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  WHAT IS POLYAMORY?


  Polyamory is an invented word for a different kind of relationship. Poly comes from Greek and means “many.” Amory comes from Latin and means “love.” Mixing Greek and Latin roots in one word is against the traditional rules, but then so is loving more than one person at a time when it comes to romantic or erotic love.


  The word polyamory was created in the late 1980s by Morning Glory and Oberon Zell. This couple, who have been married since 1974, continue to enjoy a deeply bonded open relationship that has morphed in many directions over the years, including a live-in triad lasting ten years and a six-person group marriage that recently dissolved after ten years.


  The Zells did not invent the lifestyle, which has come to be known as polyamory, nor did I, though we are among a handful of pioneers who have mapped this new territory and thought deeply about its implications over the past thirty some years. I use the word polyamory to describe the whole range of lovestyles that arise from an understanding that love cannot be forced to flow or be prevented from flowing in any particular direction. Love, which is allowed to expand, often grows to include a number of people. But to me, polyamory has more to do with an internal attitude of letting love evolve without expectations or demands that it look a particular way than it does with the number of partners involved.


  Few people would deny that there’s been a significant shift in the way marriage and intimate relationships have evolved over the past few decades. Most observers agree that traditional marriage is floundering. While some couples still manage to thrive, they are in the minority. Rising divorce rates, declining marriage rates, and the skyrocketing incidence of infidelity on the one hand and sexless marriage on the other have many people concerned about their prospects for marital bliss and newly curious about alternatives.


  More and more people find themselves facing the discovery that lifelong monogamy is more of a mirage than a reality. At the same time, most experts on marriage, family, and sexuality continue to write and speak as if all extramarital sex falls into the category of infidelity. Sometimes it’s acknowledged that an affair may inadvertently have a positive impact on a troubled marriage, but as far as the authorities are concerned, polyamory or consensual inclusive relationships do not exist. End of conversation. The losers are those adventurous souls struggling to make sense of their ever-changing relationships. We are all understandably confused by unspoken and uncharted shifts in the ways we mate, but trying to deny this is happening will not help us adapt to the changes already under way, nor will it help us evolve new ways of relating that are truly appropriate for the twenty-first century.


  It’s often been noted that changes in belief systems frequently lag behind changes in behavior, and nowhere is this more evident that in the realm of erotic love. Meanwhile, people are voting with their search engines. Fueled by the power of the newly expanded Internet, the concept called polyamory has spread like wildfire. A recent Google search turned up over 1.8 million entries. In less than two decades, the use of and the meanings attributed to this newly invented word have taken on a life of their own. These days, polyamory has become a bit of a buzzword and often means different things to different people. So if you’re perplexed by polyamory, you’re not alone. Some people are still confusing polyamory with polygamy, which technically means to be married to more than one person, regardless of gender, but which has come to imply the patriarchal style of marriage in which a man has more than one wife while the women are monogamous with their shared husband.


  The Oxford Dictionary defines polyamory as “(1) The fact of having simultaneous close emotional relationships with two or more other individuals, viewed as an alternative to monogamy, esp. in regard to matters of sexual fidelity; (2) the custom or practice of engaging in multiple sexual relationships with the knowledge and consent of all partners concerned.” These two alternate definitions are themselves a source of confusion for many. Jenna had the impression that polyamory refers to the “simultaneous close emotional relationships with two or more others” and, when she got involved with Gary, was intrigued by the prospect of exploring how this worked. But when Gary described himself as polyamorous, he had the second definition in mind and was intent on engaging in multiple sexual relationships regardless of the degree of emotional closeness. Neither was aware that they had very different expectations about their relationship, and both were shocked and dismayed when they discovered they were operating according to different game plans. Resentment toward the other for having a different agenda was quick to undermine their budding romance.


  Considering how few people risk having any conversation at all with a prospective partner about their intentions around sexual exclusivity, it’s not surprising that Jenna and Gary failed to recognize that they had different expectations about polyamory. They were headed in the right direction, but without some guidance, they didn’t quite arrive where they wanted to go.


  FORM VERSUS VALUES


  Because so much of the discussion about polyamory has focused on the form of the relationship rather than the underlying values and belief systems, such misunderstandings are all too common. Two different relationships can look pretty much the same from the outside but will be experienced entirely differently from the inside, that is, by the people who are engaged in them.


  For example, let’s take two married heterosexual couples. Both couples married in their early thirties and have been together for ten years. One couple has the traditional “forsaking all others till death do us part” agreement, but neither partner is emotionally or sexually satisfied. Sheila’s biological clock was ticking when she decided to marry Fred. He is a good provider and enthusiastic father but prefers golf to sexual intimacy and avoids conflict whenever possible. Sheila’s increasing sexual frustration and loneliness soon had her fantasizing about having an affair, but she was afraid of ending up divorced. She gradually withdrew from Fred sexually and emotionally, and he immersed himself in his business. Superficially, they look like the perfect couple, but Sheila would leave in a heartbeat if it weren’t for their two sons.


  Gina and Eric met while working for the same company. They were attracted to each other but hesitant to get sexually involved in the fishbowl of the workplace. Instead, they developed a friendship and had many long conversations about life and love, discovering that they shared a passion for spiritual matters and personal autonomy as well as cooking, surfing, and mountain climbing. As Gina put it, “I don’t want to hold my partner prisoner, and I don’t want to be imprisoned either.” When they finally transitioned from friendship to romance, they agreed that they would have an open relationship with as few restrictions as possible on the other’s freedom to choose outside sexual partners.


  For the first few years of their relationship, neither chose to interact with other partners. Then they met another couple who were similarly inclined and dated for over a year. When the other couple decided to close their marriage, Gina and Eric were grief stricken but happy that they still had each other. Although their marriage continues to be open in theory, they find that with each passing year they are less interested in including others. Eric says, “We have no rules against outside intimacy. It could happen again, but it would take someone very special to get our attention. The truth is, we’re happy with what we’ve got and don’t really feel a need for other sexual relationships.”


  Gina and Eric, according to my definition, are actually polyamorous even though the form their relationship has taken looks very much like a monogamous couple. To me, the most important aspect of polyamory is not how many partners a person has. Rather, it is the surrendering of conditioned beliefs about the form a loving relationship should take and allowing love itself to determine the form most appropriate for all parties. If the truth is that two people freely embrace sexual exclusivity not because somebody made them do it or because they’re afraid of the consequences of doing something else, I would still consider that couple polyamorous.


  The intention of polyamorous pioneers was not substituting one “should” for another. And yet that’s exactly what many people are doing in communities where polyamory has become trendy. Instead of struggling to conform to a monogamous ideal and ideology, they find themselves struggling to conform to a nonmonogamous ideal and ideology. Meanwhile, young people who find polyamory either “too mainstream” or “too difficult” are rejecting the whole legacy and creating their own concepts, like relationship anarchy and friends with benefits, as we shall see in chapter 8. Labels, definitions, and organizations are useful insofar as they help us understand our experience and communicate about it, but what’s the point of trading one rigid belief system for another?


  Quite understandably, most people think that polyamory is about proclaiming their right to have more than one sexual partner or to have multipartner relationships. This might take the form of an open relationship where a couple, married or not, agrees to have additional lovers; a group marriage involving three or more people in one household; or an intimate network of couples and/or singles who have ongoing intimate relationships but don’t live together. We’ll look more closely at these variations later, but for now let’s just say that polyamory implies an alternative to both serial monogamy and monogamy with secret affairs, which are the two most common relationship choices in the Western world.


  To those of us who coined and popularized the term polyamory, the form the relationship takes is less important than the underlying values. The freedom of surrendering to love and allowing love—not just sexual passion, not just social norms and religious strictures, not just emotional reactions and unconscious conditioning—to determine the shape our intimate relationships take is the essence of polyamory. Polyamory is based on a decision to honor the many diverse ways loving relationships can evolve. Polyamory can take many forms, but as it was originally conceived, if deception or coercion is involved or if the people involved are out of integrity in any way, it’s not polyamory no matter how many people are sexually involved with each other. These more subtle qualities have often gotten lost in the excitement and glamour of embracing sexual freedom, but they are crucial to understanding the deeper significance of polyamory.


  A NEW PARADIGM FOR LOVE


  The guilt and shame associated with premarital or extramarital sex and love is not quite a thing of the past, and neither is the lying and hiding that have accompanied these behaviors for centuries. Unfortunately, many old habits and patterns of relating have been translated into the polyamorous arena despite our idealistic vision for a future in which humans love each other unconditionally with passion and transparency and without possessiveness and control. Deep cultural change is a long-term affair. The increasing visibility of and acceptance for variations on the “one man, one woman, till death do us part” scenario has certainly decreased the shock value and threat that alternative choices once elicited, but we are still a long way from a true paradigm shift. In fact, few people believe that it’s even possible for unconditional love and erotic love to coexist.


  Those of us who are passionate about articulating a new paradigm for love and creating more tolerance for diversity in lovestyle choices agree that while monogamy is a wonderful option for some people some of the time, it’s not the only valid possibility. The reality is that humans are not naturally monogamous. If we were, we would mate once, for life, and never for a moment consider doing anything else.


  Polyamorous relationships, like monogamous ones, differ in their basic intentions and approaches. Some polyamorous relationships resemble traditional monogamous marriage in their emphasis on creating an impermeable boundary around the group, operating according to a well-defined set of rules (sometimes called a social contract), and expecting family members to replace individual desires with group agendas. I call this type of relationship “old paradigm” regardless of whether it is polyamorous or monogamous.


  Other polyamorous relationships have a primary focus on using the relationships to further the psychological and spiritual development of the partners. These relationships tend to put more emphasis on responding authentically in the present moment, allowing for individual autonomy, and seeing loved ones as mirrors or reflections of oneself. These new paradigm relationships may also take either monogamous or polyamorous forms. Many people these days are in transition and find themselves attempting to blend elements of old and new paradigms as well as monogamous and polyamorous lovestyles, but these distinctions are useful in clarifying the direction in which we wish to move.


  THE HUMAN ANIMAL AND ALL OUR RELATIONS


  By the end of the twentieth century, scientific research on animal behavior and brain chemistry was providing strong confirmation of the troubling observation many of us had already made on our own—that lifelong monogamy is not natural for humans, nor is it for most other animals. Much publicity has been given to the sexual free-for-all enjoyed by our nearest genetic relatives: the bonobo chimpanzee. But nowhere in the animal kingdom do we find anything remotely resembling the phenomenon now called polyamory. Polyamory is a uniquely human phenomenon. Perhaps this is why conscious and consensual love-based intimate relating is generally left out of academic conversations on marriage and family.


  For much of our evolutionary past, there were no centralized authorities dictating the terms of our sex lives. Rather, a variety of customs that supported local ecosystems gradually arose. In the last couple of millennia, organized religions, the medical establishment, and governments have increasingly taken charge of both sexual prohibitions and family structures. Nevertheless, in much of the world, men are still allowed to have more than one wife (called polygyny by anthropologists), and in a few places, women can have more than one husband (technically called polyandry). In countries where marriages are for couples only, both men and women often have secret extramarital affairs or divorce and marry another. All these patterns of mating and sexual activity can be found in the animal world. Some are more common than others, and while lifelong monogamy is rare, it does exist.


  As David Barash and Judith Lipton discuss in their 2001 book The Myth of Monogamy, the advent of DNA testing to determine paternity was a major breakthrough in the study of animal mating patterns. Many species previously thought to be monogamous have since been found to be socially monogamous at best. That is, they may mate with a single individual, setting up housekeeping, coparenting, and sharing resources. But DNA testing along with more objective behavioral observation reveals that in many species both males and females have “secret affairs” often with other partnered individuals. Serial monogamy also occurs in the animal kingdom with both males and females “trading up” for a better mate when the opportunity arises.


