
in the Nietzschian sense (2002:54-5).19 There is a lot more at stake when you both physically and 
emotionally allow yourself to depend on one person. It takes courage to push through puritan 
shame, to walk off the trotted path of sex, admitting your kinks, and simultaneously remain 

                                                        
17 Mitchell explicitly refers to Freuds 1912 essay On the Universal Debasement in the Sphere of Love (2002:33). 
Mitchell is hereby one of the rare authors who refers to this text, which Mitchell himself refers to as “seldom-cited”.  
18 Mitchell has the tendency to claim that both men and women struggle equally with the repercussions of the split 
between tenderness and sensuality. This becomes apparent in sentences like this: “Freud often wrote as if men were 
the only subjects of interest, it is clear that in describing “psychical impotence” Freud was writing about a selective 
inhibition in the capacity to sustain desire with which both the men and the women of his time struggled” (2002:33-
4) and “Many women of our time similarly struggle with a split between love for men they see as “nice” or “good,” 
dependable and responsible, and desire for men they see as exciting, reckless, and at least a little bit dangerous” 
(2002:34-5). Due to limited space I am unable to further elaborate upon this, but as I have tried to make clear in 
section 1 and 2 of this paper, the tender-sensual split and taboo on tenderness have a strong misogynist root, which 
Mitchell seems to ignore or at least under value, with these remarks.   
19 The whole quote goes as follows: “The genuinely romantic [Mitchell’s term for an individual in whom the tender 
and sensual come together] reflects the subtle blend of qualities that Nietzsche discovers in the tragic. The lover 
builds the castles of romance as if they would last forever, knowing full well they are fragile, transitory structures. 
And the splitting Freud termed “psychical impotence” is an effort to reduce the risk by segregating permanence from 
adventure. Those boring, sturdy castles over there will last forever; these other fanciful castles are only one-night 
stands. But in that splitting, something very important is lost. For authentic romance is tragic in Nietzsche’s sense. It 
ends in death; it is never simply stable; at its best it comes and goes, perpetually lost and rediscovered” (2002:55). 
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emotionally open. When you are being this vulnerable you give a lot of power to your partner. 
Mitchell beautifully highlights the dangerous and terrifying side of sensual and tender sexuality 
when he discusses another similar case, the case of Fred: 

 
Fred, Like most of us, aspired to an ideal, sentimentalized sexuality, an abandonment without risk. But 

 sexuality is, by its very nature, fraught with uncertainty, complexity, and vulnerability. Sexual passion is 
 inevitably accompanied by self-discovery: dependency, disappointment, and aggression. And sexual passion 
 is inevitably accompanied by other-discovery: the necessary implications of granting another the power to 
 arouse, satisfy, and disappoint. This is why, for many couples, sex becomes routinized and boring over time. 
 It is not that familiarity breeds lack of interest, but that as mutual dependencies deepen, as shared lives 
 become more complexly intertwined, sexual passion, with all its accompanying risks, become 
 increasingly dangerous (2002:191-2).  

 
Like Freud, Mitchell agrees that it is hard to integrate tender and sensual sexuality. Yet 

unlike Freud, Mitchell’s explanation for this difficulty are not connected to the vicissitudes of the 
“incest taboo,” but the almost unbearable vulnerability and dependency that comes with tender 
and sensual sexuality. Additionally, Freud and Mitchell seem to have a radically different stance 
against the split. I explained in section two how Freud regarded the tender-sensual split a 
pessimistic but necessary prize we pay for “adult,” “healthy” and “civilized” sexuality. Ideas which 
– as explored in section one – were built upon his view of tender sexuality as exclusively healthy 
and valuable as part of infantile and caretaker (maternal) sexuality. Mitchell, on the other hand, 
illustrates how his practice is invested in helping his patients with the integration of the split in 
their adult sexual explorations.  

Where Freud’s theory of adult sexuality and subjecthood are built upon an implicit taboo 
on adult erotic tenderness, Mitchell values adult sexuality and subjecthood that are 
unapologetically tender. In order to differentiate these fundamentally different approaches to 
sexuality and subjecthood, I will indicate them with different signifiers: borrowing from feminist 
theory, I will name Freud’s understanding of subjecthood and sexuality ‘phallic’, and to stay 
consistent with the argument of this paper I will refer to Mitchell’s approach to sexuality and 
subjecthood ‘tender’. I will now move to another contemporary psychoanalytic author who will 
help us better understand what the differences between phallic and tender subjects and sexuality 
are made of. 
 
