



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2024 by Sally Olds


Cover design by Alissa Dinallo


Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown Spark


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


littlebrownspark.com


First North American Edition: February 2024


Originally published in Australia by Upswell Publishing, August 2022


Little, Brown Spark is an imprint of Little, Brown and Company, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown Spark name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Little, Brown and Company books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


ISBN 9780316565769


LCCN 2023944050


E3-20231220-JV-NF-ORI














          For Kat
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Spark logo]















Introduction to the US Edition



I started writing People Who Lunch in 2017, when I moved from Brisbane to Melbourne to do postgraduate study at one of the universities here. For two years, I was funded to do an MA, which—since this is for an American audience, I’ll explain—is sort of like an MFA but free, and without the writing workshops or dubious prestige. I had a small, shared office, a supervisor I met with regularly, and a building full of writers and researchers to talk to or avoid as the mood struck. I wrote the first draft of three of these essays during this time. I woke up, chatted with my housemates, walked to my office, and read books. The campus was sandstone and leafy, with rolling green lawns on which students smoked and canoodled in the sunshine. I felt I was living in the novel The Secret History, but a version of it where things went well. Before this period of calm, expansive time, I had worked casual jobs continuously since I was fourteen. My new circumstances informed what I read and how I read it. When Rene Ricard wrote, “I’ve never worked a day in my life. If I did it would probably ruin my career,” I knew instantly what he meant. I nodded when Ottessa Moshfegh made her claim about writing Eileen to the formula of a bestseller in order to lift herself out of working menial jobs. I misread Franco “Bifo” Berardi’s concept of “refusal of work” to mean that people, people like me, should simply refuse to work. I studiously underlined Marx’s line about how capital comes into the world dripping “with blood and dirt.”


I had these two years of respite, but on the other side of them I could see the rest of my life stretched out ahead of me, job after job after boring job. There was always Centrelink, I figured—Australia’s social security system, which pays you a below-poverty-level wage if you become unemployed. Centrelink is how a lot of Australia’s best books managed to get written. Many Australian books feature Centrelink in some way, explicitly or in the background, the reason the characters are eating, drinking, and smoking without working too much. (The same thing they say about New York City applies to Centrelink—it’s like Centrelink is another character in Australian books.) It explains a lot of the people in this book, the specific class position of being broke but with a government-supplied safety net. Many of the people in the book are also artists of some kind. This is not a coincidence. The overlap between welfare and the arts is so fundamental in Australia that it has furnished a national cliché—that all artists are dole-bludging layabouts.


I’m not here to contest that; I’m here to enjoy it while it lasts. I’ve heard that to make art in America you have to be rich or have rich parents (which amounts to the same thing). Americans, is that true? Do your artists have jobs? How did, say, Infinite Jest get written? The truth is, in Australia, we are hot on the heels of US-style immiseration. When I showed this introduction to a friend, he laughed at the parts about university. He reminded me that during this time, when we both taught undergraduate classes to supplement our stipends, we, along with a few hundred other casual staff, rallied outside the vice chancellor’s own private mansion in order to drive home a point about wage theft. I had forgotten about the whole stolen wages thing. I had also forgotten that the uni turned our offices into hot desks, that I’d arrived at our room one morning to find myself suddenly locked out. He reminded me, too, that Centrelink is a slog. To get on the dole, you have to fill out endless forms, you have to attend meetings every two weeks, and you can be docked payments if you fail to complete these tasks. So let me refine the above. It is more accurate to say that many of the people in this book fall within the specific class position of being broke but with a government-supplied safety net that may be yanked away at any moment. Maintaining the safety net—and dodging the many varieties of soul-crushing jobs out there—requires constant, disruptive, unsexy exertions; while writing this book, I spent a lot of my lunch breaks at grindingly slow union meetings.


