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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


OPENING LOVE


Dr. Anya writes with an honesty that is refreshing and even slightly alarming. This beautiful book is both lucid and accessible and will open doors that, whether or not the reader chooses to pass through them, will enhance their quality of being simply by being aware of them. Dr. Anya gently encourages the reader to entertain new possibilities as well as offering companionship to those who have already ventured into them. I recommend this book as an exploration of what it means to be human. Roshi Ingen Breen, Soto Zen Buddhist Association


Dr. Anya’s book, Opening Love, is a vital addition to the literature on relationships, filling the current gap that exists around relationships as a form of spiritual practice and a means of personal growth. The book presents a radical approach to relationships in comparison to current relationship books, most of which focus on a limited, and problematic, approach to achieving safety through rule-based systems. Instead Dr. Anya’s focus is on relational ethics, community building and open communication: all of which seem much more likely to enable sustainable and mutual relationships.


Dr. Meg Barker, author of Rewriting the Rules: An Integrative Guide to Love, Sex and Relationships


Dr. Anya’s work defuses conflict and competition to create harmony and peace. It’s important that more people consider alternatives to monogamy and celibacy as ways to love more expansively. Opening Love comes at the right moment.


Serena Anderlini-D’Onofrio, PhD, author of Gaia and the New Politics of Love: Notes for a Poly Planet


In my life, monogamy has proved to be a less-than-perfect relationship model. I’ve struggled to be faithful, and I’ve watched friends and partners fail. When my relationships end, I ask myself why monogamy is the gold standard in our culture. I wonder if we can create other types of relationships that are more sustainable. Or at least more free, healthy and unconditionally loving? Dr. Anya says we can, and in her book, Opening Love, she provides a clear map for us to follow as we journey to conscious intentional relationships with many lovers. Polyamory could be a lurid, sensational topic, but Dr. Anya uses lucid definitions, a grounded rationale, practical exercises and honest accounts of personal experiences to guide us toward a life of abundant love. Opening Love is a brave and thought-provoking book that offers healing to those who have been wounded in the battle of the sexes.


Marsha Scarbrough, author of Medicine Dance: One Woman’s Healing Journey into the World of Native American Sweatlodges, Drumming Meditations and Dance Fasts


Dr. Anya’s writing comes from a place of experience and genuine desire to share what she has learned. Although she is clearly an expert and has researched her topic extensively, her approach is accessible and easy to digest. She handles the task of bringing together polyamory and spirituality with both a “how to” view as well as practical advice.


Dan Williams, co-host of the Erotic Awakening Podcast (www.eroticawakening.com)


In Opening Love, Dr. Anya combines her academic knowledge on polyamory, her experience as a polyamorous person, and her skills as a teacher and spiritual practitioner to present the polyamory movement’s connection with spirituality. Rather than preaching about poly, this book helps the reader ask questions about their own emotional experiences and how these experiences connect with social norms and regulations. It matters not if you are monogamous or polyamorous, an atheist or a Christian: in all likelihood, you’ll find something useful in these pages.


Daniel Cardoso, Assistant Professor of Communication Sciences and expert in polyamory studies, Lusophone University of Humanities and Technologies (Portugal)
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For Andrew: 
You are the soul who awakened me.


For Robert: 
Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow.
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Prelude


Those who are courageous, they go headlong. They search all opportunities… Their life philosophy is not that of insurance companies. Their life philosophy is that of a mountain climber, a glider, a surfer. And not only in the outside seas they surf; they surf the innermost seas. And not only on the outside they climb Alps and Himalayas; they seek inner peaks.


—Osho1


It was the summer of my twenty-seventh year. My husband Andrew and I were massively in love. We rented a sunshine-yellow house, nestled at the foot of a very steep hill. We were profoundly connected. Nights, we would curl up together, snuggled like mischievous children underneath what seemed thousands of lavender blankets, reading aloud poems we’d composed for each other throughout the day.


We were magic on every level. We laughed; we played; we mused; we created; we supported; we pushed and challenged and inspired each other. And since our first date at a Chinese restaurant, three years back, we hadn’t stopped talking talking talking to each other. We loved talking! Our friends playfully joked about how the two of us seemed more like girlfriends rather than husband and wife, because we were forever talking and giggling together.


