INTREGRATION OF SEX: 

Excerpts from SEX AND EXISTENCE by Adrian Van Kaam

The lack of integration of life and sexuality:


 In our contemporary culture man’s pre-occupation with sex often outweighs his concern with other aspects of life. Because man’s attention is drawn so concentratedly to sex, we suspect that it does not fit smoothly into the totality of his existence. I am not particularly conscious of my fingers when I attempt to nail a picture on the wall. But when I strike my thumb instead of the nail, all  my attention is drawn to this minimal part of my existence. I am aware only of my sore thumb. My thumb is no longer an unnoticed helper in the whole process of hanging a picture. It demands my special care.  I may even have to leave my immediate occupation to seek first aid.  An analogous situation may be found in society in general. For example, the people of a town do not pay much attention to the water which they drink. But if someone dies of typhoid, water becomes a major topic of conversation. In other words, when an aspect of daily life is no longer integrated with our existence, it immediately draws disproportionate interest to itself. Such is the situation of sex in our culture today. 

…….There is a tendency of each generation to impose on the succeeding generation its own devices for safeguarding the principles which it regards as sacred. The following generation may react to it. For example, one generation may insist that, regardless of the occasion, exposure of the body is always a menace to the maintenance of one’s principle of sexual discipline. Extremists of the next generation on the other hand, may claim that exposure of the entire body at all times is ideal. Both immoderate recommendations tend to isolate sex from the human situation.  


As a result of this cultural process in our society, we are already saturated with prejudices before we are even capable of considering sex in a relaxed and objected way….

…. Many safeguards of sexual principles are not really time-honoured traditions, but rather the bias of a particular period of culture.


Hence persons may live the safeguards of a proper sexual life in an improper way. Protective measures may have become more important to him  than the principles which they are supposed to protect. … Some of these may be the result of a faulty personality development and of an unwholesome conception of sexual existence. We have to therefore consider the fundamental structure of bodily and sexual existence.

The fundamental structure of bodily and sexual existence:


Many of our patients experience a fundamental split between their sexuality and other dimensions of their lives. This rift is often rooted in a misconception of the relationship between body and ego and of the role which body plays in human life. Many people are inclined to perceive the I and the body as two separate entities.   In reality, however, there is no separation between me and my body. I am an embodied consciousness, a subject that is incarnated.  All my modes of existence are fundamentally in an through my body. My presence to the world and to people is always a bodily presence, and the others are always bodily present to me. I am neither a disembodied self nor a mechanical organism, but a living unity, a body permeated by self. I live my body as that in, with an through which I am present to the world and things.

…. My body, in the words of Maurice Merleau- Ponty, is a subject. To state it in another way, my body is already a meaning-giving existence, even if I am not yet conscious of this meaning-giving activity. My body invests my world with meaning even before I think about this meaning. ….. For example, certain things in the world already mean shelter, food, or sexual desirability for me as body subject before I am consciously aware of this meaning.  I am already a meaning giving existence on the pre-conscious and not-yet –free level of my bodily existence. 

…. I am thus already a meaning – giving existence on a level on which I am not yet conscious of myself and not yet free. Thus sensitive meaning of color , taste, smell, and sound, for example is the result of preconscious dialogue with the world. This dialogue takes place at such a depth that I am unable to penetrate it though my reflective consciousness. Neither am I able to influence this dialogue my means of my free decisions. Below me, therefore, as a conscious subject is another subject that is preconscious and pre-personal. This subject is my body itself, for all forms of meaning which emerge on this level appear to be connected with the structure of my body . Consequently, I should not identify my meaning-giving subjectivity with my conscious and free thought alone. I  should realize that my body itself is already a subject. 

Sex and body subject

What does all this mean for our sexuality? The world appears to us in manifold meanings, reveals to us in many appearances. One of the meanings in which the world may appear to us is the sexual meaning. A woman may have a sexual meaning for a man and a man may have  sexual meaning for a woman. They do not have to think about it or to will it. May an woman are bodily present in the world. They at once grasp in and through their bodily presence the sexual meaning of each others. 


The sexual character of may existence necessarily and spontaneously evokes a sexual world just as the seeing character of my existence evokes  a world of shape and color. If my sight has not developed, if I am blind, or if I have never seen color, then the world of shape and color is limited to me. If the sexual character of our existence has not developed, sexual meaning does not exist for us; the world of sex is a closed book for us. Consequently, it cannot appeal to us. Such absence of sexual meaning is by no means a virtue. Because  sexual virtue is only possible as a free and conscious response to the appeal of a sexual world, we must even say that the absence of sexual meaning in an underdeveloped existence makes virtue and vice in this area impossible. 