  Barash and Lipton’s analysis of the proven absence of sexual exclusivity, even in most socially monogamous species, revolves around genetic programming. That is, both males and females will behave in ways that increase the likelihood of reproducing and the survival and successful mating of their offspring. Parenting and other social behavior as well as sexual habits are all strongly linked to genetic programming. Barash and Lipton also mention ecological considerations, what deep ecologists call the “carrying capacity of the land,” as secondary influences on reproductive behaviors, and we’ll return to this interesting factor in a later chapter.


  The viewpoint that we could call DNA-driven sexual behavior is by no means new. But twentieth-century male sociobiologists frequently had blinders on when it came to the reproductive advantages accruing to females when mating with multiple males. It took women scientists1 such as Dr. Sarah Hrdy, whose observations and interpretations often differed markedly from those made by men, to give us a more accurate picture. Hrdy was one of the first to note that among baboons, males would protect rather than attack the young of any female they had mated with. It’s obvious to any unbiased observer that there are many genetic advantages in multiple matings for females as well as males.


  Barash and Lipton, who are a male–female team, provide a more balanced perspective, putting to rest the outdated notion that females are naturally sexually exclusive. Instead, their data reveal that females, like males, are motivated to have more than one partner when doing so improves their access to resources and the quality of genetic material available to them.


  Barash and Lipton also pose the fascinating question of why monogamy exists at all in any animals, including humans, and even go so far as to compare the reproductive advantages of monogamy, polygyny, and polyandry. Their new book, Strange Bedfellows (2009), focuses on the reproductive advantages of monogamy for humans. The animal behavior studies are illuminating. But while genetic programming dictates much more of our behavior than most of us like to admit, there are at least two serious limitations to animal research—and Barash and Lipton’s analysis—for understanding human sexual behavior.


  The first is that there are basically no known precedents either in the animal world or in so-called primitive cultures for mating or family groups that include more than one member of both genders, unless you consider the whole tribe as the group. For example, the concept of two males and two females bonding to reproduce and raise young is conspicuously absent from the literature. And while polyamory does not have to include multiple partners of both genders, it certainly can.


  The reason for this, undoubtedly, is that while conflict between same-gender individuals competing to fertilize an egg, control territory, or obtain food and child care is generally present, when one male or female establishes dominance, he or she is able to assert him- or herself over the others more or less permanently, resulting in stable relationships where each individual knows how to behave.


  But imagine what would happen if the alpha male or patriarch is not only ruling his harem but also constantly competing with another male whom he can’t simply defeat and drive away but one with whom he needs to cooperate on an ongoing basis. A male who willingly submits to another becomes unattractive to females programmed to go for the male with the best genes. Similarly, an alpha female will generally not allow another female into her “home,” and a nonalpha female will not succeed in preserving her freedom to have multiple mates in the face of inevitable resistance from males who want the genetic advantage of fertilizing all her eggs.


  I’ve noticed these patterns in the cats I’ve lived with over the years. Recently, I adopted two female kittens whose mothers were sisters. They had been raised together since birth and were very bonded. Tillie is a very aggressive eater, gobbling her food as soon as it’s placed in her dish and nosing her cousin out of the way. If it’s something she especially likes, like fresh tuna, she makes growling noises while eating and guards the dish against intruders. Frances is quite content with this arrangement and patiently waits until her compatriot is finished eating to have whatever is left. They both love to sit with me and be petted. Tillie always sits on my shoulder or chest, while Frances takes the lower perch in my lap. When they play together, they wrestle and jump freely, but each knows her place when it comes to important resources, and there is never any conflict.


  Years ago, I had two other cats who were sisters and got along well until they both had kittens. As soon as the kittens were weaned, Kali, the more dominant of the two, started attacking her sister many times a day until she drove her out of the house. Astarte finally found refuge with a neighbor, and Kali guarded her territory ferociously, refusing to submit to the male cats in the neighborhood except for Sand, our older male cat who lorded it over everyone.


  Genetic programming is usually characterized as selfish. It’s said that it’s not interested in the good of the species, the happiness of others, or social justice but rather is ruled by Darwin’s infamous survival-of-the-fittest dictum. Competition and the struggle for dominance, whether at the level of determining which sperm cells will fertilize an egg or which male has access to a particular female or whether the male or the female is calling the shots, has been the basis for most interpersonal interactions throughout our recorded history. Polyamory, on the other hand, involves a conscious decision to act altruistically, that is, to put the well-being of others on an equal par with one’s own.


  Another issue is that, increasingly, the association of human sexual behavior with reproduction is being broken. While most nonhuman sexual behavior still is linked with reproduction, a smaller and smaller percentage of human mating is intended to produce offspring. With longer life spans and better health, women are continuing to be sexually active long after fertility ceases. Greater independence for both genders means that enjoyment of sex, shared values and interests, and common avocations play a greater role than basic survival in sexual choices.


  Meanwhile, many humans are deciding to have fewer children or no children at all, and when birth control pills and surgical solutions are used to control fertility and deodorants are used to control natural scents, our physiology is altered in such a way that genetic programming may be altered.


  LOVE AND THE BRAIN


  The effects of hormones and neurotransmitters have been increasingly well researched in the twenty-first century as the major mechanism by which genetic programming, as well as emotional reactions and environmental factors, exerts an effect on our sexual behavior. Hormones such as estrogen, testosterone, vasopressin, and dehydroepiandrosterone have long been known to influence our sexual desires and habits. Oxytocin is strongly linked to bonding. Neurotransmitters such as dopamine, norepinephrine, and phenylethylamine have been identified as mediators for infatuation or romantic love. Tiny molecules called pheromones, which enter our bodies through the nose, independently of our conscious awareness of odors, also influence our sexual attractions and choices.


  The question is no longer whether sex hormones affect our behavior but rather to what extent we have any conscious choice about our sexual decisions at all. For example, high testosterone levels may incline some people to seek out multiple partners, while vasopressin may influence others to bond with only one. No doubt the degrees of freedom vary from person to person and involve relationships between hormone levels, consciousness levels, and environmental factors. The very extensive conversations on “free will” in spiritual, psychological, and philosophical venues are beyond the scope of this book. Suffice it to say that many of our most respected and influential spiritual leaders say that free will is an illusion and that we only imagine we are making choices after the behavior has already occurred.2


  Scientific data strongly suggest that, as sex therapist and researcher Dr. Theresa Crenshaw puts it, “when you fall in love or in lust it isn’t merely an emotional event. Your various hormones, each with unique features to contribute, get in bed with you too.”3 Dr. Helen Fisher divides love into three categories that correspond to different hormones and brain systems. Her analysis of the data suggests that high androgen and estrogen levels generate lust, romantic love correlates with high dopamine and norepinephrine and low serotonin, and attachment is driven by oxytocin and vasopressin. To make matters more complicated, these three systems interact. For example, testosterone can “kickstart the two love neurotransmitters while an orgasm can elevate the attachment hormone,” according to Fisher. “Don’t copulate with people you don’t want to fall in love with,” she warns.4


  Scientists also tell us that the intensity of romantic love that many couples experience early on, which is fueled by endorphins, naturally diminishes after a couple of years. Oxytocin levels then support a few more years of attachment, rising with the birth of each new child, perhaps accounting for worldwide peaks in divorce rates after four and seven years of marriage as bonding between partners loses some of its biochemical boost. If affectionate touch, sexual activity, and orgasms also decline over time, oxytocin levels will further decline.


  Vasopressin, which has been called “the monogamy molecule” because it’s been identified as the cause of lifelong mating patterns in male prairie voles, has also been implicated in human bonding. Swedish researcher Hasse Walum5 reports that in a study of 552 pairs of male twins, those with a gene reducing the effect of vasopressin scored lower on a psychological test measuring bonding. The women they were married to also reported lower levels of marital quality. As a result, there has been speculation that vasopressin levels may play in a role in determining whether a man is monogamous.


  Marnia Robinson, author of Peace between the Sheets, advocates that both men and women withhold orgasm during sexual exchanges to short-circuit the brain circuitry, leading to a decline of interest in a partner once they’ve habituated to each other. She theorizes that the human brain, unlike the bonobo brain, is wired for pair bonding with a specific type of dopamine receptor that creates addictive-like cravings for one’s mate. But as with any physical addiction, the “fix” loses its potency over time. Robinson speculates that by withholding dopamine-releasing orgasms while increasing oxytocin-releasing touch and affection, bonding can prevail over the “craving” for new and different sexual stimulation.6 If Robinson’s hypothesis is correct, it goes a long way toward explaining why women, who are generally less likely than men to reach orgasm through intercourse or to reach orgasm at all if their lover is unskilled, are reputed to be more likely to remain attached, while their male partners seek variety.


  While love, sex, and relationships are clearly influenced by many factors in addition to genetic variations, hormones and neurotransmitters, and pharmaceutical and recreational drugs, most experts agree that we would be foolish to ignore the role of biochemistry.


  IS INFIDELITY MONOGAMY?


  Is infidelity monogamy? What about serial monogamy? These may sound like silly questions, but with as many as 70 percent of all couples experiencing extramarital affairs, monogamy has been redefined. Most of these couples consider themselves to be monogamous, as do couples who divorce and remarry others. Clearly, their behavior does not match their identities. As long our society stigmatizes people—and especially women—who tell the truth about their nonmonogamous desires and activities, it’s likely that people will choose more acceptable labels even if they are misleading to say the least.


  According to the 1999 U.S. Census, almost half of all marriages are remarriages for at least one of the spouses. While divorce rates are higher in the United States than in most other countries, serial monogamy is a worldwide trend. And one of the leading causes of divorce is infidelity. The original meaning of monogamy was to mate and be sexually exclusive for life. Divorcing and remarrying was originally called serial polygamy, not serial monogamy.


  We could argue whether all marriages should continue for a lifetime, but that’s not the issue I want to raise here. Rather, I am pointing to the false connection many people make between monogamy and fidelity.Monogamy and commitment are often considered synonymous as well. To me, faithfulness has more to do with honesty, respect, and loyalty than sexual exclusivity, and commitment is about keeping agreements. The content of the agreement is irrelevant as far as commitment is concerned. Somehow, we’ve really gotten confused when relationships that include secret extramarital affairs are considered monogamous and those that end in divorce are considered committed monogamous marriages.


  Of course, people who identify as monogamous have no corner on infidelity. Those who attempt to practice polyamory can also find themselves having secret affairs, which is all the more disheartening to partners who imagined that their couple relationship was based on honesty and consensual extramarital relating. Ellen and her husband Doug had been happily married for twelve years, and while they’d agreed from the beginning that their marriage would be open, neither had gone beyond the playful flirtation stage.


  Suddenly, unexpectedly Ellen found herself head over heels in love with William, a man whom both had been acquainted with for years. She’d kept the depth of her feelings a secret from Doug for several months, not wanting to upset him and afraid that he would interfere with her newfound joy. Meanwhile, William, knowing that they had an open marriage, assumed that Doug was fully informed. When Ellen finally confessed that she was in love with William, Doug predictably felt angry and betrayed, feared that she would leave him, and wanted to retreat to monogamy. The habit of keeping secrets can be deeply engrained, even when couples agree to have an open relationship.


  SWINGING


  For many people, polyamory is just another word for swinging. In fact, prior to the invention of the word polyamory in the early 1990s, the word swinging, when it came into use in the 1970s, did mean much the same thing polyamory now implies. Like polyamory, the definition of swinging and swingers has evolved through the portrayal of these lifestyles in the popular media.


  I know this because shortly after the publication of my book Love without Limits in 1992, I gave a talk at the annual Lifestyles Conference to promote it. In my talk, I discussed my impression that while swinging shares the values of honesty and consensual decision making with polyamory, it differs from polyamory in two ways. First, swingers generally had sex first and perhaps became friends later, whereas polyamorists became friends first and maybe had sex afterward. Second, swinging, while allowing for sexual non-monogamy, demanded emotional monogamy. That is, in swinging, falling in love with a partner other than your spouse is forbidden. In polyamory, the word itself suggests that loving all of your partners is appropriate.