Sure enough, at the end of this time, I went on and off Centrelink and cycled through a few jobs while working on the book. What I wound up with is People Who Lunch, a book of essays that were (that are) some attempts to think myself and others out of this raw deal, of working to barely make ends meet. It is my first book. It is not a political treatise, a book of hard theory, or a guide of any kind. It is a series of tasks I set myself for the fun of it, a way of sending myself out into the world to talk to people and go places. Money is a shorthand for aspiration, and so I write about how people get money (an incomplete list from the book: cryptocurrency, sex work, welfare, property, arts grants, café jobs, truck driving), but I also write about aspirations cut loose from money and rerouted to stranger ends. An archaic secret society strives to preserve itself and grows rich in the process; utopian polyamorists model their relationships in the image of a classless society; amateur cryptocurrency investors dream of white-picket fences. I’ve been told more than once that it’s a “very Melbourne book” (double-edged praise, for sure), but a lot of it comes from elsewhere, too: the Venice Biennale, communes in California, and regional Queensland, where I grew up. And although I wrote the bulk of it in Australia, I made the very final edits in New York City.


I’m not sure if people in America know this, but Australia has a strange, tortured relationship to America, and Melbourne in particular has a strange, tortured relationship to New York. If you’re a writer from Melbourne, you might dream of moving to New York to make it big, or you might hate New York with a passion because it represents the imperialist center of the writing world, the thing that makes it nearly impossible to succeed as an Australian writer (let alone one not from a minor colonial power). Most people who think about such things feel both ways at the same time. It’s like Melbourne is a bit obsessed with New York, but maybe New York doesn’t even know we exist? I could have told you where to go clubbing on the Lower East Side long before I’d ever set foot in Manhattan, but I know from being there that Manhattanites still cock their heads and say, “Mell-borrn, is that near the beach?” This is humbling for a city that thinks of itself as the New York of Australia. (Sydney is our LA, by the way.) So it felt fitting to be in New York for the first time in my life while finishing the book, a book about fantasies and delusions and marginal, doomed endeavors: to be at the center of all this angst and striving.


When I settled on People Who Lunch as the title, I was, in fact, thinking about Truman Capote’s unfinished novel Answered Prayers, or the excerpt published in Esquire in 1975 that lost him all his friends. The excerpt, titled “La Côte Basque, 1965,” is an exposing portrait, barely veiled, of Capote’s companions: New York City society ladies who lunch. A representative passage goes like this: “The Cristal was being poured. Ina tasted it. ‘It’s not cold enough. But ahhh!’ She swallowed again. ‘I do miss Cole. And Howard Sturgis. Even Papa; after all, he did write about me in Green Hills of Africa…’” This is how Capote moves the story along: “She swallowed again.” Between each swig of champagne, there are approximately thirty proper nouns. Everyone is called something like Teddie or Dixie or Babe or is a princess with a seven-part compound name. The climax of the story is the revelation that one of the ladies is a murderess. Honestly—very chic. Then the soufflé arrives. There is purse seizing, dramatic nose powdering. Jackie Kennedy sweeps past. You can practically hear the rustle of stiff silk. More Cristal is poured. You wonder if Truman was sponsored by Bulgari, or at least the CIA.


In New York, I visited the Wall Street Bull, rode helmet-less through Central Park (another difference: Melbourne’s e-scooters and city bikes all come with helmets, and helmet-wearing is mandated by law), and had exactly one decadent meal. I quickly realized that to experience decadence in New York City with any regularity you would probably have to be Kennedy-level wealthy, and definitely not in possession of an Australian bank account worth sixty-seven cents on the US dollar. La Côte Basque closed years ago, so I went to another famous French brasserie (though it was for dinner, not lunch), dutifully ate my steak frites, and watched a group of nineteen-year-olds at the table next to us, grandchildren of the Teddies and Dixies and Babes they couldn’t imprison for tax crimes. They were picking at their snails and lettuce salads, slumping on each other’s shoulders, getting up and knocking over chairs and switching places, giggling, all of them glowing in the dewy skins of wealth and youth. Outside, a few blocks up, big white trailers like refrigerators lined the street, humming, the cast of the rebooted Gossip Girl incubating inside.