In our fervor to continue this intense togetherness—to be able to keep on interacting in such passionate, energizing ways—we had agreed on one simple rule: total honesty. That was the baseline agreement. We would always tell each other the truth even if it were difficult or scary. There would be no secrets between us…or else the relationship, we knew, would end. Without honesty, without openness, there would be no Andrew and Anya. Cultivating this ethic of total honesty was what made us an especially strong couple—so much so that our friends and colleagues often called upon us for relationship advice. We were seen as a beacon of hope in a confusing world, and we relished that role. We liked helping.


It was summer. Summer, my favorite season. The season where I come alive, as always. The trees were proud in their abundant green, and honeybees drifted from flower to flower. We had known and loved each other three years, Andrew and I. We were sitting on our red couch in the yellow house we loved so much.


It seemed all saliva had dried: I kept swallowing and swallowing. It was early, just before dawn. Andrew had roused from sleep when he’d heard me come through the door. I’d just returned from spending a long—and as it turned out—quite miraculous day with Rebecca, one of my dearest friends.


I sat with Andrew, on our couch, fingers gently entwined, my whole body trembling. Armpits dripping. After a few minutes of courage-mustering silence, I said the words to him, the words I’d rehearsed in my mind all day.


“Andrew, I love you. I always will love you. And, I realize I’m in love with Rebecca, too. I love you and Rebecca.”*


*Some of the people in Opening Love have retained their real names, at their request. For those who prefer anonymity, I have used pseudonyms.










Introduction


Definitions are vital starting points for the imagination. What we cannot imagine cannot come into being.


—bell hooks2


The Many Loves Movement


Too often, we think of “spirituality” in limited and limiting ways. The spiritual is (supposedly) what we do on the yoga mat, not what we do with our lovers in the bedroom. The spiritual is (supposedly) silent meditation, not laughing or dancing with our friends. And the spiritual heroes we idolize are often unmarried, have taken vows of celibacy, or simply seem uninterested in anything romantic or erotic. Consequently, these heroes’ teachings often evade the question of sex entirely. Or, if sex does come up, it is presented in an austere or unrealistic way. For example, I have heard the Dalai Lama, on numerous occasions, teach the necessity of celibacy for those on a spiritual path.


Indeed, the term “spiritual” often evokes images of solitude: bearded gurus living alone in caves in the Himalayas, austere Catholic nuns in their tiny cells, or shamans living apart in their isolated huts. We think of Mother Teresa, working tirelessly with the nameless poor—appearing to us as an almost asexual being. We think of Nelson Mandela, imprisoned and cut off from the world for decades. Having a lover or partner often does not fit into the picture we have in our minds of who a spiritual person ought to be.


Opening Love questions this common view, and presents insight into how romantic love, emotional intimacy, and even our sexuality can help us grow on our spiritual path. It offers the teaching that openness to love—in all its myriad and beautiful forms—can create other openings for a life that is filled with happiness. Further, we will explore how happiness and enjoyment are not selfish states one must be overly skeptical of or shun; rather, these states are very valuable in the evolution of human consciousness.


I will forewarn: What I’m offering in Opening Love is not a currently popular point of view. In fact, most of my favorite spiritual teachers do not advocate what I advocate. However, the fact that this work is in print is a testament to the energy of a cultural movement that is no longer merely hiding out on the fringes but is openly and rapidly growing daily, both in the United States, Canada, the UK, and across the globe. This is the polyamory movement.


The term polyamory comes from a combination of both Greek and Latin roots, and it means “many loves.” Polyamory (or poly, for short) is an approach to life where love is understood as abundant. People who think of themselves as poly reject the assumption that love is a finite resource. Poly people recognize love as an abundant, inexhaustible force.


The polyamory movement questions the idea that the only moral, ethical, or healthy way to be involved in a romantic, intimate, and/or sexual relationship is a relationship between two people. Just as the LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer) movement questions the assumption that the only moral, ethical, or healthy way to form a romantic relationship is to partner up with someone of the opposite sex, the polyamory movement questions the cultural assumption about number. Polyamorists ask the question: Why must we love only one?


A key tenet in the polyamory movement is the idea that it is possible to ethically and responsibly enjoy various degrees of emotional and/or physical intimacy with more than just one person. In truth, this general stance is already being adopted by many across the globe, with more and more people accepting the idea of divorce and remarriage, as well as remarriage after one partner dies. The idea of being intimate with a single mate for one’s entire lifetime is increasingly becoming obsolete. The difference with polyamory is that divorce or death is not necessary to build healthy, honest connections with multiple partners. In addition, the philosophy of polyamory emphasizes that a romantic partner or intimate friendship may or may not include a sexual aspect to the relationship. Poly practitioners continually emphasize the point that sexuality does not solely define relationships.