  While my description is certainly true for some swingers, when my talk concluded, I was surrounded by polite but angry swingers, including many leaders in the swing movement who informed me that their way of practicing swinging had always been identical to what I was now calling polyamory. In fact, some of them were involved in intimate networks that were almost as old as I was at the time. The media, they said, were responsible for sensationalizing the lifestyle and presenting it as shallow and coldhearted.


  The same could now be said of polyamory, but in all fairness, I have to admit that some people who have adopted the polyamory label have sex instead of developing lasting friendships and don’t always treat their partners in a loving way. And there are many people who call themselves swingers but who have committed relationships with a circle of people beyond their primary partner. In addition, I know of many people who have ongoing sexualoving relationships with several people and also have a series of casual sexual encounters with new people. Others troll for prospects for polyamorous relationships by attending swing conventions that are generally held at more upscale locations, more entertaining, less introspective, and better attended than polyamory conferences.


  Another difference between polyamory and swinging is that at least in present-day swinging, it’s all about couples. In order to attend most swinging events, you have to be a male/female pair. Honestly, I’m not sure to what extent the “couples-only” policy is an effective way of discouraging single men from swarming to these events and to what extent it is a strategy for managing jealousy by eliminating, at least in theory, participants who may be seeking a new mate. Polyamorous gatherings, because they are less sexually oriented, are less attractive to people who are primarily seeking sex. Additionally, in polyamory there is usually a conscious choice not to support the culturally pervasive emphasis on coupling up.


  Clearly, there is no sharp divide between polyamory and swinging, with some people practicing or identifying with both lifestyles and others choosing labels according to their circumstances or their history or for no apparent reason at all. The distinction may be helpful to some, but it’s not something you can rely on to be meaningful.


  Nora and Jim’s story is a case in point. Nora recalls, “When the kids went off to college we realized we’d bankrupted our marriage. That’s a dangerous time for marriages breaking up, and Jim and I decided we needed to spend more time together and focus on each other after all these years of being in the polyamorous community and having other lovers. We’d drifted apart. His needs were being met by Andrea, his girlfriend of seven years, but my other partners weren’t working out for me, and I stopped seeing them.”


  At that time, Nora told Jim, “If you’d rather be with her, there’s the door. I only want you to be here if you want to be.” They spent a year in counseling together, and Nora invited Andrea to join them, but Andrea declined and “wrote herself out of the script.” Nora says she hadn’t planned to exclude Andrea but did want to reclaim her connection with her husband and feels badly about how that relationship ended.


  “I’ve always been kind of a tribal person,” Nora explains. “I still have a circle of close friends from childhood. I liked the idea of having more friends around who we could also have sex with, but it really hadn’t worked out for me. Jim’s and my sex life had always been good, there was nothing lacking in our relationship, we just started wondering what more there could be to life. At first it felt very inclusive, very spontaneous, we were doing it together with the first couple we dated. And I was always ‘open’ with my other lovers, but Jim was in a closed relationship with Andrea, who didn’t want him to see other women besides me.


  “After we got our marriage back on track five years ago, Jim wanted to try swinging, which was something we’d never done and which he couldn’t do with Andrea. I wasn’t really interested, but I was a good sport, so I went along with it. I didn’t like it much, but after a couple months we met a couple at a swing club who we now see every weekend. It’s turned out to be the way I always imagined polyamory could be but never was. No stress, no strain, no drama. There’s a lot of trust and comfort. We have a great time with them, and there’s a lot of love and support. The first year it was mostly just great sex. They’d been swinging for a long time and were a very happy, stable couple. Polyamory just wasn’t on their map. They’d never heard of it. I was cautious after my previous experiences and wanted to go very slowly. I think they were open to more with us before we were. In the second year we expanded to dinners, sleepovers, meeting each other’s kids, and taking vacations together. They’ve become our best friends, we’re in love with each other, we’re bonded. Our kids love them, and their kids like us too. Their nineteen-year-old daughter recently asked them matterof-factly if they were swingers and if they had sex with us. When they said yes and yes, she simply nodded and said, ‘Cool.’”


  THE ECOLOGY OF INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS


  While twenty-first-century mainstream Judeo-Christian doctrines concur in prescribing monogamy as the only appropriate form for marriage, this was not always the case. Insisting that everyone be monogamous is analogous to monocropping in agriculture where large corporate farms plant thousands of acres with just one crop, destroying the complex interrelated diversity of species that have coevolved healthy, sustainable ecosystems over many generations.


  These are some of the forms intimate relationships often take when people allow themselves to find a niche appropriate for the unique individuals involved. Note that some of these forms may interact. For example, a couple in an open marriage may also be part of an intimate network.


  Open Marriage or Open Relationship


  Both of these are nonexclusive couple relationships, the main difference being whether the couple is married. In this scenario, the partners have agreed that each can have outside partners. A wide variety of ground rules and restrictions may apply.


  Gina and Eric, whom we met earlier in this chapter, have an open marriage. Even though they don’t currently have outside sexual partners, they have a clear agreement that allows for this possibility. Mark and Nancy also have an open marriage, but in contrast to Gina and Eric, who discuss each situation as it arises, Mark and Nancy have a list of guidelines each is committed to follow. Their basic rule is that they ask the other’s permission before making a date with someone else. Each has the option to meet a potential new partner before giving permission. At times, they have had “standing” dates on a certain night of the week with a long-term lover, but Mark and Nancy always have the option to veto the date night if they feel a need for more time with each other. They have also agreed to always be home by midnight.


  Intimate Network


  This is a lovestyle in which several ongoing relationships coexist but usually people do not live together, or they may share housing or land as roommates or community mates rather than as partners. Sometimes all members of the informal group eventually become lovers. Sometimes individuals have only one or a few sexualoving partners within the group, but they generally have close friendships. The group can include singles, couples, moresomes, or a mixture. Another way to describe an intimate network would be as a circle of sexualoving friends. The intimate network is similar to what futurist F. M. Esfandiary called a mobilia in the 1970s and what young Swedish activist Andie Nordgren calls relationship anarchy in the twenty-first-century.


  Bruce, Jane, Cindy, Rebecca, Richard, and Harry have been friends and lovers for over twelve years. Cindy was introduced to Bruce and Jane by her ex-husband Jim, who has also been part of this intimate network at times. Bruce and Jane are a committed couple in an open relationship, and both were lovers of Cindy’s for several years, although this relationship has become a mostly nonsexual close friendship since Cindy got together with Harry six years ago. Rebecca is an old friend of Jane’s who became sexually involved with Bruce two years ago, and Richard is a single man who is lovers with Jane and Cindy and occasionally Harry.


  Group Marriage


  A group marriage is a committed, long-term, primary relationship that includes three or more adults of any gender in a marriage-like relationship. A group marriage can be open or closed to outside sexual partners. It may revolve around one central person who is primary with all the others (called a “V”), or each person may be equally close to every other person involved.


  Peter and Candy had been married for twenty-three years and raised two children when Peter fell in love with Jessica, who was ten years his junior. He knew immediately that he wanted to include Jessica into his already happy marriage with Candy rather than divorcing Candy to be with Jessica. Both women were skeptical but willing to explore developing a relationship of their own. It turned out that Candy and Jessica quickly became best friends, are very compatible, and love spending time together. They experimented sexually, both alone and with Peter, but have concluded that they are more interested in Peter sexually than in each other. They do enjoy sharing Peter in bed, which is just fine with Peter. Jessica moved into Peter and Candy’s large home four years ago and has decided to go back to school and get a law degree so that she can join Peter and Candy’s legal practice. The three have agreed to have an open marriage, but so far they are too busy enjoying each other to have any interest in seeking new partners.


  Triad


  Three sexualoving partners who may be in any combination of primary, secondary, or nonhierarchical relationships. A triad may be open or closed, but if it’s a polyamorous triad, it’s more ongoing than a one-night ménage à trois. It can be strictly heterosexual or homosexual, or it can be the choice of two same-gender bisexuals and an opposite-gender heterosexual.


  Peter, Candy, and Jessica are an example of a triad as well as a group marriage, and so are John, Eli, and Carol, who are all singles who share a flat in Helsinki. John and Carol met in college six years ago and became friends and lovers. When Carol went away to graduate school, they separated, and John decided to explore an intimate relationship with Eli. When Carol returned to Helsinki and met Eli, they were immediately attracted and decided to experiment with a three-way relationship that included John. After two years, they decided to try living together and are now considering having a child together.


  [image: image]

  WHO CHOOSES POLYAMORY,

  AND WHY


  The diversity that characterizes the universe of those who’ve adopted polyamorous styles of relating reveals itself most clearly when we address the wide variety of motivations people may have for choosing polyamory. Some may harbor hopes that polyamory will allow them to avoid dealing with problematic personal issues or that it will solve problems in an existing relationship, but this is rarely the case. In a few cases, however, polyamory does allow people to create healthy and functional relationships they probably could not have managed otherwise. In others, one partner reluctantly agrees to polyamory to win the affections of the other, secretly hoping that this unwelcome twist will magically vanish once they are committed to each other. Some are consciously or unconsciously creating a situation in which they can heal childhood wounds or replicate the large extended family they grew up in.


  Some want a stable and nurturing environment in which to raise their children. Some use polyamory to mask or excuse addictions to sex, work, or drama, while others seek utopian or spiritual rewards or want to take a stand for cultural change. Others are simply doing what’s fun and what comes naturally for them or are rebelling against religious prohibitions or family expectations. Some use polyamory as a weapon in a power struggle or to punish a controlling partner. Some want to keep their erotic life alive and vital while in long-term committed relationships or to fulfill sexual or emotional desires they can’t meet with only one person or with their existing partner. Some are trying to make up for developmental gaps or to balance unequal sex drives. Some people do not start out consciously choosing polyamory at all but find that polyamory has chosen them.


  As I was sitting down to write this chapter, I received an e-mail from a woman who had recently read some of the articles about polyamory that are posted on my website. Her comments seem the perfect place to begin this discussion on why people choose polyamory. This woman, who I’ll call Kate, was grateful to find a confirmation of her own experience of polyamory as a spiritual path. “I don’t think I’ve ever engaged in anything that has prompted more self-reflection and intense personal growth than has polyamory,” she concludes.


  The blessing and the curse of polyamory is that love that includes more than one tends to illuminate those dark shadows that many would prefer to ignore. While some people deliberately seek out polyamorous relationships for the purpose of freeing themselves and their children from the neuroses arising from typical nuclear family dynamics, most inadvertently discover that polyamory provides a very fertile environment for replicating any dysfunctional patterns carried over from the parental triangle experienced in their family of origin.


  Men may find childhood competition with Dad for the attention of Mom rekindled when they relate with a woman who has another lover. If they unconsciously begin to act out the old childhood script of competition with the man for the heart of the woman, an unpleasant and painful drama is likely to unfold. If instead they can consciously find ways to support each other in basking in the richness of loving both each other (which need not include sexuality) and the woman and to creatively manage the only truly limited resource—that is, time, not love—a more enjoyable outcome is possible. Many men have strong competitive instincts that they have been socialized to express very directly. Women frequently have the same strong competitive urge, but women’s socialization has driven competition underground, and it often comes out sideways, making it even more challenging to overcome. Unresolved sibling rivalries can also be rekindled in polyamorous relating. These are situations in which an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, so it behooves people who are contemplating polyamory to heal their family of origin issues first.


  Abundant love can bring out our shadow in ways that have little to do with jealousy and competition. I once spent a week vacationing with a man whom I was newly in love with and another couple who both of us were attracted to and who I’d been very close to for several years. I eagerly anticipated our time together, imagining how wonderful it would be to enjoy the company of three people I loved and who loved me. After a few days, I found myself feeling more and more uncomfortable. Feelings of unworthiness I never knew I had began overwhelming me. My usual calm and self-confident self had disappeared, and in its place was an anxious and insecure stranger. At first, I didn’t understand what was happening and tried to push these troubling feelings away, but they only got stronger. I found myself wondering whether I deserved this much love. Was I really good enough for him and him and her? Finally, I tearfully confessed that my self-esteem had hit an all-time low. Held in three pairs of loving arms, I took the invitation to dive into my shadow and experienced firsthand the legendary power of love to light up the dark corners of the psyche, shedding healing light on that which has been hidden.