In New York, I thought about the difference between people and ladies. The people in my book are not ladies, not like Truman Capote’s lunch set. Rather, they are people aspiring to be ladies, if ladies here is a placeholder for the Teddies and Dixies and Babes of the world, for ladies of leisure, people of leisure—for anyone who never has to work. I thought about how being on Centrelink or writing a book can be a way to play make-believe with leisure, to approximate the lifestyle of a lady who lunches, even if upholding the fantasy is an enormous labor in itself. I thought about how, when I don’t know what I want, or when I want something abstract, my desire latches onto something concrete, something ready-made and usually much more banal—like I start out wanting quote unquote a better world and wind up in a Zara cubicle trying on blazers.


Back in Melbourne, a year or so on from the book’s Australian publication, I’m no closer to quitting my day job, and we are no closer to ending wage labor. Certain questions in the book remain unanswered: Who is George Cooper Murray? What was Dr. Young doing with those prairie voles? Where do you go to get a drink in this city after 1 a.m.? Certain throughlines, whole sections of argument and inquiry, are now nearly impossible for me to access in the same way I once did, a result of the weird dulling that happens once you’ve read your own work fifty or more times. Now, when I read People Who Lunch, what I get from the essays is a sense of energy, my own, which in real life flags often and drastically, but which in the book feels boundless. I never like it when people oppose utopian dreaming to cold, hard reality. You always know which one’s going to come out on top; it’s a plot arc that only goes one way. In the essays what I feel now is the energy of idealism meeting reality, and, in a happy twist, finding the two to be perfectly entwined. Sure, sometimes the people in my book dream big, and it doesn’t work out. But by then the dream has already structured their realities, or was always at the center of them, the deep, wormy soil from which everything grows. I see myself in People Who Lunch charting a material world—of shoes, buildings, designer dogs—but a world that is nevertheless saturated with ideas and ideals: an intelligent, fanciful concoction. It’s not a charmed world, by any means. It’s complicated. But for me, at least, spending time with this complexity has been its own reward.















For Discussion and Resolution



I am writing this on an Australian Government Research Training Program Scholarship. I am sitting in the brown-wood office I share with four other postgraduate students, staring at the detritus of academia: a stack of back issues of the faculty journal; one bottle of Bacardi Gold, one bottle of Cointreau, one bottle of Smirnoff, eight shot glasses, nine plastic cups (no one knows where this stash came from or how old it is); eleven dusty boxes of tea bags, mostly expired; a statuette of a man in a crown; an orange plastic bucket with a Jack-o’-Lantern’s face; one can of air freshener; two dead modems; one live mouse.


I am doing a research master’s, which has no tuition fees. I receive $515.85 every week in exchange for… what, exactly? Showing up? The presumption that I will publish and provide the university with more citations, possibly acclaim? For giving the university an opportunity to support the universal right to education? I wonder what surplus I will produce in my time here.


So far I’ve been treating the scholarship more like a universal basic income than a wage in exchange for a product. I’ve been finishing projects I started during the three years between undergrad and postgrad in which I held down casual jobs. I’ve been taking long lunches with friends who are likewise studying, or underemployed, or jobless, or sex workers, or sessional academics, or dole bludgers. Since I started in February I’ve been suspended in the loophole between the job market and unemployment that is tertiary education. It will end when I graduate. Then maybe more study, a PhD, a relocation to claim more funding, another loophole.


I am single partly in order to pursue more funding. There was no money where my ex and I lived. He wanted to stay, I wanted to move, and neither of us wanted to do monogamy by distance. The other option was polyamory, but we had already tried and it didn’t work out. Does this mean I am pursuing funding in order to avoid being polyamorous?