In her article Reliance or the Maternal Erotic Kristeva hypothesizes that the maternal erotic 
follows a different economy of desire than “lovers libido” (2014:69). Kristeva too offers insights 
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into the function of the split between tenderness and sensuality, but before we dive into that insight, 
two remarks are necessary. 
 While her work usefully illustrates the dynamics and economy specific to tenderness and 
its differential from sensuality, it fails to trace this theoretical lineage to Freud’s concept of 
tenderness. In section one and two of this paper I emphasized how “tenderness” (Zärtlichkeit) is 
Freud’s word of choice to refer to the sexuality between infant and caregiver. To indicate this 
historic psychoanalytic lineage, but equally for the sake of consistency in this paper, I chose to 
exchange Kristeva’s word-choice “reliance” with Freud’s word-choice “tenderness”.   
 I indicate an additional problem with Kristeva’s text. She seems to implicitly perpetuate 
Freud’s taboo on adult tenderness, due to her choice to limit reliance/tender sexuality to the realms 
of the infantile and maternal.20 She does this through her decision to only mention mother-infant 
examples of reliance/tenderness, and to juxtapose reliance/tenderness with “lovers libido.” 
 However, besides these two problematic aspects of her text, her work is useful as it enables 
us to better understand the qualitative difference between tenderness and sensuality. Kristeva 
confirms that tenderness and sensuality follow different economies of desire. She writes that 
moments of reliance/tenderness consist in a vacillation between two states: first, a state of 
emergency, and secondly a state of reconciliation (2014: 75). This first state of emergency is 
characterized by a falling-apart of the integrated subject or Self. What seems to happen here is that 
the Self returns to some non-integrated status. Kristeva refers to this as the pre-Self before the 
mirror stage, and characterizes it as a pre-discursive, not-yet-Self. This non-integrated pre-Self 
Kristeva calls “abjection”, which is a state between object and subject. It is “a space before space, 
a nurturer-and-devourer at once, prior to the One, the Father, the word, and even the syllable […] 
A modality of sense prior to signification or “the semiotic” ” (2014: 72-3). In this sense we could 
understand erotic tenderness to be situated in an intervening space before an ‘I’ or a ‘you’.  
 Kristeva emphasizes that this state of emergency would become unbearable and undeniably 
lead to insanity, was it not followed by a second state in which reliance/tenderness “transforms the 
abject […] into objects of care, into survival, and into life” (2014: 76). What Kristeva has in mind 
are actions of care, like rocking, kissing or caressing. Action which, as we remember from section 

                                                        
 20 For a more elaborate rendition of how Kristeva’s notion of reliance is both useful and problematic for a theory on 
tender sexuality, see my paper The Taboo on Adult Erotic Tenderness. A close reading and critique of Freud and 
Kristeva’s Work on Sexuality, Presented at the 2017 IPA conference On Intimacy in Buenos Aires. This paper has as 
of yet not been published in Buenos Aires. 
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one, were also singled out by Freud. What according to Kristeva seems to happen in this second 
phase of reliance/tenderness is some kind of putting-the-pieces-together of the previously scattered 
pre-Self, allowing for a re-integration. Kristeva’s contribution is crucial in the sense that she insists 
that this vacillation between self-scattering and re-integration should be considered libidinal, albeit 
of a different nature than the libido that adult sexuality consists off.  

As previously noted, Kristeva limits this alternative economy of tender desire to the 
sexuality of the mother and infant, and therefore implicitly repeats Freud’s delegation of said 
tenderness to the realm of infancy and motherhood. Since it is the aim of this paper to better 
understand what’s at stake when tenderness and sensuality come together in adult sexuality, I will 
apply Kristeva’s insights to an example of adult sexuality.  

In section one I emphasized how Freud’s merely phallic economy of adult sexuality limits 
tender acts of care to the category of for-pleasure, valuable only in function of the coital phallic 
end goal. Additionally, a desire for tenderness in adult sexuality would become devalued as frigid 
or hysteric. Kristeva however offers a different economy of desire. In tender sexuality acts of care 
like kissing, touching, or rocking are valued for their own sake. These acts of care, she continues, 
allow a vacillation between a vulnerable disintegration and re-integrations of the self. And in this 
economy of desire such a dependency on acts of care, and such a fluctuation between disintegration 
and integration, are experienced and valued as sexually pleasurable. Where Freud’s adult sexuality 
is built upon a taboo on adult erotic tenderness, Kristeva offers us an account that can explain the 
value and desirability of adult erotic tenderness. To illustrate such an example adult tender 
moment, I would like to refer to a scene from the book The Girl who was Saturday Night, by 
Heather O’Neill: 
 
 After I climaxed, Raphaël pulled out and took his condom off and came all over my tits. It was wonderful. 
 He stepped into his pants and went into the bathroom. His pants were half down, below his ass, and he was 
 walking on his pant cuffs. He came out with a cigarette in his mouth and a hand towel with orange roses and 
 he wiped me off with it. I don’t know why, but, it was so tender (2014:150). 

 
To summarize, in a Freudian phallic understanding of adult sexuality, this act of aftercare would 
not be valued, let alone make sense. Coitus is over, why bother? But with Kristeva’s understanding 
of tenderness as an act of care enabling a vacillation between a kind of disintegration and re-
integration of the self, this act of post-coital cleaning can become valued as its own source of 
sexual pleasure.  