  SELF-ACTUALIZING POLYAMORISTS


  Nancy and Darrell are a good example of a couple who deliberately chose polyamory for its opportunities for growth as well as to allow a broader sexual context within their marriage. Both were virgins in their early twenties when they married forty years ago. After ten years of being happily monogamous, while attending a relationship seminar they discovered that neither one was invested in sexual exclusivity. It turned out that they had simply defaulted to monogamy, as do so many people, and once they took a look at it, they realized that their only reason for continuing to be monogamous was fear of the unknown. Confident of their love, their compatibility, their communication skills, and their commitment to each other, they decided to open their marriage. It’s less common now than in the past for couples to have no sexual experience before marrying, but I know of many such couples who have found in polyamory a way to jointly embark on the adventures they missed out on in their youth.


  Nancy reports, “When Darrell told me he wanted to know what it would be like to make love to a red-headed woman, I responded, ‘So do I, but she doesn’t have to be a redhead.’ I had squelched my bisexual being to satisfy the demands of monogamy. It was time for both of us to explore!” They began by checking out swinging. Nancy continues, “Swinging was easily accessible. We were uncomfortable with the idea of having sex with strangers, so we chose off-premise clubs, which meant we got to dance, flirt, chat, and get acquainted with potential partners. We both preferred to become friends before making love. The owner of our chosen club explained at the start of each dance, ‘When you want to cum, you need to go.’ That was fine with us!


  “I also ran an ad in an underground paper and met a woman with whom I hoped to discover that elusive chemistry so we could become lovers. Instead, she became my best friend as she and Darrell became lovers, and we established a polyamorous trio. We experienced a sequence of three trios, two of which lasted many years.” Nancy is careful to let me know that they’re still friends with one of these women after twenty-four years, although she is now in a monogamous marriage. Another has been part of their lives for twelve years, although it’s been eight years since they’ve been lovers. Nancy and Darrell also have relationships with several couples that have gone on for anywhere from two to twenty years, so she’s had many opportunities to explore making love with women.


  While Nancy and Darrell consciously chose polyamory as an opportunity to grow together and to deepen their own bond while exploring committed sexualoving relationships with others, they didn’t immediately realize that polyamory would become a spiritual practice. When I first met them about fifteen years ago, they were seeking help in releasing and transforming jealousy. Nancy appeared the more emotional of the two, but both exuded a sensible, good-humored sincerity. Through cultivating compersion (a term describing an emotion that is the opposite of jealousy and discussed further in chapter 6) and incorporating the concept of “honoring the Divine in each other and in every one of our partners,” polyamory became a doorway into spiritual growth for Nancy and Darrell, leading Nancy to write an article, “Spiritual Partnership,” for Loving More magazine, in which she writes, “Within Spiritual Partnership, mutual spiritual growth takes precedence over comfort and security and total honesty becomes part of the bond. Spiritual partners are committed to a personal growth dynamic, even if it is not ‘comfortable and secure.’ Within this paradigm, monogamy becomes a choice instead of a mandate and nontraditional relationships naturally evolve through partners becoming committed to honestly sharing at a heart level.”1


  Nancy continues, “Our relationship has been open for about thirty years now, and we are still deeply committed to each other and to our extended family. Sometimes that commitment means listening lovingly to someone who has lost his job; it may mean my accepting that Darrell will spend time loving a woman who has decided she no longer wants to spend much time with me. Although her decision may have bruised my ego, becoming peaceful despite that bruise is part of my own personal growth process. If poly is a spiritual path, my ego is less involved when personal and spiritual growth remain paramount. This makes it easier to let go of jealousy and allow compersion to counter fear, which results in less drama.


  “We’re now in our sixties and retired, which allows us to have a lot of time and energy for extended relationships. Ironically, during the summer, I am pretty much monogamous by choice as Darrell continues his relationship with two women. One of those two is a heart-centered friend of mine; the other prefers to have her connection limited to Darrell. In the other seasons, we share loving energy with several other couples and an occasional single.”


  Nancy is a retired therapist, so she and Darrell sometimes act as coaches for couples who want to explore how to have an open, loving relationship with each other (and include others) with minimum drama. She feels that “one extremely important part of practicing successful polyamory is the recognition that change is the only constant in multiple relationships. Inherent in each polyamorous beginning is an unplanned ending. As we age, lovers die, become geographically challenged through moving away, or decide to become monogamous, which means we shift into a nonsexual friendship or lose the relationship.” Nancy and Darrell also value their spiritual partnerships with polyamorous friends who have never been lovers but where the love is deep and complete nevertheless.


  Kamala and Michael are a happy and successful thirty-something-yearold couple with a three-year-old son. They’ve been in an open marriage for seven years and have a large extended family of friends and lovers. Kamala is also a relationship coach and poly activist who has made many media appearances in recent years. She is following the trail I blazed a decade earlier, braving the slings and arrows of those who believe strongly in monogamy as a religious ideal. She’s been accused of trying to convert others to nonmonogamy, trying to prove something to the religious right, and taking advantage of the free publicity to market her books and DVDs. Kamala retorts, “I have no idea what difference it will make in the long run. What I know is that I love my life. My husband, my son, and most of my lovers are truly happy.” Kamala says she’s motivated by a strong desire to be a “voice for freedom and love in the world. I’m willing to be misunderstood, misquoted or misrepresented, whatever it takes. . . . I’m willing to show up and be seen” if it makes the world a better place.2


  Sonia Song grew up in Communist China. She was raised to be a good party member but lost faith in the Cultural Revolution after the horrors of the Tiananmen Square massacre. Eventually, she found her way to California, where she first sought me out about ten years ago because she was looking for an ethical way to expand beyond a loveless and sexless marriage with a husband who didn’t want to divorce for practical reasons. Sonia has long since extricated herself from that marriage and found more compatible partners but continues to choose polyamory because it feels right to her. We’ll hear more about Sonia’s polyamorous life in a later chapter, but for now the conclusion from her book, Donkey Baby, is an eloquent expression of the idealism that inspires some people to choose polyamory.


  “In the Orient the butterfly is a symbol of love and sex. In the West it’s a symbol of transformation. I feel like a butterfly in both senses. My life journey began being carried in a basket on a donkey’s back in China during my parents’ march to Beijing with the People’s Liberation Army. Today I am actively involved in the global peace, justice, and environmental movement in California. Have I found love? I think love has found me. And I have gained a greater appreciation of the human spirit that carries each of us in search for our own path. For me, the polyamorous way of relating to people is my utopian dream come true, a revolutionary approach in human relations, as well as a powerful political statement: If we love and feel loved, we will be peaceful; furthermore, if we can bring that spirit of love and peace to formulating and implementing social, economic, and political policies, positive changes will follow. Today I’m living my values by enjoying a joyful polyamorous lifestyle, politically active, ecologically conscious, and spiritually grounded.”3


  C. T. Butler, who is now in his fifties, has lived polyamorously and been actively engaged in working for social change for his entire adult life. In 1981, he cofounded the Food Not Bombs collective, which is still going strong around the world as a grassroots organization to provide free vegetarian meals for the hungry and raise awareness about homelessness as well as protesting war and military spending.


  C.T. reports that for two years in the early days of Food Not Bombs, the collective was run by three men and three women who shared a large house and whose relationships included sexual involvement with each other in one way or another. They went so far in challenging the status quo that they had the experiment of not having their own personal bedrooms in the house. C.T. recalls, “Downstairs, we had the kitchen, dining room, living room, and study; upstairs, we had the sleeping room, the sex room, the library/meditation room, and the music room. We all slept together in one big bed in the sleeping room, and sometimes, some would sleep in the sex room or music room. There were others moving in or moving out of the collective all the time.”


  While many of the young people who formed the Food Not Bombs collective were already lovers, they were “seasoned activists” who viewed their sexually radical lifestyle as a precaution against infiltration. C.T. recalls that “we were quite concerned about infiltration at the time and felt that the willingness to be sexual and deeply intimate with everyone else in the collective was a way to prevent infiltration. Obviously, we did not think it was absolutely foolproof; we just thought it was helpful. However, that does not mean we required everyone to have sex with everyone else in the collective; it was that we were interested in experimenting with sexual relations in an outside-the-box way, and we saw the usefulness of this experimenting in strengthening our bonds and our effectiveness as political activists. Therefore, in practice, if someone was unwilling to experiment, they were not suitable collective members. If they were comfortable with open relationships and had a willingness to experiment sexually, as demonstrated by their behavior, then we assumed they were very unlikely to be an agent of the state.”


  In keeping with their anarchist politics, the collective were strong adherents of consensus decision making. Any member could call a meeting called a group-group, where everyone would engage in a discussion that could not end until everyone agreed on a resolution, which might mean two or three days with breaks only for eating and sleeping. C.T. reports that these group-groups were called only maybe five times in two years to address things like “dealing with a sexual predator, kicking a member out, and sexism.”4


  C.T. says that jealousy was never much of a problem for him because of his “political analysis of life.” He explains that, “from early adulthood, I realized that possessive behaviors and the idea that one person could control the behavior of another because of the concept of marriage was really just another form of slavery, one person owning another. I have never wanted to control or have another person all for myself. With regard to the jealousy my partners would feel, I was very patient and clear that jealousy is primarily based on fear. I would take the time to help my partner uncover her fear and manage it so that it would either go away or, at least, not destroy our relationship. Generally, that worked pretty well.” During the 1980s and 1990s, he helped start polyamory discussion groups throughout New England, lived in a series of polyamorous families, and fathered several children. For C.T., polyamory was as much a tool for political activism as a means of personal gratification.


  POLYAMORY AND SEX ADDICTION


  Not all polyamorists claim to be as well prepared or idealistic in their motivations as Nancy and Darrell or Kamala and Michael, Sonia Song, or C.T. Butler. In some cases, polyamory becomes a context for the unconscious playing out of the classic addict and codependent drama; in others, the dynamics show a mixture of conflicting motivations to satisfy an addiction alongside more altruistic, growth-oriented, or utopian agendas.


  Thelma first sought my advice on informational resources about polyamory because a year or so into their relationship, her boyfriend had come out to her as polyamorous, and she wanted to learn more about it. “I am not polyamorous,” she told me. “I have enough difficulty with one relationship at a time, and I would go completely unconscious in a number of simultaneous relationships. But I’m in love with him, and he wants polyamory, so I’m trying to be open minded about it.” I suggested a few books and websites, offered to put her on my mailing list, and suggested she let me know if she wanted some coaching in navigating this unfamiliar territory. About two years later, Thelma sought help from a therapist.


  Several years after that, Thelma looked me up again, asking what I thought about sex addiction. I responded that I was very disturbed by the presence of sex addiction in the polyamory community, saying that while most polyamorous people are not addicts, it was a significant problem and one that often came up for discussion in my workshops. Although I wish sex addiction was never an issue in polyamory, the truth is that polyamory does provide a convenient cover story for addicts who are generally in denial about having an addiction. It’s easy to justify sexual obsession by calling it polyamory. A handful of sex addicts can wreak havoc in a community, especially when people are still operating out of conditioning that forbids the sharing of “family secrets” out of misguided respect for confidentiality. Polyamory offers a venue in which sex addicts can begin at least to tell the truth about what they’re doing instead of carrying on secret affairs. I prefer to put a positive spin on it by seeing that bringing their destructive, addictive behavior out into the open is the first step toward healing, but unfortunately it can get messy and hurtful for those who are hoping for love and instead find callousness.


  After hearing my opinions, Thelma decided she’d like to tell me about her own experience. “I can well describe what it is like, how it feels to be the substance that a sex addict uses to engage in his addiction. If I could curtail even one person’s suffering by doing so, it would be worth revisiting the whole ugly mess which I finally put behind me two years ago,” she told me. For Thelma, the idea that she was attempting a polyamorous relationship that would involve a potentially painful confrontation with her own jealousy but would be well worth it in the end allowed her to be drawn into an abusive relationship. A man with more empathy and integrity would have either told her about his sexual activity with other women before she became so deeply involved or curtailed his sexual adventures until he had disengaged with her once it became apparent she was suffering so intensely. Here is her story in her own words.