I am pursuing funding partly in order to do the intellectual labor that will help make a post-work future possible in order to avoid the staggering exertions of holding down a poly setup while also holding down an array of casual jobs. I am performing the intellectual labor of thinking through a post-work future partly in order to gain funding.


Like many funded students and artists, I am already living in a post-work future. I am pursuing funding in order to theorize the conditions that might extend this from a temporary state of grace to a permanent one.


*


In its loosest definition, what I call post-work polyamory is a relationship form premised on and committed to anti-capitalism. It is, or would be, a romantic, caring, and/or sexual relationship between any number of people working against privatizing and unequally distributing care, resources, property, love, sex, intimacy, and work within a couple or other closed unit. It would be a form against the nuclear family as an atomized site of consumption and production. It does not see the couple form as inherently bad, but as a symptom of mononormativity: a state in which everything in society is calibrated for the monogamous pair. Its post-work ambitions are exactly what they sound like. Post-work polyamory does not just want to redistribute labor but, where possible, abolish the need to work within exploited waged (and unwaged) relations in order to survive.


These ambitions are nothing new, but polyamory today bears little resemblance to such a form. Researching polyamory—and I mean polyamory, not related forms like relationship anarchy or open relationships—is a frustrating experience of getting stuck within the very definitions I want to escape: poly as a 1990s/2000s urban North American spin on the 1970s version of free love, an orientation or practice for individuals, couples, and small groups, devoid of politics beyond its opposition to the monogamous status quo. The word “poly-amory” was only coined in 1990, by a witch, in a magazine with a tiny circulation among the pagan community in North America (more on this later); before this, polyamory, or its animating spirit, appears in many different guises and experiments. PWP has to invent its own predecessors, to arrange histories that don’t quite belong to it in a shape that seems, in retrospect, to lead to something that could be called post-work polyamory.


*


Maybe Charles Fourier started it; at least, he demonstrates many of the same preoccupations as current-day poly people, most notably a deep and abiding love for organization. Born in 1772 in France, Fourier developed the idea of the phalanstère at the beginning of the 1800s as a counterpoint to the alienated living and working conditions he saw around him as he traveled Europe. The phalanstère is a self-sufficient property designed to house people of all classes, professions, talents, and ages. Each phalanx would consist of 1,620 people, 810 male, and 810 female. Fourier believed there were 810 different personality types, and so, as in Noah’s Ark, there would be a male and female representative of each. Playing God? Absolutely. His philosophy of social life resembles an ambitiously plotted fantasy novel. He believed not so much in equality as in total variation. In the phalanstère, he wanted groups to form based on people’s natural talents and interests—groups of farmers, artisans, gardeners, and more—but he also wanted rivalries to form within and between groups, spurring them on to greater achievements. Jobs would rotate between individuals and groups, as he believed people tire of doing the same work over and over again; and lovers could rotate, for the same reason. He was happy to admit wealthy men into the phalanstère, as long as they had different amounts of wealth.


Karl Marx he wasn’t—but Marx did read Fourier, and in 1843 Marx and his wife, Jenny von Westphalen, moved to Paris to join a Fourierist urban commune. They moved in with two other couples and occupied two floors of an apartment at 23 rue Vaneau, Saint Germain. Each couple had their own quarters but shared a kitchen and dining room; the women did the domestic work, but divided it evenly among themselves. Within two weeks, due to personality clashes, the Marxes moved into their own apartment a few doors down. As far as I know, this was the couple’s first and last experiment with communal living.


The concept of the phalanstère took off in North America, imported by a man named Albert Brisbane, an American who had studied with Fourier in Paris. Brisbane and his associates helped orchestrate the longest running phalanx in the States: the North American Phalanx, founded in 1843 by several families who decamped from New York City to New Jersey. On a parcel of land, the families built long halls where each had their own parlor and two bedrooms. They also built livestock holdings, gardens, a school, an artificial pond, guesthouses, a daycare center, and a restaurant. The restaurant—initially a “common table” that provided food for all with a uniform menu—served meals that could be individually selected and paid for. All workers were paid a wage according to a complex system determined by the ease and appeal of the work (lowest pay for light and rewarding labor, highest for labor deemed undesirable or taxing); there was no distinction in pay according to gender. Domestic work was taken care of by groups whose jobs rotated, and who tackled everything from entertainment to agriculture.