Finally, the protagonists of Kristeva’s tender sexuality equally seem radically different 
from the subjects in Freud’s phallic sexuality. In line with Mitchell, we can say that Kristeva’s 
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tender subjects are unapologetically vulnerable and dependent. They are not threatened by their 
vulnerable and dependent status to the point that they need to fend it off, on the contrary, they are 
able to experience their vulnerability and dependency as pleasurable. Freud’s phallic subjects, on 
the contrary, could be described in Mitchell’s words as those for whom the split between 
tenderness and sensuality fend of the dangers which vulnerability and dependency always already 
are.  

 
Conclusion 
 
When Perel asks her couple to start with touch and zero outcome, that’s plenty of outcome, or 
when Mitchel offers Brett the analytic tools to better understand the underlying psychological 
motives between his split between “kinky” Betty and “boring” Sarah, both therapists contest a 
taboo that remains deeply grained in psychoanalysis: the taboo on adult erotic tenderness. The aim 
of section one and two of this paper was to lay bare the hidden roots of this taboo, at the onset of 
Freud’s psychoanalysis. I did this through a Laplanchian close reading of Freud’s work, tracing 
the concept of tenderness throughout his Three Essays (1905) and On the Universal Debasement 
in the Sphere of Love (1912). 
 In these two first sections I equally added a critical feminist and queer lens to my analysis, 
in order to unearth the multiplicity of gendered, aged, colonial, sexist and ageist constructions that 
seem wrapped up with this split between tenderness and sensuality, and tenderness’ successive 
repression. I simultaneously emphasized my inability to do justice to all these complex dimensions 
of the taboo on tenderness, but offered instead a hypothesis: If it is true that the split of tenderness 
and sensuality is used as a mechanism to keep misogynist, racist, sexist and ageist understandings 
of sex and selfhood in place, could the opposite be true as well? Could there be a critical and 
subversive anti-misogynist, anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-classist, anti-ageist potential buried in 
actions where tenderness and sensuality, against all odds, do come together? Or put differently, 
could a sexuality in which tenderness is not as repressed and split off from sensuality, offer us 
radically different accounts of subjectivity, sexuality and gender which are less problematic?  
 In section three I took a closer look at the work of Mitchell and Kristeva. Two authors who 
allowed me to see at least two ways in which adult tender sexuality requires a radical rethinking 
of sexuality and subjecthood. Unlike Freud’s phallic sexuality, tender sexuality is able to value 
actions like mere touch, kissing, caressing or rocking as pleasurable in themselves. And unlike 
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phallic selfhood, tender selfhood recognizes, allows and even enjoys vulnerability and 
dependency. This understanding of both selfhood and sexuality as valuable despite it being tender 
instead of phallic, is one example of what I refer to as the radical critical potential of tenderness. 

This is not to claim that tenderness’ subversive potential is completely met in the intimate 
life of these lovers who are able to integrate tenderness and sensuality. Rather I suggest that 
integrating tenderness and sensuality is a hard task, as it goes against a force which is enabled to 
keep many social constructs in check. Those who do the hard work of bringing love and desire 
together are required to engage in difficult existential work. They are asked to rethink what it 
means to be an adult, in order to allow themselves to become vulnerable, dependent and 
occasionally disintegrated. They are asked to question what it means to be sexual, so that they can 
allow themselves to consider non goal-oriented acts like kissing for the sake of kissing to be valued 
in themselves. They are required to re-consider what it means to be a woman, while battling to 
fight for a (self-)recognition of one’s ‘Madonna’ and ‘whore’ side. And finally, they are required 
to redefine the terms of what it means to be a man, by allowing oneself to both give and desire 
tenderness and care, so often relegated to the realms of the feminine and the maternal.  

When such an integration of tenderness and sensuality is made possible, we learn from 
Kristeva, that a different kind of subjectivity is allowed to come forward. In the carefully carved 
out space of adult erotic tenderness, we are allowed to become vulnerable, less-integrated, tender 
selves. These are not phallic or rigid selves whose identities require dichotomies and strict binary 
logics. These tender selves are not threatened when distinctions like masculine-feminine or self-
other become fluid. And is it a coincidence that the Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology 
reveals that the etymological root of tenderness is the Indo-European -ten/-tan, which refers to: to 
stretch and be stretched (1966)? 

This, I suggest, is the critical and subversive potential of adult erotic tender acts like kissing 
for the sake of kissing, and caressing for the sake of caressing. Perel and Mitchell’s clinical practice 
gives individuals the tools to reach these rare tender sexual moments with their sexual partner. 
Yet, a thorough re-reading of Freud’s work through a tender-lens was necessary to bring to light 
the subversive nature and critical potential of what happens in these rare moments in which we are 
allowed, facilitated and cherished to momentarily become-porous and become-fluid as tender, 
stretching and stretchable selves.  
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