  “This is about loving a man who was and is a sex addict. It is a story that ends with loving myself for the first time ever. Into the wounded and forgotten places, into the hated cesspools that I had tried to paper over and pretend out of existence. Of course, I cannot know if there was another way I could have gotten where I am. I certainly wish that it had not been so painful, so depraved. I will never know what might have been had I not had this set of experiences.


  “The relationship began with more hope than I had ever dared. Looking back, I can see now how frightened I really was. In hindsight, I can see scores of warning signs that I ignored, misinterpreted, reimagined to fit my high hopes that covered my desperation for enduring love. The external events and my reactions changed over the six years with this man. At first I reacted quickly; I was indignant, angry, fully expecting him to change his behavior. Surely I could show him these errors, and he would correct them. Right?


  “I later changed to defensive behaviors. This is the longest chapter of all—this is the place that I lost myself utterly trying to maintain a relationship that was much more in my head than in my life. Every day was so full of hurt and despair and calculated prevention that there was precious little of myself left in everyday life. Finally, I devolved to a conviction that this misery, this unremitting effort with horrific results, was going to be my entire life. He would never hear my agony, see the effects he was having upon me. If he could just know how much I was hurting, surely he would stop, I still hoped weakly. No one could be so cruel, could they? Surely my efforts would matter; this would all have a satisfactory ever-after ending, happy and glowing.


  “For years, his compulsive flirtations, the online pornography, the obsessive masturbation in the shower, the dates with other women when he was out of town, the secretive seductions and ongoing attempts to have other lovers, sometimes successful, the “friendships” with coworkers and business associates kept me off balance. I worked with every ounce of ability I possessed (or could borrow from others) to contain this behavior. I was so desperate for help maintaining my relationship, I compromised my friendships, my values, my integrity and ultimately any shreds of respect for myself.


  “Then, finally, he upped the ante. He announced he was going to spend the night with a ‘Tantra’ practitioner who was clearly besotted with him. She sold her sexual services for money and called it Tantra. He had enticed her overtures, and she was one of those women who had a sad need to involve herself with unavailable men. She knew that we were living together and executed this rendezvous anyway. He was enthralled with her flattery, so much so that he responded to my pleas to not hurt me so deeply with threats of violence instead of empathy for the pain I was displaying. He had been violent in the not-too-distant past, so inward again went the humiliation, the pain. There was no more room, I could not hold another ounce of pain. In utter despair, with no way to stop the pain, I planned to commit suicide that night rather than have to be tortured one more minute. I had invested everything that I had into this relationship, and he was throwing me away and everything that I had worked diligently for six years for a night with a prostitute.


  “So how did this begin? How did I come to this place? How did I go from having an admittedly interesting life to the precipice of suicide? What about all the in-between things that happened? There are places that I can explain with great fervor, and even a dash of humor, some sweeping geographies that can be described with grand dispassion, corners that remain shrouded to me still, and places that I will never ever, ever have the vantage place to see. There are places that are for others to define and shine light upon. There were places, dark and cavernous, that I fumbled through and emerged in spite of my lack of navigation skills or even the ability to see fifteen seconds into the future. I call those places grace. There are places that I revisited ad nauseam, ad infinitum, failing an astounding number of times to avoid because I was trying yet another fix/cure/technique/ploy to prevent the recurring addictive scenarios.”


  Thelma’s story is the polar opposite of Nancy and Darrell’s, chock full of drama, manipulation, and misery. In addition to being a story about addiction, it’s a story about a woman who knows very clearly that she wants monogamy but is so desperate for love that she tries to tolerate an inconsiderate, nonmonogamous partner, hoping she can somehow change him. Chances are she would not have gotten involved had she known he was unwilling to be monogamous, but by the time she found out, she was hooked. Some individuals struggling with sex addiction behave more responsibly but still find healthy polyamorous relationships impossible.


  Alex is a handsome, charismatic man in his late forties who is a professional entertainer. His outgoing personality, sexy voice, and boyish charm make him a magnet for women. When he first heard about polyamory ten years ago, he was newly single and fascinated. But after almost losing his new partner, Dawn, he decided he’d better take another look at his motivations for choosing polyamory. Dawn, like Thelma, tried valiantly to accept Alex’s desire for polyamory, but she heeded the red flags and the coaching I gave her to insist that Alex get his addictive behavior under control before agreeing to continue having an open relationship.


  Alex recalls that “I immediately resonated with the concept of open, free sexual relationships that could foster deeper communication and intimacy. I felt so at home in the poly community, and for the first time, I didn’t feel shame about desiring to love more than one. What I didn’t realize at the time was that I had a huge need for the romantic intrigue associated with new relationships. It wasn’t so much the sex, although that part was great, but the high of being newly in love that just took me over. I was able to hide behind polyamory when what I was mostly looking for was escape from feeling I wasn’t enough. Once I started paying closer attention to what was going on inside me, I found out that as soon as I’d start feeling bad about myself, I’d drown my low self-esteem in a new infatuation.


  “For me, the idea of polyamory makes sense and feels right since I’d rather face my jealousy than force my partner to be monogamous. Plus, I like the idea of sharing my love and sexuality with more than one lover. I have a lot to give, and giving it just feels good. Dawn feels the same way about sharing love but not about facing her jealousy. For her, sharing love is a choice, but for me there seems to more of an uncontrollable drive for the excitement and emotional and sexual juice. I realized that for me it was not a simple choice only after destroying over a dozen beautiful love relationships, a business partnership, and a teen ministry largely because of my ‘need’ for poly freedom.


  “When Dawn and I got together in 2000, we began to explore healthier, more conscious ways for me to get my poly desires met and not be addictive, inconsiderate, and compulsive. After over six years of emotional roller coasting, we both finally realized that I was not able to do poly in a healthy way since my addictive behaviors and emotional wounds always seemed to prevail. At that point, after an ultimatum from Dawn, I chose sobriety from poly life. Since then, the dramas have all but ceased along with all the shame that was associated with feeling out of control and hurting others. In addition, my relationship with Dawn has deepened and recently gotten even more sexual and passionate. I do crave new sexual experiences from time to time, and all I have to do is think of the pain, chaos, and drama, and I’m back to happy sobriety.”


  For Alex, polyamory did provide a context in which he was able to see that it was not so much the jealousy and possessiveness of his partner who was willing to selectively and responsibly include others into their intimacy, nor was it the judgments of society, which were essentially reversed in the polyamory community, that stood between him and his sexual freedom. Rather, he became aware for the first time that nonmonogamy was workable only if he could heal the childhood wounds that led him to compulsively lose control when he indulged in his “drug.” When he wasn’t “high” on “new relationship energy,” Alex was an empathic and attentive partner. “It wasn’t like I could just be satisfied with two or three women and settle down. There was never enough, and I was always tempted by the next one. Dawn was okay with us dating and becoming intimate with other women; she enjoyed it up to a point, but she didn’t really want to live with another person. Cheryl did end up moving in with us, and it worked out fine for Dawn—the two of them loved it—but I was relieved when Cheryl hooked up with our friend Oscar and went to live with him.” Alex’s highlevel communication skills, team spirit, and playful creativity made him a natural for polyamory, but his addictive behavior sabotaged him every time. Alex, like Thelma, finally joined Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous (SLAA). Similarly to its sister Twelve Step groups, Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous, SLAA preaches abstinence (which in this case means monogamy rather than celibacy).


  At one point, when Alex was having difficulty staying on the wagon, I suggested that it might be easier if he stayed out of “bars,” but he and Dawn so enjoyed the relaxed openness of poly friendly venues and the deep friendships they’d established that they continued to gravitate toward this community and eventually succeeded in establishing better boundaries.


  While I’ve seen too much evidence that sexual addiction is as real as any other addiction to deny its existence, I’ve also observed that those who are the quickest to point the finger at others often have a tendency toward sex addiction themselves. I usually tell people that if they must have an addiction, sex, along with meditation, hatha yoga, and jogging, are relatively healthy ones in which to indulge. Sex itself is good for you, and great sex is very good for you, but the more euphoric and ecstatic the experience, the more temptation there can be to sell one’s soul to the devil. In my circles, people often joke about “meditation as medication,” and many spiritual teachers are now warning about the dangers of transitory transcendental states and experiences derailing the attainment of a more abiding but ordinary union with the Divine.


  For Tanya, the allure of mind-blowing sex capable of transporting her to other realms kept her involved in a polyamorous relationship in which she resented being “a secondary” with none of the privileges, power, or status of a “primary partner.” Tanya is a mature, introspective woman in her early sixties. She initially consulted me with a complaint about her lover’s wife, Sheila. Her lover, Jerry, was in an open marriage when they met, and Tanya accepted this but objected to his spending every weekend with his wife, Sheila, because she “requires a sex partner every weekend, all weekend. Sheila has at least three other lovers besides him, and he’s fine with that, but I’m not. For Sheila, it’s all about her getting what she wants, and she wants virtually all of it. And we’re talking his money as well.”


  Tanya was in a quandary because “Jerry has a loving affectionate heart, is highly sexed, and is totally present for me when I’m with him. What happens between us in the bedroom is profound. Last month, I went to a celestial plane of consciousness—a whole new level for me! He calls me often (but not often enough), tells me he loves me, brings me gifts, and is generally very accepting and easy to talk to, although certain subjects make him bristle. This is hands down the best relationship I’ve ever had. I’m really happy to have him in my life, but I guess I’m getting jealous.”


  Tanya easily accepted my coaching to forget about Sheila’s issues and concentrate on her own but was less able to hear my warning that she could be in for a rough ride if she thought this relationship was going to be about Jerry meeting her emotional needs. Some months later, Tanya was devastated when Jerry began neglecting her for a new woman. “Is it really a reflection on my self-worth, value, and dignity if he jumps into bed with so many other women while professing so much love for me?” she wondered. “I can open my heart to loads of men, quite deeply, and yes, that often makes me drawn to them sexually, but I don’t have to sleep with them all. But maybe I shouldn’t be so fast to cast the first stone here; if the right person came along, I might want to do the same thing. But this is hurting me. I know I’m doing it to myself, but I still haven’t gotten over it. He just left me in the dust when a new woman came along. He gave her more time than he ever gave me; he was thoughtless, almost cruel. And when she dumped him, he came back to me. I took a breather and then opened the door again. He has never apologized. I have trust issues to begin with, and I’m pretty clear he has Asperger’s, and that doesn’t help because whenever I want to talk, he gets defensive, and then his anger kicks in, and then he has to shut down and leave because it takes hours for it to physically subside. So then it always becomes about him, and I never get heard.


  “He never got how much he hurt me when he was chasing this other woman, how thoroughly he cast me aside, and that is always sitting underneath. And the little things add up and become bigger than the extraordinary sweetness and loving time we share. I think I could handle his being poly much more easily if it were more a matter of polyfidelity or even somewhat more equal.”


  Tanya imagines that if only Jerry were not polyamorous, if only she were more of an equal partner or got equal time, everything would be fine. That doesn’t sound very likely to me, I tell her, but she continues to confuse herself by trying to make allowances based on the idea that he has a right to be polyamorous and that if she is spiritually correct and understanding enough, she can make it work. Why doesn’t she dump him if she’s suffering? She’s considering it, but the sex is too good, and she’s not confident of finding someone else to love.


