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Part |

TOWARD AN ORGANISMIC THEORY
OF THE SELF

Part I presents the essential concepts of organismic functionalism. Pulsa-
tion, the ordinary rbythmic movement of living tissue, is the fundamental
biological phenomenon of this view. Sex and self-respect are analyzed in
terms of the principles of organismic functionalism. An individual’s sexu-
ality and selfhood are the outcomes of developmental adaptations of that
person’s biology to life in a given family and sociocultural world. An iden-
tification with the genital, or its disturbance, is the core of that adaptation,
and wiil be reflected in the very being of the man or woman as he or she
seeks fulfillment. The self’s fulfillment originates more in the life of the cells
of the body than in the ego’s accomplishments.



SEX AND SELF-RESPECT IN
PERSONAL FULFILLMENT

The living simply functions, it has no "meaning"
—Wilhelm Reich

SEXUALITY AND SELFHOOD

We humans are essentially sexual creatures. Our pursuit and fulfillment of
a sexual life and reproduction are key elements of our personal fulfillment.
Paradoxically, however, while they are key to personal fulfillment, they are
not simply matters of personal choice: they are behavioral expressions of
our biology. We do not choose to be or not be sexual beings.

Sex reaches into the deepest biological layers of the organism, and it
extends into every aspect of the individual's social functioning. Consider a
specific sexual act. Its bodily engagements—desire, genital sensations, the
body's whole response in orgasm—are obvious; its social aspects, perhaps
less so. Most usually, sex is experienced as a personal event apart from soci-
ety. Its refreshment comes, in some measure, from just that aspect of the
experience. In reality, however, meanings, feelings, roles, and relationships
experienced in sex are also intrinsic to or derived from society and the indi-
vidual's history and position in a society. We see here a polarity between
organismic—bodily—aspects of sex and social aspects, both meeting in,
and having a common root in, the individual person.

We see the same kind of polarity in the case of self-respect. Self-respect
is an organismic, bodily matter, not simply a psychologlcal one. It rest on
the same biological functions as sex, and it arises from the same biological
heritage as sex. At the same time, self-respect, a keenly personal matter,
reflects our sensitivity to our position within our group, our tribe, our com-
munity. In fact, our sociality, itself, is given to us through our biological
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heritage at the same time it is indelibly colored by a unique, personal,
sociopsychological history.

If biological, sociocultural, and psychological polarities characterize sex
and self-respect, they must also characterize an understanding of the quest
for personal fulfillment. In the light of these polarities, we can see that per-
sonal fulfillment is not something we either chose (egocentrically) to pursue,
or chose (altruistically) to eschew in favor of some "higher" goal. Neither sex
nor self-respect can be understood as simply "egocentric" or "altruistic,"
since each can be seen in the light of both these dimensions. I point this out
because offering a discussion of "the quest for personal fulfillment" may
evoke an equivocal response. For one thing, it might be taken to have a self-
ish ring, reflecting a discreditable, self-centeredness. However, the nature of
personal fulfillment, as I see it, is not such that it is amenable to glib manip-
ulation, egocentric or otherwise, nor is it in our hands at all, in the most fun-
damental of ways.

Personal fulfillment, then, in all its positive or frustrated variants, is an
experiential outgrowth of the inevitable and powerful movements in our
lives driven by the forces of our biology and our adaptation to our social
world. Sex and self-respect are twin aspects of that biologically rooted quest.
In addition, personal fulfillment, in the terms in which I understand it, is
not a condition in opposition to a meaningful sociality. On the contrary,
they are both to be found along the same avenue—through sex and self-
respect.

To understand these matters in the broadest perspective we need to think
in terms of sexuality and selfhood. "Sex" refers to the sexual act, or to the
fact of being male or female, whereas "sexuality” encompasses all that array
of matters pertaining thereto, including the particular way in which one man
or one woman is a man or woman in the world. "Selfhood" is a way of refer-
ring to the whole range of states—and estates—involved in being a person.
Sexuality and selfhood can be viewed as two great principles of individual
organization within whose terms we can find a comprehensive understand-
ing of the person.

Sexuality and selfhood are intimately interrelated, two aspects of the same
organism which are never separated. Their mutual development forms an
integral whole, in the same way that the root and crown of a tree form a
whole. If sexuality were the root, selfhood would be the crown; neither can
be damaged without damaging the other. Sexuality and selfhood are also
functions of the organism.

Sexuality and selfhood, by their very nature personal, are also expres-
sions of the way in which the individual is embedded in his or her social
world. Both personal and social aspects of these functions are expressions of
the underlying biological life of the organism. This sequence of polarities
can be nicely captured by a diagrammatic schema invented by Wilhelm
Reich.! Figure 1 shows sexuality and selfhood as functions, or organizing
principles, of the same biological organism. Their relationship is considered
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Figure 1. Functional Polarities of the Organism

SEXUALITY SELFHOGD
Sex Self-Respect

Biological Organism

Source of diagram: Wilhelm Reich, Function of the Orgasm, Chapter 7.

a functional one because they arise from the same biological root, and what-
ever functions they represent must be coordinated for the organism's adap-
tation. Arising from the same biological root, sex and self-respect are initial-
ly identical. They then separate as distinct functions or principles of organi-
zation, and then they are juxtaposed as antithetical to each other.Reich
termed this the identity and antithesis of biological functioning.?

It is not difficult to consider some of the surface possibilities suggested
by the identity and antithesis of sex and self-respect. Sex in a situation that
undermines the individual's self-respect has consequences, ones that
inevitably cause distress. Sex in a situation in which self-respect is
enhanced, enhances both, allowing for feeling good on many levels. With-
out sex, or its possibility, or capacity, self-respect may be determined, leaving
the person with a sense of impotence or emptiness. The sense of desiring and
knowing one is capable of sex enhances self-respect, even without the actual
experience or its possibility. In these ways, sex and self-respect function
"identically.”

Other examples indicated how they may function antithetically. The
claims of self-respect may delay sexual activities, as when a person
chooses to have sex only with a chosen partner. The claims of self-respect
may help a person renounce an exciting but problematic sexual partner.
The claims of self-respect may help one to free oneself from a burden-
some sexual role, once assumed to be inherent in masculinity or feminini-
ty. Such "claims of self-respect,” goading the individual to action, arise
not simply from ideas about who one is or should be. They arise most
Fundamentally from real bodily distress and the need to be at home once
again with oneself on a bodily level, with a better feeling in one's very
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