In 1847, after visiting the North American Phalanx, a man named John Humphrey Noyes established a 200-member home in New York State. He and his followers called it the Oneida Community. Where the North American Phalanx was secular, this project had a divine purpose. Oneida believed that Jesus had already returned, and that they were helping to build Heaven on Earth. They believed that dissolving the ties of the nuclear family would encourage greater attachment to a shared faith, and so they promoted “complex marriage,” wherein non-exclusive sexual relationships were formed on the basis of attraction and desire. To have a child within the community, prospective parents would plead their case to a committee tasked with selecting good matches based on the spiritual and moral qualities of the parties involved. In 1880, Oneida began manufacturing silverware and tableware, transferring their holdings to a joint-stock company called Oneida Community Limited. During both world wars of the early twentieth century, Oneida thrived by manufacturing tableware for the military and products for use on the battlefield: rifle sights, hand grenades, guns, bayonets, aircraft fuel tanks, and chemical bombs. (By now it should be clear that these are ambivalent forebears at best; at worst, morally bankrupt, depraved, randomly quite capitalist.)


In Australia, too, utopian visions unfurled across the newly colonized land. The earliest known commune in Australia was called Herrnhut. It began in 1853 in Port Phillip Bay, now known as Melbourne. The founder, a Prussian-born preacher named Krumnow, moved with about forty people to a plot of land where they built a stone church, kept sheep and cows, and practiced fervent prayer. Krumnow had bought the land with communal money but put his name on the deed; when he refused to change it, several members abandoned the group. In 1880, Krumnow died, leaving the Herrnhut community heavily in debt. It continued under new leadership, dissipating slowly, until 1897.


In South Australia in the early 1870s, reports emerged of a strange new commune based in a rural outpost:




A Spinster Land Association is the latest idea out. “Such an institution is,” says Eucalyptus, in the Border Watch, “established at a place called Binnum Binnum. Many rumors are afloat as to the principles of this Amazonian confederation, some maintaining that they have founded the society on pure Amazonian or Quaker principles.”





Spinster=code for lesbian. Amazonian=code for lesbian. Spinster Land Association=Australia’s first ever lesbian separatist commune? Save for the above, which comes from a newspaper article published at the time, I can’t find any other information about this endeavor (and believe me, I’ve tried).


In Queensland, after the Shearers Strike of 1891 collapsed, a group of unionists—all men, this time—seceded to Western Queensland to set up their own commune farming produce and cattle, holding their earnings in a joint fund. It was known as the Alice River Commune. One newspaper at the time compared it to Oneida, and reporters—as well as politicians interested in communalism—visited often. They found the men living harmoniously in an “Eveless Eden,” with a roster for cooking, a swimming hole, a library, a flourishing vineyard, and plenty of leisure time. Some thought the absence of women and children the key to their success (no idle bodies to provide for); others thought this made the commune a futile experiment, far removed from real-world conditions. Over the years, its membership declined, and with not enough men to do the work required, the farm began to struggle and its soil quality deteriorated. In 1904, it became a Limited Liability Company, its assets divided equally among members, who promptly began to sell off their shares to new members. It disbanded entirely in 1907.