  POLYAMORY AND ASPERGER SYNDROME


  Asperger syndrome has been relatively recently recognized as a neurobiological disorder somewhat related to autism but characterized by deficiencies in social skills, difficulties with transitions, and difficulties reading body language and other nonverbal cues. Often there is also acute sensitivity to sounds, sights, tastes, and smells and exceptional skill or talent in a specific area. These people are known both for their eccentricity and for their creativity. Einstein, for example, has often been mentioned as a likely Asperger’s candidate. Because of the legendary inability of people with Asperger’s to navigate social situations and function well in intimate relationships, I wouldn’t have expected to find them gravitating toward polyamory, which, as we have seen, thrives on emotional intelligence and excellent communication skills. Nevertheless, serendipity has brought this connection to my attention. Within the space of one day, I discovered that three different people who I’d been interviewing for this book either had been diagnosed with Asperger’s or had a poly lover with Asperger’s. Considering that Asperger’s is thought to be rather rare, I found that significant. When I started reflecting on people I had known, including some of my own partners, I began to notice a common pattern. I began to suspect that a significant minority of people choosing polyamory have Asperger’s traits if not the full-blown syndrome.


  I asked one of my interviewees who identified himself as having Asperger’s how he would account for polyamory and Asperger’s being such unlikely bedfellows. His opinion, based on his own life experience, was that Asperger’s leads to a technical and strategic way of consciously thinking that is applied to relationships as well as other areas of life. Okay, I thought, so polyamory is more strategic? Perhaps it could be, but only for those of very high intelligence.


  Tanya, who suspected that her partner Jerry had Asperger’s, directed me to Dr. Amy Marsh, a sex therapist specializing in working with Asperger syndrome (or Aspies as they are affectionately nicknamed). She told me that she had studied Aspies and sexuality for her doctoral research and found that a number were involved in polyamorous relationships. Why?She guessed that “Aspies gravitate toward intimate situations where there are rules, mutual agreements, parameters, defined roles, and ways to manage their own limited capacities for emotional engagement but still enjoy intimacy (mostly on their terms). . . . My sense is that Aspies will be among those who approach these things in a more formal way than others.” She mentioned polyamory as one of several other intimate structures that have this kind of appeal.


  This explanation seems to be in line with the strategic thinking concept, but I have another hypothesis. Because Aspies are fairly clueless about social norms and prone to misread or overlook negative reactions to social deviations, they are less likely to be bound by mononormative relationship expectations and more willing to experiment with out of the box arrangements. They don’t automatically reject polyamory as socially incorrect as some might do. Instead, they take an unbiased, objective look and decide it may meet their needs. And then they’re not bothered by social ostracism because they either don’t notice or are used to it because of their other odd behaviors. Additionally, polyamory may make intimate relationships more manageable for them if their partners can meet their own needs for empathy and emotional closeness, which the Aspie may find bewildering elsewhere.


  Marsh’s description of her love affair with Michael Rossman, best known for his role in the Free Speech movement in the 1960s, illustrates the ways in which polyamory can enable Aspies to succeed at intimacy.5 Michael Rossman wrote eloquently about his lifelong quest for Oneness, a quest that included numerous spiritual traditions, psychedelics, and sexual encounters, and it was his writing that initially attracted Marsh, who relates that their meeting took place not so long before his death in 2009. “It was kind of like waltzing with a Cyrano de Bergerac, but without the sword,” she says. She writes in the third person about one of their encounters:


  “The woman lets herself into the flat, climbing stairs that are partially obstructed by papers, rocks, plants, and other natural history specimens. She looks nice. She’s dressed in anticipation of meeting her lover, but her clothes don’t seem to matter much to him. She can hear the click of his keyboard as she reaches the top of the stairs. A huge piece of printing equipment partially blocks the way to his room, along with stacks of magazines, books, and slippery plastic bags on the floor. She puts her purse on the unmade bed, which is also stacked with books, magazines, newspapers, and mail. Rubber bands lurk in the bedding. The man in the room is lit by the computer monitor, still typing on his keyboard. His long gray ponytail hangs down his back. He does not turn around; he does not acknowledge her entrance to the room. She will have to wait, as always, for him to make the transition from one activity to another.


  “Eventually the man turns to the woman with a greeting, spends a few more minutes at the keyboard, then gets up from his chair and beckons her into the kitchen with a crisp command. She follows. She expects tea first and then some conversation as he sorts a month’s worth of vitamins and supplements into various compartmentalized lidded boxes. Or perhaps tonight he’ll be scraping grease from his stovetop with a razor or delicately removing the last bits of dried flesh from a rat skeleton (many small skeletons and natural history specimens gather dust in his flat). Manual activity seems to accompany his shift into sociable interaction. Their conversation is lively, interesting, but for all its warmth is never sentimental and seldom addresses emotions. It is not a ‘lover-like’ exchange. Unlike other lovers, these two never indulge in mutual reminiscences designed to renew emotional closeness after a separation. Almost everything that has happened between them, good or bad, is never mentioned between them again. To the woman, this feels strange.”


  Switching back to the first person, Marsh continues, “I had some struggles with the way things were going. I really yearned for a dollop of fuzzy affection now and then. . . . Eventually we got to the point where we could detect each other’s deliberate subtle body movements. Without giving a sign through any corresponding physical movement, I would send the energy streaming as a gentle rain; the brush of leaves; something heavy, light, swirling around the shoulders or going straight to the heart. These were sometimes mere micromovements of intention. The man before me would gasp, shudder, widen his eyes, and so I knew I’d hit my mark.


  “It was pleasurable in the extreme. It was lovely, entrancing. Gleeful and fascinating. It encompassed merging and separation. It was profoundly sexual. I wouldn’t say it was orgasmic, though, because it never peaked like that. . . . From the beginning, I had struggled with the very strange, frustrating, and unsatisfactory features of this relationship—features which were seemingly so much at odds with the closeness we’d achieved in the subtle realm. It took a few months before the ‘what if it’s Asperger syndrome’ lightbulb lit up, and once it did, Michael was both amused by my great efforts to understand him and understandably resistant to attempts to label him. As time went on, however, I believe he came to understand certain aspects of his life and relationships as a story that included neurological difference (over and above a glancing embrace of ADD [attention deficit disorder]). He as much as said it, near the end.”


  Marsh recalls that Michael Rossman’s wife, unaware that Michael was an Aspie, took his relational deficits personally, as the “neurotypical” partner is likely to do. He took very literally their vows at their commitment ceremony, which included openness and sexual freedom. She went along with it, hoping he’d change. And he, because he’d been perfectly honest from the beginning, in front of all their friends, couldn’t understand her hurt and jealousy. “That’s another thing about Aspies,” Marsh says, “it’s kind of written in stone for them, and it can be a lot of work to get a renegotiation going!” That’s why she thinks a lot of work has to be done up front via agreements and parameters to succeed in any kind of Aspie relationship. “Be very careful what you include,” she warns, “because it’s not easily undone.”6


  POLYAMORY AS A STABILIZING FORCE


  Sex and love addiction can traumatize an addict’s partners, and to the extent that partners fit the codependency profile, polyamory can effectively skirt the need to face an addiction and the painful feelings it covers. However, polyamory can also be utilized as a healthy means of coping with psychological difficulties, preexisting trauma, differences in sexual desire, and the garden-variety erotic boredom so common in long-term monogamous marriages.


  Esther Perel, a Manhattan couples therapist, wisely advises that “the presence of the third is a fact of life; how we deal with it is up to us. We can approach it with fear, avoidance, and moral outrage; or we can bring to it a robust curiosity and a sense of intrigue. . . . Acknowledging the third has to do with validating the erotic separateness of your partner. It follows that our partner’s sexuality does not belong to us. It isn’t just for and about us, and we should not assume that it rightfully falls within our jurisdiction. It doesn’t. . . . Accommodating the third opens up an erotic expanse where eros needn’t worry about wilting. In that expanse, we can be deeply moved by our partner’s otherness, and soon thereafter deeply aroused.”7


  Perel suggests that “we view monogamy not as a given but as a choice. As such it becomes a negotiated decision. More to the point, if we’re planning to spend fifty years with one soul—and we want a happy jubilee—it may be wise to review our contract at various junctures. Just how accommodating each couple may be to the third varies. But at least a nod is more apt to sustain desire with our one and only over the long haul—perhaps even to create a new ‘art of loving’ for the twenty-first century couple.”8


  Robert Masters is a Canadian therapist who formerly headed an intentional community called Xanthyros, which utilized many radical measures to help people awaken to their divinity, including nonmonogamy. From what I’ve heard from friends who spent time there, polyamory was a very effective means of penetrating the personality, similar to its use in earlier spiritual groups. Since this community disbanded some years ago, Masters has changed his views. He now believes that “if we were to put monogamy up against polyamory, with regard to depth, awakening potential, and capacity for real intimacy, which would come out on top? Monogamy, by a landslide, so long as we’re talking about mature monogamy, as opposed to conventional (or growth-stunting and passion-dulling) monogamy, referred to from now on as immature monogamy. Immature monogamy is, especially in men, frequently infected with promiscuous desire and fantasy, however much that might be repressed or camouflaged with upstanding virtues. Airbrush this, infuse it with talk of integrity and unconditional love and jealousy-transcending ethics, consider bringing in another partner or two, and you’re closer than near to polyamorous or multiple-partnering territory.”9


  Masters came to his appreciation for monogamy relatively late in life after fully immersing himself in multiple partner relating. While he does not emphasize stability as a criterion for preferring monogamy, I get the feeling that this is part of its current appeal for him. Instead, Masters uses the language of attachment and critiques multipartner relating as a way to avoid attachment. In my experience, it doesn’t. True, plenty of people use multipartner relating as a strategy to avoid attachment (some even recommend this), but in my experience, attachment is a powerful force that can override any mental argument or situational defense. Many people hope to find greater stability, depth, and personal growth in their intimate relating by choosing polyamory, while others seek the same qualities in monogamy. The bottom line is that, whether we like it or not, all relationships are dynamic by nature, and any effort to avoid this reality is doomed to failure.


  While there are no data to support the common assumption that polyamory impairs attachment or is risky to the longevity of a pair bond—and, in fact, Perel and others acknowledge that it may be just the opposite—I suspect that whether polyamory or monogamy does more to stabilize a relationship depends on the individuals involved and their life experience. When two or more people are well matched, opening their relationship usually makes it stronger. When they’re not, opening up can be destabilizing. Neither monogamy nor polyamory has a corner on immaturity, and people can gravitate toward both from a position of maturity or its opposite. In a recent conversation, Robert agreed with me that this is so but felt that few evolved people would want to engage with more than one regardless of the quality of the relationships.


  The following excerpt from a dialogue with a couple working on their issues about sexual exclusivity with spiritual teacher Byron Katie (who prefers monogamy for herself) illustrates how being open to what is, rather than trying to impose a concept of what one believes, may be the best way to settle this question.10


  
    Ellen: I am frustrated with Charlie because he’s in love with another woman. He’s been having affairs for fifteen years. I can only be with him if I accept that he has an affair running. I want Charlie to realize what he’s doing and stop thinking that it’s normal to be in a very close relationship and still have an affair.


    Katie: So sweetheart, “You need him to be monogamous”—is that true? Or “You want him to be monogamous”—is that true?


    Ellen: No. I think I will get bored.


    Katie: So he has the perfect partner, and you have the perfect partner. How do you react when you believe this thought “I want him to be monogamous,” and he hasn’t been—for fifteen years?


    Ellen: I get really frustrated. I try all kinds of things. I try to be open and nice and say okay, do it, and then I hide my jealousy. Or I have tantrums and scream and try different ways to manipulate him.


    Katie: So does that thought bring peace or stress into your life—“I want him to be monogamous”?


    Ellen: Stress.


    Katie: So “I want him to be monogamous”—turn it around.


    Ellen: I don’t want him to be monogamous.


    Katie: Now give me an example of why your life is better because he’s not


    monogamous.


    Ellen: I have many! Okay, it keeps me on the track of watching myself and my


    thoughts. I don’t get bored. He comes back much more loving.


    Katie: Now why is his life better because he’s not monogamous? Reasons that you’re thankful for. The things that you like about it in his life. Advantages to him that really are advantages to you.


    Ellen: Oh. He doesn’t get bored with me.


    Katie: Yes, when he’s gone, you’re not arguing.