It is clear that the sexual meaning of he world and of the other is not something that is created by our free consciousness. Our attitude toward sexual appeal can become increasingly free and conscious, but the sexual appeal itself is not free and conscious. It is given. To be sure, we can freely foster this or we can diminish its force by retiring from the situation. But the initial appeal is given; it emerges spontaneously and unexpectedly. It is inescapable.  The first moment is unavoidable; the next moment is at least partially free. Then first moment is the moment of the particular; the next moment is that of integration of that particular.  Traditional writers sometimes called this first moment  “ temptation. ” They indicated with this word a meaning which does not originate in our free decision, but which imposes itself onus as an invitation to our freedom. In other words, the integrity of our project of existence  may be questioned many times a day by this question which emerges in the spontaneous dialogue between our body and the world. Whether or not we safeguard our integrity is dependent upon the answer of our freedom. If this answer – positive or negative – is in tune with our wholesome project of existence, it is integrative. If it is incompatible with our project, it is disruptive and leads to a feeling of existential guilt and failure. 
Integration of sex and existence:


The sexual dimension of our life is not isolated from the whole of existence for from other dimensions of our life. The orientation of our sexuality is intimately connected with the orientation of our existence as a whole. It is for this reason that our existential project as a whole has a tremendous influence on the development of our sexual perception and behavior. For example, a man whose project of existence is permeated by a commitment to his wife may develop less elaborated sexual perceptions of other women than a man who is not firm in his commitment. And a person whose life is generally closed and  withdrawn will also be less spontaneous in his marital relationships. Sexuality is thus bound up with the movement of our existence as a whole.

…. A patient’s general attitudes towards people and the world will also manifest themselves in his sexual encounters. This does not mean, of course, that our sexual life is merely a manifestation of our life orientation. The sexual mode of existence, while expressing the overall direction of our life, possesses over and above this a character all its own. Nor can we say, either, that all existence is merely sexuality. We know from experience and observation that certain people may decide to dedicate their existence so exclusively to one task that they freely forego any form of sexual fulfillment . When such abstinence is the result of an authentic commitment to a unique mission, it is wholesome and does not cripple the personality. Such abstinence would be unwholesome, however, if it were the fruit of not of free commitment but of neurotic guilt and anxiety. 


The healthy person who freely abstains from sexual fulfillment is fully aware of the attraction of sexuality and of his own sexual power. He does not deny, distort, or repress his awareness that he too could dwell pleasurably in the world of sexual meaning which is offered to him as a rich and inviting possibility of being in the world.  But he freely develops his project of existence   in such a way that he chooses objectives which imply a sacrifice of the fulfillment of his sexual possibilities. Every well oriented project, to be sure, implies the fulfillment of certain modes of existence and the abdication of the fulfillment of others. A man like Dag Hammarskjold, for example, who as Secretary General  of the U.N. devoted his life exclusively to the cause of peace, presents a striking illustration of this exceptional type of life project. In such a pan of existence, the sexual mode  is not necessarily denied or repressed but its invitation, while fully appreciated, is not accepted because of other, more central commitments. 

Integration and restriction: 

The task of the integration of sex and existence may be clarified by an analogy. The integration of a particular into a larger unity always implies a restriction of both the particular and the whole which assimilates it as a part. When I build a house, I impose restrictions on the specific material which I use. The bricks I use in my walls cannot also be used for my fireplace. On the other hand the fact that I use bricks also imposes restrictions on my house to the proportions of stone. If I had used wood instead of brick, the structure would have been quite different. 

…. The integration of sexuality in our lives is always an integration within our own project of existence. It would be a fiction to believe in the possibility of a life without a unique project. This project of existence may be unconscious; it may be wise or unwise, consistent or inconsistent, blindly accepted or personally assimilated. But the orienting structure which directs our growth is always present. … Every man is already marked by some orientation. Man’s initial polymorphous versatility is soon limited by preconscious preferences and social pressures which together form the hesitant beginning of a project of life. The dialogue between the cultural and the personal projects of existence leads to various layers of meaning in the individual’s life project. 

Summary: 

 The integration of sex and existence is a lifelong task. Man is born as “polymorphous versatility.”  He can grow in countless possible directions. However, he cannot grow in all directions at the same time. This would be chaos. Therefore, some project of life is necessary if man’s development is to have meaning. Inner propensities and social pressures form the hesitant beginning of such a project. One of its important aspects is man’s attitude toward sex. A sound project of existence is in tune with the fundamental structure of human nature.  This structure implies that man lives in a world of sexual meaning, that many possibilities of sexual fulfillment are offered to him in everyday life. On the other hand, the same human structure reveals to us that man is free, that he himself can decide to what degree and in what manner he will respond to these invitations. If he desires to integrate sex in his existence in a wholesome way, his personal answer to the sexual appeal of the world will be compatible with his project of life. 