At the same time as the charismatic patriarchs began their social engineering, Fourier’s ideas were also being adopted by proto-feminists. In 1868, fed-up American housewife Melusina Fay Peirce developed the concept of cooperative housekeeping in a suffragette magazine called The Revolution. In cooperative housekeeping, a group of women would band together to purchase a building in which to manufacture all household goods, which are then distributed to households for cash on delivery, meaning effectively that husbands—the only members of the family bringing in wages—pay their wives for their domestic work. In cities, “every tenth block would contain the kitchen and laundry and clothing house” and individual houses would be built without these amenities. Peirce’s plans were motivated by a desire to increase the standing of women in the family and in society. And, though she writes that former servants and employees would work side by side, this was more to increase the efficiency of the household than to abolish class divisions; the co-ops would dispense with the need for what she saw as lazy and costly domestic help. Her ideas were taken up in later decades by housing reformists in New York, who built apartment blocks and tenement houses with common spaces and facilities.


In 1848, a suffragette named Jane Sophia Appleton published Vision of Bangor in the Twentieth Century, a speculative fiction imagining Bangor, Appleton’s hometown in Maine, 130 years in the future, in 1978. She adapts Fourier’s ideas for an urban setting, and puts them to work in service of women. The city would have communal “eating houses,” covered arcades, shared amenities for tenants in blocks, higher taxes for the rich, and co-ops for the poor to buy their food and supplies at cheaper cost; women would be paid wages for their work. The narrator explains the society to a time traveler from the Victorian era:




Just think of the absurdity of one hundred housekeepers, every Saturday morning, striving to enlighten one hundred girls in the process of making pies for one hundred little ovens! (Some of these remain to this day, to the great glee of antiquarians.) What fatigue! What vexation! Why, ten of our cooks, in the turning of a few cranks, and an hour or so of placing materials, produce enough pies to supply the whole of this city…





By the early 1900s, Appleton’s vision was in danger of being supplanted by new technology, and new government policies. Objects that were once built into houses and apartments—stoves, ducted vacuum units, complicated refrigeration systems—began to be redeveloped as portable commodities for individual use. Thousands of single family homes were built in the suburbs—empty boxes that had to be filled with amenities from scratch. Home economists advocated for women as housekeepers, contributing to the economy by consuming while their husbands produced. This only applied to wealthier women, of course, and poor women ran households while earning a living as well.


Still, Appleton certainly got the decade right. In 1970, Shulamith Firestone published The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution. I’d say that Firestone goes harder than Fourier, harder than Appleton, harder than just about anyone, and while it’s a text, not a commune, its spirit animates the many real-world experiments that followed in the ’70s. (When I first read Firestone amid a stack of contemporary poly books, I thought, Ok, this is something I can get behind.)


In Dialectic, Firestone dreams of a polymorphously perverse society where gender disappears; she argues that marriage feeds off sex work, not vice versa; that children are oppressed; that biology is as mutable as ideas (“pregnancy is barbaric,” she writes, better outsourced to artificial wombs). Her argument is simple: the biological nuclear family must be abolished. She suggests, in its place, an arrangement called “households”: groups of seven to ten people—two-thirds adults, one-third children—living together for a self-determined but defined amount of time, with domestic work and childcare distributed equally. She argues that with “the wise use of machines, people could be freed from toil, work divorced from wages.” To supplement this “cybernation,” and to ensure women and children’s freedom from men, every member would receive a guaranteed basic income.


In 1971, a group of men and women moved from Greenwich Village in New York to Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco to form the Kerista Commune. Its genesis was earlier, in the late 1950s, when an ex–air force officer named John Presmont began to hear voices telling him he would found the next great religion. He amassed followers over the next decade, who joined him in a series of loose, hedonistic experiments, before finding suitable housing in Haight-Ashbury. During the 1970s, Kerista’s numbers fluctuated, with a temporary high of thirty members in 1978 living across half a dozen rented flats.


I’m not sure if the Keristans ever read Firestone, but their blueprints for sex and relationships are strikingly similar. Kerista was built around “The Utopian Social Contract of Kerista Village,” a charter of twenty-six standards for living in the village that took over five years to draft and agree on. The first standard is an intention to a lifetime involvement with the village; the second is “Orthodox Polyfidelity.” Kerista was composed of kinship groups called “Best Friend Identity Clusters” (B-FIC) of up to nine men and nine women. The members were polyfidelitous to their B-FIC; they did not have sexual contact outside their cluster, used a rotational sleeping roster to strengthen one-on-one ties equilaterally, collectively managed finances, and cared for any children communally. On joining Kerista, new members would enter into discussions with a potential B-FIC; if all members agreed, they were accepted. If not, they remained unattached while seeking a more suitable cluster.