Additionally, it is important to remember that a person can identify as polyamorous even if they do not actually have multiple partners at the time. For many people, simply adopting the philosophy of polyamory—where love is seen as abundant— is enough. I appreciate the way that counselor Kathy Labriola explains it in her book Love in Abundance: A Counselor’s Advice on Open Relationships:




Many other people embrace the theory of open relationships and enjoy having the option of having more than one lover or spouse if they should desire, but may not have the time or energy for more than one relationship, or may not have met the right person or people to enter into such an arrangement. So even though they consider themselves polyamorous, they may not “practice” polyamory—but they like having the option and having an agreement with their partner that another relationship will be acceptable if it does happen. For many people, having the freedom to choose additional relationships is as important and fulfilling as actually acting on this option and having other lovers.3





The polyamory movement, just like the LGBTQ movement, aims to redefine what a “relationship” is—by shifting the focus from whether or not a relationship is sexual to, instead, asking about the quality and uniqueness of each relationship. Polyamory is about letting love, honesty, compassion, and authenticity lead one’s interactions. Dr. Deborah Anapol, one of the founders of the global polyamory movement, defines polyamory as a way of approaching relational life in as open and flexible a way as possible. In Polyamory in the Twenty-First Century, she writes:




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.4





Dr. Anapol makes a fine point here. Polyamory is ultimately not about the form—it’s about the content…and if the content is about courageously following one’s own desire, then that is living a life of intention, as well as a life of abundant love.


My own life is a testament to the ever-changing forms that polyamory can take. For most of my life, before I realized polyamory was even an option, I was involved a series of monogamous relationships. During the year before I wrote Opening Love, I was involved in a triad—a relationship between myself, my husband Andrew, and our girlfriend Katrina. That relationship was beautiful, with Katrina eventually transitioning from a girlfriend to an intimate friend. At the time I began to write Opening Love, I was now a member of a quad—a committed relationship of four people that included myself, Andrew, my boyfriend Mark, and Cordelia, a woman who was partnered to both Mark and Andrew. About the time I was halfway done drafting the book, I was partnered still with Andrew, and I also gained a partnership with a man named Robert while around the same time transitioning my romance with Mark to a deep, loving, spiritual friendship. Then, during the drafting of the final chapters, Andrew and I were transitioning from living together to a long-distance partnership, as he was relocating from the Midwest to the Southwest United States (along with Mark and Cordelia), in order to pursue his spiritual path, while I began preparing to move to Puerto Rico to pursue a tropical climate more conducive to my physical health. As I put the finishing touches on the book, I began living with Robert. (Please note: my use of terms such as “friendship” and “partnership” do not imply a hierarchy—a partnership is not necessarily superior to a friendship. The written terms used in this book are simply a reproduction of the verbal terms that I have used in my daily life that, for me, as-closely-as-possible conveys how these relationships have been mentally and emotionally organized. Because I am a human who uses language to communicate, my explanations often involve comparing and contrasting relationships, by using certain terms to describe certain people and other terms to describe other people…but, I always do it with the caveat that those terms are never precisely going to ever fully convey how much love there is, or what those people really mean to me. Language is, in my opinion, a vastly imperfect mode of communication. There are simply some things that cannot be put into words. Therefore, in Opening Love, when I make distinctions such as “partner” or “friend,” please know I am doing my best to describe, and not create a hierarchy.)


Perhaps some would say that I am not a good source of relationship advice because Andrew and I no longer live together, or because my romantisexual partnerships with Katrina and Mark did not “last.” I can empathize with those critiques. However, the idea that people should try to keep their relationship looking the exact same way as it did in the beginning of the relationship, as well as the idea that a relationship is successful only if it “lasts,” are two very problematic ideas. These ideas are endemic in a culture that deeply fears change and denies the universal law of impermanence (more about impermanence in Chapter 3).


Every one of the people listed—Andrew, Katrina, Mark, Cordelia, and Robert—remain dear loves of mine. We trust and respect and care for each other. Therefore, none of these relationships truly ended. Nobody “broke up.” Our hearts have touched, and that touching cannot be undone. Our connections will endure. The concept of entanglement from quantum physics is a good metaphor. Entanglement states that once two (or more) particles have interacted, each particle can no longer be described independently—the particles are joined, forever. The connection cannot be undone.