    Katie: Because his life is not monogamous, and that’s how he’s living it. He does what he has been doing for fifteen years, and you have continued to accept him back into your life and that tells me that it is okay with you that he isn’t monogamous and you’re fooling yourself, lying to both of you, when you say that it isn’t okay, and that is the pain that you both feel.


    Katie (To Charlie): Why do you need more than one woman, in your relation


    ship with her for fifteen years? Why do you prefer non-monogamy?


    Charlie: It’s more fun.


    Katie (to Ellen): So look into his eyes, honey. You wanted to know. So there


    is his answer.


    Charlie: And there’s more. I find that there’s something. . . . I feel like when I limit myself to one woman, I feel like I’m in a box. . . . It’s almost like it doesn’t feel like love to say that I’m just with one woman. I feel that if I deny myself being open with other people, and that includes sexually . . . , I’m denying something that’s quite natural in me. And I tried monogamy, and it didn’t work for me. I noticed that I punished the woman that I was with, for me not being able to live the life that I wanted to live, I blamed her for the decisions I was making.

  


  The simple but structured format11 that Byron Katie uses to help people stop arguing with reality and make peace with whatever is happening whether or not they ultimately decide to change things may sound a little odd to those unfamiliar with it. However, it’s a very useful tool that can be applied in many situations to resolve both inner and outer conflict. In this case, it quickly moves Ellen out of her unquestioned assumption that she wants her partner to be monogamous and brings her to the realization that while she’s been resisting nonmonogamy, it’s only her resistance and fear that are causing her to struggle. When she opens her mind and gives up the struggle, it becomes apparent that, on the whole, she likes having a nonmonogamous partner, even though she is apparently monogamous herself because it makes for a livelier, more interesting relationship with more opportunities for personal growth.


  Psychologist David Ley has studied couples in which the wives are nonmonogamous with the approval and encouragement of their often monogamous husbands. His 2009 book Insatiable Wives12 offers evidence that those who practice nonmonogamy tend to have extremely effective communication skills and relationship skills and are no more or no less pathological than any other group. Some of the husbands enjoyed vicariously experiencing the sexuality of other men and welcomed the opportunity to explore their bisexuality from a safe distance. In chapter 8, we’ll discuss how polyamory can provide a context for people to directly explore bisexuality or to dip a toe in the forbidden waters of homosexuality or heterosexuality depending on their existing identity. Ley points out that many of the things that make polyamory exciting and compelling are linked to biological, neurochemical, and evolutionary processes that underlie human behavior. For example, “The biological effects of sperm competition [discussed in chapter 10 of this book] and other evolutionary mechanisms that were intended to prevent or control the risk of cuckoldry are being subverted by couples in a fashion they use to reignite and maintain high levels of sexual excitement within their marriages,”13 according to Ley.


  One woman he interviewed put it this way: “I’ve never met anyone I respect and love more than [my husband]. So it’s not about seeking something that’s missing. It’s about added fun and enjoyment. It keeps our sex more alive, because it’s not the same, it’s broken up, variety in between. I think that’s one of the reasons why sex is just off the charts for us.”14


  MANAGING TRAUMA, INTENSITY,

  AND UNEQUAL SEX DRIVES


  Keeping erotic love alive and maintaining a healthy sense of separateness motivates some long-term couples to adopt polyamory. Both singles and couples often enjoy the greater intensity of having multiple partners. Polyamory can also serve singles who find exclusivity to be an emotional challenge, especially in the early stages of relationship when trust, compatibility, and commitment are still being tested. Dane’s reflections illustrate all these motivations.15


  Dane is a tall, slender man in his mid-thirties. Everything about him is intense, including his sexuality. “In some ways I prefer monogamy,” Dane admits, “and right now I’m mostly monogamous, but most of the dating world doesn’t have time for the deep one-on-one cocoons I enjoy, so it’s easier to find lovers if I don’t require so much undivided attention with me. The first woman I explored open relationship with noticed she was opening up to me more than she had to any other man, in part because she didn’t feel on the spot and had a back door herself. Some women have time enough but get overwhelmed by the energetic intensity that deep communication and lovemaking often brings. I discovered when I had more than one lover my sex drive increased due to the wonderful feeling of being wanted by two or three women rather than being overwhelming for one woman. It’s a real turn-off for me to have energy to give that a partner has no room to receive, which would happen for me 90 percent of the time in a monogamous relationship, simply because I prefer more intensity and have a lot of time and energy I enjoy investing in relationships.”


  Dr. Ley, who specializes in treating trauma, believes that in some cases nonmonogamy is not a symptom of trauma or emotional disturbance but may actually be an adaptive mechanism that allows individuals to overcome effects of trauma and loss. He feels that one of his interviewees who was abused as a child was able to have a truly intimate emotional relationship only in a polyamorous framework. He suggests that monogamy was simply too threatening and restrictive for her to tolerate emotionally.


  Psychologist Peter Thomas emphasizes the importance of developing an internal working model of an effective protector in order to establish and maintain healthy boundaries, a crucial developmental step that is often missed in adults with a history of childhood abuse.16 As a result, these individuals can be easily retraumatized in polyamorous relating because they tend to dissociate and become passive when they feel threatened, making them easy prey for the sexual predators who sometimes show up at sexually open gatherings as well as becoming victims of well-meaning but insensitive partners. However, they can also benefit from interacting with a committed partner who is caring, nurturing, and protective without being possessive. In a committed polyamorous relationship, adults who are recovering from childhood abuse can reap the benefits of developing trust in the reliable protector they missed as children and eventually develop this protective agency within themselves.


  Alex and Janet Lessin are a good example of a couple who are committed to the practice of polyamory as one tool in healing the wounds from Janet’s childhood sexual abuse. Shortly after Janet and Alex got together about ten years ago, Alex arranged an evening with another couple who’d been his longtime lovers. Janet took to Altheia right away but experienced an intense revulsion to Hercules. Earlier that day, she’d learned that her mother was dying but decided to go ahead with the date that meant so much to Alex. Later that evening, Alex, a professional therapist who’d trained in holotropic breathwork with Dr. Stan Grof and G-spot massage with Charles Muir, was using these techniques with Janet when the long-repressed memory of being orally raped and suffocated at the age of four by her mother’s boyfriend, who was bald like Hercules, surfaced. At the time, Janet had left her body and, while presumed dead for more than thirty minutes, observed dispassionately from above while the adults struggled to revive her. She reports that angel-like guides showed her several alternate futures that led to her deciding to remain among the living to protect her mother from prosecution for murder.17


  Alex subsequently applied all the tools in his therapeutic tool kit, including psychodramatically reenacting the rape while he played a protective father role, to help Janet heal from this and other childhood traumas. He reports that her lifelong aversion to oral sex, along with her distaste for Hercules, eventually dissipated. Because of Janet’s unconscious negative associations with bald-headed men, it’s unlikely that she would ever have chosen to become intimate with one outside a circumstance like this. Janet’s childhood wounds have posed challenges to her ongoing efforts to establish healthy relationships, but with Alex’s loyal support, she’s overcome many of her fears and enthusiastically embraced polyamory.


  DEMOGRAPHICS


  There have been two surveys of the American polyamory community and one in the United Kingdom within the past two decades all relying on demographics gathered from self-identified polyamorists who attend events or participate in online discussions about polyamory. In my experience, people who are active in the polyamory community are not necessarily typical of those who are actively polyamorous but choose not to associate themselves with those groups. My impression is that neither the more socially conservative nor the more socially radical individuals are well represented. In addition, people of color, those of lower socioeconomic status, young people, gay men, and, to a lesser extent, lesbian women are underrepresented in the self-proclaimed polyamory community, although I find abundant evidence, both direct and indirect, that these groups are at least as likely to be involved in polyamorous relationships.


  Walston18 distributed a questionnaire via polyamory e-mail lists on the Internet in 1999 and received 430 responses. Loving More magazine collected data from 1,000 people attending polyamory conferences in the late 1990s.19 Barker surveyed thirty poly people via the Internet in the United Kingdom, Europe, and the United States.20 All these studies report similar results, except that Barker’s sample was almost entirely bisexual, and the motivations they identified are essentially the same as those put forth by those whose interviews I’ve shared here. Walston reported that more than half the respondents reported that their reasons for practicing polyamory included openness and honesty, personal growth, personal freedom, sexual variety, romantic variety, philosophical ideal, sense of community, and needs not being met by one relationship. Fewer than half the respondents gave these motivators: protest against cultural norms, falling in love, additional adults to help with child rearing, economic reasons, partner falling in love, and other unnamed reasons. Interestingly, the only significant gender difference was that women were more likely than men or transsexuals to say that they had chosen polyamory because of falling in love.


  Both surveys found that polyamorists were more highly educated than the general public and that the majority were no longer identified with the religion in which they were raised, although most had some spiritual affiliation. Both also reported a high incidence of bisexuality, although nearly 30 percent of the Loving More respondents didn’t identify their sexual orientation at all. The Loving More survey found that while individuals had incomes comparable to the national median, 78 percent of households were way above the national median for households, and more than a quarter reported six-digit household incomes, although only 44 percent were married, and only 20 percent were in live-in poly relationships. I suspect that the high household incomes are more likely influenced by high numbers of affluent two-career professional couples than the combined incomes of three or more wage earners, but both factors probably contribute. Walston did not inquire about income but found that 16 percent lived with three or more partners, while 30 percent lived alone, and more than half were married or cohabiting couples.


  Eighty percent of those who completed the Loving More survey admitted that they had experienced jealousy, a topic not included in the Walston report, and 93 percent were concerned about discrimination against polys, with 43 percent reporting that they had directly experienced prejudice, although only 17 percent had gotten negative responses after coming out to spouses, with lower percentages of negative response from others. Almost all the respondents in both studies had come out to their partners, and most who had children were also out to their children but were less likely to tell parents, employers, and neighbors.


  We still have very little data on the demographics, motivations, and concerns of polyamorous people, not to mention the incidence of polyamory in the general population, although extrapolations from the Loving More data estimate that one out of every 500 adults in the United States is polyamorous. Others have speculated that something like 3.5 percent of the adult population prefer polyamorous relationships, which would put the figure at about 10 million, but I predict that by the time a large-scale survey is undertaken, this figure will be found to be much higher.
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very survival of humanity. Indigenous wisdom tells us that in making any
decision, we must consider its consequences for the next seven genera-
tions. As the grandmother of two preschoolers, this consideration is now a
very personal one.

Since 1 first began rescarching alternatives to monogamy and the
nuclear family nearly three decades ago, P've been in communication with
tens of thousands of people around the world about their experiences with
polyamory. Many of these people attended my seminars or conferences T
organized or spoke at; some have been coaching clients or read my books;

a few are also res

archers, activists, or academics; and some are personal
friends, family, or lovers. I've been in contact with quite a few of these
people for fifteen years or more. I've watched them fall in love, once or many
times; add partners to existing relationships; form new relationships; struggle
with jealousy or addictions; confront deaths and life-threatening illness,
career changes, and geographic changes; marry, divorce, and remarry; get
pregnant; and raise children and send these children off to college. Tve

watched them open their relationships and close them, come out of the
closet, get religion, lose religion, become financially successful, and lose
their life savings.

T've done my best to protect the confidentiality of these people as well as
their families and loved ones while also relating accurately the essence of
their words. I have changed names, dates, locations, and details of appear-
ance, professions, and avocations. In some cases, I have blended the words
and the histories of different people into composites while always endeay-
oring to keep the significant facts true to life. The only exception to this

is people who ai hers and writers who are already totally “out of the
closet” and so public with their lifestyle that I would hardly be infringing

ea

on their privacy to name them. Tn fact, they wish to be known to a wider
audience and perhaps to correct mistaken impressions of their lifestyle as

sometimes portrayed by the media.