In 1986, a woman named Sun joined the commune, bringing with her a Macintosh computer. Kerista used it to draw up sleeping schedules, perhaps forging the (now iron) link between scheduling technologies and poly-management. In the late 1980s, Kerista opened a Mac rental store called Utopian Technology. Soon after, Apple granted Kerista a dealer’s license, and the business was incorporated in the names of four women as Abacus Inc. This was a flex of proto-Lean-In business nous; as the only female-run licensed Apple resellers at the time, they were able to win contracts with companies who wanted to look progressive. Kerista’s current-day website describes Abacus as a “moderately successful microcomputer reseller.” An article in Wired from 2002 states that at its height Abacus employed 125 people and generated $35 million in sales. (It is unclear whether or not this profit was subject to the charter determining collective finance.)


Despite the success of the business, in archived emails and accounts of this time, there are veiled references to trouble brewing, hints that the founder, now going by the name of Brother Jud, acted outside the standards while imposing them on others, rumors of bullying and coercion—a sick woman was denied her request for treatment, Abacus employees were forced to work twelve-hour days. In 1991, the commune expelled Jud, and in the same year, the tech market was flooded with computers, causing prices to plummet and leaving Abacus with a cache of useless stock. The commune disbanded, and in 1992 Abacus merged with the IT consultancy company Ciber. Kerista’s main legacy is the term “compersion,” a word coined with a ouija board after two members realized there were no existing terms for their positive feelings about sharing partners. Compersion is the opposite of jealousy—happiness for your partner’s romantic success—and is still a buzzword in poly communities today.


Some 70 kilometers from Haight-Ashbury, members of the neo-pagan religious group the Church of All Worlds were conducting their own experiments in communal living. Throughout the 1970s and ’80s, Morning Glory Zell-Ravenheart—neo-pagan community leader, witch, and priestess of the Church of All Worlds—lived on a ranch in Mendocino County with her husband Oberon and close to one hundred other families. There was a free flow of sex and love throughout the commune, and Morning Glory and Oberon had many lovers, both casual and long-term. In a 1990 article, Morning Glory termed their relationship style as “poly-amorous,” minting centuries of diverse, culturally specific practices into a currency that would circulate primarily in the white liberal Anglosphere. In 1992, the Australian chapter of the Church of All Worlds was founded by Fiona Judge and Anthorr Nomchong, and legally incorporated in November that year. It is still active, headquartered just outside Brisbane, Queensland, though polyamory is now less central to its belief system. As their website tactfully puts it, today “we each make our own choices regarding our relationships and relations with others.”


In 1997, Dossie Easton and Janet Hardy, two Californians active in the kink scene, coauthored The Ethical Slut, opening the floodgates for a whole subgenre of self-help: poly how-to manuals. The Ethical Slut contains a loose history of poly and some anti-capitalist speculation on poly’s possibilities, which, in the subsequent texts it inspired, would be written out in favor of hard-headed pragmatism. It remains one of the definitive guides to ethical non-monogamy. (Kim Tallbear, a theorist who writes on indigeneity and polyamory, points out that “ethical non-monogamy” implies monogamy is ethical in the first place.)


Also in 1997, Greg Araki released the film Nowhere, which features a bisexual polyamorous trio. Mel, the point in the open V (an arrangement where one person has two partners, but those partners aren’t dating), consoles her doubting lover with as good a definition of polyamory as any: “You know that I firmly believe that human beings are built for sex and for love. And that we should dole out as much of both as possible… And just because I make it with other guys and girls, it has no effect whatsoever on my feelings for you…”


In 2006, “polyamory, -ous, and -ist” were added to the Oxford English Dictionary, with Morning Glory credited for the term.