Ethics of Polyamory


Of course, non-monogamy is not new. There have always been various cultures and individuals throughout history who have practiced forms of multi-partner relating, whether clandestinely or out in the open. (For a compelling as well as entertaining account of the anthropological history of human beings as an innately non-monogamous species, please read Sex at Dawn by Christopher Ryan and Cacilda Jethá.) What is new, however, is the emphasis by polyamorous practitioners that multi-partner relating be done in the spirit of honesty, compassion, and consent. No one can be persuaded or coerced into polyamory; if people are persuaded or coerced, then that relationship cannot be considered a polyamorous one. Everyone involved must freely choose polyamory.


Indeed, what makes polyamory ethical is its emphasis on consent and honesty. Polyamory is not, as some might think, merely cheating, because in polyamory all people who are involved in the situation are aware of what is happening and have negotiated specifics of the situation in a way that brings the highest possible comfort, joy, and trust.


Further, polyamory is not, as some might think, just a form of patriarchal polygamy, which is a form of multi-partner relating where a man enjoys the power of having multiple wives, with each wife restricted to intimacy/sexuality only with her one husband. Because polygamy tends to disempower women and children, the concern about how polyamory relates or does not relate to polygamy is an understandable one. However, polyamory, with its emphasis on gender equality and sexual freedom, is vastly different from patriarchal polyamory. Polyamory has its roots in feminist, matriarchal empowerment and sexual liberation movements. In the United States, for example, polyamory springs from the commune movements of the 1960s and 1970s, where equal power between the different sexes and genders was paramount.


Another misconception is that polyamory is simply another name for swinging. This is not true. While the practices are definitely related (and with some crossovers in participants), swinging is a form of ethical non-monogamy that tends to be (though not always) more about the carefree pleasures of sexual release and sexual adventure, rather than the intention to forge deep, emotional ties and/or long-term committed relationships. Also, swingers tend to be not as openly politically visible with their lifestyle, while many polyamorous people are increasingly seeking media attention, to bring polyamory to the public view.


Another aspect of the polyamory movement is the challenging of the hierarchies between different types of love. There are those in the movement who think of themselves as relationship anarchists. They believe that human beings should not rank relationships. For example, in mainstream society it is common to prioritize a sexual relationship over a non-sexual relationship. Relationship anarchists question this default mode of thinking.


Not all polyamorists practice non-hierarchical relating, though. Some poly people do have multiple partnerships in a way that clearly defines roles, and where everyone knows their place in the social structure. This form of poly is often referred to as the primary/secondary model. Here is an example of how this works. In the primary/secondary model, I might have two “primary partners”—these would be the people with whom I make a commitment to spend the most time, and to whom I pay the most attention. One of the primaries might be my legal spouse, and the other primary might be a romantic relationship that’s lasted ten years. Then, I would have a few “secondary partners”—these would be the people with whom I go on dates occasionally, but they would not be as emotionally or romantically significant in my life as my primaries. It would be common knowledge to all involved that the secondary partners would not be as important to my scheduling priorities. And, ideally, the secondary partners are honest when they say they are happy with the situation. (In many cases, secondaries are not interested in pursuing a primary partnership, due to various factors such as time constraints because of a busy career or family life. Or, sometimes secondaries are healing from the wounds of a previous relationship, and for the time being, want their sexual and romantic encounters to be more light and fun than serious. )


It is also important to know that the polyamory movement is not a movement against monogamy, nor is its goal to destroy the institution of marriage. (Although, we as polyamorists do ask questions, and that simple questioning can seem very threatening from the point of view of traditional social systems.) What openly polyamorous practitioners are trying to do is to bring awareness to the fact that, for some people, love and sex with multiple partners is a profoundly joyful practice. Polyamorists believe there are infinite ways of experiencing love and setting up relationships. We, as poly people, simply desire to have our way of enjoying relationships be accepted (not persecuted). We also want to engage in public dialogue about love and sexuality, two topics that are often still incredibly entrenched in ignorance and dogma.


The poly movement is also bringing to light awareness that jealousy does not have to be an automatic response to emotions, love, or sex that happens outside of the couple form. For centuries, women have been conditioned to believe that a male partner’s outrage (and even violence) is a sure sign that he “really loves her.” Men have been conditioned, too. Men have been conditioned that they must defend what “belongs to them.” Polyamory sheds light on the reality that jealousy is not the result of love, but rather jealousy is the negation of love. Jealousy signals a lack of love. In Chapter 4, we will discuss how jealousy is not conducive to loving from a higher consciousness, and how we can begin to disentangle ourselves from that particularly devastating emotion.