In all honesty, after twenty-five years as a relationship coach, seminar
leader, and participant observer in the polyamory community, I'm not at
all sure that polyamory can fulfill its potential for sustainable intimacy, as
1 hoped when I subtitled my 1992 book Love without Limits the “Quest
for Sustainable Intimate Relationships.” Nevertheless, as the twenty-first
century rolls on, it’s increasingly apparent that lifelong monogamy is more
myth than actuality and that the nuclear family is an endangered species.
Now more than ever, it's essential that we release our attachments to
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into contact with people for reasons having nothing to do with polyamory
or even sex or relationships for that matter, but when they find out that

I've written books on polyamory and taught seminars, they share their se-

cret lives with me. Others seek me out for help when their out-of-the-box

relationships run into trouble because of my reputation as a relationship
coach experienced with polyamory. These people seldom feel an affinity
with the polyamorous community, may not even identify as polyamorous,
and would certainly never consider talking to a journalist, not even anony-
mously. Consequently, the universe of people Tve spoken to is somewhat
different from that of investigators who've looked to the organized polyam-
orous community for information.

One of the reasons polyamory is at once appealing and threatening is
that it brings to the forefront our cultural confusion about the interface
between sex and love. In my first book, Love without Limits, which was
published in 1992, T used the term sexualove to describe the integration of
love and sex. However, we all know that sex can take place independentl

of love (even when we're talking about romantic or erotic love) and vice
versa. Furthermore, most people who ponder these things discover that
they're not entirely sure what the distinguishing features are for either
sex or love. T've attempted to differentiate the qualities of love in my 2005
book The Seven Natural Laws of Love, but 1 find that, in practice, many
people identifying as polyamorous are still confounding and compartmen-
talizing love and sex. While on the subject of sex, I feel it's important to

acknowledge that, except for a very brief mention, I've not addressed the
topic of “safe sex” in this book. I€s an important subject that is worthy of
greater consideration than is possible within the confines of this overview
of polyamory; in fact, I feel that its relevance extends far beyond the world
of polyamory. There are many books, articles, and websites devoted to
this subject that can be easily accessed by those seeking either practical or
scientific information.

In the 1980s, after the sometimes wild abandon and recklessness of the
sexual revolution had died down and AIDS and campaigns for teenage
abstinence took center stage, those who refused to retreat to monogamy
tended to be a serious, introspective bunch. Eccentric, extraordinarily cre-
ative, intelligent or idealistic, and shaped by traumatic or unconventional
tual awakes

childhoods, near-death experiences, and spi ings—in those days
choosing nonmonogamy meant swimming upstream in a cultural context
that had turned suddenly fearful and hostile to anything remotely associated
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conditioned beliefs about love, sex, intimacy, and commitment and be
willing to discover and embrace whatever works. The one thing that is
abundantly clear is that what works may not be the same for all people or
even for the same person at different points in life. In addition, while the
health and happiness of the adults who are struggling to create all kinds
of relationships while honoring their innate sexuality under very challeng-
ing conditions is vital, it is the well-being of the next generations that is of
greatest consequence.
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This is not a how-to book, nor is it a manifesto for responsible nonmo-
nogamy. Tnstead, it is a no-doubt flawed attempt to impartially convey
some of what I've come to understand about the phenomenon now called
polyamory. Having been involved in this world both personally and pro-
fessionally over the past three decades, 1 like to think that I've gained
an understanding and perspective that may be useful to others with less
experience. Like everyone else, I was naive and poorly informed when 1
first became aware of alternatives to monogamy and the nuclear family
in the early 1980s. As a result of my instrumental role in starting today’s
global polyamory movement, some people have idealized me and put me
on a pedestal, while others have demonized, criticized, challenged, or os-

tracized me.

Forthe past twenty-five years, I've led hundreds of seminars and coached
thousands of individuals and partners all over the world who are struggling
to reconcile conflicting urges toward monogamy and polyamory and who
are seeking help in overcoming their jealousy. I've written books and ar-
ticles, produced conferences, given countless media interviews, appeared
on television, and cofounded a magazine. T've lived in both monogamous
and open marriages, been part of the extended family of a group marriage
and the “other woman” in the open relationships of several couples, and
over the years evolved an intimate network of friends and lovers that is still

deepening and expanding apart from my own involvement. P've also raised
two children who are now adults and have two grandchildren. While I'm
interested in men primarily romantically and erotically, I've had intimate
friendships with women as well. I confess that pain and power games are
major turn-offs for me personally, and while T can see the value some find
in exploring bondage, discipline, and sadomasochism, at least for a limited
time, it's not an area I know firsthand. Nor have I any direct experience of

the world of gay men or transsexuals. Some readers may find my overview
of today’s global polyamory movement overly heterosexual or annoyingly
vanilla, while others may find this departure from monogamous standards
shocking, I make no apologies and mean no disrespect; I simply prefer to
stick with those aspects of polyamory where I have confidence that the
breadth and depth of my knowledge equals that of anyone alive today

I'm convinced that the incidence of polyamory is far higher than anyone
suspects because so many people keep their private lives private. I still
the case that most people who are willing to speak out about their poly-
amorous lives or even stand up and be counted are activists. I often come
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rather than attempting to force love into whatever mold the mind has de-
cided is right. It took me many years to fully understand the wisdom they
were imparting, so I suppose it’s not surprising that I've found that this
concept s the hardest thing to get across to people. Polyamory is less about
how many people you're having sex with, feeling love for, or both than it is
about allowing love (not lust) to lead us into whatever form is appropriate.
Lisa Diamond’s concept of sexual fluidity, which is discussed in chapter 8,
comes closer to the core of addressing what I was trying to convey when
I first started writing about polyamory but that has often been overlooked
both by those who apply the label polyamorous to themselves and by those
who study or write about polyamory.

With a few notable exceptions, most authorities, whether their influence
is spiritually based or scientifically based, still maintain that monogamy is
superior to polyamory, or, in some cases they express the conviction that
polyamory is simply unworkable. Often, there is a refusal to acknowledge
polyamory as a viable option, and instead the entire discourse is framed
s monogamy and infidelity. This kind of cultural bias has been dubbed
mononormativity and is just beginning to be questioned by academic re-
searchers. I admit that there have been times when I've been in the midst

of a particularly challenging relationship dilemma when I've doubted the
viability of multipartner relating myself, and I've watched many clients go
through similar passages. I'm sure some monogamists also find themselves
questioning whether monogamy is possible, although they are far more
likely to find fault with themselves or their spouse than with the institution
of marriage.

The main point is that it is not a question of whether it’s possible to have
one partner or two or many or none but rather a question of whether to
allow love to lead and to surrender to the direction that love choo: ther
than surrendering to cultural conditioning, unruly emotions, peer pres-
sure, or social censure. 1, for one, cannot imagine loving any other way.

The truth is that when love (and T don’t mean lust, although this also ap-
plies to sexual desire) s freed from restrictions determined by law, by soci-
ety, or by immature personalities, it very often veers from the monogamous
standard our culture has sought, mostly unsuccessfully, to enforce. And so
a practical discussion about polyamory inevitably ends up addressing the
many startling aspects of multipartner or open relationships because it is
this aspect of allowing love to lead that is unfamiliar and often difficult at
first, as well as being sensationalist, intriguing, and sometimes dramatic.
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with free love. Polyamory was not something the average man or woman in
the street was likely to go along with simply because it was trendy as is now
beginning to be the case. Yet even in those days, three or four people in the
middle of nowhere might accidentally fall in love with cach other and quietly
set out to build a life together. Before global Internet access, Google, and
the Web made networking easy, such people were isolated and often imag-
ined that they were the only ones in the whole world who'd discovered that
love can be shared with more than one significant other.

The idea that monogamy, which is freely and consciously chosen, is a
totally different affair from monogamy, which is demanded as a condition
for love or enforced by legal codes, religious strictures, financial consid-
erations, or social pressure, has been put forth by a number of thoughtful
individuals. Of course this is so, and while I am unconvinced as yet that
this higher-level monogamy is superior to all other relationship forms, 1
don’t know that it's not. Some therapists have suggested that multipartner
relating prevents attachment.' In my experience, it doesn’t. True, plenty
of people use multipartner relating strategy to avoid attachment,
consciously or unconsciously, but attachment is a powerful force that can

override any mental argument or situational defense, except perhaps in
people whose capacity for bonding is already impaired because they were
prevented from bonding with nurturing caretakers in infancy.

P'm more inclined to see a diversity of relationship forms, all based on
compassion, respect, integrity, and goodwill, as appropriate for different
people at different times and in different places. However, T am fairly
certain that only those who have first allowed themselves the freedom to
explore a variety of sexual and intimate relationships are capable of com-
pletely embracing monogamy in a sustainable and responsible way.

I first became interested in polyamory in the early 1980s while working
on a grassroots global education project originating in the United States
called the Planetary Initiative for the World We Choose. Inspired by the
United Nations, the Planetary Initiative was intended to make people
around the world more proactive about the megacrisis facing humanity
s we transition into the postmodern era. In his 2009 book Global Shij

Edmund Bourne describes it this way:

A worldview shift is part of a broader change that includes a far-reaching
cultural, economi

and political restructuring of society. Such a shift hap-
pened in Europe during the Renaissance, and also much carlier in
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Greece. This time it is happening globally and, unlike the past, it may occur
dly, over several decades rather tl Such a
shift has been developing over the past three decades and will continue to
evolve through much of the twenty-first century. . .. The primary problem
is that the current worldview promotes a separatism that has been encoded

ray one or two centuries.

to many of our social and economic institutions. It has led individuals and
groups to prioritize their needs over the good of the whole, to exploit others
and the natural environment, and to disassociate their own well-being from
that of the world around them. . . . However, there are cultural movements,

scientific advances and new assumptions that have contributed to a broader
understanding of who we are and what we are capable of becoming.*

I view polyamory as one of the cultural movements to which Bourne
is referring. In the early 1980s, as is still often the case, sex, love, family
and intimate relationships were almost entirely left out of the conversation
on sustainability, ecology, and consciousness in the United States. Zero
population growth (ZPG) was given a nod but without much co
of the implications for relationships or family life. While feminist writers
had been critiquing monogamy and the nuclear family for decades, the
only real integration I found of sexual relationships with the larger picture
was in the work of renowned philosopher and astrologer Dane Rudhyar,

sideration

who was born in Paris but spent most of his life in the United States. His
1971 book Directives for New Life addressed the central place of less rig-
idly constructed but still focused intimate relationships in the transition
to a new society. The Planetary Initiative materials that had already been

developed when T came on the scene included modules on alternative/
renewable energy, transportation, architecture, health
education, and government, but the domestic domain was conspicuously

are, €CoNomics,

absent except for the rather mechanistic approach to ZPG. Since sex and
relationships happened to be my area of professional expertise, I took it
on myself to start researching alternatives to monogamy and the nuclear
family, secking models for ways of relating that were more ethical and
sustainable than those common in the twentieth century.

At that time, T was just completing my graduate work in clinical psy
chology at the University of Washington with a specialization in human
sexuality and the psychology of women. T had chosen sex and intimacy
for my professional focus because I had become convinced by that time

that ending the war between the sexes was the crucial missing piece for
sustainable peace between nations and that world peace was crucial to the
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acterized my position on polyamory as pro-choice rather
than ,mmmmngmm but after thirty years as a participant observer in this
strange new world, it’s more the case than ever that I really have no posi-
tion on whether people in general “should” be monogamous or not. The
fact is that it’s extremely rare to find anyone who has had only one sexual
partner for his or her entire life. These days, it's increasingly unusual to
find anyone who has only had one “significant other” throughout his or
her life. So the question is not so much whether to love more than one
but rather whether it works better to have multiple partners sequentially
or at the same time. There are definitely some people who are far better
off taking it one at a time, and there are some situations that cry out for
I'm continually amazed both by the ingenuity, courage,

other possibil
and vulnerability of people who have made their own bodies and hearts
the center for an inquiry into the true nature of love and by the persistent
self-deception, lack of integrity, and callousness that others justify by call-
ing what they are doing polyamory.

My first teachers in the realm of conscious relationship, who happened
to live in an extremely loving and functional group marriage, repeatedly
cautioned me not to get caught up in the glamour of multipartner relating.
The form of the relationship is not so important, they would say. The form
can change at any time. What counts is allowing love to dictate the form