In 2009, aged nineteen, I moved from a small town named Maryborough, in Queensland, to Brisbane, where I met my first “poly people.” B was six or seven years older than me, a philosophy student who showed up to parties in a dressing gown and who had waist-length, religious-seeming hair. When I met her she was dating several people including L, another philosophy student, a casualty of Stanley’s box wine and the French cinema class we all took. L wore only black, had yellow fingers from rolling cigarettes, and was dating both a literature student and the literature student’s right-wing politics professor.


In 2014, poly partners Franklin Veaux and Eve Rickert published More Than Two. In opposition to gentler texts like The Ethical Slut, More Than Two targets mono-normativity in all of its forms, arguing that non-monogamous relationships can only be truly ethical if non-hierarchical: if partner A is equal to partner B is equal to partner C.


In 2015, news emerged of “The Fabulus of Unicorns,” a London-based polyamorous group whose members identify as unicorns. Unicorns are a kind of short circuit in poly’s history. In the 1980s, Morning Glory and Oberon “discovered” unicorns by surgically manipulating the horn buds of baby goats to grow from the center of their heads. In contemporary poly-speak, unicorn refers to the rare and highly sought supplement to a poly couple: someone (usually a woman) who wants to have sex with or date both partners.


In 2015, unaware of any of the history that precedes this decision, I opened my relationship with J. We grappled both with the hundred petty indignities it invited into our lives (suddenly, his phone has a password) and with a monstrous hitherto unrevealed capacity for insecurity, jealousy, and emotional miserliness, all concealed beneath the immaculate trompe l’oeil of our Tinder profiles.


In 2017, I moved to Melbourne without J where, in the rarefied circles of the queer youngish inner north, everyone’s relationships are poly, open, or, at least, caveated.


*


In the popular imagination, polyamory never really loses its roots. Its public image is inextricable from the specific strain of geek culture that communes like the Church of All Worlds and Kerista helped inaugurate. Now, on OKCupid profiles and in Tinder bios, “queer, geeky, poly, kinky” appear together so often they are practically idiomatic. This iteration of poly is stubbornly alien to both the nouvelle vague image of non-monogamy—Jules et Jim by Truffaut—and the Hollywood version forwarded by films like Vicky Cristina Barcelona and The Dreamers. It has an embarrassingly utopic bent borne of science fiction and fantasy (the Church of All Worlds is based on a religion from Robert Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land), though somewhat deflated by the terrestrial pragmatism of scheduling and painstaking communication.


Polyamory’s lamentable sensibility stems from its exclusivity—ironically, an exclusivity that no one particularly wants to join. It’s not for nothing that poly’s current-day avatar is a white neckbeard huffing crumbs across his keyboard as he posts on r/relationships. Polyamory, as one common critique goes, is made possible by a life of relative structural ease. You need the time and energy to do it; you need support systems, which usually form within progressive urban centers; you need access to contraception and health care; you need a decent-paying job, or a financial safety net, to facilitate all of the above.


Note here that I’m talking about polyamory, not related forms—among them, relationship anarchy and what Angela Willey, a scholar of non/monogamies, calls “dyke ethics”—that attempt to divest from both monogamy and polyamory. Polyamory is thought of as a practice, sometimes an orientation, and, increasingly, an identity and a subculture. A one-off kiss with someone other than your partner but with your partner’s consent does not make you polyamorous; the scaffolding that allows the kiss to happen, on the other hand, gestures toward a polyamorous ethos. Promiscuous coupled queers, especially gay men, are rarely seen as polyamorous and are perhaps less likely to identify as such; non-monogamy from gay men is viewed as natural, or at least natural to gay culture, dispensing with the need for a separate moniker. In any case, many poly people don’t want their own nuanced forms of non-monogamy tarred with the same brush, so polyamory is more and more taking on an identity of its own.
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