Lastly, it is important for me to be clear that polyamory is not a unified movement. There are polys who practice sacred sexuality; there are polys who embrace the BDSM and kink culture; there are polys that practice polyfidelity (a closed group of partners, who are exclusive to only those in the group); there are polys who attend swinger events; there are polys who are in the closet; there are polys who embrace the “one penis policy” (a group of three or more partners with only one male in the group); there are lesbian poly groups that include only females; there are polys that practice “solo polyamory” (being single as an intentional choice); there are polys who practice celibacy; there are “unicorn hunters” (a male/female couple seeking a bisexual female); there are polys who embrace the principles of polyamory but choose not to have multiple partners. In short, there are as many ways to do poly as there are people in the world. Therefore, when I refer to the “poly movement” in Opening Love, please know that I am talking about a general spirit that is sweeping across the globe. This is a spirit that ponders the questions: “What is a relationship?” “What is love?”


Confusions About Polyamory


People usually say one of two things when I tell them I am poly. They say, “That’s great, but I could never do that, because I’d get too jealous”…or they say, “I would love to do that, but I think my partner would want to be poly if I became poly—and I wouldn’t be okay with that.” Indeed, fear of jealousy is one of the central reasons why many who hear about poly choose not to practice it. And, at face value, that might seem like a wise choice. Why purposely open oneself to such a potentially sticky situation? Isn’t allowing one’s lover sexual and emotional freedom a huge risk to the relationship?


The answer to the latter question is, honestly, yes. Opening in this way is a risk. No doubt. By adventuring into the territory of polyamory, you agree with your partner that it is worthwhile to explore intimacy with others. However, once this journey begins, a whole host of difficult emotional states can arise, such as jealousy, anger, confusion, insecurity, and feelings of worthlessness. Many people rightly intuit that those feelings will indeed arise if they venture into poly, and so they quickly reject the option, thus not truly seeing it as a viable option. Some people even get deeply angry that polyamory even exists. Once, at a restaurant, a stranger approached Andrew. The man came up close to Andrew’s face, growling: “You’re that poly guy! I hate you, and I hate what you do!”


Polyamory strikes a negative chord for many people. In the mainstream media, the discussion has gone from fear and outrage of gays and lesbians to fear and outrage of polyamorists. One of the main concerns is that polyamory appears, at surface value, to be a position that lacks stability. (Stability is a “good” that is routinely touted by politicians and community leaders.) As common wisdom has it, if one does not have the promise of exclusivity from one’s partner, then surely the relationship will disintegrate in the face of competing lovers and the whirlwinds of jealousy. Therefore, if polyamory puts romantic relationships in jeopardy, then polyamory will supposedly put whole families in jeopardy, too. And without families, our nation and perhaps the whole world will crumble into chaos. Or so goes the theory.


So, why would a person decide to explore polyamory? Why would a person open to the emotional risks that polyamory usually triggers? The short answer is: This is an ideal method of transformation. To intentionally choose to face (seemingly) negative emotional states such as competition or anger or jealousy head-on is to choose to invite deep transformation, deep evolution of one’s consciousness. By peeling back the layers of social conditioning that claim we must avoid these emotions at all costs, we ultimately discover that we are beings who are never actually alone, not even “alone” as a couple. We realize, paradoxically and simultaneously, our inherent unity with others as well as our inherent impermanence as human beings in a body—transformational experiences I will discuss later.


My purpose for writing this book is not for you to become polyamorous. I have no such persuasive goal. I applaud your choice to be whatever you are—monogamous, asexual, single, swinger, celibate monk, or something else. I write to you from a deeper motivation than persuasion. Rather, my intention is to present an offering. Opening Love offers the lessons I’ve learned from being an openly polyamorous person, suggesting how these lessons might be useful for those who are interested in living a life that deviates from the norm, and for those who are pursuing spiritual growth.


The wisdom I offer can also be applicable to those who invest their energies into deep friendships, support networks, and those connections that defy labeling or categorization. The radical insight that love is truly abundant is a message that must not be confined to just those who engage in physical intimacy and sex, but rather it’s a message carrying implications for all relationships. Hence, while I provide some examples later in the book that focus on romantisexual relationships, I encourage you to reflect on those examples in broad ways, perceiving the core of love and care in all relationships, no matter the label or type.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cvi.jpg







OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
Opening
Love:

Intentional Relationships and the
Evolution of Consciousness

Dr. Anya

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA







